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Abstract

Although a strong relationship between employment and men’s mental health has been identified, theoretical linkages
between masculinity, employment, and mental health are not well developed and mental health supports that account
for gender and employment are correspondingly inadequate. The purpose of this study is to contribute to theoretical
understandings of men’s employment-related mental health experience and raise possibilities for gender-responsive
employer supports for men’s mental health. Specifically, this study is a secondary analysis of narrative accounts from
I8 men employed in male-dominated occupations about their employment-related mental health. Results of this study
present evidence of processes by which theoretical concepts of masculine role norms influence work-related stress
and mental health including: (a) injunctive norms, which operate through an internal sense of the cultural “shoulds”
and “should nots”; (b) descriptive norms, which are communicated through the behaviors that a man sees other men
enacting in his immediate environment; and (c) cohesive norms, which exert influence through observations of how
men who are leaders, behave. Men’s insights into the complexity of employment-related stress and mental health
according to masculine role norms related to work demands and leadership modeling and messaging are discussed.
This study concludes with potential ways forward for employer support for men’s mental health.
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Research at the intersection of gender, mental health, and
work has begun to uncover the complexity of how men
identify with employment and its stresses, yet much
remains to be learned about how to best support working
men’s mental health. The importance of employment to
men’s mental health is underlined by connections between
men’s unemployment and outcomes such as suicide (Platt
& Hawton, 2000), hopelessness (Soares, Macassa, Grossi,
& Viitasara, 2008), and impairment of mental health
(Paul & Moser, 2009). Even when men retire from
employment voluntarily, men may experience unemploy-
ment as a “roleless role” in which mental health problems
present through deteriorations in personal meaning and
social support (Gill et al., 2006; Shapiro & Yarborough-
Hayes, 2008). Evidence of work as foundational to men’s
mental health is further elaborated by qualitative work

focused on men’s mental health problems. In a meta-eth-
nography of 38 qualitative articles gathering men’s per-
spectives on the causes of their depression by Hoy (2012),
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men’s firsthand explanations for depression rarely
invoked biology and were characterized by abundant ref-
erences to work-related factors such as unemployment,
poverty, financial insecurity, and stressful working condi-
tions (Hoy, 2012, p. 212). The profound impacts of
employment on men’s mental health therefore begin at
the very presence or absence of paid employment status
and are persistent throughout the life course.

For men who are employed, work itself has far-reaching
implications for mental health. While jobs entailing mod-
erate levels of strain appear to have a protective effect
against the development of depression for men in the wider
workforce (J. Wang, Patten, Currie, Sareen, & Schmitz,
2012), men have been found to be at higher risk for depres-
sion than women in work conditions of high strain (Woo &
Postolache, 2008) and low job control (J. L. Wang, Lesage,
Schmitz, & Drapeau, 2008). The prevalence of depression
within male-dominated workforce groups such as trans-
portation, police, and manual occupations is higher than in
the general population, and has been associated with fac-
tors such as job demands, time pressure, and effort-reward
imbalance (Roche et al., 2016; Z. Wang et al., 2010). In
addition to mental health risks arising from occupational
characteristics of male-dominated work, researchers have
also theorized that male-dominated work environments
can play host to “masculinity culture contests,” wherein
social pressures and stigma to conform to gendered behav-
ior may result in a “conflation of top performance with
masculine gender performance” with deleterious impacts
on employee mental health (Berdahl, Cooper, Glick,
Livingston, & Williams, 2018, p. 430).

Although researchers have illuminated a strong rela-
tionship between employment and men’s mental health,
theoretical linkages between masculinity, employment,
and mental health are at an early stage and mental health
supports that account for gender and employment are cor-
respondingly inadequate (Oliffe & Han, 2014). The gap
in theory-informed services targeted to men has become
pronounced amidst an increase in overall employer
efforts to mitigate work stresses and support mental
health. For example, the availability of counseling ser-
vices offered through Employee Assistance Programs
(EAP) continues to grow, with EAP now accessible to
employees in 65% of large Canadian workplaces
(Csiernik & Csiernik, 2012). Although EAP services
have shifted from an early focus on addictions in the
1970s to an increasingly “broadbrush” approach, reflected
for example in the availability of comprehensive family
services (Kurzman, 2013), contemporary EAP program-
ming has not been designed to accommodate men’s
unique relationships to mental health and work. Further,
the Canadian National Standard for Psychological Health
for Safety, a resource available to Canadian employers
striving to improve mental health outcomes in the

workplace, contains no reference to gender-specific
dimensions of workplace mental health (Conference
Board of Canada & Bureau de normalisation du Quebec,
2018). Gender is also absent from the findings about bar-
riers to implementation and promising practices from a
case study of 41 organizations that adopted the National
Standard since 2014 (Wilson & Bradley, 2017).

While gender is not often part of the design of work-
place mental health supports, or standards that guide
design of workplace mental health supports, some
researchers derive insights about the workings of gender
and workplace mental health by examining the effective-
ness of workplace mental health support programs.
Through a scoping review of international health promo-
tions interventions for men, Seaton et al. (2017) collected
nine reports of workplace-based interventions, including
five in male-dominated workplaces and four in more gen-
der-balanced workplaces. While none of the workplace
interventions reviewed were gender specific, women par-
ticipants tended to report better mental health outcomes
than men following interventions that were delivered in
gender-balanced workplaces (p. 1831). At the same time,
these researchers reported that interventions designed to
promote behavioral change appeared to yield better out-
comes for men than those which encouraged men to par-
ticipate in organizational change (p. 1831).

While findings about the nature and availability of
EAP together with reports about the effectiveness of
workplace mental health programs give evidence of
broad developments in supporting employee mental
health, employee mental health is unequivocally influ-
enced by gender and these gender-influenced needs are
not well understood and incorporated into employer-pro-
vided programs. A conspicuous gap remains in workplace
gender analyses that are both theoretically-driven and
applicable to the creation of male-centered workplace
health promotion programs (Oliffe & Han, 2014, p. 47).

In the endeavor to build theoretical understandings from
which to better support working men’s mental health, this
study is guided by concepts of masculine role norms, which
describe the socialized expectations for how “being a man”
should be embodied through men’s thoughts, feelings, and
actions (Addis, Reigeluth, & Schwab, 2016). A theoretical
relationship between masculine role norms and work has
been established through the development and use psycho-
logical instruments such as the Conformity to Masculine
Norms Inventory (CMNI), which feature subscales of norms
relating to work both indirectly, for example, “winning” and
“self-reliance,” and directly, for example, “primacy of work”
and “pursuit of status” (Mahalik et al., 2003). The CMNI
and similar instruments have become influential in the psy-
chology of men and masculinities in studies measuring indi-
vidual men’s conformity to masculine role norms, yet the
insight of these instruments into mental health as a function
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of gendered learning and expression in workplaces has limi-
tations. Embedded in the CMNI and similar instruments is
an assumption that masculine role norms are stable psycho-
logical traits, while in practice role norms are “discriminated
repertoires of activity that are highly sensitive to context”
(Addis, Mansfield, & Syzdek, 2010, p. 80). This study
works toward deeper contextual knowledge of masculine
role norms through an analytic interpretation sensitized to
processes by which role norms are communicated and
expressed in male-dominated workplaces.

Methods
Study Context and Design

This study is a secondary analysis of narrative data col-
lected as part of a larger project titled “Early detection
and prevention of depression in working men,” a 3-year
mixed-methods project aimed at understanding working
men’s stress, strategies for managing stress, and sugges-
tions for employers for supporting the mental health of
male employees. For the qualitative component of the
mixed-methods study, a narrative approach was used to
collect and analyze working men’s stories of workplace
stress, strategies, and suggestions for employers.
Approaching qualitative data narratively rests on the
belief that people use stories, or consequential linkings
of events or ideas (Lal, Suto, & Ungar, 2012) to repre-
sent themselves and their experiences, and further, that
through sharing stories, people ascribe meaning to their
experiences (Riessman, 2001). In this secondary analy-
sis, attention was focused on data that included evidence
of masculine role norms and the relationship of these
norms to men’s employment-related mental health.

Recruitment

Participants were recruited through avenues including:
geting male-dominated work sectors, and telephone and
email invitations to the professional network of the fifth
author, who has conducted previous studies on depres-
sion. To expand the range of participants targeted,
Canadian Immigration Services also disseminated the
call for participants. Interested participants contacted the
project coordinator by email and/or telephone to obtain
information, ensure they met inclusion criteria, and
schedule an individual or focus group interview at a time
and location convenient to participants.

Sample Description

This secondary analysis is conducted using a subsample
of data collected from 37 men who took part in either a

focus group (three focus groups, total N = 13) or an indi-
vidual interview (N = 24). These 37 participants were
employed full-time and the majority appeared to be
Caucasian. The present subsample is comprised of 18
men employed in male-dominated occupations, defined
as occupations with predominantly male workforces.
These 18 participants’ data were selected from the broader
data set because these 18 participants shared stories that
included evidence of the workings of masculine role
norms in their workplaces. Of these 18 participants, nine
took part in two focus groups (N = 5 and N = 4) and nine
took part in individual interviews. Thirteen participants
were employed in the energy sector working in oil and
gas extraction, transportation, and storage; two partici-
pants worked in police services; one participant was an
airline pilot; one participant managed a landscaping ser-
vices company; and one participant was a financial advi-
sor at a major Canadian bank.

Data Collection

This study was approved by the Conjoint Health Research
Ethics Review Board at the first author’s University.
Before the start of each focus group or individual inter-
view, all participants had the opportunity to ask questions
and raise concerns; participants then signed written
informed consent forms.

A semistructured interview guide developed by the
broader project team was used to focus interviews while
allowing flexibility to pursue topics initiated by partici-
pants. Interviews were opened with questions about each
participant’s workplace and the details of their position
including the nature and schedule of the work they per-
formed. Following questions inquired into the sources of
stress in participant’s lives and how participants see
workplace stress impacting themselves and colleagues.
Finally, participants were asked to share views and expe-
riences about preventative strategies for managing stress
and suggestions for how employers may best support
employee mental health. Interviews were conducted by
authors 2, 3, and 4 who worked in varying pairings.
Interviews ranged from 30 to 130 min in length and the
average interview length was 44 min. All interviews were
audio recorded and detailed field notes were taken by
interviewers.

Data Analysis

This analysis of men’s narrative accounts of their employ-
ment-related stress and mental health was guided by
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) outline of the “contextualist”
approach to qualitative thematic analysis. As such, data
were thematically analyzed in an effort to balance between
focusing on data as purely descriptive, and focusing on



American Journal of Men’s Health

data as evidence of theoretical concepts related to enact-
ment and transmission of masculine role norms. Early
analysis began during interviews for as Seidman notes:
“Even as interviewers question their participants, tentative
interpretations may begin to influence the path of their
questioning” (Seidman, 2015, p. 130). Interviewers elabo-
rated early analysis by debriefing immediately following
each interview. Evolving analysis was led by the first four
authors beginning with each conducting repeated readings
of field notes and listening and re-listening to correspond-
ing audio files. Comparison of individually compiled lists
of different ways that concepts of work stress and gender
served as the foundation for developing initial themes,
with the goal of “reflecting all relevant aspects of the mes-
sages and retain, as much as possible, the exact wording
used in the statements” (Berg & Lune, 2004, p. 268).

Secondary analysis of narrative data was guided by
Addis and Mahalik’s (2003) typology, which theorizes
three ways in which masculine role norms are communi-
cated and expressed. This typology affords a means for
distinguishing between injunctive, descriptive, and
cohesive masculine norms as follows: (a) injunctive
norms operate through an internal sense of the cultural
“shoulds” and “should nots” of masculinity; (b) descrip-
tive norms are communicated through the behaviors that
a man sees other men enacting in his immediate environ-
ment; and (c) cohesive norms exert influence through
observations of how men who are “popular,” or leaders,
behave (Addis & Mahalik, 2003). This typology of mas-
culine role norms was used to identify and code instances
in which participants specified, whether by direct refer-
ence or allusions, injunctive versus descriptive versus
cohesive workplace norms related to workplace stress
and mental health. Given the workplace context of par-
ticipant narratives, evidence of descriptive norms are
drawn from participant observations of coworkers, while
evidence of cohesive norms are drawn from participant
observations of workplace leaders. Evidence of injunc-
tive norms are drawn from participant comments that
reflect their beliefs about what they should and should
not be doing in their work.

Triangulation of Investigators

Triangulation of investigators in this study began in the
planning stages as the eight authors collaborated on the
purpose and design of the broader project, and evolved
through this project with authors 2, 3, and 4 leading data
collection, each of whom took part in conducting inter-
views and immediate debriefing of key impressions of, and
themes evident in, each interview. The first four authors
who led data analysis presented and invited input into
evolving analyses during two full-day meetings that
included all authors. All authors also reviewed mental

health literature related to men, employment, and employed
men, to provide foundation for this study and sensitizing
concepts for focusing data analysis (concepts included
workloads, unpredictable economies, mental health aware-
ness, and masculine resistance to help-seeking). The four
authors leading analysis had subsequent meetings to nego-
tiate evolving iterations of themes and corresponding
quotes, and eventually reached consensus on how best to
illustrate themes while reflecting on the often complex and
layered nature of themes.

Members Checking

Members checking efforts in this study were aimed at
confirming and clarifying interpretations of the views and
perspectives shared by participants. This began during
interviews with pairs of interviewers involved to collabo-
rate and balance perspectives in interpreting participants’
responses. Focus group data collection was also elabo-
rated by requesting and conducting follow-up interviews
with two participants who had shared proportionally less
during their focus group participation. As such, steps
were taken to address a limitation of focus group data col-
lection wherein discussion can be skewed given the
dynamics of groups comprised of participants who are
vocal and others who are subdued.

Results

In Table 1, the subsample of participants on whose data
the secondary analysis was conducted is provided. These
18 participants are listed by pseudonym, age (if pro-
vided), employer, management status, and the interview
format in which they participated.

Throughout this thematic analysis, descriptive, injunc-
tive, and cohesive masculine role norms were used to
organize how participants described workplace stress and
mental health. The first theme, descriptive norms, encom-
passes evidence of how men align their workplace con-
duct with the conduct of their coworker peers. The
descriptive norms theme includes subthemes of (a) work
quantity and pace, and (b) work intensity. The theme of
injunctive role norms reflects evidence of men’s beliefs
about what they should and should not do as part of their
workplace conduct. Finally, the third theme of cohesive
norms encompasses evidence of how leaders model and
communicate managing workplace stress and mental
health.

Descriptive  norms. Participants discussed workplace
stress in terms of work quantity and pace as well as in
terms of work intensity and through their descriptions,
they illuminated how such stress was managed by them-
selves and their peers.
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Table I. List of Participants.

Name Age If Shared Interview Type Employer Manager: Yes/No
Matt 47 Focus group Energy Company A Yes
Jeremy 44 Focus group Energy Company A No
Marcel - Focus group Energy Company A Yes
Lloyd - Focus group Energy Company A Yes
Brett - Focus group Energy Company A Yes
Reese 45 Individual Energy Company A No
Caleb 58 Individual Energy Company A Yes
Darcy - Individual Energy Company A Yes
Seth 29 Individual Energy Company A No
Mitch 49 Focus group Energy Company C Yes
Dustin 34 Focus group Energy Company C Yes
George - Focus group Energy Company C No
Raj 48 Focus group Energy Company C No
Dylan 55 Individual Landscaping Services Yes
Jeff 42 Individual Airline No
Calvin 43 Individual Police Service A No
Paul - Individual Police Service B Yes
Lawrence - Individual Bank No

Work quantity and pace: Stress of overwork versus
twiddling your thumbs. Participants frequently noted
the stress of heavy workloads including in relation to
time limitations and other resource constraints. Dur-
ing a focus group interview, Matt, a manager in the IT
department of Energy Company A, described the burn-
out he has observed as a result of the quantity and pace
of work:

There’s been a few cases where people take time off for
mental health related issues in our group. There’s always
more work than you can actually get done, there’s a list of
things you can’t get to. It’s easy to get overworked and over
stressed in that situation.

Matt framed the allocation of heavy workloads within
his department as an organizational reality, yet continu-
ally persevering through “more than you can actually get
done” volumes of work seems to operate as a descriptive
norm that is visible among Matt’s team. Matt described a
scenario team members were willing to adhere to the
descriptive norm of overwork until disability leave for
mental health became necessary. Therefore, while work-
loads are stressful, this form of stress becomes normal-
ized through reinforced perceptions that team members
are dealing with comparable workloads. While being
surrounded by team members facing comparably high
workloads likely mitigates stress to some degree, taking
time off to attend to mental health entails a potentially
stressful point of conflict with the descriptive norm of
withstanding heavy workloads which may result in team

members delaying seeking help until it becomes abso-
lutely necessary.

Contrasting with the stress of heavy workloads, partici-
pants also described stress associated with lower work
demands, or “dead times.” During his individual inter-
view, Dylan, a landscaping services manager, was asked
about slower times and pointed to how the pace of work in
the unit he supervises is beholden to the cycles of nature:

Interviewer: So what do people do, if it’s, you know if
it’s really quiet?

Dylan: It’s really tough... the fellows that are... on the
evening shift right from October...you’re basically
twiddling your thumbs ... I mean, you can only
clean so much eh?

In describing a shared sense of falling short of high stan-
dards for productivity, Dylan depicts the operation of
descriptive masculine norms as reflected in a “twiddling
your thumbs” style of restlessness among the “fellows”
on his team.

Work intensity: Keeping problems under the rug and
getting back on the saddle. Participants spoke of stress
associated with the intense nature of their work wherein
responsibilities included human safety and “always on”
services or products and where expectations overlapped
with fatigue inherent to on-call or shift work. Jeff, an air-
line pilot who has experienced depression, spoke about
the high stakes of maintaining an official record of mental
health with his employer:
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There there’s tons of fatigue. We’re dealing with shift work,
s0... very stressful. It’s dynamic. We have flight tests every
6 months. So if you don’t pass... if you’re depressed you
lose your medical [medical certificate] and your medical is
tied to your income. You have no medical you have no
income. And a lot of pilots don’t have a lot of transferrable
skills, cause we’ve spent so much time getting to this point.
And we’re making good money. And if you’re, if I’'m going
to share with you that I’'m depressed and lose my medical, I
lose my career.

In Jeff’s position, career security is tied to regular moni-
toring of mental health and descriptive role norms entail
pressure to measure up to a high standard of mental health
despite the work-related stress and fatigue, which can
both contribute to, and be difficult to manage in the pres-
ence of, mental illness. Jeff showed how such norms pre-
clude disclosing his mental health struggles.

Workplace norms that preclude disclosure of mental
health struggles were also evident during an individual
interview with Calvin, a frontline police officer in a large
city. Calvin described facing traumatizing situations as
extreme as having experienced losing colleagues to sui-
cide. Calvin illustrated the workings of descriptive norms
as he reflected on having unknowingly worked alongside
colleagues experiencing suicidal ideation: “We don’t
realize what he’s actually going through... we all just
keep it kind of under the rug there at work.”

During an individual interview, Paul, a police officer
in charge of a rural detachment, offered additional first-
hand insight into the emotionally traumatizing potential
of police work when he recalled having to attend to a
scene directly related to the death of a loved one. Paul
used metaphorical language in his depiction of process-
ing these events:

No, you just try, and like I said, you just, you have to get
back on the saddle, so yeah, you have to pick yourself up.
That’s the way it goes, eh... if you don’t, you, well you can’t
crawl into a hole and pull the dirt over you. It doesn’t work.
[laugh]

Descriptive norms are evident in Paul’s approach to
pressing on while processing an emotional trauma despite
potential negative impacts to mental health.

Many interviews during data collection were con-
ducted during a recession in the Canadian economy, and
energy sector participants were acutely aware of the
implications of the recession for their companies. Energy
sector participants spoke of uncontrollable shifts in their
workplaces and consequent job insecurity as contributing
to intense feelings of pressure and uncertainty in their
work lives. In a focus group with employees from Energy
Company C, Dustin, a manager of regulatory affairs, put
this concern in terms of “a feeling of anxiety and fear at

long term prospects,” and claimed ‘“the feeling is
around... you turn into more work because you don’t
want to lose your job.” Raj, an information technology
specialist, agreed with Dustin and added that their com-
pany’s recent record of “month by month unemployment”
was “very stressful.” George, a legal counsel, responded
to these comments from Dustin and Raj with a reinforce-
ment of work as part of masculine identity by summariz-
ing: “It’s our whole definition of ourselves.” Together
these Energy Company C focus group participants sug-
gest that demonstrating their value through overwork is
increasingly necessary to maintaining employment and
employment is an encompassing reflection of identity.

Taken together, participants providing evidence for
the theme of work intensity described expectations to
manage and perform at work despite stressful forms of
intensity ranging from chronic fatigue to emotional
trauma, to the need to adapt to unpredictable changes in
the workplace and economy.

Injunctive norms: Scrutinizing self-worth. Drawing further
on participant stories of “feast or famine” workloads, evi-
dence of injunctive role norms for what participants
believe they should be doing in their work were drawn
from participant descriptions of meanings they assigned
to their experiences with slow times and low workloads.

During a focus group interview, Brett, an information
technology manager with Energy Company A, spoke of
“strings of time... where you are somehow not able to be
a contributor to the degree you want to be, and not neces-
sarily by any fault of your own,” as “mentally exhaust-
ing.” Other focus group participants endorsed Brett’s
point and in this process, gave a sense of injunctive norms
as shared among colleagues.

For his part, during an individual interview, Reese, a
manager at Energy Company A, described “dead times”
as he characterized how time spent on lower priority
work “increases anxiety and makes self-worth up for
scrutiny.” Reese claimed that on “less busy days...
thoughts questioning value added to the company arise.”

Brett and Reese depicted injunctive norms as their
descriptions reflect internal distress over not adhering to
their beliefs about the contributions they “should” be
making. Reese’s distress leaves him feeling anxious and
scrutinizing his self-worth, while Brett’s distress is evi-
dent in his description of an unrealized ideal born of
being unable to contribute “to the degree you want to be.”
Brett distanced himself from personal fault as he recog-
nized that not being able to contribute to the degree he
wanted is not “any fault of your own,” yet Brett framed
times of lesser contribution as exhausting.

Cohesive norms: High stakes and carrying your share of the
stress. Evidence of cohesive role norms is drawn from
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participant stories about how leaders in their workplaces
model and communicate the managing of workplace
stress and the uptake of mental health support.

While participants spoke of positive relationships with
workplace leaders, they also highlighted stress related to
hierarchical dynamics. In a focus group with participants
from Energy Company C, Dustin, an energy manager,
claimed that the biggest tensions occur from “the top
down,” when things have not worked out to meet the expec-
tations of management. Dustin pointed to diverse reasons
including: “a commodity price going down, an unsuccess-
ful bid on a project. .. disappointment that something hasn’t
gone quite right or if someone isn’t working quickly
enough... a lot of potential conflict.” In the same focus
group, Mitch, an energy director, picked up on Dustin’s
point, noting that tensions often arise during meetings
among “‘ambitious leaders with high expectations,” for
whom “‘stakes are high” and implications of “messing up
can be far-reaching.” In their descriptions, Dustin and Mitch
reflect the workings of cohesive role norms as they present
their workplace stress as a result of workplace leaders mod-
eling role norms and establishing “far-reaching” conse-
quences for lack of adherence to these norms.

In a focus group interview with participants from
Energy Company A, Jeremy, a marketing and communi-
cations worker, invoked cohesive masculine norms con-
veyed by leaders who expect their employees to share
their stress; Jeremy quoted an off-the-cuff, yet powerfully
explicit, remark from his boss who told Jeremy: “You
better be as stressed as I am.” In an individual interview,
Darcy, an information technology manager at Energy
Company A, added dimension to the workings of cohe-
sive role norms by pointing out instances where leaders
tolerate disrespectful or inconsiderate behavior from
employees who are high achievers:

There can be conflict between people who get away with
counterproductive  behaviour, right. Because they’re
delivering... it’s okay if they maybe don’t treat people how
they ought to be treated. So there’s pockets of that.

Invoking cohesive masculine norms conveyed in yet
another form, participants described leaders who send
messages about the importance of work-life balance, yet
fall far short in modeling balance. Lawrence, an accounts
manager at a major Canadian bank, illustrated with a tone
of sarcasm:

I mean the biggest catch phrase that our business line and
everybody uses now is work-life balance. And like they all
say that but then say can you be in [Canadian city] next week.
Like yeah, sure that really helps the work-life balance...

Lloyd, a manager, and part of a focus group with employees
from Energy Company A, echoed Lawrence’s cynicism

about “catch phrases” as Lloyd pondered a video on work-
place mental health created by company executives for its
potential to be merely “lip service.” Lloyd proceeded to
make sense of the video in terms of how mental health sup-
port can translate into company productivity:

Isn’t that lip service though? It did seem genuine in the sense
that I think there’s a recognition that, that providing, uh,
EAP programs results in higher productivity, and so that
therefore it makes economic sense for the company to
provide those resources.

At the same time, Lloyd communicated awareness of the
discrepancy between his own advice to his employees ver-
sus the example he sets as a leader. Lloyd tells his employ-
ees not to model themselves after him: “Don’t do what I do,
take your breaks.” Lloyd said that among male colleagues
there is an understanding that taking breaks is valuable but
“Practical implementation is the current barrier. As men,
we’re figuring out that we need help on this stuff.”

Participants reported that while their leaders do not
directly disparage workplace mental health-promoting
policies such a taking breaks, leaders fuel cohesive norms
that run counter to policies by not adhering to the policy
themselves or by declaring expectations that run counter
to policies in forms such as expecting employees to
shoulder intense levels of stress, allowing disrespectful
conduct from high-performing employees and advancing
messages about the importance of avoiding disappointing
ambitious leaders.

Discussion

As part of responding to the growing concern of men’s
mental health and its consequences for workers in Canada
and internationally, this study offers a contribution to a
deepening of theoretical understanding of men’s employ-
ment-related mental health experiences. Through a vari-
ety of depictions of work stress offered by participants,
evidence of descriptive masculine roles norms of with-
standing high levels of job strain is provided. As illus-
trated by Matt, descriptive norms may push men to
persevere beyond their limits in contexts of unattainable
job demands. While it is known that conditions of high
job strain put men at risk for depression (Woo &
Postolache, 2008), descriptive norms may provide an
additional layer of risk if teams of men in high-strain
environments generate social pressure to ignore early
inclinations to justify seeking help and/or taking time off
to attend to mental health. In other high-strain job envi-
ronments such as law enforcement, emotional control
was evident as a descriptive norm and a primary means
for handling job strain. Paul’s “back on the saddle” fram-
ing of his emotional experience as a challenge to be man-
aged exemplifies the claim by Addis and Mahalik (2003)
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that men’s framings of emotional experience can simulta-
neously “support the norm of emotional control while...
constructing masculinity as a competition with one’s
emotional self” (p. 10).

A circular pattern is evident as participants not only
attempted to maintain emotional control by forging ahead
with work in the face of challenges, but also relied on
work to feed their sense of emotional control as they saw
work performance as key to staving off new feelings of
anxiety and questioning of self-worth. While injunctive
norms about how men should perform as emotionally
controlled, highly productive workers are pronounced,
opportunities to shift these norms are obstructed as lead-
ers model and compel cohesive norms of pressure to per-
form. Leader communication of these norms occurs
outside the channels of workplace policy and is key to a
fundamental tension identified by participants between
policies in support of mental health versus how perfor-
mance expectations are conveyed.

Implications: Possibilities for More Gender-
Responsive Employer Support for Men’s
Mental Health

While the body of research literature focused on men’s
mental health and designed to guide policy and mental
health support is at an early stage of development (Bilsker,
Fogarty, & Wakefield, 2018), researchers are identifying
the value of bringing awareness of masculine role norms
into workplace mental health supports through methods
such as tailoring language to men at every stage of service
(Rice et al., 2017; Seidler, Rice, Ogrodniczuk, Oliffe, &
Dhillon, 2018). Building on these recommendations,
“structural audits” of workplace features that contribute to
work stress may raise awareness of masculine norms and
provide starting points for gender-specific mental health-
promoting responses. For example, lines of questioning or
conversation points in mental health programming or
employee engagement surveys that guide employees
toward discussing workplace expectations and stress could
offer more contextually rich connections between structural
influences and injunctive, descriptive, and cohesive role
norms for the purpose of promoting the mental health of
male employees through shifts in organizational structure.
Such lines of questioning and conversation might
entail asking questions such as: What role norms are
operative in this work environment? How does the nature
of work and styles of leadership perpetuate versus disrupt
norms that compromise mental health? Are norms that
compromise mental health in or out of control of work-
place leaders, and why? In asking such questions, ideally
directly to employees, the limits that preclude organizing
work in ways that are more positive for men’s mental
health may be cast in a more critical light. Indeed, what

prevents work from being organized in a different way?
Does it come down to the inevitable characteristics of
certain jobs, the demands of economic efficiency, poli-
tics, tradition, or a tangled mixture of all the above? Men
deserve clearer answers to these questions, and work-
places stand to gain a better understanding of gendered
dimensions of mental health by working toward aware-
ness of how structures within and beyond organizations
exert pressure on gendered workplace practices.

It remains important to recognize that wider economic
climates externally pressure organizations, and resulting
perceptions of strong competition and high risk of failure
within workplaces likely reinforce behaviors and atti-
tudes rooted in masculine role norms that run counter to
mental health (Berdahl et al., 2018). Indeed, the energy
sector, where downsizing and uncertainty have been
widespread seemed particularly characterized by descrip-
tive norms of overwork. Accordingly, there are practical
limits to the extent that workplaces can, or would be will-
ing to, restructure around fostering role norms that are
more supportive of mental health. Yet there is value in
prioritizing employee voices in examining determinants
of workplace health. In particular, “calling out” ways in
which unspoken workplace norms can run counter to
men’s mental health provides a scaffold for greater
accounting of unspoken workplace expectations.

Limitations

As part of a broader project about working men’s mental
health, this study endeavored to recruit a diverse sample
of working men. Yet, the sample for this study was
relatively homogeneous. The majority of participants
appeared to be Caucasian and of middle to upper socio-
economic status. Thus, the perspectives of men from
diverse socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds are not
represented. A further limitation of findings is partici-
pant self-selection wherein participants who value and
wish to discuss workplace mental health volunteer to
participate. Further, all men in the sample were employed
full-time; thus the perspectives of part-time, seasonal, or
precariously employed men were not captured. In addi-
tion, and likely owing to the geographic location of the
lead qualitative investigator and data collection team for
the broader project, the sample over-represents the
recently fraught energy sector. Finally, analysis was con-
ducted on data collected in response to broad questions
about workplace stress and not specifically about mascu-
line role norms. Accordingly, this secondary analysis is
drawn from approximately half of the broader sample
(18 of 37 participants). Yet, findings from this study
forge important links between masculine role norm con-
cepts and experience that can provide valuable founda-
tion for continued research in these topics.



Boettcher et al.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research,
authorship, and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD

Ray Lam |2/ https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7142-4669

References

Addis, M. E., & Mabhalik, J. R. (2003). Men, masculinity, and
the contexts of help seeking. American Psychologist, 58(1),
5-14. doi:10.1037/0003-066X.58.1.5

Addis, M. E., Mansfield, A. K., & Syzdek, M. R. (2010). Is
“masculinity” a problem?: Framing the effects of gendered
social learning in men. Psychology of Men & Masculinity,
11(2), 77-90. doi:10.1037/a0018602

Addis, M. E., Reigeluth, C. S., & Schwab, J. R. (2016). Social
norms, social construction, and the psychology of men
and masculinity. In Y. J. Wong & S. R. Wester (Eds.),
APA handbook of men and masculinities (pp. 81-104).
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Berdahl, J. L., Cooper, M., Glick, P., Livingston, R. W., &
Williams, J. C. (2018). Work as a masculinity contest.
Journal of Social Issues, 74(3), 422-448.

Berg, B. L., & Lune, H. (2004). Qualitative research methods
for the social sciences (Vol. 5). Boston, MA: Pearson.
Bilsker, D., Fogarty, A. S., & Wakefield, M. A. (2018). Critical
issues in men’s mental health. The Canadian Journal of
Psychiatry, 63(9), 590-596. doi:10.1177/0706743718766052

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in
psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2),
77-101. doi:10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Conference Board of Canada, & Bureau de normalisa-
tion du Quebec. (2018). National standard of Canada:
Psychological health and safety in the workplace —
Prevention, promotion, and guidance to staged implemen-
tation. Retrieved from https://www.csagroup.org/article
/spe-z1003-implementation-handbook/

Csiernik, R., & Csiernik, A. (2012). Canadian employee assis-
tance programming: An overview. Journal of Workplace
Behavioral Health, 27(2), 100—116. doi:10.1080/1555524
0.2012.666465

Hoy, S. (2012). Beyond men behaving badly: A meta-ethnog-
raphy of men’s perspectives on psychological distress and
help seeking. International Journal of Men’s Health, 11(3),
202-226. doi:10.3149/jmh.1103.202

Gill, S. C., Butterworth, P., Rodgers, B., Anstey, K. J., Villamil, E.,
& Melzer, D. (2006). Mental health and the timing of men’s
retirement. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology,
41(7), 515-522. doi:10.1007/s00127-006-0064-0

Kurzman, P. A. (2013). Employee assistance programs for the
new millennium: Emergence of the comprehensive model.

Social Work in Mental Health, 11(5), 381-403. doi:10.108
0/15332985.2013.780836

Lal, S., Suto, M., & Ungar, M. (2012). Examining the potential
of combining the methods of grounded theory and narrative
inquiry: A comparative analysis. The Qualitative Report,
17(21), 1-22. Retrieved from https://nsuworks.nova.edu/
tqr/voll7/iss21/1

Mahalik, J. R., Locke, B. D., Ludlow, L. H., Diemer, M.
A., Scott, R. P. J., Gottfried, M., & Freitas, G. (2003).
Development of the conformity to masculine norms
inventory. Psychology of Men & Masculinity, 4(1), 3-25.
doi:10.1037/1524-9220.4.1.3

Oliffe,J. L., & Han, C. S. E. (2014). Beyond workers’ compensation:
Men’s mental health in and out of work. American Journal of
Men’s Health, 8(1), 45-53. doi:10.1177/1557988313490786

Paul, K. I., & Moser, K. (2009). Unemployment impairs men-
tal health: Meta-analyses. Journal of Vocational Behavior,
74(3), 264-282. do0i:10.1016/j.jvb.2009.01.001

Platt, S., & Hawton, K. (2000). Suicidal behaviour and the
labour market. In K. Hawton & K. Van Heeringen (Eds.),
The international handbook of suicide and attempted sui-
cide (pp. 309-385). Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons.

Rice, S. M., Aucote, H. M., Parker, A. G., Alvarez-Jimenez,
M., Filia, K. M., & Amminger, G. P. (2017). Men’s
perceived barriers to help seeking for depression:
Longitudinal findings relative to symptom onset and
duration. Journal of Health Psychology, 22(5), 529-536.
doi:10.1177/1359105315605655

Riessman, C. K. (2001). Analysis of personal narratives. In J. F.
Gubrium & J. A. Holstein (Eds.), Handbook of interview-
ing (pp. 695-710). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Roche, A. M., Pidd, K., Fischer, J. A., Lee, N., Scarfe, A., &
Kostadinov, V. (2016). Men, work, and mental health: A
systematic review of depression in male-dominated indus-
tries and occupations. Safety and Health at Work, 7(4),
268-283. doi:10.1016/j.shaw.2016.04.005

Seaton, C. L., Bottorff, J. L., Jones-Bricker, M., Oliffe, J. L.,
DeLeenheer, D., & Medhurst, K. (2017). Men’s men-
tal health promotion interventions: A scoping review.
American Journal of Men’s Health, 11(6), 1823—1837.
doi:10.1177/1557988317728353

Seidler, Z. E., Rice, S. M., Ogrodniczuk, J. S., Oliffe, J. L., &
Dhillon, H. M. (2018). Engaging men in psychological treat-
ment: A scoping review. American Journal of Men'’s Health,
12(6), 1882-1900. doi:10.1177/1557988318792157

Seidman, 1. (2015). Interviewing as qualitative research: A
guide for researchers in education and the social sciences.
New York, NY: Teachers College Press.

Shapiro, A., & Yarborough-Hayes, R. (2008). Retirement and
older men’s health. Generations: Journal of the American
Society on Aging, 32(1), 49-53. Retrieved from http://
ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/login?url=http://search.ebscohost
.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rzh&AN=105782660&s
ite=chost-live

Soares, J. J., Macassa, G., Grossi, G., & Viitasara, E. (2008).
Psychosocial correlates of hopelessness among men.
Cognitive Behaviour Therapy, 37(1), 50-61. doi:10.1080
/16506070701628016


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7142-4669
https://www.csagroup.org/article/spe-z1003-implementation-handbook/
https://www.csagroup.org/article/spe-z1003-implementation-handbook/
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol17/iss21/1
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol17/iss21/1
http://ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rzh&AN=105782660&site=ehost-live
http://ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rzh&AN=105782660&site=ehost-live
http://ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rzh&AN=105782660&site=ehost-live
http://ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rzh&AN=105782660&site=ehost-live

10

American Journal of Men’s Health

Wang, J., Patten, S. B., Currie, S., Sareen, J., & Schmitz, N.
(2012). A population-based longitudinal study on work
environmental factors and the risk of major depressive dis-
order. American Journal of Epidemiology, 176(1), 52-59.
doi:10.1093/aje/kwrd73

Wang, J. L., Lesage, A., Schmitz, N., & Drapeau, A. (2008).
The relationship between work stress and mental disor-
ders in men and women: Findings from a population-based
study. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health,
62(1), 42—47. doi:10.1136/jech.2006.050591

Wang, Z., Inslicht, S. S., Metzler, T. J., Henn-Haase, C.,
McCaslin, S. E., Tong, H., ... Marmar, C. R. (2010). A
prospective study of predictors of depression symp-

toms in police. Psychiatry Research, 175(3), 211-216.
doi:10.1016/j.psychres.2008.11.010

Wilson, M., & Bradley, L. (2017). Case study research proj-
ect findings: The national standard of Canada for psy-
chological health and safety in the workplace 2014-2017.
Retrieved from https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca
/sites/default/files/2017-03/case_study research project
_findings 2017 eng.pdf

Woo, J.-M., & Postolache, T. T. (2008). The impact of work
environment on mood disorders and suicide: Evidence
and implications. International Journal on Disability and
Human Development, 7(2), 185-200. doi:10.1515/[JDHD
.2008.7.2.185


https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/sites/default/files/2017-03/case_study_research_project_findings_2017_eng.pdf
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/sites/default/files/2017-03/case_study_research_project_findings_2017_eng.pdf
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/sites/default/files/2017-03/case_study_research_project_findings_2017_eng.pdf

