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Executive Summary 

Though India has made substantial gains in gender equality, social norms about appropriate 

roles for men and women remain strong and restrict opportunities. While extensive literature 

documents how strict norms harm women, there is growing evidence that traditional norms 

are also failing young men. Many are increasingly unable to fulfil provider burdens as youth 

unemployment soars, and the stigma against accessing mental health supports may 

contribute to men being responsible for 70-75% of suicides. These challenges may also fuel 

backlash against women, as young men hold more restrictive views on gender equality 

compared with young women and older men. Social media also plays a critical role in 

influencing beliefs, with young men dominating both content consumption and creation, 

and recent scholarship documenting the rise of the “manosphere”.  

This Second Year Policy Analysis (SYPA) explores young men’s beliefs on masculinity and 

social media’s role in shaping them, through a survey of 1254 men aged 18-30, an analysis 

of over 6K YouTube video transcripts and 808K comments, and 25 stakeholder interviews 

with researchers, nonprofits, and mental health professionals. Our findings indicate that 

most young men face substantial provider burdens, and in the face of macroeconomic 

conditions that make these ideals increasingly difficult to meet, view women as economic 

competition. Mental health struggles are also prevalent, with more than half feeling “down, 

depressed, or hopeless” in recent weeks. However, while most men privately desire to 

become more active fathers and show vulnerability in relationships, they underestimate the 

share of their peers who also want this. Furthermore, while social media content has 

become increasingly negative over time, many manosphere creators are polarizing and 

distrusted, meaning their influence may be more limited than perceived.  

To address these challenges, we propose two recommendations for our client, the Centre 

for Men and Boys, a non-profit aiming to rethink masculinity. First, partner with trusted 

creators and public figures to produce social media content that depicts alternative forms 

of masculinity. Second, develop an AI chatbot to support mental health and encourage men 

to seek emotional support offline.   
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Problem Statement 

Background 

In India, despite measurable gains in gender equality, social norms about “appropriate” 

roles for women and men remain strong and are associated with persistent gender 

gaps. 2023 World Value Survey data (Haerpfer et al., 2024), confirm strong male 

breadwinner attitudes: about 60% in India agree that when jobs are scarce, men have more 

right to a job than women, and 59% agree there are problems if women earn more than men, 

compared with only 5 to 10 percent in the United States on the same items. Tolerance for 

control and violence within households also persists, with more than one-third of 

respondents agreeing that men may use violence to keep wives in line.  

Data suggest that economic development alone will not close these gaps. According to 

data from the World Bank Gender Data Portal (2025) and World Bank Open Data (2020), 

while female labor force participation has risen over time, it remains low at 33%, compared 

with 77% for men in 2024, and is lower than that of similar-income peers (Figure 1). Gender 

based violence remains widespread; about 35% of ever-married women report intimate 

partner violence, above the 27% global average and above similar-income peers (Figure 1).  

Figure 1: India’s female labor force participation rate and intimate partner violence rate 

compared with similar income peers (Source: World Bank; authors’ elaboration)
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Strict gender norms impose real costs on women by reinforcing exclusion and 

increasing exposure to violence. In Akerlof and Kranton’s (2000) identity framework, 

deviating from prescribed gender roles carries social and psychological penalties. 

Consistent with this, Bertrand et al. (2016) link such deviations to higher risks of domestic 

violence, greater unpaid care burdens, and worse marriage and labor market outcomes, 

while Krishnan et al. (2010) find that newly employed women in Bangalore faced 80% higher 

odds of intimate partner violence than those who remained unemployed. 

Traditional masculinity norms also constrain men by rewarding conformity and 

sanctioning deviation from “provider” and “strength” expectations. Studies find 

backlash when men do not conform to masculine stereotypes (Judge et al., 2012; Rosette et 

al., 2015). When they show vulnerability, act agreeably, display empathy, express sadness, 

exhibit modesty, or identify as feminists, they are often judged as less competent, receive 

weaker leadership evaluations, face pay penalties, and see reduced promotion prospects, 

with some studies also noting heightened exposure to harassment. 

These pressures collide with a labor market that makes it harder to meet breadwinner 

expectations, creating a role–opportunity mismatch. Youth unemployment is about 15%, 

roughly three times the national average (CMIE, 2025), and is highest among the educated: 

29.1% for university graduates, 18.4% for those with secondary or higher education, and 

3.4% for those who cannot read or write (ILO, 2024). Since stable employment has become 

a prerequisite for marriage, education alone no longer suffices, delaying or complicating 

household formation for many men (Basu & Kumar, 2022). 

Problem 

Because the penalties for nonconformity are real, masculinity norms can translate into 

both internal harm and outward harm, and men bear a disproportionate burden of 

several severe outcomes. In recent years, men accounted for 70 to 75 percent of suicides 

(NCRB, 2023a), 70% of murder victims (NCRB, 2022), and 96% of prison inmates (NCRB, 

2023b). At the same time, NCRB reporting and stakeholder interviews highlight important 

measurement caveats, including concerns that women’s suicides may be underreported or 
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misclassified, so these figures should be interpreted as indicative of a troubling profile for 

men rather than as a complete gender comparison of suffering. 

Strict masculinity norms may harm women as well as men: young men hold more 

restrictive views on gender equality compared with young women, with this gap growing 

in recent years. Using 2023 World Value Survey data1 (Haerpfer et al., 2024), Figure 2 shows 

the shares of men and women of different ages who agree with various statements about 

gender equality. While young women are becoming increasingly progressive over time, young 

men are moving in the opposite direction, leading to divergent views. There are also 

substantial cohort differences among women, with younger women much more progressive, 

while these differences do not seem to exist among men. These findings align with patterns 

observed elsewhere: a global survey conducted by IPSOS (2024) finds that Gen Z men are 

20pp more likely than Gen Z women to agree that we have gone so far in promoting women’s 

equality that we are discriminating against men, but Baby Boomer, Gen X, and Millennial men 

are only 12-14pp more likely than women to agree.  

Figure 2: Agreement with gender roles by gender and age group over time (Source: 2023 
World Values Survey data (Haerpfer et al., 2024); authors’ elaboration) 

 

 

1 Sample: 1692 interviews across 8 states. Given India’s size and scale, these data are unlikely to be entirely 
representative of views.  
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The gap in viewpoints persists across education, income, employment status, marital 

status, and urbanicity, harming both women and men.  Figure 3 shows that, across all 

demographic groups, young men hold more restrictive views on gender roles than young 

women. Young men with more years of education hold less restrictive gender attitudes than 

young men with fewer years of education, but even among college-educated men and 

women, gaps persist. Similarly, fully employed young men have less restrictive gender 

attitudes, but gaps persist. Gaps are particularly wide among part-time employees and 

students. Regionally, views among young men and women are similar across urban and rural 

areas. Taken together, these patterns suggest that men, as a group, and especially young 

men, consistently hold more traditional gender attitudes than women, in ways that may 

harm both women and men.  

Figure 3: Agreement with gender roles by demographic: 15-29-year-olds (Source: 2023 
World Values Survey data (Haerpfer et al., 2024), authors’ elaboration)2 

 

 

2 Took straight average of 4 measures: men make better business executives than women, men make better 
political leaders than women, in times of job scarcity, men deserve a job more than women, and university is 
more important for a boy than girl; Lower education: Up to middle secondary; Middle education: up to post-
secondary non-tertiary; Higher: Tertiary education and beyond. 
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Our scope  

But these pressures also create an opportunity to rethink what masculinity can look like 

in a way that serves everyone, the core mission of our client, the Centre for Men and 

Boys (CFMB). CFMB’s premise is that boys and men across South Asia are not doing well in 

school, at work, in health, or in relationships, and that focusing only on individual attitudes 

misses the deeper systems they navigate: education, labor markets, health services, digital 

platforms, and cultural expectations. By centering boys and men as part of the solution 

rather than treating them as the problem, CFMB aims to shift these systems so that healthier, 

more flexible models of masculinity become visible, socially rewarded, and realistically 

attainable. This SYPA contributes directly to that mission by examining how masculinity 

norms are produced and reinforced online among young men in India, a priority domain 

identified by CFMB. 

This SYPA is designed as a strategy-building diagnostic to inform CFMB’s first three-year 

roadmap. Founded in 2025, CFMB is at a stage where the highest-value evidence is not a 

single causal estimate, but a clear understanding of how masculinity and gender attitudes 

are constructed online, where influence concentrates, and which stakeholders can shift 

norms at scale. We therefore study how masculinity, gender attitudes and mental health 

intersect at the individual level, as well as stakeholder incentives at the system level to 

identify leverage points and translate findings into actionable medium-term priorities. We 

use quantitative and qualitative evidence to both build the case for change and inform which 

policy entry points to prioritize.  

While we aim to understand masculinity norms as a whole, we pay particular attention 

to how norms are transmitted through social media due to their growing use among 

young men. Young men are increasingly accessing online spaces and dominate both 

content creation and consumption. Phone and internet access have expanded sharply over 

the last two decades: by 2023, roughly 85% of adults reported recent phone use, and about 

6 in 10 Indians reported internet use in the prior 3 months. Digital media also overtook 

television in 2024, becoming the largest segment of India’s media market by revenue (EY, 
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2025), driven by low data costs and near-universal mobile coverage (PIB, 2024). However, 

this access is heavily gendered, with ~8 in 10 women versus more than 9 in 10 men reporting 

recent phone use, and 76% of men versus 63% of women aged 15-49 reporting internet use 

(Waghmare, 2024). Two-thirds of India’s social media identities are also male (Kemp, 2025), 

and women are much less likely to have exclusive use of mobile phones (27% of women vs. 

48% of men) (Waghmare, 2024). Altogether, the scale and male bias of online platforms 

increasingly make them central to shaping young men’s ideas of masculinity.  

Recent scholarship on the “manosphere” has also documented how social media 

propagates restrictive gender attitudes. A plethora of studies (Rodríguez et al., 2025; Ging, 

2019; Gerrand et al., 2025; Equimundo, 2024) have aimed to understand key communities 

in the Western manosphere. Within the Hindi manosphere specifically, researchers find 

links to Hindutva and anti-Western narratives. Hussain and Maloney (2025) posit three key 

communities: the entrepreneurial misogynist (who weaves antagonistic attitudes towards 

women into themes of self-improvement), the vigilant misogynist (who exposes and 

harasses interfaith couples through “love Jihad”), and the liberal Hindu misogynist (who 

espouses anti-feminist rhetoric but adopts liberal sentiments such as openness to multiple 

perspectives). Chinchu (2025) also examines the Malayali manosphere, finding 

intersections with Hindutva right-wing groups and a relatively more prominent and organized 

Men’s Rights Activist movement. Using quantitative methods, Agarwal and Pal (2022) map 

the Men’s Rights Activist community using X posts, finding it largely self-contained, with anti-

feminist and anti-Westernization leanings and substantial appeal to youth.  

Literature also documents the importance of media in shaping gender social norms. 

Ferrara et al. (2012) and Jensen and Oster (2009) find that the introduction of soap operas 

and cable TV, respectively, led to more progressive gender social norms in Brazil and India. 

More recently, Yang et al. (2025) found that Indian localities with higher exposure to a 

massively popular TV series of the “Ramayan” saw increases in Hindu-Muslim communal 

violence and increased electoral success for the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party.  
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Diagnostic Framework 

Our SYPA aims to understand the factors resulting in harmful masculinity norms. For the 

purposes of our analyses, we consider harmful masculinity norms to be those which result 

in harms to men, women, and society. Specifically, we study two types of harms: men’s 

mental health, and restrictive gender attitudes towards women.  

To understand harmful masculinity, we consider a combination of individual, peer, and 

systemic factors. A combination of individual and peer-related “micro” factors and 

systemic “macro” factors may influence harmful masculinity (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010; 

Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2006). Figure 4 highlights some of these. At an individual level, 

provider norms can punish men for not meeting breadwinner roles; strength norms can 

stigmatize seeking emotional support; and individuals may vary in how susceptible they are 

to masculinity-related social media content. At a peer level, perceived pressure from peers 

can lead men to adopt a “social image” that may differ from their true “self-image” (Bursztyn 

& Jensen, 2017). Lastly, at a system-level, macroeconomic factors influence the extent to 

which men can satisfy provider norms, mental health workforce shortages make accessing 

help difficult, and the incentives of social media platforms and creators shape the content 

being created and distributed.  

Figure 4: Diagnostic Framework (Source: Authors’ elaboration) 

 

Harmful masculinity

Individual factors
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Based on this diagnostic framework, we develop four hypotheses for harmful 

masculinity: 1) provider role-opportunity mismatch, 2) strength norms and poor mental 

health support, 3) pluralistic ignorance, and 4) social media. Figure 5 illustrates how 

these hypotheses map directly to our diagnostic framework. Under hypothesis 1, strong 

expectations for men to be providers, combined with macroeconomic conditions that make 

it difficult to meet these expectations, could result in a role-opportunity mismatch. Men 

unable to meet expectations may face poor mental health and more restrictive attitudes 

towards women, whom they perceive as taking jobs away from them. Under hypothesis 2, 

norms expecting men not to show emotional vulnerability, combined with real shortages in 

the mental health workforce, could be resulting in men not seeking support and worse 

mental health outcomes. Under hypothesis 3, there could be “pluralistic ignorance”, 

whereby men privately wish to reject harmful masculinity norms, but perceive their peers as 

demanding it, leading to outward conformity towards these norms. Under hypothesis 4, 

social media platforms and creators could be motivated to create and distribute more 

negative and extreme content in order to maximize engagement and profits, resulting in 

users having worse mental health and more regressive gender attitudes. Our findings will 

examine each of these hypotheses in turn.  

Figure 5: Hypotheses (Source: Authors’ elaboration) 
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Methodology 

Our methodology comprises three elements to link what young men are exposed to 

online with their beliefs about gender norms, and to generate recommendations for 

CFMB. First, we conduct a survey of young Indian men and boys to examine how online use 

relates to mental health and attitudes toward gender and masculinity. Second, we analyze 

transcripts and comments from YouTube videos created by social media creators with a 

range of views on masculinity to map the content and narratives circulating in the online 

ecosystem. Finally, stakeholder interviews with researchers, nonprofits, and mental health 

professionals who work closely with young men and boys informed our recommendations.  

Survey of young men and boys3 

We surveyed 1,254 young men to examine associations between online behavior, 

mental health, and attitudes toward masculinity and gender. We administered an 

anonymous online survey in Hindi and English to 1,254 Indian men aged 18–30 to examine 

how young men’s online habits and exposure to creators are associated with beliefs about 

masculinity and gender equality. The survey was programmed in Qualtrics and distributed 

through Dynata4. After an eligibility screen (age, gender, and residence in India), we collected 

demographic and background information, including education, employment status, 

income, residence, religion, caste category, and indicators of political participation. See 

Appendix 1 for the survey instrument.  

We measured online behavior to reflect how young men use the internet. Respondents 

reported time spent with friends offline and online, time spent on specific platforms, and 

motivation for going online. We also asked them what topics they would be open to engaging 

in online programming for to gauge potential intervention points.  

 

3 Survey fielding was supported by a grant from the Christina Bai CID WAPPP Fund at the Women and Public 
Policy Program, Harvard Kennedy School. 
4 Dynata is the world’s largest first-party data company. A global market research company that conducts 
consumer surveys.  

https://www.dynata.com/
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We captured masculinity and gender attitudes using both direct items and vignette-

style “feed posts” that mirror online content. Attitudes were measured through (1) direct 

agreement items (including statements about gender roles, perceptions of discrimination 

against men, and acceptability of violence-related beliefs), and (2) six short vignettes 

modeled on content commonly encountered online. For each vignette, respondents 

reported the likelihood of engagement (e.g., like, share, dislike, report) and their agreement 

with the message. We also included brief open-ended items (e.g., naming a man they admire 

and words describing what it means to be a man today) to complement the structured 

measures and capture the language respondents use to describe masculinity.  

We construct a single “gender attitudes” index from the direct agreement items using 

Principal Component Analysis (PCA), following Goussé et al. (2017). We run PCA on the 

items covering gender roles, perceived discrimination against men, and acceptability of 

violence-related beliefs, and use each respondent’s predicted score on the first principal 

component as the index. The index is oriented so that higher values reflect more egalitarian 

views (Appendix 2). 

We also tested whether respondents misperceive what other men their age believe, 

which is relevant to norm change. After each vignette, respondents estimated the 

percentage of men their age who would agree with the content and also provided peer 

estimates for selected gender-attitude items. This design allows us to assess potential gaps 

between private attitudes and perceived social norms, following the logic of recent work on 

norm misperceptions and pluralistic ignorance (Bursztyn et al., 2020, and Matavelli, 2024). 

Finally, we measured exposure and trust in influential figures to connect attitudes to 

real-world online ecosystems. Following Equimundo 2023, respondents rated their trust 

in, lack of trust in, or unfamiliarity with 12 creators/public figures who represent different 

masculinity narratives online. Overall, the survey provides primary quantitative evidence on 

the relationships between online behavior, exposure, attitudes, and perceived norms, while 

acknowledging that the findings are associational rather than causal.  
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Text analysis of social media content 

Data collection  

We map the supply side of India’s online discourse on masculinity by analyzing YouTube 

videos published by eleven social media creators. YouTube is one of the most widely used 

social media platforms in India, and India in-turn one of YouTube’s largest markets. Recent 

estimates (Kemp, 2025) indicate that YouTube’s advertising reach in India in early 2025 was 

approximately 500 million users, the largest of any country. With significant input from our 

client, we identified 11 popular Indian male social media creators who embody a range of 

masculinity norms. One creator (Andrew Tate) was included in our survey but excluded from 

the analysis, as his content has been removed by YouTube. Additionally, one creator 

(Ranveer Allahbadia) had two channels, bringing the total to 12 YouTube channels analyzed.  

We collected transcripts and comments from all YouTube videos published across 

these 12 channels over the past 5 years, yielding more than 6K video transcripts and 

808K comments. For all YouTube videos published from January 1, 2020, to December 8, 

2025 by these creators, we scraped both the video transcript and the top 50 comment 

threads (sorted by relevance according to YouTube’s algorithm). Only long-form videos 

(longer than three minutes) were scraped to avoid duplication (many of these creators’ 

YouTube Shorts videos are simply clippings of their longer form videos). Two channels, 

@samayrainaofficial and @technogamerzofficial, did not have transcripts available for their 

videos. Of the remaining ten channels, 7% of videos lacked transcripts as they were age-

restricted or lacked captions. Across all twelve channels, 99.7% of videos had comments. 

The final sample consisted of 6,551 video transcripts and 808,719 comments.  

Data analyses 

We conducted three analyses of these transcripts and comments: an engagement 

analysis, a sentiment analysis, and a topic modelling exercise to identify qualitative 

themes. First, YouTube engagement statistics (video views, likes, shares) allowed us to 

assess message reach and reception. These metrics are descriptive but useful for 
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understanding which narratives travel furthest. Secondly, sentiment analysis classifies 

videos and comments as positive, negative, or neutral, helping summarize tone at scale.  

Lastly, we apply topic modelling, specifically Latent Dirichlet Analysis (LDA), to the text 

corpus, which allowed us to identify cross-cutting themes.  

We employed a multilingual model for our text sentiment analysis, given the bilingual 

nature of our work. 66% of the video transcripts were in Hindi (the remainder in English), 

and 19% of the comments were in Hindi (the remainder in English). Accordingly, we 

employed a multilingual model to analyze sentiment, rather than translating all our text into 

a single language. We used a version of the Twitter XLM Roberta Base Sentiment Multilingual 

model (Cardiff NLP, 2020) that was originally trained on ~198M multilingual tweets and 

subsequently fine-tuned on a custom dataset of YouTube comments, achieving an accuracy 

of over 80% (Poonawala, 2025). To analyze sentiment in video transcripts, we divide the 

transcript into approximately 400-character segments to avoid blurring local variation in 

tone. Chunks are weighted equally and aggregated into an overall video-level sentiment.  

To move beyond tone and identify recurring narratives, we apply topic modeling, 

specifically Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA), to the video transcript corpus. LDA is an 

unsupervised method that helps answer a simple question: what themes recur across a 

large collection of text? It does this by identifying groups of words that tend to co-occur 

across documents (for example, transcript segments) and representing each document as 

a mixture of topics, rather than forcing it into a single category (Blei et al., 2003). We 

implement LDA in Python using the Gensim library and visualize and interpret the resulting 

topics with the pyLDAvis tool (Sievert & Shirley, 2014), which displays topic terms using the 

relevance metric proposed by Chuang et al. (2012). 

Because LDA performs best when text is analyzed in a single language, we standardized 

the language across our bilingual corpus by translating all texts into a single language. 

Our dataset is overwhelmingly Hindi (approximately two-thirds), so for the topic modeling 

step, we translated Hindi text into English using OpenAI’s translation API. All Hindi video 

transcripts were submitted to the API with strict instructions to produce a best-effort English 

https://radimrehurek.com/gensim/
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translation. Of the 5,751 Hindi video transcripts, the translation API refused to translate 176 

(3%) because they violated community guidelines. After excluding these refusals, our final 

translated corpus used for topic modeling includes 6,296 videos. To keep translation reliable 

and computationally manageable, we broke longer documents into smaller segments, 

translated each segment, and then recombined them. We retain the original-language text 

for transparency and spot-checking, but the LDA model itself is run on the translated, single-

language corpus so that topics are comparable across the full dataset. 

In plain terms, LDA produces a set of topics and a topic mixture for each document. 

Topics are represented as lists of high-probability words, and each document is assigned a 

distribution over topics indicating the extent to which each topic is present in that document. 

Before running LDA, we pre-processed the text to focus on meaning rather than noise. We 

removed URLs and punctuation, converted the text to lowercase, and tokenized it into 

words. We removed common stop words and used phrase detection (bigrams/trigrams) so 

that meaningful multi-word expressions are treated as one unit when appropriate. 

Because topic models require specifying the number of topics, we selected model 

parameters based on coherence and then validated interpretability through manual 

review. We evaluate multiple topic counts using a coherence metric (a measure of how 

consistently the top words in a topic co-occur in the corpus) and then assess interpretability 

by manually reviewing representative documents for each topic. Given the size of the corpus, 

we run the topic model on a computationally manageable sample of documents while 

checking that themes are stable across alternative samples and random seeds. The output 

is a set of recurring themes that we can compare across creator types and relate back to 

survey measures (e.g., which themes appear more often in ecosystems associated with 

more restrictive masculinity framings). 

Stakeholder interviews 

Lastly, we interviewed twenty-five stakeholders to understand existing work on 

masculinity norms and to pressure-test potential interventions for CFMB. Using a semi-
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structured guide, we interviewed researchers, practitioners (non-profits, psychologists), 

social media creators, social media platform employees, and government regulators. 

Appendix 3 summarizes interviewers’ expertise. Interviews focused on: 1) what masculinity 

norms look like in online and offline spaces, 2) the impacts of these norms, 3) potential 

interventions to promote diverse norms, and 4) implementation considerations.  

Ethics and Limitations 

This study protocol, including the online survey and semi-structured interviews, was 

reviewed by the Harvard University Institutional Review Board and deemed exempt. 

Although adolescence is an important period for the formation of gender norms, for ethical 

reasons, we limited the study to participants aged 18 and above. 

The survey findings should be read as patterns within a digitally connected sample, not 

as population-level estimates. The survey is not population-representative, relies on self-

reports, and overrepresents urban and college-educated respondents, likely reflecting the 

online population of young men most connected to digital spaces. 

Our qualitative evidence is stronger on practitioner and system perspectives than on 

first-hand accounts from young men themselves. While we interviewed stakeholders who 

work closely with boys and men, including psychologists and facilitators of men’s groups, 

future research would benefit from more direct qualitative interviews with young men and 

boys to better understand lived experience and the mechanisms through which norms are 

formed and reinforced. 

Our India scan is intentionally partial and should be read as a structured case scan 

rather than a nationally representative portrait. It covers only a limited slice of languages 

and creator ecosystems, especially Hindi- and English-language content. Text analysis also 

has limits: it can miss nuance, require interpretation, lose meaning in translation, and 

exclude some extreme content. We therefore treat these findings as broad signals and use 

NLP with manual spot checks to identify patterns at scale. 
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Despite these limitations, this study makes an important empirical contribution. 

Existing work on the manosphere in many contexts has been largely qualitative, and few 

studies bring together masculinity, gender attitudes, peer norms, and social media use in a 

single analytical framework. By combining original survey data, platform analysis, and 

stakeholder interviews, this project provides a more systematic evidence base for 

understanding how harmful and shifting masculinities are being negotiated in online spaces 

and where interventions may have the greatest traction.  

Findings 

Hypothesis 1: Provider role-opportunity mismatch 

Men face strong pressures to be responsible and be providers. When survey respondents 

were asked to list three words to describe what it means to be a man today, “responsible” 

was the most frequently cited term across nearly all demographics (Figure 6). One male 

content creator described provider-ship as central to a man’s identity, stating, “the moment 

you rob provider-ship away from men, they... cease to hold status due to their gender”.  

Figure 6: Word cloud for “what it means to be a man today” (Source: Survey of men aged 
18-30, n = 1254; authors’ elaboration) 

 

At the same time, they face significant economic strain linked to zero-sum beliefs about 

jobs and gender equality. Approximately 76% of respondents agree or strongly agree that it 

is harder for their generation to feel financially secure than for their parents’ generation. In 
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that context, 62% agree or strongly agree that when jobs are scarce, men have more right to 

a job than women, 68% agree or strongly agree that efforts to promote women’s equality 

have gone so far that men are now discriminated against, and 57% agree or strongly agree 

with the statement, “If alimony is correct, then so is dowry. Future insurance!”. Taken 

together, these results suggest that economic precarity and status anxiety can be 

understood through a gendered-competition frame.  

Insecure employment is associated with less egalitarian gender attitudes, although we 

cannot infer the direction of causality. In descriptive comparisons, unemployed 

respondents show the least egalitarian distribution of the Gender Attitudes Index relative to 

students and employed groups, consistent with a provider norm under strain (Figure 7).  

Figure 7: Gender Attitudes Index by Employment Status (Source: Survey of men aged 18-30, 
n = 1254; authors’ elaboration) 

 

Hypothesis 2: Poor mental health support 

Our survey suggests many young men feel strong pressure to suppress pain and carry 

responsibility. 83% of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 

“Men don't feel pain? Wrong. Men don't SHOW pain because they know the whole house 

rests on their shoulders.” This suggests that strong pressures to model responsibility, as 

described above, may prevent men from showing pain and seeking emotional support.  
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These pressures coexist with high levels of self-reported emotional distress and social 

disconnection in our sample. Approximately half of the respondents agreed or strongly 

agreed that they felt “down, depressed, or hopeless” in the last two weeks. Separately, 58% 

agreed or strongly agreed that “no one really knows me”, suggesting that loneliness and a 

lack of trusted confidantes may be common experiences for a sizeable share of young men. 

Both demand-side stigma and a supply-side shortage of male therapists constrain men 

from seeking support. Interviewees emphasized that many men seek formal support only 

when there is severe functional impairment or an external push (work or school disruption, 

relationship breakdown), and that therapy is sometimes framed online as “Western” which 

raises the identity cost of seeking help. Supply constraints compound this, with interviewees 

estimating that only 5–10% of practicing psychologists are men and perhaps only about half 

of them cis men, limiting the availability of providers some men perceive as relatable.  

Worse mental health is correlated with less egalitarian gender attitudes, but the 

mechanism could run in multiple directions (Figure 8). In our descriptive plots, 

respondents reporting greater distress or disconnection score lower on the gender-attitudes 

index, consistent with isolation and stress reinforcing rigid status norms, restrictive norms 

reducing help-seeking and deepening isolation, or a third factor driving both. 

Figure 8: Gender Attitudes Index by Mental health questions (Source: Survey of men aged 
18-30, n = 1254; authors’ elaboration) 

No one really knows me In the last two weeks, I felt down, 

depressed, or hopeless 
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Hypothesis 3: Pluralistic ignorance  

Literature, surveys, and stakeholder interviews suggest the importance of peer 

influences. Over half of survey respondents (54%) selected a family member or friend as 

their most admired male figure, suggesting the importance of peer influences on ideals of 

masculinity. Stakeholder interviews also highlighted the influence of “men’s gaze on other 

men”, hypothesizing that these influences may be even stronger than women’s gaze on men. 

The literature (Assefa et al., 2022; Bursztyn, L. et al., 2020; Ferreira et al., 2024) has also 

found that correcting these misperceptions can result in positive behavioral change.  

Our survey finds evidence of pluralistic ignorance for norms related to fatherhood and 

emotional vulnerability, but not for norms related to men’s economic and physical 

control over women (Figure 9). This pattern is consistent with World Bank (Costenbader et 

al., 2026) guidance that pluralistic-ignorance interventions are most promising when 

attitudes are already shifting, and misperceptions prevent people from acting on more 

progressive private beliefs, often near a “tipping point” in norm change. By contrast, when 

perceived and actual support for a restrictive norm is closely aligned, pluralistic ignorance 

is less likely to serve as the binding mechanism, and norm change may require other levers. 

Respondents often underestimate peer support for “healthier” masculinity norms, 

particularly around caregiving and emotional openness. For each statement, Figure 9 

presents (i) the share of respondents who agree and (ii) respondents’ average estimate of the 

share of men their age who would agree; larger gaps indicate stronger misperceptions. 

Consistent with pluralistic ignorance, the largest gaps appear for items related to involved 

fatherhood (e.g., changing diapers), where self-reported agreement exceeds perceived peer 

agreement. By contrast, for statements linked to men’s economic and physical control over 

women (e.g., men’s job should take priority when jobs are scarce; wife-beating), self-

reported agreement is close to perceived peer agreement, suggesting that misperceptions 

are not the primary constraint in these domains. 
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Figure 9: Share of men agreeing with statement vs. average of what share of peers they 

thought agreed with the statement (Source: Survey of men aged 18-30, n = 1254; authors’ 

elaboration) 

 

Despite facing strong pressures to be providers, nearly four in five respondents wish to 

be active fathers. Although men face economic pressures, most also wish to play an active 

role in fatherhood: 79% of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, 

“Changing diapers doesn’t make you any less of a man. It is my child too. #DadGoals 

#Parenting.” Despite this, the average respondent thought only 67% of men their age agreed 

with this statement, 12pp lower than the actual rate. This misperception gap suggests that 

beliefs about social acceptability may be inhibiting men from adopting this role, and that 

correcting these misperceptions could be a fruitful intervention.  

Though men face pressure not to show emotional vulnerability, two-thirds believe that 

doing so could improve their relationships. 68% agreed or strongly agreed that letting go 

of “the pressure to be perfect” and showing vulnerability improved their relationship, 

pointing to a tension between a public performance of toughness and a private desire for 

emotional openness.  

We do not find pluralistic ignorance in norms related to physical or economic control 

over women. One plausible explanation is that these norms have become widely 

condemned “in principle,” reflecting the spread of legal and institutional messaging that 
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such behavior is wrong; in that context, men may correctly perceive that overt support for 

violence or control is socially unacceptable, yielding low endorsement and little room for 

misperception. At the same time, the Women, Business and the Law database (2026) 

highlights persistent gaps in India between formal frameworks and perceived enforcement 

in practice, suggesting that weak implementation, not misperceptions about belief, may be 

a more relevant barrier in this domain. 

Hypothesis 4: Social media 

Online ecosystems shape the narratives of masculinity that young men encounter by 

jointly influencing what is produced, amplified, and consumed. We examine the 

incentives of social media users (demand) and platforms and creators (supply), noting that 

all are endogenous. Platforms shape the incentive environment through ranking and 

recommendation algorithms. Creators respond to those incentives when choosing tone and 

content, and users’ time, attention, and sharing behavior ultimately determine how platform 

algorithms are constructed. These factors, in turn, may impact mental health and gender 

attitudes towards women.   

Users 

Young men in our sample report spending a comparable amount of time socializing 

online and face-to-face, suggesting frequent exposure to both online information and 

peer influence. On a typical day, 72.1% report spending 1 to 4 hours with friends face to 

face, and 78.9% report spending 1 to 4 hours with friends online. The distributions are 

broadly similar, with online time slightly more concentrated in the 1- to 2-hour range (54.2% 

online vs. 40.0% face-to-face), suggesting that online socializing is a daily baseline rather 

than an occasional add-on.  

YouTube is the most influential platform in our survey, followed closely by Instagram 

and WhatsApp, underscoring the importance of these platforms for norm formation. On 

the survey’s time-use categories (0 hours, less than 1 hour, 1–3 hours, more than 3 hours, 

prefer not to answer), YouTube ranks first in average daily use intensity, with Instagram and 

WhatsApp close behind. A second tier comprises gaming platforms and Telegram, whereas 
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X, LinkedIn, Reddit, Discord, and dating apps exhibit lower average intensity. Because 

responses are categorical rather than continuous hours, these figures should be interpreted 

as a relative ranking of platform intensity rather than precise time estimates. 

Platforms 

Platforms’ primary incentive is to retain users, which makes time spent and 

engagement the dominant objectives of ranking systems. As platform employees 

emphasized in interviews, recommendation algorithms are designed to maximize retention 

and engagement and, in turn, indirectly shape creator behavior by rewarding content that 

keeps people watching, reacting, and returning. Platforms are ultimately profit-motivated 

and their actions to regulate harmful content are constrained by a contested line between 

harm and free expression. Stakeholders described three main triggers for platform action 

against harmful content: when users would otherwise leave the platform, government 

regulation or its credible threat, and public pressure. Consequently, content in a gray zone, 

including subliminal normative messaging, is less likely to be addressed proactively. 

Creators 

Content creators are incentivized to seek higher engagement (e.g., follower count, view 

duration, likes, comments, or shares) because monetary rewards, such as brand 

partnerships and payments per view, depend on it. More extreme content could lead to 

higher engagement. However, the quality and form of content may also matter, as they 

determine their connection with users and the types of brand partnerships they can secure.  

Topics 

To identify the main narrative lanes in this creator ecosystem, we apply LDA to the 

translated YouTube transcript corpus and recover 10 latent topics, understood as 

recurring word co-occurrence patterns. Because LDA models each transcript as a mixture 

of topics, these lanes should be interpreted as dominant emphases that can co-exist within 

the same video or channel, rather than as mutually exclusive content categories. To make 

these results substantively interpretable, we translate each topic into a plain-language 
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theme and a plausible masculinity-relevant pathway (Table 1). For each topic, we provide a 

short label, indicative high-probability terms, a brief description of the type of content it 

captures, and an interpretive “possible masculinity pathway” that links it to how norms may 

be reinforced through stories, relationships, authority, or frames. 

Table 1: LDA Topic Themes and Possible Masculinity Pathways (Source: Analysis of 6K+ 
YouTube videos; authors’ elaboration) 

 

 

Topic  What it looks like  Possible masculinity pathway 
1. Relationships 
and stories 

Conversational storytelling about life, 
emotions, and social dynamics 
(words: love, film, friends, podcasts, 
family, house) 

Relationship expectations, social 
status, and emotional expression 

2. Family routine 
and everyday life 

Day-to-day home narratives and 
personal updates (words: mom, dad, 
house, food, eat, car, morning) 

Family roles, responsibility, 
respectability, and family authority 

3. Spirituality and 
inner life 

Faith and meaning-making frames 
(words: Krishna, Shiva, temple, power, 
God, human, energy) 

Norms legitimized through moral 
language, duty, purity/self-control, 
and spiritual authority 

4. Geopolitics and 
national security 

International relations, conflict, and 
state narratives (signals: war, army, 
government, Pakistan, China) 

Identity, threat, toughness, and 
protection frames; “strongman” 
masculinity 

5. Self-
improvement and 
career advice 

Motivational content about learning, 
work, and success (signals: learn, 
career, money, job, book) 

Performance/provider ideals; 
discipline  

6. Markets and 
economic policy 

Explainers on institutions, finance, 
and the economy (signals: bank, tax, 
invest, company, market) 

Authority and expertise as 
credibility; competence and “being 
informed” status 

7. Business, 
technology, and 
growth mindset 

Entrepreneurship, innovation, and 
change framing (signals: business, 
technology, create, change, learn) 

Competitive achievement and 
growth creative mindset 

8. Aviation and 
travel logistics 

Technical niche about flying, aircraft, 
and travel systems (signals: pilot, 
engine, airport, air, engine) 

Expertise/performance of technical 
mastery 

9. Health, bodies, 
and gendered 
social issues 

Health/body talk intersecting with 
family and women (signals: body, 
doctor, women, girls, education) 

Norms around control, 
respectability, protection, and 
gender relations in everyday advice 

10. Cricket and 
competitive sports 

Sports fandom and performance 
narratives (signals: cricket, team, IPL) 

Competition, toughness, loyalty, 
and collective identity 
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The intertopic distance map shows how the 10 labeled themes relate to one another in 

terms of topic language (Figure 10). Each bubble is a topic, with larger bubbles 

representing a greater share of the corpus; topics closer together share more vocabulary and 

tend to appear in similar transcript types, while those farther apart are more distinct. 

Drawing on both this semantic proximity and the substantive content of the topics, we 

regroup the 10 topics into three clusters that reflect how masculinity-relevant cues enter the 

ecosystem. Proximity supports this grouping, but the clustering is ultimately anchored in 

what each topic “does” socially, especially in terms of identity, aspiration, and authority. 

Figure 10: Intertopic Distance Map of LDA Topics in YouTube Transcripts (Source: Analysis 
of 6K+ YouTube videos; authors’ elaboration) 

 

Cluster A, Everyday identity and belonging (Topics 1, 2, 3, 9, 10), captures content where 

norms are learned indirectly through belonging, values, and social roles. This cluster 

spans relationships and storytelling (1), family routine (2), spirituality (3), health and social 

issues (9), and sports (10), which together function as “soft socialization” lanes: they 
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transmit expectations through talk about respect, responsibility, romance, morality, bodies, 

and group loyalty rather than through explicit gender ideology. 

Cluster B, Aspiration and technical mastery (Topics 5, 7, 8), captures content that 

frames masculinity through performance, skill-building, and competence. Self-

improvement and career advice (5) and business/technology (7) share an achievement 

vocabulary (success, learning, money, building, improving) and position the creator as a 

coach for upward mobility. Aviation and travel logistics (8) is more niche and farther away on 

the map, but still fits this cluster because it is fundamentally “mastery content,” organized 

around expertise, systems knowledge, and high-skill identity (technical competence as 

status). 

Cluster C, Public authority and institutions (Topics 4, 6), captures content in which 

masculinity cues appear through power, governance, and “knowing how the world 

works.” Geopolitics and national security (4) and markets/economic policy (6) both position 

the creator as an interpreter of high-salience systems (state, conflict, macroeconomy, 

institutions) and often carry implicit “provider/protector” and authority frames. The map 

strongly reinforces this pairing because Topics 4 and 6 are adjacent and distinct from most 

lifestyle topics, consistent with shared vocabulary on government, countries, policy, and 

institutional actors. 

Creator portfolios are highly concentrated, meaning viewers are repeatedly exposed to 

a narrow set of narrative lanes within a given channel (Figure 11). The reported share 

indicates the fraction of each creator’s videos for which the listed topic is the dominant one. 

For CFMB’s strategy, two patterns stand out: most content clusters around everyday identity 

narratives (cluster A), while a smaller set of channels concentrates on high-authority 

explainer narratives (cluster C). This distinction matters because norms are likely reinforced 

through different mechanisms across these lanes. Lifestyle-oriented content tends to 

embed norms implicitly through stories, relationships, and everyday performance, whereas 

explainer content transmits them more explicitly through credibility, authority, and 

performance-based frames. 
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Figure 11: Distribution of LDA Topics Across Creators (Share of Transcript Content, %) 
(Source: Analysis of 6K+ YouTube videos; authors’ elaboration) 

 

Sentiment, engagement, and trust 

Among the YouTube creators studied, video sentiment is, on average, negative and 

increasing over time.  Figure 12 shows average video sentiment across the YouTube 

channels and its decline over time, especially from 2024-25. Overall, this suggests that 

YouTube may be a negative environment which has become worse in recent years. 

Figure 12: Average video sentiment over time, 2020-25 (Source: Analysis of 6K+ YouTube 

videos; authors’ elaboration)  
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Platform algorithms, which are ultimately driven by user behavior, could be driving this 

increasingly negative sentiment. There is some evidence that toxic content induces users 

to spend more time on the platform and share content: Kalr (2024) finds that while replacing 

algorithmic ranking with randomized content delivery on an India-based TikTok-like platform 

reduced exposure to “toxic” posts by about 27%, it also reduced time spent on the platform 

by about 35%. Kalr also finds that the share of toxic posts that users chose to re-share 

increased under randomization, suggesting user appetite for this content. If platforms are 

profit-motivated, this could lead them to construct algorithms that privilege toxic content. 

This, in turn, could lead creators to produce this content to achieve higher engagement.  

Indeed, heavier social media exposure is associated with worse mood and less 

egalitarian gender attitudes. Among respondents who report spending more than three 

hours on at least one platform, 57% agree or strongly agree that they felt down, depressed, 

or hopeless in the last two weeks, compared to 48% among those with no platform use 

above three hours, and the difference is statistically significant (χ² test, p = 0.004). Gender 

Attitudes Index scores also tend to decline as daily time spent on online apps increases, with 

higher values indicating more egalitarian views (Figure 13). Together, these patterns suggest 

that heavier exposure to online ecosystems may be linked to both poorer well-being and 

more regressive gender attitudes. 

Figure 13: Social media exposure and Gender Attitudes Index (Source: Survey of men aged 
18-30, n = 1254; authors’ elaboration) 
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Videos produced by creators who express flexible views around masculinity were 

relatively more positive. Figure 14 highlights the share of each creator’s videos that have 

overall positive, negative, and neutral sentiment. Overall, most creators (9 out of 10 

channels) have a greater share of negative than positive sentiment videos. However, creators 

such as @weareyuvaa (who conduct candid conversations around “real masculinity” and 

who our client has a working relationship with) and @ankushbhahuguna (who challenges 

conventional beauty norms through makeup artistry) had a much greater share of videos 

with positive sentiment compared to creators who have been associated with the 

manosphere, such as @thesocialfactory (Elvish Yadav) and @flyingbeaest320 (Gaurav 

Taneja).  

Figure 14: Video Transcript Sentiment by Channel (Source: Analysis of 6K+ YouTube videos; 

authors’ elaboration)  

 

However, creators expressing flexible views on masculinity also have lower reach and 

engagement, perhaps due to selection. Creators with flexible views (such as 

@weareyuvaa and @ankushbhahuguna) had fewer views, likes, and comments, as well as 

lower like-to-view and comment-to-view ratios, suggesting lower reach and engagement 

(Figure 15). Some of this may be driven by selection: creators who do not explicitly express 
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masculinity content but are still salient enough to be included in our sample may be higher 

profile than the most salient creators discussing masculinity content specifically.   

Figure 15: Video reach and engagement by Channel (Source: YouTube channel statistics; 

authors’ elaboration) 

 

Despite seeing lower engagement, creators expressing more flexible masculinity had 

more positive comments. Videos from creators with flexible views received had the highest 

share of positive comments. As seen in Figure 16, around ~two-thirds of 

@ankushbhahuguna and @weareyuvaa comments had positive sentiment compared with 

only 40% for manosphere creator Elvish Yadav (@thesocialfactory). While the positive 

comments could be driven by the videos' more positive content, selection may also be a 

factor: audiences drawn to this content may be more positive to begin with.  
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Figure 16: Comment Transcript Sentiment by Channel (Source: Analysis of 808K+ YouTube 

comments; authors’ elaboration)

 

Manosphere creators tend to be very polarizing, suggesting their influence may be less 

than engagement statistics suggest. Figure 17 highlights the share of survey respondents 

who trusted, distrusted, and were not familiar with each creator. Creators frequently 

associated with the manosphere, such as Andrew Tate, Elvish Yadav, and Gaurav Taneja, 

were some of the most distrusted figures. Creators with flexible views of masculinity were 

not necessarily more trusted than manosphere creators, but this was largely due to their lack 

of recognition rather than active distrust. The creators with the highest levels of trust were 

those in cluster C: Khan Sir and Dhruv Rathee, despite the generally negative sentiment of 

their videos. However, these correlations may not be causal, and these creators could have 

other characteristics other than the topic area that make them trusted.   
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Figure 17: Trustworthiness by Creator (Source: Survey of men aged 18-30, n = 1254; 

authors’ elaboration)

 

Those who are unemployed, not college-educated, and want to connect with like-

minded people seem more likely to trust manosphere creators. 46% of unemployed 

survey respondents trust Elvish Yadav (versus 33% of those who are employed), while 48% 

of those without a college education trust Andrew Tate (versus 38% of those who are college 

educated). Furthermore, 43% of those who say they like the internet because it allows them 

to connect with like-minded people trust Andrew Tate (compared with 34% of those who like 

the internet because it allows them to connect with different or all sorts of people). See 

Appendix 4 for more details on how trust in manosphere creators varies across demographic 

groups. This suggests that when it comes to policy interventions, CFMB may need different 

messaging for these groups compared with those who do not necessarily trust manosphere 

creators, yet may still hold strict masculinity norms.  

Policy Recommendations 

Based on our analysis, we recommend two policy interventions for the Centre for Men 

and Boys (CFMB) that align with our diagnostic framework. These are: (1) partner with 

trusted creators and role models to produce content that models healthier, alternative 

masculinities, and (2) pilot AI chatbots to expand mental health support for young men. 

Figure 18 illustrates how these recommendations align with our diagnostic framework. 
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Recommendation (1) could both disrupt provider norms and de-stigmatize mental health 

support, as well as correct pluralistic ignorance by pointing out areas in which most men 

actually wish to broaden masculinity norms. Recommendation (2) could de-stigmatize 

support-seeking due to the online, private nature of AI chatbots, as well as ameliorate 

mental health workforce shortages (though offline support is still critical for severe cases). 

See Appendix 5 for alternate policy recommendations that were considered but ultimately 

deprioritized, and Appendix 6 for a summary of the impact of gender social norms 

interventions in academic literature. 

Figure 18: Policy recommendations & diagnostic framework (Source: author’s elaboration) 

 

Given their relatively early stage and small team, we prioritize low-cost interventions 

that provide early proof of concept to assess their impact. CFMB was founded in 

September 2025 and is currently a four-person team. “Digital spaces and regional 

manospheres” is one of four priorities they have outlined in the near term. As a result, 

interventions were selected for their ability to provide proof of concept and tangible evidence 

for relatively low monetary and time costs. They also leverage CFMB’s existing stakeholder 

partnerships where possible.  

Recommendation 1: Partner with role models to create social media content 
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CFMB could partner with trusted figures to produce online content that depicts broad 

ideals of masculinity. Both literature and our findings highlight how this could be effective 

at shifting norms and changing behaviors.  One stakeholder, the creator of a men's and boys’ 

magazine, notes the scarcity of non-provider-oriented narratives for men, suggesting the 

need for alternative narratives. However, we document a private desire among many men to 

be active fathers and show more emotional vulnerability. Bursztyn et al. (2020) have found 

that interventions to correct these misperceptions have led to positive behavior change.  

Other literature also finds that mass media and social media narratives can shift gender 

social norms (La Ferrara et al., 2012; Jensen & Oster, 2009; Agurto, M., Serra, D., & Sarangi, 

S., 2024). Furthermore, CFMB already has connections with some social media creators and 

has documented their appetite for producing more positive content for their viewers, 

suggesting this intervention may be feasible and leverage existing partnerships.  

What messages to highlight 

Results from LDA imply two practical partnership pathways for CFMB: influence 

everyday identity narratives through lifestyle and relationship creators, and influence 

aspiration and authority narratives through career, economics, and explainer creators. 

These lanes likely require different message strategies, with lifestyle lanes responding to 

relatable stories and role-modeling, and authority lanes responding to credibility, evidence, 

and status-consistent framing. 

Content should embed masculinity norms in other topics rather than address it head-

on. To be widely shared and trusted, our findings, along with Equimundo's experience, 

suggest that content should not directly address masculinity but instead focus on other 

popular topics. Indeed, the edutainment literature (Singhal & Rogers, 2012) cautions against 

producing “boredom-education” programming, which, despite good intentions, could be 

unengaging for audiences. When asked about online discussion topics they would be open 

to participating in, survey respondents most often cited Indian politics (65%), followed by 

entertainment (51%) and health and fitness (59%). Stakeholders with experience engaging 

young men in online programming also highlight the importance of demonstrating to men 
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how programming will benefit them from a career standpoint. However, our subsequent 

findings suggest that while topics related to geopolitics and markets are associated with high 

trust, they are also associated with negative sentiment, which could harm viewers' mental 

health. As a result, CFMB should also be mindful of the tone of these messages.  

Whom to partner with 

CFMB should partner with creators rather than try to create new content itself. Based 

on our findings above that young men resonate more with messages embedded within 

existing content than with content explicitly labelled as being about masculinity, we think it 

is likely better for CFMB to partner with creators and leverage their audiences, rather than 

create content themselves.  

When it comes to online creators, there seem to be tradeoffs between optimizing for 

reach (i.e., views), influence (i.e., trust), and mental health (i.e., positive sentiment). 

Figure 19 compares, for each YouTube creator, the share of survey respondents who trust 

them, the share of their videos with positive sentiment, and the average views per video. It 

highlights a negative association between creators of positive-sentiment videos (generally 

those modeling flexible masculinity) and those with higher reach and trust (generally those 

in Cluster C discussing topics related to geopolitics and macroeconomics).  

Figure 19: Views, trust, and sentiment by channel (Source: Survey of men aged 18-30, n = 

1254; analysis of 6K+ YouTube videos; authors’ elaboration)
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Among public figures, young men seemed to overwhelmingly admire cricketers, 

followed by business and public leaders. Our survey findings suggest that public figures 

such as cricketers and prominent business leaders may be the most appropriate to deliver 

this message, as they appear to carry the greatest weight in our survey respondents’ 

conceptions of masculinity. When asked to think of a man they admired, cricketers (e.g., 

Virat Kohli, MS Dohni, Rohit Sharma) were overwhelmingly the most popular responses, 

followed by business leaders (e.g., Elon Musk, Ratan Tata) and public leaders (e.g., APJ Abdul 

Kalam, Narendra Modi) (Figure 20).  

Figure 20: Word cloud for admired men (Source: Survey of men aged 18-30, n = 1254; 
authors’ elaboration) 

 

Which platform to use 

CFMB should also carefully consider the trade-offs among content-delivery modes: 

long-form YouTube could provide a good balance between engagement and nuance. 

One content creator highlighted the trade-off he faced between designing content that was 

nuanced and “evergreen” (in the style of long-form writing) and content that was viral but 

polarizing (in the style of short-form videos). We believe long-form YouTube videos could 

present a happy middle ground. Among survey respondents, YouTube was the most-

watched platform, and creators such as Yuvaa, with whom CFMB has been in discussions, 

have over 400K followers. Another creator of an online media platform for youth also 

highlighted the importance of creating a space for reflection and questioning, and of 
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maintaining a commitment to free expression, rather than adopting a lecturing tone or 

engaging in cancel culture.   

Implementation and Resourcing  

CFMB could first build expertise before conducting low-cost stakeholder engagement 

with online creators. To influence what creators produce, CFMB should first establish 

credibility on masculinity norms, knowledge, and explain why creating content aligned with 

broader norms matters to that creator and their audience. We hope that the results from the 

survey and text sentiment analysis around masculinity norms and the relationship between 

social media, mental health, and gender attitudes could support some of these efforts. With 

this evidence, CFMB can then reach out to creators to share the risks of social media use for 

mental health and best practices for producing more positive content to improve their 

audiences’ well-being. CFMB already has partnerships with some creators (e.g., Yuvaa), and 

others have expressed a desire to do something about the problem but are uncertain about 

how to proceed. This suggests there is already some acknowledgement of harms and an 

appetite to showcase broader norms. Based on survey evidence, CFMB could suggest which 

norms may resonate more with the audience (e.g., a desire to show emotional vulnerability 

or to be an active father), and therefore could be something the creators share without 

alienating their audience and sacrificing engagement. This stakeholder engagement would 

be low-cost in financial terms, though it could be time-intensive, especially during initial 

conversations as CFMB tests its pitch. To mitigate this, CFMB could also hold creator 

roundtables, where creators with more experience in this domain (e.g., Yuvaa) could share 

their learnings directly.  

Offline, CFMB could partner with sporting organizations and brands to conduct a 

mental health fundraising and awareness campaign. Several mental health nonprofits in 

the UK and the US have successfully partnered with athletic associations to raise awareness 

for mental health. These include: YoungMinds (which partnered with the British Olympic 

Association), and Mind (which partnered with ASICS, the sportswear brand). As noted in our 

survey, cricketers are among the most common role models among respondents, so 
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partnering with cricket associations (e.g., the BCCI – Board of Control for Cricket in India) or 

equipment manufacturers (e.g., SG – Sanspareils Greenlands) could be an effective route. 

Indeed, the most popular role model among survey respondents, cricketer Virat Kohli, has 

spoken publicly about his mental health struggles and loneliness. While these mental health 

organizations do not typically pay athlete ambassadors, CFMB would likely still need to 

invest resources in producing merchandise and content to support the broader campaign, 

however these may be recouped if the fundraising campaign is successful. Indeed, another 

men’s health non-profit spends ~16% of its total funds raised on fundraising and ~5% on 

administration costs, with the remainder going towards programs (Movember 2025).  

Action plan 

Given the considerations above, the following could be a potential action plan for 

CFMB to develop and deploy partnered content over the next ~year.  

1. Develop pitch materials targeted at content creators, highlighting the case for change 

and practical steps for how creators can support their audiences (1 month) 

2. Conduct stakeholder engagement and dialogues with content creators (3-6 months) 

3. [Once sufficient reach and brand equity have been built, e.g., after 1 year] Connect with 

public figures or umbrella sporting organizations to discuss a joint campaign (Onwards) 

Recommendation 2: Pilot an AI chatbot as a bridge to emotional support 

AI chatbots could offer an effective, scalable way to deliver mental health support, 

particularly given demand-side stigma and supply-side workforce shortages. Our 

findings suggest that many men see emotional vulnerability as beneficial, especially in 

private relationships, yet stigma and the pressure to appear strong often prevent them from 

seeking in-person counseling until a crisis point. This intervention also fits the digital 

ecosystem we study: young men in our sample spend substantial time online, and 

stakeholder interviews suggest that many already turn to digital spaces for mental health 

support. In this context, chatbots may be especially useful not as a stand-alone mental 

health solution, but as a private, low-stigma bridge that helps young men begin talking about 

emotions and, when appropriate, seek further support offline from therapists, friends, or 
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family. Because chatbots can be accessed anonymously, privately, and at no cost, they may 

lower barriers to early support-seeking. Early evidence from global interventions is 

promising, though still preliminary, and underscores the importance of safeguards and 

adaptation to the target population (Gallegos et al., 2024). 

AI chatbots should not replace in-person therapy; rather, they can serve as a bridge to 

seeking offline support. AI chatbots are ultimately conversational tools and not substitutes 

for professional help. Instead, they can be a way for men to start talking about their emotions 

which is a first step toward seeking help in person, either with a professional therapist or with 

friends or family. These nudges can be built into the model itself, and as our survey found 

that two-thirds of men do actually wish to show more emotional vulnerability in 

relationships, they could be effective at encouraging men to open up.   

How to build the model 

Models should be well-targeted to ensure effectiveness and tailored to common issues 

experienced by young men. Stakeholder interviews stressed the importance of targeting 

the AI chatbot to the appropriate population to ensure effectiveness. They also named 

relationship, job, and finances as common stressors that men seek therapy for. Therefore, 

the chatbot should be specifically trained to handle these situations. Due to the importance 

of targeting, we also recommend piloting the model on a smaller sample of the target 

population before full deployment. 

While models can leverage existing base models and publicly available training 

datasets, they should also be co-designed with therapists. In terms of developing the 

actual model, existing models (either general models such as ChatGPT 4o Mini or mental 

health-specific bots such as Therabot) could serve as the base model. While mental health-

specific bots may be pre-trained, they may be trained on the wrong population and harder to 

tailor, making general models a more feasible starting point. These models could then be 

trained on documents and data, leveraging free public databases specifically developed by 

psychologists and computer scientists to train AI models (e.g., MentalChat16K, following Xu 
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et al., 2025). Lastly, therapists could fine-tune these models to ensure that they both fit the 

local context and more closely mirror what actual therapy does.   

How to deploy the model 

To encourage take-up, models should be introduced via an in-person channel and 

framed as a conversational tool. Stakeholders shared that take-up of similar AI chatbot 

interventions tends to be ~10% among young Indian college students. To encourage take-up, 

CFMB should first introduce the tool through an in-person channel, such as a presentation 

in a work or school setting. It may also be helpful to frame the tool as a conversational bot 

rather than a mental health tool, so that it is not seen as a replacement for therapy.   

CFMB should also build in performance evaluation into the model to enable continuous 

improvement. This could look like asking users to assess their immediate satisfaction with 

the bot at the end of each chat, and emailing users with follow-up surveys after a longer time 

period to assess longer-term impacts on mental health. User chat logs can also be evaluated 

to identify common topics of conversation and sources of frustration with the chatbot, 

thereby continually improving the model.  

What safeguards to build in 

Safeguards such as eligibility criteria, safety flags, risk assessments, and data privacy 

should be built into protocols. Various safeguards are critical to ensuring the bot provides 

adequate support and detects high-risk situations. Stakeholders who have piloted similar 

tools have suggested the following: screening users so that those with severe mental health 

issues are encouraged to directly seek professional help offline rather than use the tool, 

making helpline resources (including multilingual and 24/7 options) constantly visible in a 

panel on the screen while speaking with the bot, developing flags which alert human 

administrators when certain terms are used, delivering a risk assessment for severe risks 

such as suicide ideation upfront and proactively asking users to share emergency contacts 

if they score highly on this risk assessment. Users should also be aware of how their data is 

stored and whether chat logs can be linked to their identities or accessed only in de-

identified form.  
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Implementation and Resourcing 

While chatbots could be developed and deployed with relatively minimal financial 

resources, it will take FTE time to both develop and monitor models. Stakeholders who 

had undertaken similar initiatives stated that the only costs they incurred to develop the 

models were paying therapists to review and co-design the models (at their usual hourly rate 

of about 1500 INR or US$16.50). This is because base models (such as ChatGPT) and training 

datasets (such as MentalChat16K) are free and publicly available. Deployment could also 

be relatively costless, as it simply requires CFMB to travel to workplaces and schools to 

deliver in-person presentations on the tool. Therefore, if therapists spend ~20 hours fine-

tuning the model, CFMB could conceivably deliver the initiative at less than US$400. 

However, developing, deploying, and monitoring the model also requires time. One 

stakeholder estimated it took ~60-80 hours to develop and launch the model, and ~1-2 hours 

a day to monitor usage, including any safety flags, for 200 users. Nevertheless, since most 

of the financial and time costs to develop and deploy the model are upfront, the cost-

effectiveness of this model on a per-user basis will improve as uptake increases  

Action plan 

Given the considerations above, the following could be a potential action plan for 

CFMB to launch AI chatbots within ~5 months.  

1. Define purpose and target population (1 month) 

2. Develop pilot model (including co-designing with therapists) (3 months) 

3. Launch model (e.g., through in-person sessions at schools and workplaces) (1 month) 

4. Monitor and evaluate usage (including safeguards), and use to improve the model 

(Ongoing). At a certain checkpoint (e.g., after 3 months), CFMB could evaluate the 

intervention and decide whether to refocus, expand to a different population, or expand 

within the same population.  
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Conclusion 

Our SYPA is intended less to “solve” masculinity in India than to provide a diagnostic 

that helps identify where change may be most feasible. Many of the pressures young men 

face are rooted in structural conditions beyond CFMB’s direct control, including labor 

market insecurity, weak mental health infrastructure, and digital ecosystems optimized for 

engagement rather than well-being. Yet our findings suggest that these broader pressures 

are filtered through a narrower set of masculinity norms, especially provider expectations, 

emotional restriction, and peer misperceptions, which can be challenged more directly. We 

find that many young men feel burdened by responsibility and economic strain, report 

substantial emotional distress, and consume online content environments that may 

reinforce both worse mood and less egalitarian gender attitudes. At the same time, many 

privately express supports for more active fatherhood and greater emotional openness, 

suggesting real space for norm change.  

CFMB should prioritize interventions that make healthier masculinities feel credible, 

legitimate, and accessible. Rather than addressing masculinity too directly, CFMB can 

work through trusted creators, role models, and adjacent content lanes to model broader 

and healthier masculinities that feel engaging rather than prescriptive. At the same time, AI 

chatbots could offer a scalable, private entry point for emotional support, while encouraging 

young men to seek help offline when needed. Together, these recommendations reflect the 

core lesson of this SYPA: healthier masculinities are unlikely to emerge from exhortation 

alone, but they can become more visible, acceptable, and attainable. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Survey Instrument 

Sentences highlighted in grey were not displayed in the survey 

Consent in survey:  

Welcome, and thank you for your interest 

You are invited to take part in a short, anonymous survey that will take about 20 to 25 
minutes. This study, led by researchers at the Harvard Kennedy School, aims to understand 
young people's views in India. 

Your participation is completely voluntary and anonymous. You may skip any questions or 
stop at any time by closing the browser. There is no penalty or consequence for doing so. We 
encourage you to complete the survey privately, in a setting where you feel comfortable.  If 
anything makes you uncomfortable, you can take a break, skip that question, or exit the 
survey.  

If you feel upset or would like to talk to someone, you can contact free and confidential 
helplines 

India: Tele-MANAS 14416 or 1-800-91-4416  

By continuing, you confirm that you are between 18 and 30 years old, that you have been 
living in India for the last six months and are currently living in India, and that you voluntarily 
agree to take part in this study. 
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Survey:  

Section 1. Background Information 

1. What is your gender? (Male / Female / Non-binary/third gender / Prefer not to answer) 
2. What is your age? (Less than 18 years / 18-20 years / 21-23 years / 24-26 years / 27-30 

years / More than 30 years / Prefer not to answer) 
3. What is your level of schooling?: (No schooling / <5 years complete / 5-7 years complete 

/ 8-9 years complete / 10-12 years complete / 12 or more years complete / Prefer not to 
answer) 

4. What is your current employment status?: (Full time (30 hours a week or more) / Part time 
(less than 30 hours a week) / Self-employed / Retired or pensioned / Student / 
Unemployed /  Don't know / Prefer not to answer / Other (please specify))  

5. What best describes the area where you currently live? (Urban / Rural / Don’t know / 
Prefer not to answer) 

6. What is your approximate gross monthly salary?: (Less than 10,000 INR / 10,000-20,000 
INR / 20,000-30,000 INR / 30,000-50,000 INR / 50,000-75,000 INR / 75,000-1,00,000 INR 
/ 1,00,000-1,50,000 INR / 1,50,000-2,50,000 INR / 2,50,000-4,00,000 INR / More than 
4,00,000 INR / Prefer not to answer) 

7. In which state do you currently live?:  (AP / AR / AS / BR / CG / GA / / GJ / HR / HP / JH / KA 
/ KL / MP / MH / MN / ML / MZ / NL / OD / PB / RJ / SK / TN / TG / TR / UK / UP / WB / AN / CH 
/ DD / DL / JK / LA / LD / PY / Prefer not to answer) 

8. What best describes your occupation? (Professional / Clerical / Sales worker / 
Agricultural worker / Service worker / Production worker / Prefer not to answer / Other 
(please specify)) 

9. What is your religion?: (Hindu / Muslim / Christian / Sikh / Buddhists/Neo-Buddhist / Jain 
/ Zoroastrian / Parsi / Jewish / No religion / Prefer not to answer / Other religion (please 
specify)) 

10. Which one do you belong to/identify with?: (General Category / Scheduled caste / 
Scheduled tribe / Other backward caste / Prefer not to answer / Other (please specify)) 

11. Did you vote in the 2024 general election? (Yes / No / Prefer not to answer) 
12. [If yes to Q above] Which party did you vote for? (BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) / INC (Indian 

National Congress) / SP (Samajwadi Party) / AITC (All India Trinimool Congress) / DMK 
(Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam) / TDP (Telugu Desam) / JD(U) (Janata Dal (United)) / 
SHSUBT (Shiv Sena (Uddhav Balasaheb Thackrey) / AAP (Aam Aadmi Party) / BSP 
(Bahujan Samaj Party) / Prefer not to answer / Other (please specify)) 

Section 2. Online Behavior and Exposure 
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13. On a typical day, how many hours do you spend on the internet? (0 hours / 1-2 hours / 3-
4 hours / 5-6 hours / 7-8 hours / 9-10 hours / 11-12 hours / 13-14 hours / 15-16 hours / 17 
hours or more / Prefer not to answer) 

14. On a typical day, how many hours do you spend hanging out with friends face-to-face 
(e.g., school, work, neighborhood)? (0 hours / 1-2 hours / 3-4 hours / 5-6 hours / 7-8 
hours / 9-10 hours / 11-12 hours / 13-14 hours / 15-16 hours / 17 hours or more / Prefer 
not to answer) 

15. On a typical day, how many hours do you spend hanging out with friends online (e.g,. 
through apps, games, chats)? (0 hours / 1-2 hours / 3-4 hours / 5-6 hours / 7-8 hours / 9-
10 hours / 11-12 hours / 13-14 hours / 15-16 hours / 17 hours or more / Prefer not to 
answer) 

16. Think of your average day, how much time do you spend on each of these platforms? 
For each platform, the following options were provided (0 hours / Less than 1 hour / 1-3 
hours / More than 3 hours / Prefer not to answer) 
The following platforms were asked YouTube / Instagram / WhatsApp / Telegram / 
Reddit / Discord / X (formerly Twitter) / Gaming platforms (e.g., Twitch) / Dating apps 
(e.g., Bumble, Hinge, Tinder, Aisle) 

17. What are your main reasons for spending time on these platforms? (select up to 3) 
Have fun/entertainment / Chatting with friends or family / Find motivation/life lessons / 
Express my ideas / Find community / Get advice about money / Learn about travel / Learn 
about food / Feel understood / Express frustration or anger / Get relationship advice / 
News & politics / Get fitness advice / Prefer not to answer / Other (specify) 

18. What do you like most about the internet? (It lets me connect with like-minded people / 
It lets me connect with people with different ideas / It lets me connect with all sorts of 
people / Prefer not to answer) 

19. Think of a man you admire and would like to be. What is his name? (open text) 
20. What is ONE quality you admire in him? (open text) 
21. For the person stated above, is he: Family / Friend / Social media creator / Sports 

person / Entertainment industry (e.g., film, TV, music) / Political leader / Prefer not to 
answer / Other (please specify)?  

22. List three words that describe what it means to be a man today. (open text) 

Section 3. Short Vignette: randomize order for each participant  

Now you’re going to see some statements that often come up online, and we will ask 
you about your reactions to them. There are no right or wrong answers – we want your 
opinion. 

For each vignette, the following questions were asked  
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23. If this appeared in your feed, what would you most likely do? (Select all that apply) 
(Share /Like/Dislike/ Comment/Mark as “Not interested”/Report  as 
harmful/Nothing/Prefer not to answer) 

24. Overall, how much do you agree with the message in the post? (Strongly agree/Agree 
/Neutral/Disagree/Strongly disagree) 

25. Among men your age, what percent do you think would agree or strongly agree with this 
post? 

0–100: __% 

V1: “Don't chase girls, chase goals. If your pocket is empty, no one respects you. Not your 
friends, not her family, not society. Build your empire first." #Hustle #SigmaRule #Reality 
V2: Changing diapers doesn’t make you any less of a man. It is my child too. #DadGoals 
#Parenting  
V3: “We’re not just consuming tech – we’re creating it. From labs in India to missions in 
orbit – the future is being built now.” #ScienceGoals #MadeInIndia  
V4: Forcing isn't love, it's cringe. Don't be clingy bro, have some self-respect.  
V5: Men don't feel pain? Wrong. Men don't SHOW pain because they know the whole house 
rests on their shoulders. 
V6: The moment I shed the whole pressure to be perfect and show vulnerability, my 
relationship has improved so much. 
V7: If alimony is correct, then so is dowry. Future insurance! 

Section 4. Trust in Online Figures & Communities: We select the creators and channels and 
ask them about how much do they trust their content (only trust) 

Next, we’ll show names of public figures, channels, websites, or community groups. For 
each, please tell us if you trust the information they share 

26. Do you trust the information they share?  

a) Ajay Nagar (CarryMinati) — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar  4) Prefer not to answer 

b) Andrew Tate — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to answer 

c) Ankur Warikoo — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to answer 

d) Ankush Bahuguna — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to answer 

e) Dhruv Rathee — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to answer 

f) Elvish Yadav — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to answer 
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g) Gaurav Taneja (Flying Beast) — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar  4) Prefer not to 
answer 

h) Khan Sir (Patna) — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to answer 

i) Ranveer Allahbadia (BeerBiceps) — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to 
answer 

j) Samay Raina — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to answer 

k) Ujjwal Chaurasia (Techno Gamerz) — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not 
to answer 

l) Yuvaa (Be a Man, Yaar!) — 1) Trust 2) Do not trust 3) Not familiar 4) Prefer not to answer 

Section 5. Gender Attitudes 

For the following statements, how much do you agree or disagree? There are no right or 
wrong answers – we want your opinion; you may skip any question.  

27. In times of job scarcity, men have more right to a job than women (Strongly agree / 
Agree / Neither / Disagree / Strongly disagree / Prefer not to say) 

28. It is acceptable for men to use violence to keep their wives in line (Strongly agree / 
Agree / Neither / Disagree / Strongly disagree / Prefer not to say) 

29. We’ve gone so far in promoting women’s equality that men are now discriminated 
against (Strongly agree / Agree / Neither / Disagree / Strongly disagree / Prefer not to 
say) 

30. It is harder for my generation to feel financially secure than it was for my father’s 
generation (Strongly agree / Agree / Neither / Disagree / Strongly disagree / Prefer not to 
say) 

31. No one really knows me (Strongly agree / Agree / Neither / Disagree / Strongly disagree / 
Prefer not to say) 

32. In the last two weeks, I felt down, depressed, or hopeless (Strongly agree / Agree / 
Neither / Disagree / Strongly disagree / Prefer not to say) 

 
Now put yourself in the shoes of men your age. Among men your age, what percent do 
you think would agree or strongly agree with the following statements? 
33. In times of job scarcity, men have more right to a job than women (0–100: __%) 
34. It is acceptable for men to use violence to keep their wives in line (0–100: __%) 
35. We’ve gone so far in promoting women’s equality that men are now discriminated 

against (0–100: __%) 

Section 5. Interventions  
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36. Would you be open to participating in online discussions about the following topics? 
(Politics in India / International politics / Health and fitness / Entertainment / Childcare 
/ Advice on money/stock market/wealth management / Cooking / Other (please 
specify) / Prefer not to answer) 

Thank you for your participation in this survey. We appreciate and value your input.  

If you feel upset or would like to talk to someone, you can contact free and confidential 
helplines 

India: Tele-MANAS 14416 or 1-800-91-4416  

Appendix 2: Gender attitude index distribution 

(Source: Survey of men aged 18-30, n = 1254; authors’ elaboration) 

 

Appendix 3: Interviewer expertise 

• Researchers with expertise in masculinity norms in India, gender social norms 

divergence, implementation, and political feasibility (n = 9)  

• Non-profit practitioners with global expertise researching and implementing 

interventions on gender norms (n = 7)  

• Journalists writing on the Indian manosphere (n = 3)  

• Psychologists with experience running counselling circles / mental health interventions 

for young Indian men (n = 2)  

• Social media employees working in trust and safety (n = 1)  

• Former school teacher in India (n = 1)  
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• Government employee at the Ministry of Electronics & Information Technology, the 

social media regulator (n = 1)   

• Creator focusing on Indian masculinity norms (n = 1)  

Appendix 4: Gender attitudes, trust in manosphere, mental health, online use by 
demographics  

(Source: Survey of men aged 18-30, n = 1254; authors’ elaboration)  

 

Appendix 5: Other policy recommendations 

We considered but ultimately deprioritized four policy recommendations. These were: 

(1) conducting in-person men’s listening circles where men can reflect on and question 

gender norms, (2) partnering with schools and workplaces to deliver peer-based counseling 

interventions, (3) partnering with social media platforms and government to regulate harmful 

online content, (4) partnering with parents on social media interventions for their sons.  
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First, while there is evidence for the success of  listening circles in shifting norms, their 

resource intensiveness makes it administratively infeasible for our client. Other non-

profits with extensive experience conducting gender social norms interventions for men 

(e.g., Equimundo, Promundo), have implemented several discussion-based initiatives to 

encourage men to question and rethink norms, particularly during pivotal times such as 

fatherhood. However, the co-founder of an organization conducting listening circles for men 

aged ~25-45 in India described the high risk of burnout given the highly emotional and time-

intensive nature of this work, and need for trained facilitators. CFMB has shared that it does 

not currently have the appetite to spend limited resources on this initiative. Therefore, while 

there is promise in this intervention, CFMB may not be the best player in the ecosystem to 

conduct it, given its early-stage status and limited resources.  

Second, while peer-based counselling interventions could overcome some stigma and 

therapist shortages, evidence of their impact is limited. As discussed above, male 

therapists are in extremely short supply in India. While it would be ideal for CFMB to expand 

access to therapy more broadly, an effort to do so would likely be 1) supply-constrained, 

given the small number of male therapists, and 2) demand-constrained, given the stigma of 

seeking mental health interventions. Instead, an approach in which therapists train selected 

individuals in schools or workplaces to deliver basic emotional and psychological first aid 

could scale more efficiently. However, evidence on the effectiveness of trained peers 

delivering emotional support is limited and there could be risks involved if trained peers find 

themselves burned out and overwhelmed. 

Third, while regulating harmful social media content by platforms and governments 

might be technically ideal, it is politically infeasible. Our work sits in a politically sensitive 

grey zone where harm-reduction efforts can be misread as attempts to regulate speech, 

especially when the boundary between harmful content and protected expression is 

contested. We have limited confidence that social media companies will self-regulate 

content espousing traditional masculine views, given their inherently political nature. 

Furthermore, interventions aimed at curbing “toxic masculinity” content can be interpreted 

as censorship or violating legitimate expression, especially when harms are diffuse (e.g., 
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subliminal norm messaging rather than explicit hate speech or misinformation). The 

boundary between protecting users and restricting speech is therefore a grey area, and 

measures such as downranking can raise concerns about transparency and accountability.  

From a government perspective, it is also difficult to act against content unless actual 

misinformation or hate speech is proven. The Ministry of Electronics and Information 

Technology (MEITy, the social media regulator) has taken action to combat harms such as 

misinformation and hate speech, including on several high-profile occasions (e.g., when it 

banned TikTok in 2020, launched a Supreme Court case against creator Ranveer Allahbadia 

(BeerBiceps) for obscene remarks in 2025). However, content must pose a specific risk of 

harm to justify its removal. While misogyny or harm against a specific group is grounds for 

taking down content, much of the content in question is likely subjective as it involves 

subliminal norms messaging, making it difficult for MEITy to act.  

Fourth, while partnering with parents may be an important path forward, their attitudes 

and bandwidth are uncertain. Stakeholder interviews highlighted how mothers may be 

observant of their sons’ social media usage, and more incentivized to intervene in cases of 

poor mental health. However, families can also reinforce traditional gender norms: Anukriti 

et al. (2020) find that co-residence with the mother-in-law in Uttar Pradesh is negatively 

correlated with her daughter-in-law’s mobility, social connections, health, and access to 

family-planning. Indeed, Figure 2 also highlights how older men and women hold more 

traditional gender views than younger women. Stakeholder interviews also cautioned 

against parent-based interventions when parents have low bandwidth due to their own 

economic precarity. Therefore, we deprioritized this intervention, though we believe it could 

still merit future exploration.    

Table 2 summarizes our assessment of the policy options listed above and the 

recommendations that were ultimately selected. From a technical standpoint, we 

consider the extent to which evidence (from the literature and our findings) supports the 

intervention’s theory of change. Within administrative feasibility, we consider whether the 

intervention leverages CFMB’s unique capabilities and is achievable given CFMB's early-
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stage status and budget. Within the political feasibility framework, we assess whether it 

aligns with the incentives of both external stakeholders (e.g., government, social media 

platforms, creators) and internal stakeholders (e.g., CFMB’s funders and partners).  

Table 2: Evaluation of interventions (Source: Authors’ elaboration) 

Intervention Technically correct Administratively 
feasible 

Politically 
supportable 

Partner with 
creators to produce 
content depicting 
alternate 
masculinity ideals 

High – Evidence that 
mass media and 
social media can 
move gender norms 

High – CFMB already 
has partnerships 
with some creators 
(e.g., Yuvaa); low-
cost to pilot 

Med – potential 
controversy/ 
backlash with some 
audiences  

Develop AI chatbot 
to provide mental 
health support 

High – Evidence that 
AI chatbots can 
improve mental 
health if targeted 
properly 

High – Low cost to 
develop and deploy 
models 

Med – Safety and 
data privacy 
concerns 

Facilitate men's 
listening circles 

High – Evidence 
from other non-
profits, literature, 
and documented 
misperceptions  

Low – client does 
not wish to play a 
programmatic role 
and difficult to scale 

High – as 
intervention is opt-
in, they are likely 
accepted by 
participants 

Deliver peer-based 
mental health 
support through 
schools and 
workplaces 

Low – Evidence on 
the effectiveness of 
trained peers 
delivering emotional 
support is limited; 
also does not 
necessarily directly 
root cause norms 

Med – Though this is 
more scalable than 
assigning people 
individual 
therapists, it may 
still be operationally 
difficult to conduct 
trainings 

Med – while mental 
health challenges 
are well-
documented, there 
may be some 
controversy around 
putting responsibility 
onto peers  

Regulate harmful 
social media 
content 

Med – Does not 
address the 
fundamental factors 
which attract men 
to this content in the 
first place 

Low – CFMB has few 
partnerships with 
social media 
platforms and 
governments 

Low – Line between 
harmful content and 
free speech is very 
thin 
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Partner with 
parents 

Med – While parents 
could be invested, 
they may also hold 
more traditional 
views 

Med – Some parents 
may not have 
bandwidth to 
receive 
interventions 

Med – Some parents 
may be concerned 
with children’s 
mental health and 
social media usage  

 

Appendix 6: Summary of findings from gender social norms interventions 

Study Region Intervention Methodology Findings 
Dhar et al 
2022 

India 
(Haryana) 

Discussions 
about gender 
equity in schools 
(e.g., attitudes, 
education/career 
aspirations) 
(implemented by 
Breakthrough) 

RCT on ~14K 
secondary 
school 
students 
across 314 
government 
schools over 
2.5 years 

Program made 
attitudes more 
supportive of gender 
equality and more 
gender-equal self-
reported behavior. 
Effect size larger for 
boys, perhaps due to 
them having more 
agency to change their 
behavior. Effects 
persisted 2 years later 

Beaman et al 
2012  

India Reserving seats 
for female 
politicians 

Natural 
experiment; 
surveyed 
8,453 
adolescents 
and their 
parents 

Relative to villages in 
which positions were 
never reserved, the 
gender gap in 
aspirations closed by 
20% in parents and 
32% in adolescents in 
villages assigned a 
female leader for 2 
election cycles 

La Ferrara et 
al 2012 

Brazil Telenovela 
access 

Natural 
experiment 

Exposure to 
telenovelas modelling 
smaller family sizes 
resulted in lower 
fertility 
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Jensen and 
Oster 2009 

India (rural) Cable TV access Natural 
experiment 

Cable TV associated 
with decrease in 
acceptability of 
violence against 
women, son 
preferences, increase 
in women’s autonomy, 
decrease in fertility 

Gupta et al 
2013 

Cote 
d’Ivoire 

Gender dialogue 
groups (in 
existing women’s 
savings groups) 

RCT on 934 
partnered 
women over 2 
years 

Resulted in lower odds 
of economic abuse 
and acceptance of 
wife beating, but IPV 
and attitudes towards 
refusal of sex did not 
significantly change 

Abramsky et 
al 2014 

Uganda 
(Kampala) 

Community 
mobilization 
intervention with 
a critical 
analysis of 
power and 
power inequities 
(SASA!) 

RCT on 2,532 
community 
members 
aged 18-49 
across 4 
years 

Resulted in lower 
social acceptance of 
IPV, greater 
acceptance that a 
woman can refuse sex 
among men, lower 
past-year IPV, and 
more supportive 
community responses  

Wagman et al 
2015 

Uganda 2 arms: IPV and 
HIV intervention, 
or HIV 
intervention only 

RCT on 
11,448 
individuals 
aged 15-49 
over 4 years 

Individuals receiving 
IPV intervention 
reported fewer past-
year sexual & physical 
instances of IPV 

Pulerwitz et 
al 2015 

Ethiopia 3 arms: 
community 
engagement 
activities only 
(CE), CE plus 
group education 
promoting 
gender equitable 

Quasi-
experimental 
on 809 young 
men aged 15-
24 over 6 
months 
(implemented 
by Promundo) 

Those receiving CE + 
GE treatment were 2x 
more likely than those 
in control to show 
increased support for 
gender-equitable 
norms. Both the CE 
and CE + GE groups 
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norms, delayed 
intervention  

reported lower inter-
partner violence  

Green Wilke 
and Cooper 
2020 

Uganda Film screening 
with video 
dramatization 
which 
discouraged 
VAW and 
encouraged 
reporting 

RCT on over 
10,000 adults 
in 12 rural 
villages; 
outcomes 
measured 
several 
months after 

Screening resulted in 
no changes in 
attitudes condoning 
VAW, yet a substantial 
increase in willingness 
to report VAW to 
authorities, and a 
decline in women who 
experienced violence 

Burszytyn et 
al 2020 

Saudi 
Arabia 
(Riyadh) 

Provide men’s 
information on 
other men’s 
beliefs about the 
acceptability of 
women’s work 

RCT on 500 
married men  

Men systematically 
overestimate peers’ 
disapproval of 
women’s work. Once 
these beliefs are 
corrected, they are 
more willing to help 
their wives search for 
jobs, and wives were 
more likely to have 
applied & interviewed  

Dean and 
Jayachandran 
2019 

India 
(Karnataka) 

Light-touch, 
employer-led 
interventions 
providing 
support for 
female 
employment  

171 teachers, 
171 male 
family 
members, 
124 female 
family 
members 

No positive effects of 
interventions on 
teacher’s employment 
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