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testimonial

introduction 
These days, society conveys many contradictory messages about 
men and masculinity (Pollack, 2001). Boys have to defi ne themselves 
according to a fl ood of role models that value opposite aspects of 
masculinity (Pollack, 2001; Gagnon, 2007). On the one hand, we 
encourage boys to be cool, confi dent and strong; on the other hand, 
we want them to be able to show that they can be vulnerable, 
sensitive and open. Should boys become virile heroes or prince 
charmings? The answer isn’t so simple. 

Boys admit to being confused by the contradictory male role models 
they see (Gagnon, 2007). What criteria do they need to meet and 
how must they act if they want to be considered ‘real men’? A 
double standard pressures them into thinking they must have all the 
traditional male characteristics—courageous, virile and protective—
as well as those of the new man who is more in touch with his 
emotions (Pollack, 2001). Boys are under the impression that they 
must attain a balance between macho and nice guy (Gagnon, 2007; 
Bouchard, St Amant et Gagnon, 2000). Not too macho, not too 
tender... and not easy to fi nd a middle ground when you’re an 
adolescent on a quest for an identity! How do we justify linking 
the themes of masculinity and sexuality? Development of a 
masculine identity is at the core of diffi culties that boys must deal 
with (Walker, 2001); the concept they have of masculinity likely 
infl uences their sexuality and romantic relationships (Bossé, 2004).  

Boys have a lot to prove. Much is expected of them: they 
have to be macho and cool, go out with beautiful girls and, if 
a guy has a girlfriend, he has to make love often.  

Darren, 17 years old
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Adults—professionals, teachers and parents—have to 
understand the issues behind the diffi culties boys face in 
defi ning themselves as men. We must help them deal with 
these issues, particularly through interventions related to 
sexuality (Pollack, 2001).

The sexual education activities proposed in this issue of The SexEducator 
are intended for girls as well as boys. The aim is to help young people 
take stock of the prefabricated male roles they are presented with 
(Bouchard, St-Amant and Gagnon, 2000) and to explore the world of 
boys by encouraging them to talk about their expectations of romantic 
and sexual relationships (Gagnon, 2007). The process is designed to get 
them to refl ect on and discuss masculinity, relationships 
between boys and girls, and male or female sexuality. 
The goal is to help them situate themselves in 
relation to often confusing messages and models 
linked to sexuality.

Now let’s take a trip into 
the male world ...
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male
identity and 
masculinity:

Male identity

Developing a male identity is a process through which a boy defi nes 

his own aspirations, goals and values; this progressively brings him 

to develop a profound feeling of being male (Langis and Germain, 

2009). Physical changes such growth of body hair, broadening 

shoulders, muscle development, and maturation of genitals are 

all concrete proof of maleness that confi rm a boy’s sexual identity 

(Langis and Germain, 2009). An interesting note is that early sexual 

maturation in boys appears to have mostly positive effects since 

these boys develop physiques, muscle mass and strength that are 

likely to give them an advantage over their peers (Bearman et al., 

2006). Nonetheless, concurrent with the physical masculinization 

process, boys are under increasing pressure to meet social 

expectations linked to the male gender (Walker and Kushner, 1997). 

A boy’s identity thus seems divided between the public self he 

shows, and the private self he is inside (Walker and Kushner, 1997). 

Indeed, the way a Romeo is with his peers can sometimes be very 

different from how he is when he is alone with his Juliet (Allen, 

2005). Therefore, for 12- to 16-year-old boys, one important issue 

is to fi nd identities that are coherent with their public and private 

selves (Gagnon, 2007). It is through personal and social experiences 

that an adolescent negotiates and tests the need to conform to 

what is deemed to be ‘male’, then constructs his own view of male 

identity, and consolidates these into his own identity (Walker and 

Kushner, 1997).  

DEFINITIONS TO HELP US 
BETTER UNDERSTAND 
To form an identity during adolescence, you fi rst have to discover yourself. The 
quest for identity includes fi nding an answer to the gender-based question, «As a 
man, who am I?» or, «As a woman, who am I?» Let’s look at how young men deal 
with this issue.
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Masculinity

According to Pleck et al. (1993), masculinity constitutes a public 

expression of male identity. To better distinguish between male 

identity and masculinity, these authors make the following distinction: 

identity is a process that enables boys to acquire a male role while 

masculinity is the expression of personality characteristics that are 

culturally and socially associated with this role. Thus, masculinity 

is central to the concept of male identity since boys actualize and 

reinforce their male identities by choosing to express certain traits 

that are associated with masculinity (Gagnon, 2007). We will now 

examine in more detail the standards that govern notions of the 

ideal male.  

Criteria for masculinity: 
The Real Man’s code

Masculinity is part of a set of social and cultural beliefs that 

determines what a man should and shouldn’t be to be considered 

masculine. As a rule, society determines what is and isn’t acceptable 

for a boy to consider himself to be masculine and to be considered 

by others as such (Smiler, 2008). A teen makes up his own mind 

about what a man should be based on messages he decodes 

from society and his own environment (Martino, 1999). Thus, 

masculinity is expressed in conformance with certain criteria 

(Bossé, 2004), generally defi ned as not being a woman, not being 

homosexual (Martino, 1999; Badinter, 1993) and not being a child 

(Badinter, 1993). Essentially, learning to be male involves staying 

away from what is feminine (Martino, 1999). Adolescents often 

adhere to the “code of masculinity”, including standards that defi ne 

a real man, which have slowly been assimilated since childhood 

(Pollack, 2001). 

From a very early age, boys learn to behave according to strict 

rules that defi ne which attitudes and behaviours are acceptable 

for boys (Pollack, 2001). This ideal male is based on four criteria: 

“boys shouldn’t share their pain and suffering, or openly express 

these” (p. 60), “they are biologically predisposed to act ‘macho’” 

(p. 61), they have to “be tough” (p. 61) and they have to be “strong 

and independent, and avoid being emotional and sentimental like 

girls” [Translation] (p. 62). Boys have integrated these rules so well 

it seems that most don’t dare go against them. For boys, the image 

of the sexually invincible, aggressive, energetic and insatiable man 

remains a strong model of the real man.

Similar observations have been made in some studies on the 

concept of masculinity conducted among adolescents (Oransky and 

Fisher, 2009; Walker and Kushner, 1997; Smiler, 2004; Bossé, 2004; 

Gagnon, 2007). For the most part, between the ages of 15 and 19, 

boys are infl uenced by a fairly traditional concept of men (Walker 

and Kushner, 1997; Bossé, 2004; Gagnon, 2007). Among the most 

common masculinity criteria used to defi ne the traditional male 

role is that of the man who is physically (Chu, Porche and Tolman, 

2005; Duret, 1999) and emotionally strong (Oransky and Fisher, 

2009; Pollack, 2001; Pleck et al., 1993; Chu, Porche and Tolman, 

2005), respected by his peers (Chu, Porche and Tolman, 2005), 

protective and courageous (Duret, 1999), virile (Bouchard, St Amant 

and Gagnon, 2000; Duret, 1999), and who thinks only about sex 

(Gagnon, 2007). Yet, for adolescents who feel the need to conform, 

these stereotypes can be heavy to bear (Gagnon, 2007; Chu, Porche 

and Tolman, 2005). Indeed, several studies have demonstrated 

that boys who strongly adhere to traditional masculine norms are 

more likely than others to experience anxiety (Walker and Kushner, 

1997; Pollack, 2001), have low self-esteem (Chu, Porche and 

Tolman, 2005) and have diffi culties in their romantic and sexual 

relationships, especially regarding intimacy and romanticism 

(Marcell et al., 2011; Allen, 2007; Bossé, 2004). They also tend 

to have more sex partners, riskier sexual behaviours (Pleck et al., 

1993) and more focus on sexual performance (Allen, 2003). For 

boys who subscribe to the idea of the real man, becoming a man is 

not an easy task.
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Boys talk 
about the fact of 
becoming men
A 2003 study of a group of 12 American boys (average age 

of 15) collected data on what “being a man” meant to them 

(Marcell, Raine and Eyre, 2003). To the question “What 

does it mean to be a man or a male”, most participants 

answered having a penis, being strong, defending oneself 

and being responsible. They defi ne a man as someone 

who is a leader, responsible and mature, stands up for 

what he believes, and is physically and emotionally 

strong. In their opinion, becoming a man involves more 

responsibilities than becoming an adult. It’s a well-known 

adage: “Come on, be a man”, we tell adolescents when 

the time comes for them to start taking on responsibil-

ities and we want to point out their lack of concern and 

absent-mindedness. And yet, it was the way they described what they need 

do to show their masculinity that brought to the fore issues linked to sexuality and 

heterosexuality. Proving their masculinity essentially meant being sexually active 

and having a girlfriend.  
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Traditional stereotypes of the strong, courageous and virile man are often the main answers 

given when adolescents are asked what it means to be a boy (Gagnon, 2007). Five young 

male Quebecers aged 16 or 17 who participated in the evaluation of a sex education 

program for boys stated that expressing one’s masculinity ranged between two extremes: 

“macho” and “effeminate”. Various ways of being male were required, based on the people 

they were with (Gagnon, 2007). With friends, boys said they had to act like clowns and 

show they had guts. With female friends, they felt their roles were to always be there to 

discuss, provide comfort and have fun. While this type of relationship with girls already 

requires them to be more mature and serious, boys acknowledged fi nding it more diffi cult 

to understand their girlfriends’ expectations. Indeed, boys showed even greater confusion 

about girls’ expectations regarding love. They believe that a girlfriend looks for a boy who 

is part “bad boy” and part “nice guy”, an expectation which they think is contradictory and 

unclear. As a result, they didn’t always know how to fulfi l such desires. 

On this subject, it is interesting to look at factors that make a boy popular with girls. What 

does the most irresistible Romeo look like? From a physical and style standpoint, girls say 

they like boys who are handsome, muscular, tall and well dressed. In terms of personality, 

they like boys who are funny, athletic and kind, but also may like them to be bad boys 

and rebels (Duquet and Quéniart, 2009). Therefore, boys are right when they say that 

girls have contradictory expectations about the type of guy they fi nd irresistible. Girls say 

they want guys who are honest, sensitive and tender, but they are attracted to rebels and 

hyperconfi dent charmers. These are the kinds of expectations that leave boys perplexed 

regarding how to appeal to girls. 

Although these studies highlight the fact that boys generally turn to stereotypes when 

describing the ideal male, we also understand that signifi cant issues about masculinity 

arise within adolescents’ interpersonal relationships. There are strong expectations when 

it comes to acquiring the status of real man. Therefore, boys integrate different ways of 

being masculine to meet the expectations of people they are with. As such, constructing a 

male identity requires them to be chameleons and adapt to different circumstances. During 

the process through which a boy defi nes himself as a man, he may turn to stereotypes 

associated with masculinity to guide his expressions of masculinity. Sooner or later, 

however, he must think about the requirements imposed by wanting to correspond to a 

preconceived male model and trying to meet all the expectations related to this model. It is 

important that boys exercise critical thinking skills to become aware not only of the benefi ts 

but also of the drawbacks these beliefs introduce into their lives and their relationships 

with other people. A key activity on this subject is described further in this publication. We 

will return to the topic of boys’ romantic and sexual relationships later, but fi rst let’s look at 

dating and masculinity.
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Is he who loves 
another Romeo 
a man?
As mentioned earlier, in the eyes of boys, heterosexuality is a very important criterion of 

masculinity. For a boy, the purpose of proving his sexual orientation is not only to show 

he is sexually attracted to girls, but also to prove to others that he isn’t homosexual. For 

many boys, rejection of homosexuality through homophobic attitudes and behaviours 

is another way of demonstrating their masculinity, that is, by providing irrefutable proof 

they are heterosexual (Bossé, 2004). However, the reality is slightly different when boys 

are asked about this issue. Based on their remarks, it isn’t having sex with other men 

that young people reject; rather, it is the fact that homosexuality is often associated with 

a lack of masculinity (Duret, 1999). Therefore, it’s not homosexuality they don’t accept 

but rather the feminine aspect they attribute to it. It is common for boys to describe 

homosexuals as having female traits: having a lisp and a high voice, wearing effeminate 

clothing and make-up, having effeminate body language, all of which are the opposite 

of the characteristics associated with virility. Such representations of homosexuality are 

therefore incompatible with the way these boys perceive masculinity. As Bossé (2004) 

explains, it is a matter of understanding that a man of homosexual orientation is also a 

real man, even though the characteristics associated with him do not confer the popular 

conception of male status on him (p. 21).



The male art of 
dating: getting 
close to girls but 
staying cool
Dating allows a boy to share intimate moments with a girl and, if 

they both consent, to meet their budding sexual desires1 (Bourgeois, 

p. 5). In our society, it is usually up to boys to play a more active 

role in dating by showing their interest and desire to the other, and 

initiating the fi rst date. They take the fi rst steps, make a date with 

the girl, compliment her on her appearance and pay the expenses 

related to the date. In this order of things, initiating sexual contact 

and sexual relations is also up to them (Morr Serewick and Gale, 

2008; Seal and Ehrhardt, 2003). Boys consider different ways of 

proving they can win over a girl, play the dating game and, through 

their heterosexuality, show they are real men (Cohan, 2009). 

Although these behaviours can seem stereotypical, to say the least, 

they are nonetheless the main models boys have when starting to 

date girls.

Successfully convincing a girl to go out with him is the boy’s main 

challenge when he wants to date a girl. This dating model usually 

encourages the boy to play a more active role than the girl when 

initiating romantic and sexual relationships. A New Zealand study 

of a group of girls and boys aged 17 to 19 collected data on their 

perceptions of gender roles assigned to boys and girls, with regard 

to dating and romantic and sexual relations. The young people 

clearly expressed the idea that boys are only interested in sex and 

girls are looking for love (Allen, 2003). 

1. For more about seduction, see The SexEducator number 18.
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Girls felt more vulnerable than boys, given their more romantic ideas of love and sexuality. 

Compared with boys, girls felt that the emotional side of a romantic relationship is more 

important than sex itself. Boys’ perceived their role in dating to be centred on sexual 

achievement, especially when they were asked in front of other boys. They saw dating 

as sexual conquest where men seek to satisfy their sexual appetite while remaining 

emotionally detached. They said that boys don’t have to wait for the “right moment” to 

have sex with a partner and that they think of sex often during the course of a day (Allen, 

2003). A perfect illustration of the dominant heterosexual discourse was given when two 

boys described their bodies as “pleasure machines”. Darren, a study participant, made 

comments that speak volumes about issues of seduction and masculinity harboured by this 

concept of masculinity: “Guys have got a lot to prove. There’s a lot . . . there’s a lot for guys 

to live up to like uhm gotta be all macho and gotta be cool and all this sort of stuff, gotta 

score nice chicks or if you have got one chick, you have got to score often” (Allen, 2003, 

p. 227). With a few differences, remarks of this kind were repeated by boys participating 

in other studies, notably those by Gagnon (2007) and Forrest (2010).

However, a study by Smiler (2008) of 105 American boys averaging 16 years of age looked 

at young men’s motives for dating and intercourse. The study determined that boys engage 

in dating and sexual behaviours for a variety of reasons that were distinct from want-

ing sex. Indeed, there were four categories of motives, only one of which was related to 

needing to feel masculine and to prove oneself to others. A minority of boys had seduced 

girls and had sex with them only to improve their status among their peers. Most boys who 

participated in the study reported dating a girl because they wanted to get to know her bet-

ter without necessarily having sexual relations. They especially felt curious and interested 

in discovering this person. In a Montréal study of 505 teens in Secondary 1, 3 and 5, 40% 

of respondents stated they had wanted to go out with someone to prove to themselves or 

to others that they could do it; a minority of these teens (11 %) wanted to have sexual rela-

tions for the same reasons (Duquet, 2005).

The idea that boys only want to have sex remains a stereotype of dating at that age which 

does not refl ect the reality of all teens. Therefore, it is important to help adolescents 

measure the infl uence of masculine stereotypes on their ways of being masculine, on 

dating and on how they view sexuality. To move beyond these notions of masculinity, boys 

must learn, fi rst and foremost, to accept themselves as they are and be authentic when 

they make attempts at dating. They must have confi dence in themselves, discover their 

own personalities and ask themselves who they are really trying to please. The problem is 

not the fact of being male, but of trying too hard to prove it.
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 To move beyond these notions of masculinity, boys must learn, fi rst 
and foremost, to accept themselves as they are and be authentic 

when they make attempts at dating
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Love and sex allow 
Romeo to become 
a man
A boy’s fi rst romantic and sexual relationships enable him to accede to manhood and 

acquire the status of real man and adult in the eyes of the people around him (Pollack, 

2001; Marsiglio, 1988). Boys are infl uenced by their groups of friends but also want to meet 

romantic expectations of being in couples; as a result, they learn to negotiate contradictory 

tensions between wanting to prove their masculinity and the desire to have a romantic 

relationships (Ott, 2010). How do boys conjugate love and sexuality? This a determining 

question for the healthy psychosexual development and sexual blossoming of young men. 

We will explore two signifi cant infl uences that affect boys’ psychosexual development at 

adolescence: other boys, and girls.

With other Romeos...

The remarks of 22 Australian boys aged 

15 to 17, collected as part of a study 

conducted in 2000, reveal the importance 

of sexual relations in the acquisition 

of the status of real man, in the eyes 

of other boys. According to the teens 

interviewed, boys most popular with girls 

have enviable reputations among their 

peers and are more respected (Martino, 

2000, cited in Bossé, 2004). This might 

explain that demonstrations of masculinity 

are particularly present within a group 

of friends, especially when boys interact 

around issues of sexuality and girls (Allen, 

2003; Cohan, 2009). 

In a study by Marcell, Raine and Eyre 

(2003), boys explained that they pressure 

and encourage each other to have sexual 

relations with girls but that teasing 

each other didn’t infl uence their sexual 

behaviours. In their opinion, this didn’t incite 

them to have or not have sex because they 

didn’t attach much importance to their 

friends’ comments. They implied that such 

behaviours are used to build up the male 

ego among their group of friends. Therefore, 

boys tend to conceal their individuality 

by rallying to the group’s expectations 

because peers reinforce an awareness 

of male identity and shared complicity 

(Forrest, 2010; Bouchard and St Amant, 

1998). Indeed, young men do not express 

the same attitudes with their friends as 

they do when they are with adults who 

ask them individually about their romantic 

relationships and their sexuality (Drolet, 

1996). For some young men, serious 

discussion about sexuality disrupts their 

usual forms of male interaction and sees 

them wanting to manage their sexual 

identity while concurrently preserving 

masculinity (Allen, 2005). When among 

themselves, boys display sexual attitudes 

that are more often linked with performance 

than with an openness to discuss 

commitment, love and romanticism (Allen, 

2003).
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A recent English study, aimed at determining the infl uence of male 

friends on decisions boys take regarding sexuality, analyzed the 

responses of 17 boys aged 14 to 19 concerning masculinity, sex 

and boy–girl relationships (Cohan, 2009). The author likened the 

group to a male fraternity, where boys must show they have what 

it takes to become men. In this context, a boy’s fi rst sexual experience 

is seen as both a social and personal accomplishment that 

strengthens the sense of belonging to the group (Cohan, 2009; 

Forrest, 2010). Boys reported that after their fi rst sexual relations, 

they had the impression of having greater status with other boys, 

one that allowed them to talk about sexuality and make sexual 

jokes. 

According to Cohan (2009), the sense of belonging raised by 

the boys is essential to construction of sexual orientation at 

the beginning of their active sexual lives. However, the main 

limitation of the male peer context is that, when it comes to love 

and sexuality, it does not foster development of attitudes that 

value intimacy and romantic relationships (Ott, 2010; Bouchard 

and St Amant, 1998). Boys rarely have the possibility of confi ding 

in friends, whether to share secrets, seek comfort or talk about 

sexuality (Gagnon, 2007; Ott, 2010). Consequently, they have fewer 

opportunities to acquire or develop skills to discuss sensitive or 

personal topics with their male friends such as love, sexuality and 

intimacy (Ott, 2010). As a result they might feel less competent than 

girls when a need arises to talk about intimate issues with friends 

or to confi de in them.

What emerges from the discourse of boys who were asked about 

the notion of intimacy in their relationships with other boys is 

that they don’t think it is possible to talk about intimate issues; 

they fear being judged if they confi de in others, which stops them 

from revealing themselves to their peers (Gagnon, 2007). Think 

about an adolescent who feels he has to act differently depending 

on whether he’s with his girlfriend and his friends, or alone with 

his male friends or his girlfriend (Gagnon, 2007). This is a sign 

that boys know there is a contradiction between their friends’ 

expectations and those of their girlfriends, which they nevertheless 

want to meet. In any case, young men need to have emotional links 

with their friends; adults should help them see the importance of 

confi ding in other boys without being afraid to appear vulnerable 

or weak in the eyes of their peers (Ott, 2010; Gagnon, 2007). 

Adolescent boys must feel that their friends accept and appreciate 

them for who they are; consequently, there is no need to change 

how they act to meet expectations.

As a professional, it is important to pay attention to the infl uence a 

group of boys has on young men’s beliefs about masculinity, and 

on how these beliefs affect their romantic and sexual relationships. 

Friendships between boys can both negatively and positively affect 

development of male identity and a boy’s capacity to experience 

intimacy. Therefore, it is desirable that boys establish positive 

friendships with each other that include trust and support, since 

these relationships will help them better express how they feel and 

experience love and sexuality. Ultimately, experiencing intimacy 

with close friends can be used as a springboard to developing 

intimate relationships with girlfriends.
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With Juliets...

Many adolescents have their fi rst romantic and sexual experiences 

between the ages of 15 and 19 (Ott, 2010; Rotermann, 2008). 

Across adolescence, boys’ emotional and sexual relationships 

progress (Langis and Germain, 2009): romantic relationships last 

longer, partners spend more time together and become closer 

both emotionally and sexually. As experiences progress, boys’ 

views about romantic and sexual relationships evolve (Ott, 2010). 

Their need for intimacy and love may become more important 

motivations when engaging in sexual relationships, and they are 

more likely to notice that love enriches sex (Ott et al., 2006).

A broad study of 1300 American adolescents focused on 957 boys 

and girls aged about 16 years who had started dating; it looked 

at communication, emotion and infl uence in adolescent dating 

relationships (Giordano, Longmore and Manning, 2006). Expectations 

could have suggested that as when adolescents start engaging in 

heterosexual relations, boys would do so with greater confi dence; 

however, results showed they were less confi dent when navigating 

various aspects of their romantic relationships. The authors 

underlined the diffi culties boys had expressing themselves, 

especially when they wanted to refuse a date with a girl they 

weren’t interested in, express their needs to their girlfriends, or 

break up with someone they no longer liked. Boys reported having 

diffi culty communicating with girls, especially when they fi rst 

started dating; indeed, they reported not knowing what to say or 

how to act with girls they were interested in but didn’t know well. 

Boys’ comments revealed a lack of confi dence when they wanted 

to tell a girl how they felt. Michael, 17, said, “I don’t know why I’m 

so scared to let girls know I like them ... like I said I was always 

nervous at asking them out but that one experience where I 

crashed and burned that just killed my confi dence completely and I 

have been scared ever since to ask girls out and stuff ...” (Giordano, 

Longmore and Manning, 2006, p. 17). The authors explained that 

concerns of this type and the fear boys have of not measuring up to 

girls’ expectations are closely linked to social expectations for boys. 

Indeed, the messages boys receive give them the impression that 

they must always be the initiators, whether this concerns dating, 

romantic relationships or sexual activity (Allen, 2003). 

A Montréal study looked more closely at differences between what 

boys and girls consider successful in terms of the three themes—

dating, romantic relationships and sexual activity) (Duquet, 2005). 

In all, 505 youth in Secondary 1, 3 and 5 were interviewed; 52% 

were boys and 48% girls. The adolescents were asked their criteria 

of success regarding the three themes and whether they themselves 

meet these criteria. Responses were grouped into various 

categories for analyses, and indicated that boys and girls proposed 

different criteria of success. When dating, for instance, boys assign 

more importance than girls to criteria of “appearance”—such as 

having nice skin and a nice face, being tall or tall and thin—and 

to stereotypes associated with popularity—for instance, having 

a macho attitude, being popular with his friends, or having 

money. In addition, more boys than girls claimed they had these 

characteristics. For their part, girls gave more importance than 

boys to “self-confi dence and assertiveness” that is, having a good 

personality, being self-confi dent, having one’s own style, and being 

a good conversationalist. More girls than boys also reported having 

the characteristics linked with “attraction”: being charming, having 

a nice smile or beautiful eyes. In terms of successful romantic 
relationships, more boys than girls found it more important to 

meet criteria associated “devotion and self-denial”—for instance, 

agreeing with everything, doing everything the other person wants 

or spending as much time as possible together—as well as having 

“an active sex life” that is, being ready to have sexual relations and 

having sex each time they see each other; more boys than girls 

reported being able to meet these conditions when in romantic 

relationships. Girls perceived the main element for successful 

romantic relationships to be “getting along and communication”, 

which they expressed as having fun together, encouraging and 

supporting the other person, or being the same person whether 

you’re alone with the other person or with a group of friends; they 

asserted being able to meet these conditions more than boys. When 

asked about the conditions for successful sexual relations, boys 

considered “sexual performance” to be important, for instance, 

the variety of sexual positions or having sex last a long time; they 

also gave importance to clichés and stereotypes—having a perfect 

body, having one-night stands or emulating pornographic fi lms. 

They asserted being able to meet these conditions more than 

girls. Conversely, girls listed as important criteria “being authentic 

and being there”—meaning being relaxed, tender or taking your 

time, to cite but a few expressions—”prevention”, which meant 

using protection when having sexual relations, and “disposed toward 

intimacy”, for instance, being in love, trusting the other person, or 

both people wanting to have sexual relations. Girls reported being 

able to meet the conditions for being “disposed toward intimacy”.
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For boys, sexual success is closely linked to the notion of sexual 

performance; for girls, it is linked to intimacy. These differences 

in perspectives can become real obstacles to establishing sexual 

intimacy. By assigning such importance to sexual performance and 

to sexual stereotypes and clichés, boys feel pressure to be sexually 

competent, skilled and experienced; as a result, they are completely 

at odds with what is most important for girls during these moments: 

authenticity, being present and feeling close to the other person. We 

can also add that boys are more likely to feel anxious about sexual 

performance.

The performance anxiety of young men can be seen in the various 

concerns they have about sexuality. For example, boys can become 

preoccupied with penis size, maintaining an erection during sexual 

relations, making sexual intercourse last a long time, and their 

capacity to give their partner sexual satisfaction (Forrest, 2010). 

More often, they have questions about average penis size, male 

sexual response—especially erection and ejaculation—various 

sexual acts and how sexual relations proceed (Forrest, 2010; 

Tel-Jeunes, 2010). These concerns demonstrate that boys think 

of sexuality in terms of acquisition of sexual techniques, sexual 

prowess and sexual practices to discover (Forrest, 2010). For them, 

sexuality is often synonymous with performance, especially for boys 

who adhere strongly to traditional attitudes toward masculinity. 

We note that holding these traditional attitudes results in their 

having more sexual partners (Pleck et al., 1993), thinking that being 

sexually active heightens their reputation among peers (Bouchard 

and St Amant, 1998), and placing greater importance on the 

frequency, quality and variety of sexual activities (Samson and Otis, 

1996, cited in Bossé, 2000) on intimacy (Pleck et al., 1993). Their 

attitudes and behaviours toward sex thus put them at increased 

risk of sexually transmitted infections and unintended pregnancy 

(Pleck et al., 1993). 
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Table 1 | Boys’ sexual performance anxiety 

What girls think about boys when 
it comes to sex

What boys worry about when 
it comes to sex

• Boys want to impress their friends and their sex 
partner.

• Boys are insecure about their abilities when having 
sex.

• Boys think all their friends have had sex.

• Boys say they are experienced so that girls will 
want to have sex with them.

• Boys don’t want to say they’ve never had sexual 
relations.

• The size of their penis.

• The fact that their partner is not sexually satisfi ed.

• Maintaining an erection throughout the sexual 
relation.

• The duration of the sexual relation.

• Reaching orgasm at the same time as their 
partner.

Sources: Forrest (2010) and Allen (2003).

Girls also perceive performance anxiety in boys. In their opinion, 

boys who want to prove their sexual competence do so mostly 

to impress other people, be like others, and conceal their real 

concerns about sexuality (Forrest, 2010). Boys who focus on sexual 

performance forget that taking the time to get close and discover 

the other person is a much better way of feeling good and making 

sex pleasurable. Table 1 shows, in one column, what girls think 

about the sexual performance anxiety of boys and, in the other 

column, what boys are most concerned about regarding sexual 

relations.

Obviously, sex is not the only aspect that counts. Overall, boys 

agree that intimacy ranks above sexual pleasure and social status 

(Ott, 2010; Allen, 2003). They want to be nice to their girlfriends by 

being respectful, protective and available for them (Gagnon, 2007). 

From about age 16 onwards, boys see respect for girls as a very 

important value (Gagnon, 2007; Walker, 2001).

There is no doubt that young men think the quality of romantic 

relationships is important and that they are not only interested in 

sex (Giorgano, Longmore and Manning, 2006; Smiler, 2008; Allen, 

2003). Romantic relationships provide emotional resources that 

enable boys to consolidate their masculine identities (Allen, 2007). 

Many boys acknowledge the positive effects a romantic relation-

ship has on their lives, in particular that it enables them to engage 

in self-disclosure, be intimate and increase their self-esteem 

(Giordano, Longmore and Manning, 2006; Allen, 2007). Some boys 

reported always being able to count on their girlfriends, who were 

there for them in good times and in bad. Others said their girlfriends 

have had positive infl uences on them, encouraging them to improve 

in various areas of their lives (Giordano, Longmore and Manning, 

2006). Thus, when a boy is with a girl, he’s often more comfortable 

revealing his true nature and showing his sensitive side (Pollack, 

2001).

Despite their differences, boys and girls also have similar 

expectations regarding romantic relationships (Allen, 2003; Ott et 

al., 2006). In Table 2, although we see that boys accord greater 

importance to sexual pleasure, boys and girls agree on elements 

such as trust, honesty and respect. Moreover, all adolescents 

perceive intimacy as an important goal of romantic relationships, 

and most of them believe that sexuality enables them to feel good 

with and be close to their sex partner (Ott et al., 2006).
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Table 2 | Girls’ and boys’ expectations regarding romantic relationships 

Girls Boys

• Trust, honesty and respect

• Intimacy

• Understanding and support

• Love

• Commitment

• Pleasure

• Love

• Intimacy

• Trust, honesty and respect

• Commitment

• Attraction to the partner and possibility of having 
sexual relations with her

• Pleasure

Sources: Allen (2003) and Ott et al. (2006).

In the end, intimacy appears to be essential to boys’ personal 

development during adolescence, whether in their friendships 

with other boys or in romantic and sexual relationships (Gagnon, 

2007). Through these intimate connections, boys can develop more 

accurate images of themselves, feel a stronger sense of self-

worth and have better self-esteem (Pollack, 2001, p. 314). Finally, 

progression of their emotional and sexual experiences with girls 

and consolidation of a male identity pave the way for more mature 

relationships, where intimacy, sexuality and masculinity can be 

combined more easily.

So, do our Romeos think 
only about sex?
Because society sends out contradictory messages about men 

and masculinity, boys are caught between different models 

of masculinity and expectations that stem from society or their 

environments; these can also sometimes be contradictory. Boys 

have to internalize two opposing representations of masculinity: the 

traditional image of the strong, virile man, and that of the new man, 

who is more sensitive and more in touch with his feelings (Pollack, 

2001). This double standard infl uences not only construction of 

the male identity but also boys’ attitudes toward sexuality and 

romantic relationships. Society and peers push them to act like 

men by going out with girls, having girlfriends and having sexual 

relations (Pollack, 2001). Thus, many boys adhere to traditional 

concepts of masculinity because through their sexual actions and 

relationships, they need to identify as men (Bossé, 2000). But do 
boys think only about sex? While some may answer yes, 

a majority of boys consider that this is not true (Gagnon, 2007). 

Rather, it is the messages that come from society which make them 

believe that, when it comes to sex, they have to perform, be competent, 

skillful and experienced. Therefore, wanting to fi t the image of real 

man limits the ways boys can express themselves and engage in 

interpersonal relationships; it especially encourages a model of 

sexual performance that restricts their ability to engage emotionally 

in sexuality (Chu, Porche and Tolman, 2005; Forrest, 2010). 

By contrast, when norms of masculinity have a lesser hold on 

their concepts of sexuality and romantic relationships, boys 

engage in intimate relationships with more confi dence. Little by 

little, they discover that friends accept them as they are and that 

their relationships with their girlfriends allow them to really be 

themselves. Sexuality can become a sphere of intimacy in which 

boys and girls have experiences that over time will bring together 

love and pleasure. 

Therefore, boys have a lot to gain by relaxing their traditional views 

of masculinity. It is by being authentic, daring to be themselves and 

being proud of who they are that they stand the best chance of 

going from “real men” to authentic men. 



 LEARNING
ACTIVITIES
The approach to sex education should not be limited to assuming 

responsibility, making decisions, and taking rational protection 

and prevention measures. Sex education should also help young 

people understand themselves better and take their places in the 

world as boys or girls (Duquet, 2003). With this in mind, we propose 

learning activities designed for adolescents aged 16 and 17 years 

old (Secondary 5) and that can be carried out either in school or 

community. We believe that older youth are best able, in the course 

of pedagogic activities, to discuss issues of sexual identity and the 

similarities or differences between boys and girls when it comes to 

romantic relationships and sexuality (Duquet, 2003). On the eve of 

becoming young adults, they show more maturity and most of them 

have already had romantic relationships or sexual experiences 

(Rotermann, 2008) that are likely to inform their thoughts on the 

proposed themes. 

More particularly, boys should be encouraged to think about how 

norms of masculinity affect their love lives and sex lives (Martino, 

1999). In the context of the sex education activities that follow, 

it seems entirely reasonable to work on reducing the grip that 

traditional male ideology has [on boys] to help them explore their 

capacities for intimacy (Bossé, 2004, p. 11) in friendship and love. 

Encouraging boys and girls to discuss what they are looking for in 

their relationships promotes the development of communication 

skills in the former and draws them closer to the latter when they 

realize that boys and girls have similar needs and expectations 

when it comes to love and sex. Finally, because numerous factors 

prompt boys to think of their sex lives in terms of performance, the 

educator should concentrate on showing that sexuality is a sphere 

of intimacy discovered by couples, and that mutual respect for 

each partner’s pace causes both of them to feel closer (Tel-Jeunes, 

2010).

To facilitate sex education, we suggest ten ground rules (see Table 

3). These rules consist of instructions of which the youth should 

be informed and which they should be encouraged to follow. The 

students or the person who leads the sessions may add other rules 

to these ten. 

Table 3 |  Ten ground rules for sex education sessions 

1 Be aware of, sensitive to, and respectful of others’ reactions and emotions.

2 Don’t make coarse or judgmental comments, and don’t insult others or make fun of their comments or 
questions. 

3 Feel free to respond, or not, to a question. 

4 Try to use precise terms.

5 Don’t personalize questions or situations.

6 Don’t repeat elsewhere what other people say during the session.

7 Keep in mind that all questions are welcome and helpful.

8 If you need to, discuss the issue with your parents.

9 Use the pronoun “I” when talking about your own opinions and feelings.

10 Let the teacher or session leader know if you’re dissatisfi ed with the session. 

Source:  Gouvernement du Québec, Sex Education in the Context of Education Reform. Québec, Ministère de l’Éducation du Québec and Ministère de la 

Santé et des Services sociaux du Québec, 56 p.18
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Possible associations with 
the Quebec Education Program and with complementary educational 
services programs

Complementary educational services framework 

Goals of the Quebec Education Program

• Construction of identity

• Construction of a world view

• Empowerment 

Broad areas of learning

Health and Well-Being
Develop a sense of responsibility for adopting good living habits 

and with respect to health, safety, and sexuality. 

Focuses of development 
Self-awareness and awareness of his 
or her basic needs

Self-affi rmation; respect for his or her physical and 

psychological well-being; need for recognition and fulfi llment, 

need to express emotions 

Awareness of the impact of his or her choices on health 
and well being

Awareness of how behaviour and attitudes infl uence his or her 

psychological and physical well-being 

Cross-curricular competencies 

• Use information

• Exercise critical judgment

• Cooperate with others

Promotion and prevention services program

Provide students with an environment conducive to the develop-

ment of a healthy lifestyle and of skills that are benefi cial to their 

health and well-being.

Program offering assistance services

Help students with any diffi culties they encounter.

Other associations could develop with other 

disciplines, other elements of the Quebec 

Education Program or with complementary 

educational services programs, depending on the 

expertise and interest of the individuals called upon 

to facilitate these activities
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 ACTIVITY
1

Duration

60 minutes

Educational goals

• Know the principle criteria of 
masculinity and the characteristics 
of a real man, and note the 
differences between boys’ and 
girls’ points of view on these 
issues. 

• Recognize the unrealistic side of 
wanting to conform to all norms 
of masculinity.

Content

• Male identity and masculinity: 
Defi nitions to help us better 
understand (p. 4-5).

• Criteria for masculinity: the Real 
man’s code (p. 5)

• Boys talk about the fact of 
becoming men (p.6-7)

Make a man 
of yourself

Preparing the activity
Make a copy of the questionnaire “A model man” (see page 22) for each participant. 
Hand out copies of the questionnaire and ask the young people to fi ll them out 
on their own, without writing their names (allocate about 10 minutes). Collect the 
questionnaires and compile the answers before doing the activity the next time the 
group meets. 

Doing the activity

 1 Begin the session by announcing the topic, male identity and masculinity, 
defi ning these terms, and mentioning that the focus will be on boys. Write 
down the following sentence on the board: “A real man is...” Explain that 
society delivers several messages about what a boy should be like if he 
wants to be considered a real man. Add that everyone forms an opinion on 
this subject based on messages picked up from the people around them—in 
particular, from family members, friends, or a boyfriend or girlfriend—as well 
as from the media. On the board, list the characteristics of a real man and 
the personality traits associated with masculinity; include what participants 
mention as well as those in the questionnaires.

 2 Initiate discussion by asking the group these questions: 

• Do you think a boy must have all the characteristics and adopt all the behaviours 

associated with the masculine sex if he is to be accepted by others?

• What are the possible consequences of not meeting all these criteria?  

Give examples according to the criteria participants have mentioned. Be careful 

that a boy who could be teased—for instance, because he is very shy with girls 

has, never had a girlfriend or isn’t particularly athletic in build—is not mocked 

or rejected by the others. Get the teens to talk about the reasons why, when 

boys are amongst themselves, they tend to insult each other and use sexist or 

homophobic comments such as “Don’t be a wimp” or “You’re such a fag.”

• In your opinion, what male characteristics are most valued by girls?  

Get girls and boys to answer alternately, so as to compare the female and 

male perspectives. Do girls consider that they prefer boys who meet real man 

criteria? Do boys think they have to meet these criteria to please girls?

• What are the consequences of trying at any cost to fi t the real man mould?  

Expected responses: lack of authenticity, low self-esteem, anxiety, abandoning 

your values, the risk of being alone, diffi culties in romantic and sexual relations. 

• Do you think it is realistic to want to meet all these expectations at the same time?
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 3 End the activity by drawing on the following ideas:

It is diffi cult to dissociate masculinity from certain criteria generally associated with the 

image of a real man. In our society, these criteria delineate the stereotypes of what a boy 

who becomes a man should be like. The ideal of a man who is protective, courageous, 

virile, and physically and emotionally strong is quite widespread. This image does not take 

into account the particularities and characteristics that make each boy unique. One should 

remember that it is quite normal for boys to behave in one way or another because they 

want to express certain personality traits associated with the male role. Moreover, there 

is no shame in wanting to protect your girlfriend or one of your friends, or in displaying 

courage in a dangerous situation. For boys, the important thing is to be able to step back 

from these criteria of masculinity and not let them become masks to hide behind to prove 

to others that they are real men. To discover who you really are as a boy is to defi ne your 

real identity in terms of your aspirations, goals and values, without necessarily being a 

prefect replica of a real man. Unlike the latter, an authentic man is one who dares to be 

himself, allows himself to express his emotions, thoughts and desires, and has enough 

self-confi dence to show who he really is.

 4 Optional.
Give a sheet of paper to each adolescent. You can use different colours for 
girls and boys. Everyone will write down the name of a man of any age, 
well-known or not, whom they admire, and list the reasons why they admire 
him so much. This is an anonymous exercise: answers remain confi dential. 
Collect the copies and collate the answers to present them at the next 
session.



A MODEL 
MAN 
For each of the following statements, put a check mark 
in the box that corresponds to your answer.

22

IN MY OPINION, A REAL MAN IS YES NO

1. A boy who knows how to make others respect him. 

2. A boy who is right in the middle of the spectrum that goes from macho 
to effeminate.

3. A boy who does not reveal his weakness (for example, he doesn’t 
talk about his personal problems or his emotions). 

4. A big, muscular, handsome, well-dressed guy

5. A boy who avoids showing feelings when he is with his friends 
(for example, he is less affectionate with his girlfriend when he is with his friends). 

6. A boy who is always ready to have sex. 

7. A boy who acts as if everything’s fi ne even when something is 
bothering him (with his girlfriend or friends).

8. A boy who takes the initiative to fl irt with a girl with whom he wants 
to go out. 

9. A boy who never refuses to have sex.

10. A boy who is protective and brave. 

11. A boy who talks about his sexual performances or acts as if he has 
lots of sexual experience.
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Real man  
 versus 
authentic man 

 ACTIVITY
2

Duration

75 minutes

Educational goals

• Recognize the realities and 
myths concerning behaviours 
and attitudes expected of boys 
in relation to seduction, romantic 
relationships and sexuality, 
and the consequences of these 
expectations.

Content

• The male art of dating: getting 
close to girls, but staying cool 
(p. 9-10)

• With other Romeos... (p. 12-13)

• With Juliets... (p. 14-15)

• Table 1: Boys’ sexual performance 
anxiety (p. 16)

• Myth or reality (p. 24-25)

Preparing the activity
Give each participant a sheet containing the statements taken from the box 
Myth or Reality? (See following pages)

Doing the activity

 1 Ask the adolescents to form mixed-gendered teams of 4 or 5. Present the 
activity by explaining that it is about behaviours and attitudes of boys related 
to seduction, romantic relationships, and sexuality.

 2 Read out the statements in the box entitled “Myths or Realities?” Ask the 
young people to each write their responses to these statements on their 
sheets as you read them out. Then ask them to take turns sharing their 
responses with their team members and to record the main points of their 
discussion. 

 3 With the help of the questions below, start a discussion among the students. 
For each question, members of each team should present their answer as 
myth or reality. The goal is to get the youth to refl ect as a group and to show 
them that exchanging ideas can cause their thinking to evolve. In effect, the 
discussion is likely to reinforce the points of view held by some, and cause 
others to change their minds about the statement.

Questions to stimulate discussion

• To the youth who chose myth: What are your reasons for thinking it’s a myth? In 

your opinion, what would better represent the reality that this statement deals 

with? How do you explain that, for some people, it could be a reality?

• To the youth who chose reality: Why do you think it’s a reality? What are your 

impressions of this reality? Can you imagine that reality could be different? That, 

for example, a boy would tell his girlfriend that he’d rather wait before having 

sexual relations with her?

• Addressing, in alternation, those who answered myth and those who answered 

reality: What are the positive or negative effects of this myth or reality on 1) a boy 

and a girl who are dating; 2) a romantic relationship; 3) sexuality?



24

 4 Close the discussion on each statement using the avenues of refl ection proposed 
in the box. 

 5 Conclude the activity with the following message:

There are several myths about the behaviours and attitudes that real men should have in 

relation to dating, romantic relationships, and sexuality. In some cases, male myths are 

rooted in our minds to such an extent that they infl uence how we see things, even leading 

us to believe that they are realities. Our discussions have allowed us to see that reality is 

often quite different from what is depicted in the messages disseminated in our society. 

When a boy is interested in a girl, for example, he can indeed want to have sex with her, 

but this does not stop him from wanting to really get to know her better because he fi nds 

her beautiful, kind, smart or funny. Furthermore, boys who don’t believe they meet the 

real man criteria may think girls aren’t attracted to them, and that they don’t meet their 

friends’ and society’s expectations. In love as in sexuality, it is important to remember that 

it is unrealistic to want to meet all the behavioural criteria required of boys if they are to 

be seen as real men. To be real in your relationships with others you have to accept your-

self as you are now, ask yourself who you really want to please, and continue to question 

the norms of masculinity.

MYTH OR REALITY
 1 Boys attribute less importance 
to the emotional aspect of romantic 
relationships than to the sexual as-
pect, and thus are less vulnerable.
MYTH.

Studies show that boys do attach importance to 
their romantic relationships, and that developing 
intimacy with their girlfriends is more important 
than just having sex. The fact that the emotional 
lives of boys differ from those of girls sometimes 
creates confusion about what each of the partners 
needs and desires in a romantic relationship. The 
reality is not that boys are less vulnerable than girls 
in love, but rather that they are more likely to hide 
their feelings, leaving others to believe that they 
attach less importance to the emotional side of 
the relationship. This can be seen in the diffi culties 
boys have telling their girlfriends about their needs 
and desires, and by their lack of self-confi dence 
when it comes time to reveal their feelings. 
Though boys have more trouble communicating 
their emotions, their expectations are similar to 
those of girls when it comes to things such as 
trust, honesty, respect and intimacy in a romantic 
relationship, (Allen, 2003; Ott et al., 2006).  

 2 Unlike girls, boys don’t need to 
wait for the ‘right time’ to have sex 
with their partners. 
MYTH. 

The ‘right moment’ for having a sexual relationship 
varies from person to person. The fact of being 
a boy or a girl does not determine this judgment. 
It’s a personal choice! For some people, the ‘right 
moment’ occurs spontaneously, without any real 
planning. For others, it requires taking the time 
for partners to get to know each other. In each 
case, the important thing is to defi ne what we 
really want, according to our values related to 
sexuality. Moreover, we have to be able to let the 
other person know about our own tastes and 
limits, while staying sensitive to theirs. It’s through 
communication and respect that these moments 
become good moments!

 3 Boys think about sex more often 
than do girls. 
MYTH. 

It isn’t easy to determine whether boys really do 
think about sex more often than girls do. It can 
be said that, when it comes to sexuality, boys and 
girls are socialized differently. Thus, there seems 
to be a double standard governing sexuality in 
our society, one for males and one for females. 
What this means, concretely, is that boys view 
pleasure-focused sexual activity more positively 
than girls. Social expectations for boys and girls are 
contradictory, and this is why it may be delicate for 
a girl to admit that she thinks about sex or for a boy 
to say that he isn’t interested in sex. For adolescent 
girls or boys to feel sexual desire and have exciting 
sexual thoughts is completely normal. What’s more 
important is that the strength of your sexual desire 
corresponds to what you really feel deep down, 
rather than to stereotypes of male sexuality.  

 4 It’s up to boys to take the first 
steps when it comes to dating or to 
having sexual relations.
MYTH.

In our society, it’s often left up to boys to take 
the fi rst steps when it comes to dating a girl 
or to having sexual relations. By giving the 
impression that they should take the initiative, this 
encourages boys to play a more active role than 
girls in romantic or sexual relationships. Asking 
someone out on a date, complimenting her on 
her appearance, and paying for her movie ticket 
are good ways to show you are attracted to and 
interested in her. But whether it’s a question of 
dating, love or sex, the active role is not exclusively 
the boy’s. The idea is that, rather than just playing 
the role assigned to a boy or a girl, it’s much better 
to stay true to yourself and use your creativity 
to fi nd original and unique ways to attract the 
attention of another person.
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 5 Boys are interested in girls and 
establish relationships with them 
because they want to do what their 
friends do.
MYTH AND REALITY. 

It’s true that some boys hang out with girls because 
they want to do what their friends do, but it’s wrong 
to think that ALL boys do so for this reason. An 
adolescent who goes out with a girl so he’s not 
the only one without a girlfriend is motivated more 
by a desire to conform with other boys than by 
attraction to this girl. The boy should ask himself 
why his need to be like other boys has become so 
important in his relationships and ways of acting 
with girls. Is it fear of being teased? Is it to prove 
to others that he is capable of charming a girl? Is it 
because the fact of going out with a girl or of being 
in a couple improves his standing in others’ eyes? 
When you’re interested in someone, it’s important 
to have positive, honest and sincere motivations. 
The best way to behave is to be yourself while 
respecting others. 

 6 Being Don Juan and seducing 
girls boosts an adolescent’s 
reputation with other boys. 
REALITY. 

In certain groups of boys, being a seducer and 
having sexual relations boosts your standing; 
it makes you seem cooler and more popular. 
Moreover, boys often tend to encourage each other 
to have sexual relations with girls. Such teasing 
reinforces their ‘male ego’. Thus some boys can 
feel pressure to hang out with girls just to feel 
accepted and acknowledged by their peers. 
A group of boys is quite like a fraternity of which 
each member must show he has what it takes to 
become a man. It’s important, nonetheless, not to 
hide your real personality behind the expectations 
of a group of friends.  

 7 If they want to please girls, boys 
not only have to be funny, nice and 
athletic, but they must also have a 
rebel streak.  
MYTH AND REALITY. 

When you ask girls about the different 
characteristics they like in boys, this statement 
seems to be true. When it comes to style and 
physique, they say they like boys who are 
handsome, athletic, big and well dressed. When it 
comes to personality, they like boys who are funny, 
active in sports, and nice, but they also like a touch 
of bad boy, of rebel. For boys, the rebel streak 
contradicts the other characteristics that girls look 
for. Therefore, boys are often puzzled as to what 
they should do to please girls; it’s often hard for 
them to fi gure out what girls want.

 8 When a boy is interested in a 
girl, it’s because he wants to sleep 
with her.
MYTH. 

Boys are interested in girls and have sexual 
relations with them for a variety of reasons other 
than sex. Most boys, in reality, want to hang out 
with girls because they want to get to know them 
better without necessarily sleeping with them. What 
motivates boys to establish relations with girls can 
be classifi ed into four categories: 1) conformity, 
which is, doing what others do; 2) shared interest, 
for example, a passion for a sport; 3) attraction, 
notably feeling a connection to a girl because 
he fi nds her beautiful; 4) interest shown by the 
girl, being pursued by the girl (Smiler, 2008). The 
majority of boys aren’t interested in girls solely 
because they want to have sex with them. They are 
mostly curious and interested in discovering the 
other. The idea that boys are only looking for sex 
remains a stereotype at this age and doesn’t refl ect 
the reality of all boys. 

 9 Boys have more difficulty talking 
about intimate topics such as sex 
and love or in confiding in others. 
REALITY. 

The relationships boys have with each other do not 
always encourage positive attitudes about intimacy 
and romantic relationships. They push some 
boys to have different attitudes on these subjects 
when they are with their friends, when they are 
consulted individually (Drolet, 1996), or when they 
are with their girlfriends (Allen, 2005). In front of 
their friends, they usually want to show that they 
are sure of themselves and to act macho; when 
consulted individually, they more readily reveal 
their gentle sides. The reality is that it is rarely 
possible for boys to confi de in their friends, either 
to share secrets, to be comforted, or to talk 
seriously about sex. They have less chance to 
discuss delicate or personal subjects such as love, 
sex and intimacy. Yet, boys also need to feel that 
they can reveal themselves to their friends without 
fear of appearing vulnerable or weak. It’s often 
through contact with girls that adolescent boys 
grasp the importance of intimacy and learn the 
positive effects of such relationships in their lives. 
For example, a romantic relationship can increase 
a boy’s self-confi dence or give him the oppor-
tunity to reveal himself and to experience intimacy. 
Whether with friends of either sex, or with 
girlfriends, it is important to create bonds of 
intimacy that will help them feel good, accept 
themselves as they are, and have greater 
self-esteem.

 10 For most boys, sexuality is 
synonymous with performance.  
REALITY.

This is true for boys who hang on to a rather 
traditional concept of masculinity, which can 
have repercussions on their sexual behaviours 
and attitudes. It can lead them to have more 
sexual partners, to the idea that being sexually 
active boosts their reputation, and to assign more 
importance to the frequency of sexual encounters 
or to performance during these encounters. Boys 
with such behaviours and attitudes, however, 
are exposed to the risks of sexually transmitted 
diseases and unplanned pregnancies. It should be 
said that, even if they don’t talk about it, boys can 
feel pressure to be skillful and experienced when 
they have sex. This pressure can provoke various 
worries about sexuality (see Table 1 on p.16 about 
sexual-performance anxiety among boys). At the 
end of the day, performance isn’t all that counts! A 
sexual relationship is a sphere of intimacy explored 
by two people and, if this is done respecting each 
partner’s pace, they can feel close to each other. 
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 ACTIVITY
3

Duration

75 minutes

Educational goals

Refl ect on how norms of masculinity 
affect the behaviours and attitudes of 
boys in particular situations.

Content

• Love and sex allow Romeo 
to become a man (p. 12)

• With other Romeos... (p. 12-13)

• With Juliets... (p. 14-15)

• Table 1: Boys’ sexual performance 
anxiety (p. 16)

• Table 2: Girls’ and boys’ 
expectations regarding romantic 
relationships (p. 17)

Love, sex and 
masculinity: the challenge 
of being yourself

Doing the activity

 1 
Make two copies of each scenario (see next page). Prepare extra copies if 
there are more than six teams.

 2 Distribute the scenarios so that each one is analyzed by both a team of boys 
and a team of girls, to highlight the similarities and differences between boys’ 
and girls’ points of view.

 3 Ask the young people to read the scenario they have received and to answer 
the proposed questions. Allocate about 15 minutes for this analysis. 

 4 Invite a representative from each team to share the responses with the other 
teams. We suggest that the boys’ teams report fi rst. 

 5 Lead a discussion involving all the participants with the help of the following 
questions:

• When they’re together, how do boys talk about girls? About sex? Is this different or 

similar to what girls say when they are together? Explain. 

• When boys are with their girlfriends, how do they talk about love and sex?

• Is really diffi cult for boys to talk sincerely amongst themselves about their feelings 

about love and sex? 

• Should boys live up to the real man image when talking about sex? If yes, how? 

If no, why not?

• What’s more diffi cult for boys: talking about sex or talking about love?

• With whom, and in what circumstances, do boys feel most at ease in confi ding 

their feelings about intimate subjects such as love and sex?

• What can boys do to not feel torn between their male friends and their girlfriends. 
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 6 Conclude the activity with the following message:

Because of the effects norms of masculinity have on a person’s 

love life and sex life, it can sometimes be embarrassing for boys to 

show themselves to be loving, worried, fragile, romantic or sexually 

inexperienced. There are strong pressures on boys to have the 

characteristics of the so-called real man in order to be accepted by 

other boys and to please girls. Above all, no one wants to lose face in 

front of others! That’s why some boys will decide to lie about sex, to 

try to impress others, to pretend to be tough guys. Others will literally 

hide aspects of their personality and private life to avoid having to 

confront their friends. It’s never easy to open your heart, but nor is it 

easy, in the long term, to wear a mask. It’s true, of course, that you 

feel more vulnerable when you reveal yourself and confi de in others. 

Nevertheless, if your friends are true friends, and the person you love 

accepts you as you are, you will be respected and, no matter what 

they are, your confi dences and fragilities will be welcomed. For your 

part, by remaining sensitive to what people around you feel, you give 

yourself the chance to forge positive and intimate bonds with those 

you love. This, moreover, is a sign of maturity. One thing is sure: 

daring to be yourself and saying what you really think demands a lot 

of courage! Over time, living through various experiences, you acquire 

the confi dence needed to affi rm yourself and your values, and it is 

precisely this maturity that allows you to take your place as a man. 

In the end, guys, remember this: your best weapon when it comes 

to dating girls is probably the natural you! That’s what they love: 

authentic guys. 

Matteo’s lie

After the hockey game, Matteo is with his friends in the dressing 
room. The boys are talking about girls with whom they have had 
sex. Matteo listens to them. Most of them tell how they came to 
sleep with such and such a girl. Matteo, for his part, has been 
with Andréanne for several weeks and is deeply in love. They 
have not yet had sex; Andréanne told him that she isn’t ready, 
that she would prefer to wait. Matteo has always respected his 
girlfriend’s request and never pressured her to have sex. Yet, 
when his friends ask him how it’s going with Andréanne, Matteo 
tells them that they have had sex a number of times, and he 
invents stories about their sexual activities. Since then, he has 
been worried that his friends will fi nd out the truth and he feels ill 
at ease with Andréanne.
•  What do you think of the attitude of the other boys in the 

locker room?

•  Why, in your opinion, did what they say have this effect on 

Matteo?

• What do you think of Matteo’s attitude?

• What would you have done in his place?

• What should a boy do in this situation?

To tell or not to tell, that is the question

Seventeen-year-old Aymeric is with his friends and the talk turns 
to sex. As he knows, these ‘guy discussions’ always end in deri-
sion or in a competition to determine who has screwed the most, 
who has the most experience with girls. This time, however, he 
would like to talk seriously because something about his sex 
life with the beautiful Juliet concerns him. What Aymeric cannot 
manage to reveal to his friends is the fact that he is worried by 
his inability to make his sexual encounters with Juliet last long 
enough. Everything happens faster than he would like. Yet this 
never happened to him before. Even though Juliet has not said 
anything to him about this, he fears that she’s disappointed in 
their sexual relations. Since he’s sure his friends would tease him 
if he revealed his concerns, he chooses not to talk to anyone 
about it.

• What do you think of Aymeric’s decision to say nothing?

•  What do you think would happen if Aymeric were to decide 

to talk to his friends about his concerns? 

•  What could happen if he decided to talk to Juliet about his 

concerns?

• What can a boy do in this situation?

•  If you were Aymeric’s friend, what would you say to 

reassure him? If you were his girlfriend, what would you 

say to reassure him?

The two faces of Guillaume

Guillaume and Laurence have been going out for three weeks. 
The two are blissfully happy, but something is really bothering 
Laurence. She has noticed that, when it’s just the two of them, 
Guillaume is very attentive and affectionate, but when he’s with 
her and his friends, his attitude completely changes. You could 
say he plays the macho man, and becomes more distant. The 
other day, he was talking in front of everybody, with the air of a 
conqueror, about the girls he had gone out with and what he had 
done with them. He even revealed that he had not always used 
protection when having sex and described some of the girls as 
‘easy’. Laurence wonders why he acts like this.

• What do you think of Guillaume’s attitude?

• Why do you think Guillaume has a different attitude when   

 he’s with his friends than when he’s alone with Laurence?

• In Guillaume’s place, what would you do? And in Laurence’s  

 place?

SCENARIOS



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

ALLEN, Louisa (2007). “‘Sensitive and real machos all at the same time’: 
Young heterosexual men and romance”, Men and Masculinities, Vol. 10, No. 2, 
p. 137-152.

ALLEN, Louisa (2005). “Managing masculinity: Young men’s identity work in 
focus groups”, Qualitative Research, Vol. 5, No. 1, p. 35-57.

ALLEN, Louisa (2003). “Girls want sex, boys want love: Resisting dominant 
discourses of (hetero) sexuality”, Sexualities, Vol. 6, No. 2, p. 215-236.

BADINTER, Élisabeth (1993). XY : De l’identité masculine, Paris, Éditions 
Corps 16, 355 p.

BEARMAN, Sarah Kate, et al. (2006). “The skinny on body dissatisfaction: 
A longitudinal study of adolescent girls and boys”, Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence, Vol. 35, No. 2, p. 217-229.

BOSSÉ, Marie-Andrée (2004). “L’identité masculine et les capacités d’intimité 
des garçons de 14 à 16 ans : conception du programme d’éducation à la 
sexualité ‘L’homme en moi’ et évaluation de sa pertinence et de son potentiel 
à développer les axes ciblés”. Activity report presented as a partial requirement 
for a master’s degree in sexology, Montréal, Université du Québec à Montréal, 
257 p.

BOSSÉ, Marie-Andrée (2000). “Les garçons et la prévention des MTS et du VIH : 
Vers des stratégies adaptées”, Le Petit Magazine des services complémentaires, 
special edition, Autumn, 8 p.

BOUCHARD, Pierrette, and Jean-Claude ST-AMANT (1998). “Profi ls contrastés 
d’un groupe de garçons québécois de 15 ans”, Recherches féministes, Vol. 11, 
No. 2, p. 23-42.

BOUCHARD, Pierrette, Jean-Claude ST-AMANT and Claudette GAGNON 
(2000). “Pratiques de masculinité à l’école québécoise”, Revue canadienne de 
l’éducation/Canadian Journal of Education, Vol. 25, No. 2, p. 73-85.

BOURGEOIS, Julie (2011). “Flirting with Seduction: The Challenge of Educating 
Youth about Seduction”, The SexEducator, No. 18, Autumn, 15 p.

COHAN, Mark (2009). “Adolescent heterosexual males talk about the role of 
male peer groups in their sexual decision-making”, Sexuality and Culture, Vol. 
13, No. 3, September, p. 152-177.

CHU, Judy Y., Michelle V. PORCHE and Deborah L. TOLMAN (2005). “The 
Adolescent Masculinity Ideology in Relationships Scale: Development and 
Validation of a New Measure for Boys”, Men and Masculinities, Vol. 8, No. 1, 
July, p. 93-115.

Dictionnaire français Larousse (2012). Article on “masculinity”, [On line], <http://
www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/masculinité> (Consulted on 4 July 2012).

DROLET, Marie (1996). “L’évaluation d’une intervention préventive auprès 
d’adolescents et d’adolescentes ou Quand les garçons nous font nous 
interroger”, Service social, Vol. 45, No. 1, p. 31-60.

DUQUET, Francine (2005). Les représentations de la performance dans la 
séduction, les relations amoureuses et sexuelles des jeunes : élaboration 
et validation d’un instrument de mesure, thèse de doctorat, tome I, tome II, 
Montréal, Département d’administration et fondements de l’éducation, Option 
Mesure et évaluation, Faculté des sciences de l’éducation, Université de 
Montréal, 600 p.

DUQUET, Francine, and Anne QUÉNIART (2009). Perceptions et pratiques de 
jeunes du secondaire face à l’hypersexualisation et à la sexualisation précoce : 
Rapport de recherche, Montréal, Université du Québec à Montréal, 190 p.

DURET, Alain (1999). Les jeunes et l’identité masculine, Paris : Presses 
universitaires de France, coll. “Sociologie d’aujourd’hui”, 176 p.

FORREST, Simon (2010). “‘Big and tough’: Boys learning about sexuality and 
manhood”, Sexual and Relationship Therapy, Vol. 25, No. 2, May, p. 219-233.

GAGNON, Geneviève (2007). “Évaluation des composantes du programme 
‘L’homme en moi’ et identifi cation des représentations de la masculinité, de 
l’identité et de l’intimité chez des garçons âgés de 16-17 ans”. Activity report 
presented as a partial requirement for a master’s degree in sexology, Montréal, 
Université du Québec à Montréal, 307 p.

GIORDANO, Peggy C., Monica A. LONGMORE and Wendy D. MANNING (2006). 
“Gender and the meanings of adolescent romantic relationships: A focus on 
boys”, American Sociological Review, Vol. 71, No. 2, April, p. 260-287.

GOUVERNEMENT DU QUÉBEC (2003). Sex Education in the Context of Education 
Reform, Québec, Ministère de l’Éducation du Québec and Ministère de la Santé 
et des Services sociaux, 56 p.

LANGIS, Pierre, and Bernard GERMAIN (2009). La sexualité humaine, in 
collaboration with Yvon Dallaire, Diane Normandeau and Mariève Ross. Montréal, 
Éditions du Renouveau pédagogique inc., 596 p.

MARCELL, Arik V., et al. (2011). “Associations of family and peer experiences 
with masculinity attitude trajectories at the individual and group level in 
adolescent and young adult males”, Men and Masculinities, 24 p., [On line], 
[http://jmm.sagepub.com/content/early/2011/05/20/1097184X11409363] 
(Consulted on 11 April 2012).

MARCELL, Arik V., Tina RAINE and Stephen L. EYRE (2003). “Where does 
reproductive health fi t into the lives of adolescent males?” Perspectives on 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Vol. 35, No. 4, July–August, p. 180-186.

MARSIGLIO, William (1988). “Adolescent male sexuality and heterosexual 
masculinity: A conceptual model and review”, Journal of Adolescent Research, 
Vol. 3, No. 3-4, Autumn, p. 285-303.

MARTINO, Wayne (2000). “Policing masculinities: Investigating the role of 
homophobia and heteronormativity in the lives of adolescent school boys”, The 
Journal of Men’s Studies, Vol. 8, No. 2, Winter, p. 213-236.

MARTINO, Wayne (1999). “‘Cool Boys’, ‘Party Animals’, ‘Squids’ and ‘Poofters’: 
Interrogating the dynamics and politics of adolescent masculinities in school”, 
British Journal of Sociology of Education, Vol. 20, No. 2, June, p. 239-263.

MORR SEREWICZ, Mary Claire, and Elaine GALE (2008). “First-date scripts: 
Gender roles, context, and relationship”, Sex Roles, Vol. 58, Nos. 3-4, February, 
p. 149-164.

ORANSKY, Matthew, and Celia FISHER (2009). “The development and validation 
of the meanings of adolescent masculinity scale”, Psychology of Men & 
Masculinity, Vol. 10, No. 1, p. 57-72.

OTT, Mary A. (2010). “Examining the development and sexual behavior of 
adolescent males”, Journal of Adolescent Health, Vol. 46, suppl. 4, April, p. 
S3-S11.

OTT, Mary A., et al. (2006). “Greater expectations: Adolescents’ positive 
motivations for sex”, Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, Vol. 38, 
No. 2, June, p. 84-89.

PLECK, Joseph H., et al. (1993). “Masculinity ideology: Its impact on adolescent 
males’ heterosexual relationships”, Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 49, No. 3, 
p. 11-29.

12
-3

14
-0

3A

msss.gouv.qc.ca/itss
itss.gouv.qc.ca

POLLACK, William S. (2001). De vrais gars : Sauvons nos fi ls des mythes de la 
masculinité, Varennes (Québec), Éditions ADA, 665 p.

ROTERMANN, Michelle (2008). “Trends in teen sexual behaviour and condom 
use”, Statistics Canada, Health Reports, Vol. 19, No. 3, 6 p. [On line], <www.
statcan.gc.ca/pub/82-003-x/2008003/article/10664-eng.pdf> (Consulted on 
11 April 2012). 

SAMSON, J.M., and Johanne OTIS (1996). Les valeurs sexuelles des 
adolescents et leurs comportements sexuels, presentation given at Centre 
hospitalier Charles-Perrens de l’Université de Bordeaux 2, 31 p.

SEAL, David Wyatt, and Anke A. EHRHARDT (2003). “Masculinity and urban men: 
perceived scripts for courtship, romantic, and sexual interactions with women”, 
Culture, Health and Sexuality, Vol. 5, No. 4, Jule–August, p. 295-319.

SMILER, Andrew P. (2008). “‘I wanted to get to know her better’: Adolescent 
boys’ dating motives, masculinity ideology, and sexual behavior”, Journal of 
Adolescence, Vol. 31, No. 1, February, p. 17-32.

SMILER, Andrew P. (2004). “Thirty years after the discovery of gender: 
Psychological concepts and measures of masculinity”, Sex Roles, Vol. 50, 
No. 1-2, January, p. 15-26.

TEL-JEUNES (2010). “Générations” section, [On line], <http://teljeunes.com> 
(Consulted on 7 May 2012).

WALKER, Barbara M. (2001). “The Internal Triangle: Self, peers and society 
in boys’ identity formation with implications for sexual health education”, Sex 
Education: Sexuality, Society and Learning, Vol. 1, No. 2, p. 123-136.

WALKER, Barbara M., and Saville I. KUSHNER (1997). “Boys growing up: 
Understanding boys’ sexual health education and its implications for attitude 
change”. Presentation given at the Annual meeting of the American Educational 
Research Association, Chicago.


