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Executive Summary

The analysis of masculine norms on South African social media reflects a highly
contested environment, shifting from merely identifying dominant expectations to
critiquing their social and psychological consequences, while exploring the possibility of
“positive masculinity”. The overall conversation volume concerning male norms was
substantial, comprising over half of the focused social media data.

Traditional norms remain central, particularly the expectation of financial provision and
leadership. However, the key divergence in recent discourse is the explicit framing of
this provider role as a significant mental health burden. Counter-narratives advocate for
shared economic responsibility to reduce stress and improve quality of life for men. The
persistent contradiction of absentee fatherhood also remains a theme, underscoring that
men often have the option to disengage from caregiving, contributing to a
disproportionate burden of care on women.

The discourse highlights severe critique of the socialization process, noting that the
belief that "boys are easier to raise than girls" results in young males being neglected in
essential life skills, emotional care, and hygiene, instead being primarily prepared for
toughness or financial success. In the online sphere, accountability clashes fiercely with
social enforcement. While some men visibly reject harmful norms like the "bro code"
when it excuses violence, these progressive stances are frequently met with ridicule,
deflection, or being labeled a “simp,” a term for a man submissive to women. This
dynamic creates a “perception gap,” where men fear social ostracization for challenging
rigid norms or "putting a foot wrong".

The emergence of “positive masculinity” including frameworks like Critical Positive
Masculinity, suggests ways for men to reinterpret traditional traits (like strength or
autonomy) to foster health-seeking behaviors. Yet, the concept itself is contested, with
critics arguing that it risks perpetuating patriarchal hierarchies by attributing universal
human traits (like resilience and courage) to a gendered concept. Ultimately, the South
African social media landscape functions as a site where entrenched expectations and
pressures on men clash with emerging calls for accountability and more authentic,
healthy identities



Introduction

In November 2024, the Centre for Analytics and Behavioural Change (CABC) released
An_Exploration into Gendered Norms on South African Social Media Report (Gender
Norms Report). In respect of masculine norms, the findings suggested a tendency
towards leadership and provision, lack of emotional depth in friendships as well as
absentee fatherhood. In respect of feminine norms, insights suggested that the
normative behaviour of women should reflect submissive behaviour, respect of men as
well as highlighting women as manipulative. Dress code emerged as a vector for
spectators to pass value judgments on women. In respect of the LGBTQIA+ norms, it
was highlighted that despite formal legislative protection, such protection has not yet
had a normative impact on society. Affording the community respect and equality was
also manipulated into theories that scrutiny of traditional norms will lead to the
degradation of society and immoral behaviour.

In light of the concerning findings above, the CABC investigated how these norms have
shifted or changed since our last reporting period. This research is in line with Pillar 6 of
South Africa’s National Strategic Plan on Gender-Based Violence and Sustainable
Development Goal 5, this report seeks to improve understanding of the extent and
nature of Gender-Based Violence and Femicide (GBVF) specifically among social
media users through the lens of gender normative behaviour and values.

Insight into gender norms year-on within the South African context surfaces the
evolution of conversation, insights and provide guidance into social media interventions
that can address harmful norms and practices at a systemic level. Posts referenced in
this post are, therefore, not isolated examples but illustrative of narratives circulating in
similar fashion on social media broadly. While the researchers extract posts inciting
violence, hate speech or the like, the report also focuses on the softer forms of
misogyny that feed into a broader patriarchal society.

As in the prior report, this report does not seek to explain what gender is or the
accuracy of any narrative presented. It simply highlights insights about gender norms
taking place on X among South Africans. An overview of the methodology employed by
the CABC is provided in the Appendix


https://cabc.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Social-norms-about-gender-on-South-African-Twitter2.pdf

Masculine Norms

The prior report focused on the dominant masculine norms exhibited in South Africa
with a particular emphasis on the occupation of the provider role, initiation of courting,
displaying strength or toughness and / or its propensity towards violence. This report
shifts gears towards what is termed ‘positive masculinity’, in particular, critical positive
masculinity as defined by Tim Lomas (2013). The study of men and masculinities has
historically been dominated by a "deficit model," which frames masculinity primarily as a
risk factor for health, a source of violence, or a collection of toxic traits. However, an
emerging body of literature seeks to shift this focus toward "positive" or "healthy"
masculinities.

The prevailing academic and cultural tendency is to view men as "damaged and
damage doing". Lomas (2013) identifies a pervasive discourse that treats masculinity as
a "risk factor" for poor health outcomes, such as lower life expectancy and higher
suicide rates, attributing these to norms like risk-taking and emotional stoicism.

Barry (2023) argues that this "deficit model" constitutes a cognitive distortion known as
"gamma bias," where negative behaviors are magnified when associated with men,
while positive behaviors are minimized. His research suggests that adhering to a
negative view of masculinity is detrimental to men's well-being; conversely, men who
hold a positive view of masculinity—viewing it as protective and family-oriented—report
higher mental well-being scores. Similarly, Agozino and Agu (2021) argue that the
"taboo" nature of masculinity in discourse has obscured the historical reality of
"progressive masculinity," particularly among men of African descent who have utilized
intellectual and moral leadership rather than violence to effect change.

In literature, we divergent definitions of what constitutes "positive" masculinity, ranging
from the recuperation of traditional traits to the complete deconstruction of gender
norms.

Lomas proposes "Critical Positive Masculinity," a framework influenced by positive
psychology that recognizes men’s potential to negotiate traditional norms in ways
conducive to health and well-being. This approach does not reject all traditional norms;
rather, it suggests men can re-interpret norms like "strength" or "autonomy" to support
health-seeking behaviors, such as engaging in meditation or alcohol abstinence.
However, Lomas retains a “critical" stance, warning that ostensibly positive
masculinities can still uphold patriarchal power structures.



Badaszewski (2014) defines positive masculinity among college men as the process of
"breaking through gender norms to embrace an individual sense of self". In his model,
positive masculinity is not simply the opposite of hegemonic (dominant/toxic)
masculinity, but a state "outside the binary" where men develop a healthy self-concept
with the support of significant others.

Agozino and Agu (2021) utilize a "scholar-activist" approach to define "progressive
masculinity" through biographical case studies of figures like Nelson Mandela, Steve
Biko, and Martin Luther King Jr.. They argue that positive masculinity is characterized
by "love of learning, connection to the community, critical thinking skills, love for the
people and creative courage," rather than physical dominance or hyper-sexuality.

In a study of adolescent boys, O’Gorman et al. (2024) observe a shift toward "flexible
masculinities," where young men increasingly accept diversity and emotional disclosure.
They utilize a framework where positive masculinity involves "developmental progress
toward the embodiment of key human strengths," such as connection and authenticity.
Their findings suggest that for young men, positive masculinity manifests as a
willingness to "call out" sexism and homophobia among peers.

There are several key mechanisms through which positive masculinity is constructed
and maintained.

e Relationships with Women: Badaszewski found that female friends and family
members played a crucial role in helping college men access their emotions and
vulnerability, providing a safe space often unavailable in male peer groups.
O’Gorman et al. similarly noted that mothers were key confidantes for boys
navigating friends' mental health crises.

e Role Models and History: Agozino and Agu emphasize the necessity of
teaching boys about historical male figures who achieved success through
non-violent, intellectual means to counter the "myth of the black macho".
Conversely, Badaszewski's participants often struggled to identify immediate role
models, relying instead on movie characters or celebrities.

e Navigating Norms: A recurring challenge is the "perception gap" or lack of a
"new map" for masculinity. O’Gorman et al. found that while boys rejected
traditional rigid norms, they felt anxiety about "putting a foot wrong" in the current
political climate, fearing cancellation or social ostracization if they misspoke
regarding gender issues.

While many authors advocate for reconstructing masculinity, Mackay (2025) offers a
sharp critique of the very concept. She argues that the drive to promote "positive
masculinity" is a "protection racket" designed to save the concept of manhood rather
than men themselves.



Mackay contends that traits labeled as "positive masculinity"—such as courage,
resilience, and protection—are simply human traits that women also possess. She
argues that attributing these universal virtues to "masculinity" perpetuates biological
essentialism and maintains the gender hierarchy. Furthermore, she introduces the
concept of the "masculinity burden," where men’s struggles (e.g., unemployment or
rejection) are framed as existential threats to their manhood, eliciting a specific type of
"himpathy" that is not afforded to women facing identical struggles. For Mackay, the
solution is not "better" masculinity, but "positive humanity".

There is thus, a tension between validating men’s experiences and dismantling
patriarchal harms. While Barry and Agozino & Agu advocate for celebrating the unique
and positive contributions of men to improve well-being, Lomas and Badaszewski
suggest a more nuanced negotiation where men redefine norms to foster health and
authenticity. O’'Gorman et al. highlight the practical confusion young men face in this
transition, while Mackay challenges the utility of the gendered lens altogether,
advocating for a focus on human values over masculine ones. Collectively, these works
suggest that while "positive masculinity" serves as a pragmatic tool for engaging men in
health and behavioral change, it remains a contested concept caught between
essentialist validation and constructionist critique.

Data Overview

The male norms query returned an overall conversation volume of approximately 2.1
million mentions and 1.36 million of the returned posts were reposts. Approximately 156
260 accounts contributed to the conversation, representing an average of 13 mentions
per unique account (See Figure X).
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Figure 1: Key Metrics

A word cloud of the top 50 phrases, keywords and hashtags coloured by volume
indicates the most common words used which include women, people, time, good and
love (see Figure 2). It is interesting to note that these keywords overlap with the high
volume keywords in the Gender Norms Report.
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Figure 2: Word Cloud coloured by Volume

The trending topics visualisation showcases phrases, hashtags and keywords which
form themes of conversation throughout the time period (see Figure X). The
visualisation shows that the phrases, hashtags and keywords are spread across the
graph with the majority centred in the middle. To the right we note two phrases and the
name of a popular DJ in South Africa, likely trending due to significant media attention
around them.

Fading Trending

Figure 3: Trending Graph

Popular Posts and Topics

In this section, we examine the context and content of highly engaged posts in the male
gender norms conversation. Figure 4 below illustrates that there are men that seek to
shift the narrative and hold men accountable for their actions and what they say in



respect of women. In respect of the first post, the user notes that there is no “bro code”
when it comes to rape and abuse. The “bro code” refers to an unwritten set of rules that
supposedly governs male behaviour and friendships by prioritizing loyalty and solidarity
among men. The second post calls out a particularly revolting post which harbors
sexual innuendos.
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Figure 4: Masculine Norm Shift

Responses to the first post were largely supportive of the user, with many endorsing a
no tolerance approach to rape and abuse of women by their friends. Notably, one user
notes that the ‘bro code’ is for conduct amongst friends, not amongst criminals and
criminal activity. Responses to the second post, however, ridiculed the poster while
simultaneously deflecting the conversation to the ‘wicked’ acts that women engage in.
The comments largely tended along calling the man a simp’ as well as noting that the
conversation that women have about men are equally problematic.

' Generally a man who attempts to gain the favour of women by being submissive.
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Guys talk about women on hare the sama as women talk about men. Put
antitied to her Body.

the cape down brother

o} 2 87K il 102 0 &
Yy 4a " " n -~
Q 14 1138 23K l1 84K [m
I my friend fells me he reped a gir, I'm @ving an anonymous Do 10 he

ice. That's just me. &
= ' Acting femining 85 0 Man 30 you can get laid is wild Razo

]

Mewer has been, Bro code is for conduct amongst friends, not amongst
eriminals and siminal sctivity.

O 17 Lw & !

ol L=l < 188 iha 72 A&
Women put "misandrist™ in their bios and society treats it like a quirky
personality trait. Even the most openly misogynistic men wouldn't dare do
that, and we're all supposed to scroll like it's normal &

Q L] Lt il 11K [

Qo7 ti2 €288 il 8K [ &

Figure 5: Responses to Figure 4 Posts

The second set of posts addresses socialization and, indeed, social pressure on men.
In the first instance, the user asks how to raise a chat about cleanliness after using the
toilet to which another quotes and says “we are witnessing the results of “boys are
easier to raise than girls”. This phrase denotes that care of the female child requires
more effort than the care of the male child due to societal expectation that boy children
are not responsible for their own self care or developing hygienic habits. This further
extends to emotional care of the boy child as well. The second post highlights the
external pressure placed on men to provide and/or spend lavishly on their partners.



Karabo, the answarlE
BTyraKarabo

[ ITE

3

We're witnessing the results of "boys are easier to raise than girls" & 2
ft

aTumisang_ EMadi3T - Aug 7

Related guestion: How do you tell them to wipe their bums a bit more
thoroughly in & nice way? §§ x.com/BlueBobbby/sta_..

2AM iews

O PM - Aug 7, 2025

@) Tlasx

9

[] 2

[+

"Being 2 man isn't easy. Imagine somaonsa stops talking to you because
you are caraful with your monay % &

[=

Figure 6: Posts concerning Socialisation

Accounts noted that the notion that boys are easier to raise and, by implication, less
care is required are neglectful parenting. Two interesting perspectives were uncovered
where the individuals noted that parents do not expend any effort in teaching boy
children basic self-care and survival skills, noting that they only need to teach the child
how to survive long enough until someone else can pick up the burden. In respect of the
second post, greed from women becomes a recurring theme where men note that some

women expect men to spend money casually. On the other hand, a user countered by
asking if the man informed the women that they are managing their money.

The word you are looking for is neglect.
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She thinks She is the one who should be budgeting, she just expects you
to be throwing money ground like confett

The way my mom's suffering the consequences of this m. I'll never forget
legitimately arguing w her be | tried to get my brother to help me clean the
bathroom & her saying “most men in their 40s don™t even clean”™ Mow my
bro is 22, doesn't help w shit and she's mad about it & ﬂ,

Some women must go for counselling how can you be angry on something
that not yours *% #5 #=
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Did you communicate that with them?

of course it is. with a daughter they have to mold 8 human being
capable of caring for themselves and others. with a son they only have

to make sure he survives until they can transfer his care to someone
else x.com/Iporiginalg/st .

Figure 7: Responses to Figure 6 Posts

The third set of posts concerns men and relationships with a particular focus on how
men approach relationship longevity and commitment. The first post notes that a man



will tolerate their partner for years knowing that he will marry someone else. The second
post notes that men are very intentional and even “lack of intention” is intentional.

A man will tolerate you for years knowing he will never manry someone e Zipho 3 -
ke you. o @ziphosays
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Figure 8: Posts concerning Men and Relationships

Varied responses were recorded in respect of the first post. There was a general
consensus that some men do engage in maintaining long relationships without any
intention to settle with the partner and several reasons were advanced such as physical
intimacy and recordal of undesirable behaviour over the course of the relationship. This
was, however, countered by perspectives questioning why maintain a relationship for a
long time when the intention to settle is not present - as this constitutes a waste of time
and resources. There was also consensus in respect of the second post, however,
emotional immaturity was raised as a cause of this as well as past trauma with partners.
It was further noted that this trait extends across genders.

| tolerated mine for 4 years hoping she would change.
When | saw it was hopeless and she can't really change | decided to lether
oose, off to the street where she belongs

Yes, being emotionally intelligent is an intentional choice | wish most men
would make.

. o L - — . [|is not just men. it's peaple. People are intentional, but men and women...
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If she isn't worth mamying, she isn't worth dating

At the point u realise she isn't worth marrying, why not let her go instead of
stringing her along?

Isn't this how y&'ll end up having kids with ppl u can't stand & don't respect
& u just mess up the kid's Iife &8

It's not a flex

Figure 9: Responses to Figure 8 Posts




Thematic Analysis

This section of the report evaluates the themes extracted from the data collected in the
masculine norms conversation. Financial provision and leadership remained key
themes in the conversation, with posts still reflecting on the societal expectations placed
on men. Conversation remains divergent with a view that it is the responsibility of a man
to be the financial provider in the household, and that men take up this role and provide
the last they have without telling their partner that it is the last. On the other hand, the
responsibility placed on men was also critically challenged in respect of mental
wellbeing. In addition, one account called out women’s financial dependence on men as
a mechanism of control for men in a relationship.

Tho Touch believes that a woman shouldn't have to contribute to men will give you the last they have and not even tell you that was the
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Figure 10: Collected Posts in re Financial Provision

Responses to the initial post indicated largely that the comment is out of touch with
reality and noting that women participate in the economy now and are capable of
contributing to the household. The financial burden placed on men was similarly called
out as a key contributor to declining mental wellbeing in men. Accounts also agreed with
the perspective that less financial pressure is a win for a man, which reduces stress,
improves quality of life and more effort can be directed towards achieving mutual goals.
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Figure 11: Responses to Figure 10

Conversation in respect of child maintenance was also raised and how men spend their
money. A generalized statement noted that men have more expendable money
because they do not support their children while another user questioned men buying

materialistic items.

W budget different - men dont waste money ralsing thelr own children. | some men are living a soft life because their kids are not part of their
budget
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Figure 12: Child Maintenance and Budgeting

Responses to the posts were polarized, with some standing in support of the comment
made while others called out the post. In this respect, accounts noted that all fathers
cannot be painted with the same brush and one account noted that they are currently

fighting for access to their child, but are
taken.

struggling even despite legal action being



nim here strugglin to get access for my kids, | can't even eat nice foods
bcus | dont know wat are my Kids eatin or whos takin care of them. Baby
mama shes fighting with mea using the kids, | have tried social worker n
family court they said | must go where Kids stayin n is far
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That's true, | even took my brother's daughter because her father doesnt
wanna be a fathar to her 50 I've stepped in as her father
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You are right. | read a confession from a guy who was complaining about
contributing 50% and how the mom took their son to expensive school. It
turned out that the guy drives German machines, has bottle and sneakers
collection
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Figure 13: Responses to Figure 12

Gender Roles also remained a prominent concern in the conversation recorded.
Contemporary expressions of masculinity are critiqued, contrasting the same with
traditional expectations in the first two posts. The notion that no positive male role
models was also challenged, instead reflecting that young boys are often steered
towards celebrating and engaging in negative traits associated with hegemonic
masculinity. One account further provided a counter-narrative from a healthcare setting,
spotlighting men who demonstrate their masculinity through consistent and practical
acts of care for their partners.



Crying about double-barrel sumames, yet you're nowhere near a
traditional man. Can’t slaughter a cow, have no grasp of your own

introduced itsalf. You're not providers, not protectors, just glorified
keyboard warriors with podcasts, weak opinions, and even weaker
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I genuinely hate the narrative that there are no good role models for
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Figure 14: Traditional Expectations and Role Modelling

In response to traditional expectations of men, accounts endorsed the view that men
must display certain cultural norms in traditional settings and called out the post for
failing to address this with her partner prior to joining. These traditional expectations
were also challenged, with one noting that even black people have diverse

backgrounds, beliefs and upbringings th

at do not lend themselves to the more

traditional settings. There was, further, agreement to the notion that harmful masculine
traits are elevated in society with individuals highlighting in particular [illicit] employment
as a vector for harmful masculinity. Finally, several individuals posted their stories in
respect of men showing up for their partners in hospital and highlighting that masculinity

is fluid and dependent on context.

Surely the girffriend knows what Type of man she's dating, she should have
geve him en orentetion about the do's & dont's, uyemazi umuntu wekhe
maos, this is on her.
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Figure 15: Responses to Figure 14




The disproportionate burden of care similarly remains a key theme in the conversation
around masculine norms. One account noted that motherhood is permanent and cannot
take a break from it while men have the option to take a break or not participate at all.
The final two posts reflect on how care remains relegated to the realm of the female
members of the family, with one account reflecting on how financial provision remains
the sole burden placed on men.

She will get home in the evening and one selfish man will expect herto The silent par no one talks about s how the cane s left for female

cook and serve him mambers of thi family,
The men can send money and fesl likke they have done their bast, but the
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peaceful sleep, nstead of demonising the West
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Figure 16: Disproportionate Care Burden

In respect of motherhood, there was consensus that motherhood is more taxing on
women from the point of conception with one account noting that mothers therefore tend
to have more investment in the child than a father. Another account pushed back
against this sentiment, stating that the predominant view that mothers must take on the
caregiving load is wrong and that both parents must be active in caring for their children.
Responses to the caregiving conversation opened up cultural concerns where it was
noted that men are coddled in their households and that females carry the caregiving
load for elder males while men are just expected to send money home.



Making & beby takes 8 mother 8 months of intense work from her body, 8 | Wholetime the males were always preferred, coddled and given special
man puts in betwean 3=10 min worth of “work™ You cannot convince me | treatment growing up in the household but when the parents get old and
that men have the same investment in the child’s well-being as the mother.| frail the females need to carry the labour. Lo

f they did we wouldn't have 50 many taking off.
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think society whereby the mother takes on the whole caretaking 1oad is
doing it wrong. | don't think humans were supposed 1o grow up thet way

This is what happened in my family—my mom’s parents always treated her
badly compared to her brothers, but when they got sick the brothers just
sent money and my mom had to do everything. I've never liked my uncles

cinca then

"-.";' grandparents were very active in helping to care for me, and now, my since then.

paremts are very active in caring for their grandchildren g 74 ¢ 59 1 25K o s
| 7 26 i 39K [1 . How can you tumn a brief, contexi-less video into a dramatic story,

We don't know her reality, whether she has 8 pariner or what their dynamic
5. She might be strong and independent, or she might have a supportive
home. Reducing her to a victim of patriarchy for virel engagement feels
performative and, frankly, exploitative.
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Figure 17: Responses to Figure 16

Discussion

The data highlights several persistent themes that shape contemporary masculine
identity in South Africa. Financial provision remains a cornerstone of societal
expectation, depicted both as a source of pride and a significant mental health burden.
Conversations reveal anxiety over economic roles, with some men expressing
resentment toward perceived financial dependence, while others advocate for shared
economic responsibility as a path to reduced stress and improved relationships.
Similarly, caregiving and emotional labor are prominently debated. While traditional
norms often relegate nurturing roles to women, counter-narratives emerge of men
actively participating in childcare and partner support, particularly in contexts like
healthcare. However, the dominant discourse still frames motherhood as inherently
more taxing and permanent, underscoring the deeply ingrained gendered division of
domestic labor.

The analysis of popular posts reveals a social media environment where accountability
and backlash co-exist. Encouragingly, there are visible efforts by some men to reject
harmful norms like the “bro code” when it excuses violence against women. Yet, these
progressive stances often meet with ridicule, deflection, or accusations of being a
“simp,” illustrating the strong social enforcement of hegemonic masculinity. This
dynamic points to a significant “perception gap” — many men, especially younger ones,
may wish to move beyond rigid norms but fear social ostracization for misspeaking or
challenging peers.

Posts about raising boys—highlighting neglected lessons in hygiene, emotional care,
and basic life skills—critique a culture that often fails to equip young men with tools for



holistic well-being, instead priming them for performance of toughness or financial
success. This connects to concerns about a lack of accessible, positive role models
beyond idealized celebrities or historical figures, leaving a vacuum filled by often-toxic
online influencers.

Comparative Analysis

Both reports underscore the persistence of traditional, dominant masculine norms
(hegemonic masculinity) in the South African social media context. The core
expectations regarding a man's role remained largely unchanged in the analysis:

Firstly, Provision and Leadership continue to be central to masculine identity. The 2024
Gender Norms Report summarized masculine expectations along the lines that men
should “provide” and be “strong”. Financial provision and leadership roles were defined
as primary societal expectations for men. The GBV Report 4 confirms that financial
provision remains a cornerstone expectation, noting that the conversation still reflects
these societal demands.

Secondly, the contradictory norm of Absentee Fatherhood and the unequal burden of
care persist as themes of discussion. The initial report observed the prevalence of
absent fathers, which was seen to contradict the stated masculine ideal of responsibility
and provision,. The later conversation confirms this theme, focusing on the
disproportionate burden of care on women, with accounts noting that men often have
the option to take a break or not participate in caregiving at all.

Finally, the underpinning association of masculinity with Strength, Aggression, and
Avoidance of Vulnerability remains consistent. The 2024 Gender Norms Report detailed
that male friendships were often questioned for being shallow, lacking accountability,
and offering no emotional support, as emotions were generally not something men were
attuned to. This aligns with the historical association of hegemonic masculinity with the
performance of violence, aggression, and the avoidance of weakness.

The key divergence in this report is the deliberate shift away from merely defining
dominant norms toward examining the discourse around “positive masculinity” and the
tangible effects of traditional norms on men's well-being.

One significant difference is the re-framing of the financial provision norm as a mental
health issue. While the prior report noted financial constraints led to “frustration and
degradation”, the GBV Report 4 explicitly highlighted the financial burden placed on
men as a key contributor to declining mental well-being,. Counter-narratives in the later



data actively advocated for shared economic responsibility as a means of reducing
stress and improving quality of life for men,.

The conversation shifted to critiquing the notion that “boys are easier to raise than girls”,
which results in boys being neglected in terms of hygiene, emotional care, and basic life
skills, thus priming them only for toughness or financial performance. Critically, the
report documented instances where men attempted to reject harmful norms, such as
abandoning the “bro code” when it excuses rape and abuse,. However, these
progressive stances often met with sharp social media backlash, including being
ridiculed or called a “simp”,. This dynamic illustrates the strong social enforcement of
hegemonic masculinity and highlights the “perception gap”, where men fear social
ostracization for challenging their peers.

Conclusion

The analysis of popular posts reveals that the social media environment is now a
primary battleground where accountability and backlash fiercely coexist. Encouragingly,
there are visible efforts by some men to reject harmful norms like the “bro code” when it
is used to excuse violence against women. However, these progressive expressions are
often met with swift social sanctioning, including ridicule, deflection, or accusations of
being a “simp”,. This dynamic illustrates the strong social enforcement mechanisms
used to maintain hegemonic masculinity.

The pervasive backlash highlights a significant challenge encapsulated by the
‘perception gap”, where men, particularly younger ones, may aspire to move beyond
rigid norms but fear social ostracization for misspeaking or challenging their peers. This
fear is rooted in a culture critiqued by posts discussing the socialization of boys, which
often neglects to equip them with tools for holistic well-being (such as hygiene,
emotional care, and basic life skills), instead priming them primarily for the performance
of toughness or financial success.

Furthermore, the concept of “positive masculinity” itself is highly contested in academic
and online discourse. While proponents argue that frameworks like Critical Positive
Masculinity allow men to pragmatically negotiate traditional traits (like strength and
autonomy) to support health-seeking behaviours, critics argue that attributing universal
virtues to a gendered concept perpetuates patriarchal hierarchy and that the focus
should instead be on “positive humanity”. This tension persists between validating
men’s unique psychological experiences and maintaining the imperative to dismantle
patriarchal harms.



Appendices

Appendix A - Primary Keywords

(((M?n OR boy* OR male* OR Indoda OR gent OR guy OR oke OR ou OR bru OR
bro OR dude OR nigga OR husband OR Boyfriend OR Masc*) NEAR/1 (must OR

mustn't OR OR moet OR OR will OR won't OR wont OR
OR do OR does OR doesn't OR OR dont OR don't OR doen
OR could OR couldn't OR couldn OR cud OR cudnt OR should OR shouldn't OR
can OR can't OR cant OR kan OR is OR was OR isn't OR isnt OR OR
Are)) OR ( OR OR
OR OR )
OR

((M?n OR boy* OR male* OR Indoda OR gent OR guy OR oke OR ou OR bru OR bro
OR dude OR nigga OR husband OR Boyfriend) AND (Alcohol* OR Drink* OR
Substance* OR Phuza OR Syp OR OR OR whiskey OR
vodka OR ngud OR dop))

OR

(((Surname OR Name) AND (Court)) OR ((Paternity OR Parent* OR Maternity OR
Mother OR Father) AND (Leave))))

AND
(NOT (Israel OR Palestine OR America OR US OR Mkhwanazi OR ANC OR EFF OR
DA OR Malema OR Ramaphosa OR Commission OR Apartheid OR FIFA OR Sudan OR

Premier))



Appendix B - Methodology
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DISCOVERY COLLECTION PREPARATION

Using a query designed to capture the broad conversation about interactions between men and
women, this report covers February 2023. Stieglitz and colleagues (2018) identified four distinct
phases in social media data analysis: (1) discovery, (2) collection, (3) preparation, and (4)

analysis. Below, we describe how these phases guided our research project.

Step 1: Data Discovery

e The first step in data discovery was to draw up a list of keywords designed to isolate the
broad conversation about interactions between men and women in South Africa on
social media. The research and dialogue facilitation teams contributed to this list
collaboratively through a shared spreadsheet. The research team focuses on
quantitative analysis while the dialogue team focuses on qualitative analysis of the
conversation(s).

e To create this list, the research team drew on existing knowledge combined with desktop
research, a literature review and a quantitative, analytic review of social media.

e Our preliminary keyword list comprised

Step 2: Data Collection

e We “collected” the resulting data using our social media analytics platform.

Step 3: Data Preparation?
e We ‘prepared’ the data for analysis by refining the query. Query refinement entails sifting

through the data set while looking for posts that are not relevant to interactions between

2 New keywords and exclusions are identified both at the query and tag level on an ongoing
basis.



men and women in South Africa. At this stage we also look at relevant posts that have
not been included.

If and when our team finds that some words could be added or removed, they are
resolved by introducing additional keywords and/or exclusionary terms to the query.

With the goal of delivering the most useful insights possible in this report, we created
libraries of categories and tags to focus on the parts of online conversation that were
most relevant for this project. This development of the categories and tags was based on

two factors:

1. Prominence - this is assessed quantitatively, using a dashboard that allows us to
visualise data points, and qualitatively, using researchers’ expertise, desktop research
and dashboard work.

2. Relevance - a qualitative assessment of whether a focus area is important enough to
the strategic goals of the heCareZA project to be included. Our team makes this
determination based on subject matter expertise in South African social media dynamics
and whether or not further research into the focus area is likely to provide valuable

information for the ongoing heCareZA Programme.

Step 4: Data analysis

We built a dashboard in our social media analytics platform to support our data analysis.
This tool produces metrics according to volume, trending topics, news stories, and
unique authors in relation to the keyword list.

Thematic analysis involves studying the emerging patterns in the data and exploring how
units of meaning connect to form themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis can
highlight individuals’ perspectives, ideas and experiences, and can be used to generate
fresh insight into the social dynamics behind human behaviour. Accordingly, we analysed
the collected data thematically to interpret the data and to gain insight into dominant
themes and trends.

The goal of this analysis is to better understand what was said during the reporting
period. Thematic analysis was conducted both at the query level and the tag (focus area)

level.
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