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BACKGROUND

The George Family Foundation has been a leader among a small but growing 
core of funders that recognize and uphold the importance of gender norms in 
youth development work . 

Beginning in 2014, the Foundation launched a multi-faceted, multi-year ef-
fort to help bring gender norms into broader recognition among Minnesota’s 
youth-serving foundations and non-profits.

As a first step, it convened three dozen funders and community organizations 
for a presentation by TrueChild and the Women’s Foundation of Minnesota . 

The meeting’s theme was exploring the impact of rigid gender norms on life 
outcomes among Minnesota’s youth . There was strong interest in the topic 
both during the convening and breakout session, and afterwards . 

Next, in October 2015, the Foundation hosted a follow-up presentation of  
The Representation Project’s powerful new documentary on young men and 
masculinity, “The Mask You Live in,” followed by a group discussion with  
director and CEO, Jennifer Siebel Newsom . 

As a further step in this effort, the George Family Foundation and the  
Women’s Foundation of Minnesota commissioned dozens of interviews with 
local funders and a select number of community-based youth development  
organizations to better understand the state of knowledge about gender 
norms in Minnesota philanthropy and programmatic efforts .

This white paper report is the result. It first explains what gender norms are 
and how they work, and then explores the implications for Minnesotans and  
for Minnesota’s funders . Finally, it closes with some suggestions for next steps 
for Minnesota philanthropy and programmatic efforts . 

A GENDER NORMS PRIMER

Decades of research has found that when young women and men internalize 
narrow feminine and masculine ideals, they have markedly lower life outcomes 
in a cluster of related areas that includes basic wellbeing, mental and physical 
health, education, and economic security . 1, 2, 3

The fact that these distinct but overlapping areas are affected is one reason 
many international experts refer to gender norms as a “gateway belief  
system” — with the idea that once a young person internalizes them, they  
are more likely to have lower life outcomes in a number of areas . 

Gender norms are the rules, beliefs, and expectations most of us hold for how 
we should look, act, and dress as women or men . We begin learning this from 
birth, with family, friends, religious institutions, schools, media, and advertising 
all providing a constant stream of information about what society expects  
of us as males or females . 

Traditional masculinity is usually understood as a combination of strength,  
aggression, dominance, emotional toughness, and sexual prowess . 4, 5, 6, 7        

Traditional femininity is often considered to be a combination of the “three 
Ds”: being deferential, desirable, and dependent . 8, 9

A Gender Dictionary

“Gender” is used in multiple  
contexts. Here’s a quick guide.

Gender Equality/Equity 
Ensuring equal access to 
resources, power, and opportu-
nity for women, men, children 
and families, LGBTQ, etc.

Gender Identity 
An inner sense of being male, 
female, or neither; useful 
when discussing transgender 
individuals who feel a conflict 
between their sex and gender 
identification.

Gender Lens  
Being aware of the impact of 
gender equity and/or gender 
norms on a problem or issue.

Gender Non-Conforming 
An umbrella term for the  
broad spectrum of those who 
transcend the usual boundaries 
for femininity masculinity.

Gender Norms 
Socially-constructed ideals, 
scripts, and expectations for 
how to be a woman or a man.

Gender Roles 
Social and behavioral norms 
for how men and women 
are expected to act (e.g., being 
a doctor or nurse, being martial 
or maternal).

Sexual Orientation 
Romantic attraction to  
members of one or more sexes.

Transgender 
Umbrella term for those whose 
self-identity does not conform 
to conventional binary woman/ 
man; including those whose 
gender identity varies from 
their birth-assigned sex (e.g., 
transsexual).



Both masculinity and femininity vary in important ways among different racial, 
ethnic, and socioeconomic groups .

Just within Minnesota, for instance, Black, Latina/o, American Indian, and 
Hmong youth may all integrate culturally specific aspects of womanhood or 
manhood that differ from their White counterparts . 

Even within one racial group — for instance the American Indian community  
— there can be tremendous diversity . Chippewa, Ojibwa, and Sioux tribes each 
have somewhat different ideals for femininity and masculinity . 

HRK Foundation’s Kate Tilney points out, “I think the impact of harmful gender 
norms in mainstream society can be amplified in low-income communities,” 
where ideals for manhood or womanhood may be especially narrow . And  
this is sometimes further amplified in the immigrant communities we have in 
the Twin Cities, where narrow traditions from the country of origin can take 
generations to grow or shift .

There can also be rural-urban effects . As the Blandin Foundation’s Sonja  
Merrild notes, outside the Twin Cities or other urban centers, “young people  
in rural areas may not be as exposed to as many life inputs and diverse  
opportunities as their urban peers . So gender norms can be quite rigid in  
rural areas, and they often appear more intensified.”  

Addressing the connection among interacting factors like race, socioeconomic 
status, sexual orientation, gender identity, or disability is called having an  
“intersectional approach,” and studies show it can lead to more effective  
philanthropic and programmatic outcomes .

As Pheng Thao of ManForward explains, “Gender norms are a crucial part  
of everything we do, whether it’s improving education or health or talking 
about relationships . Because in patriarchal cultures — not just Hmong but any 
community — if you’re not critical about unpacking masculinity, you end up 
unintentionally developing policies and programs that only benefit gender 
normative males .”

Despite variation across racial, ethnic, and class lines, studies have found  
that many of the core aspects of femininity and masculinity are remarkably  
consistent across subcultures . In fact, learning how to “do” manhood or  
womanhood is a central rite of passage for almost every adolescent . 

This is why some experts have termed ages 10 to 14 the “gender intensifica-
tion” years, when belief in traditional gender norms accelerates, and belief in 
them starts to solidify for life . 10 

 
INTERNATIONAL FUNDERS

Indeed, addressing gender norms is already the emerging standard for “best 
practice” among major international donor institutions like CARE, International 
Planned Parenthood, UNAIDS, UNFPA, and WHO . Each has launched “gender 
transformative” programs that challenge rigid gender norms, and found them 
effective .  

For instance, USAID no longer funds new programs that lack a strong gender 
focus, and PEP-FAR — the President’s AIDS initiative — has named masculinity 
among its top three priorities . 11, 12    Even the venerable World Bank has begun 
an extensive and very highly public effort to pull gender norms through many 
aspects of its equity work for women and girls worldwide . 13
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“With young men, the man-

hood norms are very clear. ‘I 

know I am a man and I know 

this is what is expected from 

me. This is how I’m supposed 

to be with a female. Don’t act 

like a pussy, don’t cry like a 

girl…,’ etc. So much of it is 

based on a negative reaction 

towards the feminine. Young 

men can see it, they are aware 

of it, but they are not sure 

how to interact outside of it. 

It’s like, ‘Once I get outside  

of it, I don’t know how to  

react to you.’”

Men As Peacemakers

Intersectional Approach

Addressing different facets  

of oppression (such as  

race, class. gender, sexual  

orientation, disability, etc.)  

as  interacting in people’s lives 

rather than compartmentaliz-

ing them and treating each as 

independent of the others.



The conclusion from both international efforts and academic studies is that 
when we teach young people to think critically about rigid gender norms, they 
have better life outcomes .

Yet public policy, funding priorities, and programmatic efforts in the US still 
tend to operate in what leading authority Hortensia Amaro once called “a 
gender vacuum .” 14

As Merrild explains it, “Gender norms is a topic and a lens that we as funders 
don’t tend to talk about much . We are accustomed to thinking about our work 
through lenses of racial equity or socioeconomic inequity, but rarely through  
a gender lens .” 

 
FOR FOUNDATIONS

This report is offered as part of igniting a new dialog and exploration of how 
addressing rigid gender norms might improve Minnesota’s philanthropic and 
programmatic outcomes .

As Lee Roper-Batker of the Women’s Foundation of Minnesota says, “As a 
foundation, you have an opportunity to learn and also be a catalyst . But it 
starts with intentionality and being thoughtful about it . Addressing gender 
norms is also difficult: if you don’t think about gender norms, it’s not always  
going to be obvious that they’re involved .”

Yet learning to be intentional about gender norms can be more challenging 
than it might sound . The effects are easy to see in issues like unplanned  
pregnancy, school bullying, eating disorders, or the absences of girls in  
STEM . But it’s tougher to look upstream at the root causes like communal  
attitudes and beliefs . 

As Tilney puts it, “Comparatively invisible barriers like attitudes and beliefs that 
can contribute to lower outcomes aren’t as easy for funders to see and address 
as the actual outcomes themselves . Yet it is crucial for funders to understand 
them if they are to successfully change those outcomes .” 

For some funders, learning to see this “upstream” view can take the shape of 
an “ah-ha” moment of sudden awareness . Explains Roper-Batker, “I took  
a sabbatical four years ago to reflect on what was next for the Women’s  
Foundation of Minnesota . I suddenly found myself thinking about all the  
ways gender norms impact life outcomes for women and men .

“I had this sudden epiphany that if gender norms are the foundation of  
inequality, then we need to begin thinking about them intentionally and ad-
dressing them specifically if we’re going to achieve our goal of gender equity. 

“This included realizing that we had to find ways to bring men into the  
equation . I began asking myself how we as a foundation can begin addressing 
gender norms, like we do race or class, in all facets of our work .”

The effects of this awareness can be striking . Notes the George Family Founda-
tion’s Gayle Ober, “As a funder, once you become aware of gender norms, you 
can’t stop seeing them . You start recognizing their impact everywhere, in every 
facet of youth development work and beyond .  

“In fact, we believe every funder working with youth should be considering 
how to integrate gender norms into their priorities . Because you can’t really do 
youth development effectively without addressing gender norms .”

4

“Gender norms are a crucial part 

of everything we do, whether it’s 

improving education or health 

or talking about relationships. 

Because in patriarchal cultures—

not just Hmong but any commu-

nity—if you’re not critical about 

unpacking masculinity, you end 

up unintentionally developing 

policies and programs that only 

benefit gender normative males.” 

ManForward

Low Income Communities 

The impact of rigid gender 

norms can be enhanced in  

low-income communities, where 

gender codes on the street are 

apt to be especially narrow, 

and penalties for transgressing 

them can be particularly harsh. 

Dr. Jim Yong Kim,  

President, World Bank Group

“The good news is that social 

norms can and do change.”



Adds Roper-Batker, “As funders, there are two questions we need to ask: What is 
the problem? What is the solution? Too often we ask only the second — What is 
the solution?  — without asking the first and seeking out the underlying causes. 

“Unless we go deeper on issues like gender, race, and place, we’ll never get the 
more equitable world in which we all want to live . And we’ve found that looking 
at gender assumptions through an intersectional approach ultimately boosts our  
work and the outcomes our grantees achieve .”

Agrees Tilney, “Attitudes and beliefs about gender run deep — it doesn’t get 
harder than that . But that is the work funders must do if we want to not only  
address effects, but also root causes .”

 
IN MINNESOTA

It’s hard to measure the specific impacts of rigid gender norms with any preci-
sion across an entire state . Nonetheless, as the Kirwan Institute notes, normative 
beliefs and biases work together across institutions, people, and time to contract 
opportunity and limit life outcomes, creating material and measurable impacts 
on society as a whole . 15

Many of these disproportionately affect women and girls, particularly in  
low-income communities or communities of color . 

As the Women’s Foundations of Minnesota’s authoritative 2014  
report “Status of Women & Girls in Minnesota” found, women  
and girls across the state often experience lower outcomes  
when it comes to education, leadership, and economic  
empowerment . 16

The remainder of this paper is devoted to exploring the  
specific impacts of gender norms in several key areas  
of youth development . 

EDUCATION

Harassment and Bullying 

Studies have long linked rigid gender norms to school-based sexual harassment 
among girls and bullying and intimidation among gay, transgender, and gender 
non-conforming students . 

According to the Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault, about a quarter of 
Minnesota schoolgirls face regular sexual harassment at school . 17 

Explains Roper-Batker, “’Hostile hallways’ really are a reality for Minnesota’s 
young women and girls . There is a trajectory of violence that begins early and 
continues over their school careers . For instance, we know that one-in-four Min-
nesota girls reports being the victim of sexual comments, jokes, and gestures .”

For LGBTQ students, bullying and harassment are also a regular part of school . 
Says Roper-Batker, “We know that the most common form of bullying in Minne-
sota is verbal, and it’s based on the regulation of gender . Nine out of 10 report 
being bullied based on their gender expression — how they look, act, or dress .”
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Masculinity

sexual coercion

teen pregnancy

bullying 
 homophobic 

violence

girlfriend abuse

condom use

partner violence

sexual harassment

male-on-male 
violence

“Gender norms come up 

every time we convene young 

people around leadership. Key 

behaviors are laid down in 

middle and junior high school 

years. What expectations do 

you have and what kinds of 

pressures do you deal with 

around manhood and woman-

hood? These are such crucial 

questions and no one else 

has asked them. They haven’t 

thought about them. We  

render the invisible visible.”

Marnita’s Table 

“We constantly question the 
gender culture in the YWCA 
itself. We try to model more 
expansive gender norms, by 
having strong women lead-
ers and gentle men. It’s so 
important to walk the walk. 
Because for young children, 
behavior speaks so much 

louder than words.” 

YWCA Twin Cities
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Minnesota Council on Foundations’ Alfonso Wenker agrees: 
“Gender non-conforming, gay, and transgender kids are 
attacked on a daily basis . We know if you don’t feel safe in 
class, you can’t perform well at school, especially if you’re 
spending your entire day making sure you don’t get beaten 
up or harassed .” 

According to the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Net-
work’s (GLSEN) 2011 State Snapshot for Minnesota, almost 
90% of LGBTQ students surveyed reported hearing negative 
remarks about classmates not looking or acting masculine 
or feminine enough, 80% regularly overheard homophobic 
remarks, 70% had been harassed, and 10% reported being 
physically attacked . 18, 19

“When we convene criminal 

justice conversations we 

always include gender norms. 

Often it is the first time law 

enforcement and probation 

personnel have heard the idea 

that the hyper-masculinity 

young men learn is part of 

them ending up in the system. 

Now we are starting to inte-

grate social norms into our 

trauma and resiliency work 

with young men. After the 

George Family convening we 

now bring gender norms into 

every conversation.”

Marnita’s Table 

“Early childhood is where 

gender norming really starts. 

So you have to start really 

young. We use a play-based 

curriculum that empowers 

children to feel safe, explore, 

and try on different parts 

of their genders in a nurtur-

ing environment, while also 

educating parents and early 

childhood teachers. This topic 

is so important to us.”

YWCA Twin Cities

Femininity

partner violence

teen pregnancy

body
objectification 

submissive

defer sexually

unwanted sex

tolerate infidelity

dependent

self-effacing

Gender intolerance unfortunately extends to educators as well . Twenty-three 
percent of GLSEN’s respondents regularly heard negative remarks about how 
students looked or dressed from school staff . Perhaps as a results, only one-
third of those harassed tried to report it to school authorities; and of those who 
did, less than half said they got an effective response . 20

There is also a strong rural-urban element to such statistics, with the highest 
rates of bullying and victimization occurring in rural areas and towns outside  
the Twin Cities metro area, according to a six-month Minnesota Public Radio 
News analysis titled, “Minnesota: Weak on Bullying .” 21

Gender-based bullying and homophobic harassment also targets non-LGBTQ 
kids, as a means of regulating gender norms and pushing gender non-confor-
mity . Explains Ober, “Straight boys who don’t conform to current manhood  
ideals can also face enormous peer pressure when it comes to masculinity . 
Middle-school boys who mature slowly, those who are short and/or overweight, 
and those who are unathletic but good at music and theater can all be targets 
for gender-based bullying and harassment .”

Adds Adrienne Diercks of Project SUCCESS, “So many gender conflicts emerge 
in middle school . Even boys who want to be in musicals or do theater . One boy 
told me, ‘My dad won’t let me — I have to play baseball .’ When we asked the  
father, he said, ‘My son isn’t going to be a fa**ot .’ So we had to make a deal 
that he would play baseball twice a week . He actually ended up the star of the 
play . And Dad was like, ‘Wow, I didn’t realize how good he was .’”

 
Technology and Science 

Girls do as well or better than boys right up to the gender intensification period 
of adolescence when they start getting low STEM grades, dropping out of 
STEM classes, or simply avoid STEM altogether . Explains Ober, “Once girls 
enter adolescence, they start getting the message that this is not for them,  
that these are ‘boys’ subjects,’ and that’s when the problem starts .” 

Adds Susan Carter of WCA Foundation, “Sometimes my nine-year-old daugh-
ter doesn’t want to be the one to answer in class, because she’s in an all-boy 
group, and she’s afraid of looking like a ‘smarty pants .’ What boy would worry 
about that?”



Tilney agrees, “Girls are so ruled by, ‘Oh, what a sweet little princess .’ It is so 
implicit and expected, and it’s only amplified as they get older. It takes  
active and intentional work to challenge those norms .”

Even when women excel at STEM, the pressures and stigma associated with  
feminine norms can cancel out even the most promising STEM careers . 

As Minnesota Philanthropy Partners’ Jerry Timian relates, “My wife was a very 
good mathematician, in school, on the calculus track and a truly high performer . 
And then one day when she was 16 she just said, ‘The heck with this: everybody 
looks at me like I’m a weirdo .’ She totally walked away from math and never 
looked back . And that hasn’t changed all that much for women today .”

Timian’s observation is borne out by the data . According to the Women’s 
Foundation of Minnesota’s authoritative 2014 report “Status of Women & 
Girls in Minnesota,” women earned only 17% of the 2010 bachelor’s degrees 
in the critically important field of computer science.

And Minnesota’s high-skill, high-wage technical education is almost entirely  
male-dominated, with women receiving 4% or less of construction,  
mechanical, and precision-product two-year technical degrees . 22

Consider this parent’s story from the Women’s Foundation’s 2014 report  
“On the Road to Equality”:

“Our daughter was one of the top welders in her junior-high school program 
and would have been very successful in that field, but she wasn’t encouraged 
by us as parents or people in construction . Why not? Because she would 
have had to struggle for acceptance by men in that field, and they would not 
be welcoming . So, she’s not in that career . Even though they may have the 
skills, women have to always fight that battle.”  

In fact, according to the report, higher education in Minnesota remains highly 
gendered . While the most common college degree is in business, after that, 
women tend to get degrees in education, medical/health, and psychology,  
while men get their degrees in engineering, computer/information sciences,  
and social sciences .

While STEM funders and educators have made great strides by increasing  
programs that address the lack of women, it’s not clear that this strategy  
will be enough . 

Explains Carter, “Opportunity is great, and we shouldn’t suddenly stop funding 
programs . But opportunities are only part of it . We are getting ahead of ourselves 
if we think that if we just offer enough programs, it will resolve the deeper issues 
that girls have about technology and educational achievement . Because there are 
things happening, well before girls decide, that impact how they see themselves, 
where they see themselves, and the choices that they make .“

Concludes Timian, “I know some young women at the Engineering Department 
here at the University of Minnesota who still report struggling with the male 
mystique . There’s a STEM program that we are working on with the school and 
we aren’t getting the results that I’d like to see . I think it’s partially these issues 
around gender norms .”
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“Many young Hmong men 
want a different kind of  
masculinity that is less  
patriarchal than their fathers. 
They see these billboards with 
white men who have perfect 
masculine features and bodies 
and think, ‘This is the way 
I’m supposed to be.’ But then 
they can’t be that guy. So 
they end up torn between two 
worlds, trying to compensate 
for the gaps between them. 
Some give up and return to 
traditional Hmong patriarchy.  
Others say, ‘Forget it, I’m 
going mainstream,’ meaning 
right into white patriarchal 
norms, which they think is a 
good thing. We need to help 
them unpack this, so they  
see the beauty of their  
own culture but also the 
harmful masculinities of  
the mainstream.”

ManForward

“Talking with girls in the  
Minnesota Public Schools 
about who they are and what 
they want for their future,  
you see the confidence they 
have at 11 and 12. And then 
how that shifts downward  
so much by the time  
they turn 14 or 15.” 

Project SUCCESS
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Pushout Policies

A number of devoted academics, funders, and policymakers are  
increasingly talking of the disparate impact of Zero Tolerance, Three 
Strikes, and similar school “pushout” policies have in separating youth 
of color from their academic institutions . 

Studies have definitively shown that young Black, Hispanic, and Ameri-
can Indian men are punished longer, more often, and more harshly than 
their White peers for similar infractions . An integral part of the problem 
is the regulation of masculinity . 

Young males often establish manhood through exactly those  
behaviors — public boisterous and risk-taking, defying adult authority 
figures, suffering punishment silently — likely to bring them into friction 
with school disciplinary regimes or juvenile justice systems . 

MCF’s Wenker acknowledges that young men can come under a lot of 
pressure from peers as well. “There are all these benefits, rewards, and 
consequences for young men of color that say, ‘To survive here and 
prove your masculinity, you must act like this .’ And then young men  
police other men, often with violence that says, ‘Act more like a man .’” 

And it’s not just young men who are being pushed out of school and 
into the school-to-prison pipeline . As a wave of new books and reports 
like “Black Girls Matter: Pushed-out, Over-policed, and Under-protect-
ed” document, young women of color are targeted as well . 

Often relatively innocuous behaviors such as hallway boisterousness, 
assertively dominating class discussion, or simply dressing “sloppy“ are 
punished harshly as part of educators’ attempts to police “unladylike” 

behavior, sometimes based on very traditional, White middleclass notions of 
docile and deferential femininity . 

As Tilney explains, “It’s no surprise that when you add race and class to regulat-
ing gender, youth of color are disproportionately affected .”

 
HEALTH AND WELLNESS

Basic Health

Gender norms are also deeply intertwined with community health outcomes . 
Explains Roper-Batker, “Gender norms have major implications for health care . 
There is a growing body of research tying living conditions, race, and gender to 
health outcomes . 

“For instance, African-American women get breast cancer in higher numbers 
and also have higher mortality — clearly a disconnect around race and gender .

“Being at home taking care of the family is not only stressful in itself, but it  
also takes them out of school and extra-curricular activities .” says Roper-Batker . 
Her observations are supported by qualitative, community-specific research 
documented in the “Listening Sessions” reports from the Women’s Foundation 
of Minnesota . 

8

“Young Black men are never 
seen as victims, even little 
boys, so it’s sometimes hard 
for them to feel appropri-
ately for their victims. Yet 
almost all my guys have 
been victimized in some way 
or another. But then people 
design programs that address 
Black masculinity and have no 
understanding of the effects 
of trauma, and it ends up not 

helping anyone.”

Samuel Simmons Consulting 
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Feminine norms in African-American and Latina/o communities can  
promote ideals of self-sacrifice and caretaking, leaving young women  
more likely to prioritize taking care of family members and subsequently 
disregarding their own health, ignoring signals of illness, or delaying  
medical treatment . 24, 25

Combined with the stresses of poverty and racism, this can leave them  
vulnerable in adulthood to higher rates of chronic health problems like 
diabetes, heart disease, or high blood pressure . 26

Masculine norms can also affect men’s health . Men who buy into traditional 
manhood are more likely to postpone seeking medical help until their bodies 
are in crisis from treatable or even preventable illnesses .

Surprisingly, such gender-linked disparities are often overlooked in data  
collection efforts . For instance, MN Community Measurement’s magisterial 
199-page report “2014 Health Equity of Care Report” breaks down scores of 
health areas by race, ethnicity, language, and country of origin, but not by sex . 
And neither males nor females are specifically mentioned in the Department 
of Health’s 2014 “Advancing Health Equity in Minnesota” overview or policy 
recommendations . 

 
Reproductive Health 

In intimate relationships, normative ideals of what is expected of males and 
females affects everything from age of first sexual experience or number of 
partners to body image and condom use, dictating (as one expert put it),  
“Who does what to whom, when, and for what reason .” 

Moreover, young women who buy into traditional feminine ideas of deference 
and desirability to males are more likely to have unplanned pregnancies and  
to defer to male sexual prerogatives . 

Young men who equate manliness with sexual prowess are more likely to see 
pregnancy as proof of manhood and more likely to engage in intimate partner 
violence (IPV) . 

The University of Minnesota recently found that condom use among its  
students is at an all-time low, noting that, “It’s never dropped before .” 

While state rates of adolescent pregnancy have declined and continue to  
be significantly better than the national average, as TeenWise notes, every  
day 11 adolescent women in Minnesota become pregnant . 27

PARTNER VIOLENCE 

Partner violence remains a problem in the state, according to the Minnesota 
Coalition for Battered Women (MCBW) . In 2014, more than 63,000 citizens  
sought services for domestic violence; in 2011 (the last year for which statistics 
were available), state courts handled 27,288 domestic violence cases; and in 
2014, 23 domestic violence homicides were recorded (a figure that rose to 34 
victims in 2015) .

“We have two dialogs about 
Black men and manhood – 
men as perpetrators or men  
in crisis. Each of these is 
problematic – and both over-
look young Black women. But 
it’s easier when you have an 
all or nothing approach to a 
problem. Because you don’t 
have to see the gray areas, 
and you don’t get all the 
pushback from well-inten-
tioned advocates and funders  
who don’t get the nuance.”

Samuel Simmons Consulting 

“The powerful 

influence of gender 

norms on an  

individual’s  

actions is one of 

the foundations of 

gender inequality.“ 
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The vast majority of these involved violence against women by men, and 
studies have repeatedly shown that men who internalize harsh, rigid ideals of 
masculinity and femininity are more likely to abuse — a fact embedded into 
the work of many of Minnesota’s leading domestic abuse organizations .

Men As Peacemakers’ Sarah Curtiss notes, “Gender norms play a huge role . 
When we ask women about being appropriately feminine, it’s all about ward-
ing off violent male attitudes by finding that invisible imaginary line between 
‘pretty’ and ‘slutty .’ Even with men, male stereotypes are widely accepted: I 
know I am a man, this is what is expected of me, this is how I should be with 
a female . And commands to, ‘Quit being such a pussy!’ or ‘Stop crying like a 
little girl!’ all reflect the rejection of anything feminine that is at the heart of  
traditional manhood . Young men who get outside these rules simply don’t 
know how to act .”

Adds Casa de Esperanza’s Ivette Izea-Martinez and Nallely Castro Montoya, 
“We see gender norms’ impact in our work every day . We work with very 
young youth — 11 to 18 . It’s so important to get them to think about these 
things early — especially for youth who may identify as gay or transgender .  

“Boys learn early, ‘Be tough, be strong, be sexually active, you’re the man!’  
So If you want to address domestic violence, you have to talk about masculin-
ity . Boys aren’t going to get it unless you talk about manhood . So you have to  
start from the beginning: ‘What did you learn growing up? What do you think 
manliness is about?’ You have to go through all of that before you get to  
domestic violence or sexual assault . You have to be aware of race and class  
differences, and even then, none of this will work unless you’ve first built  
relationships with these boys .” 

 
ECONOMIC SECURITY 

When it comes to women’s economic security, feminine norms can act like 
invisible “guard rails,” pushing women toward lower entry, lower-paying jobs  
in service industries and locking inequalities into place .

As Roper-Batker explains, “When you look at job segregation, you see a strong 
link to gender norms . Seventy percent of minimum wage jobs in Minnesota are 
held by women, who are over-represented in service positions .”

According to the Women’s Foundation’s “Status of Women & Girls,” 
29% of Minnesota’s White males work in sales, office, and service jobs, 
while among African American, American Indian, and Latina women the 
figures are 63%, 62%, and 57% respectively — about double. Just 28% 
of Minnesota’s computer programmers, 25% of its software engineers/
developers, and 19% of hardware engineers are women . 

Women make up slightly less than a third (29%) of Minnesota’s business 
owners, but fully 63% of its low-wage workers . African American,  
American Indian, Asian American, and Latina women on average  
earn 38%, 38%, 26%, and 43% less than the median for White males . 

Feminine expectations can also interact with gender bias to produce 
lower outcomes . As Wenker explains it, “Being economically successful 
can get very tied up with masculinity .” 

“[B]ehind the progress towards 

gender equality and persistent 

gender gaps lies an almost 

universal set of factors embed-

ded in social and gender norms… 

that shape and reinforce the 

gender inequities of power  

and impact the choices and  

freedom of women and girls 

(and men and boys).”

On Norms and Agency: 

Conversations about Gender Equality 

with Women and Men in 20 Countries; 

World Bank, 2012, p12-13.
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“So girls learn that to be more successful means to be more like a man . At the 
same time, they learn that women are there to serve, that they’re supposed to 
take a service job,” adds Wenker .

 
LEADERSHIP 

Closely tied to economic success is leadership, and Minnesota  
women and girls continue to experience gender-based disparities  
in civic, political, and corporate leadership across the corporate  
and nonprofit landscape.  

In 2014, the percentage of women CEOs was just 20 .8%, and the 
number of female corporate directors just 18 .6% . Few were women of 
color . 28 Almost 63% of company managers in Minnesota were males .

According to the Office on the Economic Status of Women, women 
also lag behind in elective office. Three of Minnesota’s 10 congres-
sional seats are held by women, making it tenth among states overall . 
Women make up 33% of state legislators, 14% of county boards,  
27% of city councils, and 15% of Minnesota’s mayors . 29

Explains Ober, “Holding power and exercising power over others are still very 
tied up with being masculine . Women who are strong, powerful, and authorita-
tive are often viewed as less likeable, less feminine, and less friendly — even 
though the same qualities might be seen as very attractive or even admired in 
a male . You can see this clearly in the reactions to a female president .

“If we want our girls to succeed, having good role models are important . But 
we also have to address deeply-held attitudes that strength and leadership — 
and not just ‘sassy’ — are for girls as well as boys .”

As this report has tried to show, to get more equitable and healthy outcomes, 
we need to reconnect racial and economic justice with gender justice . As 
Pheng Thao puts it, “I can show up every day with the best ideas in the world . 
But if I have no gender analysis, if I haven’t examined my own socialization 
around masculinity and femininity, I can end up reinforcing the same rigid, 
harmful gender codes .”

** Abbreviations Used in This Paper

LGBTQ  Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning
PEPFAR   President’s Emergency Plan For AIDS Relief
UNFPA     United Nations Population Fund
STEM  Science, technology, engineering, and math
WHO  World Health Organization
UNAIDS   UN Agency for International Development
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