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Main Manuscript in Article Format

Abstract

Conformity to masculine norms has been implicated in numerous mental health difficulties
among men. However, little is known about the potential psychological mechanisms by
which conformity to masculine norms affects men’s mental health. Rule-governed behaviour
in the form of generalised pliance has been implicated in overcompliance with social norms
to the detriment of adaptive functioning. This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of
generalised pliance in the relationship between conformity to masculine norms and negative
emotion. A sample of 336 male students from a South African public university participated
in the study. Generalised pliance significantly mediated the interaction between negative
emotion and conformity to masculine norms of self-reliance (f=.056, 95% CI [.023, .093]),
playboy-like behaviour (f=.062, 95% CI [.024, .112]), and power over women (5 =.065,
95% CI[.028, .110]). The association between conformity to masculine norms in general and
negative emotion was also mediated by generalised pliance (§=.050, 95% CI [.020, .088]).
The current study suggests that generalised pliance is one of the mechanisms by which
conformity to certain masculine norms negatively affects emotional wellbeing among male
students within the South African higher education system. Consequently, interventions
aimed at undermining maladaptive rule-governed behaviour might prove useful in lessening
the impact of conformity to masculine norms on the psychological health of this population.
Keywords: generalised pliance, conformity to masculine norms, self-reliance, power

over women, playboy, negative emotion, male university students
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Background

Mental health disorders and their disproportionately high prevalence rates among
emerging adult and college student populations (Bantjes et al., 2023; De Jager, 2023;
Patterson et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2022) have long been a subject of research. Studies by
Bantjes and colleagues (2019, 2020) found that the most prevalent mental health disorders
within South African student populations are major depressive disorder (24.7%) and
generalised anxiety disorder (20.8%). Furthermore, many university students experience
subclinical levels of anxiety and depression without necessarily meeting the diagnostic
criteria for a psychiatric disorder (Karyotaki et al., 2020). Marr et al. (2022) coined the
phrase, negative emotion (NE), to describe the broad category of clinical and subclinical
anxiety and depression. Research has found that while both men and women present with NE,
men have a lower prevalence rate of clinically diagnosed psychopathology and are less
inclined to seek professional help for mental health problems (Addis & Mabhalik, 2003;
Chatmon, 2020, Eggenberger et al., 2022; Iwamoto et al., 2018; Mahalik & Di Bianca, 2021;
Staiger et al., 2020). However, higher rates of suicide, alcohol-related problems, and violent
behaviour as expressions of NE are reported in men (Bantjes et al., 2019; Ezeugwu &
Ojedokun, 2020; Iwamoto et al., 2018; McDermott et al., 2022). This trend appears also to
exist within South African university populations (Bantjes et al., 2023; De Jager, 2023).

It has been suggested that historical and socioeconomic factors play a role in the
development and persistence of mental health difficulties within the South African higher
education system (Farrer et al., 2016; Pillay et al., 2020). More specifically, it is argued that
individuals who are the first in their families to attend institutions of higher education and are
from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds experience higher levels of NE than
students from more highly educated families (continuing-generation students) (Jeong et al.,

2021; Noel et al., 2021; Spengler, 2019). This tends to be attributed to historical societal



PLIANCE, MASCULINITY AND NEGATIVE EMOTION 2

inequality, deficient schooling, and other systemic influences (Pillay et al., 2020) in addition
to a lack of academic preparedness and deficient familial support (Arguete, 2017). However,
the findings by Munsamy and colleagues (2023) and Pillay et al. (2020) demonstrate no
significant differences in the level of NE reported by first-generation students and the level
reported by continuing-generation students. Hence, there seems to be a degree of uncertainty
as to the impact of student generational status on student mental health within the South
African higher education system.

The reduced inclination to seek treatment or assistance for NE has been attributed to
the stigma associated with mental health disorders and cultural and societal masculine norms
(Chatmon, 2020; Ezeugwu & Ojedokun, 2020; Wong et al., 2012; Wong et al., 2016). Staiger
and colleagues (2020) posit that men who experience NE perceive suffering from mental
health difficulties as unmanly and an indication of an inability to cope with life’s challenges
and believe that mental health difficulties are not taken seriously by others. Consequently,
many men downplay the extent to which they experience distress, have difficulty expressing
NE, are less inclined to seek professional help, and present with expressions of NE that are
more consistent with prevailing masculine norms (Chatmon, 2020; Ezeugwu & Ojedokin,
2020; McDermott et al., 2022; Staiger et al., 2020). These expressions of NE that are
congruent with masculine norms tend to be marked by the externalisation of NE, for example,
anger, substance abuse, and compulsive working (McDermott et al., 2022).

Masculine norms can be conceptualised as behaviour, thoughts, and emotions, and
males who conform to this define masculinity within the context of their specific culture and
societal standards (Levant et al., 2020; Mabhalik et al., 2003; Montiel et al., 2023). Informed
by these norms, males learn which behaviours and standards (i.e., masculine norms) should
be followed in order to be perceived as masculine (Mahalik et al., 2021, Montiel et al., 2023;

Morrell et al., 2012). This learnt behaviour is viewed as conforming to masculine norms
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(Mahalik et al., 2003). Conformity to certain masculine norms is associated with deleterious
effects on the mental and physical health of men across different age groups (Herreen et al.,
2021; Gerdes & Levant, 2017). Within the South African context, Masemola et al. (2022)
found perceptions and practices of masculinity to be related to depression, reduced
help-seeking behaviour, and the minimisation or denial of NE.

An increasing body of literature links conformity to specific masculine norms to
increased NE and poor mental health outcomes among men, lower levels of help-seeking
behaviour, and lower health literacy (Addis & Mahalik, 2003; Chatmon, 2020; Ezeugwu &
Ojedokun, 2020; Gerdes & Levant, 2017; Iwamoto et al., 2018; Milner et al., 2019; Wong et
al., 2012; Wong et al., 2016). Ezeugwu and Ojedokin (2020) found that masculine norms that
are defined by social constructionist paradigms are linked to poor mental health in African
men. Mahalik et al. (2003) identified 11 distinct masculine norms. These are winning,
risk-taking behaviours, emotional control, dominance, violence, self-reliance (SR),
playboy-like behaviours (PBs), primacy of work, disdain for homosexuals, power over
women (POW), and the pursuit of status (Mahalik et al., 2003). These masculine norms have
been identified as being related to psychological distress, NE, aggression, negative attitudes
towards help-seeking, and social desirability to varying degrees (Mahalik et al., 2003). A
meta-analytic study of 78 samples conducted by Wong and colleagues (2016) indicated that
conformity to the specific masculine norms of SR, POW, and PBs was strongly and
consistently related to negative mental health outcomes and reduced help-seeking behaviour.

Self-reliance, defined as reluctance to seek help and rather deal with challenges alone,
is identified as being related to higher rates of NE and includes depressive symptoms among
men, including African American male college students (Goodwill et al., 2020; Iwamoto et
al., 2018; Levant et al., 2020; Wong et al., 2016). Power over women, the norm of approving,

endorsing, or practising general control over women, demonstrated a positive relationship
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with emotional distress and a negative association with the reporting of depressive symptoms
in men (Iwamoto et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2016). Endorsement of PBs, which include casual
sexual activities and/or expressing the desire to have multiple non-committed sexual partners,
was positively related to emotional and psychological distress in a cross-cultural sample of
men from four public universities in the United States of America (Wong et al., 2012). Based
on several studies, conformity to the masculine norms of SR, POW, and PB can be identified
as specifically related to NE among males (Addis & Mahalik, 2003; Gerdes & Levant, 2017;
Iwamoto et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2012; Wong et al., 2016).

Human behaviour can be learnt through direct experience of consequences, via
observational learning (without having to experience contingencies that control behaviour
directly), or by means of verbally mediated rules (Powell et al., 2022; Ramnerd & Torneke,
2008; Torneke, 2010). Relational Frame Theory (RFT) (Hayes et al., 2001) offers a
behavioural account of language and cognition based on relational learning principles.
According to the RFT, numerous behaviours, including certain patterns of cognition, develop
under the control of socially mediated verbal rules (Barnes-Holmes et al., 2001; Harte &
Barnes-Holmes, 2021; Hayes et al., 2001; Hayes et al., 2012; O’Connor et al., 2019; Powell
et al., 2022; Ramner6 & Torneke, 2008; Stapleton et al., 2020; Stapleton & McHugh, 2020;
Torneke, 2010). This means that instead of being influenced by the consequences that the
individual experiences in their environment (direct contingencies), behaviours can be shaped
by verbal rules that specify the antecedents and consequences of the behaviour (Hayes et al.,
2021). This is referred to as rule-governed behaviour (Barnes-Holmes et al., 2001; Harte &
Barnes-Holmes, 2021; Hayes et al., 2001; Hayes et al., 2012).

Rule-governed behaviour has many advantages. It allows individuals to learn how to
behave in situations without having direct experience of these situations. This is particularly

beneficial because it allows individuals to adapt to situations where learning through direct
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experience is challenging, dangerous, or impossible (O’Connor et al., 2019). However,
because rule-governed behaviour is effective and adaptive in a variety of situations, there is a
tendency for individuals to behave in accordance with verbally mediated rules even when the
direct consequences of their behaviour are detrimental (Harte & Barnes-Holmes, 2021; Hayes
et al., 2001; O’Connor et al., 2019; Stapleton et al., 2020; Stapleton & McHugh, 2020).

One form of rule-governed behaviour is pliance (Harte & Barnes-Holmes, 2021;
Hayes et al., 2001; Kissi et al ., 2017). According to Hayes et al. (2012), “/p/liance (taken
from the word compliance) involves following a verbal rule based on the history of
consequences for the socially monitored correspondence between the rule and prior
behaviour” (p. 53). Pliance can become overly rigid and result in the individual behaving in
accordance with a verbal rule or ply despite such behaviour proving ineffective within the
individual’s context (Hayes et al., 2012; O’Connor et al., 2019). The tendency for behaviour
to be regulated by verbal contingencies and become insensitive to the direct consequences of
that behaviour in the environment is known as generalised pliance (GP) (Hughes & Barnes-
Holmes, 2016; Torneke et al., 2008). Several studies demonstrate a strong positive
relationship between GP and NE, specifically regarding the symptoms of anxiety and
depression (McAuliffe et al., 2014; Ruiz et al., 2019; Torneke et al., 2008; Waldek et al.,
2019). Stapleton and McHugh (2020) found that GP negatively correlated with positive affect
among adolescents. Similarly, Dudek and colleagues (2023) reported a moderate to strong
association between GP, stress, anxiety, and depression in a sample of university students.
These two studies suggest that GP is involved in the experience of NE among emerging
adults, including university students.

The preceding literature suggests that from the perspective of RFT, conformity to
masculine norms (CMN) could be understood as a form of rule-governed behaviour. CMN

entails cognitions and behaviours that are acquired within a cultural context via socialisation
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and that can guide stereotypical masculine behaviour despite deleterious consequences such
as NE (Stapleton et al., 2020; Stapleton & McHugh, 2020; Yao et al., 2023). The continuous
compliance and engagement in verbally mediated cognitions and behaviours in the form of
CMN despite deleterious consequences (NE, reduced help-seeking behaviour, anger,
substance abuse, and compulsive working) demonstrates ridged application of the societal

rule (or ply) and insensitivity to the contingencies within the environment.

The Present Study

The existing body of literature suggests that CMN, particularly conformity to the
norms of SR, POW, and PB, is related to NE among men. Furthermore, CMN can be
understood as a form or component of GP, which in turn, has also been linked to NE (Hughes
& Barnes-Holmes, 2016; Stapleton et al., 2020; Stapleton & McHugh, 2020; Torneke et al.,
2008). However, the interaction of CMN, NE, and GP, particularly within the South African
higher education context, does not appear to have been explored yet. The present study,
therefore, aimed to investigate whether GP mediates the relationship between NE and CMN
in general and the relationship between NE and conformity to specific masculine norms that
have been associated with poor mental health outcomes (Addis & Mabhalik, 2003; Chatmon,
2020; Ezeugwu & Ojedokun, 2020; Gerdes & Levant, 2017; Iwamoto et al., 2018; Milner et
al., 2019; Wong et al., 2012; Wong et al., 2016).

The hypothesised interaction between CMN, GP, and the experience of NE is
presented in Figure 1. In this conceptual model, it is proposed that the effect of CMN on NE
occurs, at least partially, by way of GP. Path a represents the direct interaction between CMN
and GP, which in turn, could affect NE (path b). Thus, CMN is hypothesised to influence NE
indirectly through GP (path ab). As proposed in the model, when GP is kept constant, CMN

is thought to influence NE directly (path ¢’).
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Figure 1

Conceptual Mediation Model Using the Mediating Effect of Generalised Pliance in the

Relationship Between Conformity to Masculine Norms and Negative Emotion

Generalised

Pliance

Conformity to

Masculine Norms

path ¢’

Research Design

Methods

\ 4

Negative Emotion

A quantitative approach informed by positivistic and empirical epistemologies was

applied in this study (Popper, 1979), and a non-experimental cross-sectional survey research

design was employed (Balnaves & Caputi, 2001; Goodwin & Goodwin, 2017). The stated

philosophical underpinnings align with the empirical observational approach, which is

predominantly employed in large quantitative research projects (Goodwin & Goodwin, 2017,

Little, 2013)

Respondents

Data were collected via a convenience (non-probability) sample of male students at a

large public university in South Africa. Convenience sampling is well suited to
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cross-sectional non-experimental survey-based research (Balnaves & Caputi, 2001; Goodwin
& Goodwin, 2017). The following inclusion criteria were applied: (a) only enrolled students
that identify as male, and (b) only enrolled students of 18 years of age or older. No exclusion
criteria were applied. Applying a confidence interval of 95% with respect to a linear
regression model, a minimum sample size of 173 respondents was calculated using G*Power
version 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009).
Sample Characteristics

The sample consisted of 336 respondents. Undergraduate students comprised 85.1%
(286) of the sample and postgraduates 14.9% (50). The age range of the respondents was 18
years to 56 years, with a mean age of 22.69 years (SD = 5.171 years). The majority (62%) of
the respondents were aged between 19 years and 23 years. Most respondents indicated that
they were either black African (86%) or white individuals (8.9%). SeSotho (24.4%), isiZulu
(22.3%), and isiXhosa (16.1%) were the most frequently reported home languages in the
sample. Afrikaans- and SeTswana-speakers accounted for 9.8% and 8.3% of the respondents,
respectively. All data were collected in English, the language of instruction of the university
where the respondents are registered. First-generation students comprised 57.1% of the
sample, with the remaining 42.9% of the sample identifying as continuing-generation

students.

Measures

General CMN in addition to SR, PB, and POW were measured using the Conformity
to Masculine Norms Inventory-30 (CMNI-30) (Levant et al., 2020). The CMNI-30 is a
30-item self-report measure of conformity to 10 masculine norms (winning, emotional
control, risk-taking, violence, power over women, playboy, self-reliance, primacy of work,
heterosexual self-presentation, and pursuit of status) with response options presented along a

six-point Likert-type scale anchored by Strongly disagree and Strongly agree. Scale scores
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were calculated by summing responses across the three items comprising the specific scales.
A total CMNI-30 score was obtained by summing responses across all 30 items. Higher
scores reflected stronger CMN. Internal consistency coefficients ranging from o = .60 for
pursuit of status to a = .89 for heterosexual self-presentation have been reported by Levant et
al. (2020) for the CMNI-30 in a sample of African American male college students. No
reliability or validity data is available for this measure within the South African context.

The seven depression items and the seven anxiety items of the General Health
Questionnaire-28 (GHQ-28) (Goldberg & Williams, 1988) were used to measure NE. The
GHQ?28 employs a four-point Likert-type scale with responses ranging from Not at all to
Much more than usual. In the current study, NE was operationalised as the combination of
anxiety and depression (Marr et al., 2022). Consequently, responses were summed across all
14 items to yield a measure of NE. Higher scores indicated greater NE. Moreta-Herrera and
colleagues (2021) report a reliability coefficient of @ = 0.957 for the anxiety scales and
o = 0.963 for the depression scales of the GHQ28 in a sample of Ecuadorian college
students. Munsamy et al. (2023) report an internal consistency coefficient of a = .91 for the
combination of the anxiety and depression scales of the GHQ-28 in a sample of South
African university students.

GP was measured using a shortened version of the General Pliance Questionnaire
(GPQ-9) (Ruiz et al., 2019). The scale measures GP across nine self-report items using a
seven-point Likert-type scale with response options ranging from Never true to Always true.
A unitary score is obtained by summing responses across all nine items, with a higher score
indicating more problematic rule-following or a greater tendency towards GP. Ruiz and
colleagues (2019) reported an internal consistency of a =.91 for the GPQ-9 across multiple
samples of Spanish and Columbian undergraduate students. No reliability or validity data is

available for this measure within the South African context.
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Procedure

Data collection was conducted through an online self-report questionnaire that was
distributed via the official institutional student email communication system. Upon
General/Human Research Ethics Committee approval (Approval Number UFS-
HSD2023/1569), a recruitment email directed interested students who met the inclusion
criteria to an electronic informed consent form, information regarding the study, a link to the
electronic research questionnaires, and information related to free counselling services in case
of emotional distress. Once respondents’ informed consent was obtained, they were able to
access the online questionnaire, which was completed anonymously. Only complete data sets

were included in the study. Consequently, missing data did not need to be managed.

Data Analysis

Initially, normative, descriptive, and correlational analyses were carried out.
Thereafter, a between-group multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to
identify possible student generational-status differences (first generation versus continuing
generation) with respect to CMN (general CMN in addition to SR, PB, and POW), NE, and
GP. Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis using nonparametric, bias-corrected
bootstrapping (5 000 simulations) was then used to determine whether GP (mediating
variable operationalised via the GPQ-9) partially mediated the relationships between the
CMNs (predictor variables operationalised by total CMN, SR, PB, and POW) and NE
(criterion variable operationalised as the combination of the anxiety and depression items of
the GHQ-28) (Hayes, 2018). Analyses were conducted using the IBM Statistical Package for
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 28 (IBM Corporation, 2022) and the SPSS PROCESS macro

version 4.1 (Hayes, 2022).
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Results

Five of the six measures fulfilled the minimum reliability criteria for inclusion in
psychological research (o =.70) (Kalkbrenner, 2023), with Cronbach’s a ranging from
o =.746 (CMN; CMNI-30 total score) to a = .921 (NE; combined anxiety and depression
items of the GHQ-28). The remaining measure, the CMNI-30 SR scale, initially yielded a
Cronbach’s a = .584. As prescribed by Kalkbrenner (2023), this falls below the threshold of
acceptability for inclusion in research. Based on the reliability analysis that was conducted,
item 23 of the CMNI-30 (I am not ashamed to ask for help) was identified as significantly
reducing the reliability of the subscale and was consequently excluded from the calculation of
the SR scale. This procedure yielded an internal consistency of o = .702 for the scale and thus
met the requirements prescribed by Kalkbrenner (2023). The shortened CMNI-30 SR scale

was included in the subsequent analyses.
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Table 1

Reliabilities, Correlations, and Distribution of the Study Variables

Negative Generalised Self-Reliance Power over Playboy Conformity to
Emotion Pliance ‘Women Masculine Norms
Conformity to Masculine Jde1** 186%* 538%* T26%* 499%* -
Norms
Playboy .163** 231** 274%* S17** -
Power over Women .097 220%* 347** -
Self-Reliance .168** .200** -
Generalised Pliance 201** -
a 921 .880 584 (.702) 774 821 .746
M 31.96 22.03 5.37 6.90 5.07 96.72
SD 10.95 10.93 2.88 3.34 2.96 16.09
Range 14 - 56 9-63 2-12 3-18 3-18 61 - 149
Kurtosis -.744 1.663 -.523 .550 3.653 426
Skewness 302 1.250 .647 .886 1.892 719

Note. ** p <.001

Key: Negative Emotion = General Health Questionnaire (GHQ); Generalised Pliance = Generalised Pliance Questionnaire — 9 (GPQ-9); Self-Reliance = Conformity to Masculine
Norms = Conformity to Masculine Norms Inventory — 30 (CMNI-30) Self-Reliance Scale; Power over Women = CMNI-30 Power over Women Scale; Playboy = CMNI-30 Playboy
Scale; Conformity to Masculine Norms = CMNI-30 Total Score
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As shown in Table 1, all measuring instruments and scales demonstrated satisfactory
internal consistency with Cronbach’s a coefficients ranging from .921 to .746 (after the
changes to the CMNI-30 SR scale as discussed above). All study variables exhibited
statistically significant positive intercorrelations, with the exception of the correlation
between POW and NE (» =.097, p = .075). This showed a positive correlation but was not
statistically significant. Measures of skewness and kurtosis showed no outliers or violations
of normality, with all values ranging between -2 and 2 (Field, 2024).

Tests for Differences in Student Generational Status

A MANOVA was carried out to test for possible student generational status
differences (first-generation students or continuing-generation students) with respect to
CMN, NE, and GP (Field, 2024). To reduce the likelihood of Type 1 error, a Bonferroni
adjusted level of significance of .014 was set (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

Preliminary testing did not reveal any serious violations of assumptions of normality,
linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers, homogeneity of variance-covariance, or
multicollinearity. The results of the MANOVA indicated no statistically significant student
generational-status differences on the combined dependent variables (CMN, NE, and GP)
(F6,329) =.979, p = .439; Wilk’s Lambda = .982; partial eta squared = .018). Consequently,
the mediation models were tested for the total sample only.

Mediation Models

Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis applying nonparametric, bias-
corrected bootstrapping across 5 000 simulations as described by Hayes (2018) was used to
test for the mediating effect of GP on the interaction between CMN and NE. As depicted in
Figure 1, the direct and indirect effects of CMN and NE were investigated by regressing the
proposed mediator (GP) on CMN (path @), while NE was regressed on GP (path b). NE was

regressed on CMN via GP (path ¢”). Four models were tested with CMN, SR, PB, and POW
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serving as predictor variables in the respective models. NE was the criterion variable in all
four models. Similarly, GP served as the intervening variable in all models. The results of the

mediation analyses are presented in Table 2.



Table 2

PLIANCE, MASCULINITY AND NEGATIVE EMOTION

Regression Model Coefficients for Conformity to Masculine Norms and Generalised Pliance as Predictors of Negative Emotion (N = 336)

15

Negative Emotion

b B SE 95%CI P F dfs R
Full model - - - - <.001 16.454 2;333 097
CMN 075 111 .040 [-.004, .154] 061 - - -
GP 271 270 052 [168, .374]* <.001 - - -
CMN — GP - NE 034 050 012 [.020, .088]* - - - -
Full model - - - - <.001 17.265 2;333 097
SR 426 112 215 [.004, .848]* 048 - - -
GP 268 268 053 [.163, .373]* <.001 - - -
SR —> GP - NE 212 056 018 [.023, .093]* - - - -
Full model - - - - <.001 17.731 2;333 094
PB 372 101 191 [-.005, .748] 053 - - -
GP 268 268 053 [.165, .372]* <.001 - - -
PB — GP > NE 229 062 023 [.024, .112]* - - - -
Full model - - - - <.001 15.763 2;333 .086
POW 105 032 184 [-.257, .468] 569 - - -
GP 284 284 053 [.180, .389]* <.001 - - -
POW — GP — NE 213 065 021 [.028, .110]* - - - -

Note. * Effects are statistically significant as the confidence interval does not include 0

NE = Negative Emotion; GP = Generalised Pliance; CMN = Conformity to Masculine Norms; SR = Self-Reliance; PB = Playboy; POW = Power over Women
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It is evident from Table 2 that the combination of CMN and GP accounts for 9.7% of
the variance in the NE of the sample (F(2,333y= 16.454, p <.001). However, only GP ($=.270,
p <.001) emerged as a statistically significant single predictor of NE in this instance. A 95%
bias-corrected confidence interval based on 5 000 bootstrap samples indicated that the
indirect effect of CMN on NE through GP (ab=.034, 95% CI [.020, .088]) was entirely above
zero. Thus, GP partially mediates the interaction between CMN and NE in the current sample
of male university students.

Table 2 indicates that in combination, SR and GP also explain 9.7% of the variance in
the sample’s NE scores (F(2;333)= 17.265, p <.001). Both SR (f=.112, p = .048) and GP
(6=.268, p <.001) made statistically significant contributions to the regression model.
However, GP (#=.268) explained a greater proportion of the variance in the sample’s NE
scores than SR (f=.112). The indirect effect of SR on NE through GP (ab=.212, 95% CI
[.023, .093]) was entirely above zero, thus indicating the partial mediating effect of GP on the
interaction between SR and NE.

Furthermore, PB and GP jointly explain 9.4% of the variance in the NE scores of the
respondents (F(2333)= 17.731, p < .001). GP again emerged as the only significant single
predictor of NE in the regression model (4=.268, p <.001). It is also apparent from Table 2
that GP partially mediated the interaction between PB and NE (ab =.229, 95% CI [.024,
112]).

Moreover, POW and GP jointly explained 8.6% of the variance in the NE scores of
the respondents (F(2333)= 15.763, p <.001). Again, the only significant single predictor of NE
in the regression model (#=.284, p<.001) was GP. It is apparent from Table 2 that GP

partially mediated the interaction between POW and NE (ab = .213, 95% CI [.028, .110]).
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Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore the interaction between CMN, NE, and GP. Of
particular interest was whether GP mediates the relationship between NE and CMN as a
general construct and the relationship between NE and conformity to the three specific
masculine norms associated with negative mental health outcomes among men (SR, PB, and
POW). Broadly speaking, statistically significant intercorrelations were found between CMN,
GP, and NE. These findings align with two trends in the literature. First, subscribing to
masculine norms is associated with the experience of NE (Dudek et al., 2023, Iwamoto et al.,
2018; Wong et al., 2016). Second, a tendency to behave according to socially prescribed rules
and prescripts despite environmental feedback indicating the inefficacy of this rule-governed
behaviour is related to psychological distress (Dudek et al., 2023; Herreen et al., 2022;
Stapleton et al., 2020; Stapleton & McHugh, 2020; Yao et al., 2023). Furthermore, the
significant correlations found between all forms of CMN and GP may suggest a conceptual
relationship or an overlap between these constructs (see Stapleton et al., 2020; Stapleton &
McHugh, 2020; Yao et al., 2023). More specifically, CMN may represent a specific
manifestation or class of GP. Alternatively, CMN and GP could share common mechanisms
or interact in some other way. The significantly positive association between both constructs
and NE seems to support such commonalities or interactions further. However, a lack of
empirical literature currently limits conjecture regarding this line of reasoning at present.

With respect to conformity to specific masculine norms, increased SR and PB were
positively associated with NE. This corresponds to studies that have found a positive
relationship between SR, PB, and NE (Goodwill et al., 2020; Iwamoto et al., 2018; Wong et
al., 2012; Wong et al., 2016). Contrary to findings reported in the literature on CMN and
mental health (Iwamoto et al., 2018; Mahalik et al., 2003; Wong et al., 2016), higher

conformity to POW was not significantly associated with increased NE in the current study.
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This discrepancy may suggest that the norm of exercising POW may be becoming outdated in
society as a whole and less coherent with male student’s identities (Nichols, 2018; Warin &
Dempster, 2007). However, the high prevalence of gender-based violence within the broader
South African society (Davis et al, 2023; Graaff & Heinecken, 2017; Oparinde et al., 2021)
may imply that POW is still endorsed as a masculine norm but that conformity to this norm is
not associated with psychological distress among male university students.

Findings from the present study suggest that the combination of a tendency to
conform to masculine norms and an inclination to think and behave in line with socially
mediated verbal rules is positively associated with greater NE among male university
students. This trend is strongly supported by existing literature on the negative impact of
CMN and GP on mental health outcomes among men (Addis & Mahalik, 2003; Chatmon,
2020; Ezeugwu & Ojedokun, 2020; Gerdes & Levant, 2017; Harte & Barnes-Holmes, 2021;
Hayes et al., 2001; Iwamoto et al., 2018; Milner et al., 2019; O’Connor et al., 2019; Stapleton
et al., 2020; Stapleton & McHugh, 2020; Wong et al., 2012; Wong et al., 2016). Self-reliance
was the only masculine norm to demonstrate an independent association with NE. This aligns
with existing literature that implicates higher levels of conforming to SR in increased NE,
possibly via the promotion of isolation and withdrawal from or underuse of available sources
of support (Ezeugwu & Ojedokin, 2020; Goodwill et al., 2020; Iwamoto et al., 2018; Levant
et al., 2020; Staiger et al., 2020; Wong et al., 2016). However, given the lack of reliability
exhibited by the CMNI-30 SR subscale in the study, these results need to be viewed
circumspectly. Replication of these findings across diverse samples of South African males is
required before any conclusions can be drawn regarding the interaction between SR and NE
within the broader South African context.

GP consistently demonstrated the strongest independent association with NE in the

current study. This supports other research implicating GP as a significant contributor to poor
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mental health outcomes and NE (Dudek et al., 2023; Herreen et al., 2022; McAuliffe et al.,
2014; Ruiz et al., 2019; Stapleton & McHugh, 2020; Térneke et al., 2008). In addition, the
relative strength of the contribution made by GP to all the regression models appears to lend
further support to the conjecture that CMN may represent a specific subclass or form of GP
or rule-governed behaviour (McAuliffe et al., 2014; Ruiz et al., 2019; Stapleton et al., 2020;
Stapleton & McHugh, 2020; Toérneke et al., 2008; Yao et al., 2023).

The present study tested the potential mediating role of GP in the interaction between
CMN and NE among South African male university students. GP was found to partially
mediate the effect of CMN (as a general construct and conformity to SR, POW, and PB) on
NE in the current sample. Hence, it appears that increased CMN — particularly excessive self-
reliance, support for the subjugation of women, and endorsement of PB — is associated with
higher levels of GP, which in turn, are related to more NE. Stated differently, over adherence
to socially mediated verbal rules appears to be one of the psychological mechanisms by
which CMN negatively affects mental health among male university students (see McAuliffe
et al., 2014; Ruiz et al., 2019). Consequently, a more flexible and contextually responsive
relationship with verbal rules could be expected to reduce the impact of CMN on the mental
health of this population (Hayes et al., 2012; Térneke et al., 2008; Wersebe et al., 2018).

Contrary to some empirical literature (Jeong et al., 2021; Noel et al., 2021; Spengler,
2019), no significant differences in the levels of NE reported by first-generation and
continuing-generation male students were found in the current study. Similarly, no significant
differences were found in reported CMN and GP. Notably, Munsamy et al. (2023) also failed
to find significant differences in psychological distress and repetitive negative thinking
between first-generation and continuing-generation students at a South African university.
The lack of a significant difference in the NE experienced by these two groups of students

may indicate that factors other than generational status are the primary influences on
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psychological distress in the current sample. It could be argued that the common challenges
that university students face exert a stronger influence on their mental health than the factors
that are specific to students from particular socioeconomic backgrounds (Jenkins et al., 2013;
Tilli & Villar, 2024). In addition, effective use of the available resources within higher
education institutions could lessen the impact of the challenges associated with being a
first-generation student (Azmitia et al., 2018). Additionally, the continuing transformation of
higher education in South Africa may result in an increased sense of belonging among
first-generation students, thus helping to reduce discrepancies in reported psychological
distress (Ibrahim et al., 2013; Stebleton et al., 2014). Furthermore, within the context of this
study, the nature of GP and CMN and their associations with mental health may be such that
they outweigh the potential impact of sociocultural and/or socioeducational influences (Addis
& Mabhalik, 2003; Harte & Barnes-Holmes, 2021; Stanaland et al., 2023; Torneke et al., 2008;
Wong et al., 2012; Wong et al., 2016).

The current study has certain limitations. First, the small sample and the restriction to
a specific university and student group limits the extent to which the findings of the study can
be generalised. Second, the cross-sectional and correlational methods employed in the study
do not allow conclusions to be reached regarding causality. Third, certain discrepancies
between existing literature and the results of this study require further exploration. These
discrepancies include the interactions between POW and NE and the effect of student
generational status on the levels of NE experienced by students. Fourth, the SR scale of the
CMNI-30 proved to be less reliable than is generally required for research purposes. This
may point to poor generalisation or low relevance of the items to the South African higher
education context (Mfecane, 2020). Furthermore, alterations made to the calculation of SR in
the current study potentially affects the degree to which these findings can be generalised

beyond the current sample or compared with other populations. Nevertheless, the interaction
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demonstrated between SR and NE in this study corresponds with a general trend reported in
the literature on masculinity and mental health (Goodwill et al., 2020; Iwamoto et al., 2018;
Levant et al., 2020; Wong et al., 2016). Consequently, these measurement issues, while
requiring further investigation, may not completely invalidate the usefulness of the current
findings. Additionally, the absence of psychometric data on the CMNI-30 and GPQ-9 within
the South African context may bring into question the applicability of these measures to the
South African university student population. However, the satisfactory reliability coefficients
reported for these measures in the current study suggest that they are reliable measures of the
relevant constructs within this population. Finally, the combination of CMN and GP explain a
relatively small proportion of the variance in the NE of the respondents in the present study.
This may suggest that variables other than those included in this study may be more relevant
influences in the experience of NE among male university students in South Africa.
Recommendations for future research include making use of a larger and more diverse
sample in order to increase generalisability of the findings and to address potential sources of
measurement invariance. Additionally, longitudinal studies would be better suited to
determining causal relationships in the interactions between CMN, GP, and NE among male
students. Future research should include additional determinants of NE (psychological
inflexibility, diminished social support, low levels of resilience, absence of coping strategies
such as mindfulness practices, etc.) to determine which factors account for the majority of the
variance in the psychological distress of male university students. The inclusion of additional
predictors of NE would allow for more detailed analyses of the interactions between these
variables, CMN, and GP. Studies aimed at other factors that influence NE within the male
student population may also be beneficial to clarify factors that may account for the variance
in NE found within this sample that was not accounted for by the constructs investigated in

this study. Despite the general trend of increased SR being associated with reduced mental
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health being confirmed in the current study, concern exists regarding the reliability of the

CMNI-30 SR subscale in this population. Future studies might consider using the expanded
version of the CMNI (Mahalik et al., 2003). Factor analysis studies on the expanded CMNI
could also prove useful in detecting measurement invariance with respect to the CMNI and

the CMNI-30 in the South African context.

Conclusion

This study found significant intercorrelations between CMN, GP, and NE, with CMN,
GP, SR, and PB significantly contributing to NE among South African male university
students. However, only SR and GP emerged as significant independent predictors of NE
within this sample, with GP being the strongest predictor of NE across all of the four models
that were tested. The effects of CMN, SR, PB, and POW on NE were all partially mediated
by GP within this sample. Since there is a strong behavioural component in CMN, GP, and
NE, third-wave behavioural therapies would be well suited with the specific aim of reducing
the rigid application of pliance and thus masculine norms. This is most effectively done by
promoting psychological flexibility and behaviour that is based on environmental
contingencies rather than being overly controlled by verbal rules. Psychological flexibility
can be fostered by focussing on values, committed action, and cognitive defusion, as

proposed by acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT).
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file.”

Prepare manuscripts according to the Publication Manual of the American
Psychological Association using the 7™ edition. Manuscripts may be copyedited for bias-free

language (see Chapter 5 of the Publication Manual). APA Style and Grammar Guidelines for
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regular-length submissions (7,500 words, not including references, tables, or figures) or brief
reports (2,500 words, not including references, tables, or figures). Please include your
submission's word count on the title page.

If Microsoft Word Track Changes was used in preparing the manuscript, please
execute the "accept all changes" procedure, and remove all comments prior to submission.

Psychology of Men & Masculinities is now using a software system to screen
submitted content for similarity with other published content. The system compares the initial
version of each submitted manuscript against a database of 40+ million scholarly documents,
as well as content appearing on the open web. This allows APA to check submissions for
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If you are submitting a literature review, please read the Literature Review
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guidelines on equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI). Read our EDI guidelines before

submitting your manuscript.” (American Psychological Association, 2023)
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Appendix D: Participant Information Letter
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RESEARCH STUDY INFORMATION LEAFLET AND CONSENT FORM

TITLE OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT

A contextual behavioural approach to masculinity and psychological wellbeing among South African
male university students

PRINCIPLE INVESTIGATOR:
Stephen Walker walkersp@ufs.ac.za 051 401 2424

PROJECT INFORMATION:

Gender identity is viewed as an increasingly important issue within South African society. One of the
consequences of this recent interest in gender is growing interest in what it means to identify as male
in modern South African society, as well as how this relates to one’s psychological wellbeing. As a

South African student who identifies as male, you can provide valuable information in this regard.

Should you decide to participate in this research project, you would be expected to complete a series
of questionnaires exploring various facets of masculine norms, stressors associated with identifying
as male, emotional wellbeing, attitudes towards violence and different ways of thinking. It is expected
that the questionnaires would take about 20 minutes to complete. You will be asked to provide
demographic information including your age and whether or not you are a first-generation student.
This information will be treated in the strictest confidence with only the Principal Investigator and
researchers working under his supervision having access to it. All data gathered from the study will be
analyses and reported at the group level. This means that the findings from the study will be reported
for all students taking part in the study and that no individual’s data or information will be
recognizable. The Principal Investigator will ensure the physical security and confidentiality of all

questionnaires and electronic versions of the data (e.g. spread sheets).

Participation in this research project is entirely voluntary and you have the right to refuse to do so.
You also have the right to withdraw from the data collection at any time. You will not be penalized in
any way for refusing to participate in the study. Similarly, you will not derive any direct benefit from
your participation in the research. However, the data you provide will make a significant contribution
towards better understanding what it means to identify as male in the South African higher education
context and how this might influence one’s psychological wellbeing.
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Should you wish to be entered into the draw for one of the ten R 250.00 vouchers you will have to
provide your student number on the questionnaire and indicate which email address you would like
to be contacted at to arrange for collection of a voucher should you be one of the winners of the draw.
This information will be treated in the strictest confidence and deleted once the draw has been
finalized. Only registered UFS male students will be eligible for entry into the draw for the vouchers.
Only one entry per student is allowed. Only questionnaires submitted between 15 May 2023 and 31
May 2023 will be eligible for entry into the draw. The winning respondents will be informed via email

no longer than three weeks after data collection has been completed.

Participation in this study poses no threat to your physical or emotional wellbeing. It will, however,
require some of your time and require some data. Consequently, it is suggested that you complete
the questionnaire at a time that is convenient to you. Making use of the UFS data network on campus
or similar free services will ensure that you do not incur any data costs. Completing questionnaires of
this nature might cause individuals to reflect on their emotional wellbeing or to look differently at
how they approach challenges in their lives. Should this be your experience, you are welcome to make
an appointment with a psychologist at Student Counselling and Development (051 401

2853/scd@ufs.ac.za) to discuss any questions or concerns you might have.

This research project has received ethical clearance from the General/Human Research Ethics
Committee at the UFS (UFS-HSD to be confirmed). The Director of Student Affairs has approved the
project. You are welcome to direct any question you have regarding your participation in this project
to Prof Stephen Walker (051 401 2424/walkersp@ufs.ac.za) Furthermore, you are encouraged to
contact the secretary of the General/Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of the Free
State (Mrs C Vercueil: 051401 7083; vercueilcc@ufs.ac.za) should you have any concerns or

complaints regarding any aspect of this research.

Thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet. If you have decided not to participate in
the research, please click “I do not agree to participate in the study” at the bottom of the informed
consent form. If, after reading the informed consent form, you are willing to participate in the study,

please click “I agree to participate in the study”.
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY

By selecting the “agree” option at the bottom of this informed consent form, | confirm that | voluntarily
agree to participate in the research study: Emotional health and wellbeing among high-level student
athletes conducted by Stephen Walker (the “Researcher”).

1, the undersigned Participant, further confirm that—

1. the Researcher has explained the nature, procedure, potential benefits and anticipated
inconvenience of my participation in the Study;

2. lhave read (or had explained to me) and understood the Study as explained in the information
page;

3. | have had sufficient opportunity to ask questions and am prepared to participate in the Study;

4. lunderstand that my participation in the Study is entirely voluntary and that | am free to withdraw
at any time without penalty (if applicable);

5. | voluntarily provide the UFS and the Researcher with my personal information and consent to
the UFS and the Researcher collecting, disclosing and processing my personal information in
order to conduct the Study and any related activities in relation thereto;

6. | hereby acknowledge and confirm that | understand the purpose for which the UFS and the
Researcher may collect, store, use, delete, destroy, outsource, transfer or otherwise process,
as the context and circumstances may require and as contemplated in terms of POPIA, my
personal information as set out herein;

7. | am aware that the findings of the Study will be anonymously processed into a research report,
journal publications and/or conference proceedings and that my personal information will be
aggregated and deidentified at such stage;

8. | also give the UFS permission to share, without notification, the collected data with other
researchers at the UFS or other Higher Education Institutions. This permission is dependent
on the same principles of ethical research practices, anonymity/confidentiality, safekeeping of
information, and other issues listed above applying.

1, the Participant, agree to completion of the questionnaire

Agree Do not agree
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Appendix E: Questionnaires

3/28/22, 1:24 PM

Masculine norms and psychological wellbeing in men.

Conformity to Masculine Norms Inventory

9. Instructions: Please read each of the following items carefully and indicate the extent to

which each statement applies to you.

Mark only one oval per row.

1 = Strongly
Disagree

| will do anything to
win.

| would change sexual
partners often if |
could.

In general | must get
my way.

| think that trying to be
important is a waste
of time.

| enjoy taking risks.

| dislike any kind of
violence.

| would hate to be
important.

| bring up my feelings
when talking to others.

| would be furious if
someone thought |
was gay.

| take risks.

| think that violence is
sometimes necessary.

| would feel good if |
had many sexual
partners.

It would be awful if
people thought | was
gay.

| like to talk about my

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1NO_XPLHWEQnmUyhSPd4NU2Wxv6D8J-LY4j4ZgMW9es/edit

5

6=
Strongly
Agree
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3/28/22, 1:24 PM

feelings.

Masculine norms and psychological wellbeing in men.

I never ask for help.

Having status is not
important to me.

| put myself in risky
situations.

The women in my life
should obey me.

| feel good when work
is my first priority.

It's never ok for me to
be violent.

010|010 10]0O

010101000

0101010100

0101010100

01010100 |0

0(010]0]0 |0

I would find it
enjoyable to date more
than one person at a
time.

0

0
0
0
0
0

| would get angry if
people thought | was
gay.

| am not ashamed to
ask for help.

For me, the best
feeling in the world
comes from winning.

Work comes first for
me.

| tend to share my
feelings.

Things tend to be
better when men are in
charge.

| need to prioritize my
work over other things.

It bothers me when |
have to ask for help.

I love it when men are

in charge of women.
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1NO_XPLHWEQnmUyhSPd4NU2Wxv6D8J-LY4j4ZgMW9es/edit

00|00 |0|0] 00| O

0o, 0 ]010] 0 |0]O0

00|00 (0|01 0 1]0]|O0

00|00 (0|01 0 1]0]|O0

o0o|j0] 0 |00 0 |0|C

0001010 |01010 0|0
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General Pliance Questionnaire
13. Instructions: Please read each of the following items carefully and indicate how true each
statement is for you.
Mark only one oval per row.

2= =

1= Ver 3= 4= 5= Almost R

Never y Seldom Sometimes Frequently Always
Seldom Always True

True. True. True. True.
True. True.

| care a

lot about

what my P
friends =
think of

me.

/

o O O - o O

It's very
important
for me to
feel O O O O O O O
accepted
by other
people.

In order to

be happy,

I need o o O @) @) o O
people to

value me.

My self-

worth

depends

on what

other O O O O o O O
people

think and

say about

me.

My

decisions

are very

much —_ — ) o
influenced O -, O O O O )
by other

people’s

opinions.

Whatido O CO (D O -, o O

would be
pointless
if people
couldn’t see
it.
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1NO_XPLHWEQnmUyhSPd4NU2Wxv6D8J-LY4j4ZgMW9es/edit 12/31




PLIANCE, MASCULINITY AND NEGATIVE EMOTION

3/28/22, 1:24 PM Masculine norms and psychological wellbeing in men.

Mark only one oval per row.

Hard work
is only
worth it if
people
recognize
it.

To feel
good
about
myself, |
need
other
people’s
approval.

When
making a
decision, |
value
other
people’s
advice
more than
my own
opinion.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1NO_XPLHWEQnmUyhSPd4NU2Wxv6D8J-LY4j4ZgMW9es/edit
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General Health Questionnaire

16. We would like to know if you have had any medical complaints and how your health has
been in general over the past few weeks. Please answer ALL the questions by selecting
the answer which you think most nearly applies to you. Remember that we want to know
about present and recent complaints, not those that you had in the past.

3 = Rather
1=Not 2=No more 4= Much more
more than
at all. than usual. than usual.
usual.

Have you recently lost
much sleep over worry?

O - O

Have you recently had
difficulty staying asleep
once you are off?

Have you recently felt
constantly under strain?

010 |0
0

0
0] 0O
O

Have you recently been

getting edgy or bad- O O -, N
tempered?

Have you recently been

getting scared or panicky @D O O )

for no good reason?

Have you recently found

everything getting on top O
of you?

0
0
0

Have you recently been
feeling nervous or strung ( @) O @)
up all the time?

Have you recently been

thinking of yourself as a O O O
worthless person?

Have you recently felt that

' ) ) &
life is entirely hopeless? ) J - O
Have you recently felt that p = —
life isn't worth living? - O —7 —
Have you recently found
at times you couldn't do
) O O )

anything because your —
nerves were too bad?

Have you recently found

yourself wishing you were () D) O O
dead and away from it all?

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1NO_XPLHWEQnmUyhSPd4NU2Wxv6D8J-L Yf4j4ZgMW9es/edit 18/28
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*

Ntk only omeaowed bperaow.
1= , 4=
L. 2=Ildon't 3 =Hascrossed -

Definitely . ; Definitely
think so. my mind.

not. has.

Have you recently thought
of the possibility that you
might make away with
yourself?

Have you recently found the

idea of taking your own life
kept coming into your mind?

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1NO_XPLHWEQnmUyhSPd4NU2Wxv6D8J-LY4j4ZgMW9es/edit 19/28



