
Responding to “Man Box” language (harmful comments)

Jesuit Social Services’ Man Box research tells us that 
adherence to stereotypical masculine norms increases 
the likelihood of sexist and homophobic attitudes. The 
Man Box reinforces itself through the use of language 
that is derogatory towards women and those who are 
attracted to the same sex. 

We are providing some guidance below for when you 
hear comments such as these among family, friends 
and colleagues.

These tips are designed to assist with effectively addressing 
Man Box language and behaviours, resulting in:

1. The deconstruction of the Man Box 

2. Raising awareness about the language and attitudes 
that lead to violence

3. Promoting shared understanding that the comment is 
hurtful and harmful to the recipient

4. An opportunity to model respectful behaviours rather 
than promoting outdated stereotypical views.

Whether you speak up in the moment or raise the issue 
later, it is important not to miss an opportunity to have a 
constructive conversation.

A nuanced approach is essential to 
sustainable progress towards shifting 
harmful attitudes and behaviours.

This includes not responding with aggression or shaming 
the person as this may cause them to become defensive 
or make the situation hostile. 

Noting that context will matter, the following examples 
will need to be adapted accordingly. Start with adopting 
a growth mind-set so that you can inspire the person to 
be better.

Although the person should be held accountable 
for what they said, in some circumstances the 
person making the comment won’t genuinely learn 
when they are challenged in front of other people. 
Rather, the process of self-reflection in a non-
threatening way can promote more sustainable 
change and avoid behaviours or attitudes getting 
pushed underground.

If someone says, “Women should be the 
caregivers to children or the ones to do 
domestic duties.” 

An example response, “I understand that this is 
the message that we get from society, but have 
you ever thought how this might be impacting 
us all?”

Or, if you’re unsure of how to make this kind of 
connection, ask, “Would you mind explaining 
more about that to me, I’m just wondering why 
you think that?” 

Avoid being condescending.

If the comment was made in front of someone who 
the comment would offend, let them know that 
what was said was not okay and that you disagree 
with it. Whether you do this in front of the person 
who made the comment or afterwards will depend 
on the situation. If you decide to follow up with the 
person who made the comment later, let the victim 
know that you’ll be following it up.

Acknowledge that the person has learned 
this way of thinking

If there is a victim in the situation let them 
know that you support them
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https://jss.org.au/what-we-do/the-mens-project/the-man-box/


Even if we know that the person has learnt these 
attitudes from our society, it is easy for us to 
believe that the person is inherently bad for having 
these beliefs. Rather, we need to recognise that 
the behaviour or attitude is bad but the person 
themselves has goodness in them (no different to 
ours) that we can appeal to. 

If possible, speak to the strengths of the person 
and how you see a disconnect between them and 
the attitude they are exhibiting.

If someone says about a person who is same-sex 
attracted, “Why can’t he (or she) just be normal?”

An example response could be, “What do you 
mean by that?” or “I’m interested in what has led 
you to think this because I know that normally 
you don’t label people?”

Rather than, “I didn’t realise you that are so 
homophobic.”

Then clarify, “How do you think a person who is 
gay or has gay family or friends would react to 
what you said?”

Avoid reinforcing stereotypical gendered norms by 
yelling at the person or being aggressive.

Open up a conversation about the power of 
language and how harmful it can be.

If someone calls someone or something gay, you 
could say something like, “Do you realise that 
using ‘gay’ as a put-down reinforces the belief 
that being gay is a bad thing?” 

Avoid directing or telling someone why what they 
said was wrong and instead ask questions when 
emotions aren’t heightened.

Separate the behaviour from the person Engage in a dialogue and be curious3 4

Supporting information:

There are well-established bystander frameworks to draw 
upon to support action during an incident such as: 

• Human Rights Towards a prevention framework

https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/part-6-towards-
prevention-framework

• VicHealth framework: Preventing Violence Before it 
Occurs

https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/media-and-
resources/publications/preventing-violence-before-
it-occurs

• Our Watch frameworks

https://www.ourwatch.org.au/the-evidence/key-
frameworks/

• Catalyst: Interrupting Sexism at Work

https://www.catalyst.org/reports/interrupting-
sexism-workplace-men/
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