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Abstract
In this mixed-methods study, we adopted a feminist theoretical lens in 
conceptualizing gender as hierarchical and complementary ideologies—
femininity and masculinity—that are fundamental constituents of 
institutionalized heterosexuality as a way to understand the persistence 
of gender inequity in adolescents’ heterosexual relationships. In Study 1, 
we conducted separate analyses for girls and boys to evaluate whether 
masculinity ideology for boys and femininity ideology for girls account 
for boys’ endorsement of male coercion and for girls’ endorsement of 
feminine conventions in heterosexual relationships with a sample of 250 
tenth-grade students (n = 144 girls). Masculinity ideology proved to be as 
strong or stronger than femininity ideology in predicting these respective 
outcomes. In Study 2, we sought to understand this pattern through a 
thematically informed narrative analysis of interviews with 53 of the Study 
1 participants (n = 35 girls) on their beliefs about and experiences with 
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sexual expression and heterosexual relationships. Girls described the 
dual task of managing boys’ masculinity as well as their own femininity. 
Boys, by contrast, described girls’ femininity in instrumental terms for 
the management of their own masculinity. Integration of these results 
provides greater insight into how institutionalized heterosexuality is 
reproduced through the functioning of these hierarchical complementary 
gender ideologies.

Keywords
masculinity ideology, femininity ideology, adolescents, institutionalized 
heterosexuality, mixed methods

The goal of reaching gender equity in many dimensions of young peoples’ 
lives has appeared ever more tangible recently, such as in education (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2012) and participation in sports (National 
Federation of High Schools, 2014). Yet adolescents’ heterosexual relation-
ships remain a conspicuous exception to this trend. Girls’ emerging sexuality 
continues to incite panic and punishment, while girls themselves contend 
with stigma for suspected “inappropriate” sexual expression (Fahs, Dudy, & 
Stage, 2013). Conversely, boys are consistently portrayed as either acquiring 
sexual experience as a commodity (Kimmel, 2008) or easily provoked by 
girls in “provocative” attire, barely able to keep uncontrollable sexual 
impulses in check (Pascoe, 2011). A persistent gender hierarchy seems intran-
sigent in the lives of all boys and girls despite periodic public sentiment and 
research recognizing girls as sexual beings (Levy, 2006) or boys as relational 
(Way, 2011).

The dominant epidemiological and behavioral paradigm for adolescent 
sexuality research has been rooted in a gender difference model—utilizing 
gender as a population parameter to identify who is engaging in what sexual 
and relational behaviors and/or taking what kinds of risks and suffering nega-
tive consequences. Yet this generally quantitative body of research has 
remained remarkably decontextualized, having neither inquired about nor 
explained the myriad ways in which gender is instrumental within adoles-
cents’ heterosexual relationships (Tolman & McClelland, 2011). In this 
mixed-methods study, we depart from the gender difference model in pursu-
ing an approach of gendered analysis—an approach anchored in feminist 
theories of gender ideologies and institutionalized heterosexuality—to 
address the question, How and why does a gender hierarchy continue to exist 
in adolescent heterosexual relationships and sexuality?
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Gender as Ideologies: How Gender Matters

A gendered analysis is predicated on an understanding that gender is not reduc-
ible to an embodied trait or a social role; rather, gender is understood as a 
socially constructed system of ideologies about masculinity and femininity 
(Connell, 1987; Hill Collins, 2004; Pleck, Sonenstein, & Ku, 1993; Tolman & 
Porche, 2000). Femininity and masculinity as ideologies describe interlocking 
sets of practices, norms, beliefs, and mandates that work in tandem to organize 
and regulate gender-appropriate emotional expressions, behaviors, bodies, and 
sexuality that are anchored in a politics of gender and thus possible to change 
(Budgeon, 2014; Schippers, 2007). Femininity ideology comprises qualities 
girls are to enact, including being responsive and caring, avoiding conflict and 
anger, preserving relationships, curbing hunger (for food, sex), having and 
maintaining a body that conforms with particular standards of beauty, and not 
expressing sexuality (Bartky, 1991; Bordo, 1993; Brown & Gilligan, 1992). By 
contrast, masculinity ideology comprises qualities boys are to enact, including 
being assertive and exerting power over others, protecting and providing for 
female partners, having irrepressible sexual desire for women, and avoiding 
feminine behaviors or attitudes such as emotional expressions of connection 
with or sexual desire for men (Connell, 1987; Kimmel, 2008).

Functioning in tandem, these ideologies create and reproduce a gender hier-
archy (Rubin, 1984). Gender is constituted and organized such that characteris-
tics of femininity are undesirable and subordinate to those of masculinity, the 
latter being more valued and the norm by which all humans are compared, such 
that men who do not comply are marginalized and women who evidence them 
are punished (Butler, 1990; Rich, 1980; Rubin, 1984). These unrealistic, ideal-
ized versions of femininity for girls and masculinity for boys are hegemonic—
seemingly the only way to be an appropriate man or woman, obscuring other 
possibilities in adolescents’ relationships and sexuality (Schippers, 2007; 
Tolman, 2006; Rubin, 1984). While a growing body of research continues to 
document a variety of expressions of masculinities and femininities among 
young people, such expressions are still bound to and engaged with these hege-
monic injunctions even as they are resisted or “queered” (Bordini & Sperb, 
2013; Renold, 2006, 2007; Ringrose, 2013; Ringrose, Harvey, Gill, & 
Livingstone, 2013). Throughout this article, our references are to these hege-
monic forms of femininity and masculinity ideology.

Interlocking Dimensions of Institutionalized 
Heterosexuality

This gender hierarchy is continually reproduced, maintained, and enforced 
through institutionalized heterosexuality—not merely a sexual orientation 
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but a system of beliefs, behaviors, and relationships, of which gender hierar-
chy is a constituent part, that is presumed to organize all aspects of society, 
from schools and the workplace to the State and other formal and informal 
institutions (Jackson, 2006). Enactments and management of gender-appro-
priate conduct, beliefs, norms, and other practices are expected, and surveil-
lance to ensure compliance by individuals and institutions is constant (Bartky, 
1991; Butler, 1990); violations of these mandates often result in punishment 
and other negative consequences that can take the form of isolation, bullying, 
or violence (Kimmel, 2008; Rich, 1980). While by no means a comprehen-
sive accounting of a gender hierarchy, two particular interlocking dimensions 
and reproducing forces of institutionalized heterosexuality are especially 
salient for adolescent relationships and a focus of the present study: (a) the 
belief that boys can and should be coercive in their relationships (Pleck et al., 
1993) and (b) a broad array of conventions for girls to enact on their own 
behalf and in relation to boys to ensure that heterosexual relationships are 
properly organized.

Expectations and, in some sense, acceptability of threatened and actual 
coercion by boys can be understood as complementary to the expectation that 
girls place high value on and work to maintain unequal heterosexual relation-
ships (Burns, Futch, & Tolman, 2011; Hlavka, 2014; Renold, 2006; Tolman, 
Spencer, Rosen-Reynoso, & Porche, 2003). Undergirding these expectations 
are the ways gender hierarchy plays out in the realm of sexuality. While some 
adolescent girls may be more willing to defy or carefully navigate these 
expectations and explore their sexual feelings than in previous generations 
(Holland & Thomson, 2010; Renold & Ringrose, 2008; Roye, Tolman, & 
Snowden, 2013), adolescent sexuality is more generally circumscribed by a 
sexual double standard, such that boys are expected to be sexually demand-
ing and out of control, while girls are to be gatekeepers whose desire for sex 
is minimal or relatively unimportant (Butler, 1990; Jackson, 2006; Kreager & 
Staff, 2009; Rich, 1980; Rubin, 1984; Schippers, 2007; Tolman, 2006; 
Warner, 1993). Yet male coercion and a number of feminine conventions for 
heterosexual relationships extend beyond the sexual double standard. Thus, 
while the sexual double standard constitutes one of the ways in which a gen-
der hierarchy continues to organize adolescent heterosexual relationships, it 
does not represent a comprehensive account.

Adolescent Sexuality and Heterosexual 
Relationships

Findings from feminist research support a theoretical framework of institu-
tionalized heterosexuality. Adolescent girls and boys continue to be socialized 
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into gendered sexualities (Mahalik, Burns, & Syzdek, 2007; Saewyc, 2012; 
Striepe & Tolman, 2003). The bulk of this almost exclusively qualitative 
research has focused on adolescent girls’ sexual subjectivity, defined as a girl’s 
sense of herself as a sexual being and actor (e.g., Fine, 1988; Holland, 
Ramazanoglu, Sharpe, & Thomson, 1992; Tolman, 2002). Institutionalized 
heterosexuality has long been implicated also in girls’ constant vigilance of 
themselves and other girls, as well as social ambivalence about boys, and is 
tempered by distress at and/or strategies for how to manage these imperatives 
(Bordini & Sperb, 2013; Burns et al., 2011; Renold & Ringrose, 2008; 
Ringrose et al., 2013; Holland & Thomson, 2010). More recently, a growing 
parallel literature on adolescent boys’ perceptions of their own and girls’ sexu-
ality has emerged (e.g., Dworkin & O’Sullivan, 2007; Martino, 2000; Renold, 
2007). These studies document that boys continue to feel pressure to act as 
sexual predators and to establish and maintain hegemonic masculinity in het-
erosexual relationships with girls, especially through coercion and possessive-
ness, even when they are uncomfortable about these pressures or, in rare cases, 
refuse to abide by them (Epstein, Calzo, Smiler, & Ward, 2009; Kimmel, 
2008; Tolman et al., 2003, Way, 2011).

This gender separation in feminist research designs has produced a deeper 
understanding of how femininity ideology constrains girls and masculinity 
ideology constrains boys. Yet only a handful of studies have included both 
boys and girls to track and understand adolescent heterosexual relationships 
(Hird & Jackson, 2001; Holland, Ramazanoglu, Sharpe & Thomson, 
1998/2004; Martin, 1996; see Renold, 2006, 2007, for a study of young chil-
dren). The most significant example of this work was conducted two decades 
ago in the United Kingdom by Holland et al. (1992, 1994, 1998/2004, 2000, 
2003). The authors found that girls and boys described “unequal relationships 
in which conventional [or hegemonic] masculinity and femininity are mutu-
ally dependent,” and in particular that girls “collude[ed] with their male sex-
ual partners in . . . reproduce[ing] . . . male power” (Holland et al., 1998/2004, 
p. 156), dubbing this socialization process and effect “the male-in-the-head.” 
No studies have since explored adolescent heterosexual relationships using a 
gendered analysis that includes both girls and boys and interrogates the roles 
of both masculinity and femininity ideologies.

Gender Ideologies and Adolescent Relationships:  
A Mixed-Methods Study

These previous studies suggest the need for a gendered analysis of the ways in 
which expectations about girls’ enactments of femininity ideology and of 
boys’ enactments of masculinity ideology may each play a role in the 
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formation and maintenance of heterosexual relationships for both adolescent 
girls and boys. In the present mixed-methods study, we attempt to answer two 
distinct research questions:

Research Question 1: Do ideologies of masculinity and femininity each 
play a role in both adolescent girls’ and boys’ beliefs about relationships 
and sexuality? And if so,
Research Question 2: In what ways do masculinity and femininity ide-
ologies operate in boys’ and girls’ lived experiences of those relationships 
and navigation of sexuality?

In Study 1, we establish the correlational and explanatory power of 
endorsement of both gender ideologies by boys and by girls in relation to 
gender-salient outcomes. In Study 2, we illustrate through a thematically 
informed narrative gendered analysis how hegemonic masculinity and femi-
ninity ideologies work as a gender hierarchy, generating the inequitable rela-
tionships that reproduce institutionalized heterosexuality. We conclude by 
discussing how both sets of findings together provide a way of explaining 
how the documented ongoing unequal gender hierarchy persists in adoles-
cents’ heterosexual relationships and sexual encounters.

Study 1

We first explored the role of gender ideologies in heterosexual relationships 
and related outcome measures for both adolescent girls and boys. Consistent 
with an analytic framework of gendered analysis, rather than identifying gen-
der differences in a single set of common outcomes, such as age at first inter-
course or relationship status, we investigated two distinct gendered outcomes. 
For boys, we chose endorsement of male coercion in heterosexual relation-
ships (“male coercion”; Epstein et al., 2009; Kimmel, 2008; Tolman et al., 
2004; Way, 2011). For girls, we chose conventions that apply to girls in the 
heterosexual relationship script (“conventions for girls in heterosexual rela-
tionships”; Burns et al., 2011; Fine, 1988; Holland et al., 1994; Kim et al., 
2007; Renold & Ringrose, 2008). Our goal in selecting only two gendered 
outcomes was not to achieve a comprehensive understanding of all domains 
of institutionalized heterosexuality but to test the hypothesis that these com-
plementary yet distinct gendered outcomes for adolescent boys and girls will 
be explained by both ideologies of masculinity for boys and femininity for 
girls. Specifically, we anticipated that (a) both gender ideologies would pre-
dict boys’ endorsement of male coercion and girls’ endorsement of feminine 
conventions in heterosexual relationships, and (b) masculinity ideology 
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would be a more powerful predictor for boys and femininity ideology a more 
powerful predictor for girls.

Method

Participants and procedure. Data for this study are obtained from the second 
wave of a longitudinal investigation of adolescent sexual health in a north-
eastern sub/urban school district (see also Impett & Tolman, 2006; Kim et al., 
2007). Participants were randomly selected from the 8th-grade total popula-
tion and followed longitudinally; Wave 2 was collected in 2006/2007 when 
participants were in the 10th grade (Mage = 16) and consisted of 144 girls and 
106 boys. The composition of the sample reflected the community’s racial 
and ethnic diversity for both girls (64% White, 24% Latina, 6% bi- or multi-
racial, 3% Black, 3% Asian American, and 1% American Indian/Alaskan 
Native) and boys (68% White, 19% Latino, 9% bi- or multi-racial, 3% Black, 
and 2% Asian American). Most participants identified as heterosexual: for 
girls, 85% heterosexual, with 1 identifying as lesbian, 4 as bisexual, 10 as 
“questioning,” and 6 who did not respond; and for boys, 91% heterosexual, 
with no response provided by the remaining participants.

Participants completed a pencil-and-paper survey in English that included 
questions about masculinity and femininity ideologies, gender role beliefs, 
heterosexual relationships, sexual behavior, mental health, and demographic 
characteristics. Informed consent was obtained from each child’s parent or 
guardian, and participants provided active assent. Bilingual and Latina/o par-
ents and students were offered the option of completing consent and assent 
forms and the survey in Spanish with a Spanish-speaking researcher present 
(translated and back-translated; fewer than 10% of participants chose this 
option).

Measures
Femininity ideology. The 20-item Adolescent Femininity Ideology Scale 

(AFIS; Tolman, Impett, Tracy, & Michael, 2006; Tolman & Porche, 2000) 
was used to assess the extent to which girls have internalized conventions of 
femininity for themselves. The AFIS comprises two subscales: Inauthentic-
Self-in-Relationships (ISR) and Objectified-Relationship-with-Body (ORB), 
with 6-point anchors ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 
Items include “I wish I could say what I feel more often” (ISR) and “I am 
more concerned about how my body looks than how my body feels” (ORB). 
Several items are reverse scored; mean scores for each subscale were com-
puted, with higher scores reflecting greater conventionality (i.e., more inau-
thenticity in relationships, more self-objectification). Internal reliability 
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estimates and distributions for the two subscales were adequate (αORB = .80, 
MORB = 1.51, range = 3.80; αISR = .76, MISR = 1.85, range = 3.70).

The extent to which boys also internalize conventions of girls’ femininity 
was measured by responses to a pilot-tested, single-factor 15-item boys’ ver-
sion of the AFIS, or AFIS-B, developed for this study. For the AFIS-B, we 
conceptualized girls’ femininity as a monolithic construct from boys’ per-
spectives, maintaining consistency with prior factor analysis (Chu, Porche, 
& Tolman, 2005). Items retained from the original AFIS pertaining to self-
relevant experiences were consequently rewritten in the third person in the 
context of heterosexual relationships; several items salient to expectations 
of girls’ behavior in heterosexual relationships were also added. Boys 
responded to statements such as “A good girlfriend puts her boyfriend’s 
needs ahead of her own needs” and “If a girl doesn’t feel good about herself, 
the best thing she can do is try to change the way she looks” on 4-point 
scales ranging from 1 (disagree a lot) to 4 (agree a lot). As in the original 
AFIS, several items were reverse scored, and a mean score was computed, 
with higher scores reflecting greater conventionality. The AFIS-B for this 
sample indicated adequate internal consistency and score distribution  
(α = .74; M = 1.97, range = 1.60).

Masculinity ideology. The 12-item Adolescent Masculinity Ideology in 
Relationships Scale (AMIRS; Chu et al., 2005) was used to assess the extent 
to which boys and girls endorse conventional standards of boys’ masculin-
ity. In contrast to other scales assessing similar constructs (e.g., Pleck et al., 
1993), this scale focuses on masculinity within the context of interpersonal 
relationships. The AMIRS was used for both boys and girls as it consists 
of third-person items. Both groups responded to statements such as “Guys 
should not let it show when their feelings are hurt,” as well as statements 
about the importance of boys presenting themselves as tough and sexually 
active, on 4-point scales ranging from 1 (disagree a lot) to 4 (agree a lot). 
Items were averaged to compute a single scale score, with higher scores indi-
cating greater conventional beliefs about masculinity. This sample evidenced 
adequate internal consistency and score distribution for both girls (α = .73,  
M = 2.80, range = 1.75) and boys (α = .76, M = 1.86, range = 2.25).

Feminine conventions in heterosexual relationships. Girls’ beliefs about femi-
nine conventions in heterosexual relationships were assessed with a 12-item 
single-factor measure developed for this study. Items tap girls’ attitudes 
toward getting and keeping a boyfriend (e.g., “A girl needs a boyfriend to 
make her life complete”), including managing one’s appearance for others’ 
approval, prioritizing boyfriends over friendships with girls, and keeping a 
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boyfriend happy. Items were rated on 4-point scales ranging from 1 (disagree 
a lot) to 4 (agree a lot). Several items were reverse scored; higher scores 
reflect greater heterosexual relationship conventionality. Items were aver-
aged to compute a single score and exhibited adequate internal consistency 
and score distribution (α = .76, M = 2.85, range = 2.17).

Boys’ endorsement of male coercion. A 13-item measure of adolescent boys’ 
endorsement of male coercion in heterosexual relationships was adapted 
from a measure of proclivity for sexual harassment originally developed by 
Bartling and Eisenman (1993). Items were adapted for adolescent boys and 
selected to operationalize the extent to which boys condone verbal pressure 
and physical force in dating and sexual situations, such that the scale reflected 
a set of beliefs about masculine heterosexual conventions. Boys responded 
to items such as “A guy can’t be held responsible for things he says or does 
when he is really angry” and “Girls who wear sexy clothes are looking for 
sex” on 4-point scales ranging from 1 (disagree a lot) to 4 (agree a lot). All of 
the items were averaged to compute a single scale score, with higher scores 
indicating greater endorsement of male coercion, and exhibited high internal 
consistency and score distribution (α = .82, M = 1.81, range = 2.00).

Results and Discussion

As there were relatively few participants in any one of the various race/eth-
nicity groups and reducing such data to “white/non-white” results in a loss of 
interpretive capacity, the race/ethnicity variable was not included in this anal-
ysis. Additional demographic variables were omitted from analysis due to 
participant non-response in excess of 10% of the total sample; analyses of 
non-response data revealed no patterns in relation to other study variables for 
either girls or boys. For scale variables with less than 5% non-response data, 
we used random proportionate substitution on the marginals, a technique for 
weighting randomly imputed values by the cumulative percentage of scores 
as a means of preserving the original sample distribution (B. Krauss, personal 
communication, 17 April, 2012). We then analyzed separate zero-order bivar-
iate correlations and hierarchical multiple regression models for girls and for 
boys to determine the unique relationships and possible contributions of mas-
culinity and femininity ideologies to girls’ endorsement of feminine hetero-
sexual conventions and boys’ endorsement of male coercion in relationships 
(Table 1).

Adolescent girls. As seen in Table 1, girls who highly endorsed masculinity (M 
= 2.80, SD = 0.81) and/or femininity (MISR = 1.85, SD = 0.42; MORB = 1.51, 
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SD = 0.37) ideologies also highly endorsed feminine heterosexual conven-
tions (M = 2.85, SD = 0.78). As predicted, both femininity and masculinity 
ideologies remained significant predictors for girls, with the final model 
accounting for 29% of girls’ endorsement of feminine heterosexual conven-
tions (R2 = .30), F(3, 140) = 20.14 (p < .001). Contrary to our second hypoth-
esis, follow-up analyses comparing regression coefficients revealed that 
masculinity ideology (β = .45) was a stronger predictor of feminine hetero-
sexual conventions for girls than femininity ideology in terms of body self-
objectification (β = .18), t(138) = 2.22, (p = .03).

Adolescent boys. As also seen in Table 1, boys who endorsed higher levels of 
femininity (M = 1.97, SD = 0.37) and/or masculinity (M = 1.86, SD = 0.46) 
ideologies also tended to highly endorse male coercion in heterosexual rela-
tionships (M = 1.81, SD = 0.47). Masculinity and femininity ideologies were 
each found to be significant predictors for boys, with the final model account-
ing for 37% of boys’ endorsement of male coercion in heterosexual relation-
ships (R2 = .38), F(2, 103) = 31.39 (p < .001). Follow-up comparison of 
regression coefficients found femininity ideology (β = .38) to be a slightly 
stronger predictor than masculinity ideology for boys (β = .34), t(101) = 3.90 
(p < .001); however, while this difference was statistically significant, it was 
of low substantive significance (Cohen’s d = 0.26).

In these analyses, we found that, as predicted, both masculinity and femi-
ninity ideologies contributed to explaining the gender-salient outcomes of 
both girls’ endorsement of feminine heterosexual conventions and boys’ 
endorsement of male coercion in relationships. For boys, both masculinity 
and femininity ideologies contributed to explaining endorsement of male 
coercion. Unexpectedly, however, masculinity ideology played an especially 
strong role over and above femininity ideology for girls. Taken together, 
these analyses suggest that both masculinity and femininity ideologies con-
tribute to outcomes salient for girls and for boys in the reproduction of a 
gender inequality in relationships but that these gender ideologies do so in 
distinct and hierarchically complementary ways for girls and boys.

Study 2

The findings that ideologies of femininity and particularly masculinity con-
tributed significantly to distinct outcomes for girls and boys provide empiri-
cal support for our gendered analysis approach with both girls and boys. Yet 
these findings also point to a complexity in how gender ideologies function 
in tandem beyond our two previously operationalized dimensions of institu-
tionalized heterosexuality. Thus, in Study 2, we qualitatively explored 

 by guest on June 2, 2015jar.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jar.sagepub.com/


12 Journal of Adolescent Research 

a second and broader research question: In what ways do masculinity and 
femininity ideologies operate in boys’ and girls’ lived experiences of hetero-
sexual relationships?

Method

Participants and procedure. Participants from Study 1 who provided permis-
sion to be contacted for an interview were invited to participate in Study 2. A 
total of 35 girls (45% White, 33% Latina, 18% bi- or multi-racial, and 3% 
other) and 18 boys (61% White, 17% Latino, 6% Asian/Pacific Islander, 11% 
bi- or multi-racial, and 6% other) comprised the sample. Participants were 
individually interviewed in hour-long sessions conducted in private locations 
on campus during regular school hours. All four interviewers were female; 
our previous experience has demonstrated that boys are as willing as girls to 
narrate expressions of both physical desire and emotional connection with 
female as with male interviewers (Tolman et al., 2004). All interviews were 
audio recorded prior to transcription and verification. Three of the interviews 
(one girl, two boys) were conducted in Spanish upon participants’ request 
and were subsequently transcribed in Spanish prior to translation into Eng-
lish. All translations were verified by bilingual research staff.

Interview protocol. Based on interview protocols used in previous studies by 
Tolman and colleagues (i.e., Tolman, 2002; Tolman et al., 2003), interviewers 
used a semi-structured protocol, inviting participants to share thoughts, 
observations, opinions, and experiences about heterosexual dating and rela-
tionships, as well as adolescent male and female sexuality. Several questions 
were designed to elicit narratives about personal experiences of heterosexual 
relationships, including experiences with navigating sexual interactions, 
interacting with friends regarding relationships, and special times in relation-
ships. We used follow-up questions to elicit more detailed contexts of partici-
pants’ perspectives and experiences, including prompts such as “What 
happened when . . . ?” “Where were you when . . . ?” or “How did X make 
you feel?”

Plan of analysis. We analyzed interview data through a thematically informed 
narrative interpretive approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Brown & Gilligan, 
1992). We first used a thematic analysis to articulate and identify the pres-
ence of masculinity and femininity ideologies in the interviews. Two of the 
authors read the girls’ (CB) and boys’ (BD) data separately to develop sets of 
themes for masculinity and femininity ideologies by identifying the presence 
of emotions, thoughts, and behaviors that constitute each of these ideologies. 
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We worked within an interpretive community (Fish, 1980) of the authors and 
male and female doctoral students who comprise our lab to discuss and group 
emerging themes into categories and to assess the fit of the data through 
exemplars from the interviews.

Through this standard practice of coming to agreement about the presence 
and meaning of these themes, the need for a discursive narrative approach 
was confirmed (Gilligan, 1982). Unlike a thematic approach, narrative analy-
sis enables recognition of not only overt statements of these gender ideolo-
gies but also “narrations” of them, in which we interpret participants as 
“giving voice” to masculinity and femininity even as they may not necessar-
ily recognize them as such themselves (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, 
1982). Using this narrative approach, we followed the ways in which “voices” 
of these two gender ideologies were present and interwove with one another. 
Specifically, we identified how these analyses fit into three ways of narrating 
these ideologies: accepting these conventions, questioning them, and express-
ing overt resistance to them (Brown & Gilligan, 1992). Finally, we deter-
mined overlap and other patterns among these separate voices to formulate an 
integrated narrative analysis (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, Rogers, & 
Tolman, 1991; Tolman, 2002; Way, 2011).

Results and Discussion

We report two key findings: (a) Both boys and girls recognized and/or voiced 
both masculinity and femininity ideologies in narrating their distinctly differ-
ent observations and navigations of heterosexual relationships and sexuality, 
often evidencing confusion at, or in a few cases outright rejection of, these 
ideologies; and (b) even in cases of doubt, confusion, or rejection, these nar-
rations illuminate how these two ideologies work in tandem to perpetuate and 
reproduce the gender hierarchies that anchor institutionalized heterosexuality 
in these adolescents’ heterosexual relationships. In light of space limitations, 
we have chosen to present four extensive exemplars with carefully explicated 
interpretation of these gendered patterns: two exemplars of each key finding, 
one each from a girl and a boy. Where appropriate, we have chosen “outlier” 
exemplars in which more overt expressions of gendered experience were evi-
dent, which serve the useful function of clarifying and amplifying normative 
or otherwise subtle processes (Maxwell & Miller, 2008). This approach 
enabled us to render key aspects of the subtle, complex, and interdependent 
ways in which these gender ideologies are utilized and experienced by boys 
and girls clearly audible as well as highlight how they operate in tandem to 
reify, question, or resist institutionalized heterosexuality. All names reported 
herein are pseudonyms chosen by participants.
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Girls’ and boys’ discomfiting engagements with masculinity and femininity ideolo-
gies. In line with our findings in Study 1, we found that both girls and boys 
utilized both masculinity and femininity ideologies in describing their obser-
vations of, and in narrating their own, heterosexual relationships. In particu-
lar, their narratives reflected the deployment of these gender ideologies, often 
through the sexual double standard that privileged boys’ sexuality while cir-
cumscribing girls’ sexuality. Both girls and boys narrated denigrating charac-
terizations of girls who did not restrict their sexuality to monogamous, 
heterosexual relationships—that is, girls who engaged in or showed desire 
for sex or who evidenced interest in sex outside of monogamous relation-
ships. At the same time, both girls and boys naturalized boys who appeared 
to act as sexual aggressors, conveyed having irrepressible sexual desire, or 
demonstrated an absence of desire for relationships. These narratives often 
demonstrated that boys enacted these personas and behaviors for the approval 
of their male peers, while girls conversely “earned” and then had to negotiate 
the negative consequences of being labeled “sluts.”

Yet even as both boys and girls voiced this duality in their observations 
and in their own experiences as a taken-for-granted reality of adolescent 
social life, we also noted a pervasive confusion about or questioning of these 
judgments. While explaining the “logic” of how the sexual double standard 
operates, particularly in their own experiences with it, both boys and girls 
became tongue-tied, lost their train of thought, and were unable to finish 
sentences. As they laid it out, they recognized the contradiction and inequity 
of punishment for girls perceived to be enacting sexual expression as con-
trasted with either admiration for boys as “players” who commodify or col-
lect sex or admonishment for boys who do not.

Boys observed how these social rules and consequences are ubiquitous 
and yet also problematic, but they could not put their fingers on why:

Some of my guy friends compete with each other to see who has more girls and 
who has slept with more girls . . . Like they’ll make bets sayin’ how much—
how—how many girls in one month and they’ll make bets . . . they put like 10 
bucks on every other girl more that they got than they said they were gonna get 
. . . They have no heart for girls. Like so many—they don’t really see how many 
girls’ hearts they are actually breaking . . . I can’t do that to girls . . . I mean, a 
lot of girls like—I don’t know. But then, there’s also some girls—you also got 
the girls out there that—you know—that actually like to have sex and they 
don’t care who they have it with and they just want to have an orgasm. You 
know what I’m sayin’? . . . I feel bad for some girls that are tramps ’cause 
they’re really nice girls . . . And then like after that, all the boys know that, “Oh 
she’s—she’ll—well you know she’s—she—she’s easy or whatever. I’ll go up 
to her and you know—kick G’s [have sex] with her and then—you know—go 
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to her house after and do whatever [laughs].” . . . And before you know it, 
you’ve got the reputation of bein’ a tramp . . . Some girls—that’s just the way—
there’s not a lot of girls like that. All girls, I think, like have a good heart in 
them and they really like–they—they don’t have—I don’t know. (Ryan, aged 
16, White)

Ryan, who had been in a 1-year heterosexual relationship with regular 
sexual encounters, observed that girls are treated as objects of sexual con-
quest, for which his friends “compete . . . to see who has more girls and slept 
with more girls,” going so far as to “make bets” about their counts. He recog-
nized that girls have sexual desire and pleasure: “Some girls . . . actually like 
to have sex . . . and just want to have an orgasm,” outside the scope of a 
relationship. However, he invoked the sexual double standard, calling such 
girls “tramps” because “they don’t care who they have it with.” Ryan thereby 
acknowledged, if not fully recognized, the demands of femininity ideology, 
juxtaposing this description of appropriate enactment of femininity against 
the complementary—and unequal—enactment of masculinity by boys who 
know such girls as “easy” and available, while they themselves are socially 
encouraged to seek sex without commitment. He expressed doubt and confu-
sion by bookending his explanation of how the social dynamic unfolds with 
the phrase, “I don’t know.” Narrative analysts argue that such invocation of 
“I don’t know” suggests a tentative knowledge about the point that is made 
(Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Tolman, 2002; Way, 2011), which Ryan in essence 
took back by denying that knowledge—“I don’t know”—at the end of his 
observation.

Many girls, along with a few boys, by contrast, narrated a recognition and 
frustration with an unfair sexual double standard:

You’ll see people in the hallway and you’ll be like, “She’s a slut.” And they’ll 
be like, “Why?” And you’ll be like, “She slept with like four dudes and like 
she’s 13,” or something like that. . . . [Guys] get good reputations when they do 
it. . . . It’s unfair. Like if I sleep with a guy, I’ll get called a slut from a girl. But 
then like that girl will go with that guy too, and like the guy’s friends are like, 
“Yeah, yo. You’re sweet”—Something like that. You know what I mean? 
(Smiley, aged 17, White)

Smiley, who has had sex and boyfriends (at least one who was physically 
abusive), knew that if a girl “slept with four dudes,” or if she herself “sleeps 
with a guy,” she gets called “a slut,” while the boy involved earns respect 
from his friends. She judged this gendered system “unfair” as girls are pun-
ished for sexual activity, while boys support one another in sexual conquest. 
If a girl breaks up with one boy to go out with another, the rejected boyfriend 
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“will still be happy for the other guy but he’ll hate you.” Like Ryan, Smiley 
explained that guys “get good reputations” for precisely the same sexual 
actions for which girls get labeled “sluts” with the rhetorical question, “You 
know what I mean?” In this way, Smiley referenced this inequity as shared 
knowledge requiring no further explanation (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; 
Tolman, 2002).

Both girls and boys demonstrated an array of perspectives on gender 
ideologies as they play out in the sexual double standard, with some uncriti-
cally embracing it, others expressing that it is somehow wrong and unfair, 
and a few outright naming and rejecting it. Yet virtually all the participants, 
girls and boys alike, expressed confusion about the origins of these gen-
dered expectations and/or why they persist. While the sexual double stan-
dard was the firm constant against which they positioned their own 
experiences and observations of how heterosexual relationships and gen-
dered sexuality are expected to “work,” both girls and boys narrated con-
flict in attempting to make sense of it. Smiley described this gender 
hierarchy as “unfair” and “weird.” Ryan evidenced considerable confusion, 
claiming that he himself “can’t do that [use and collect girls for sexual pur-
poses and ‘break . . . girls’ hearts’].” Ryan’s confusion centered on the 
binary of “tramps” and “really nice girls” who challenged his simultaneous 
assertion that “all girls . . . have a good heart.” Caught in this dilemma, 
Ryan’s recourse was to conclude, simply, “I don’t know.” Even girls and 
boys who expressed their desire for egalitarian relationships in which the 
thoughts, feelings, and sexual agency of both partners are recognized 
expressed puzzlement over the ubiquity of these gender ideologies and the 
subsequent inequities they produce.

Girls’ and boys’ different enactment and management of gender ideologies. Also 
mirroring the quantitative findings, we found the balance of these two ide-
ologies in girls’ and boys’ narratives to be different. For girls, boys’ enact-
ments of masculinity ideology were at the forefront of how they navigated 
their relationships and sexual decisions and how they managed their own 
enactments of femininity ideology. That is, many of the girls’ narratives 
included their own management of femininity ideology in tandem with and 
sometimes subjugated to their expectations of the boys’ enactments of mas-
culinity ideology. Coercion of varying intensity was a central theme, perva-
sive in these girls’ descriptions of their own and other girls’ experiences with 
relationships and sexuality. Most of the girls described coercion that was ver-
bal and emotional rather than physical. A handful of girls described physical 
coercion along a continuum from verbal threats to physical harm. The follow-
ing stark example is of more overt coercion and makes very clear the process 
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by which the co-constitutive functioning of masculinity and femininity ide-
ologies produces and sustains inequity in heterosexual relationships:

[My boyfriend and I] would just have fights. Like verbal fights. And I’m very 
like, emotional, like . . . We’d fight over silly things . . . he was just like verbally, 
physically, emotionally, just all mental stuff. Like he was really abusing me. 
And like he would sit there and comment, “Don’t wear this. Don’t wear that.” 
You know. “Wha—What are you trying to do?” He would go to my work and 
make sure that I’m not talking to a boy, like not talking to them, but just you 
know, he’d want them to know that I am his. You know what I mean. And like, 
we’d just like rough around and stuff, but I’d end up always getting hurt . . . 
And we f—we fought. And I was like, “Just get out of my house.” And he’s 
like, “Why do you do this? Blah, blah, blah.” And he just smacked me. And I 
was like, “All right you can leave now.” Of course, I give into him, so he left. 
And then I felt bad. It’s freezing out there. And I’m like, “You gotta come 
inside. I’m like, I’ll call a ride or whatever. If you want to stay and talk about 
things, then we’ll work things out.” (Juliana, aged 16, White)

Juliana, who had a 2-year relationship inclusive of regular sexual encoun-
ters with the boy described above, voiced the interplay of masculinity and 
femininity ideologies to make sense of her relationship with a controlling and 
abusive boyfriend. She pointed out several of her boyfriend’s controlling 
behaviors, such as his demands that she not “wear this [or] wear that” and 
“not talk to a boy.” She narrated his coercive behavior: “He was really abus-
ing me . . . verbally, physically, emotionally.” The logic Juliana articulates is 
the logic of masculinity ideology: He controls and coerces her, because “he’d 
want them [his male peers] to know that I am his.” Juliana recognized that she 
would “end up always getting hurt” when her boyfriend “roughs around” 
with her; in some cases, such as when his behavior became violent (e.g., 
when “he just smacked” her), she insisted that he leave. However, this 
moment of resistance was short-lived as Juliana enacts femininity ideology in 
response to his enactment of masculinity ideology. In describing her own 
response, she said she “felt bad” because “it’s freezing out there” and she 
decided to take care of her abusive boyfriend by letting him back inside and 
“call[ing] a ride or whatever.” She mobilized the femininity mandate of doing 
the emotion and care work in a relationship by offering to “talk about things” 
and “work things out,” but only if he “wants to.”

Although much of her behavior directly reflected femininity ideology, 
Juliana also had to engage with masculinity ideology, because her boyfriend’s 
enactments thereof directly affected her. The more she understood how he 
negotiated masculinity ideology, the better she was able to anticipate his 
behaviors. In an abusive relationship, where a boyfriend’s behavior is so 
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often unpredictable, any knowledge of his thought processes is valuable. 
Juliana was also aware that her enactments of femininity ideology assuaged 
her boyfriend’s masculinity-driven vulnerabilities, and so she worked dili-
gently to perform proper femininity. She utilized these gender ideologies to 
articulate a logic for his controlling behavior, justifying his actions in terms 
of the effect on herself rather than holding him accountable (“I’d end up get-
ting hurt.”). When describing his coercive and violent behavior, brief 
moments of resistance (“You can leave now”) ultimately gave way to a reso-
lution to emotionally support and physically shelter him.

Also consistent with femininity ideology, any real focus on her own 
desires was absent from Juliana’s narrative. When her boyfriend told her not 
to “wear this [or] wear that,” she did not say or perhaps even know how that 
made her feel. She justified his behavior based on what she perceived he must 
be thinking, simultaneously perceiving his enactment of masculinity and 
enacting her own femininity. Even when he assaulted her and she told him to 
leave, she immediately returned to putting herself in his frame of mind, feel-
ing “bad” for him for being out in the cold rather than feeling angry or hurt or 
any other emotion for herself. For Juliana, femininity ideology dictated that 
she follow her boyfriend’s lead, expect and tolerate his control of her behav-
ior, and emotionally support him even at the expense of her own well-being. 
Juliana was continually managing her boyfriend’s enactments of masculinity 
ideology, because understanding his emotions, attitudes, and behaviors 
enabled her to leverage the ostensible protections the mandates of femininity 
ideology afforded her. This example illuminates how Juliana occupied a sub-
stantially less powerful position than her boyfriend in their relationship. She 
did not have the luxury of ignoring his thought processes, constrained as she 
was in her responses to his enactments of masculinity ideology. It is because 
her boyfriend was abusive that it became all the more crucial for Juliana to 
stay precisely tuned to his enactments of masculinity to keep herself safe and 
to predict his behaviors as much as possible.

While girls managed both femininity and masculinity ideologies, navigat-
ing masculinity ideology was virtually the entire focus in boys’ narratives, 
particularly in terms of demonstrating sexual conquest, constant sexual 
desire, and not being gay. For boys, femininity ideology among girls, when it 
was part of their described experiences, functioned almost exclusively as a 
backdrop to their negotiations of masculinity ideology. That is, boys recog-
nized but did not feel compelled to accommodate or support girls’ enactments 
of femininity. Boys’ discussions about their expectations of girls, which arose 
far less frequently than girls’ discussions about their expectations of boys, 
were highly instrumental: Rather than concern about the negative implica-
tions for girls violating conventions of femininity ideology, boys narrated 
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how those violations complicated their own successful enactments of mascu-
linity. In keeping with the mandate of femininity ideology that girls should 
resist boys’ sexual advances, girls were expected to be gatekeepers—a man-
date predicated on girls’ own proscribed control of their own sexual feelings. 
A primary theme of many boys’ narratives was the effort to cement their 
standing as appropriately masculine, which included but did not entirely 
comprise overcoming this gatekeeping. However, some boys evidenced dis-
comfort with this simplistic understanding of their own sexuality and feelings 
about relationships, particularly how their feelings for girls may have been 
seen to interfere with the interplay of femininity and masculinity ideologies 
in regulating and maintaining constructions of girls’ and boys’ sexuality:

I had an experience with a person like a couple months back who wasn’t 
considered the ah—the cream of the crop as far as girls are concerned. And a 
bunch of my friends thought it was a bad idea. And like I was kinda having 
trouble with it for a while. But then ah—my best friend, his name’s Seth, he 
kinda stood up and said—he kinda stood up—stood up and laid the law down. 
He—he expressed to them—not how I was feeling, but a way a guy should feel 
in general. And I was just like, “Okay.” He said to all my friends—like this girl 
happens to be known as an easy ride. And uh—and Seth said—like they were 
all like rantin’ on me—“I don’t understand what the big deal is. Angel’s with a 
girl. He’s gonna get some. And uh—that’s it. Why’re you guys all buggin’ on 
him?” And then they all stopped. I was grateful that they stopped, but I think he 
portrayed the wrong message, like the wrong reasons. Like, I [am] certainly not 
in the relationship to get some, but like that’s what he told them. It did make 
them stop. That was good enough. And, I don’t know. It’s just like—like I 
wasn’t in that relationship to get some. (Angel, aged 15, Latino)

In this situation, Angel, who dated regularly and recounted some sexual 
experience, described how the terms of masculinity ideology functioned to 
get his friends to “stop . . . buggin’ on him,” even as he denied that “get[ting] 
some” was his motivation for this relationship. This example illuminates 
how femininity ideology, when it did arise in the boys’ interviews, func-
tioned primarily as a context for their own navigation of masculinity ideol-
ogy. It also demonstrates how masculinity and femininity ideologies are 
mutually constitutive and need one another to operate. Angel engaged with 
femininity ideology to navigate his friends’ expectations of behavior com-
pliant with masculinity ideology. He recognized the strictures of femininity 
ideology in his understanding that, because his girlfriend was “known as an 
easy ride,” she was therefore not “the cream of the crop as far as girls are 
concerned”—her violation of femininity ideology diminished her, and par-
adoxically both diminished and elevated him. Yet while Angel recognized 
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the unfairness of the sexual double standard for his girlfriend, the conse-
quences of femininity ideology for her are salient to him only as they per-
tain to his own enactment of appropriate masculinity. He describes his 
friends “rantin’ on” him because they thought dating this girl was “a bad 
idea,” and he says that he “was kinda having trouble with it for a while.” 
Only after one of his friends pointed out that by dating this girl, Angel is 
“gonna get some”—enacting masculinity appropriately by having sex—do 
his friends think there was a “good enough” reason to date her. The primary 
concern of Angel’s friends—getting through the gates—won out, reinforc-
ing the expectations of masculinity ideology.

Yet, Angel himself remained conflicted. Although he was “grateful that 
they stopped” bothering him, he explained that his friend “portrayed the 
wrong message” and that he was “certainly not in the relationship to get 
some.” He struggled to make sense of his own feelings, which did not line 
up with what was expected of him. He said his friend explained to the group 
“not how I was feeling, but a way a guy should feel in general.” He was 
aware of his girlfriend’s reputation but neither discussed how her failure to 
enact femininity mandates may have affected her nor stood up for her as a 
sexual agent and person deserving of respect. Instead, he focused only on 
how her reputation affected him, even as he appreciated the relationship as 
more than just a method of obtaining access to sex. Ultimately, Angel’s 
situation left him flummoxed, relaying a common pattern in both boys’ and 
girls’ narratives: When recognizing that the logic of gender ideologies is 
unfair, they fell back on the ambivalent trope of “I don’t know.” Angel, in 
retrospect, wondered why he did not object to the inaccurate characteriza-
tion of his motives or express the offense he took at the denigration of his 
girlfriend.

The boys’ narrations of how they navigated masculinity and femininity 
thus stood in stark contrast to how the girls engaged with these ideologies. 
Whereas the girls tended to articulate expectations of femininity for them-
selves entangled with their attention to expectations of masculinity for boys 
and how that ideology affects girls directly, the boys tended to focus on 
expectations of femininity insofar as it provided a context for their naviga-
tions of masculinity. Angel narrated his rejection of masculinity ideology, 
instead positioning himself as relatively egalitarian. However, even though 
Angel was clear that he was not in the relationship to gain access to sex, the 
expectations of masculinity and femininity ideologies nevertheless protected 
him from ridicule; he seemed both resigned to allowing his friend to mobilize 
these ideologies to harness their mutual friends’ harassment yet unable to see 
an alternative that would make it possible for him to express any emotion 
beyond lust without negative consequences.
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General Discussion

In a departure from the lens of gender differences generally characterizing 
research on adolescent relationships and sexuality, we used a gendered analy-
sis to evaluate if and how the gender ideologies of masculinity and femininity 
shed light on the perpetuation of gender inequity in adolescent heterosexual 
relationships for boys and girls. Using a theoretical framework of institution-
alized heterosexuality, we suggested that gender ideologies of boys’ mascu-
linity and girls’ femininity, articulated as a key structure of institutionalized 
heterosexuality, together produce a gendered hierarchy in relationships for 
both boys and girls. We first quantitatively tested this claim, finding contribu-
tions of both masculinity and femininity ideologies for both boys and girls to 
two conceptually linked and gender-salient relational and sexual domains of 
institutionalized heterosexuality: girls’ endorsement of feminine conventions 
in heterosexual relationships and boys’ endorsement of male coercion. In line 
with our first hypothesis, both gender ideologies were found to predict these 
gendered outcomes for both girls and boys. Contrary to our second hypothe-
sis, however, masculinity ideology played an especially strong role over and 
above femininity ideology for girls, while both masculinity and femininity 
ideologies contributed significantly for boys.

The second qualitative study enabled us to attend to the broader tapestry 
of girls’ and boys’ narratives of experiences with heterosexual relationships 
and their navigations of sexual expression. By focusing on the interweaving 
of masculinity and femininity ideologies, narrated by both boys and girls and 
inclusive but not limited to male coercion and feminine conventions of het-
erosexuality, we gained an understanding of how these gender ideologies 
function in tandem in reproducing gender inequitable relationships. These 
young people made sense of and managed the hegemonic mandates of these 
gender ideologies in complex and nuanced ways: While some participants 
embraced gender ideologies uncritically, others experienced them (feminin-
ity ideology in particular) as wrong and unfair, with a few girls and boys 
outright rejecting them. Even so, pervasive confusion about the origins of 
these gendered expectations and/or why they persist characterized both girls’ 
and boys’ struggles in attributing meaning to both their own and their part-
ners’ beliefs and behaviors. These findings provide insight not only into ado-
lescents’ enactments but also into how even unresolved questioning keeps 
these mandates in place.

Understanding the Persistence of a Gender Hierarchy

Nearly two decades after the groundbreaking work of Holland and colleagues 
(1992, 2000, 2003, 1998/2004), the “male-in-the-head” pattern was still 
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audible: Girls tended to articulate not only the management of femininity in 
tandem with masculinity but also their own femininity as subordinate to their 
management of boys’ masculinity. In contrast, boys acknowledged but did not 
manage girls’ enactments of femininity ideology. Boys’ only interaction with 
femininity ideology was in terms of girls’ sexual gatekeeping to the extent that 
it was relevant to the management of their own masculinity. This gendered 
pattern was consistent with feminist and critical race theories, which describe 
how those in positions of less power in a hierarchical system need to under-
stand how those with more power act and think, while those in positions of 
greater power are not compelled to comprehend the outcomes of their own 
dominating behavior (Du Bois, 1903/2007; Miller, 1976). This conclusion is 
buttressed by a notable absence of coercion and overt dominance in boys’ nar-
ratives about their own and other boys’ relationships with girls, in stark con-
trast to girls’ narratives where coercion was a common theme.

A compelling explanation for this silence around boys’ coercion is the cur-
rent public discourse of rejecting dating violence, which may lead boys or 
girls to choose not to disclose this aspect of their relationships. Yet as our 
findings suggest, even as girls and boys both “move away from” gendered 
practices, they remain tethered to those practices. While girls found them-
selves consumed by conflicting expectations for their sexualities through the 
dual management of both their own femininity and boys’ masculinity, boys 
noted how difficult it was to express feelings of tenderness and caring denied 
them by an ideology of masculinity operating on the background of a compli-
ant and subordinated femininity (Connell, 1987). Knowledge of both mascu-
linity and femininity ideologies is thus necessary for explaining and 
understanding the persistence and seeming intransigence of a gender hierar-
chy as it operates in the heterosexual relationships and sexual experiences of 
both girls and boys.

Limitations

Given the novel approach of this study, we note several important limitations. 
In evaluating only two discrete gender-salient outcomes of feminine hetero-
sexual conventions for girls and male coercion for boys, we were unable to 
fully capture the multidimensional complexity of our participants’ relation-
ships, let alone institutionalized heterosexuality. While the follow-up narra-
tive analysis confirmed the critical salience of these two gendered outcomes 
for both adolescent girls and boys, we recognize and encourage the impor-
tance of constructing more complex outcome variables, as well as potential 
moderators or mediators, capable of measuring the extent of girls’ and boys’ 
acceptance of these ideologies. Given the uneven presence of coercion and 
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feminine conventions of heterosexuality across the boys’ and girls’ inter-
views, inclusion of both these outcome measures in quantitative studies of 
both girls and boys may provide more insight.

This study involved the initial use of several measures. The measure of 
femininity ideology (AFIS) was previously developed with and for girls to 
measure their endorsement of femininity ideologies through two subscales, 
ISR and ORB, using first-person items (Tolman & Porche, 2000). However, 
while our adapted measure of the AFIS for boys—a single scale comprising 
third-person items (AFIS-B)—proved viable in this study, the relatively 
restricted range of responses coupled with our finding that femininity, rather 
than masculinity, ideology was a stronger predictor for boys may represent an 
artifact; the need for further validation and refinement is indicated. 
Additionally, while the boys’ endorsement of male coercion in heterosexual 
relationships measure was adapted from an existing scale (Bartling & 
Eisenman, 1993), the girls’ endorsement of feminine heterosexual conven-
tions outcome measure was developed for this study. Our finding that the ISR 
subscale of the AFIS failed to predict this gendered outcome for girls may 
suggest the need for a more robust outcome measure.

We also note several sampling caveats that underscore the need for an 
intersectional framework. Our data reflect a community sample comprising 
mostly White and a minority proportion of Latino(a) adolescents, with few 
African American or Asian adolescents. Consequently, we were unable to 
conduct race and/or ethnicity analyses of the quantitative or qualitative data 
with sufficient confidence. Proxy measures for socioeconomic status were 
dropped due to extensive non-response data, not uncommon for adolescent 
reports of parents’ income and education. We recognize these significant 
shortcomings of the study, as adolescent relationship experiences may differ 
as a function of racial/ethnic identity (Hill Collins, 2004; Hurtado, 2003) and 
socioeconomic status (Santelli, Lowry, Brener, & Robin, 2000). In addition, 
some of the participants and/or their parents were first-generation immi-
grants; measures of immigrant status and acculturation would provide further 
understanding of the sexual experiences of more diverse adolescents 
(Raffaelli, Kang, & Guarini, 2012). Finally, data for this analysis were col-
lected in 2006, and it is possible that many adolescents’ experiences of gen-
der ideologies have evolved since then. Nonetheless, these findings resonate 
strongly with contemporary research describing the persistence of inequita-
ble gender relationships, justifying our exploration in particular of the pro-
cess by which these relationships are organized and reproduced. Future 
mixed-methods research should be sensitive to a more contemporary social 
landscape, such as online social media, in which adolescents’ heterosexual 
relationships play out.
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Praxis for Resistance: Future Directions

Research on adolescent girls in the early 1990s identified a process whereby 
many girls began to “lose their voices” as they entered adolescence even as 
others raised theirs to resist the ways that “appropriate” femininity—to be nice 
and kind yet not to recognize or speak about difficult or disruptive knowl-
edge—suppresses girls (Brown & Gilligan, 1992). Yet the findings of this 
study suggest that vocal resistance offers only a partial analysis and praxis for 
enabling girls to shift the dynamics of their relationships and self-concepts; a 
fuller analysis must allow also for boys’ experiences and navigations in the 
lives of both girls and boys. Replicating the “male-in-the-head” findings 
(Holland et al., 1992, 2000, 2003, 1998/2004), this study offers two key ele-
ments for dismantling institutionalized heterosexuality in the realm of rela-
tionships. First, while attending to the needs and feelings of one’s partner is a 
quality of a good relationship, the importance for girls of masculinity ideology 
underpinning boys’ behavior and experience suggests that girls need to learn 
to recognize how and understand why they attend as closely to what boys are 
supposed to do and feel as they do to the mandates of femininity. Second, a 
singular focus on girls contributes to rather than relieves the persistence of a 
gender hierarchy; also needed is greater recognition of the vital importance of 
and support for boys’ listening, speaking their hearts and minds, and express-
ing what they feel and/or know about their own desires and hopes for relation-
ships. Having access to an analysis of how these ideologies work in tandem 
can enable both boys and girls, as well as adults, to get at the heart of the 
perpetuation of gender inequity, which ultimately may help explain unhappi-
ness, unmet expectations, feeling bad about oneself, and even violence.

Behaviors of dating violence, girls’ self-protection, and boys’ self-con-
straint describe only the symptoms of gender inequity; a focus on the intran-
sigence of the gender hierarchy offers hope for a “diagnosis” that both 
problematizes and can provide alternatives to, and tools for, resisting and 
reconfiguring these gender ideologies. Consistent with recent research (Burns 
et al., 2011; Renold & Ringrose, 2008; Ringrose, 2013; Way, 2011), many 
adolescents in the current sample proved critical observers of their worlds, 
eager to imagine something better even as they were stymied in understand-
ing the current gender hierarchy. Adolescents’ ability to question ubiquitous, 
hegemonic gender ideologies constitutes a fissure in institutionalized hetero-
sexuality—a fissure that complements the challenge to a gender hierarchy 
posed by same-sex and transgender relationships (e.g., Iantaffi & Bockting, 
2011; Kustritz, 2003)—and an opportunity to push back against rigid and 
unrealistic norms that deny opportunities to be fully human. Yet if we allow 
for the possibility that adolescent girls can be recognized as sexual people 
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without being thought of as “sluts,” along with the possibility that adolescent 
boys are driven by a desire for emotional intimacy rather than just sex, then 
we open the door for adolescents and adults to rework relationships beyond 
the binaries that reproduce gender inequity and enable relationships that are 
a source and example of human connection.
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