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Abstract
Introduction Cisgender heterosexual boys and young men in Australia may experience or perpetuate a range of harms in 
their romantic and sexual encounters with women due to expectations that they adhere to problematic ideals and norms 
concerning masculinity and heterosexuality. This paper explores expert stakeholders’ perceptions on these key issues, and 
their broader implications for policy and practice.
Methods Using inductive thematic analysis techniques, this paper draws on semi-structured interviews from 23 expert 
stakeholders working across sectors of gendered violence prevention, sexual health, relationships and sexuality education, 
sport, and emotional and physical wellbeing.
Results Findings note several key concerns, including (1) hesitation and lack of adequate information regarding relation-
ships with women; (2) the potential negative influence of pornography; (3) the lack of opportunities to be engaged in sexual 
health promotion initiatives; and (4) limited opportunities to have meaningful conversations about dating, sex, and intimacy.
Conclusions Expert stakeholders note several important gaps in policy and practice that need to be addressed to better sup-
port cisgender heterosexual boys and young men, and to confront gendered violence and sexual violence.
Social and Policy Implications Understanding these gaps is vital for policymakers, content and program creators, and service 
providers working with cisgender heterosexual boys and men. We advocate for thinking about a strategy that is centred around 
“heterosexual intimacies”, in which addressing boys and young men’s sexual health and wellbeing is brought together with 
gendered violence prevention and sexual violence prevention initiatives.
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Introduction

Cisgender1 heterosexual boys2 and young men in Australia 
may experience a range of harms due to expectations that 
they adhere to problematic ideals and norms concern-
ing masculinity and heterosexuality (Flood, 2013, 2020). 
Such norms may include aggression and violence towards 
others (particularly queer men, queer and straight women, 
and trans and gender diverse people), hypersexuality, stoi-
cism, and risk-taking behaviours including substance abuse, 
unsafe sex, and high-risk physical activities (Mahalik et al., 

2007; Miller et al., 2016). Other practices include sexually 
objectifying women, expressing sexual entitlements towards 
women and trans and gender diverse people (Flood, 2013; 
Noack-Lundberg et al., 2020; Richardson, 2010), and exhib-
iting an aggressive heterosexuality that centres/privileges 
penetration, the phallus, and male pleasure (Beasley, 2015). 
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1 Cisgender refers to a person who describes their gender in a way 
that corresponds to the sex they were assigned at birth.
2 We recognise the cumbersome nature of this phrasing. However, 
the use of repeated terminology of cisgender heterosexual boys and 
young men is in effort to bring visibility to the diversity of gender and 
sexuality. We note that people who are sexually or gender diverse are 
referred to in these ways (i.e., trans women, gay men). In using this 
language, we attempt to normalise the diversity of gender and sexual-
ity, as opposed to reproducing a dominant paradigm in which ‘men’ 
and ‘boys’ are presumed cisgender and heterosexual unless otherwise 
stated.
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Due to the burden of having to demonstrate an aggressive 
heterosexuality, some cisgender heterosexual young men in 
Australia have reported a lack of recognition of their own 
refusals in sexual encounters or feeling pressured to perform 
sexually (e.g., Meenagh, 2021). Indeed, for young cisgender 
heterosexual men, sex is often discursively configured as an 
active performance to be judged (Porter et al., 2017). Recent 
international studies in the USA and UK have also noted an 
ongoing anxiety and uncertainty among some men when it 
comes to dating and sex with women (Ford, 2018; Haywood, 
2018). These anxieties are amplified by the important gains 
of the #MeToo movement, which have raised awareness to 
women’s experiences of sexual violence in dating and other 
spaces (e.g., Ashwini, 2018). Research notes that on top-
ics like sexual health, expert stakeholders render cisgender 
heterosexual young men in Australia as invisible or do not 
regard them as relevant. For example, Connor et al. (2018), 
in their study of health practitioners working on adolescent 
pregnancy prevention in the state of Victoria, found that 
expert stakeholders did not view engaging young cisgender 
heterosexual men as essential to this work, and instead only 
focused on young women.

In the wake of increasing acknowledgement of the above 
issues, there have been calls for Australian legislation to 
better support gendered and sexual violence prevention pro-
grams (Phillips et al., 2015) and mandate sexual consent 
and healthy relationship education in school-based settings 
(e.g., Storie, 2021). Australia’s National Men’s Health Strat-
egy (2020–2030) (Commonwealth Department of Health, 
2019a), for example, includes a focus on ensuring diverse 
representations of healthy relationships, gender and sexual-
ity in education, inclusion of sexual and reproductive health 
for heterosexual men, and supporting the modelling of posi-
tive role models and behaviours to support the wellbeing 
of boys and men. The National Plan to Reduce Violence 
against Women and their Children 2010–2022 (Council of 
Australian Governments, 2010) stresses the importance of 
teaching respectful relationships to young people and sup-
porting positive male attitudes and behaviours. There are 
several frameworks, programs, and initiatives that run in 
Australia to respond to the above strategies, including the 
national comprehensive relationships and sexuality educa-
tion (RSE) curriculum for school-based programs; mascu-
linity and men’s behavioural change community programs; 
national gendered and sexual violence prevention programs 
such as the Respectful Relationships program (Department 
of Education and Training, 2021); and mental and physi-
cal health and wellbeing programs. These all, to varying 
degrees, are designed to help address some of the noted con-
cerns about young men, sex, sexuality, and sexual intimacy.

In Australia, most formal discussions of RSE happen 
in school-based settings (Ollis et al., 2021), but this is not 
consistently applied in schools (or may not be applied at 

all) (Ezer et al., 2021). Common issues that arise in imple-
menting RSE programs both in Australia and internation-
ally include managing moral, social, and political panics 
that arise when teaching young people about sex; disagree-
ments concerning the content of RSE curriculum, includ-
ing whether or not to include discussions of pleasure and 
intimacy; uncertainty as to who is ultimately responsible 
for teaching relationships and sexuality education; lack of 
teacher training; and lack of funds and resources to bring 
in external experts such as youth workers or sex educators 
(e.g., Ezer et al., 2021; Pound et al., 2016, 2017). Sexual 
consent education is also often devoid of considerations of 
pleasure, with a focus on binary understandings of consen-
sual and non-consensual practices premised within legal and 
criminological frameworks (e.g., Cameron-Lewis & Allen, 
2013; Darnell, 2020; Gilbert, 2018). Respectful Relation-
ships is guided by the national program Our Watch, a rec-
ognised leader in the prevention of violence against women 
and children in Australia. Change the Story presents a shared 
understanding of the evidence and principles of effective 
prevention and provides a guide to assist governments and 
other stakeholders to develop their own appropriate policies, 
strategies, and programs to prevent violence against women 
(Our Watch, Australia’s National Research Organisation for 
Women’s Safety (ANROWS) and VicHealth, 2015). While 
Respectful Relationships teaches about harmful gender role 
stereotyping to reduce violence towards women, it does not 
cover any kind of sexual content (Department of Education 
and Training, 2021). As a result, cisgender heterosexual boys 
and young men may not have access to adequate information 
that bridges the link between sexual practices and sexual 
health; wants, pleasures, and desires; and respectful sexual 
and intimate relations with women (Cameron-Lewis & 
Allen, 2013). This gap between sexual practices and desire, 
pleasure, health, and equitable relationships continues to 
contribute to broader inequalities.

While there is a plethora of research that critically analyses 
these programs and initiatives (e.g., Ollis et al., 2021), there is 
very little research in Australia that explores how expert stake-
holders engaged in running or developing these programs or 
initiatives work with cisgender heterosexual boys and young 
men on topics concerning sex, sexuality, and intimacy, includ-
ing challenges that they see cisgender heterosexual boys and 
young men may be experiencing. Considering how cisgender 
heterosexual boys and young men may be socialised into prob-
lematic engagements in terms of their sexual health and sexual 
practices (e.g., Flood, 2008), it is prudent to better understand 
how expert stakeholders might be addressing this in policy 
and practice. Such stakeholders hold a wealth of knowledge 
and lengthy experience in working with a large number of cis-
gender heterosexual boys and young men, including observing 
how they might be engaging with issues and interventions to 
address them. In this paper, we seek to explore how expert 
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stakeholders are thinking about men, boys, masculinity, and 
sexuality when it comes to gender inequalities, sex education, 
relationships, and intimacy, and gender violence prevention. 
We draw from a concept of “heterosexual intimacies”, which 
pays careful attention to how cisgender men and women are 
socialised into heterosexual relations as part of broader gender 
socialising. This includes considerations of gendered power 
dynamics within dating and sexual practices (i.e., men pursue/
aggressive, women are pursued/passive), sexual communica-
tion expectations (i.e., body language, contraceptive negotia-
tion), and avenues for learning about sex and sexual practices 
(i.e., pornography) (see Beasley, 2015; Brown, 2015; Crabbe 
& Flood, 2020; Flood, 2008; Ford, 2018; Haywood, 2018; 
Meenagh, 2021; Waling, 2022).

We ask, what are the challenges that expert stakeholders 
see as facing cisgender heterosexual boys and young men 
when it comes to sex, sexuality, and intimacy? How might 
topics of sex, sexuality, and intimacy be engaged (or not) 
when thinking about sexual health and wellbeing, and gen-
dered violence prevention, for this population group? What 
might be the gaps, implications, or consequences of current 
strategies, and what can be done to address them? This paper 
draws from 23 expert stakeholder interviews who work in 
fields of gendered violence prevention, RSE, sexual health, 
sport, and mental and physical health and wellbeing across 
Australia. We explore the key issues that expert stakeholders 
perceive cisgender heterosexual boys and young men experi-
ence when it comes to sex, sexual health, and intimacy.

Methodology

This study is part of a larger project exploring men’s engage-
ments with sex, consent, and intimacy, which includes inter-
views and focus groups with young cisgender heterosexual 
men and women, and cultural analyses of discourses of sex, 
sexual communication, desires, and gender (Waling, 2022). 
In this paper, we focus specifically on a subset of this pro-
ject, that is, engagement with expert stakeholders. We under-
stand expert stakeholders as individuals and organisations 
who were directly involved in some capacity in working 
with boys and men on issues of consent; sexuality; intimacy; 
mental and physical health and wellbeing; and gendered vio-
lence prevention. This included conducting workshops in 
schools or mentoring programs. This also included strategic 
and policy work, such as developing strategies and initiatives 
to address issues such as sexual violence towards women.

We consider sexual health to encompass more than just 
reproductive capabilities and prevention of sexually trans-
missible infections (STIs) and include a range of com-
ponents such as sexual consent and gendered violence 
prevention, mental and physical health and wellbeing, 
relationships and sexuality education, and pleasure, among 

others (WHO, 2006). Our rationale in focusing on a range 
of issues is related to our understanding that sex, consent, 
and intimacy can be entangled within many facets of one’s 
life, and may have impacts across varying dimensions of 
health, relationships, and engagement with or experiences 
of violence. For example, sexual consent and healthy/
respectful relationships may be addressed in RSE programs  
as well as mental and physical health and wellbeing pro-
grams and gendered violence prevention programs. Sexual 
consent has implications not only for addressing sexual 
violence, but also for negotiating contraceptive and bar-
rier method use for prevention of pregnancy and STIs and 
blood-borne viruses (BBVs), and navigating conversations 
about pleasure, wants, limitations, and desires (Gilbert, 
2018). Sporting clubs have also been participating in 
the gendered violence prevention space to better support 
gender equality initiatives and address violence towards 
women, and they include elements of healthy and respect-
ful relationships. Reaching out to a diverse group of expert 
stakeholders enabled access to a range of viewpoints that 
could speak to contemporary issues that boys and young 
men are currently facing in their lives, while also speaking 
to larger systemic and structural issues in developing and 
implementing programs to address these issues.

There are limitations to engaging expert stakeholders. 
Lokot (2021) notes that engaging in key informant inter-
views (such as those with expert stakeholders) can result in 
losing the “ordinary” voice of those most deeply affected 
by these issues. This can include the public and young 
people. However, the purpose of this study was to better 
understand expert stakeholder perspectives concerning dif-
ficulties cisgender heterosexual boys and young men may 
be experiencing because of the information with which 
they are (or are not) engaging, the questions they may be 
asking, and broader policy and practices that may be shap-
ing these experiences. Expert stakeholders offer a unique 
insight as they not only work with a range of boys and 
young men, but also can see and speak to a cross section of 
social issues. In a subsequent paper, we explore challenges 
in implementing programs. A separate study as part of the 
larger project explores young men’s and young women’s 
experiences of sex, sexual practices, and sexual intimacy.

Method

Ethics approval for this project was granted by the La Trobe 
University Human Research Ethics Committee. This paper 
is focused on this research question: from expert stakeholder 
perspectives, what are the challenges young men and boys 
in Australia are facing when it comes to sex, dating, and 
relationships, and what might be broader systemic or struc-
tural issues that contribute to these challenges?
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Data Collection

One-on-one semi-structured interviews and group interviews 
were conducted with key informant stakeholders working on 
issues of mental and physical health and wellbeing, programs 
focusing on masculinity/masculinities, boys and men, domes-
tic and sexual gendered violence prevention, sex education 
in schools, relationships, sexuality, and sexual health and 
wellbeing. Purposive sampling was used (Guest et al., 2012). 
AW curated database of organisations and private consultants 
across Australia was curated by AJ with support from JF. This 
included an exhaustive search of organisations that work on 
one or more of the above key areas. Expert stakeholders were 
personally invited to take part in the research project from 
this curated database. Expert stakeholders were sent an email 
outlining the research study and rationale as to why they were 
being invited to take part. Eligibility criteria included those 
expert stakeholders needed to work in a community-based or 
government program that has some form of engagement with 
young men and women, either through programs, policy and 
advocacy work, or social work activities. Expert stakehold-
ers needed to have a focus that included one or more of the 
following areas: health and wellbeing of young people, RSE, 
sexual health and wellbeing, gendered violence prevention, 
and/or boys and men.

For those who expressed interest in participating, one-on-
one interviews and small group interviews were conducted 
using Zoom technology, a video conferencing platform. Data 
was collected during lockdown restrictions of COVID-19 
(between October 2020 and February 2021) thus requiring 
flexibility in conducting these interviews (Rahman et al., 
2021). Participants were therefore offered the choice as to 
whether they wanted to complete a one-on-one interview 
or join a group interview. In some cases, group interviews 
were conducted with a couple of participants from the same 
organisation. The use of group interviews and single-person 
interviews were designed to provide complementary forms 
of data (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008). Participants were 
invited to participate on a secure, password-protected Zoom 
link. Zoom was chosen over other platforms such as Skype 
and Microsoft teams due to its accessibility, and because 
participants did not require a user account to access this 
platform. One-on-one interviews were conducted by AW. 
For group interviews, AWfacilitated the discussions, while 
AJ kept track of speakers to assist with later transcription.

Participants were asked to talk about the work they do 
and how they started in that line of work. Questions were 
then asked of the participants that included exploring: cur-
rent challenges facing young men in Australia; perceived or 
experienced barriers in working with men on sex, sexuality, 
and relationships; current approaches to working with young 
men, what is working, what is not; and where organisations 
feel research and understanding should be focused. These 

topics were used to help facilitate discussion in both group 
and one-on-one interviews. The open guide format enabled 
the development of organic conversation and capacity to fol-
low up on new insights emerging from the research. Addi-
tionally, in the group interviews, the open guide enabled 
participants to build off each other to generate further dis-
cussion (Plummer, 2017). In this paper, we focus specifically 
on the first topic: current challenges facing young men in 
Australia, as understood by expert stakeholders.

Audio recordings were sent to a professional transcriber 
and then verified by AW. All participants were sent a copy 
of their transcript to review, a process known as member-
checking (Birt et al., 2016). Once transcripts were returned, 
they were loaded in NVivo for coding and organisation in 
preparation for analysis.

Analysis

An exploratory inductive thematic analysis approach was 
utilised, drawing from Guest et al. (2012). This technique 
was deemed appropriate as it enabled the research team 
to see what data emerged in the broader semi-structured 
group interview and single interview questions pertaining 
to challenges and issues that expert stakeholders understand 
cisgender heterosexual boys and young men to experience 
when navigating sex, intimacy, and dating in Australia. It 
is also a recommended approach when conducting research 
that has implications for policy and practice (Guest et al., 
2012). To conduct this analysis, the authors first familiar-
ised themselves with the data by reviewing the transcripts 
and post-interview reflection notes. An iterative codebook 
using both structural coding and fractured coding tech-
niques (Guest et al., 2012) was then developed after review-
ing the data. This was based on these preliminary readings 
and the semi-structured interview guide, drawing out top-
level descriptive codes (key topic or issue raised by the 
interviewer) and sub-level analytical codes (how interview-
ees responded to these questions). These key topics/issues 
included (1) challenges and barriers boys and young men 
face in Australia; (2) difficulties in working directly with 
boys and young men; (3) external challenges in working 
with boys and young men; (4) what broader frameworks, 
approaches, or intervention strategies are effective; and (5) 
what broader frameworks, approaches, or intervention strat-
egies are not working or raise criticism. Additional top-level 
descriptive codes included (1) future research directions as 
requested by expert stakeholders and (2) demographics of 
organisations. In this paper, we focus specifically on the 
top code and underlying sub-codes of (1) challenges and 
barriers boys and young men face in Australia. AW and 
AJ cross-checked this codebook, and changes were made 
accordingly to ensure it accurately reflected the data. The 
data was then coded by AW and checked by AJ. Analysis 
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was then conducted through reviewing the emergent emic 
findings, where all three authors met to discuss these 
through conversations concerning drafts of this paper.

Validity and reliability of the data was done following 
Guest et al. (2012) recommendations across all three design, 
collection, and analysis stages. For design, this was achieved 
through using a whole-team approach through developing 
drafts of, checking, and finalising the interview guide and 
questions (design). For data collection, this involved the 
presence of two interviewers for group interviews and uti-
lising member-checking (Birt et al., 2016), the practice of 
allowing participants to review their transcripts (collection). 
For analysis, several recommended data analysis reliability 
techniques were followed, including developing and using a 
precise codebook, utilising three external, non-research team 
member peer review of findings as well as sending research 
participants a confidential summary report of the findings 
to provide any feedback or corrections, the creation of an 
audit trail for coding and analysis, and ensuring the use of 
supporting quotes from participants in the analysis.

Participant Demographics

In total, 23 participants in Australia took part in expert  
stakeholder interviews. Table 1 (above) provides a detailed over-
view of how we are defining stakeholders.

This includes type of expert stakeholder (community, pri-
vate consultant, government), level of organisation (local, 
state, multi-state, national), and focus (boys and men, 

emotional and/or physical health and wellbeing, gendered 
violence prevention, sexual health and wellbeing, sport 
and gendered violence prevention). Table 2 outlines demo-
graphic characteristics of expert stakeholders.

Most participants were working in gendered violence pre-
vention spaces (9) or sexual health and wellbeing spaces (7). 
Over 19 participants worked for a community organisation. 
These were primarily organisations that functioned at either 
a national (8) or state-specific level (7). Eleven were based 
in the state of Victoria, which may be because Victoria has 
had a significant investment in gendered violence prevention 
(Department of Premier and Cabinet, 2021) and teaching 
RSE in schools is mandatory in Victoria (State Government 
of Victoria, 2010). Most were either working with school-
aged (aged under 18) young people (10) or were specifically 
focused on boys and young men (7). Quotations have been 
editing for punctuation and clarity.

Findings

This paper explores the following four challenges: (1) hesi-
tation and lack of adequate information regarding relation-
ships with women; (2) the potential negative influence of 
pornography; (3) limited sexual health promotion targeting 
cisgender heterosexual boys and men; and (4) limited oppor-
tunities to have meaningful conversations about dating, sex, 
and intimacy.

Table 1  Category definitions

Category Definition

Type of expert stakeholder
   Community Expert stakeholders are part of organisations that focus on developing communities
   Consultant Expert stakeholders are privately run, often single-person enterprises
   Government Expert stakeholders are part of a government department or program

Expert stakeholder level
   Local Expert stakeholders are focused on supporting local community, so may be restricted to one 

or more cities or regional centres in providing services, programs, or initiatives
   State Expert stakeholders are focused on services, programs, or initiatives in one state
   Multi-state Expert stakeholders provide services, programs, or initiatives across one or more states
   National Expert stakeholders provide services, programs, or initiatives across Australia (nation-wide)

Focus of expert stakeholder
   Boys and men Programs that are focused on addressing men’s experiences of masculinity or disenfran-

chisement and supporting young boys and men
   Emotional and/or physical health and wellbeing Programs that are focused on improving emotional and physical wellbeing, including mental 

health, diet and exercise, and preventing disease
   Gendered violence prevention Programs that are focused on addressing gender inequalities, family, domestic and intimate 

partner violence, and sexual violence
   Sexual health and wellbeing Programs that focus on relationships and sexuality education in schools, and sexual health 

promotion, policy, and sexually transmissible infection prevention
   Sport and gendered violence prevention Gendered violence prevention programs that are run through existing sporting clubs
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Hesitation and Lack of Adequate Information

Expert stakeholders note a common trend among the boys 
and men they worked with, that is, an overall hesitation or 
nervousness as to how to effectively develop sexual and 
romantic connections with women:

Derek (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): I’d say  
the number one most popular question would be along 
the lines of ‘What happens if I have sex with someone 

and then afterwards they take their consent back?’ […]  
I think that’s what they’re most scared of, they’re abso-
lutely petrified that they’re going to have sexual activity 
with someone and then get in trouble afterwards.

Blake (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): An  
issue that comes out when speaking to boys is, ‘Well, 
you know anything I might do might be considered 
to be inappropriate or might be considered to have 
crossed the line.’ […] And I think sometimes they 

Table 2  Demographic characteristics of participants

* All names are pseudonyms; **Table 1 provides a breakdown of how these categories are understood in this research paper

Name* Type of  
organisation**

Organisation 
level**

Focus of organisation** Demographic focus** State Interview type

Alyssa Community Multi-state Boys and men Young boys and men NSW, QLD Single
Andrew Community Local Sport and gendered violence 

prevention
Young boys and men VIC Single

Aubree Community National Gendered violence prevention Young people (school 
aged)

National Group

Bailey Community Multi-state Boys and men Young boys and men NSW, QLD Group
Betty Community Multi-state Sexual health and wellbeing Young people (school 

aged)
ACT, NSW, 

NT, TAS, 
VIC

Group

Blake Community State Sexual health and wellbeing Young people (school 
aged)

VIC Group

Carly Community National Gendered violence prevention Young people (school 
aged)

National Group

Debra Community State Sexual health and wellbeing Women VIC Single
Declan Community Multi-state Boys and men Young boys and men NSW, QLD Group
Derek Community State Sexual health and wellbeing Young people (school 

aged)
VIC Group

Duke Community National Gendered violence prevention Young people (school 
aged)

National Group

Elsa Community State Sexual health and wellbeing Young people (school 
aged)

VIC Group

Hannah Government State Sexual health and wellbeing All genders/ages VIC Single
Janelle Community National Gendered violence prevention Young people (school 

aged)
National Group

Jason Community Local Sport and gendered violence 
prevention

Young boys and men SA Single

Josie Community National Gendered violence prevention All genders/ages National Group
Julie Private Local Sexual health and wellbeing Young people (school 

aged)
VIC Single

Mahasin Community National Gendered violence prevention All genders/ages VIC Group
Marcia Private Local Gendered violence prevention Young people (school 

aged)
VIC Single

Melissa Community National Gendered violence prevention Adults National Single
Nadia Government State Emotional and/or physical health 

and wellbeing
Young boys and men VIC Group

Patrick Community State Emotional and/or physical health 
and wellbeing

Young boys and men ACT Group

Steven Community National Gendered violence prevention All genders/ages National Group
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want a straight answer to ‘Is this okay or is it not?’, 
and obviously there’s a lot of grey area and uncertainty 
around consent and things like that.
Derek and Blake, who run relationships and sexuality 

education workshops, highlight that while young men are 
thinking about issues of consent, there is an underlying con-
cern about potential misunderstandings, or doing the wrong 
thing. Elsa, who also runs relationships and sexuality educa-
tion workshops, notes concerns about how consent is often 
approached, highlighting a lack of recognition of men’s 
experiences of sexual refusal:

Elsa (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): 
They’re the ones that have to get the consent; you 
know, it’s never that they might be [the ones] saying 
no.

Here, Elsa notes that boys are positioned in active roles, 
while women remain in passive roles, highlighting that such 
approaches can be gender reinforcing rather than gender 
transformative (Gilbert, 2018).

Carly, who works in the gendered violence prevention 
sector, notes that there is not enough conversation happen-
ing to understand how cisgender heterosexual boys and 
young men are thinking about or approaching sex, love, and 
romance:

Carly (Community, gendered violence prevention): I  
think it’s really important to have a conversation with 
young men about love and what that means to them 
[…] What does a meaningful relationship mean to 
them now and do they want that, or do they want to 
have a lot of different sexual partners and just experi-
ment?

For those who did have access to boys and young men’s 
understandings of sex and relationships, concerns were 
raised about how problematic ideals and values were 
generated:

Bailey (Community, boys and men): It’s really interest- 
ing, because they’re always talking about loyalty, and 
the woman has to be loyal, and that word comes up all 
the time […] It seems that they’re really preoccupied 
with the concept of loyalty, right. And, like, how a 
woman is meant to show her loyalty to a man.

Marcia (Private, gendered violence prevention): The  
sort of discourse that’s being set for them around sexu-
ality is very male centric, very androcentric in terms of 
pleasure, and we need to help them break out of that.

Bailey, in running men and masculinity programs, high-
lights how concepts of “loyalty” become pivotal to boys and 
young men’s understandings and engagements with romantic 
and sexual relationships with women, premised around ideas 

of ownership and subordination. Marcia highlights the need 
to shift these conversations about sex and relationships for 
boys and young men.

Influence of Pornography

The majority of expert stakeholders agreed upon the poten-
tial negative influence of pornography on boys and young 
men’s sexual understandings and relationships with women. 
This is a longstanding concern that has been researched 
extensively concerning whether pornography contributes to 
sexual violence towards women (e.g., Davis et al., 2018; Lim 
et al.,2016), and sexual health difficulties among young men, 
such as sex addiction (e.g., Duffy et al., 2016) or erectile 
dysfunction (e.g., Dwulit & Rzymski, 2019). Alyssa, who 
works in a community program that addresses masculinity, 
notes the challenges in getting young men to be concerned 
about their pornography use:

Alyssa (Community, boys and men): You know, teen-
age boys only really get concerned when you say, ‘You 
know, your dick might stop working.’

Marcia, a leading expert in the influence of pornography  
use on young people, highlights a few consequences of boys 
and young men’s potential consumption of pornography:

Marcia (Community, gendered violence prevention): 
Young men are getting a whole range of really prob-
lematic messages from pornography – including about 
gender equality […] Repeated association between  
porn imagery and experiences of pleasure can cre-
ate neural pathways, and for most young men, they’re 
seeing porn literally years before they’ve had a sexual 
encounter with an actual partner.

Patrick, who provides mentoring programs for young  
men, reflects on the stories he hears from participants about 
young men and women’s pornography use:

Patrick (Community, mental and physical health and  
wellbeing): But it’s not only the boys watching the  
porn, it’s the girls watching the porn that are going,  
‘Oh, he wants me to do that’ and then he’s watching 
it going, ‘Well, she said that; I don’t really want to do 
[that]’, and then you end up in this space where, as  
far as I can tell with some of the stories I’ve heard,  
you’re going ‘Wow, neither of them wanted to do it,  
but because it was in the movie, that’s what they end  
up doing,’ and you’re going, ‘How is that possible?’

Patrick highlights how pornography may influence both 
young men and young women, and that may ultimately 
shape negative sexual experiences, resting on assumptions 
of what a partner expects without effective communication.



322 Sexuality Research and Social Policy (2023) 20:315–328

1 3

Others such as Mahasin, who is involved in community 
gendered violence prevention initiatives, research, and 
programs, highlight that some young men are aware of the 
problems of pornography consumption, but lack the skills 
to address it:

Mahasin (Community, gendered violence prevention): 
Both young men and young women told us that they  
can see the problems with pornography, but there just 
isn’t enough education to support them in being able  
to critically think about that and take that feeling of  
discomfort further.

In response to this, expert stakeholders like Josie, who  
works in gendered violence prevention programs, advocate 
for a pornography literacy:

Josie (Community, gendered violence prevention): 
What we’d really like to see is increased literacy with 
young people around pornography […] so we want to 
make sure that young people who are watching porn 
are seeing some of those things [violence towards 
women] as they’re occurring, that they can apply some 
analysis and understanding.

This would, as Josie highlights, assist young men and 
women in making sense of messaging and images (Crabbe 
& Flood, 2021).

Lack of Sexual Health Promotion Focused 
on Heterosexual Men

Expert stakeholders working in adult sexual health and well-
being had concerns about the lack of sexual health promo-
tion activities that specifically target cisgender heterosexual 
young men. For example, Elsa highlights that there has 
been limited focus on boys and young men’s experiences 
of body-shaming:

Elsa (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): I  
don’t think men are included in the conversation 
enough about how these issues [body-shaming] actu-
ally impact them as well […] I had a really interest-
ing discussion come up in one of my classes, which 
is something that I feel really strongly about, is penis 
shaming, because it’s something that’s actually really 
big in the media at the moment, and there’s people 
that are like protesting with signs saying, you know, 
‘racism is small dick energy’. And there’s this equa-
tion where you equate a small penis size to these 
horrible values.

Elsa notes a concern around public messaging regard-
ing penis size and penis shaming, highlighting a lack of 
discussion around this and how it might be shaping boys 

and young men’s everyday experiences of their bodies. 
Research has noted that penis size can be a major source of 
anxiety for men who may not feel they are “large” enough, 
as there is limited exposure to a diversity of sizes and 
shapes to support body positivity (Sharp & Oates, 2019).

Debra noted how most sexual health promotion activi-
ties for pregnancy prevention are aimed at women:

Debra (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): 
All that sexual reproductive health contraception  
is targeted at women. The assumption that women 
are in control of contraception and, yeah, so I can 
imagine all that leading into the power dynamics we 
know that happen in male and female heterosexual 
relationships because of how men and women are 
raised and what they’re taught […] If a woman did 
come to the bedroom or a relationship ready to nego-
tiate sex, it being a challenge, if the partner doesn’t 
know the same.

Debra highlights the impact that contraceptive options  
have had for women, in which there is an overriding public 
discourse that positions women as responsible for sexual and 
reproductive health, with men potentially lacking the nec-
essary skills to navigate those conversations (e.g., Brown, 
2015; Wigginton et al., 2018).

A lack of sexual health promotion targeting heterosexual 
men was echoed by Hannah:

Hannah (Government, sexual health and wellbeing): 
[Discussing men and STI prevention] I think also one 
of the things that we found, and we found this over a 
couple of years with the STI testing week campaign, 
is it’s really hard to have a campaign that resonates 
with young men […] We haven’t necessarily thought 
‘heterosexual males, how do we reach them, support 
them with targeted messages’ – and we’ve tended to 
have more of a focus of – we might pick up that hetero-
sexual male if they fall within another priority popula-
tion group.

Both Debra and Hannah go on to highlight some of the  
consequences of this, including reproductive coercion, 
increasing rates of STIs among heterosexual men, and that 
the long-term serious impacts of STIs (i.e., infertility, cervi-
cal cancer) disproportionately impact women:

Debra (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): 
[Discussing impacts of lack of contraception promo-
tion aimed towards men] Coercing a woman into get-
ting pregnant when she doesn’t want to, or coercing 
her into keeping a baby when she doesn’t want to, or 
coercing her into having an abortion where she doesn’t 
want to […] It’s quite complex because that happens, 
that is a form of violence.
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Hannah (Government, sexual health and wellbeing):  
[Discussing men and STI prevention] Hetero men,  
we’re sitting at an increasing rate [of diagnosed STI 
infection] than what we have seen in the past […] The 
majority of the long-term implications of those STI 
infections are experienced by women not men – the 
short term is where you might have a rash or a bit of 
soreness or a discharge or something, but, you know, 
otherwise it’s no big deal.

Alongside this, Hannah also noted that opportunities for 
boys and men to be engaged in medical settings concerning 
sexual health were quite limited:

Hannah (Government, sexual health and wellbeing): 
So, biologically there’s less trigger for a young [het- 
erosexual] male to need to go to a GP [general prac-
titioner] – unless there is, like you said, a cold/flu or 
they’re off work – they’ve had an injury, they need a 
medical certificate, or they need an acute intervention 
for their infection, their injury […] They’re [health  
clinics] saying, ‘You know, we don’t see the young 
heterosexual men come into the clinic asking for these 
tests. You know, they’ve injured themself in some way, 
or they are coming to our clinic for a particular thing.’ 
And the health professional then doesn’t say oppor-
tunistically, ‘Hey, whilst you’re here, lets [let] you 
know… are you sexually active, let’s do a sexual health 
test whilst you’re here’, because the health professional 
provides a service that that person presented for.

Hannah notes three distinct difficulties. First, as research 
suggests, cisgender heterosexual men in Australia often 
avoid engaging in medical health services, particularly sex-
ual health–related services unless they are necessary (e.g., 
Latreille et al., 2014). Second, health clinics are concerned 
about bringing up sexual health with young men if it is not 
the reason the patient is visiting the clinic. This echoes other 
international studies that have noted that GPs are concerned 
about discussing sensitive health topics, like sexual health, 
with young people if young people do not broach the topic 
first (Jarrett et al., 2011). Third, as young cisgender hetero-
sexual men do not experience menstruation or have need 
for hormonal contraception, there are less opportunities for 
them to be engaged in conversations about sexual health in 
an organic fashion.

Limited Opportunities to Have Conversations About 
Sex

Expert stakeholders noted that outside of school-based RSE 
or Respectful Relationships programs, sexual health promo-
tion initiatives, or clinical settings, there are very limited 

opportunities for men to be engaged in sexual health and 
wellbeing discussions, including conversations about con-
sent and relationships. Duke, who works in creating digital 
content for gendered violence prevention programs, notes 
that there is no discourse available to young men to begin 
to have these conversations; this impacts their capacity to 
develop the skills necessary to begin having discussions 
about sexual health and related issues:

Duke (Community, gendered violence prevention): 
There’s a whole process of, like, no-one even gives 
permission for young men to have those conversations 
with each other. You need that first, and so then you 
need that to develop the skills, so how do you even 
do that?

Others such as Melissa, who supports rehabilitation for 
young men who have engaged in violence, note the lack 
of opportunity men have had to talk about sexual violence:

Melissa (Community, gendered violence prevention): 
An issue facing men is that there’s not that … it’s not  
very normalised for men to talk about this [sex and  
sexual violence] […] A lot of young men say to me 
when I talk to them about rape culture, or consent,  
or coercion, or anything like that, they just say, ‘I’ve  
just never really had a conversation about this in my  
life. I’ve just never, no-one’s ever talked to me about 
this, or no-one’s ever asked me, or I’ve never thought 
about it.’

This is echoed by Carly, who works in policy and prac- 
tice for gendered violence prevention, highlighting a need 
to destigmatise this:

Carly (Community, gendered violence prevention): It’s  
[removing the] taboo around men talking about their 
emotions and having emotions and normalising it, and 
I think that sort of work is very much needed and can 
be very powerful.

Genuine interest and curiosity in mutually pleasurable 
experiences with women was also noted, but there is an 
absence of conversations supporting men to achieve this, as 
highlighted by Marcia and Bailey:

Marcia: In my experience of working with young 
men, they often are genuinely interested in something 
more mutual, and in pleasing their partners. It’s just 
that it’s not the discourse, no-one is having that con-
versation with them.
Bailey (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): I  
just don’t, I don’t think that they [young men] know  
how to pleasure a woman […] [In workshops] they  
don’t bring it up, actually […] And that would actually  
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be a really good talking point, as to, like, do you have 
healthy conversations and honest conversations about  
a woman’s role in sex and how if she’s enjoying it, and  
are you both getting the same thing out of it?

This is echoed by Blake, who notes a bind in which young 
men and boys may want to, but feel unable to, to have these 
conversations:

Blake (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): I 
think, particularly among boys, there’s perceptions of 
masculinity as well, [which shape] their openness to 
actually communicate and express their desires. But 
also, on the other hand, [to have] a desire to ask their 
partner what they like and what their desires are. And 
I think it’s all kind of intertwined in them being afraid 
of doing the wrong thing, but also being afraid to start 
the conversation and communicate, because that might 
be perceived as, you know, not such a masculine thing 
to be doing.

One issue regarding conversations was the lack of focus 
on, or recognition, of the possibility for boys and young 
men to have platonic friendships with women, as noted by 
Mahasin (Community, gendered violence prevention):

Often in society we understand male and female rela-
tionships as romanticised or sexualised relationships, 
we don’t necessarily see it as platonic friendships. 
I’ve seen this happening in primary school, and when 
teachers talk about friendships they will speak primar-
ily of same-sex friendships and won’t support young 
people in seeing friendships across different genders.

Derek notes that boys in his workshops are reluctant to  
discuss issues such as pornography use:

Derek (Community, sexual health and wellbeing): 
Most of the boys that we talk to, if not all of them  
from primary school onwards, are accessing pornog-
raphy in some shape or form. But they’re reluctant to 
talk about it.

Julie, drawing from concerns about approaches to dis-
cussing pornography and consent, highlights how such 
approaches may be hindering efforts to get boys and young 
men to engage in these conversations:

Julie (Private, sexual health and wellbeing): So, all 
we keep hearing are the demonising of porn, I guess 
as well, which means that there’s a whole lot of boys 
looking at porn right now, really worrying about their 
porn use, and not able to tell anybody […] My other 
big bugbear at the moment is wanting people to cri-
tique consent education, because I think we often, 
using a legal construct, further demonise those boys 

that cross the line, and I think they need more guidance 
than that. We don’t have the expertise to assist them to 
have a positive conversation about the challenges that 
they find in being with someone, about the pressure 
they might feel, or the assumptions they have about 
being a good man when they’re with someone.

Julie pinpoints two potential consequences in current 
approaches to handling pornography and consent. First, the 
demonisation of pornography may in fact make it very chal-
lenging for boys and young men to talk about their experi-
ences with others, as Derek notes in his experiences above. 
Second, the positioning of consent as easy and simplistic 
may marginalise those who are struggling to fully compre-
hend and apply the concept.

Discussion and Conclusion

Discussions with expert stakeholders highlighted several key 
themes regarding cisgender heterosexual boys and young 
men. Boys and young men often exhibit uncertainties as to 
how to engage in mutually respectful and fulfilling sexual, 
emotional, and romantic relationships with women, particu-
larly as most external messaging presents emotionally fulfill-
ing relationships as forms of controlling ownership. Expert 
stakeholders also note concerns regarding the consumption 
of pornographic material by boys and young men without 
an accompanying conversation that poses a critical perspec-
tive on the nature of sex and relationships depicted in por-
nography. A lack of sexual health promotion or educational 
initiatives targeting or engaging cisgender heterosexual boys 
and young men was also noted. The limited opportunities 
to have conversations about sex, dating, sexual health, and 
relationships outside of designated RSE school-based pro-
grams were also raised.

There are several implications for policy and practice 
regarding health and respectful relationships. Regarding the 
challenge of hesitation and lack of adequate information, 
expert stakeholders noted concerning ways in which many 
boys and young men continue to view women, particularly 
in terms of one-sided expectations concerning loyalty and 
respect, and an overall absence of discussion about love, vul-
nerability, intimacy, and connection. This suggests that more 
is needed to be done not only to emphasise gender equalities 
and address harms experienced by women, such as everyday 
forms of sexual objectification (Gervais & Eagan, 2017), but 
also to address misconceptions concerning what it means 
to have a meaningful and mutually reciprocated relation-
ship. Boys and young men’s concepts of loyalty and trust 
are situated through a lens of control and ownership within 
romantic relationships, rather than a mutually reciprocated 
space of comfort and vulnerability. Such ideas can lead to 
obsessive, coercive, controlling, and violent behaviours in 
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adult romantic and sexual relationships, such as perpetuation 
of revenge pornography (Henry & Powell, 2018).

Additionally, there is little to no emphasis on the possibil-
ity of heterogeneous friendships, with the focus in programs 
situated on women as always a potential romantic or sexual 
partner. This may in fact contribute to gender inequalities and 
sexual harms experienced by women. For example, the phe-
nomena of the “friend zone”, whereby men may only view 
women through a lens of a potential and entitled romantic or 
sexual encounter. This means men may try to ensure sexual 
or romantic success through coercive and violent means to 
avoid the “friend zone” (Marcottee, 2014). Boys and young 
men’s desire to learn how to give pleasure to women in het-
erosexual situations has been noted in other studies exploring 
young people’s perceptions of RSE and sexual health infor-
mation seeking practices (Litras et al., 2015; Pound et al., 
2017). Cisgender heterosexual women continue to report 
“orgasm gaps” and dissatisfaction with their sexual experi-
ences with cisgender heterosexual men (Mahar et al., 2020). 
Such inequities within sexual relations are directly linked to 
the highly criticised androcentric and phallic-centric focus 
on men’s pleasure in RSE and broader social cultures (Fine 
& McClelland, 2006). This has important implications for 
how cisgender heterosexual boys and young men develop 
effective sexual communication skills (Darnell, 2020;  
Waling, 2022); critical pornography literacies (Crabbe & 
Flood, 2021); capacity to negotiate contraceptive and sex-
ual health conversations as well as to take responsibility for 
their sexual and reproductive health (Brown, 2015); and their 
capacity to have meaningful discussions with potential part-
ners about sexual wants and desires (Darnell, 2020).

We note that, with most programs designed to be pre-
ventative, stakeholders did not comment on how to sup-
port boys and young men who may have already engaged 
in consent violations. This problem is exacerbated by an 
overall culture of fear created through approaches to sexual 
consent that are premised within binary yes/no frameworks 
and situated within legal and criminal framings that lack 
an adequate consideration of desire and mutual pleasure, 
and how to manage difficult conversations should something 
occur (Cameron-Lewis & Allen, 2013; Gilbert, 2018). By 
this, we mean that in focusing on whether sexual consent is 
acquired, little room is left to support people in learning how 
to communicate their sexual wants, needs, and desires. For 
cisgender heterosexual boys and young men, stakeholders 
note that this framework positions them as needing to avoid 
engaging in criminal activity, rather than learning how to 
engage in effective sexual communication. Boys and young 
men are concerned about engaging in sex, making it more 
difficult to then support them in understanding the impor-
tance of mutual reciprocation and equality (Darnell, 2020), 
since focus is premised on whether activities will lead them 
to potential criminal charges. Here, we note a pressing need 

to think about how to better support boys and young men 
who may be reflecting on past incidents, and how to address 
potential experiences of having committed a violation. As 
well, the implications of not being able to negotiate sexual 
experiences leads to grievous harms committed to women 
who bear the burden of experiencing sexual consent viola-
tions and being victim/survivors of sexual violence (e.g., 
Gervais & Eagan, 2017).

Regarding the second challenge of the influence of por-
nography, concerns were raised about how pornography 
and sexual consent are being framed and discussed. Such 
concerns were premised on boys and young men remain-
ing silent regarding personal pornography consumption 
practices or consent violations. Silences around these can 
contribute to these being regarded as tabooed topics (Fine 
& McClelland, 2006). This is important as boys and young 
men may have limited access to RSE programs that may 
address these concerns. As some stakeholders note, it is 
important to create a supportive space to talk about por-
nography and consent violations, so boys and young men 
feel more comfortable in discussing their experiences. This 
also means supporting the development and implementation 
of critical pornography literacies (Crabbe & Flood, 2021), 
which include providing young people a set of skills to 
assess pornography and understand how it may shape their 
views and expectations concerning sex and pleasure. This 
would better address Australia’s National Plan to Reduce 
Violence against Women and their Children 2010–2022 
(Council of Australian Governments, 2010) in supporting 
young men to learn positive attitudes and behaviours regard-
ing their romantic and sexual engagements with women.

The third challenge, which highlighted limited focus on 
cisgender heterosexual boys and young men’s sexual and 
reproductive health, as noted by expert stakeholders, is con-
cerning. The National Update on HIV, Viral Hepatitis and 
Sexually Transmissible Infections in Australia: 2009–2018 
noted a 300% increase (165 to 725 notifications) of reported 
syphilis infections among women between 2014 and 2019, 
suggesting increased heterosexual transmission (Kirby Insti-
tute, 2019, p. 18). This speaks to expert stakeholders’ con-
cerns about a lack of focus not only on cisgender heterosex-
ual boys and men’s own sexual and reproductive health, but 
also on how that may inadvertently impact women’s sexual 
and reproductive health, including their capacity to navigate 
what can be difficult conversations about contraceptives and 
barrier-type forms of sexual protection (Brown, 2015). This 
is not to suggest a shift in focus away from current priority 
groups who may be at high risk for STIs and BBVs such as 
HIV in Australia, but rather that we find a way to incorporate 
cisgender heterosexual men to ensure they take equitable 
responsibility for their own sexual health and wellbeing. 
This is important, as such responsibility will also ensure 
the sexual health and wellbeing safety of their partners. For 
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example, the inclusion of the vaccine for human papillo-
mavirus (HPV) for men in the Australian National Immu-
nisation Program (Commonwealth Department of Health, 
2020) in 2013 onwards noted an overall 98% decrease in 
diagnoses of genital warts among non-Indigenous cisgen-
der heterosexual men, which may support continued reduc-
tion in HPV diagnoses (and the potential development of 
cervical cancer) in people with a cervix such as cisgender 
women (Kirby Institute, 2019, p. 18). All of these contribute 
to the last challenge, that is, the limited opportunity for boys 
and young men to have meaningful discussions about sex, 
sexuality, and intimacy. This can have consequences for the 
mental health and wellbeing of boys and young men, such 
as continued reliance on pornography for relationships and 
sexuality education (Crabbe & Flood, 2021), and anxiety 
and distress over engaging in sexual intimacy with others.

Australia’s National Men’s Health Strategy (2020–2030) 
(Commonwealth Department of Health, 2019a) now includes 
a focus on sexual and reproductive health for boys and men. 
Such focus includes prevention of STIs and BBVs preven-
tion, fatherhood and reproductive health, safe and consen-
sual sexual practices, and testicular and prostate cancer. 
Australia’s National Women’s Health Strategy (2020–2030) 
(Commonwealth Department of Health, 2019b) has a par-
allel focus on STI and BBV prevention, motherhood and 
reproductive health, safe and consensual sexual practices, 
and cervical and breast cancer, with a greater focus on the 
high rates of sexual and family violence and its impact than 
the National Men’s Health Strategy. These strategies nota-
bly frame men and women’s health issues largely in isola-
tion to each other. For example, issues relating to consent, 
relationships, and sex are presented in the women’s strategy 
without specific reference to working with men and boys, 
and vice versa, with no reference to how relevant initiatives 
might align across cohorts. Findings in this study thus note 
a greater need for policymakers and practitioners to concep-
tualise cisgender heterosexual boys and young men’s sexual 
health and wellbeing as related to gendered violence pre-
vention initiatives, rather than as entirely separate concepts 
(Cameron-Lewis & Allen, 2013). This is not to suggest that 
cisgender heterosexual boys and young men’s sexual prac-
tices can only be understood as violent and problematic. 
Rather, it involves thinking critically about how cisgender 
heterosexual boys and young men are socialised in which 
their understanding and enactment of pleasure, desire and 
sexual activities, and management (or lack thereof) of their 
sexual health and wellbeing is intricately linked to perpetuat-
ing violence towards women (Beasley, 2015; Flood, 2013). 
It is vital that this is addressed in a wholistic sense.

To do this, we advocate for a consideration of “hetero-
sexual intimacies” in policy and practice across RSE, gen-
dered violence prevention, and mental and physical health and 
wellbeing sectors. This includes considering more carefully 

the complex ways in which sex, sexual health and wellbe-
ing, emotional health and wellbeing, and sexual violence are 
entwined and interconnected in the socialisation of cisgender 
heterosexual boys and young men. This is noted in research 
concerning sexual consent (Darnell, 2020; Gilbert, 2018) and 
the consumption of pornography (Crabbe & Flood, 2021). 
This includes a greater emphasis and consideration of boys 
and young men’s responsibility for STI, BBV, and pregnancy 
prevention; sexual and reproductive health concerns; and 
emotional wellbeing concerning mutually reciprocal rela-
tionships. This means supporting boys and young men to 
develop the necessary communication skills to achieve this, 
and paying attention to how gender inequalities emerge within 
sexual relationships beyond a binary yes/no sexual consent 
and sexual violence discourse (Darnell, 2020; Gilbert, 2018). 
This also includes a focus on pleasure, wants, and desire gaps 
experienced by men and women in sexual situations (Mahar 
et al., 2020). In other words, we propose taking a wholistic 
approach that recognises the relationship between boys and 
young men’s lived experiences of sexual and reproductive 
health, emotional and mental wellbeing, and potential engage-
ment with violence (and specifically forms of sexual violence) 
towards women and trans and gender diverse people. At the 
heart of this discussion is the pressing need to better centre the 
uncomfortable and difficult conversation about sex, outside of 
violence prevention and biologically focused sexual health 
rhetoric, to address gender inequalities and sexual violence 
more comprehensively and sensitively.

Acknowledgements We’d like to thank the 23 participants and sup-
porting organisations who took part in this research study to share their 
experiences and expertise. We’d also like to thank Associate Profes-
sors Adam Bourne, Anthony Lyons and Jennifer Power for providing 
feedback on drafts of this work.

Author Contribution All authors contributed to the study conception 
and design. Material preparation, literature review, data collection, and 
analysis were performed by Andrea Waling and Alexandra James, with 
additional support from Jackson Fairchild. Background and policy and 
practice implications were developed by Andrea Waling, Alexandra 
James, and Jackson Fairchild. All authors drafted, read, and approved 
the final manuscript.

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and its 
Member Institutions. This work is funded by the Australian Research 
Council Discovery Early Career Researcher Award (DE200101539).

Availability of Data and Material Due to the nature of this research, 
participants of this study did not agree for their data to be shared pub-
licly, so supporting data is not available.

Declarations 

Ethics Approval This research was conducted with the La Trobe Uni-
versity’s Human Research Ethics Committee (HEC20110) approval, 
as it involves human participants.



327Sexuality Research and Social Policy (2023) 20:315–328 

1 3

Consent to Participate Participants provided informed written consent 
to participate in this study.

Consent for Publication Participants provided informed written con-
sent to allow their deidentified data to appear in publications.

Competing Interests The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, 
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes 
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are 
included in the article's Creative Commons licence, unless indicated 
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in 
the article's Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a 
copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

References

Ashwini, T. (2018). Reckoning with the silences of# MeToo. Feminist 
Studies, 44(1), 197–203. https:// doi. org/ 10. 15767/ femin istst udies. 
44.1. 0197

Beasley, C. (2015). Libidinal heterodoxy: Heterosexuality, hetero-
masculinity, and transgression. Men and Masculinities, 18(2), 
140–158. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10971 84x15 586180

Birt, L., Scott, S., Cavers, D., Campbell, C., & Walter, F. (2016). 
Member checking: A tool to enhance trustworthiness or merely 
a nod to validation? Qualitative Health Research, 26(13), 1802–
1811. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10497 32316 654870

Brown, S. (2015). ‘They think it’s all up to the girls’: Gender, risk 
and responsibility for contraception. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 
17(3), 312–325. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13691 058. 2014. 950983

Cameron-Lewis, V., & Allen, L. (2013). Teaching pleasure and danger 
in sexuality education. Sex Education, 13(2), 121–132. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1080/ 14681 811. 2012. 697440

Commonwealth Department of Health. (2019a). National Men’s Health 
Strategy (2020–2030). Australian Government Department of 
Health. https:// consu ltati ons. health. gov. au/ popul ation- health- 
and- sport- divis ion-1/ online- consu ltati on- for- the- natio nal- mens- 
health- s/ (Accessed 03 Mar 2022).

Commonwealth Department of Health. (2019b). National Women's Health 
Strategy (2020-2030). Australian Government Department of Health. 
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/national-womens-
health-strategy-2020-2030. (Accessed 03 Mar 2022).

Commonwealth Department of Health. (2020). National Immunisation 
Program. Australian Government Department of Health. https://
www.health.gov.au/health-topics/immunisation/when-to-get-
vaccinated/national-immunisation-program-schedule. (Accessed 
03 Mar 2022).

Connor, S., Edvardsson, K., & Spelten, E. (2018). Male adolescents’ 
role in pregnancy prevention and unintended pregnancy in rural 
Victoria: Health care professional’s and educators’ perspectives. 
BMC Pregnancy and Childbirth, 18(1), 245. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1186/ s12884- 018- 1886-y

Council of Australian Governments. (2010). The National Plan to 
Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 2010 – 2022. 
Australian Government Department of Social Services. https:// 
www. dss. gov. au/ women/ progr ams- servi ces/ reduc ing- viole nce/ 

the- natio nal- plan- to- reduce- viole nce- again st- women- and- their- 
child ren- 2010- 2022 (Accessed 03 Feb 2022).

Crabbe, M., & Flood, M. (2021). School-based education to address 
pornography’s influence on young people: A proposed practice 
framework. American Journal of Sexuality Education, 16(1), 
1–37. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 15546 128. 2020. 18567 44

Darnell, C. (2020). Consent lies destroy lives: Pleasure as the sweetest 
taboo. In B. Fileborn & R. Loney-Howes (Eds.), #MeToo and the 
Politics of Social Change (pp. 253–266). Palgrave MacMillan.

Davis, A.C., Carrotte, E.R., Hellard, M.E., & Lim, M.S.C. (2018). 
What behaviors do young heterosexual Australians see in por-
nography? A cross-sectional study. The Journal of Sex Research, 
55(3), 310-319. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 00224 499. 2017. 14173 50

Department of Education and Training, V. S. G. (2021). Respectful 
Relationships. https:// www. educa tion. vic. gov. au/ about/ progr ams/ 
Pages/ respe ctful relat ionsh ips. aspx (Accessed 21 Sept 2021).

Department of Premier and Cabinet. (2021). Free from Violence: 
Victoria's Strategy to Prevent Family Violence. https:// www. vic. 
gov. au/ free- viole nce- victo rias- strat egy- preve nt- family- viole nce 
(Accessed 21 Sept 2021).

Duffy, A., Dawson, D. L., & das Nair, R. (2016). Pornography addic-
tion in adults: A systematic review of definitions and reported 
impact. The Journal of Sexual Medicine, 13(5), 760–777. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. jsxm. 2016. 03. 002

Dwulit, A. D., & Rzymski, P. (2019). The potential associations of por-
nography use with sexual dysfunctions: An integrative literature 
review of observational studies. Journal of Clinical Medicine, 
8(7). https:// doi. org/ 10. 3390/ jcm80 70914

Ezer, P., Fisher, C. M., Jones, T., & Power, J. (2021). Changes in sexu-
ality education teacher training since the release of the Australian 
curriculum. Sexuality Research and Social Policy. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1007/ s13178- 020- 00520-3

Fine, M., & McClelland, S. I. (2006). Sexuality Education and Desire: 
Still Missing after All These Years. Harvard Educational Review, 
76(3), 297–338.

Flood, M. (2008). Men, sex and homosociality. Men and Masculini-
ties, 10(3), 339-359. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10971 84X06 287761 

Flood, M. (2013). Male and female sluts. Australian Feminist Studies, 
28(75), 95–107. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 08164 649. 2012. 758024

Flood, M. (2020). Engaging Men and Boys in Violence Prevention. 
Palgrave.

Ford, J. V. (2018). “Going with the flow”: How college men’s experi-
ences of unwanted sex are produced by gendered interactional 
pressures. Social Forces, 96(3), 1303–1324. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1093/ sf/ sox066

Gervais, S. J., & Eagan, S. (2017). Sexual objectification: The com-
mon thread connecting myriad forms of sexual violence against 
women. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 87(3), 226–232. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ ort00 00257

Gilbert, J. (2018). Contesting consent in sex education. Sex Education, 
18(3), 268–279. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14681 811. 2017. 13934 07

Guest, G., MacQueen, K. M., & Namey, E. E. (2012). Applied The-
matic Analysis. SAGE Publications.

Haywood, C. (2018). Men, Masculinity and Contemporary Dating. 
Palgrave.

Henry, N., & Powell, A. (2018). Technology-facilitated sexual 
violence: A literature review of empirical research. Trauma, 
Violence, & Abuse, 19(2), 195–208. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 
15248 38016 650189

Jarrett, C., Dadich, A., Robards, F., & Bennett, D. (2011). “Adoles-
cence is difficult, some kids are difficult”: General practitioner 
perceptions of working with young people. Australian Journal of 
Primary Health, 17(1), 54–59. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1071/ py100 32

Kirby Institute. (2019). National Update on HIV, Viral Hepatitis and 
Sexually Transmissible Infections in Australia: 2009–2018. Kirby 
Institute, UNSW Sydney.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.15767/feministstudies.44.1.0197
https://doi.org/10.15767/feministstudies.44.1.0197
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184x15586180
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2014.950983
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.697440
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.697440
https://consultations.health.gov.au/population-health-and-sport-division-1/online-consultation-for-the-national-mens-health-s/
https://consultations.health.gov.au/population-health-and-sport-division-1/online-consultation-for-the-national-mens-health-s/
https://consultations.health.gov.au/population-health-and-sport-division-1/online-consultation-for-the-national-mens-health-s/
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12884-018-1886-y
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12884-018-1886-y
https://www.dss.gov.au/women/programs-services/reducing-violence/the-national-plan-to-reduce-violence-against-women-and-their-children-2010-2022
https://www.dss.gov.au/women/programs-services/reducing-violence/the-national-plan-to-reduce-violence-against-women-and-their-children-2010-2022
https://www.dss.gov.au/women/programs-services/reducing-violence/the-national-plan-to-reduce-violence-against-women-and-their-children-2010-2022
https://www.dss.gov.au/women/programs-services/reducing-violence/the-national-plan-to-reduce-violence-against-women-and-their-children-2010-2022
https://doi.org/10.1080/15546128.2020.1856744
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2017.1417350
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/about/programs/Pages/respectfulrelationships.aspx
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/about/programs/Pages/respectfulrelationships.aspx
https://www.vic.gov.au/free-violence-victorias-strategy-prevent-family-violence
https://www.vic.gov.au/free-violence-victorias-strategy-prevent-family-violence
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2016.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2016.03.002
https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm8070914
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-020-00520-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-020-00520-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X06287761
https://doi.org/10.1080/08164649.2012.758024
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sox066
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sox066
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000257
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1393407
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838016650189
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838016650189
https://doi.org/10.1071/py10032


328 Sexuality Research and Social Policy (2023) 20:315–328

1 3

Lambert, S. D., & Loiselle, C. G. (2008). Combining individual 
interviews and focus groups to enhance data richness. Journal 
of Advanced Nursing, 62(2), 228–237. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 
1365- 2648. 2007. 04559.x

Latreille, S., Collyer, A., & Temple-Smith, M. (2014). Finding a 
segue into sex: Young men’s views on discussing sexual health 
with a GP. Australian Family Physician, 43(4), 217–221.

Lim, M. S. C., Carrotte, E. R., & Hellard, M. E. (2016). The impact 
of pornography on gender-based violence sexual health and well-
being: what do we know? Journal of Epidemiology and Commu-
nity Health, 70(1), 3-5. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1136/ jech- 2015- 205453

Litras, A., Latreille, S., & Temple-Smith, M. (2015). Dr Google, porn 
and friend-of-a-friend: Where are young men really getting their 
sexual health information? Sexual Health, 12(6), 488–494. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1071/ sh150 55

Lokot, M. (2021). Whose voices? Whose knowledge? A feminist 
analysis of the value of key informant interviews. Interna-
tional Journal of Qualitative Methods. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 
16094 06920 948775

Mahalik, J. R., Levi-Minzi, M., & Walker, G. (2007). Masculinity and 
health behaviours in Australian men. Psychology of Men & Mas-
culinity, 8(4), 240–249. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ 1524- 9220.8. 4. 
240

Mahar, E. A., Mintz, L. B., & Akers, B. M. (2020). Orgasm equal-
ity: Scientific findings and societal implications. Current 
Sexual Health Reports, 12(1), 24–32. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
s11930- 020- 00237-9

Marcottee, A. (2014). The dangerous discourse of the friend 
zone.  Raw Story. https:// www. rawst ory. com/ 2014/ 05/ the-  
dange rous- disco urse- of- the- friend- zone/

Meenagh, J. L. (2021). ‘She doesn’t think that happens’: When hetero-
sexual men say no to sex. Sexualities, 24(3), 322–340. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1177/ 13634 60720 936460

Miller, P., Zinkiewicz, L., Hayley, A., Sonderlund, A., Litherland, 
S., Medew-Ewen, T., Wells, S., & Graham, K. (2016). Barroom 
aggression among Australian men: associations with heavy epi-
sodic drinking, conformity to masculine norms, and personal and 
perceived peer approval of barroom aggression. Journal of Studies 
on Alcohol and Drugs, 77(3), 421–430. https:// doi. org/ 10. 15288/ 
jsad. 2016. 77. 421

Noack-Lundberg, K., Liamputtong, P., Marjadi, B., Ussher, J., Perz, 
J., Schmied, V., Dune, T., & Brook, E. (2020). Sexual violence 
and safety: The narratives of transwomen in online forums. Cul-
ture, Health & Sexuality, 22(6), 646–659. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 
13691 058. 2019. 16274 20

Ollis, D., Iannucci, C., Keddie, A., Holland, E., Delaney, M., & Kearney, 
S. (2021) Bulldozers aren’t just for boys: respectful relationships 
education challenges gender bias in early primary students. Inter-
national Journal of Health Promotion and Education, 1–15. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14635 240. 2021. 18750 20

Our Watch, Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s 
Safety (ANROWS) and VicHealth. (2015). Change the story: A 
shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against 
women and their children in Australia. Our Watch.

Phillips, J., Dunkley, A., Muller, D., & Lorimer, C. (2015). Domes-
tic violence: Issues and policy challenges (pp. 1–30). Australian 

Commonwealth Government. https:// www. aph. gov. au/ About_ 
Parli ament/ Parli ament ary_ Depar tments/ Parli ament ary_ Libra ry/ 
pubs/ rp/ rp1516/ DVIss ues accessed 02.03.2022

Plummer, P. (2017). Focus group methodology. Part 1: Design consid-
erations. International Journal of Therapy and Rehabilitation, 
24(7), 297–301. https:// doi. org/ 10. 12968/ ijtr. 2017. 24.7. 297

Porter, C. N., Douglas, N., & Collumbien, M. (2017). ‘Enhance her 
pleasure – and your grip strength’: Men’s Health magazine and 
pseudo-reciprocal pleasure. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 19(7), 
738–751. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13691 058. 2016. 12585 91

Pound, P., Denford, S., Shucksmith, J., Tanton, C., Johnson, A. M., 
Owen, J., Hutten, R., Mohan, L., Bonell, C., Abraham, C., & 
Campbell, R. (2017). What is best practice in sex and relation-
ship education? A synthesis of evidence, including stakeholders’ 
views. British Medical Journal Open, 7(5), e014791. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1136/ bmjop en- 2016- 014791

Pound, P., Langford, R., & Campbell, R. (2016). What do young people 
think about their school-based sex and relationship education? A 
qualitative synthesis of young people’s views and experiences. 
British Medical Journal Open, 6(9), e011329. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1136/ bmjop en- 2016- 011329

Rahman, S. A., Tuckerman, L., Vorley, T., & Gherhes, C. (2021). 
Resilient research in the field: Insights and lessons from adapt-
ing qualitative research projects during the COVID-19 Pandemic. 
International Journal of Qualitative Methods. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1177/ 16094 06921 10161 06

Richardson, D. (2010). Youth masculinities: Compelling male het-
erosexuality. The British Journal of Sociology, 61(4), 737–756. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1468- 4446. 2010. 01339.x

Sharp, G., & Oates, J. (2019). Sociocultural influences on men’s penis 
size perceptions and decisions to undergo penile augmentation: A 
qualitative study. Aesthetic Surgery Journal, 39(11), 1253–1259. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1093/ asj/ sjz154

State Government of Victoria. (2010). About sexuality educa- 
tion. https:// www. educa tion. vic. gov. au/ school/ teach ers/ 
 t each  ing re  sourc  e s /  d i sc i  p l ine /  physed /  Pages /  abou t . 
aspx (Accessed 21 Sept 2021).

Storie, E. (2021). Sexual consent education direction for schools, uni-
versities on the rise following media attention. ABC News. https:// 
www. abc. net. au/ news/ 2021- 05- 03/ demand- for- conse nt- train ing- 
on- the- rise/ 10008 7490 accessed 03.02.2022

Waling, A. (2022). Pay close attention to what my eyes are saying without 
having to spell it out: Sex and sexual communication in #MeToo com-
mentaries. Sexualities. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 13634 60721 10608 34

Wigginton, B., Harris, M. L., Loxton, D., & Lucke, J. (2018). Who 
takes responsibility for contraception, according to young Austral-
ian women? Sexual & Reproductive Healthcare, 15, 2–9. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. srhc. 2017. 11. 001

World Health Organisation. (2006). Sexual and reproductive health 
and research including the Special Programme HRP. WHO. www. 
who. int/ teams/ sexual- and- repro ducti ve- health- and- resea rch/ key- 
areas- of- work/ sexual- health/ defin ing- sexual- health (Accessed 15 
Jan 2021).

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04559.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04559.x
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2015-205453
https://doi.org/10.1071/sh15055
https://doi.org/10.1071/sh15055
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406920948775
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406920948775
https://doi.org/10.1037/1524-9220.8.4.240
https://doi.org/10.1037/1524-9220.8.4.240
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11930-020-00237-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11930-020-00237-9
https://www.rawstory.com/2014/05/the-dangerous-discourse-of-the-friend-zone/
https://www.rawstory.com/2014/05/the-dangerous-discourse-of-the-friend-zone/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460720936460
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460720936460
https://doi.org/10.15288/jsad.2016.77.421
https://doi.org/10.15288/jsad.2016.77.421
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2019.1627420
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2019.1627420
https://doi.org/10.1080/14635240.2021.1875020
https://doi.org/10.1080/14635240.2021.1875020
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1516/DVIssues
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1516/DVIssues
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1516/DVIssues
https://doi.org/10.12968/ijtr.2017.24.7.297
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2016.1258591
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-014791
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-014791
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-011329
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-011329
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211016106
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211016106
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2010.01339.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/asj/sjz154
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/teachers/teachingresources/discipline/physed/Pages/about.aspx
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/teachers/teachingresources/discipline/physed/Pages/about.aspx
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/teachers/teachingresources/discipline/physed/Pages/about.aspx
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-03/demand-for-consent-training-on-the-rise/100087490
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-03/demand-for-consent-training-on-the-rise/100087490
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-03/demand-for-consent-training-on-the-rise/100087490
https://doi.org/10.1177/13634607211060834
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.srhc.2017.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.srhc.2017.11.001
http://www.who.int/teams/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-research/key-areas-of-work/sexual-health/defining-sexual-health
http://www.who.int/teams/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-research/key-areas-of-work/sexual-health/defining-sexual-health
http://www.who.int/teams/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-research/key-areas-of-work/sexual-health/defining-sexual-health

	Expert Stakeholders’ Perspectives on How Cisgender Heterosexual Boys and Young Men Navigate Sex and Intimacy in Australia: A Case for “Heterosexual Intimacies” in Policy and Practice
	Abstract
	Introduction 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusions 
	Social and Policy Implications 

	Introduction
	Methodology
	Method
	Data Collection
	Analysis
	Participant Demographics

	Findings
	Hesitation and Lack of Adequate Information
	Influence of Pornography
	Lack of Sexual Health Promotion Focused on Heterosexual Men
	Limited Opportunities to Have Conversations About Sex

	Discussion and Conclusion
	Acknowledgements 
	References


