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Education experts are warning that we are failing to meet the emotional needs of boys. Professor Tanya Byron explains how to deal with their feelings 

The headmaster of Eton college warned last week that schools were failing to meet the emotional needs of boys. In my clinics, I meet increasing numbers of boys of all ages who are struggling with a range of psychological difficulties: anxiety, low mood, excessive anger and aggression. 

These boys may exhibit their difficulties differently, but underneath they are all struggling with the same issue: a lack of emotional intelligence. And much of that is our doing. So how can we raise emotionally literate boys and help them not to be afraid of their feelings? 

Ages 0-5 
Instead of hitting, boys need to learn to say ‘I feel angry’ 
Research shows that a much higher proportion of baby boys than girls will cry and become increasingly distressed when their mother’s face displays a “stony” expression, as opposed to a warm one. In the preschool years we need to show our sensitive sons that emotional attachment is a positive and healthy part of life. 

Regardless of gender, children need to experience comfort and love, and value the importance of physical affection, so give a son as many cuddles as you would a daughter. Temper tantrums and outbursts need to be managed clearly so that the behaviour is not rewarded. 

With the under-5s, actions count more than words. A negative consequence to their behaviour — such as time out outside the room — is going to have more impact than anything you say. It is important, though, to make it clear that it is not the feeling that is wrong but the way that the child has chosen to deal with it. 

Once the child has calmed down and you have time to talk, maybe later at bathtime, you can talk about how it’s not good to hit or bite. Ask the child how he was feeling when he lashed out and tell him that the next time he has those feelings to come and tell you about them. Instead of hitting, he needs to say, “I feel upset, I feel angry”. This is the first stage in building an emotional vocabulary. Don’t go on and on about the fact that he lashed out; in a way that is just reinforcing the behaviour because you are giving it attention. 

The part of the brain that is involved in regulating emotions, the prefrontal cortex, is still in development, and you can’t expect a child of this age to be able to process his emotions in the way that an adult would. But if children are extremely anxious it can indicate a deeper anxiety within the family (perhaps a mother who had post-natal depression) and if a child shows extreme behaviour such as head banging, hair pulling or refusing to go to the toilet, then the family may need professional help to discover how to manage the emotions (a GP can help with this, or see bps.org.uk). 

6-9 
Boys should not be punished for crying, or not coping 
In the early school years, the functioning of the prefrontal cortex is well established and boys have reached the next stage of emotional literacy — starting to understand the difference between right and wrong, and expressing emotions better verbally. However, gender differences become more defined and boys become more aware of what it is to be “cool”, and to be “male”, copying cartoon heroes such as the Power Rangers or Ben 10. 

A moderate consumption of these images is to be expected, but don’t be afraid to regulate them. It is excessive to spend more than an hour a day watching cartoon heros or playing video games that involve killing soldiers. 

Role play is to be expected, but again, don’t be afraid to intervene at the point where you think harm is going to be caused. If a child is hurt play fighting, that can serve a useful lesson. But if concern is being raised at school, and you find that your child is the one who is never invited to play, or doesn’t get asked to birthday parties, you need to look at your child’s behaviour. Children need a balanced media diet — expose them to stories where there is conflict resolution that doesn’t involve a superhero stepping in to save the day. Read them stories, which are an unconscious way of learning useful ways of how to deal with conflict. The Secret Seven books, for example, are a good way of showing how we work as team, solve problems and talk to each other. 

The idea that boys shouldn’t show emotion kicks in about now, and sensitive boys who may not fit into the rough and tumble, sporty stereotype may begin to feel different. Teasing can lead to some boys feeling inadequate. If your child is sensitive and anxious, the danger is that you as a parent become anxious too. You have to become counter-intuitive to an extent and not collude with his anxiety. Allow boys to build their emotional resilience and feel that they can still take risks. Let them find a sport that they are good at — it might not be kicking a football, but gym or ballet — which will build their self-esteem and allow them to be competitive. 

If a boy is avoiding his male peers, an activity such as Beavers allows him to be in a structured and well-managed male environment where he can build relationships without compromising his own sense of emotional integrity. 

Boys should not be punished for crying or for finding it difficult to cope — they should be supported to speak about their feelings. Pick a relaxed time to talk and perhaps use stories to generate discussion in a way that doesn’t feel threatening. Sometimes it is better to address emotional difficulties once the acute stage of being upset has passed and the conversation feels more manageable for the child. 

10-13
Male role models who show their feelings are vital
At this age, boys really thrive in physically and cognitively challenging conditions that include risk, where they can let off pent-up frustrations. Exercise should be part of a repertoire of coping strategies and for some boys a physical expression of emotion — tackling an opponent at rugby, thrashing out 20 lengths at the pool — can be as productive as a discussion. In sport, a boy can get rid of a lot of aggression while knowing that the expression of those feelings is bound by rules. 

The move to secondary education marks an enormous social change and coincides with hormonal changes as puberty kicks in. For many boys this can be a daunting time when the formation of new peer groups is often marked by “alpha male” prowess. If a boy is not the sporty, tough type, he may feel inadequate and rejected by demanding and judgmental peers. 

At this time men (fathers, teachers, etc) are vital as role models to demonstrate that being sensitive and emotional is a positive part of being a male and that showing feelings is not “anti male”. 

If a boy is being victimised for being sensitive, parents need to be aware of this and address it robustly with the school. Don’t be fobbed off. If you suspect bullying and are worried that your child is not telling you what they are experiencing, challenge them or ask a family friend, respected teacher or sports coach to try to discuss it. If you get nowhere, there is software that lets internet communications be tracked (so you can spot any cyberbullying). The downside is that if this is used to spy on a child, it can damage trust and the possibility of further open communication. 

If you think that your child is withdrawing from his male peer group and spending a lot of time with girls, don’t discourage the female friendships but try to build up the male ones. Encourage your son to have friends round to your house, so that you can see the dynamic for yourself. 

14-plus
Teenage boys need a balanced technology diet
During puberty the pressure on boys to act in accordance with some pernicious and unhealthy gender stereotypes is as strong as it is for girls. 

Sexual drives kick in and the functioning of the prefrontal cortex dips as further brain changes take place. This means that behaviour becomes increasingly risky and for those that do not identify with the main peer group because they are rather more sensitive, this could be the time when psychological problems start. 

Anxiety — the fight or flight response — underpins the identity struggles that many pubescent/early teen boys feel. Unsure how to be themselves, especially when it comes to managing difficult emotions, they can either withdraw (flight) or become more aggressive (fight). 

It is not OK to spend hours in isolation with technology and this should not be written off as “teen behaviour”. While it may not be the natural instinct, it is as important to set boundaries for teen behaviour as for the younger child. Family days, mealtimes and occasions are important as is a balanced media/technology diet. Just because they are teens doesn’t mean that they can’t be told “no” (and if “no” doesn’t work, turn off the household internet router). 

Relationships become important and boys are just as badly affected if they break down, although gender stereotypes give girls permission to be upset while boys are expected to “laugh it off” and “move on to the next one”. This is where close male role models, in particular, are important in helping boys to feel confident enough to express sadness about the end of a relationship. This reinforces the importance of relationships rather than allowing them to be seen as transient and relatively meaningless. 

It may be that a “talk” is more effective if it comes during a moment of relaxation and fun. If you are worried about your son, perhaps a trip to see a favourite band or attend a sports event will set up the atmosphere for a less threatening, more open and productive chat. 

There are some behaviours that shouldn’t be written off as “just being a teenager”. Persistent low mood or excessive anger outbursts, behaviour that isn’t only occasionally challenging but also interrupts and affects the family dynamic, should be seen as markers of deep unhappiness and a lack of emotional literacy. These boys may need professional support to find an emotional vocabulary and also accept themselves for who they are, rather than who they think they ought to be. 

Recommended Reading: 

Raising Boys by Steve Biddulph (Harper Thorsons, £9.99). 

Raising and Praising Boys by Elizabeth Hartley-Brewer (Vermilion, £6.99). 

Growing Great Boys by Ian Grant (Vermilion, £10.99). 

Blame my Brain by Nicola Morgan (Walker Books, £5.99). 

How to Talk so Kids will Listen and Listen so Kids Will Talk by Adele Faber (Piccadilly Press, £11.99)
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