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Men and #MeToo: Mapping Men’s 

Responses to Anti-violence Advocacy

Michael Flood

Men’s responses to #MeToo, and other forms of feminist advocacy on 
rape and sexual harassment, range from enthusiastic support to hostile 
backlash. There are common forms of resistance among men to these 
campaigns, including defensive denials that men’s violence is routine, a 
focus on ‘other’ men, and complaints that #MeToo has ‘gone too far’ (see 
Fileborn & Phillips, this collection). And for many men, there is simply 
mute discomfort. Masculinity is implicated directly in men’s perpetration 
of rape and sexual harassment, but also in men’s widespread inaction or 
complicity in the face of men’s violence against women. At the same time, 
#MeToo has prompted valuable public scrutiny of the narrow and dan-
gerous ideals of masculinity which inform men’s violence toward women.

#MeToo’s call to action among men comprises three key tasks. First, 
#MeToo asks men to listen to women, in order to recognize men’s vio-
lence against women as common, serious, and wrong. Second, #MeToo 
asks that men reflect on and change their own behavior and everyday 
relations with women and other men. Third, #MeToo asks that men 
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 contribute to social change, both by challenging other men and by con-
tributing to wider efforts to shift the systemic gender inequalities that 
form the foundation of sexual harassment and abuse. For each, this chap-
ter assesses to what extent men have taken up this task and the common 
forms of resistance many men show. The chapter thus traces the contours 
of men’s responses to #MeToo: what we know about how #MeToo has 
produced change and how it has not.

The data with which to assess #MeToo’s impact are limited. Although 
#MeToo certainly has significant cultural presence and grassroots mobili-
zation in a wide variety of countries (see Garibotti & Hopp; Zeng, this 
collection), most of the available surveys on awareness of the campaign 
come from the Global North and particularly the US. Even less is known 
about how #MeToo’s impact plays out among intersections of gender, 
ethnicity, class, and other forms of social difference and inequality (see 
Kagal, Cowan & Jawad; Ryan; Ison, this collection). Note that, while 
#MeToo has prompted public attention also to the harassment of men, 
which is largely by other men, in reviewing men’s responses to #MeToo, 
I focus here on men’s violence against women and on responses among 
men related to this.

 Men: Listen to Women

For #MeToo to have affected men’s awareness of sexual harassment and 
other forms of violence against women, men themselves must have heard 
of the campaign. We should not overestimate #MeToo’s reach among 
men. In a US survey of men aged 18–55, close to half (41%) had never 
heard of #MeToo (Editors of GQ, 2018), while in another, nearly one- 
quarter of employed men said that they had not heard of #MeToo (Koeze 
& Barry-Jester, 2018). In a UK survey among adults over August–
September 2018, more than half (57%) had not heard of the movement 
(Fawcett Society, 2018).

One sign that a campaign or movement is contributing to social 
change is if people discuss it or the issues it raises among their peers. Yet, 
research from the US and the UK finds that most men have not had con-
versations about #MeToo or sexual harassment despite having heard of 
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#MeToo. In a US survey of men aged 18–55, 47% of men had not dis-
cussed #MeToo, with anyone, ever (Editors of GQ, 2018). In a UK sur-
vey, only 28% of men had had conversations about sexual harassment 
with a same-sex other, compared to 34% of women, and only 31% of 
men had done so with a woman. Young men in the UK were more likely 
than older men to have had conversations with their peers: 54% of men 
aged 18–34 had done so, compared to 27% of those 35–54 and only 
16% of those aged 55 and older (Fawcett Society, 2018).

Despite men’s levels of ignorance of #MeToo, the campaign does seem 
to have prompted greater awareness of sexism and gender inequalities. In 
one US survey, close to half of men (44%) agreed that recent stories 
about sexual harassment have changed their view about how women are 
treated in society (NBC News and the Wall Street Journal, 2017). 
#MeToo’s effects here may be greater among younger men. Among young 
men aged 18–25, 61% said they have thought about how society enables 
sexist behavior among men since the initiative began, and 59% said the 
movement has made them think about how difficult the world is for 
women (MTV News, 2018).

There are signs of shifts in social norms in terms of what behaviors are 
perceived as acceptable or unacceptable. In a UK survey, a little over half 
of men (53%) agreed that ‘In the last 12 months there has been a change 
in what behavior other people think is and isn’t acceptable’. In contrast to 
other findings, agreement here was not higher among younger cohorts, 
with similar levels of agreement among younger and older men (Fawcett 
Society, 2018). However, while older men in the UK felt that there had 
been a change in other people’s ideas about what is and isn’t acceptable, 
they were far less likely than younger men to say that they themselves 
thought differently about such things.

If the task is to listen to and believe women, there are numerous forms 
of resistance to this. Men may recognize only the bluntest forms of vio-
lence, emphasize that harassment is perpetrated by a deviant minority, 
raise concerns about false allegations, and protest that #MeToo has ‘gone 
too far’. Such responses reflect typical gender gaps in understandings of 
gender and violence. Men’s understandings of men’s violence against 
women are consistently poorer than women’s, as international surveys of 
community attitudes document (Herrero, Rodríguez, & Torres, 2017).
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While many men agree that sexual harassment is unacceptable, often 
they recognize only the bluntest and most grotesque abuses of power. 
This is similar to perceptions of sexual assault, where assaults by a stranger, 
in a public location, using a weapon, and involving serious injury domi-
nate the community’s perceptions of ‘real rape’. Sexual harassment can be 
classified into three forms: (1) sexual coercion (sexual blackmail, threats 
aimed at receiving sexual cooperation, or physical attacks), (2) unwanted 
sexual attention (unwelcome sexual advances, touching, explicit sexual 
remarks), and (3) gender harassment (telling sexist jokes, offensive gen-
dered commentary, exposing pornographic materials at work, etc.) 
(Holland, Rabelo, Gustafson, Seabrook, & Cortina, 2016; Maass, 
Cadinu, & Galdi, 2013). Gender harassment is the most common form 
of sexual harassment, but also the least likely to be viewed as such 
(Holland et al., 2016). Instead, men (and women) are more likely to rec-
ognize the first two forms as sexual harassment, involving unwanted sex-
ual advances and particularly those comprising quid-pro quo coercion, in 
which an individual who holds power provides advantages (e.g., hiring) 
or withholds disadvantages (e.g., firing) in exchange for sexual favors. 
One journalist, referring to Harvey Weinstein, the film producer whose 
perpetration of sexual coercion and harassment sparked the #MeToo 
mobilization, describes:

the Weinstein problem: the fact that many harassers see harassment as lim-
ited to grotesque abuses of power, whereas their own actions can be excused 
as merely a case of misread signals, inept attempts at seduction, harmless 
flirting. They hear the Weinstein stories and think: Oh, I’m not so deviant 
after all. And anyway, that guy is worse. (Lewis, 2017)

Many men also mistakenly see violence against women as perpetrated 
by only a tiny minority of deviant men. ‘Not all men!’, they say, in what 
is a common rallying cry for those who feel that feminist critiques unfairly 
tarnish all men. Indeed, ‘#NotAllMen’ was a popular hashtag in 
2014–2015, with some women responding ‘#YesAllWomen’—that is, 
that all women deal with sexism and violence on a daily basis (Plait, 
2014). Similar responses are visible in countries across the world, such as 
‘Don’t accuse men!’ in Denmark (MÄN, 2018). The statement ‘Not all 
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men’ can express men’s rejection of the feminist insight that perpetration 
and perpetrators are common in society but also a more personal rejec-
tion of the request that they critically examine their own behavior. I 
return to the latter below.

Men’s willingness to listen to and believe victims and survivors is sty-
mied by pervasive narratives of women as false accusers (see Franks, this 
collection). It has long been asserted and assumed that women ‘cry 
rape’—that women often invent allegations of rape for malicious, venge-
ful, and other motives (Lisak, Gardinier, Nicksa, & Cote, 2010). The 
reality is, instead, that false reports of sexual assault are rare, as a series of 
studies and examinations of crime data have shown (Kelly, 2010; Lisak 
et al., 2010). Despite this, there is widespread support for the idea that 
women often make false allegations, of both rape and domestic violence. 
For example, in Australia, a 2017 national survey found that 33% of men 
agreed with the statement that ‘many allegations of sexual assault made 
by women are false’, while just under half of men (49%) agreed that 
‘Women going through custody battles often make up or exaggerate 
claims of domestic violence in order to improve their case’ (Webster et al., 
2018).1 In a US survey of 6251 adults in early 2018, one-third (31%) 
agreed that women falsely claiming sexual harassment or assault is a 
‘major problem’, and close to half (45%) agreed that it is a ‘minor prob-
lem’, with only 22% seeing it as ‘not a problem’ (Pew Research Centre, 
2018). At the same time, close to half (46%) agreed that women not 
being believed is a ‘major problem’ and one-third (34%) saw it as a 
‘minor problem’.

There is a troublingly widespread concern about young men, in par-
ticular, being the victims of false allegations. A survey among US adults 
in October 2018 found that more than half were equally concerned for 
victimized women and falsely accused men, while one in six were more 
concerned about falsely accused men. Of all adults, 57% reported that 
they were equally concerned about young women and the sexual harass-
ment and assault they could suffer and young men and the false allega-
tions of sexual harassment or assault they could suffer, 15% were more 
concerned about the latter, and only 17% about the former (Morning 

1 The figures for women were 23% and 37%, respectively.
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Consult, 2018). This focus on men’s subjection to false allegations 
received endorsement from the highest political figure in that country, 
with US President Donald Trump commenting in October 2018 that it 
is ‘a very scary time for young men in America, when you can be guilty of 
something that you may not be guilty of ’. Yet, false allegations of vio-
lence and abuse are far less common than false denials of perpetration 
(Jaffe, Johnston, Crooks, & Bala, 2008). Indeed, men are far more likely 
to be sexually assaulted themselves—230 times as likely, according to the 
UK numbers—than they are to be falsely accused of sexual assault 
(Lee, 2018).

#MeToo does not seem to have dented men’s belief in false allegations. 
If anything, this belief has worsened over the past year, at least in the 
US. An Ipsos poll in 2018 found that men’s agreement that ‘Those who 
report being the victims of sexual harassment should be given the benefit 
of the doubt until proven otherwise’ declined from 74% to 68% over the 
10 months from December 2017 to October 2018 (while women’s higher 
levels of agreement remained steady). Similarly, a YouGov poll found that 
agreement that ‘False accusations of sexual assault are a bigger problem 
than unreported assaults’ increased over November 2017–September 
2018, from 16% to 20% among men and 13% to 18% among adults 
(YouGov, 2018). In October 2018, Ipsos found that over half of men 
(57%) agreed that, ‘False accusations of sexual harassment against men 
are very common’, as did half (48%) of women. One-third of men (36%) 
reported worrying that they will be unfairly accused of sexual harass-
ment, while close to one-third of women (30%) reported worrying that a 
man they care about will be unfairly accused. Republican voters had con-
sistently more harassment-supportive attitudes than Democrat voters 
(Ipsos, 2018).

The belief that men are often the victims of women’s false allegations 
of harassment and assault contributes to the wider perception that 
#MeToo has ‘gone too far’. Popular and social media commentary 
includes common claims that #MeToo has brought a repressive and 
unjust regime of sexual McCarthyism, a ‘sex panic’, a ‘police state’, a 
‘witch-hunt’, and so on (Garber, 2018). Men’s perceptions here are one 
expression of backlash, a response by members of a dominant group who 
feel threatened by challenges to their privilege by disadvantaged groups 
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(Flood, Dragiewicz, & Pease, 2018; Rosewarne, this collection). This also 
can be seen as a form of ‘aggrieved entitlement’, an effort to restore tradi-
tional, patriarchal forms of manhood as men’s experiences of unques-
tioned entitlement come under challenge (Kimmel, 2013).

It should not surprise us that significant numbers of men see them-
selves as the victims of an unjust #MeToo regime, given the prevalence of 
anti-feminist beliefs in male disadvantage. For example, in a national sur-
vey of Australians aged 16 and above in March 2018, 41% of males (and 
23% of females) agreed that ‘Political correctness gives women an advan-
tage in the workplace’, while 42% of males (and 23% of females) agreed 
that ‘Men and boys are increasingly excluded from measures to improve 
gender equality’ (Evans, Haussegger, Halupka, & Rowe, 2018). Lest one 
assume that these anti-feminist beliefs were concentrated only among 
older men in Australia, Millennial young men in their mid-20s to late 
30s had some of the highest levels of agreement. Similar findings come 
from the US.  For instance, a survey of 777 young men aged 11–24 
undertaken in early 2017 demonstrated substantial levels of agreement 
with the ideas that ‘men/boys are held to a higher standard than women/
girls’ (43% agreed, 31% neutral), ‘men/boys are punished just for acting 
like men/boys today’ (32% agreed, 32% neutral), and ‘women/girls 
receive special treatment’ (37% agreed, 30% neutral) (Joyful Heart 
Foundation, 2018).

 Men: Put Your Own House in Order

#MeToo also asks men to ‘put their own house in order’: to reflect on 
their own behavior and to ensure that they behave in respectful and 
gender- equitable ways. The campaign thus asks that men consider the 
impact and meaning of their behavior for women. Certainly, there are 
signs that some men are doing this, from four US surveys:

• Half of men (49%) said that recent stories about sexual harassment 
had made them think about their own behavior around women (while 
half disagreed) (NBC News and the Wall Street Journal, 2017). Higher 
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proportions had done so among younger than older men, and among 
Democrat than Republican men.

• Among men aged 18–55, over one-third of men (38%) said that 
#MeToo had made them re-evaluate their past sexual experiences 
(Editors of GQ, 2018).

• Among young men aged 18–25, one-third agreed that, ‘I’m worried 
something I’ve done could be seen as sexual harassment’ (MTV 
News, 2018).

• Among men who had heard of #MeToo, one in three said they thought 
about their behavior at work differently as a result (Koeze & Barry- 
Jester, 2018).

Re-evaluating one’s behavior is one thing, but actually changing it is 
another. Around one-quarter to one-third of men in the US, depending 
on the survey, report having altered their dating and romantic behaviors 
in the wake of #MeToo:

• In a US survey, one-quarter (24%) of men said they had changed their 
behavior in romantic relationships in the wake of the movement, while 
three-quarters (86%) had not (Koeze & Barry-Jester, 2018).

• In another US survey, one-third (35%) of men had changed their dat-
ing habits in response to MeToo, and 59% of those who had heard of 
MeToo (Editors of GQ, 2018).

• In a 2017 survey among US young men aged 18–25, 40% said that 
#MeToo had changed the way they act in potential romantic relation-
ships. One in four (25%) agreed that ‘since the #MeToo movement, I 
have noticed that the guys around me have changed their behavior’ 
(MTV News, 2018).

While these statistics appear promising, there are four limitations to 
these reports of change. First, most men—over half to two-thirds—report 
that they have not re-evaluated or changed their behavior in the wake of 
#MeToo. Second, we do not know how such men have changed their 
behavior, and the changes they have in mind may be trivial or inappropri-
ate. Third, to the extent that there was change, it is self-reported change, 
and it may be shaped by social desirability bias and either exaggerated or 
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misguided. Finally, it is also clear that large numbers of men continue to 
endorse the norms of male sexual entitlement and sexism which structure 
men’s sexual harassment and coercion of women.

Still, sizeable minorities of men report some kind of reassessment and 
reworking of their sexual and dating behavior. Anecdotal media reports 
offer some corroboration here. For example, journalist and social com-
mentator Laurie Penny writes of ‘otherwise well-meaning male friends 
who are frantically reassessing their sexual history’, and notes:

That’s where a lot of men and boys I know are at right now. Bewildered. 
Uncomfortable. Wrestling with the spectre of their own wrongdoing. 
Frightened, most of all, about how the ground rules for being a worthwhile 
person are changing so fast. (Penny, 2017, n.p.)

As some men take stock of their pasts in light of #MeToo, and as some 
realize their past wrongs, some try to make amends (see also Newman & 
Haire, this collection). A wave of spontaneous apologies from men to 
women, over email, text, and Facebook, apparently has followed in the 
wake of #MeToo (Schneider, 2017).

Some sense of the confusion among men about how to interact with 
women comes too from a large survey among adults in the US conducted 
in February–March 2018. Over half of men (55%) agreed that the 
increased focus on sexual harassment and assault has made it harder for 
men to know how to interact with women in the workplace, as did close 
to half (47%) of women (Pew Research Centre, 2018).

At the same time, there is profound resistance among men to #MeToo’s 
call for them to address their own behavior and interactions. A common 
reaction among men is the sense that violence against women is a ‘wom-
en’s issue’, and not one of direct concern to them. Even if they acknowl-
edge that domestic and sexual violence against women are pervasive social 
problems, many men see addressing them as women’s work (Crooks, 
Goodall, Hughes, Jaffe, & Baker, 2007). In what one can think of as 
‘dominant group deflection’, they shift responsibility for preventing and 
reducing violence away from themselves and toward women (Rich, Utley, 
Janke, & Moldoveanu, 2010).
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A related response among men is that violence against women is a 
problem of ‘other’ men. Men may insist that ‘not all men’ are violent, and 
that they are one of the ‘good guys’ (see Cover, this collection). Many 
men portray batterers and rapists as ‘the other’, diminishing their own 
accountability for violence against women in a violence-supportive cul-
ture (Rich et al., 2010). Some men disavow responsibility by using racist 
stereotypes of perpetrators (PettyJohn, Muzzey, Maas, & McCauley, 
2018; see also Kagal, Cowan & Jawad, this collection), drawing on well- 
established racialized narratives in media and popular culture (Pepin, 
2016). Indeed, even men involved in anti-violence advocacy are not 
immune to such comforting distinctions between themselves and those 
‘other’, violent men (Macomber, 2012).

This means that when men are asked to address their own potential 
perpetration of violence against women or their complicity in this, many 
are disinterested or reluctant, and some react with hostility. In a survey of 
male students about a proposed rape prevention program on a US uni-
versity campus, half did not want to attend, and 10% had a visceral, 
hostile response, expressing anger, outrage, and offense (Rich et  al., 
2010). Likewise, when a social media effort aimed at men and based on 
the hashtag #HowIWillChange began in October 2017 in the wake of 
#MeToo, one stream of response centered on men’s indignant resistance 
to the proposal that they should examine their own role in the perpetua-
tion of rape culture (PettyJohn et al., 2018).

 Men: Smash the Patriarchy

Beyond changing their own abusive behavior, #MeToo asks men to chal-
lenge the abusive behavior of other men and the attitudes and behaviors 
which sustain this. That is, #MeToo invites men to be pro-social bystand-
ers who take action to prevent and reduce harm, including by strengthen-
ing the conditions that prevent initial perpetration or victimization 
(Powell, 2011).

Polls taken in the wake of #MeToo show increases in men’s (and wom-
en’s) self-reported likelihood of and reports of bystander intervention. In 
a US poll conducted in October 2017, 77% of men said that they are 
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now more likely to speak out if they see a woman treated unfairly (NBC 
News and the Wall Street Journal, 2017). In a UK survey among adults 
between August and September 2018, 35% of men and women agreed 
that, ‘In the last 12 months I have been more likely to challenge behavior 
or comments I think are inappropriate’. Focusing on men, this was far 
stronger among younger men, in that proportions agreeing were 58% of 
those aged 18–34, 32% of those aged 35–54, and only 24% of those aged 
55 and older (Fawcett Society, 2018).

#MeToo, finally, asks men to take collective action to address the social 
and structural roots of men’s violence against women. Mobilizing men is 
not a new idea, and men’s collective anti-violence advocacy already had a 
presence in countries around the world. Anti-sexist and anti-violence 
men’s groups began amidst the second wave of feminism in the early 
1970s, and there is now a range of national and international men- 
focused organizations and networks (Flood, 2018). Efforts to prevent 
and reduce men’s violence against women have, over the past three 
decades, included an increasing emphasis on the need to engage men as 
agents of change (McGann, 2014). Reflecting this, #MeToo commentary 
has included appeals to men to take action against men’s sexual harass-
ment, just as earlier hashtag campaigns such as #NotOkay did (Maas, 
McCauley, Bonomi, & Leija, 2018).

There are several signs of organized responses to #MeToo among men, 
from both within and outside established anti-violence men’s networks. 
Men’s networks and organizations have held roundtables, issued discus-
sion papers, and offered reflections on #MeToo’s significance (MÄN, 
2018; MenEngage, 2017; White Ribbon Trust, 2018). There is at least 
one country where #MeToo prompted a significant increase in men’s par-
ticipation in anti-violence advocacy. In Sweden, the feminist organiza-
tion MÄN (1993–) developed a guide for #AfterMeToo discussion 
groups in late 2017, leading to an upsurge of interest in the organization, 
a tripling in member numbers, and the formation of 30 groups at the 
time of writing in 2018 (MÄN, 2018).

#MeToo has also prompted new initiatives among men. A group of 
film industry and anti-violence men launched #AskMoreOfHim in 
March 2018, just before the Oscars movie awards, to challenge men to 
use their privilege and platforms for good in addressing sexual  harassment, 
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abuse, and assault (Katz & Newsom, 2018). Australian writer Benjamin 
Law initiated a hashtag campaign directed at men, #HowIWillChange, 
in October 2017 as an effort to involve men and boys in reflection on 
how they perpetuate rape culture and how they intend to change this 
(PettyJohn et al., 2018). #MeToo also may have raised the bar for what it 
means to be a ‘male ally’ or male ‘feminist’, given the visibility of feminist 
critiques of tokenistic and hypocritical displays among men.

Still, we have yet to see any major international increase in men’s col-
lective anti-violence advocacy in response to #MeToo. Such efforts remain 
relatively small, although they are growing in their political and practical 
sophistication (Flood, 2018).

 Conclusion

#MeToo asks three tasks of men: to listen to women, to change their own 
sexist and harassing behavior, and to take collective action to prevent and 
reduce violence and abuse. In order to do so, men must overcome their 
socialized deafness to women’s experiences, take on the issue of men’s 
violence against women as of personal relevance and concern, and develop 
gender-equitable skills and habits.

#MeToo instigated a public outpouring of women’s stories of victim-
ization, and research demonstrates that hearing women’s stories is a key 
path to men’s sensitization to violence against women (Flood, 2018). The 
data reviewed in this chapter do suggest that #MeToo has prompted some 
shifts—albeit slight or uneven in some cases—in men’s attitudes and 
behaviors. The campaign certainly is likely to have contributed to some 
slight weakening of the social norms underpinning men’s sexual violence 
against women. #MeToo is likely to have informed increases in awareness 
of men’s violence and in the perceived credibility and legitimacy of vic-
tims’ allegations. More widely, it may have prompted some level of 
rethinking of patriarchal forms of flirting, dating, and interaction.

Yet #MeToo, like other feminist efforts to address men’s violence 
against women, is up against well-established and well-rehearsed defenses 
of men’s violence and privilege. The data in this chapter also demonstrate 
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the extent of men’s silence about and collusion with other men’s violence 
and sexism.

To transform violence-supportive cultures, we will need intensified 
public attention to male privilege, male sexual entitlement, and alterna-
tives to sexist manhood (The Men’s Project & Flood, 2018). We will need 
focused challenges to the particular constructions of masculinity and 
male sexuality that sustain some men’s perpetration—and many men’s 
perpetuation—of violence against women. And we will need to mobilize 
men themselves, as educators, leaders, and activists, to join with women 
in collective struggles for gender justice.
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