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Despite the fact that most boys find it difficult to talk about
problems and feelings, ChildLine talks in depth to more than 26,000 boys
every year – more than any other organisation. And while it’s true that
ChildLine talks to four times as many girls, nonetheless a confidential
telephone helpline is clearly an important source of help and support for
boys. Based on their testimony, ChildLine can offer important insights to
others who care for boys or who develop policy and practice which affect
their lives.

This report provides a brief summary of the problems that boys talk to our
volunteer counsellors about, and also looks at some of the constraints,
prejudices and expectations that they tell us make them very unhappy.
One of the most recurrent themes in calls from boys to ChildLine is that
their reluctance to admit they have a problem means that they wait
a long time before seeking help. Frequently they have reached crisis
point before calling ChildLine. This is set against a background where four
times as many young men as young women commit suicide, with suicide
accounting for a quarter of all deaths among young men. The reluctance
of boys and young men to seek help is leaving them vulnerable to
prolonged suffering, and ChildLine is concerned to explore the obstacles
that prevent boys from asking for help when they need it – and to ensure
that their voices are heard when they do speak up.

ChildLine’s experience of counselling children shows that boys and girls
generally have similar problems. But because of the messages boys and
girls receive from people in their lives and from society about how they
should behave and feel, boys’ responses to problems – and the impact
these problems have on them – can be very different.

ChildLine actively seeks ways to reach boys more effectively, and we
encourage them to ask for help if they need it – whether from a telephone
helpline or from people they know. Not only does this make their lives
more bearable and give them hope, it is also important for their future
behaviour as men, fathers and members of society.
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ChildLine helps more than
26,000 boys every year



Boys are, of course, individuals, but based on their calls to ChildLine we
know that many boys hold in their mind an idealised image of the
‘masculine’ man, and that this stereotype is reinforced by individuals and
the society around them. This becomes a problem when aspects of that
image are unhelpful, and ChildLine is particularly concerned that the
expectations posed by this image can make it difficult for boys to seek and
accept help when the going gets rough.

In their own words:

‘If I said what I feel they would call me a wimp.’
‘If I told my dad, he would just tell me to stand up for myself.’
‘I haven’t told anybody else ‘cos they’d think I should be able to look after
myself.’
‘I haven’t been with a girl yet – they are telling me I’m gay.’

Many of the boys who call ChildLine have an inner voice telling them
they should be self-reliant and able to cope without help:

• always be strong and in control of yourself and the situation
• sort out your own problems – don’t ask for help
• don’t cry or be emotional
• be sexually active (as long as you’re heterosexual)
• it’s weak and shameful to be a victim.

Their ‘failure’ to live up to these strictures often compounds the problems
they are calling about. And for many boys, these ‘rules of masculinity’
prevent them from calling until their problems are so severe that they
become desperate or simply can’t cope.
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‘Be a man!’ 
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Problem Number of boys

Bullying 5,333

Physical abuse 4,025

Family tensions 3,081

Sex and sexuality 3,016

Sexual abuse 2,184

Figures for 1 April 2002 - 31 March 2003
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What are the most
common problems boys
call ChildLine about?



ChildLine hears from thousands of boys each year who are being bullied.
Many of these boys have suffered for long periods of time and have begun
to lose hope that their situations can improve. Like girls they suffer the full
gamut of bullying behaviour: name-calling, teasing, threats, malicious
rumours, rejection, exclusion, physical attacks, even extortion. Recent
research commissioned by ChildLine and the DfES indicates that boys and
girls are reporting similar levels of physical bullying, name-calling and
social ostracism, belying the common assumption that boys bully
physically and girls verbally.

Even children as young as six call ChildLine about bullying:

Dipesh had recently moved from reception into Year 1 and was being
called names by other children. The teacher had told him he was too big
to cry. The day he called ChildLine he had wet himself and was frightened
to go back into the classroom with a wet patch on his trousers. He had
told his grandmother, with whom he lived, that he was not going to go
back to school and had been sobbing in her lap. 

With his grandmother’s help Dipesh called ChildLine and was able to say
that he liked school when he wasn’t being bullied, but didn’t think
anything could be done to stop them teasing him and calling him ‘smelly’. 

The counsellor spoke with Dipesh and his grandmother, and together they
discussed what his grandmother could do to ensure that the school
understood what a detrimental effect this bullying was having on Dipesh
and that it was unacceptable. They also arranged for Dipesh to call again
to let ChildLine know how it was going.

Dipesh was being bullied partly because of his colour, but also for losing
control – and this was reinforced by his teacher’s response. He was clearly
getting the message that this is not something boys should do.

Boys are bullied for many reasons. Difference of any type can be used
as an excuse by children to persecute other children and boys
frequently report being targeted by other boys for seeming ‘gay’.
‘Gay’ is consistently used as a form of abuse:

‘I hugged a boy at school and now everyone says I’m gay and I don’t know
what it means.’

‘I am being bullied by two boys who are 13 years old. One is at my school
and both live close by. My parents say don’t worry, just try to avoid them.
But I can’t go outside. The other day I was out riding my bike and they
threw cans at me. They say things like, “He’s gay, he’s bent, he’s up for
rent.” It’s been happening for a year and it’s getting worse. Sometimes I
just want to give up.’
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Bullying



Boys talk to ChildLine with many questions and fears about their own
sexuality and this may well explain why boys are particularly susceptible to
bullying and being bullied in this way. 

One caller, 13-year-old James, asked to speak to a male counsellor.
Hesitant and initially reluctant to go into detail, he told ChildLine that he
was being bullied at school. He was being taunted and called names like
‘poof’ because of his interest in dancing. The counsellor talked with James
about school, about times when he was happier and what he had tried to
do already to combat the bullying. James went on to speak regularly to the
same counsellor over the next year, opening up more as his trust in the
counsellor grew. 

With the support and encouragement of the counsellor, James found the
confidence to speak to his mother about what was happening at school,
and they had a series of meetings with the school to find ways of tackling
the bullying. 

Bullying is not something that can be ignored. The evidence is that it rarely
goes away of its own accord, and if left untackled can go on for years,
destroying childhoods and undermining education. That is why ChildLine
has developed a strong partnership with schools and other organisations
to help find ways of tackling bullying. Our ChildLine in Partnership with
Schools (CHIPS) programme encourages schools to involve young people
in devising and implementing anti-bullying strategies. Such strategies
have been shown to reduce bullying in schools; futhermore, they give
children the benefit of sharing their problems with those they turn to most
readily – other children.
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Fourteen-year-old Martin called ChildLine at the recommendation of his
teachers. He was behaving badly in class, distracting other students and
often coming in very late. He said he often wandered around before
coming into school and then couldn’t concentrate when he got there.
‘What do you think I should do?’ he asked. Martin seemed to want an
instant solution. The counsellor reassured him that together they would
think of something he could do, but that first she would need to
understand more about what was happening in Martin’s life.

Martin explained that he lived with his mother and stepfather who
became very angry when he had been drinking. ‘He shouts and throws
things at me. He threw a chair and it hit me on the back. He hits Mum
too. I should be able to do something, to stop him, but I’m frightened and
I think it’s my fault sometimes because they argue about me.’

The way Martin asked for an immediate answer is not unusual when boys
call ChildLine – they often want a quick fix, and ChildLine counsellors are
trained to take this into account. 

Martin was feeling responsible for something that he clearly could
not be responsible for. Martin’s story also demonstrates boys’ desire to
cope with things alone – even if it puts them at risk. It was painful for
Martin to present himself as a victim – even though that meant he would
get the sympathy and care that he deserved.

Another boy, 13-year-old Sean, told ChildLine that his dad hits him for
smoking and truanting. He can’t sleep and feels lonely all the time. He
misses his grandmother who died recently and was ‘the only one who
cared about me’. Sean said, ‘I’ve tried running away but it doesn’t make
anything better and so I come back. Now I feel like I’d be better off dead.’ 
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Physical abuse



Girls and boys call ChildLine in vast numbers because their lives are being
torn apart by separation, divorce, domestic violence, drug and alcohol
misuse in the family, and bereavement. The evidence from many calls,
however, is that boys are more likely to bottle up what they are feeling and
to want to take responsibility for the situation. 

ChildLine research into calls about bereavement found that there is
frequently an expectation that boys will not show or feel emotion, and yet
at the same time will be expected to carry responsibility:

‘My dad died this morning. They have gone round to my aunt’s and I am
alone with his body now.’

‘Grandad told me what to do with his ashes but I’ve not been allowed to
have them.’

The same dilemma is also evident in calls from boys who are struggling
with enormous pain and complex family situations:

Twelve-year-old Connor called and said that his stepfather used to hit him
but now sends him to bed very early. His own father left when he was
five and he has not seen him since he was eight years old except
‘in the distance with another woman and other children’. Connor
did not use words to describe how he was feeling but sounded extremely
saddened and betrayed by his father’s rejection. Nevertheless he said what
he was worried about most was his mother. He tries to spend time with
her and asks every day, ‘Did you have a good day? What did you do?’ 

Jack, aged 9, called because his father, who no longer lived with them,
was coming round and smashing windows. He had started having
nightmares that his father would smash the door down and get at him
and his mother. His mother had not been able to stop his father coming.
He did not want to see his father ever again and he wanted to be able to
protect his mother – a heavy burden for a nine-year-old boy. 

Connor and the bereaved boys quoted above demonstrate how difficult it
can be for troubled boys to share how they are feeling. And being silent
isn’t enough. They also feel that they must be strong, shouldering adult-
like responsibilities for the happiness of their families.
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Family tensions
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Despite homosexuality being less hidden than in previous generations, it
still is an enormous area of confusion, stigma and fear in boys. Calls to
ChildLine indicate that worries about homosexuality are more evident in
boys than girls: 

‘I have fantasies about men. I’m confused.’
‘If I look at other boys in the shower does this mean I’m gay?’

As with other concerns, boys calling ChildLine often want a swift answer
to these questions, partly due to embarrassment and often due to deep
anxiety. Counsellors always try to explore what underlies their questions
and help boys begin to think about how they are feeling and how best to
get the advice and support they need.

It may be that boys are less able to share their concerns with their
friends, have fewer conversations about intimate matters with parents,
and make less use of magazines and problem pages than girls, which
means that they turn to ChildLine for help with their anxieties and
questions relating to their sexuality, sexual matters and physical
development.

Many of their questions and concerns also have at their root a profound
worry about loss of control – they cannot control who they are attracted
to, they cannot control what is happening to their bodies, and they may
be pressured into have sexual relationships before they are ready:

‘I get erections all the time - is this normal?’
‘I am growing hair in strange places – I don’t like it.’
‘What does it mean to have a “wet dream”?’

Boys can become secretive and isolated when these sorts
of worries preoccupy them. We hear from many boys and
young men who, despite the appearance of being part of
a group, feel extremely lonely and miserable, and feel
unable to share with anyone what they are suffering.

Emerging sexuality and changing bodies



ChildLine hears from many more girls than boys about sexual abuse, but
it is no less terrifying and confusing for boys. 

Last year 2,280 boys called ChildLine about sexual abuse. ‘Dirty’, ‘filthy’ and
‘ashamed’ were words they used time and time again to describe their
feelings. As with so many children who suffer sexual abuse, many of these
boys said they felt responsible for the abuse, that they must have done
something to encourage it or that they should have tried harder to stop it.
Often these feelings had been purposely encouraged by the abusers to
ensure that the boys succumbed to the abuse and also kept silent about it. 

Research indicates that due to the shame attached both to
homosexuality and to being a victim, boys may have particular
problems with reporting sexual abuse. This is certainly reflected in calls to
ChildLine and is further complicated when the perpetrator is part of the boy’s
family or is a family friend:

‘Daddy always tries to rape me on a Saturday night, usually when he’s dead
drunk. I don’t want him to go to jail, I just want it to stop.’

‘When Mum goes to bingo, Dad makes me play with his willy. I don’t like
it – I don’t want to be gay.’

The first time he rang ChildLine, 11-year-old David complained only that he
was ‘not allowed to go to football tonight’. David called back several times
over the year and spoke to the same female counsellor each time. At the start
of every conversation he would say what had prompted him to call – one time
he was worried because his mother was late back from work and he was
alone. On another occasion he said that he was calling because his dog had
caught a bird that was in the house badly injured. 

It was only after several months that David trusted the counsellor enough to
reveal that he was being regularly sexually abused by a male babysitter, a
friend of the family. The counsellor persuaded David to tell his mother, offering
to help him do so. Together they practised how David might broach the
subject and talked about how his mother might feel and respond. David called
back one more time after this, to tell the counsellor that his mother had been
appalled and had confronted the abuser. David thanked the counsellor for
‘being a friend’ to him and for encouraging him to speak to his mother.

Boys are no more in control when they are abused by a woman, which
remains even more of an unspoken taboo than sexual abuse by a male.
Boys tell us that they fear no one will believe them, or will assume they
were willing participants. The most commonly reported female
perpetrators of sexual abuse were mothers, and in most instances the boy
was living alone with his mother. 
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Sexual abuse
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‘I know I should be tough and stand up for myself.’
‘I’m sorry to have to bother you with this, I’m sure other people
have much worse problems.’

ChildLine tells boys who call that they have taken an important and
courageous first step by calling.

Because boys are less likely to talk to others, we reassure them that they
are not alone in their worries. It can be helpful for them to know that
many other young people have contacted us with similar concerns –
though each story is special and unique. 

Where boys are self-critical for not meeting others’ expectations, we let
them know that we understand their concerns, but we try to help them
see that they are judging themselves harshly and not everyone would
share their view.

Because boys tend to approach things from a practical, problem-solving
standpoint, we don’t talk too much about ‘feelings’. We ask boys to tell
us what they think about their situation, and what they have already tried
to do about it. We work with them to find other possible solutions and
will offer further calls for them to let us know how things are going. They
remain in control.

We talk with boys about their strengths and successes, and how they can
apply what they have learned and know to their current difficulties. 

As with girls, we encourage them to identify someone they can trust in
their lives and help them think of ways they can get the help they need.

Whenever possible we give them the choice of talking to a man or a
woman. We are happy to keep calls short and know that many boys
would prefer to call more often, for less time.

If necessary we will refer boys to other agencies for help. Last year 537
boys were referred by ChildLine to social services, the police and the
ambulance service. Boys make only one quarter of all calls to ChildLine yet
account for one-third of the referrals we make – so it is clear that,
compared to girls, a proportionately higher number of boys are referred.
This reflects the fact that boys tend to call when a problem has become
extreme. They often feel near desperation by the time they call, and more
drastic action is often needed to resolve or alleviate their situation.
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What does ChildLine do?



Yvonne, ChildLine volunteer counsellor:

‘Boys may be afraid to talk about their feelings, partly because they
think it’s unmanly, but partly maybe they’re scared that if they do allow
themselves to feel, to talk about their feelings and experience the pain
that this sometimes brings, it makes them sad or upset, and lots of
times they don’t want to feel like that. Sometimes you don’t get to talk
about feelings, because the boys don’t want to, end of story.

‘I tend not to use the word ”feeling“ with boys, because I think it puts
a bit of a block up sometimes. I’m not saying that’s the case for all boys.
But I tend to use other phrases, such as ”what it’s like for you“, so they
can think about things. 

‘When boys phone, it’s when the problem has got so bad, so severe,
maybe even traumatic for them. Things have come to a head and it’s
like, ”OK, I really need to talk to someone.“ They can’t keep it inside
any more. 

‘It’s not cool to speak about things, family problems, school, and so,
when they phone us, that’s when they want things to be sorted out.
And they want a solution, now. 

‘I worry sometimes about the expectations we have of boys. You’re not
allowed to show your feelings, you’re not allowed to cry. “Grow up,”
boys are told, “you’re nearly a man.” I think they have it hard.’

Boys allowed
13

How do ChildLine counsellors help boys?



ChildLine
14



✸ Make sure they know you appreciate their qualities, and look for the
positives.

✸ Boys are good at disguising feelings of vulnerability – they may need
reassurance more than they are prepared to show.

✸ Involve boys in helping others. More than 1,000 boys call ChildLine
every year because they are worried about their friends or members of
their families. We know they worry and care about others – though they
may be reluctant to show it, particularly when girls are around. We see
this in our CHIPS peer support programme when young people
volunteer to listen to other young people. Boys often make good peer
supporters, but are less likely to volunteer in mixed schools.

✸ Give boys the opportunity to talk but don’t pressurise them. Many boys
find it easier to talk while doing something – so play sport, shop or cook
together.

✸ Try not to take over. Boys are more likely to let you help them if they are
actively involved in sorting things out and have come up with the ideas
themselves.

✸ Respect their privacy. Many boys value being alone. Of course, if a boy
you care about is isolating himself excessively and seriously limiting his
range of activities, you have cause to be worried. Do try to talk to him,
and get help for yourself if need be. If you don’t make any headway,
encourage him to contact ChildLine or one of the other sources of help
listed at the end of this report. 

✸ No two people have exactly the same experience or feel exactly the
same way about a situation. If a boy talks about something you have
experienced, it’s helpful to share your thoughts and feelings, but
remember to suggest it might not be the same for him.

✸ Boys need to be allowed to be themselves and not feel they will be
judged by how they measure up to stereotypical images of masculinity;
likewise, they need to be encouraged not to judge themselves. They
should be appreciated and accepted for who they are – and encouraged
to treat other boys the same. 

If a boy approaches you with an apparently straightforward concern, it
may be just that – or it may be that some time needs to be taken to reveal
underlying worries and fears. ChildLine’s experience counselling boys has
taught us that everyone – at home, in schools and throughout society –
needs to listen more carefully to what boys are telling us, and what they
are not telling us. By encouraging boys to have the confidence to share
their problems and express their fears, we may help to relieve the
pressures that drive too many young men to the point of depression and
despair, and even suicide.
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What can others do 
to help boys?



ChildLine
0800 1111
www.childline.org.uk
Free help and advice for any problem, 24 hours a day, every day

Get Connected
0808 808 4994
www.getconnected.org.uk 
Free telephone and email helpline for young people

There4Me
www.there4me.com
Online advice for anyone aged 12-16

Parentline Plus
0808 800 2222
www.parentlineplus.org.uk
Advice for parents
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Sources of help:





ChildLine is the UK's free helpline for children and
young people. It provides a confidential telephone
counselling service for any child with any problem,
24 hours a day, every day. Where a child is in
danger, ChildLine works with other helping
agencies to ensure the child's protection. ChildLine
also brings issues affecting children’s welfare and
rights to the public’s attention.

If you would like to support ChildLine’s work by
making a donation, please call our donation line on
020 7650 3370

ChildLine
45 Folgate Street
London E1 6GL
Tel: 020 7650 3200
Fax: 020 7650 3201
www.childline.org.uk

ChildLine is a registered charity, no. 1003758


