
Depression is widely reported to be more common 

in women than in men. Women are diagnosed with 

depression twice as often as men and advertisements 

for antidepressants typically feature females.1,2  Most 

depression research that considers gender has also 

focused on women.3  Is men’s depression really so rare, or 

is there more to the story? 

A SILENT EPIDEMIC
Depression in men may be more common than we 

think. In Canada, men account for four out of five 

deaths by suicide.4  Men’s global suicide rates are even 

higher than reported rates of male depression, which 

suggests depression in men could be going undetected 

and untreated.5 “Men typically don’t present with the 

characteristic signs and symptoms of depression,” 

says University of British Columbia (UBC)  psychiatry 

Professor Dr. Ogrodniczuk.6  Diagnostic methods tend to 

assess symptoms that may be more commonly presented 

by women—such as sadness and crying—and ignore 

symptoms of depression that tend to be more common 

among men—such as anger or irritability.1,7  Surprisingly, 

even when men and women have the same symptoms, 

physicians tend to diagnose fewer men with depression.8  

Men’s depression can also go unnoticed because men 

are less likely to seek medical attention overall, and in 

particular are less likely to seek help for depression.1,3 

Researchers have found that men often associate 

seeking help for depression or suicidal thoughts with 

powerlessness, vulnerability, and a loss of masculinity, 

which makes reaching out for help less likely.5,9,10,11

DESTIGMATIZING MEN’S 
DEPRESSION AND SUICIDE

Dr. John Oliffe, Professor in the School of Nursing at UBC, 

studies depression in Canadian men across the lifespan. 

“Depression and suicide are wrapped up in a lot of stigma 

and a lot of stoicism,” says Dr. Oliffe, “and many men are 

reluctant to seek help.” 

Through interviews with college students, Dr. Oliffe and 

Dr. Ogrodniczuk have found that talking about or seeking 

help for depression is often viewed as contradictory to 

expected male behaviour. College men reported feeling 

like it wasn’t socially acceptable to show emotion and 

were concerned about being judged for reaching out.12  

As a way to cope, many participants adopted aspects 

of idealized masculine identities—such as increased 

risk taking or solitariness —which could both mask and 

worsen depression. Among middle-aged and older men, 

traditional views about masculinity and the stigma of 
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depression prevented some men from seeking help: “It’s 

the culture of the stoic warrior… it’s not okay to ask for 

help, it’s not okay to admit any kind of weakness,” said 

one study participant.5 At the same time, masculine ideals 

made some men more resilient, particularly when they 

considered seeking help to be a rational and responsible 

choice.4 Attitudes toward men’s depression also seem to 

be changing. “We’re finding that there’s a real willingness 

to either talk with peers—other men who might be having 

issues—or professional counsellors,” says Dr. Oliffe.13

To combat the stigma of depression and provide 

resources for Canadian men, the website Men’s 

Depression Help Yourself shares key findings from Dr. 

Oliffe’s and Dr. Ogrodniczuk’s research, as well as video 

interviews with mental health professionals and men 

who have depression. According to Dr. Oliffe, web-based 

resources can empower depressed men who are hesitant 

to reach out by providing an anonymous way to access 

information about self-care and professional treatment.1

CONCLUSION
Social expectations about gender-appropriate 

reactions to depression have a significant influence on 

men’s symptoms, coping strategies, and help-seeking 

behaviours. Until recently, men’s experiences with 

depression have been largely overlooked by researchers 

and health care professionals. Although many men with 

depression and suicidal thoughts want help, pressure 

to conform to traditional masculine ideals can make 

reaching out difficult. Web-based tools such as the 

Men’s Depression Help Yourself website play a role in 

destigmatizing men’s experiences with depression and 

provide an anonymous way for men to get help.
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