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Foreword 
The title of this report likely generates a few questions in the reader’s mind: Is there really a 
need to improve the well-being of boys and men in Indiana? Is there a need for a study on the 
problems facing boys and men in Indiana? What exactly are those problems? Who’s affected 
by those problems? What’s causing this “failure to launch”? 

This report doesn’t answer all of those questions—at least not fully. In fact, it may generate 
more questions than it answers. However, in light of the data generated by our research team 
and insights shared by our Advisory Group and national experts, one thing is undeniable: We 
desperately need to improve the well-being of Indiana’s boys and young men—for them and for 
all of Indiana.  

Our state’s boys and young men are struggling. Many are falling behind. And some are 
hurting—battered by economic forces that are constantly changing the nature and 
prerequisites of work, by the absence of fathers and male role models, by cultural messages 
that say masculinity is “toxic,” and by technologies that literally prey on brains that aren’t yet 
fully developed. The resulting loneliness and despair lead many of our young men to 
dangerous and dark destinations: Indiana men are four times as likely to commit suicide as 
Indiana women. 

Even though their early academic measures are strong relative to their female peers, fewer of 
our state’s young men graduate from high school, enroll in college or complete college. Those 
young men who don’t choose the college pathway often fail—both during and after high 
school—to connect with vocational-education opportunities that would prepare them for 
sustained career success. As a result, not nearly enough young men in Indiana have a degree 
or credential that leads to long-term economic stability. And that is impacting all of us in 
Indiana. How? An Urban Institute study concludes that “A state’s educational attainment is the 
most important factor associated with income change.” Change in median household income 
since 1970 is smaller for Indiana than for almost all of our Midwestern neighbors. We need a 
more educated and prepared population for our state to thrive. And addressing men's 
attainment and preparation is an important component. The well-being of our state depends 
on the well-being of our state’s boys and men.  

The impetus for this study is the research of Brookings Institution scholar Richard Reeves, 
who authored Of Boys and Men in 2022 and founded the American Institute for Boys & Men a 
year later. His scholarly research and real-world experiences have drawn attention to 
worrisome trends taking a toll on boys and young men nationally, including many of the same 
pathologies we are seeing in Indiana—loneliness and rising risk of suicide; difficulty gaining 
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career traction; acute challenges facing Black boys and men; widening gender disparities in 
education outcomes; and the epidemic of fatherless households. 

Ahead of his speech to the Indiana Economic Club, Reeves asked Sagamore to provide an 
overview of the status of boys and men in Indiana. This report not only does that; it serves as 
Phase I of an ongoing project that will position Indiana as a leader in using data to examine 
and better understand the education attainment, employment success, and overall well-being 
of boys and men. In Phase II and beyond, Sagamore will work with partners from every sector 
of society and every corner of the state to identify strategies and craft solutions to address the 
challenges facing boys and men—and to help all of Indiana thrive. 

Teresa Lubbers 
President, Sagamore Institute 
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Executive Summary   
This report examines the educational, economic, social, and technological challenges 
confronting boys and men in Indiana. The report draws from publicly available data, state and 
national statistics, and surveys of students across Indiana, as well as insights from an 
Advisory Group of Indiana civic leaders, to highlight those challenges and to begin the process 
of developing potential strategies needed to address those challenges.  

From Launchpad to Cliff 

Our research revealed a finding that initially surprised us: With the exception of reading 
measures—where girls score modestly higher—boys generally keep pace with or outperform 
girls academically through middle school and into high school, including on standardized 
assessments such as the SAT, which is mandated for all students in Indiana.  

However, this pattern of boys doing better than girls on academic measures shifts sharply at 
the end of high school. Girls surpass boys in high-school graduation rates and postsecondary-
education enrollment. We describe this turning point as a “cliff” for young men in Indiana. At a 
time when they should be launched into gainful employment, focused vocational preparation 
or college studies—and by most measures, are equipped for that launch—far too many young 
men simply do not “lift off,” as it were.  Whether related to this academic cliff, or not, we also 
see an uptick in reported drinking by young men (surpassing girls whose drinking had 
previously exceeded them); and by adulthood, the suicide rate for Indiana men is four times 
higher than that of women. 

Online and Offtrack 

Organizations of influence, civic leaders and policymakers must explore why so many young 
men in Indiana slide off the launchpad and fall off a cliff at the end of high school—and develop 
ways to prevent this. To begin that process, we consulted an Advisory Group of Indiana leaders 
and reviewed the work of national experts. Our Advisory Group includes leaders from 
education, religious communities, nonprofits, the business community, criminal justice and 
public policy. Their insights point to a convergence of factors during mid-adolescence that 
negatively impact boys and young men.  

Our Advisory Group tells us that around ages 15-16, many boys begin spending significant 
amounts of time with social media, online gaming and other digital technologies. As a result, 
they are increasingly exposed to unhealthy content, including algorithm-fueled sports betting, 
pornography and highly divisive political material. At the same time, many experience the 
cumulative effects of a lack of participation in organized sports and clubs, leading to fewer 
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interactions with positive role models and mentors—especially male role models and mentors. 
All of this exacerbates an unmet need for meaningful relationships. This phenomenon occurs 
at the very worst time for boys and young men: precisely when they need help and guidance to 
begin making decisions about their future. Indeed, boys report receiving little guidance—from 
schools, churches, clubs or community organizations—about potential pathways forward. As a 
result, many disengage, become increasingly isolated and substitute technology-mediated 
interactions for authentic relationships. And unlike previous generations, many of these young 
men do not work part-time jobs and thus do not gain the benefits that often come from those 
experiences. 

In addition, young men express growing skepticism about the value of traditional college. Our 
Advisory Group reports that pressure to earn money and “be successful,” combined with the 
cost of college and extended time-to-degree—often without clear guarantees of economic 
return—lead many young men to opt out of the college pathway altogether. At the same time, 
non-college pathways are poorly defined, insufficiently promoted and often discouraged within 
the school system. Thus, without clear alternatives, many young men drift through early 
adulthood without direction or support. 

Echoing National Trends 

Insights from our Advisory Group align with that of national experts who study these issues. 

For instance, AIBM founder Richard Reeves sees a need to increase the number of male role 
models for boys and recommends “mid-career internships” that would incentivize men to start 
a second career teaching high school. RAND researchers conclude that more male mentors are 
needed to “serve as guides to the younger generation as they seek advice and support for their 
schooling, their relationships, and their plans for the future.”  

On the issue of digital technologies, Scott Galloway, author of Notes on Being a Man, argues 
that social-media communities and online relationships “are not real and don’t nourish our 
soul…We’re not wired to live in a world where we have friends but don’t experience friendship 
and rely instead on Reddit, Discord and Google.” 
 
Regarding the role of sports, the Aspen Institute, the Sports and Fitness Industry Association 
(SFIA), and others conclude that boys and young men need sports, but opportunities to play 
sports are disappearing due to the rise of relatively costly travel leagues and the loss of school 
and neighborhood sports. An SFIA study notes that sports participation for boys aged 6-17 fell 
from 50% in 2013 to 41% in 2023.  
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Silver Linings 

But there’s good news amidst the worrisome news. Members of our Advisory Group identified 
a range of potential strategies Indiana’s faith, civic, nonprofit, corporate and government 
leaders could pursue to counter the forces that are negatively impacting boys and men—and to 
turn that post-high school cliff into a launchpad. Among their proposals: 

• Initiating a public-awareness campaign aimed at parents to educate them on the 
negative consequences of social media, the accessibility of harmful digital content and 
the need to promote healthier use of technology; 

• Launching a statewide public-awareness campaign to educate men on responsible 
fatherhood and to celebrate “husbandhood”; 

• Crafting state policies to encourage, rather than discourage, marriage; and to curtail 
the access of social media to minors; 

• Working with the state’s vibrant professional sports ecosystem and thriving 
philanthropic community to revive neighborhood sports leagues;  

• Enlisting boys and young men in community-building efforts at the neighborhood level; 
• Implementing policy reforms that foster greater inter-agency alignment among justice, 

education and health systems; 
• Developing more reentry initiatives to help nonviolent juvenile offenders reconnect 

with their communities; 
• Encouraging and incentivizing more men to serve as mentors and teachers; 
• Developing more effective and more intentional methods to help young men see the 

connection between education and career opportunities; 
• Supporting work-based opportunities that provide meaningful career experiences; 
• Crafting systems to ensure that teachers are prepared to meet boys where they are; and  
• Recognizing the outsized role of Big Tech in shaping male behavior and well-being, 

acknowledging that Big Tech is part of the problem facing boys and young men, and 
crafting legislation to shield all of our kids from the dangers of algorithm-fueled 
technologies. 
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Starting Points and Question Marks 
In this first section of the report, we use public data and surveys to identify how Indiana’s boys 
and young men are doing relative to Indiana’s girls and young women in a range of areas, 
including: education, career training, employment and well-being. The resulting picture is both 
surprising and worrying.  

Data-Driven Observations and Findings 

Our main goal in sifting through relevant datasets, statistics and surveys is to identify the 
points at which Indiana’s boys and men are struggling with education, employment and well-
being, including how those developments relate and compare to girls and women. We should 
emphasize that this first round of data is from publicly available sources; deeper dives based 
on other datasets and perhaps on proprietary data-collection instruments will likely be 
employed in future phases of this project. 

We also should emphasize that these datasets represent points in time when boys and men 
start to encounter roadblocks, disconnects and shortcomings. Thus, these data represent not 
so much an end in itself, but rather serve as a guide to where we should focus our 
attention. For example, something clearly happens at the end of high school that sends a large 
percentage of young men off a cliff and on a downward trajectory. What that something is, we 
don’t know. But that’s where the data suggest we should do more digging and more research.   

Trends in Education  
With those caveats, let’s begin by looking at trends in education impacting young men and 
boys in Indiana. 

ILEARN ELA Pass Rates Grades 3-8 
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ILEARN Math Pass Rates Grades 3-8 

 
 

ILEARN Science Pass Rates Grades 4 & 6 

 
 

ILEARN Social Studies Pass Rate Grade 5 

 
 
Our findings reveal that boys in Indiana do well in elementary grades. Although the data 
indicate that boys are consistently behind girls in reading and English Language Arts (ELA) in 
elementary school, the gap is not very wide and is actually closing.  

Importantly, Indiana’s elementary-school boys lead girls in all other subjects, and they 
register better results on Indiana’s Learning Evaluation and Assessment Readiness Network 
(ILEARN) mathematics pass rates, science pass rates and social-studies pass rates.1 The data 
also indicate that Indiana’s elementary-school boys lost less than girls during the COVID-19 
shutdowns and have rebounded more since then—in all subjects, including reading and ELA. 
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Indiana’s elementary-school boys score higher than girls in 
mathematics, science and social-studies pass rates. 

 
By the end of high school, the SAT reading/writing benchmark reveals that high-school girls 
are doing better than high-school boys in Indiana (though that gap is narrowing), while high-
school boys perform better on the SAT math benchmark and on the combined SAT benchmark. 
These data should mean that more boys than girls are ready for college. 

SAT Reading and Writing Benchmark 

 
 

SAT Math Benchmark 

 
 

SAT Both Benchmarks 

 

8



 

 

Indiana high-school boys also register better school attendance rates than their female 
counterparts. Truancy percentages are, for the most part, equal until about the 7th grade. 
However, by late middle school and into high school, girls start missing more school than 
boys. That gap grows persistently all the way until the end of high school, by which time boys, 
on average, attend about two more days per year than do girls. 
 

Grade 7 Attendance Rates 

 
 

Grade 12 Attendance Rates 

 
 
Given those statistics for Indiana high-schoolers, it’s perhaps surprising that Indiana girls are 
achieving higher graduation rates than Indiana boys (91.8% to 88.7% for the class graduating 
in 2024). Compounding that surprising cliff, Indiana young women who graduate from high 
school (already a higher percentage than young men) subsequently enroll in college at much 
higher rates than young men in Indiana (58.1% compared to 45.2% in 2023). 

 

9



High School Graduation Rates 

All told, the data indicate that boys do better academically in many areas through much of high 
school, including on the SAT (which is administered to all Indiana 11th-graders). However, 
boys in our state fall off a cliff at the very end of high school, when fewer boys graduate and 
fewer go to college, despite having done better than girls on various academic measures.  

High School Graduates Enrolling in College 

There are several important questions raised by these data for Indiana’s parents, educators, 
policymakers and organizations of influence going forward: What factors turn that last year of 
high school for young men from what it should be—a launchpad to a higher level of learning, 
focused vocational preparation and ultimately a sustainable career—into a cliff? Are there any 
early signs for the downward academic shift for boys at the end of high school? Does 
extracurricular participation or lack thereof (which is an indicator for connectedness) play a 
role in this shift? Do factors such as course offerings, course requirements and electives, and 
course selection play a role in the decline of academic proficiency for boys late in high school? 
In other words, might high-school boys—or, for that matter, high schools themselves—have 
difficulty connecting what is taught in the classroom with what will be required in a career 
after high school? And is there a lack of career and technical education (CTE) programming 
that, if addressed, might make those connections more apparent? 

Indeed, one hypothesis for the drop-off—or cliff—at the end of high school is that there could 
be disconnects for Indiana young men as they attempt to chart their futures: Some young men 
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might struggle connecting with, or seeing themselves in, professions that are traditionally 
dominated by women. And some young men—with few male role models in their lives and less 
CTE training during high school—might struggle connecting with, or seeing themselves in, 
professions traditionally dominated by men. Both disconnects lead potentially to the same 
cliff. 

Trends in Career Training and Employment Status 
The statewide college-enrollment average for Indiana high-school graduates is 52.8%, which 
means post-high school vocational education or apprenticeship is not the main form of career 
training for most Indiana high-school graduates—at least not in the years immediately 
following high school. Higher education fills that role.  

As they head off to college, nearly one-fifth of young men in Indiana (19.1%) select majors 
related to business-management professions; 16.1% select majors related to liberal arts and 
sciences professions; 13.8% select majors related to engineering/engineering technology 
professions; 9.7% select majors related to computer/information science professions; and 
5.2% select majors related to biological/biomed professions. 

Almost a quarter of young women in Indiana (24.5%) select majors related to health 
professions; 14.9% select majors related to liberal arts and sciences professions; 9.2% select 
majors related to education professions; 8.9% select majors related to business-management 
professions; and 8.5% select majors related to biological/biomed professions.  

One way to look at these numbers is simply as evidence that young men and young women in 
Indiana are sticking to traditional gender-based roles in their career choices—with men 
pursuing and then filling most of the business-management, engineering, computer-science, 
construction, maintenance and transportation jobs, and women pursuing and filling most of 
the education, healthcare, service and office-administration jobs. What many of Indiana’s 
young people (both genders) aren’t pursuing is training or opportunities in manufacturing—
even though 20% of the jobs in Indiana are in direct production (the largest concentration of 
manufacturing jobs of all 50 states), with as many as four times that number in fields 
connecting to manufacturing. Is this because young people are not aware of opportunities in 
manufacturing? Are they not receiving good career guidance? Is there a disconnect—a missing 
rung—somewhere along the education-to-career ladder? We need more data to answer those 
questions. 

Another way to look at those numbers related to college majors is through the “HEAL” prism 
Reeves has developed. “The long shift away from jobs requiring physical strength is going to 
continue,” he observes. “There has been a commendable and largely successful push to get 
more girls and women into jobs that require STEM (science, technology, engineering and math) 
skills, but it is now even more important to encourage men into what I call HEAL (health, 
education, administration and literacy) jobs, which are dominated by women.”2 
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Indiana young men are not, by and large, following Reeves’ advice about pursuing 
opportunities in the HEAL professions. Given what the data tell us about the growing share of 
Indiana STEM majors who are women—42% in 2020, up from 32% in 2010—HEAL professions 
will increasingly need men, and men will increasingly benefit from choosing HEAL 
professions. “In 2020,” Reeves notes, “STEM jobs accounted for 9% of U.S. employment among 
prime-age workers, while HEAL jobs accounted for 23%.”3 As Indiana women fill a larger 
percentage of STEM jobs, there will be a smaller percentage of Indiana men in those jobs and a 
greater need for Indiana men in HEAL jobs. By way of example, the most recent available data 
indicate that just 28% of Indiana public-school teachers are men. As we will discuss below, 
there’s a growing need for more men in the classroom. 

However, many young men in Indiana will earn neither a STEM degree nor a HEAL degree. 
Instead, they won’t earn any degree at all. Despite better SAT scores, college-related success 
is consistently lower for Indiana men than for Indiana women: lower enrollment rates, lower 
persistence rates and lower graduation rates. While in college, Indiana men, on average, earn 
fewer freshmen credit hours than Indiana women; a smaller percentage of Indiana men 
graduate on time; and a smaller percentage of Indiana men graduate even after spending 
extended time in college.  

Lower college attainment is a concern, but so are declining labor force participation rates 
(LFPR). Nationally, prime-age male LFPR peaked above 95% in the decades immediately 
following World War II and have steadily fallen. The LFPR among men in Indiana (25 to 64 
years old) was 82.1% in 2022,4 which mirrors the national rate; both remain below the peak 
rate. 

Indiana LFPR By Gender 

 

However, all of that comes with caveats. On an aggregated level, we know that Indiana men 
continue to participate at higher levels than women. However, there are important changes 
notable in the topline data, such as rising participation by women (as men have declined over 
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the same time period), as well as great variations in the participation rates of younger men and 
across racial groups. These toplines also may mask changing trends in job types, hours 
worked and wages. We know as well that there have been significant declines in traditional 
manual roles, such as many of the jobs in the trades and manufacturing. Digging deeper into 
these datasets—and accessing fresher data—will be a focus in Phase II of our work. 

Worrisome Trends in Wellbeing  

On the broad issue of the well-being of boys and young men in Indiana, we focused on data 
pertaining to alcohol, drug abuse and mental health (including depression, suicidal inclination 
and suicide). These data are a bit more limited than the data available for education, and it is 
an area that needs further research. But a picture similar to our education findings emerges 
nonetheless.   

Once again, the data at younger ages surprised us. For example, while 10% of 9th-grade boys 
in Indiana report drinking alcohol at least once in the 30 days before being surveyed, that 
number is 25.4% for 9th-grade girls. Similarly, 9th-grade girls report a higher level of binge-
drinking5  than do 9th-grade boys. Yet, much like the reversal in academic performance, these 
numbers flip dramatically in 12th grade. By senior year, alcohol consumption by young men 
leaps dramatically to 43.8%, while the usage by young women remains somewhat steady, 
rising “only” to 35.6%. Senior boys also report a leap in binge-drinking, surpassing girls (25.1% 
compared to 21%). This could contribute to the cliff that young men experience at the end of 
high school.  

Percentage of Students Who Currently Drank Alcohol 
(at least one drink of alcohol, on at least one day during the thirty days before the survey) 
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As we pull our focus back from young people, the numbers change dramatically yet again: In 
looking at the overall population, 11.2% of women in Indiana report binge-drinking, while 
20.5% of men report binge-drinking; and 4.2% of Indiana women report heavy drinking,6 while 
6.3% of Indiana men report heavy drinking.7    

Shifting from alcohol to drugs, men in Indiana register a far higher rate of drug-overdose 
deaths than do women: 50.83 deaths per 100,000 for men versus 24.2 deaths per 100,000 for 
women.8 

Perhaps less surprising, per conventional wisdom, is the survey data on mental health.  Those 
data reveal that a lower percentage of Indiana’s high-school boys than girls at every grade 
level (9th through 12th) self-report their mental health (including stress, anxiety and 
depression) as not good most of the time or all the time. The gap is very wide, with 46.3% of 
females in 9th grade reporting poor mental health, compared to 20.1% of males in 9th grade—
and an identical 46.3% of 12th-grade females reporting poor mental health, compared to 25.7% 
of 12th-grade males.  

Similarly, data from the Indiana Department of Health reveal a worrisome trend, more so for 
girls, in the percentage of students who express feeling sad or hopeless. Since 2011, the 
number has jumped from 23.7% to 33.5% for male students and from 34.5 % to 60.1% for 
female students.  

Percentage of Students Who Currently Were Binge Drinking 
(four or more drinks of alcohol in a row (F) or five or more (M), within a couple of hours, 

on at least one day during the thirty days before the survey) 
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Percentage of Students Reporting Poor Mental Health 
(mental health was most of the time or always not good, including stress, anxiety, and depression) 

 
 

 
When compared with the data from a decade ago, there are sharp increases among young men 
in Indiana who consistently feel sad or hopeless, who have made a plan for suicide, and who 
have attempted suicide.9 Among freshmen in high school, 13.8% of Indiana boys report making 
a plan about how they would attempt suicide. By the end of high school, sadly, that number 
jumps to 27% for 12th-grade young men. The trendlines go in the opposite direction for girls 
and young women: 29.2% of Indiana freshmen girls say they’ve made a plan about how they 
would attempt suicide, while 24.8% of 12th-grade young women say they’ve made a plan on 
how they would attempt suicide. That gap widens even further after high school: Indiana men 
are four times as likely to commit suicide as Indiana women.   

Percentage of Students Who Felt Sad or Hopeless 
(almost every day for >= 2 weeks in a row during the 12 months before the survey) 
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Percentage of Students Who Made a Plan About How They Would Attempt Suicide 
(during the 12 months before the survey) 

 

Much of this mirrors national trends. “Suicide rates have risen fastest among middle-aged 
men, but there has also been a big increase in recent decades among adolescent and younger 
men,” Reeves observes. He notes that “words or phrases that men who have attempted suicide 
most often use to describe themselves” are “useless and worthless” (italics in the original).10 

Percentage of Students Who Seriously Considered Attempting Suicide 

 

Among freshmen in high school, 13.8% of boys report making a 
plan about how they would attempt suicide. By the end of high 
school, that number jumps to 27%. Indiana men are four times 

more likely to commit suicide than Indiana women. 
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We should note that, given the stigma around mental-health issues, there are questions 
surrounding these data—especially how each gender group responds to such questions. This 
likely impacts the number of students who self-report/self-identify with poor mental health. 
Even so, given how wide the gap is, it seems fair to conclude that there are fewer indications of 
mental health-issues for boys than for girls.  

Among the questions raised by our datasets: Why do Indiana high-school girls demonstrate 
riskier behaviors with alcohol than boys up until senior year? What changes at the end of high 
school? Why does a much higher percentage of men than women in Indiana engage in binge-
drinking? Why do depression and suicide-inclination dramatically fall for Indiana women in 
the years after high school but rise for Indiana men?  

Given the constructive role community-based organizations and houses of worship play in 
helping people successfully cope with mental-health issues, perhaps there are impediments 
or limitations for Indiana boys and men in connecting with these support structures. However, 
that is only a hypothesis. We believe this area of well-being would benefit from further 
research and additional data on the quantity and quality of connections boys and men have to 
those support structures. 

  

17



Triggers and Causes 
To complement the quantitative research detailed in the previous section, we also conducted 
dozens of qualitative interviews with members of an Advisory Group of Indiana civic leaders 
and select national experts engaged in issues affecting men and boys. Our Advisory Group 
includes religious leaders, business leaders, educators, elected officials, leaders of 
organizations that serve young men, directors of social-service charities and other charitable 
organizations, higher-education officials, law-enforcement officers and criminal-justice 
experts. A full listing of the individuals interviewed by Dr. D’Amico and the organizations 
participating in the Advisory Group can be found on page 36. 

Indiana’s boys and young men face a “relationship 
deficit”—fueled by declining participation in sports, clubs 
and other structured activities that once fostered 
connection. Barriers to sports participation are most 
pronounced for poorer households. 

The purpose of these interviews is to add texture to the data, to provide clarity to the 
challenges boys and men in Indiana are facing, and to identify potential strategies to address 
those challenges. These unstructured interviews with community leaders took place in late 
2025. Several common themes emerged from our wide-ranging discussions, including: 

• boys and young men have a need for meaningful engagement and relationships;
• boys and young men have a sense of isolation;
• boys and young men, by and large, do not have positive role models;
• boys and young men are paying a price for the disintegration of community hubs,

mentoring spaces and organized sports;
• boys and young men are paying a price for social policies that discourage marriage and

work;
• boys and young men have been negatively impacted by social media and digital

technology; and
• boys and young men are not navigating or being equipped to navigate the changing

nature of work.

For ease of discussion, we have grouped these themes under three broad headings: 

• social, cultural and policy forces negatively impacting boys and young men in Indiana;
• technological forces negatively impacting boys and young men in Indiana; and
• economic forces negatively impacting boys and young men in Indiana.
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Social, Cultural and Policy Forces 

Many members of our Advisory Group described boys and young men as lacking meaningful 
relationships in any area of their lives. This “relationship deficit” can only be reversed, many 
of our interviewees conclude, through real-world relationships, engagement with peers and 
connection to mentors/role models. 

Contributing factors to the “relationship deficit” plaguing Indiana’s boys and young men 
include a declining level of participation in sports, clubs, and other structured activities that 
once fostered connection. This declining participation rate is not solely a function of fewer 
boys choosing to play in organized sports leagues or join a club. It’s fueled, at least in part, by 
diminishing opportunities to participate. Our Advisory Group interviewees report a steady and 
growing shift of sports away from schools and recreational neighborhood leagues toward 
costly, competitive, travel-focused leagues that limit access and opportunities. 

The difficulties connecting with, and barriers to, sports participation are most pronounced for 
poorer households, which are being priced out of participating.11 Indeed, a common theme 
heard in our Advisory Group interviews is that the rise of travel leagues is crowding out school 
sports and neighborhood leagues—and diminishing opportunities for poorer boys. And that’s 
leading to fewer connections and fewer relationships for boys and young men, which fuels the 
“relationship deficit.” 

The decline in community bonds, extracurricular 
participation, and authentic connection has led many boys 
and young men to feel isolated. 

Related, many of our interviewees noted that there is less alignment between schools and 
communities, fewer community centers and fewer accessible gathering spaces for youth. 
Increasingly, children attend schools that are not in their neighborhoods or even near their 
neighborhoods. Empowering parents with the ability to place their children in a better learning 
environment has undeniably been beneficial for the education of those who matter most in our 
education system: children. However, in many cases, this has led parents to move their 
children away from the neighborhood school.  

As a result of all of these factors, our Advisory Group members conclude that schools are not 
as well postured to play the role they played for earlier generations—the role of neighborhood 
hubs, gathering spaces, centers for extracurricular activity, and indeed places where 
extracurricular relationships and connections are formed. This tends to affect boys and young 
men more given that they form those connections less easily than girls and young women.12 
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This decline in community bonds, extracurricular participation, and authentic connection 
(more on this below) has led many boys and young men to feel isolated. Several of our 
Advisory Group partners who are on the frontlines of this battle for boys share that a common 
sentiment they hear from boys and young men is, “I feel like I don’t belong.” This feeling of 
disconnection is fed, many interviewees observed, by subtle cultural messages—including at 
school and in the media—that minimize, mock, misunderstand and even punish masculinity. 

Our Advisory Group interviewees also report a decline in community-based institutions geared 
toward boys and young men, as well as the outright disappearance of informal neighborhood 
networks that once supported youth. These institutions and networks used to anchor boys 
and men within their communities. The disappearance of these institutions is negatively 
affecting boys and men, our communities, and our culture.  

This collapse or disappearance of community-based institutions—both religious and secular—
contributes to yet another problem identified by many Advisory Group interviewees: limited 
mentoring opportunities for boys and young men, particularly those in poorer households.  

Mentoring opportunities, mentoring programs and mentoring spaces (those neighborhood- 
and community-based institutions such as houses of worship, sports leagues and clubs) are 
critically important for boys and young men. If there’s no place to be mentored, and no one to 
step forward as a mentor, boys and young men won’t be mentored—or perhaps more 
accurately, won’t be mentored in a positive, constructive way. As one of our Advisory Group 
leaders grimly observes, “Every child is going to be mentored. The question is, ‘By whom?’” 

There’s a shortage of meaningful male role models for 
Indiana’s boys and young men. 

There’s a self-feeding cycle at work here, as unmentored boys grow up to become men 
unaware that they ever needed a mentor—and unequipped to become a mentor for the 
generation behind them. 
 
Indeed, nearly all of our Advisory Group interviewees pointed to a shortage of meaningful 
male role models for Indiana’s boys and young men. For earlier generations, examples of 
positive male influence came from fathers, neighbors, coaches and community leaders. We’ve 
touched on how coaches, neighbors and community leaders have been erased from the lives 
of many boys and young men. And now we come to one of the central pathologies plaguing 
boys and young men: the absence of fathers from daily life. 

In 1970, 11% of children were born to unmarried women in the U.S.13 By 2023, that number 
had jumped to 40%.14 An even higher percentage of children in Indiana (42.9%) is born to 
unmarried women.15 
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Boys without fathers have more behavioral problems than boys with fathers; are more likely to 
deal drugs than boys with fathers; are more likely to be imprisoned than boys with fathers; are 
less likely to finish college than boys with fathers; and are more likely to become absentee 
fathers themselves.16 In short, fatherless boys—lacking guidance, discipline and positive male 
influence—are far more likely to fall off that cliff we discussed earlier. 

This should not be misunderstood as a criticism of single mothers. Often working multiple 
jobs outside the home, single mothers face the toughest, most important job of all inside the 
home—alone.  Many of their children grow up to become productive members of society, but 
the odds are against them. Most of their sons will be impacted by the father’s absence, and 
many will pass the cycle of brokenness on to another generation.  

Several members of our Advisory Group note that government agencies and government 
policies are failing these at-risk boys and young men.  

First, Advisory Group interviewees point to policies that continue to discourage marriage and 
work; public-aid structures that unintentionally tend to benefit fatherless homes; and tax, 
welfare and disability programs that unintentionally disincentivize or discourage male 
presence in the home. Many of these policies have the perverse effect of sidelining men. And 
all of these ignore time-tested and statistically-demonstrable truths—namely, that children 
and mothers are healthier, less poor, more stable, and more secure if the father is present; 
that married men are significantly more likely to be employed and to lead healthier lives; and 
that work provides not just income but also identity, structure and esteem. 

Indiana’s human-service agencies have become “overly 
bureaucratic” and “program-driven,” rather than 
responding to the human needs they were created to meet. 

Second, Indiana’s human-service agencies, according to some Advisory Group interviewees, 
have become “overly bureaucratic” and “program-driven,” rather than responding to the 
human needs they were created and charged to meet.  

Finally, owing to the fact that criminal courts in Indiana have fewer community-based 
alternatives for troubled teens, those boys and young men who find themselves on the wrong 

Across the U.S., 40% of children are born to unmarried women. 
An even higher percentage of children in Indiana—42.9%—is 

born to unmarried women. 
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side of the law tend to stay there. Advisory Group interviewees report that there simply are not 
enough diversion or reentry initiatives to help juvenile offenders (the vast majority of whom 
are young men17) get back on the right track. 

Technological Forces 

We mentioned the importance of “meaningful engagement and relationships” earlier in this 
report. Now we come to the very real dangers posed by the virtual relationships of the virtual 
world, which represent the opposite of meaningful relationships.  

The faux connections of social media, digital gaming, app-based gambling, online 
pornography, and other elements of the virtual world do not come close to the authentic and 
meaningful connections represented by real people in real community. Almost every member 
of our Advisory Group expressed deep concerns about the impact of social media and other 
technological forces on Indiana’s boys and young men. As one member of the Advisory Group 
concluded, the negative influence of technology and social media on boys and men is 
“impossible to overstate.” 
 
One of our experts noted that boys and young men spend an average of six hours daily on 
social media. And that number continues to grow. Tech companies often target boys and 
young men with unhealthy content—sports gambling, hyper-violent online videogames, echo-
chamber politics, pornography. Importantly, as one of our interviewees pointed out, users 
don’t necessarily choose this unhealthy content. Instead, unseen algorithms feed it to them—
pulling boys and young men away from the real world, preventing them from building real 
relationships, pushing them into dark destinations.  

Big Tech is a big problem for Indiana’s boys and young men: 
Tech companies target boys and young men with unhealthy 
content—sports gambling, violence, pornography. Users don’t 
necessarily choose this unhealthy content. Instead, unseen 
algorithms feed it to them.  

The consequences of the virtual dislodging the actual, our Advisory Group interviewees 
conclude, are grim: Indiana’s boys increasingly go home to screens instead of going out to play 
sports or going out on dates or going out to do much of anything. They don’t experience, 
address or learn how to resolve interpersonal conflict. They increasingly take “virtual risks”—
which are not risks at all—instead of engaging in real-world challenges. Even something as 
banal as eating has been poisoned by the digital world, as app-based delivery services become 
enablers for secluded, solitary, sedentary lifestyles. Very few young men are launched into 
successful and stable careers from the couch. 
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Again, there should be no mystery as to why young men are lonely and disengaged from the 
world around them. Quite literally addicted to what is unreal, growing numbers of young men 
lack the time, energy, motivation and/or interest to connect with what is real. 

Economic Forces 

Finally, we come to the economic forces bearing down on boys and men. Importantly, many of 
the economic forces discussed here are downstream from the cultural, social and 
technological forces already detailed above. 

Our Advisory Group interviewees emphasize that the nature of work is changing at a dizzying 
pace—especially for men. Each year, there is less need for, and less availability of, jobs that 
demand physical presence and physical strength—the sort of work historically performed by 
men. In 1970, for instance, 38% of all U.S. jobs required physical labor. In 2000, that number 
had fallen to 22%. By 2017, that number was just 16%.18  

The nature of work is changing at a dizzying pace—
especially for men. Each year, there is less need for, and 
less availability of, jobs that demand physical presence and 
physical strength—the sort of work historically performed 
by men. 

Not coincidentally, the share of the workforce in labor unions has seen a similar decline. In 
Indiana, for instance, 21% of the workforce was in a union in 1989; 10.4% was in a union in 
2016; and just 9% was in a union by 2024.19 This is relevant to our discussion because, as 
several of our Advisory Group experts observe, the decline of unions has reduced pathways 
for mentorship and opportunities for camaraderie, especially for men.  

The loss of work-related camaraderie is not limited to union and blue-collar jobs, however. 
Our interviewees explain that the social aspects of work—such as family events and team-
building activities—have diminished across the entire Indiana workforce. 

In 1989, 21% of the Indiana workforce was in a union; by 
2024, just 9% was in a union. This decline has reduced 

pathways for mentorship and opportunities for 
camaraderie, especially for men. 
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Some Advisory Group interviewees point out that many of today’s jobs and career fields are 
less stable than in the past. Indeed, by 2030, workers can expect that 39% of their existing skill 
sets will be transformed or become obsolete; 59% of workers will need job training; and 11% 
of workers will likely not receive the training necessary to work in new jobs and/or new 
industries, “leaving their employment prospects increasingly at risk.”20 

In other words, it is not only the changing nature of work that is overwhelming men; it is the 
pace and constancy of the change. This undermines the implied promise made to young men—
and indeed a major element of America’s social contract—namely, that career opportunities 
will be waiting for them as long as they go to college, obtain the proper certifications and/or 
complete the required training. This tenuous-at-best alignment between training/education 
and job availability contributes to skepticism about the value of college and likely results in 
declining completion of college-degree programs by men in Indiana. It also seems to be leading 
many young men—in Indiana and across the country—to conclude that forces beyond their 
control prevent them from developing the skills that will lead to a career, that today’s learning 
and training do not guarantee tomorrow’s career success, that the deck is stacked against 
them, that they’re in a no-win situation. As a result, not nearly enough young men in Indiana 
have a degree or credential that leads to long-term economic stability. 

While these economic forces certainly contribute to the job-related and career-related 
challenges facing men in Indiana, they do not account for all of the challenges. After all, 
Indiana’s economy still needs more logistics and skilled trades workers than it currently has. 
Indiana is also the most manufacturing-intensive state in the country, with nearly one in five 
working directly in production. Yet, enrollment in high-school level CTE programs does not 
reflect these needs. According to recent data from the Indiana Department of Education, more 
than 90% of the students concentrating in manufacturing, transportation/logistics or 
architecture/construction are boys. But the total numbers are small. Even among boys, less 
than one in five is pursuing any of these high-need and traditionally male-dominated fields 
(while the same numbers for girls are far smaller—about one in 50). In other words, unlike 
other states (discussed below), the problem for Indiana may not be the availability of CTE 
programs, but rather the selection of programs within CTE. 

In light of that, it seems that we as a state are either a) not doing enough to connect young men 
with these training programs, or b) doing too much to drive young men away from these 
“traditionally male” programs and professions. What we as a state need to do is ensure that 

According to CTE data, less than one in five Indiana boys is 
pursuing manufacturing, logistics or construction—three of the 

highest-need, male-dominated professions in the state. 
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these programs, like the promise of college degrees, are preparing Indiana’s young men for 
career success and helping them avoid the cliff.  

National Views 

Many of the insights and concerns expressed by our Advisory Group of Indiana leaders, not 
surprisingly, echo what national experts are saying. 

Disappearing Sports  
Travel sports leagues are thriving nationally, just as they are here in Indiana. Yet participation 
in these leagues comes with hefty upfront price tags as well as season-long costs and 
commitments related to travel, food and lodging. Derek Thompson, author of several books on 
American culture, points out that neighborhood leagues are failing and shutting down.21 Thus, 
there’s increasing difficulty accessing recreational sports leagues. He reports that the number 
of boys playing high-school sports was lower in 2023 than in any year since 2007. A 2024 
Aspen Institute study on youth sports points out that “Girls participation is increasing, and 
boys participation is significantly declining.”22 A Sports and Fitness Industry Association 
(SFIA) study adds that sports participation for boys aged 6 to 17 fell from 50% in 2013 to 41% in 
2023.23 The Aspen Institute report also notes, citing SFIA research, that “Only 35% of Black 
youth ages 6 to 17 regularly participated in sports during 2023, down from 45% in 
2013…White, Hispanic and Asian-American children all played sports more frequently in 2023 
than Black youth.”24  

Treating masculinity as something to medicate, remediate 
or eradicate has damaged our culture—and undermined 
boys’ sense of self-worth, value and purpose. 

Minimizing Masculinity 
Noting our culture’s “tendency to pathologize naturally occurring aspects of masculine 
identity, usually under the banner of toxic masculinity,” Reeves cautions, “it is one thing to 
point out that there are aspects of masculinity that in an immature or extreme expression can 
be deeply harmful, quite another to suggest that a naturally occurring trait in boys and men is 
intrinsically bad. Indiscriminately slapping the label of ‘toxic masculinity’ onto this kind of 
behavior is a mistake.”25 Entrepreneur and New York University professor Scott Galloway goes 
even further, arguing in his new book, Notes on Being a Man, “There’s no such thing as ‘toxic 
masculinity’—that’s the emperor of all oxymorons. There’s cruelty, criminality, bullying, 
predation and abuse of power. If you’re guilty of any of these things, or conflate male with 
coarseness and savagery, you’re not masculine; you’re anti-masculine.”26 

Indeed, it’s worth noting that the ancient Greeks connected masculinity with courage, bravery, 
leadership and civic service.27 Our culture has increasingly done the opposite—attaching 
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masculinity to the traits Galloway lists and forgetting that true masculinity is not toxic in any 
way. True masculinity is tender and tenacious, hard-working and fun-loving, strong and gentle, 
merciful and just—and it is needed in our culture as much as femininity is needed. Treating 
masculinity as something to medicate, remediate or eradicate has damaged our culture—and 
undermined boys’ sense of self-worth, value and purpose. Given the implicit and often explicit 
messages boys hear about, well, boys, is it any wonder that young men report feeling “useless” 
and “worthless” or that they “don’t belong”?  

True masculinity is tender and tenacious, hard-working 
and fun-loving, strong and gentle, merciful and just—and it 
is needed in our culture as much as femininity is needed. 

Erasing Community Institutions 
A Baylor University study found that those who attend church in their neighborhood (churches 
within a five-minute drive from home) are more satisfied with their neighborhood. Yet the same 
study found that “59% of American Protestants lived further than a 15-minute drive from their 
church, and nearly one in five lived at least a 30-minute drive from their church.”28 This 
disappearance of the neighborhood house of worship surely contributes to one of the common 
themes mentioned by our Advisory Group: the reduced engagement boys have with churches 
and other faith-based organizations. It stands to reason that boys and young men will more 
easily, more often, and more readily connect with a house of worship that’s nearby—and that 
a house of worship will more easily, more often, and more readily serve boys and young men 
who are nearby. Out of sight really is out of mind. 

Or consider the example of the Boy Scouts of America, which had some 6 million scouts and 
640 local councils in the early 1970s—at a time when the U.S. population was 219 million. 
Today, with a much larger U.S. population of 347 million, what’s been rebranded “Scouting 
America” has just a million scouts and only 240 local councils.29 Galloway speaks for many 
men when he recalls how the Boy Scouts “saved me from obscurity,” helped build confidence, 
but most of all, became a place of “camaraderie and community.”30 

Searching for Male Mentors 
Citing many of the same pathologies plaguing men and boys here in Indiana (including 
difficulties in school, higher likelihood of dropping out of high school, lower likelihood of 
earning a college degree, skyrocketing rates of suicide), RAND researchers conclude, “One 
approach that might help address these challenges is more active involvement of male 
mentors,” who could “serve as guides to the younger generation as they seek advice and 
support for their schooling, their relationships, and their plans for the future.” The RAND 
study points to “suggestive evidence that boys receive a greater benefit than girls do from 
same-sex mentors” but adds that “sufficient numbers of male volunteers to serve as mentors 
is a known challenge.” While “78% of boys and young men in our sample reported having a 
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female mentor for schoolwork…only 62% reported having a male mentor, which likely reflects 
a female-dominated teacher workforce.” The report adds that “Fewer than half of boys and 
young men from households earning less than $50,000 have a male mentor for schoolwork or 
for relationships, compared with more than two-thirds of boys and young men from 
households with earnings of $100,000 or more.”31 

Identifying Big Tech Dangers 
If an enemy wanted to badly damage America, Galloway concludes, the simplest way would be 
to “do something that makes people addicted, that polarizes them, makes them more prone to 
conspiracy theories and self-harm.”32 That’s exactly what social media and other digital 
technologies do. Galloway concludes that America has spawned “an addiction economy” 
based on dopamine hits. “Our addiction economy comprises media, tech, alcohol, tobacco, 
weed, gaming and pharma…And in an addiction economy, who is most susceptible to getting 
hooked? Boys and young men.”33  

Social-media isolation, echo-chamber politics, online pornography and violent videogaming—
all fueled by unseen algorithms—have gotten lots of attention for the negative impact they have 
on boys and young men. But app-based gambling may prove to be even more destructive and 
more dangerous than those other pathologies. The NCAA reports that 58% of 18-to-22 year-
olds have bet on sports. “The accessibility of mobile sports betting,” the NCAA adds, “has 
made that the preferred choice, with 28% choosing the mobile-app method for their 
wagering.”34 Surveys conducted by Farleigh Dickinson University reveal that online sports 
gambling “is concentrated among young men.”35 Birches Health, a treatment center that 
focuses on gambling addiction, adds that 45% of men younger than 30 report having “at least 
one problem gambling behavior, such as borrowing money to gamble or experiencing 
emotional distress due to gambling losses.”36 

This should come as no surprise. Adolescent boys and young men are quite literally not 
equipped to think ahead, to think about consequences or to think about worst-case 
scenarios—the very processes that prevent most of society from becoming addicted to 
gambling. The area of the brain that deals with those skills and processes—that governs 
judgment, that controls impulses, that wrestles with costs and benefits—is not fully developed 
in young men and develops later in men than in women. Thus, emotion and dopamine have an 
outsized role in shaping the behaviors and decisions of boys and young men. Add that 

“Fewer than half of boys and young men from households earning 
less than $50,000 have a male mentor for schoolwork or for 

relationships, compared with more than two-thirds of boys and 
young men from households with earnings of $100,000 or more.” 
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physiological reality to the technological “advancements” of app-based gambling in the palm of 
your hand—and you have a toxic combination. And society has a major problem. “The 
smartphone,” writes Leander Schaerlaeckens, assistant director of Marist University Center 
for Sports Communication, “is itself built to function as a dopamine-delivery machine. It is the 
perfect device to exacerbate the gambler’s worst impulses.”37  

That’s what these technologies are doing, at their worst, to boys and young men. Our country 
and our communities are only now beginning to reap the bitter harvest. Yet even at their most 
benign, the technological forces now unleashed increase anxiety and decrease creativity in 
children,38 diminish critical thinking, produce a false sense of connection, erode real-world 
engagement, and lead to social isolation. Social-media communities, AI-designed avatars and 
faux relationships with perfected versions of imperfect people “are not real and don’t nourish 
our soul,” as Galloway concludes. “We’re not wired to live in a world where we have friends 
but don’t experience friendship and rely instead on Reddit, Discord and Google. Similarly, 
we’re not built to connect with personalized videos of women as a substitute for real intimacy, 
sex and love.”39  

The virtual world is unable to deliver authentic connection, 
authentic community, authentic camaraderie. 

Building Careers and Connections 
Reeves has found in his research that “only 12% of school districts have a CTE school.” He 
concludes that “The singular focus on the traditional college route sends a strong signal that 
some skills are more valuable than others, specifically the ones that make you ‘college ready.” 
The “upshot has been a persistent undervaluing of vocational learning.” To remedy this, he 
argues for “massive investment in male-friendly vocational education and training,” “more CTE 
in every school,” and “more CTE schools.” 40   

To that, we could add, there’s a need for more human interaction in every vocation. One of the 
underappreciated benefits of careers in the trades and manufacturing is that they require 
human interaction, whether with customers or with coworkers. In this age of technology-
enabled remote work, 14% of Americans—more than double the percentage in 2019—don’t go 
into an office or factory or shop to work alongside other people. Instead, they work from 
home—and most of them are isolated and lonely. A Wall Street Journal report reveals that 
more than 40% of Americans who work remotely report going days without ever leaving 
home.41 “More Americans are profoundly lonely, and the way they work—more digitally linked 
but less personally connected—is deepening that sense of isolation,” according to the report. 
Again, the virtual world is unable to deliver authentic connection, authentic community, 
authentic camaraderie.  
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Potential Strategies 
and Emerging Solutions 
The data and the people on the frontlines of this battle for boys and men are telling us that a 
large segment of our state is withdrawing, struggling and hurting. It was wrong when our 
society failed to encourage or equip girls and young women to pursue their intellectual-
vocational potential. It was unfair to girls and young women. And it was self-defeating for us as 
a society. It’s just as wrong, unfair and self-defeating for our society to do something similar 
vis-à-vis boys and young men today. For the past few decades, industry, schools, cultural 
institutions, and federal and state policies have been intentional about addressing the 
challenges, expanding the opportunities, raising the status, and improving the economic well-
being of girls and women. And those efforts have paid off.  In a similar way, we need today to be 
intentional about, committed to, and focused on helping boys and men. 

What is required is a simple change of mindset, recognizing 
that gender inequalities can go in both directions...The fight 
for gender equality has historically been synonymous with 
the fight for and by girls and women, and for good reason. 
But we have reached a point where gender inequalities 
affecting boys and men have to be treated seriously.42 
—Richard Reeves 

The good news is that our Advisory Group identified a range of potential strategies, pathways 
forward and reasons for optimism, along with some practical approaches already being 
implemented, to counter the social, cultural, technological and economic forces that have 
negatively impacted men and boys in Indiana.  

Community Solutions 

Despite the many challenges detailed and shared by our Advisory Group interviewees, they 
are sanguine about the people, communities, houses of worship, businesses, schools, 
charities and government institutions of Indiana crafting strategies and solutions to address 
those challenges. Advisory Group interviewees see the very existence of the Indiana Boys and 
Men Project, the burgeoning support for its still-nascent work, and Reeves’ interest in 
Indiana’s response to this challenge as catalysts for broader awareness and positive change. 
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Recognizing that broader awareness will drive more effective solutions, several Advisory 
Group members call for a statewide social-change campaign. A grassroots effort supported by 
community-based groups across the state could raise awareness about harmful digital content 
and promote healthier use of technology. Such a campaign could be modeled after efforts such 
as the Wait Until 8th Campaign (focused on delaying usage of smartphones), Mothers Against 
Drunk Driving, the Tobacco-Free Kids and Truth initiatives (both geared toward combatting 
youth smoking), and Keep America Beautiful (focused on stigmatizing littering and promoting 
the beautification of public spaces). These campaigns underscore that attitudes about 
socially-accepted behavior can change—and can be changed. 

In a similar vein, some Advisory Group leaders urge faith-based charities and other nonprofit 
groups to confront the persistent challenge of father absence through a statewide awareness 
campaign that educates men on responsible fatherhood and “husbandhood.” Advisory Group 
members add that Indiana lawmakers should explore how state policy reforms might buttress 
such a campaign. 

Other Advisory Group members call on industry to leverage technology in such a way as to 
promote positive engagement and real connections, rather than encouraging disengagement 
and dragging young men into isolation. 

Community-based groups should consider launching a 
statewide awareness campaign about harmful digital 
content and ways to promote healthier use of technology. 

Again and again, Advisory Group interviewees emphasized that isolation/lack of engagement is 
a major issue for boys and young men. Whether caused by social media, overuse/misuse of 
digital technologies, non-participation in organized sports or clubs, non-availability of 
organized sports or clubs, or some combination thereof, this epidemic of isolation can be 
addressed by a revival of community-based programs and neighborhood sports leagues, 
according to our Advisory Group experts. They argue that a recommitment to these 
neighborhood-based programs will get boys off the apps and onto the field.  

With a vibrant professional sports ecosystem and a thriving philanthropic community, Indiana 
abounds in nongovernment resources and latent support for such an effort. What may be 
lacking is awareness of the need. Hopefully, this report and this project will pave the way to 
greater awareness of the challenges Indiana’s boys and young men are facing.  

Many Advisory Group members see a real need in Indiana to connect boys with opportunities 
for early employment. As one of our community leaders said, “It’s time to bring back the 
summer job”—and in doing so, help more boys see the value of work. The challenge within the 
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challenge here is building bridges that can connect those jobs with boys early in their high-
school years.  

Several Advisory Group interviewees endorse engaging boys and young men in community-
building efforts. For example, the Shepherd Community Center, located on the eastside of 
Indianapolis, began an effort to “re-neighbor the hood” a few years ago. Shepherd’s Jay Height 
explains how “re-neighbor the hood” brings neighbors together by: identifying and partnering 
with someone on each block in a given neighborhood who is willing and able to take the lead; 
helping that neighbor build connections that reveal neighborhood needs; working in a 
collaborative way to meet those needs; and helping neighbors recognize they are part of a 
wider community. The payoff is a healthier, safer city block—and fewer lonely, isolated 
people. This sort of program can be replicated in neighborhoods all across the state, and 
young men could lead the effort—giving them a mission and a sense of purpose.43  

Structural and Policy Reform Possibilities 

As you can gather from those percolating ideas, our Advisory Group has a default preference 
for solutions that revive individual responsibility, re-empower civil society, and enlist 
community and corporate partners, rather than top-down government interventions. That 
comes as no surprise: Indiana’s corporate community, nonprofit community and faith 
communities always lead, always step up, always answer when a neighbor is in need. Yet our 
Advisory Group members recognize that government has a part to play in tackling the 
challenges facing Indiana’s boys and men.  

Policies and Questions 
Advisory Group members urge policymakers to scour the state tax code and state public-
assistance agencies for any programs that discourage marriage or work, identify programs 
that contribute to harmful unintended consequences, and phase out those programs. 

State policymakers will need to enlist the help of Indiana’s 
educators, who stand on the frontlines of this battle for boys. 

Policymakers should explore and, where appropriate, implement reforms that: foster greater 
inter-agency alignment among justice, education and health systems; assist ex-offenders in 
reentering the workforce (roughly one in seven men in Indiana has a felony record, presenting 
significant employment barriers); develop and promote incentives to encourage more men to 
work in mental health and education (in order to increase the presence of men in those related 
career fields); and strengthen and, where necessary, rebuild community mental-health 
centers. All of these reforms would be implemented with an eye toward meeting the unique 
mental-health needs of men. 

31



 

 

State policymakers also need to enlist the help of Indiana’s schools and Indiana’s educators, 
who stand on the frontlines of this battle for boys.  

Parents, teachers, administrators, physicians and school boards need to examine how—and 
whether—educators are prepared to work with boys. What new tools and new training do 
educators need to teach boys, meet boys where they are, and help boys succeed?  What 
options can parents and teachers pursue to manage behavior without turning unnecessarily or 
prematurely to medication? Given the lack of male role models and male mentors, how can 
mentoring programs be reworked and/or expanded to reach boys in elementary school? Given 
that just 28% of Indiana public-school teachers are men (which is higher than the national 
average), what kind of incentives are needed to attract more men into teaching?44 Could 
policies be instituted to incentivize men to start a second career or a part-time career teaching 
high school? Reeves uses the terms “mid-career internships” and “returnships” to capture this 
concept.45 Not only could such a policy help Indiana’s school-aged boys by bringing more male 
role models into the classroom; it could have the added benefit of helping more men shift into 
HEAL jobs.  

State policymakers are starting to recognize the outsized 
role of Big Tech in shaping male behavior and well-being. 
It’s time to pursue policy interventions and public 
campaigns to counter the harmful influences of Big Tech. 

Another bold policy proposal: Advisory Group members call on state lawmakers to invest in a 
post-high school, non-college “system” that would enfold greater use of apprenticeship 
programs, more intentional matching of workers and employers, and more effective 
information campaigns about the return on investment for non-college options. 

These are the sorts of policy reforms Indiana needs to consider—and the sorts of questions 
parents, civic leaders, school administrators, school boards and policymakers need to ask—to 
begin the urgent work of providing a lifeline to Indiana’s boys and young men. 

Technical Problems 
Our Advisory Group members also urge state policymakers to recognize the outsized role of 
Big Tech in shaping male behavior and well-being, to acknowledge that Big Tech is a big part of 
the problem facing boys and young men, and to pursue policy interventions to counter the 
harmful influences of Big Tech. Importantly, several states are already moving in this direction, 
which means Indiana doesn’t have to reinvent the wheel. Indiana lawmakers can look to other 
states (and countries) for replicable models. There are numerous examples, including:  

• New York has passed the Stop Addictive Feeds Exploitation (SAFE) for Kids Act, which 
effectively bans social-media platforms from providing minors (under 18) with 
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“addictive” or algorithmically personalized content feeds without explicit parental 
consent. It also prohibits sending notifications to minors during nighttime hours. 

• California has enacted legislation explicitly clarifying that collusion in the use 
of algorithmic pricing systems to fix prices is illegal under the state’s antitrust law (AB 
325). California also passed a law requiring platforms likely to be accessed by children 
to design their services with children’s well-being in mind (though this has been 
challenged in court). 

• Colorado, Connecticut and Virginia, among other states with comprehensive data-
privacy laws, require businesses to allow consumers to opt out of the processing of 
their personal data for the purposes of targeted advertising. These laws often require 
data-protection assessments for such high-risk processing activities. 

• Utah enacted a social-media law for minors that, in addition to parental consent 
requirements, prohibits the use of targeted advertising or algorithmic-content 
recommendations based on data collected from minors. 

• Florida passed the Social Media Safety Act, which restricts targeted advertising based 
on a minor’s (under 16 years of age) personal information without parental consent. 
The law also requires social-media providers to prohibit minors from creating new 
accounts. 

• Australia in 2025 began enforcing a social-media ban for children under 16 years of 
age. Denmark is planning to do the same this year, though the ban in Denmark will be 
for children 15 and younger. Likewise, French President Emmanuel Macron in January 
called on lawmakers to fast-track a social-media ban for children under 15. “The 
emotions of our children and our teenagers are not for sale or to be manipulated,” 
Macron declared. 46 

In recent years, the Indiana General Assembly has considered similar policy reforms aimed at 
shielding young people from social-media dangers. 

• In 2024, legislation passed into law requiring Indiana public schools to bar students 
from using cellphones during instructional time. In 2026, the General Assembly 
approved a “bell to bell” measure requiring schools to ban use of cellphones 
throughout the school day (SB 78). 

• A bill restricting access to social media for minors, and requiring social-media 
companies to obtain parental permission before children younger than 16 can start 
social-media accounts, passed both houses. That same measure (HB 1408) prohibits 
major social-media providers from disseminating content based on patterns of use 
(algorithms) of the social-media accounts of minors. 

For those taken aback by the reach of these measures, this is a simple matter of using the law 
to protect children—something civilized societies have done for millennia. As with laws 
requiring children to go to school, or preventing children from purchasing alcohol, or 
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prohibiting child labor, laws shielding children from destructive forms of social media aim to 
protect society’s most vulnerable. 

A Call to Action 

Something is happening to far too many of our state’s young men at the end of high school that 
either prevents them from launching into a successful career trajectory, or pushes them off the 
figurative cliff. Our call to action is to identify what that something is—and to remedy it, repair 
it or remove it. To answer that call to action, Indiana’s civic, faith, corporate, nonprofit and 
policymaking communities will need to work together in a range of ways. These include but are 
not limited to: 

• Developing a system or technique to recognize early warning signs that a high-school 
boy is veering toward the cliff;  

• Establishing more effective, more concrete and more intentional methods to help high-
school boys see the connection between education/career-training programs and 
career opportunity;   

• Strengthening existing support structures—and crafting new ones—to address the 
“relationship deficit,” lack of engagement and sense of isolation plaguing so many high-
school boys; 

• Encouraging and incentivizing more men to serve as mentors and teachers; 
• Leveraging the state’s sports community and philanthropic networks to revitalize and 

rebuild neighborhood sports leagues; 
• Using legislative tools to shield all of our kids from the dangers of algorithm-fueled 

technologies. 

In Phase II of this project, Sagamore will join with other organizations of influence to work 
through this important to-do list—and help our state’s boys and young men thrive. This report 
is a first step toward that goal—an important step, but only a first step.  
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Looking Back and Looking Ahead 

In the winter of 1816, a man with little property and even less education, moved his family to 
Indiana in hopes of building a better life for himself and securing a better future for his 
children. The family lived, at least initially, in a makeshift cabin—more accurately, a lean-to 
that was open to the elements on one side. They often made do with meals consisting of 
nothing more than boiled potatoes. And they would lose one of their own—the family 
matriarch—to disease just two years after the move. Neither she nor her husband could have 
dreamed that from these most humble of beginnings, their middle child would grow to become 
president, save a broken nation and free an entire race.  

Abraham Lincoln spent 14 years in Indiana, moving away just after he turned 21. In the 
decades that followed, he would say of Indiana, simply but fondly, “There I grew up.”47 
Indeed, Lincoln’s years in Indiana represented his formative years. Indiana literally helped 
form Lincoln.  

It was in Indiana where Lincoln’s father saw new opportunities. It was in Indiana where 
Lincoln himself began to read and study—devouring any book he could get his hands on and 
attending as much schooling as his stepmother could secure for him. It was in Indiana where 
Lincoln learned the importance and value of hard work. It was in Indiana where Lincoln 
experienced the possibilities of individualism, the benefits of community and the human need 
for both. It was in Indiana where Lincoln became a man. And to extend our metaphor, it was 
Indiana that launched Lincoln into the world.  

It’s been almost two centuries since Lincoln left Indiana. Much has changed in those years, of 
course, but some things remain the same. Indiana still offers opportunity, possibility and 
promise. Indiana still encourages lifelong learning and still values hard work. Indiana still 
champions individual liberty and still believes in community. For all of those reasons, we 
believe our state can still help boys grow to become young men equipped to be good neighbors 
and capable of doing great things.  In short, if our state could produce Lincoln, we can meet 
this challenge. 
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