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ON A WINTER’S DAY some time ago, I fell into conversation with Susan, a woman I barely knew. At the time I had been writing a regional column for The New York Times but had recently been reassigned to cover local news. Casually, I mentioned that my son had used a sports analogy to describe the situation.

“He told me, ‘Mom, the problem is that they’re playing you out of position.’ And he got it exactly. It’s not that I can’t do straight reporting—I did that for years—it’s just that my strengths lie elsewhere. My son understood my frustration immediately. And he always knows just what to say to make me feel better.”

When Susan didn’t answer, I got a little nervous, and added, “I hope you don’t think it’s odd that I get career feedback from my nineteen-year-old son.”

Her response both reassured and surprised me. She told me that she also talked to her son about work regularly. Her son was older than mine, and he often called her on the way home from his own office to rehash both of their days.

“But you have to understand,” Susan told me. “My son and I are particularly close.”

Let me flash forward here and tell you that this very phrase—“My son and I are particularly close”—was one I would go on to hear repeated again and again when I would later interview dozens of mothers and survey hundreds more for this book. Each of these women believed her closeness to her son was unusual, if not unique.

But back on that cold, gray afternoon, I was still dealing with only a sample of two. As we began to discuss our relationship with our sons, the two of us—who had only met that day—slowly began to reveal a shared level of intensity about our boys that stunned us both. Susan talked about how simpatico she was with her son, and how they had the exact same sense of humor. I countered that no one really “got me” like my son, and how we could intuit each other’s moods without even speaking. She said that time spent with her son evoked a profound level of tenderness that she didn’t experience with anybody else. This precisely described my own experience.

The conversation was far deeper than talking about what good boys we believed we had raised. Sure, we thought our sons were smart, sensitive, and sweet, and like all proud mothers, we adored them. But there was something else going on. We were also talking about a level of emotional connection and a kind of closeness that was usually only associated with mother-daughter relationships.

For a few moments we didn’t know what to make of discovering each other. She said she had never before opened up to anybody about the intensity of her feelings or the true nature of the relationship, assuming that what she experienced was only relevant to her and her son, a kind of family secret. Perhaps, Susan speculated, she could talk about it now because her son had left the nest a decade earlier, had gone on to marry, and was himself about to have a child. This, as she saw it, was proof that she hadn’t damaged her son by their closeness.

But what struck me the most that day was what happened next. All of a sudden Susan remembered she was talking to a journalist who writes about families and stopped short. Covering her mouth, she blurted, “You must never write about what I told you, and you certainly must never use my full name.”

I assured her of the latter but found I couldn’t promise the former. Because as the conversation continued, I began to feel a psychological wall was crumbling, even as I was catching the scent of a great story. Why had she and I each believed that we needed to keep this precious bond with our sons to ourselves? Why did both of us feel that if we talked about it openly, our feelings would likely have been misinterpreted and we would have been criticized, perhaps harshly?

In fact, we were soon proved correct about our assumptions. Another woman had quietly joined us during the conversation, and after she listened for a while, she said, with more than a tinge of distaste, “You two each sound like you are discussing an illicit love affair.” Immediately, Susan and I stammered our denials—there was nothing sexual about our feelings. If anything, it was a kind of maternal tenderness. But clearly, the mother-son relationship was considered suspect.

As I thought more about it, I realized that the reason I had never discussed my true feelings about my son with anyone—not even my own sister—was because there seem to be no words, no examples, no context whatsoever to describe a close bond between a mother and son that doesn’t in some way raise eyebrows and invite strict censure. Mothers who stay emotionally close to their sons for “too long” are seen as those smothering moms who won’t let their boys grow up. Instead of pushing them out of the nest to make their way in the rough-and-tumble world, these moms hold their sons too tightly. They create effeminate “mama’s boys” who will invite contempt from their peers and will be forever maladjusted.

Take this to the next extreme, and what are we really talking about? Homophobia is one of the big bogeymen behind fear of mother-son closeness. The unspoken fear is that if the mother is too great an influence on the son, she will somehow make him gay. Few people rationally believe this to be true, and certainly there is no science behind it. And the whole discussion doesn’t even address the assumption that having a gay son would by definition be a bad thing. But the truth is that much of the uneasiness around a close mother-son relationship is fed by the fear that too much influence from the mother will feminize the son.

That doesn’t even address the other reaction of alarm that Susan and I got—that perhaps something untoward and sexually inappropriate was going on with sons who were loved so deeply.

A healthy relationship between a mother and son in which they remain emotionally close? It seems a contradiction in terms. We don’t even know what it’s supposed to look like. Closeness between mothers and sons is perceived to be fraught with danger.

The problem was that I didn’t buy this, and neither did Susan, with whom I had fallen into this unexpectedly intimate conversation. We had both quietly rejected the conventional wisdom of how to raise healthy sons. Not only didn’t we believe that we had harmed our sons by maintaining a close bond, but we were also confident that this closeness would help them grow into stronger, more appealing adult males.

Now, of course, I wanted to find out if other mothers felt the same way. Was it simply some strange confluence of events that has blessed this woman and me with exceptionally caring, sensitive sons who kept us close? Or was something broader going on?

I began with interviews—with women I knew personally and women I barely knew professionally, with women whose sons were in their early teens and women whose sons were long married, with women who were grandmothers and women who were under forty. I set up a website and drew responses from women from across the country from a variety of backgrounds. I heard from truck drivers from Ohio, nurses in Kentucky, teachers in Rhode Island, and psychotherapists from Manhattan. And here’s what I discovered: although there were a handful who truly didn’t know what I was talking about and didn’t feel particularly close to their sons, a surprising number understood exactly and immediately. Most opened up only after they were assured that their privacy would be protected. Once they agreed to speak, virtually none cut the discussion short. Most figuratively and some literally grabbed on to my sleeve to prevent me from ending the interview. Not only did they talk about how close they felt to their sons, but a surprisingly large majority also talked at length about special traditions, shared sensibilities, overwhelming tenderness, and a deep satisfaction with a relationship that had been incredibly meaningful to them and their sons.

Like the very first woman I spoke to about this, most of these mothers also expressed the desire to keep the closeness secret. An odd disconnect soon became apparent. These women had all absorbed the message that society believed there was something “off” about a close mother-son relationship. They, too, remained quiet about its real nature for fear of being criticized.

But in their hearts they did not believe that they were doing anything wrong by nurturing the relationship. They didn’t buy the idea that they were damaging their sons by keeping close, and they felt strongly that they were creating more sensitive, caring men for the next generation of women.

That story—the secret closeness between mothers and sons—was the original book I set out to write.

But as I dove deeper into what mothers were specifically saying about raising their sons, a more complicated and interesting narrative began to emerge. This is also the story of an underground movement being conducted by a generation of mothers. It’s not only that women are keeping close to their sons; it’s that in rejecting decades of accepted “wisdom” about how to raise boys, mothers are questioning the very nature of masculinity and redefining assumptions about gender. By nurturing close bonds with their sons, mothers are developing in boys traits like sensitivity, emotional awareness, tenderness, and the ability to articulate feelings—all of which have traditionally been considered female characteristics. This is precisely the kind of “emotional intelligence” that many believe today’s adult men lack. In a very real sense, mothers of sons are bringing the feminist movement full circle.

Think about it. For more than thirty years, girls have been encouraged to embrace traits that were once considered traditionally masculine. It’s hardly breaking news that girls have been urged to compete athletically and academically, to develop their own strong voices, to demonstrate leadership and break the glass ceiling. We might not be all the way there yet, but the world for girls is a very different place than it used to be.

Mothers are thrilled that their daughters have these opportunities. (In fact, some mothers I interviewed who have only sons expressed “daughter envy,” in part because they said they would have vicariously enjoyed the wide range of options available to girls growing up today that they themselves missed out on.) But interestingly, fathers are just as enthusiastic about embracing and supporting their daughters’ ambitions. They coach their daughter’s teams, take their daughters camping, and encourage their career plans. One scientist posted a comment on the MIT website not long ago about how he wept when he realized his daughter would follow in his footsteps at the prestigious school. For heaven’s sake, it’s been nearly a quarter of a century since Astronaut Barbie came out in 1985.

You’d be hard-pressed to find a father today who would advise his daughter to forgo an education, play dumb, and make her life’s ambition to try to catch a man. Moreover, fathers are applauded when they support their daughter’s nontraditional pursuits. But the same doesn’t hold true for mothers and sons. If a mother tries to support her son’s more sensitive side or encourages him to learn a traditionally feminine skill, she is seen as a dangerous influence who is compromising his masculinity.

Not only is this attitude unfair, it is misguided. What today’s mothers are doing for their sons—primarily teaching them emotional intelligence—is a critically important gift. Mothers, by affording their sons the emotional closeness that they once offered only to daughters, are giving them access to a fuller experience of humanity.

Mother after mother described the connection she formed with her boy, how she carved out special time for them to be alone so he could open up about his feelings, how she helped him learn to put into words his pent-up emotions. By fostering this closeness, mothers also opened up their own lives to their sons, shrinking the divide between a “man’s world” and a “woman’s world.”

Unlike fathers with their daughters, however, mothers have not been applauded for breaking through old gender stereotypes. On the contrary, it makes society—and particularly many fathers, uncles, grandfathers—uneasy. Mothers’ instincts might tell them one thing, but they are constantly bombarded with messages that tell them to back off from their sons.

There is no end to this critique, some of it subtle, some overt. It’s in modern literature, parenting books, sociological movements that want to “reclaim manhood,” and even contemporary television reality shows, like NBC’s Momma’s Boys, which depicts domineering mothers picking out their sons’ girlfriends. The only kind of mother-son “closeness” we see consistently portrayed is one in which the mother is needy, controlling, and emasculating. The only good mother seems to be a mother who leaves her son alone and lets him be.

This is particularly ironic, given all the attention paid recently to the suffering of boys. About a decade ago, a spate of books and articles was published that claimed boys were “in crisis” precisely because of the pressure placed on them to conform to stereotypical male behavior. Boys had more trouble in school and were more likely to be both perpetrators and victims of violence. These authors argued that what was causing all this trouble was a combination of popular culture, the way we parent and educate boys, and, most of all, the fact that society was not permitting boys to fully develop their capacity for emotional depth and complexity.

This was important work and began some real soul-searching on the part of educators and parents on what boys were really experiencing. But what was the prescription for a cure in nearly all these books? They called for fathers and other men to serve as role models in teaching emotional literacy. This would be a great idea except for two key problems. First, the majority of men who are fathers of older boys and teens were not brought up this way themselves. They didn’t experience being encouraged to recognize and articulate their feelings as they were growing up. On the contrary, they were urged to “be a man” and “have a stiff upper lip.” Emotional guys were considered sissies, and most quickly learned how to conform to traditional male expectations of stoicism. The fallout from raising boys this way is exactly what much of this “boys in crisis” literature documents and bemoans. So how on earth were fathers brought up with these old expectations supposed to teach their sons emotional intelligence? They didn’t have it to give.

Certainly, no one would argue against having fathers more involved in their children’s lives. Mothers are the first to support this. But the second problem with saying that it should fall to fathers to model emotional intelligence is the reality that it’s usually mothers who are on the front lines when a son pushes the gender boundaries or is at his most emotionally vulnerable. She’s the one who tends to be there when it’s all unfolding, not to mention the one who is attuned to perceiving what’s going on.

Yet more than ten years after this crisis was proclaimed, it remains rare that a mother’s tolerance, let alone encouragement, of a wide range of emotion and self-expression in her son is admired. It might be acceptable for the unusual father or another male to model these behaviors or attitudes. The “nontraditional dad” is often held in warm regard. But a mother is still expected to reel in any behavior in her son that falls outside expected gender norms, and certainly it is the mother who is held accountable if that doesn’t happen.

It turns out, though, that a generation of mothers has been quietly trusting their instincts and raising sons to be part of this new world. Despite the barrage of criticism and the constant admonitions to push their sons away, mothers have been engaging in their own underground social rebellion. They have been working hard to nurture the emotional skills they know their sons need.

These women recognize that the world no longer values either über-feminine or über-masculine traits. Brute strength and dominance no longer serve men in either the workplace or larger society.

Does this mean that mothers want to feminize their sons? Not any more than fathers who by encouraging their daughters’ potential are trying to create masculine girls. What it does mean is that mothers are trying to raise a new kind of boy with the opportunity to become a more fully emotionally developed human being. Maybe these sons will grow up to ask for directions when they are lost. Maybe they’ll even ask for help when they’re in trouble. But they’ll still be men, just ones who have found their bearings and aren’t quite so alone with their problems. And they’ll most likely make better partners and spouses, too.

I didn’t come to these beliefs overnight. They are the product of my own experience in raising both a son and a daughter, of interviews with dozens of mothers and surveys of hundreds more, and of several years of research. Given how quickly the world is changing, there is a real urgency to this issue. We have to trust our instincts when it comes to raising our sons. We have to keep them close and give them what they need. And we need to start right now.
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Defending the Bond

Few misfortunes can befall a boy which bring worse consequences
than to have a really affectionate mother.

—W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM
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NO MOTHER EVER HESITATED to go on and on about the deep connection she has with her daughter. She’ll proudly tell you about the special trips they take together, about the nature of their whispered confidences. She might even confess they’re “best friends” and that they can’t go even two days without speaking to each other. You might roll your eyes, but you probably wouldn’t be particularly alarmed. You might even be a bit jealous.

Now switch genders. Suppose I told you that I am very close to my son. That I love spending time with him, and that we have dozens of inside jokes and shared traditions. Even though we speak frequently, I still get a little thrill when I see his number on the caller ID. Then I confess that my son is so sensitive and intuitive that he “gets me” as no one else in the world does. Are you starting to raise an eyebrow? Are you beginning to speculate that something is off here? Are you a little worried about what kind of guy my son is growing up to be? And are you wondering about what kind of mother would raise her son this way, keeping him so close?

Well, I’m that kind of mother, the kind who—like so many others—has been surprised and delighted to find that my relationship with my son bears little resemblance to anything I’d read or been told about raising boys. Certainly from the moment I saw his newborn face, I was awash in love and tenderness. He brought out the deepest of maternal feelings, just as the birth of my daughter had a few years earlier. But as my son grew up, the level of connection and companionship that developed between us was completely unexpected. Mothers and daughters are supposed to be close; that’s only natural. But mothers and sons—surely not.

Let me make it clear: though we are very close, I am not my son’s best friend. We certainly don’t gush all our secrets to each other. (For that matter, I’m not my daughter’s best friend, either. I’m their mother.) Also, my son, a young man now, is more than six feet tall, plays ice hockey, has many male friends and a steady girlfriend. Why do I feel the need to tell you all this? Because in this culture, I must reassure you—and myself—that my deep emotional bond with my son hasn’t compromised his masculinity. Look—he and his mom have this tight connection and my son is still “a guy’s guy.”

So then, what’s going on here? What’s causing this dissonance? Why should I have to qualify and apologize for my closeness to my son? The problem is the large disconnect between the myth we’ve been told about the mother-son relationship—that it should be one of “healthy” distance—and the reality of the close bond that many members of this generation of mothers and sons is living every day. It’s as if we’re watching a movie with the wrong sound track, leaving us disoriented and confused.

For at least a century, the common wisdom about mothers and sons has been something like this: a mother who stays emotionally close to her son after he reaches, say, the tender age of five, is acting inappropriately. She’s that smothering mother destined to prevent her boy from growing up to be a strong, independent man. This mother is needy and controlling and refuses to cut the apron strings. She is on track to create the archetypal “mama’s boy,” an unappealing wimp who will never be able to form mature adult relationships with women.

This is actually the more benign view of mother-son closeness. Even worse is the notion that a tight bond between mother and son can be interpreted to mean that something even more deeply inappropriate—seductive and possibly sexual—is going on. It is pathological in nature. It is repellent. This is why initially I didn’t want to tell you that my son and I have “our song,” because it just sounds so creepy. (You might start imagining Norman Bates, the crazy son in Psycho, who dresses up as his dead mother and murders attractive young women.) The truth is that “our song” is not romantic—it’s Arlo Guthrie’s recording of “City of New Orleans.” If it happens to come on the radio or one of our iPods when we’re together, my son and I have a goofy tradition where he pretends to hold out a microphone during the verse “penny a point, ain’t no one keepin’ score” and I belt out the lyrics. I can’t remember how this started, but now the song reminds us of each other.

All this defensiveness about the song, the hockey, and the girlfriend reflects the confusion that many of today’s mothers live with. The cultural message we have absorbed is that a well-adjusted, loving mother is one who gradually but surely pushes her son away, both emotionally and physically, in order to allow him to grow up to be a healthy man. Not only does she let him go, but she also gives him a hearty shove on the back to send him on his way, firmly and with love. This was standard operating procedure for our mothers, our grandmothers, and even our great-grandmothers.

My own mother has told me that one of the most difficult times in her marriage was when she had a disagreement with my father over how she was raising my brother. My father is a particularly warm and tenderhearted man, yet he was worried about my mother’s closeness to my brother, Todd. When Todd turned fourteen, my father thought he should be sent away to school because he worried that his son was becoming a “mama’s boy.” My mother’s instincts told her otherwise, but she deferred to my father, assuming that fathers knew best about sons. My brother was very unhappy away from home and my mother wanted to bring him back. But my dad insisted that it was important “a boy learns that you don’t quit when things become difficult.” More than forty-five years later, my mother still regrets not fighting for what she intuitively knew was best for her son.

My mother was not atypical for her generation. Cate Dooley and Dr. Nicolina Fedele, who codirected the Mothers-Sons Project at the Jean Baker Miller Training Institute at Wellesley Centers for Women during the 1990s, witnessed this phenomenon frequently with mothers of grown sons. The two women conducted hundreds of group sessions and workshops, teaching mothers a new model of parenting that began to question some of the old assumptions about raising boys.

“In the workshops with mothers of adult sons, the grief was so palpable,” Dooley said in an interview. “Some of these mothers couldn’t talk without crying. They felt they had lost their sons and now were at a loss on how to connect with them as adults. Their sons came of age immersed in that model of separation.”

It wasn’t just older generations of mothers who were filled with regret. Dooley and Fedele found that younger mothers of sons were struggling with how to raise their boys, too. Many wrestled with everyday parenting issues and old cultural stereotypes. Should a mother defer to her husband when he insists that she stop kissing their first-grade son when she drops him off at school? If a mother cuddles her ten-year-old son when he is hurt, will she turn him into a wimp? If she keeps him too close, will she make him gay? If a teenage boy is crying in his room, should a mother go in and comfort him, or would this embarrass and shame him? If a mother is too affectionate with her son, might it be construed as seductive?

Amazingly, many of these ideas about mothers and their sons still hold considerable power and resonance today. After all, we’ve been through a social upheaval that has dramatically changed the way men and women lead their lives. It has been more than forty years since the advent of the modern feminist movement, and our beliefs about the roles of men and women, masculinity and femininity, and even how gender itself is identified have been significantly transformed. So why haven’t the rules about how mothers bring up their sons been revolutionized as well?

Somehow, throughout this momentous social upheaval, our view of the mother-son relationship has remained curiously and stubbornly stagnant. We have certainly changed the way we raise our daughters, encouraging them to be assertive, play competitive sports, and shoot for the stars when it comes to their educational and professional ambitions. We don’t worry that we are raising our little girls to be boys; we believe we are offering our daughters an opportunity to reach their full potential. But what about our sons? It is as if the feminist revolution sputtered out when it came to expanding the possibilities for boys, and especially for how their mothers might relate to them. The mother-son relationship is still largely seen through a prism that ignores the tidal wave of change that has otherwise transformed our society. We’re hanging on to an old narrative that no longer describes our contemporary reality.

This frozen perspective is problematic on many levels. For one thing, it continues to reinforce a dated, sexist, homophobic, and generally negative view of what goes on between women and their sons. It diminishes or ignores anything positive that women can and do contribute to their boys. It leaves both mothers and sons feeling confused and anxious about their relationship. And because of this distorted lens, the mother-son relationship has become the only parent-child combination in which closeness is viewed so critically and with such suspicion.

Think about it. We know the mother-daughter relationship is considered sacrosanct. There is, in fact, a small industry built around it, complete with kitschy “A Daughter Is a Friend for Life” pillows, mother-daughter spa discounts, and enough books on the relationship to stock a small independent bookstore.

No one, of course, has any problem with fathers and sons being close. They are encouraged to spend time together, to go off and do manly things and bond. There is a national fatherhood movement, supported by President Barack Obama, which particularly focuses on fathers being role models for their sons.

The father-daughter relationship? A “mama’s boy” might be a reviled creature, but everyone looks tolerantly on “daddy’s little girl.” She has been singled out for an elevated status. Indeed, a loving and supportive father is now considered essential to a girl’s self-esteem. Fathers are encouraged to be part of their daughters’ lives, whether it’s coaching their soccer teams or escorting their teenage girls to father-daughter dances.

Moreover, a father who flaunts gender stereotypes and teaches his daughter a traditionally masculine task, say rebuilding a car engine, is considered to be a pretty cool dad. But a mother who does something comparable—forget something equivalent, like teaching her son to knit; try simply encouraging him to talk more openly about his feelings—is looked at with contempt. What is she trying to do to that boy?

But here is where the discord comes in. Most mothers today do not actually buy the idea that nurturing close bonds with their sons will harm them. We are pretty tired of all the hand wringing about the future sexual proclivities of little boys who play with dolls and Easy-Bake Ovens. We have no interest in changing boys into girls. That is simply ridiculous. We love our sons with an intensity and tenderness for who they are as themselves. Like girls, boys, as every mother of a son knows, are delightful.

What we are interested in is a new narrative—something beyond the old “mama’s boy’s” myths and warnings. We want a fresh story that reflects the reality of our own lives. And that reality is that more and more mothers continue to keep their sons close and treasure that affectionate, nurturing bond well into their young adult lives. In my online survey of more than 1,100 mothers, nearly nine in ten describe themselves as either “extremely close” or “very close” to their sons. Not only do today’s mothers dismiss the notion that we are damaging our sons by nurturing this relationship, we also believe we have an important and positive role to play in developing their emotional lives and influencing them in other ways. Far from creating wimpy guys who will forever cling to their mothers, we believe we are raising boys who will one day make strong, empathic spouses and partners. What’s more, our sons will have the sensitivity, communication skills, and emotional intelligence they need to better navigate a fast-changing world.

This isn’t just mothers’ self-justification for “helicopter parenting,” when parents hover close and become overinvolved in their child’s every problem or decision. Nor is it wishful thinking. A new and growing body of scientific literature shows that sons who are close to their mothers are emotionally and physically healthier than those who are not. Time magazine recently ran the following headline: “Being a Mama’s Boy: Good for Your Health.” It was a catchy summary for a research project presented in 2010 at the American Psychological Association by Carlos Santos, a professor at Arizona State University. Santos set out to study the extent to which middle school boys buy into more traditional, stereotypic images of masculinity—the idea that being a man means acting emotionally stoic, physically tough, and self-reliant. Santos followed for three years 426 boys from sixth grade through eighth grade, asking them how much they agree with statements such as “If I have a problem, I take care of it on my own” or “Fighting others is something I have to do to prove myself.” When the boys are younger, they are less accepting of these views, but Santos found that as boys get further along into adolescence, they tend to adopt more hyper-masculine beliefs and behaviors. Younger boys are more emotionally expressive and enjoy more intimate friendships. But as they grow older they tend to toughen up, hiding their own vulnerability and pulling away from those close connections.

Santos didn’t set out to study mothers and sons, but as he analyzed his findings, he discovered that there is one major factor that mitigates boys’ move toward toughness and autonomy—their closeness to their moms. It turned out that boys who have warm, supportive relationships with their mothers don’t accept strict, traditional definitions of masculinity. They are also more emotionally open and communicative. “The emotional language boys used when speaking of their mothers was directly at odds with the way we see boyhood constructed in our culture,” Santos told me. “These boys would talk very openly about their deep love and care for their mother.” In fact, a boy’s closeness to his mother is the number one predictor of how emotionally available he remains. Closeness to fathers does not have the same effect. Santos speculates that the nurturing and communication skills a boy gains from a strong attachment with his mother gives him the tools he needs to help him with the other relationships in his life.

Is it necessarily a good thing for boys to remain more emotionally available and communicative—stereotypically feminine qualities—or should these young guys be learning to “man up”? The boys Santos studied were from six public schools in New York City that predominantly serve low-income students. The boys were also from a range of different racial and ethnic backgrounds—African-American, Puerto Rican, Dominican American, Chinese American, European American, and a few others. You might assume that it would benefit these boys to toughen up so they could better navigate the playgrounds and neighborhoods where they live.

But that’s not true. It turns out that the boys who are less traditionally macho are actually happier and healthier than their tougher peers. Santos’s research found that they have lower rates of depression and overall better mental health than boys who buy into the more traditional view of manhood. The boys who equate masculinity with stoicism and autonomy tend to become more detached in their relationships, less able to talk about what they are feeling, and more likely to use aggression and violence. The more macho boys also reveal greater feelings of sadness and of their own worthlessness. The connection between being close to mom and rejecting hyper-masculinity, which creates better mental health through middle school and beyond, cuts across all socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic identities.

This research isn’t important just because it makes mothers feel good about keeping their boys close. It has societal implications. For the last decade we have been hearing that boys are “in crisis,” a subject I’ll explore in greater depth later. Many boys continue to struggle in school. Not only are they falling behind academically but boys are also more likely to be diagnosed with hyperactivity and attention disorders than girls. In the classroom, boys exhibit far more behavior problems. There are competing theories about the causes of boys’ academic and social troubles, including the ideas that school curriculums are excessively verbal and favor girls, that boys have more trouble sitting still and do more poorly in a classroom setting, and that boys and girls actually have different brain wiring and simply must be taught differently. Many of these arguments are controversial; some academics even contend that the “boy crisis” itself is a manufactured one.

While there may be no consensus about what is now causing girls to outperform boys academically and to get into less trouble in school, we do know a solution to the problems boys face—mothers nurturing close relationships with their sons. Surely boys who are less aggressive and violent, more articulate and better able to connect with others, will perform better in a classroom setting. And these are precisely the qualities that Santos found in boys who remained close to their mothers. In fact, his most recent research is making the connection between the extent to which boys embrace traditional macho masculinity, and their success in school. “What I saw was a domino effect,” Santos explained. “The quality of the mother-son relationship was predictive of these boys’ resistance to male stereotypes, and that resistance was predictive of academic engagement.”

Other scholars have suggested that boys who are hyperactive and inattentive in classrooms might actually be suffering the effects of separating prematurely from their mothers. Dooley and Fedele even suggest that the real label for many boys’ academic troubles should be CDD—Connection Deficit Disorder.

Santos isn’t the only one documenting the benefits of the mother-son connection. It turns out that the advantages of a strong bond between mother and son extend well into young adult life. For instance, teenagers who have warm, supportive relationships with their mothers engage in fewer risky behaviors than those who report less closeness. In general, teenagers who have good communication with both their parents are more likely to resist negative peer pressure. But recent studies show that it is a boy’s mother who is the most influential when it comes to preventing teenagers from using alcohol and drugs, as well as engaging in unprotected sex. Teenage boys who report a strong connection with their moms also tended to postpone early sex. Again, these findings about boys and their mothers held true for boys of all races and social classes.

Despite the mounting evidence that keeping our boys close will help make them happier and healthier, mothers continue to face relentless pressure to back off from their sons, beginning at astoundingly early ages. Mothers of one-year-olds told me that they were accused of “coddling” their sons. Mothers of toddlers reported being admonished for comforting their weeping four-year-olds. As one husband told his wife about their pre-kindergartener, “He needs to learn to man up.” Mothers of school-aged boys are told to stay out of it when their sons are being bullied, because “boys will be boys.” And as for mothers of teenage boys—they get the strongest message of all to pull away. Moms are told that the last thing a teenage boy needs to grow up is his mother.

Well, the time has come to ask, “How’s that been working out for you?” Because the truth is that this old model no longer serves boys or their mothers. The academic “boy crisis” isn’t the only one that should concern us about our sons. Over the last decade, an alarm has also been sounded about
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