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What is a man – what is masculinity

Part 2: Theoretical Background and Further Information
Body image is often seen as an issue that affects girls. However, boys do have body
image concerns, and up to the age of about 10 boys and girls show similar levels of
weight concern and perceived pressure to lose weight (Ricciardelli et al, 2003). Selfesteem is considered to be a psychological benefit of participation in physical activity
(Sonstroem, 1984), and perceptions of self-concept in the physical domain are
considered to be an important factor in determining levels of global self-worth (Fox,
1992). Even from as young as 4, boys are concerned about their muscles (McCabe et al,
2003). By 8 years old boys tend to think more about and engage in muscle gaining
behaviours (Ricciardelli et al, 2003; Drummond, 2003; Grogan & Richards, 2002).
Much of a child’s early learning is accomplished through physical activity and therefore
success and failure in physical and motor pursuits are important in shaping the feelings
about the self. Gender differences in body image tend not to become fully apparent until
after the age 10 or 11 (Ricciardelli et al, 2003). These differences suggest that from the
middle primary years, taking a different approach to the subject of body image and
healthy weight for boys and girls would be beneficial. Having gender specific classes and
using different topics and methods for each sex can mean better engagement for both
boys and girls.
Tackling the issue in gender specific learning environments can be effective, as research
has shown that boys are not affected by the media and peer interaction in the same ways
as girls and receive different messages from parents and siblings (McCabe et al, 2003;
Tiggemann & Slater, 2003). For that reason, teaching boys and girls separately during
discussion on these topics allows the use of more specific and targeted methods and
activities. Nevertheless, for either sex, accepting and feeling good about your body, how
it looks and what it can do, are pivotal to a healthy body image. Additionally, it is also
important to accept and value others and not judge them on the shape or size of their
bodies. Therefore, these core principles need to be central when teaching about body
image, for boys and girls.
Generally, boys want the body type often epitomized by footballers, big and muscular
and lean ‘with a six pack’ (Grogan & Richards, 2002). At puberty, boys’ bodies tend to
change toward this desired body type. Boys’ body image concerns seem closely
associated with concepts of masculinity and what it means to be a man, with young men
strongly linking masculinity with stereotypical ideals of male bodies (Drummond, 2003;
Grogan and Richards, 2002).
In addition, traditional notions of the ways men should act and how they use their
bodies, as well as boys’ understanding of sexuality in relation to masculinity underpin
many of their beliefs about men’s bodies, and hence, how they should be! Although
similar gender issues are important in body image for girls, these are linked to issues of
appearance and bodily comparison in more complex ways than for boys (Tiggemann &
Slater, 2003).Therefore, lessons that are specifically tailored for boys can address these
individual differences more effectively.
According to EFTO (Elementary Teachers Federation of Ontario), negative body image
can have a significant impact on the developing child.
Negative body image may result in:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Poor self esteem;
The desire to be “fixed”;
Less participation in physical activities;
Withdrawal from other life activities;
Barriers to learning;
Limiting food choices;
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•
•
•
•
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Extreme weight change;
Disordered eating, e.g. binge-eating or dieting;
Dangerous cosmetic surgery; and/or
Anxiety, depression, and in some cases, suicide.

(www.etfo.ca/IssuesinEducation/BodyImage/Pages/default.aspx)
The Children’s Health Development Foundation (2003) suggests that we can aid boys in
developing a healthy body image by de-constructing stereotypes and examining the
media. Learners are constantly constructing their identity and sense of self, and it is
important they gain the capacity to see beyond popular culture and established norms.
An important aspect of this is broadening boys’ concepts of masculinity. This may involve
identifying a wider range of male role models, body shapes and behaviours. It is also
important to promote boys’ self-esteem and appreciation of their own bodies.
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