
       
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
     

        
       

  
 

   
 
 

   
  

MASCULINITY ACHIEVEMENT AND RISKY HEALTH BEHAVIORS AMONG 
ADOLESCENT AND YOUNG ADULT MEN 

by 

Kiera D. Duckworth 
December 2017 

A dissertation submitted to the 
Faculty of the Graduate School of 

the University at Buffalo, State University of New York 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Department of Sociology 



	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

   
 

 
  

Copyright by 

Kiera D. Duckworth 

2018 

ii 



	  

 
 

          
             
             

            
   

 
        

          
            

           
               

           
          

 
 
          

        
           

        
         

        
  

 
         

           
            
     

 
         

          
         

           
             

      
             

         
          

            
    

 
          

         
         

               

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

Thank you to the boys, teachers, administrators, and coaches for their patience, time, and 
willingness to welcome me into their schools and teams. Before I embarked on this project, I had 
reservations about how much young men would be willing to share with me. To the 87 young 
men who shared stories of joy, heartbreak, frustration, and confusion—I am so grateful for your 
candor and openness. 

This dissertation would not have been possible without the consistent support and incredibly 
valuable feedback from my mentor Mary Nell Trautner. This dissertation and my evolution as a 
scholar and educator have benefited in so many ways under your guidance. You knew when to 
push my analysis and thinking further or when to simply hear me out and help me create a game 
plan for the weeks or months ahead. I have become a better writer due to your thoughtful 
questions and comments. I will be forever grateful for your steady confidence in my work and in 
my abilities, especially when I experienced periods of self-doubt along this journey. I am 
immensely grateful. 

I also thank Debi Street and Ashley Barr. Both of you have strengthened this project and 
contributed to my research and my identity as an educator. Debi, thank you for your directness 
and encouragement, beginning in my very first semester of graduate school. Your candor and 
constructive feedback has been instrumental in shaping this project. Ashley, thank you for your 
keen insights and fresh perspective throughout the entirety of this project. Your questions 
strengthened the methodology and your comments helped to accurately capture the groups in this 
project. 

My graduate career would have been impossible if my undergraduate experience was not so 
rewarding. I thank Rebecca Plante for helping to create my academic foundation and laying the 
groundwork for my identity as an educator. I am truly grateful for your teaching, mentoring, and 
friendship over the last decade. 

This project was greatly improved by the supportive faculty both within the sociology 
department and across campus at UB. Thank you to Erin Hatton for your generosity and 
thoughtful discussions that challenged my thinking along the way. Thank you to Robert Adelman 
for your humor and support in putting out fires during this project. Thank you to Kathy Twist for 
your mentorship and friendship across multiple projects. It is with a heavy heart that I 
acknowledge Greg Dimitriadis, as he planted the seed in my mind to study masculinity and 
adolescence. His loss is still felt by many and his impact continues to ripple through UB and 
academia at large. I would like to extend my appreciation to the Mark Diamond Research 
Foundation for support in funding this project. I also thank the Gender Studies Department and 
the Writing Center at UB for hosting writing groups that were instrumental in facilitating the 
completion of this project. 

For their camaraderie, generosity, time, and support during classes, workshops, writing groups, 
and conferences I thank Matt Perry, Watoii Rabii, Joanne Tompkins, Jared Strohl, Greg Hall, 
Asyegul Balta Ozgen, Sarah Smith, Vanessa Haddad, Kristin Cipollone, Amy Stich, and Teya 
Yu. I am so grateful for your smart advice, the occasional distraction, and of course the sarcasm. 

iii 



	  

 
            
           
         

        
         

         
           

         
           

   
 

           
              

           
              

        
 
            

          
 

    
  

To my friends outside academia, I appreciate you more than I could ever properly explain. Thank 
you to Sam Janosick, Sonia Strohl, Heather Bauer, Nicole Deci, Marie and Sara Curran-Headley, 
Kayla Maryles, Cynthia Bassknight, Shannon and Geert van Doorn, Pam Dreslinski, Darcy 
Hendershott, Erin Vacanti, Cynthia Wissman, Sara Komoroske, and Rob Boccaccio. I am 
especially thankful to my Ithaca family. Sharlene Ferrer, Ashley Greenspan, Averi Smith, 
Candace Edwards, Cornell Woodson, Mel Breault, Gabby Owens, Lily Bailey, Alyssa Cooper, 
and Sybil Conrad. I am incredibly grateful for the reassurance, laughter, and inspiration you have 
all provided over the years. I came across many unexpected instances of inspiration and 
encouragement during this project and much of those moments are due to each of you. Simply, 
profusely, thank you. 

And last, but certainly not least, I want to thank my family for their unending encouragement and 
love. I thank Dea, Matt, Darin, and Katie for their reassurances and perspective. I want to thank 
Maggie for grounding me and providing so much sass every day. For a seemingly endless supply 
of patience and kindness I thank my partner, Sarah. Thank you. For her immense love, tireless 
faith in me, and my biggest cheerleader, I thank my Mom. 

I dedicate this dissertation to my sister, Dea, the fiercest educator I’ve ever known and to my 
mom, Donna, the most consistent source of support in my life. 

“Until the very end.” 

iv 



	  

  
 

   
    

      
  

    
    

      
      

     
   

        
    

  
          

            
   

         
    

  
         

         
   

    
      

     
      

      
        
       
     
   

  

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................................ vii 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................... 1 
CHAPTER TWO: A TYPOLOGY OF MASCULINITY: ACHIEVEMENTS AND 
FAILURES.............................................................................................................................. 19 
Masculinity in the Transition to Adulthood............................................................................... 21 
Navigating Society’s Expectations............................................................................................ 25 

Masculinity Achievement: The Attainers........................................................................ 27 
Masculinity Achievement: The Failures......................................................................... 33 
Pockets of Potential ...................................................................................................... 40 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 42 
CHAPTER THREE: MASCULINITY, SEXUALITY, AND PEER PRESSURE............... 45 
Literature Review ..................................................................................................................... 46 
Findings.................................................................................................................................... 52 

Pressure to Have Sex—“It’s always there. It’s like swimming in it.” ............................. 52 
How They Deal With It—Negotiating peer pressure to engage in sexual activity ........... 53 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 60 
CHAPTER FOUR: MASCULINITY, RISKY BEHAVIORS, AND ROLE MODELS ...... 64 
Literature Review ..................................................................................................................... 66 
Findings.................................................................................................................................... 71 

Risky Behaviors as the Enactment of Failed Masculinity ............................................... 73 
Successful Masculinity and the Absence of Risky Behaviors .......................................... 80 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 83 
CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION........................................................................................ 85 
Implications of this Study ......................................................................................................... 87 
Limitations of the Study............................................................................................................ 91 
Implications for Future Research .............................................................................................. 94 
APPENDIX A. Initial Recruitment Script............................................................................. 96 
APPENDIX B. Informed Consent Document – Adult Participants...................................... 97 
APPENDIX C. Informed Consent Document – Parent/Guardian...................................... 101 
APPENDIX D. Interview Questions .................................................................................... 106 
REFERENCES ..................................................................................................................... 108 

v 



	  

     
 

      
 

       
 
 
  

LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES 

Table 1.1 Demographic Characteristics..................................................................................... 14 

Table 2.1 Typology of Masculinity Achievement...................................................................... 26 

vi 



	

 
 

       
            

            
        

          
       

         
             

         
            

          
       

            
           

        
      

 

ABSTRACT 

Research shows young men engage in more risky health behaviors such as physical altercations, 
drug use, or binge drinking, compared to their female peers. Scholars tend to argue these risky 
health behaviors are enactments of gender, as men strive to achieve hegemonic masculinity. This 
dissertation provides a more nuanced explanation of young men’s risky behaviors by taking into 
account the individual’s personal goals of masculinity and whether they view themselves as 
achieving that desired masculinity. Drawing from 87 interviews with middle school, high school, 
and college-aged men who participate in either band or baseball, I make three main arguments. 
First, I argue that attainment of desired masculinity, hegemonic or hybrid, is key to one’s 
positive health behaviors. Young men who fail to reach their goals of masculinity describe risky 
health behaviors as ways to cope with or “prove” their masculinity. Second, I find that boys and 
young men negotiate peer pressures to engage in sexual encounters in one of three ways: 
avoidance by deflecting unwanted attention from peers, acceptance by normalizing this pressure, 
or outright rejection of this expectation. Third, my analysis demonstrates that boys and young 
men who cite both men and women as role models (compared to those who cite men only) are 
more likely to reach their desired masculinity. This research contributes to several areas of 
sociological scholarship including gender, sexuality, family, and youth studies. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In 2014 in the United States, the top three leading causes of death for boys aged 10-24 

was unintentional injury, suicide, or assault (Heron 2016). In 2013, 30 percent of boys under the 

age of 18 reported being in a physical fight and an estimated 35% of boys currently drink 

alcohol. Nearly 2 million boys aged 12-17 have experienced a major depressive episode, and 

5.4% have attempted suicide (Kann, Kinchen, and Shanklin 2014). About 10 million American 

men are affected by eating disorders in their lifetimes (National Eating Disorders Association 

2014). What explains these trends among adolescents and young men? 

Many studies understand an individual’s health behaviors as a result of their gender 

performance. Previous studies have understood men’s diet, exercise, alcohol use, and self-harm 

to simply be an expression of hegemonic masculinity. The argument is that boys and young men 

engage in these behaviors as an attempt to display their masculinity (Connell 1995; Kilmartin 

2005; Messner 1995; Pope, Phillips, and Olivardia 2000), whereas girls’ and women’s 

experiences of dieting and exercise are understood as a performance to conform to traditional 

feminine beauty standards that emphasize thinness rather than muscularity (Kilbourne 1999). 

Pressures for boys to engage in risky behaviors begin to manifest between the ages of 10-

19 (World Health Organization [WHO] 2014). Some risky behaviors include social isolation, 

eating problems, reckless driving, alcohol and drug use, unsafe sexual practices, and physical 

altercations. Specifically, in the United States, young teen boys (12-14 years of age) may begin 

to develop eating problems, experience body image concerns, and begin to identify with their 

peers more than their parents. Teenagers (15-17 years of age) may experience greater forms of 

independence from parents by working and driving, which also may lead to other risky behaviors 

with peers (Centers for Disease Control [CDC] 2014). Young adult men may be living 
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independently from their parents and supporting themselves financially. During young 

adulthood, some men are attending college and are exposed to an even greater number of risky 

behaviors (Harper and Harris 2010), including binge drinking, illicit drug use, and risky sexual 

practices. 

However, in this dissertation, I argue that there is a different way to understand such 

behaviors, one that takes an individual’s definitions of masculinity into account. Rather than 

simply an enactment of hegemonic masculinity, my data show evidence that risky health 

behaviors may be a manifestation of discrepancies between societal expectations and individual 

understanding of masculinity. Discrepancies are important because they may indicate differences 

between how an individual views masculinity compared to the pressures to conform to a 

traditional ideal. Discrepancies may indicate strain between the ideals of masculinity and the 

enactment, resistance, or coping processes used by boys and young men to negotiate their 

masculinity. 

So what is the relationship between masculinity and health behaviors? I argue that both 

risky and healthy behaviors are related to discrepancies between men’s ideals and their 

attainment of such ideals. Thus, I ask: (1) How can we understand definitions of masculinity 

compared to achievement or failure of masculine goals? (2) How does attainment of masculinity 

influence the ways in which boys and young men negotiate peer pressure to engage in risky 

behavior? (3) How do boys and young men understand role models’ impact in shaping their 

goals of masculinity? 

In the sections that follow, I first synthesize previous approaches to understanding boys’ 

and young men’s health behaviors. I then build my argument for approaching masculinity in a 

more complex and nuanced way, and develop expectations for how definitions and negotiations 
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of masculinity relate to health behaviors. I then detail my research design, including sampling, 

data collection, and data analysis. Finally, I preview the three empirical chapters that follow. 

PREVIOUS STUDIES UNDERSTANDING MEN’S HEALTH BEHAVIORS 

Sociologists and health researchers have generally understood men’s health behaviors as 

another form of gender performance. Many studies have focused on the differences of health 

behaviors between men and women (Courtenay 2000a, 2000b; Hunt, Adamson, Hewitt and 

Nazareth 2011; Kandrack, Grant, and Segall 1991), and conclude that since men conform to 

hegemonic notions of masculinity they do not seek medical care as often as women, engage in 

higher rates of risky behaviors, and participate in more physical altercations (CDC 2014; 

Courtenay 2000a; Hunt et al. 2011; Messerschmidt 2000). Largely, scholars have attributed 

men’s diminished health throughout the life course to the results of gender performances. 

Men in the United States experience more chronic illnesses and die about five years 

earlier than women (CDC 2012). In 2014, the American Cancer Society estimated that 35,000 

more men will die from cancer-related illness than women. Behaviors aimed at prevention may 

help to explain these disparities. Women are much more likely than men to engage in healthy 

lifestyles and eat more balanced meals (Courtenay 2000a). An extensive review of studies 

pertaining to risky behaviors showed that men are more likely than women to engage in over 

thirty behaviors that increase the risk for injury, disease, or death (Courtenay 2000a). These 

behaviors include irregular visits to their physicians, high-cholesterol diets, the use of alcohol 

and anabolic steroids, reckless driving and driving under the influence, involvement in physical 

altercations, and criminal activity. Although women engage in these risky activities, they do so at 

much lower rates than men (CDC 2014). 
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Until the late 1990s, health studies almost exclusively focused on women. This may be 

due to their increased likelihood of seeking care in medicalized spaces compared to men. 

Courtenay (2000b) developed a relational theory of men’s health examining the connections 

between gender roles and expectations and the behaviors men enact in order to display their 

masculinity. Building on West and Zimmerman’s (1987) notions of gender as an 

accomplishment, scholars also note the fluidity of men’s expressions of masculinity are 

accomplishments that are very much situated. Social contexts shift the expected gender 

behaviors of boys and men. Traditional forms of gender expression, including aggression or 

stoicism, are situational accomplishments in many areas of boys and men’s lives. Health-related 

activities, beliefs, and behaviors, including work, sports, crime, and sexual behaviors (Connell 

1995; Kimmel 2008; Messerschmidt 1993; Messerschmidt 2000; Messner 2007; Messner and 

Sabo 1994) are ways to accomplish one’s gender. 

The level of engagement in each of these activities varies throughout the life course. 

During early stages of life, individuals learn appropriate behaviors of gender (Martin 1998). 

Adolescents (aged 10-17) and young adult men (aged 18-24) typically engage in more overtly 

risky behaviors than older cohorts of men (WHO 2014). Courtenay (2000b) notes that most men 

in any age cohort would agree that men should be daring or tough, however, the enactment of a 

daring mentality is dependent on his social positioning. Furthermore, the implications for his 

health is also linked to his particular set of social factors such as age, racial and ethnic 

background, socioeconomic status, and sexual orientation. 

Theorists also note identity development and formation are key aspects of adolescence 

(Lareau 2011; Marcia 1966; Stryker 1980). Young men are pressured to construct their identities 

in opposition to femininity (Connell 1995; Kimmel 2008; Pascoe 2007). My research allows for 
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a better understanding of the implications for boys’ and men’s health when harsh notions of 

masculinity are imposed on them. My analyses may also provide a better understanding of the 

positive health outcomes experienced by those adhering to alternative definitions of masculinity 

such as inclusive or complicit masculinities (Anderson 2009; Connell 1995). More broadly, my 

research will shift the focus from understanding how boys and young men are negotiating 

hegemonic masculinity, to instead understand the implications of attaining, or not attaining, 

one’s definition and expectations of masculinity. 

Not Just Hegemonic Masculinity: Multiple Masculinities 

Hegemonic masculinity is characterized by traditional notions of men’s gendered 

expectations that includes Brannon’s (1976) tenets of masculinity: No Sissy Stuff, The Big 

Wheel, The Sturdy Oak, and Give ‘em Hell. Hegemonic masculinity is understood as the 

currently accepted justification of patriarchy, which allows for the domination of men and the 

subordination of women (Connell 1995). Men who have risen to positions of institutional power 

or those who have accumulated economic wealth occupy the dominant positions in accordance 

with hegemony. Connell (1995) notes that women can challenge any group of power occupied 

by men and it is important to note that definitions of hegemonic masculinity are the currently 

accepted notions. These are historically and socially situated within the current time period. 

An increasing number of scholars are examining masculinity as more complex than the 

rigid notions of hegemonic masculinity. Connell (1987) argues hegemonic masculinity works to 

ensure a strict gender order where masculine attributes are valued and promoted and feminine 

traits are deemed of lesser status. There are four types of masculinity theorized by Connell 

(1995) which include hegemonic, subordinated, complicit, and marginalized masculinities. 

Subordinated masculinity accounts for the cultural dominance of heterosexual men over the 
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stigmatized identity associated with a sexual minority identity. Homosexual men are at lowest 

position on the gender hierarchy among men. 

Complicit masculinity includes men who are receiving the benefits of patriarchy but are 

not actively oppressing women through violence or overt positions of institutional dominance. 

Masculinity in this arena includes men who receive the general advantages of the gender 

hierarchy. They are expected to fulfill the breadwinner role, share some household duties, and 

assert their manhood in hegemonic ways (Connell 1995). 

Lastly, marginalized masculinity accounts for the intersection between class and race. 

Subordinated positions that racial minorities occupy are always in relation to dominant position 

of hegemonic masculinity. Connell (1995) uses the example of successful professional athletes 

who are black men. Although they have great wealth and status, it does not transfer to other 

black men in the broader society. They are viewed as the exception in nearly every instance. 

Currently, American cultural notions of masculinity are thought to be under attack due to 

the current wave of feminism (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Many scholars are theorizing 

notions of hybrid masculinities that piece together attributes of traditional femininity and 

masculinity or forms of complicit and subordinate masculinities (Anderson 2009; Bridges and 

Pascoe 2014). In the 21st century, young men are constructing their masculinity outside the 

bounds of traditional, hegemonic masculinity and are shifting towards more inclusive or 

alternative expressions of masculinity. Anderson (2009, 2010) notes the compassion among 

rugby teammates which happened, he argues, as a sign of an evolved form of masculine identity. 

However, such a perspective overlooks the fact that not all boys express masculinity in 

these ways, and that masculinity is more complex and not necessarily stratified as indicated by 

Connell (1995). Even boys who do not subscribe to ideals of hegemonic masculinity engage in 
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risky health behaviors. Anderson (2009) notes boys and young men on rugby teams are 

permitted to explore behaviors and emotions that were deemed feminine in spaces where levels 

of homophobia have decreased. It is in these spaces where multiple forms of masculinity exist 

simultaneously without creating a hierarchy (Anderson 2009). 

Agents of Gender Socialization 

Children are socialized at very early ages regarding norms of gender and appropriate 

behaviors associated with masculinity and femininity (Martin 1998). Gender policing by peers 

begins during elementary school and is rampant during middle school years (McGuffey and Rich 

1999). It is during middle school where kids are learning about their identity and specifically 

their sexual identities. Since North American culture links hegemonic masculinity with dominant 

heterosexuality some boys may feel pressured to assert their masculinity via their gender 

performances which include risky behaviors (DiClemente, Jackson, Hertzberg, and Seth 2014; 

Eccles and Roeser 2011; Pascoe 2007). This pressure to exhibit potentially risky health behaviors 

intensifies during high school and follows the boys into adulthood. 

Parents and older family members are typically the primary agent of socialization for 

children. They teach children how to play with others, how to be responsible, and how to engage 

with the world around them in appropriate ways. Childrearing practices, including gendered 

expectations, vary across socioeconomic class (Lareau 2011). The older members of the family 

unit model appropriate gendered expectations for children during childhood and adolescence. 

The ‘right’ kind of masculinity some parents try to mold in their boys includes a range of 

attributes such as athletic capabilities, little emotionality, autonomy, and toughness. Research 

generally shows parents expect boys to exhibit emotional stoicism, strength and aggression, and 

heterosexuality while also avoiding feminine attributes such as passivity, excessive displays of 
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emotions, and clothing or mannerisms deemed ‘girly’ (Kane 2012; McGuffey and Rich 1999; 

Messerschmidt 2000; Phillips 2007). 

Parents actively work to create gendered expectations for their sons. Heterosexual fathers 

typically play the most central role in shaping sons’ masculinity. In some cases, they may 

directly model masculinity for boys such as showing a limited range of emotions, doing 

traditionally masculine activities at home (e.g., yard work, building or home improvement 

projects), or explain their long hours at work as providing for the family. Emily Kane’s (2012) 

work examining parents’ role in shaping gender in their sons and daughters shows a limited 

range of masculine ideals. She states, 

The interests and attributes reportedly encouraged by parents, which some view as 
having a biological origin, adhere closely to what scholars of gender call 
“hegemonic masculinity”…Many parents carve out some space within this 
hegemonic ideal for encouraging nurturance, empathy, and basic domestic skills, 
but their attempts to broaden the range for play for boys are carefully policed in a 
manner that tends to reinforce both gender and heteronormativity, assuming as it 
does that the nurturance and domestic skills their sons need would supplement the 
more primary ones offered by a female partner (Kane 2012:206). 

Some parents may push the boundaries of traditional masculinity to include more egalitarian 

notions, but they recognize the importance of their sons remaining largely within the bounds of a 

hegemonic masculine gender expression. Additionally, grandfathers contribute to boys’ 

understanding of masculinity in similar ways although with a slightly stronger emphasis on 

traditional, hegemonic, expectations of boys. 

Heterosexual mothers play just as an important role of setting expectations and criticizing 

inappropriate forms of masculinity in young boys as the men in their lives do. Mothers typically 

expect their sons to enact elements of hegemonic masculinity in addition to some attributes that 

are more neutral such as having empathy and care for others, interpersonal communication skills 

to increase their emotional expressiveness, or an appreciation for appearance and style (Kane 
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2012; Messner 2007). Mothers expect their young children to be heterosexual and work to craft 

hegemonic masculinity in conjunction with that assumption (Martin 2009). Again, heterosexual 

mothers are recognizing the importance and status placed in the enactment of a hegemonic 

masculinity while simultaneously trying to inject more characteristics to make their sons well 

rounded. 

Contrastingly, some progressive heterosexual parents and LGBTQ parents are taking this 

a step further and are providing their children with a range of options to express their own gender 

identity. These parents are attempting to expand what is acceptable for their sons and daughters 

to wear, play, and behave by providing a “gender buffet” of options (Averett 2016). These 

options are a step towards undoing some of the gender binary on a small scale. Previous research 

shows most LGBTQ parents are reproducing traditional notions of masculinity and femininity in 

their sons and daughters (Berkowitz and Ryan 2011; Hequembourg 2007). This reproduction of 

dominant gender norms, rather than to challenge them, is in a response to others policing their 

parenting decisions due to their sexual orientation. 

Cultural Markers of Masculinity 

Athletic achievements are nearly synonymous with key markers of hegemonic 

masculinity including strength, power, and in most cases heterosexuality (Bowley 2013; Kimmel 

1994; Messner 1992; Messner 2007). Sport also requires the traditional masculine ideals of 

muscularity, risk, and physical prowess to compete successfully. Athletic participation 

sometimes requires a player to risk bodily injury in order to make a successful play (Messner 

1992). A recent study found some boys and young men also risk their long-term health by using 

steroids to increase their athletic abilities (DiClemente et al. 2014). Lastly, the evidence of long-
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lasting effects of concussions from sports participation is mounting each year (Daneshvar et al. 

2011). 

In contrast, musical talent or membership in the school band has been culturally linked to 

effeminate masculinity or physical meekness (Freer 2010; Gould 2012). Scholars have shown 

how individuals use stereotypes to categorize and make snap judgments about others using 

structured role identities (De Neys and Vanderputte 2011; Stryker 1968). Impression 

management becomes key to overcome a stigmatized identity (Goffman 1959). Particularly 

within a middle school and high school setting the stigmatized ‘nerd’ stereotype was attributed to 

participants in band (Kinney 1993). 

Student development theorists recently have argued for more attention on men’s gender 

issues (Harper and Harris III 2010). However, some scholars’ notions of masculinity primarily 

focus on men’s outdated fear of association with femininity, risky sexual behaviors, binge 

drinking, and violence against women and other men (Courtenay 2000b; Harper and Harris III 

2010; O’Neil et al. 1986). Personal identity is changing throughout various life stages as many 

life course sociologists note. Specifically, middle school and high school provide a context 

where an individual’s identity is heavily negotiated and mitigated among peers (Eccles and 

Roeser 2011). 

Boys and young men struggle with the demands of attaining appropriate masculinity and 

the harsh critiques of not measuring up to the societal expectations. Their same-sex peers police 

most often the behaviors and attitudes that fail to meet the masculine standards (Kimmel 2008; 

Pascoe 2007). Athletic participation is a key marker of appropriate masculinity and typically 

indicative of a higher status among peers (Eitzen and Sage 2012; Kimmel 1994; Messner 2007) 

than involvement in musical endeavors (Gould 2012). Adolescent peer groups traditionally view 
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musical talent in boys as effeminate or weak (Freer 2010). It is this threat of ridicule that impacts 

boys and young men’s health in addition to feelings of imposter syndrome when they actual meet 

the “Guy Code” (Kimmel 2008). 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND EXPECTATIONS 

In this dissertation, I seek to understand the effects on boys’ and men’s health when 

attaining or not attaining their ideal definitions of masculinity, and how boys use risky health 

behaviors to negotiate masculinity in middle school, high school, and college. I explore these 

questions in three chapters that specifically ask: 

(1) How can we understand definitions of masculinity compared to achievement or failure of 

masculine goals? 

(2) How does attainment of masculinity influence the ways in which boys and young men 

negotiate peer pressure to engage in risky behavior? 

(3) How do boys and young men understand role models’ impact in shaping their goals of 

masculinity? 

While there is extensive literature examining definitions of masculinity, there is little that 

explains the health outcomes of boys and men that meet their definitions of masculinity 

compared to those that do not attain their standards of masculinity. Engaging in risky health 

behaviors may signify conformity to definitions of masculinity, resistance to masculine 

definitions, or even indicate a coping mechanism. By understanding if middle school boys have 

more alternative definitions of masculinity (and potentially better health outcomes) than high 

school or college-aged men we could foster those attitudes into young adulthood. For instance, if 

middle school boys describe alternative notions of masculinity (regardless of their membership 
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to baseball or band) and they experience better health outcomes then they are pockets of 

potential that need to be fostered instead of limited to strict notions of hegemonic masculinity. 

DATA AND METHODS 

I focus my analysis on boys and young men who engage in organized activities that either 

define or challenge traditional masculine norms (baseball and band, respectively). I base my 

analysis on those involved in organized activities instead of a random sample of boys and men to 

ensure comparisons of boys and men that may view masculinity in alternative ways compared to 

those that may view it in more traditional ways. This comparative aspect to my research design is 

particularly important because prior research has suggested that boys and men involved in 

organized sports are more likely to learn tenets of hegemonic masculinity (especially from 

coaches and peers) than boys and men who are not involved in sport (Messner 1992). Baseball is 

one of the “big four” sports in North America and there are roughly 5 million boys that play 

baseball in the United States (Eitzen and Sage 2012; History of Little League 2014). In contrast, 

the musical arts are viewed by boys as “gentler pursuits” and are linked with physical meekness 

or a more feminine demeanor (Freer 2010; Gould 2012). These stereotypes present difficult 

challenges for boys who are attempting to negotiate the development of their masculine 

identities, and thus do not serve as an activity to construct their masculinity in a traditional 

fashion (Hall 2005; Harrison 2007). This research design has allowed me to draw comparisons 

between boys and men who are involved in activities that theoretically yield differing ideals of 

appropriate masculinity. Participation in baseball helps to define traditional masculine norms, 

whereas involvement in the school band may challenge hegemonic notions of masculinity. 

Furthermore, I designed this study to capture a snapshot of masculinity during the 

transition to adulthood. This study includes interviews with men who are adolescent boys and 
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young adults. Adolescence and young adulthood include critical points for identity development 

for individuals (Bowley 2013; Harris 2010; Messerschmidt 2000; Pascoe 2007). These ages are 

key stages for gender identity formation in particular due to the influences of peers in addition to 

family pressures (Kane 2012). 

Kids and young adults between the ages of 10-19 are pressured to engage in more risky 

behaviors than other age groups. Middle school aged boys may begin to experience issues related 

to body image and pressures from peers to engage in risky behaviors. High school aged boys 

may begin to experience greater forms of independence and self-sufficiency away from parents 

surrounded by their peer groups (CDC 2014). Young adult men, especially those in college, may 

be living away from home and experiencing financial independence. Many college experiences 

may also involve the presence of risky behaviors, for example binge drinking. 

This project uses semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with 87 boys and young men 

enrolled in middle school (n=27), high school (n=30), and college (n=30) about their definitions 

of masculinity, their health behaviors, and social activities. About half in each age group play 

baseball and half are in band. The middle and high schools are located in the same school 

district, and graduates traditionally attend the local university in the region. Thus, there is a great 

deal of similarity in demographic characteristics among students attending the three schools. The 

boys and young men in the sample are primarily white, middle-class, cisgender, and 

heterosexual. Although not everyone in this sample disclosed their sexuality, those who did 

asserted their attraction to women. Table 1.1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of the 

sample. 

13 



	  

    

     
     

 
     

     
     

 

         

          

         

       

           

        

         

         

           

           

            

           

           

    

  

           

        

          

Table 1.1. Demographic Characteristics 

Middle School High School College 
Baseball players n=12 n=15 n=15 
Band members n=15 n=15 n=15 
Median age (range) 12.78 (11-14) 16.47 (14-18) 19.6 (18-23) 
Percent white 89% 90% 90% 
Percent heterosexual 100% 100% 100% 

Throughout the data collection process, I kept daily contact with faculty and coaches 

assisting me. Interviewees at the middle and high school received parental consent documents 

upon voluntarily responding to my recruitment efforts during band meetings or baseball practice. 

Once students returned completed parental consent forms, I scheduled meetings with each 

participant directly. For college students, once they indicated their desire to participate in the 

interviews they completed consent documents and scheduled a time to be interviewed with me 

directly. In interviews, I asked questions to discover how boys and young men perceive 

masculinity and their own manhood, and how those perceptions shape their health decisions. 

Before the interview began, I received and reviewed the signed parental consent documents from 

middle and high school students, and the student and I completed assent procedures. I reviewed 

the signed consent forms of the college students and went through any questions they had about 

the project as well. For every interview, I had scripted questions to ensure a guided conversation, 

but I was prepared to abandon the scripted questions in favor of probing the participants’ 

experiences with masculinity and risky health behaviors (Bogdan and Biklen 1998; Ryan and 

Bernard 2010). 

As an unfamiliar female adult to the participants I interviewed, I had concerns about 

establishing rapport. However, given my background in coaching a variety of youth sports for 

many age groups, through which I gained experience interacting with adolescents, I did not sense 
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that rapport was difficult to establish in most interviews. During interviews, I built on Pascoe’s 

(2007) concept of a “least-adult” identity in order to solicit rich responses during interviews with 

the boys and men. In theory, a “least-adult” identity helps to diminish the asymmetrical balance 

of power between the participant and myself (Kvale and Brinkman 2009; Mishler 1986). I 

presented myself in a professional manner to gatekeepers in order to successfully gain access. 

However, during the interviews I dressed more casually and engaged the boys and men using 

their language throughout the interview. Of course, I recognize that even within the context of 

our interviews, evident and/or perceived lacks of understanding across multiple dimensions of 

intersectionality existed and as such, are places of consideration. While participants’ disclosures 

were likely shaped by these boundaries, I only perceived a hindrance in disclosures during a few 

instances with middle school band members. Rather than undermining the validity of my 

findings, I view this as strengthening them as the vast majority of boys and young men disclosed 

to me a great deal despite the boundaries of gender and age. 

I introduced each set of questions to the boys and young men in order to define the scope 

of the conversation and then asked follow-up and probing questions to prompt more explanation 

from the participant (Kvale 1996). These instances included simple nods or silent pauses to 

indicate for the participant to continue. They also included more explicit questions such as, 

“Could you say more about that?” or “What are some examples of that?” 

Interviews lasted on average 43 minutes (range = 18-112 minutes). With participants’ 

permission and parental permission for minors, I audio recorded each interview and transcribed 

each interview verbatim. I aimed to keep all speech patterns, grammar, and individual 

pronunciation while also maintaining readability during the analysis and reporting phases. I 

edited participants’ statements to show their pronunciation patterns and to remove some, but not 
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every instance of filler words and phrases such as, “umm” and “you know.” I analyzed 

transcripts first by open-coding each one in Atlas.ti. I then conducted multiple rounds of focused 

coding roughly organized around larger themes that emerged in the initial round of open coding. 

I proceeded until themes and patterns emerged from the data. After establishing key concepts 

and themes I then used those to finalize a coding scheme that was applied to all transcripts (Ryan 

and Bernard 2010). 

Some respondents described actions of risky behaviors that enact masculinity, resist 

masculinity, or even measures to cope with the definition of masculinity. I asked the boys and 

young men about their behaviors directly in order to understand the connection between their 

specific definition of masculinity and their practice of masculinity. Specifically, I was interested 

in understanding to what extent their physical and mental health is affected. While one behavior 

may indicate resistance to hegemonic masculinity in one boy another boy may enact that same 

behavior to show their agreement with notions of traditional masculinity. 

OVERVIEW OF THE CHAPTERS 

In Chapter Two, I analyze how boys and young men understand masculinity and 

manhood and how those definitions shape their health behaviors. The young men in this study 

typically understand masculinity in two ways—hegemonic or hybrid masculinities. I argue that 

attainment of desired masculinity, regardless whether it is hegemonic or hybrid, is key to one’s 

positive health behaviors. Young men who fail to reach their goals of masculinity describe risky 

health behaviors as ways to cope with or “prove” their masculinity. This results in a typology of 

masculine achievement noting the relationship between those who reach their goals of 

masculinity and those who fail to attain their gender goals. For those who fail to reach their 
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goals, they are more likely to participate in risky health behaviors compared to the young men 

who achieve their goals of masculinity. 

In Chapter Three, I explore how boys and young men negotiate the pressure by their 

peers to engage in sexual activity. Half of the boys and young men in this study describe feeling 

this pressure. They also explain feeling frustrated in their attempts to effectively negotiate their 

relationships and friendships with this pressure around them. I find that boys and young men 

negotiate peer pressures to engage in sexual encounters in one of three ways: avoidance by 

deflecting unwanted attention from peers onto others, acceptance by normalizing this pressure, or 

outright rejection of this expectation. 

In Chapter Four, I examine the influence role models have on boys’ and young men’s 

ideals of masculinity. Young men cite a range of role models including parents, coaches, 

teachers, and community leaders. My analysis demonstrates that boys and young men who cite 

both men and women as role models (compared to those who cite men only) are more likely to 

reach their desired masculinity. In reaching their goals of masculinity, they are more risk adverse 

overall. The young men who only cite men as role models, are typically failing to achieve their 

ideal masculinity and are engaging in risky behaviors. These risky behaviors manifest in either 

outwardly displays of aggression (e.g., physical altercations, binge drinking at parties) or the 

young men turn this aggression inward on themselves (e.g., social isolation, drug use, or acts of 

self-harm). 

In Chapter Five, I offer a summary of the important findings and theoretical contributions 

of the dissertation, and I address the implications of masculinity achievement—or failure—for 

our theoretical understanding of men’s gender identity development, one’s likelihood to engage 

in risky behaviors, and the rates of violence in our culture. This research contributes to several 
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areas of sociological scholarship including gender, sexuality, family, and youth studies. I 

conclude by addressing the limitations of this study and offer directions for future research that 

are suggested by the findings in these chapters. 

18 



	  

       

         

         

           

         

           

           

         

               

          

       

         

         

       

        

         

       

         

           

         

       

        

         

Chapter 2: A Typology of Masculinity: Achievements and Failures 

Scholars have noted historical shifts in constructions of masculinity throughout the last 

thirty years. In particular, the concept of hegemonic masculinity has been examined in a variety 

of spaces to better understand men’s interactions (Connell 1987, 1995; Katz 2006; Kimmel 1994; 

Messerschmidt 1993; Messner 1992). Hegemonic masculinity is understood as the normative and 

privileged performance of masculine gender expression. This set of behaviors and attitudes that 

are hegemonic typically means only white, heterosexual, wealthy, Christian males are able to 

achieve this standard of masculinity. Some characteristics of hegemonic masculinity include 

strength, sexual prowess, and dominance. While only a few men have a chance to enact it, all 

men are held in comparison to this near unattainable standard. Connell (1995) theorized various 

types of masculinity taking into account disadvantaged identities such as sexual orientation 

(subordinate masculinity) and racial background (marginalized masculinity). Scholars note these 

relationships to hegemonic masculinity within the gender system are all valued above 

femininities (Connell 1995; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). 

A growing body of literature examines hybrid masculinities—masculinities that piece 

together attributes of both traditional femininity and masculinity—in addition to aspects of 

marginalized and subordinate masculinities (e.g., Anderson 2009; Bridges and Pascoe 2014; 

Demetriou 2001; Messner 2007). This literature addresses significant transformations in men’s 

performance of gender to include more emotional expression, positive views on egalitarianism, 

and shared domestic labor between men and women. However, these new developments do not 

erase the unequal distribution of power between men and women in workplaces regarding wage 

inequity, within homes regarding gendered roles for caretaking responsibilities and home 

maintenance, or within intimate partner relationships regarding power imbalances. The new 
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developments of “hybrid masculinities may be best thought of as contemporary expressions of 

gender and sexual inequality” (Bridges and Pascoe 2014:247). This contemporary system of 

gender relations takes into account the changes among masculine gender performances of groups 

of men as an evolution of patriarchal control and not necessarily as a departure from the power 

imbalances inherent to the patriarchy. Thus, scholars want to better understand how masculinity 

impacts the individual (e.g., relationships with peers, personal sense of health) in addition to the 

broader implications it may have in society (e.g., violence trends, life expectancy for men). 

These perspectives overlook the specific ideals, or what I call gender goals, of individual 

boys and young men. These gender goals may shape how a young man sees himself in relation to 

others and how he behaves. Further, these perspectives do not account for whether individuals 

perceive that they meet or fail to attain their particular goals of masculinity. When someone fails 

to attain a desired goal they experience resistance or strain (Agnew 1992) and seek out ways to 

mitigate that strain. I argue instead for a more nuanced understanding of gender performance by 

examining young men’s goals of masculinity and whether they view themselves as attaining their 

standards or failing to meet their desired gender goals. By understanding these shortcomings by 

men in their process of masculinity achievement, we may better understand why a jock, for 

example, chooses to act out in violent ways against his classmates in school. We add nuance to 

the discussion of why men commit higher rates of violence against others or why others turn that 

violence inward and commit suicide. We may be better positioned to answer why a young man 

decides to target a concert, a movie theater, or an elementary school for a mass shooting. 

In this chapter, I argue that for boys, attainment of desired masculinity is key to one’s positive 

health behaviors. I find that while boys and young men recognize dominant notions of 

hegemonic masculinity most do not aspire to attain these ideals. My findings demonstrate that 
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those boys and young men who are secure in their gendered expressions are more likely to 

engage in safer, healthier behaviors. In contrast, the young men who are not able to attain their 

desired ideal of masculinity describe risky sexual practices, physical altercations, and episodes of 

binge drinking and drug use as ways to cope with or “prove” their masculinity. This results in a 

five-category typology showing the relations between those who attain their desired notions of 

masculinity (e.g., hegemonic or hybrid) compared to those who do not attain their goals. The 

fifth category comprises successful individuals who discuss a desire to construct their 

masculinity as no different than what “girls should do” and in doing so, reject the traditional 

bounds of a patriarchal gender hierarchy. 

My research provides a way to understand positive health outcomes experienced by those 

adhering to alternative definitions of masculinity (Anderson 2009; Connell 1995). More broadly, 

my research shifts the focus from understanding how boys and young men negotiate hegemonic 

masculinity and instead understand the implications and strain associated with attaining, or not 

attaining, one’s definition and expectations of masculinity. Not all boys, after all, are equally 

affected by the pressures of hegemonic masculinity. 

In the following sections I provide a review of the relevant literature contextualizing 

masculinities in American society and how ideals have shifted. I also situate this chapter in 

literature that examines the potential harms of risky health behaviors associated with masculine 

identity formation and performance in contemporary society. I then detail my research design 

and methods before discussing my findings and conclusions. 

MASCULINITY IN THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

Children are socialized at very early ages regarding norms of gender and appropriate 

behaviors associated with masculinity and femininity. The primary agent of socialization is the 
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family and parents have significant influence over their children’s ideals of gender. Children 

begin to experience gender policing by peers during elementary school, and by the time they 

reach high school it is rampant (Martin 1998; McGuffey and Rich 1999; Pascoe 2007). It is 

during middle school where kids continue to learn about their identity and specifically their 

sexual identities. During the transition to adulthood, individuals grapple with these identities in 

private and public spaces. Families play a significant role in gender socialization in addition to 

the more public arena of schools. Since our culture links masculinity with heterosexuality, some 

boys may feel pressured to assert their gender through their sexuality performances (DiClemente, 

et al. 2014; Eccles and Roeser 2011; Pascoe 2007). These gender performances may include 

outwardly directed expressions of risky behaviors such as physical altercations or heavy alcohol 

consumption at parties. They may also include inwardly directed expressions of risky behaviors 

such as drug use or continuously stifling emotions. This pressure to exhibit potentially risky 

health behaviors intensifies during high school and follows the boys into adulthood. 

Hegemonic Masculinity 

Hegemonic masculinity is characterized by traditional notions of men’s gendered 

expectations that includes Brannon’s (1976) tenets of masculinity: “No Sissy Stuff” (e.g., 

avoiding femininity and concealing emotions); “The Big Wheel” (e.g., being the breadwinner 

and being admired and respected); “The Sturdy Oak” (e.g., being physically tough and stoic); 

and “Give ‘em Hell” (e.g., being violent and daring). Connell (1987) argues hegemonic 

masculinity works to ensure a strict gender order where masculine attributes are valued and 

promoted and feminine traits are deemed of lesser status. It is important to note that definitions 

of hegemonic masculinity are historically and socially situated within the current time period. 
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Identity development and formation are key aspects of adolescence continuing through 

the transition to adulthood (Lareau 2011; Marcia 1966; Stryker 1980). Many sociologists note 

personal identity evolves and continues to change throughout various life stages. Specifically, 

middle school and high school provide a context where an individual’s identity is heavily 

negotiated and mitigated among peers (Eccles and Roeser 2011). Young men, traditionally, are 

pressured to construct their identities in opposition to femininity and to discount activities and 

emotions associated with femininity (Connell 1995; Kane 2012; Kimmel 2008; Pascoe 2007). 

Student development theorists recently have argued for more attention on boys’ gender issues 

(Harper and Harris III 2010). 

Building on West and Zimmerman’s (1987) theory of gender as an accomplishment, 

scholars note social contexts, including place, time, race, class, etc. shift the expected gender 

behaviors of boys and men. Traditional forms of gender expression including aggression or 

stoicism are situational accomplishments in many areas of boys’ and men’s lives. Health-related 

activities, beliefs, and behaviors are also ways to accomplish one’s gender. Such activities 

include work (Connell 1995), sports (Messner 2007; Messner and Sabo 1994), crime 

(Messerschmidt 1993), and sexual behaviors (Kimmel 2008; Messerschmidt 2000). Each of 

these activities incorporates health in some manner. Jobs typically held by men (such as 

construction or timber logging) are more often dangerous and physically demanding than the 

jobs held most often by women. Additionally, men engage in higher rates of violent crime than 

women. Lastly, unsafe sexual practices put both partners at risk of health-related issues such as 

sexual transmitted infections and for women, pregnancy. 
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Multiple Masculinities 

Within the overall framework of masculinity, Connell (1995) theorized other types of 

masculinity positioned below hegemonic masculinity on the cultural hierarchy. The 

subordination of gay men, or attributes of the gay identity, is culturally inferior to hegemonic 

masculinity. Subordinate masculinity accounts for non-heterosexual identities among men. 

Complicit masculinity includes most men who do not meet the normative standards of 

hegemonic masculinity, but who still retain the benefits of a patriarchal system. Complicit 

masculinity accounts for “the extensive compromises with women rather than naked domination 

or an uncontested display of authority” in fatherhood or marriage (Connell 1995:79). 

Currently, American cultural ideals of masculinity are thought to be under attack by a 

modern wave of the feminist movement (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Some scholars are 

arguing that hybrid masculinities actually piece together attributes of traditional femininity and 

masculinity using forms of complicit and subordinate masculinities (Anderson 2009; Bridges and 

Pascoe 2014). Many young men are constructing their masculinity outside the bounds of 

traditional, hegemonic masculinity and are shifting towards more inclusive or alternative 

expressions of masculinity. For example, Anderson (2009) notes the freedom for boys to explore 

behaviors and emotions traditionally deemed feminine, including emotional disclosure and 

support among teammates, among British rugby teammates as a sign of a better form of 

masculine identity and a distancing from traditional notions of hegemonic masculinity. 

Arguably, this space may allow for multiple forms of masculinity to exist simultaneously without 

creating a hierarchy privileging a traditional masculine performance over other performances 

that include emotional support or empathy for others. Some may perceive ultra-masculine rugby 

players as having “enough” masculinity to transcend into femininities. These gender 
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performances may be a step towards dismantling the gender hierarchy. However, my findings 

suggest both athletes and band members can explore attributes traditionally associated with 

femininity without penalty. 

Boys and young men struggle with the demands of attaining appropriate masculinity and 

the harsh critiques of not measuring up to the societal expectations. Their same-sex peers police 

most often the behaviors and attitudes that fail to meet the masculine standards (Kimmel 2008; 

Pascoe 2007). Athletic participation is a key marker of hegemonic masculinity and typically 

indicative of a higher status among peers (Eitzen and Sage 2012; Kimmel 1994; Messner 2007) 

than involvement in musical endeavors (Gould 2012). Adolescent peer groups traditionally view 

musical talent in boys as effeminate or weak (Freer 2010). It is this threat of ridicule that impacts 

boys and young men’s health in addition to feelings of imposter syndrome when they actual meet 

the “Guy Code” (Kimmel 2008). 

NAVIGATING SOCIETY’S EXPECTATIONS 

The boys and young men in my study describe aspects of many types of masculinity and 

these responses vary between and among band members and baseball players. In describing 

masculinity in broad terms, boys of both activities recognize the wider societal acceptance of 

traditional masculine norms. Responses to the question, “what does it mean to be a man” include 

many of Brannon’s (1976) four tenets of masculinity. Jack, a 14-year-old high school baseball 

player, explains in order to be a man, “you have to be mature, make the right choices, be strong, 

be tough, and do what you gotta do.” Blake, 18, plays in his high school’s band and states, “I 

mean, there are all those stereotype things. You gotta be a jock…a lot of people wanna have that 

tone, like a muscle body. You got to look out for other people. Like you just can’t leave 

everybody behind. You kinda have to sometimes carry them with you.” Brad echoes this 
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sentiment by stating, “Being a leader and a burden-bearer are two big things that I would say 

men should be able to do” (20, college baseball). All boys in this study could explain society’s 

preferences for young men to embody hegemonic masculinity in their daily lives, even if those 

standards are in opposition to their own beliefs. The young men who aspire to attain a more 

egalitarian approach to their masculine performance distinguish between society’s expectations 

and their own ideals. 

In relation to health behaviors, I argue the type of masculinity boys aspire to achieve does 

not matter. What does contribute to risky health behaviors is failing to attain one’s goals of 

masculinity. I break this into two broad categories, Attainers and Failures, and within each of 

these are the smaller subgroups taking into account the type of masculinity the boys aspire to 

achieve. The young men who view themselves as successful in reaching their masculinity goals 

are the Alphas and Outcasts. Those failing to attain their ideals of masculinity comprise the 

Alphas in Pursuit and the Closeted Outcasts. Table 2.1 illustrates this typology below. 

Table 2.1: Typology of Masculinity Achievement 

Meet goals? Accepts the Traditional Gender Hierarchy Rejects Traditional 
Gender Hierarchy 

Hegemonic Masculinity Hybrid Masculinity 

Attainers Alphas Outcasts 
n=16 n=30 

Failures Alphas in Pursuit Closeted Outcasts 
n=21 n=11 

Pockets of Potential 
n=9 

The table above also accounts for the unexpected responses, typically from middle school-aged 

boys, who currently reject the traditionally established gender hierarchy privileging masculinity 

over femininity. These boys talk about manhood as being a good person and not a good man. 
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They see no difference in the expectations for themselves in comparison to their female peers. In 

their eyes, everyone should be striving to become good people, not good men or women. 

Although these attitudes may change once they enter high school and college, it is important to 

note how this group of middle school-aged boys explain their masculinity compared to older 

young men. I call this group the Pockets of Potential because this particular set of ideals shows 

what is possible for the next generation of young adults. 

In the following sections I explain how young men in each group think about manhood 

and masculinity, and how those beliefs shape their health behaviors. 

Masculinity Achievement: The Attainers 

Alphas 

Some participants in this study describe to me their desire to embody attributes of 

hegemonic masculinity and are successful in attaining that ideal. I refer to this group as the 

Alphas. Young men of all ages fall into this category and both band and baseball players are 

represented. They largely view themselves as more popular in their particular schools, do not feel 

pressured to conform to anyone else’s standards, and do not feel the need to engage in risky 

behavior. 

Alphas understand manhood as solidly within the bounds of traditional, hegemonic ideals 

of masculinity. Brad is a 20-year-old Division I collegiate baseball player who appears relaxed 

and confident throughout our conversation. Brad is candid in discussing topics ranging from 

locker room banter among his teammates to the private conversations with his grandmother 

about his worry over sustaining additional concussions. Brad illustrates his traditional views of 

masculinity in his explanation of what it means to be a man and the characteristics a man should 

possess. He states, 
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To be a man, my ideals would be, you know you kinda gotta be tough at some 
times. You gotta be tough. Men have to be a little more rough around the edges, 
they don’t show as much emotion as women, they keep that to themselves. I think 
that men are normally the burden-bearers of families. If something goes wrong 
they are the ones you confide in for the most part, and they are able to take it. 
They basically absorb it and push it down deep and they don’t really show it off to 
anyone else. They don’t really confide in family members or girlfriends or wives. 
You have to be brave and courageous, you have to be supportive of your kids, 
family, brother, sisters, anybody in your life. A man’s support goes a long way. 
Definitely being brave or courageous and being able to chase after whatever it is, 
dreams or goals, being able to do that kind of stuff. I think showing others they 
can chase after it too, by being a leader is a big part. Being a leader and a burden-
bearer are two big things that I would say men should be able to do. 

In his explanation he touches on each of Brannon’s (1976) four tenets of masculinity. A 

man is not supposed to show emotion, “they keep that to themselves.” A man is supposed to be a 

big wheel, “being able to chase after whatever it is.” A man is supposed to give ‘em hell, “being 

brave or courageous.” Lastly, a man is supposed to be a sturdy oak, “the burden-bearers of 

families.” 

Anthony is an 18-year-old teammate of Brad and further explains the sturdiness men 

need to embody. He says manhood means, “being able to put stuff deep down and being able to 

get it out later when you’re by yourself. Being able to be strong for others. I think that’s a huge 

thing when it comes to manhood.” Anthony articulates the emotional stoicism expected of men 

in our society. If a man experiences adversity or a hardship, he should manage his emotional 

response to the situation in the moment and “get it out later” when he’s alone. This sentiment is 

echoed in many of the young men’s responses. 

The components of hegemonic masculinity are well understood among boys at younger 

ages as well. Josh, a 16-year-old high school baseball player, explains that to him, being a man 

means, “Being someone people look up to and having leadership and integrity. Kind of like 
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being the main person in a family. You have to be the authority figure.” Another main point of 

hegemonic masculinity, being the breadwinner, is underpinning Josh’s ideals of manhood. 

The boys and young men reaching their goals of hegemonic masculinity discuss their 

aspirations alongside potential consequences if they fail to reach their goals. Evan, a 13-year old 

middle school band member, explains being a man means, “being big and tough. You know, you 

have to grow up to be strong and big. You can’t be called, like, a wimp.” Alex, an 18-year old 

high school baseball player, reiterates this point by saying, “Girls have more pressures but guys 

have the ability to be tough and have muscles. All they [guys] need to do is not act like a girl or 

be called, well, a bitch.” Both responses include a possible repercussion if one is unable to meet 

the expectations of manhood; he may be called demeaning names. 

Young men in the Alphas and other groups in this study articulate the full spectrum of 

derogatory names boys are called in reaction to perceived masculine missteps. They mention 

hearing everything from “wimp” and “sissy” to “bitch” and “pussy.” These comments are 

misogynistic and degrading to women in that in order to insult a man you refer to him using 

feminine epithets. However, the Alphas and Outcasts do not express being bothered by these 

comments nor are they engaging in risky behaviors to enact or cope with the pressures around 

masculinity. 

Outcasts 

In contrast to the Alphas, most boys and young men in my sample articulate a desire to 

attain hybrid notions of masculinity and are also successful in reaching their gender goals. I refer 

to this group as the Outcasts because a handful of young men falling into this category actually 

refer to themselves as outcasts during interviews. Lucas, 18, and Brian, 16, high school band 

members, describe themselves explicitly as “outcasts” while reflecting on how they see 
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themselves in comparison to their peers. Baseball players echo this sentiment as well. Brady, 17, 

and Colin, 19, who play for their high school and college teams respectively, believe they are 

outcasts among their teammates because of their alternative views of masculinity. Despite 

viewing themselves as outcasts, most participants in this study actually fit into this category. 

Outcasts are successful in reaching their goals of an alternative masculinity. They view 

masculinity as forgoing some notions of hegemonic masculinity to include traditionally feminine 

qualities such as empathy for others, emotional expression, and cooperation with others. Lucas, 

18, tells me, “Manhood means being supportive and strong like that.” Like the Alphas, they do 

not feel pressured to be something different from who they are and they feel no need to engage in 

risky behavior. 

John is a 14-year old who plays in his high school’s band, and discussing the qualities a 

man should possess, states, “I think a man should be very caring toward the people they love but 

also have some backbone in them so they can stick up for themselves but not be too aggressive. 

He can’t be getting into fights. You have to enjoy and love the people that you are with.” In this 

he references being emotionally open, a traditionally feminine quality, while maintaining “some 

backbone.” Throughout this interview John continuously articulates this balance between 

masculine and feminine attributes. On one hand, he says men have to be able to assert 

themselves in service of protecting others. Yet, a man cannot be too aggressive and “he can’t be 

getting into fights.” This shows the inclusion of emotional openness while still balancing a more 

traditional notion of masculinity. 

A fellow band member of John’s explains this tenuous balance in further detail. Noah, 

17, argues, 

A man should be respectful, and like, [6 second pause] he should just like be a 
respectful man and good to others…It’s not what people usually think like, “Oh 
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I’m a manly man. I can do this and do this.” It’s not really what you can do, it’s 
the things you show I think. Being a hardworking person and like being respectful 
and persevering through things when it gets tough. A man is that one person 
helping to support others to get through stuff. 

Noah flexes his biceps during his remarks to illustrate a ‘manly man’ and then relaxes back into 

a comfortable position in his chair. By doing so, he seems to make the distinction between 

himself and ‘manly men’ and he is comfortable in not identifying as one. He gives two poignant 

examples of things his high school peers would think is unmanly behavior. 

Eating, maybe like, a strawberry ice cream cone. Or like, rainbow sprinkles. Like, 
if I told some people, I like those, on my ice cream, they’d probably be like, 
“What, rainbow sprinkles?! That’s a little weird, don’t you think?” And then 
doing stuff like the musical. I feel like, some people might think if you’re in the 
musical or the play, they might be like, “Oh, that’s not something a man should 
do.” 

Here Noah concisely summarizes the gender policing behavior that perpetuates among peers 

across the country. He is explaining the constraints of masculine definitions and yet, he does not 

care. Noah mentions his participation in the school musical each year and when I ask if he 

receives any pushback he says, “Nope, but I wouldn’t, like, let that get in the way of it.” 

For others in the Outcasts, characteristics of manhood are also things women should be 

embodying as well. Strength, perseverance, and tenacity are all characteristics that are easily 

attributed to masculinity yet many young men also believe their female peers should possess 

these qualities. Brady, a 17-year old high school baseball player, follows up some of his thoughts 

about masculinity as qualities femininity and women should embrace. 

I think a large part of being a man is being there for people that you care about. 
Being dependable, and never like giving up on other people or something that you 
believe in. I think that’s a large part of being a man. Just like, the determination 
and being able to fight through things. Although, I feel like that’s just an 
important characteristic for anyone to have, ya know? ‘Cuz, I feel like a woman 
should have that—anybody should have that, regardless of what it means to be a 
man or not. As a man…I think a man is hardworking, then again I think women 
should be that too…This is hard! Wow…Strong, but not in a physical sense 
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necessarily. If they are, all the more power to them. But I don’t feel like a man is 
defined by his physical strength, I believe emotional and mental strength is also a 
large part of being a man. You have to be able to deal with issues that come 
up…but at the same time people make mistakes…And I think a large part of 
being a man is being able to admit that you’re wrong; being able to ask for help. 

At first glance, Brady embodies the stereotypical All-American image. He’s tall for his age and 

is an all-star in the local baseball leagues. Many of his peers refer to his popularity during 

interviews but are quick to describe him as a good guy who is humble and kind toward others. 

Brady notes the importance of everyone being strong and hardworking. These are not qualities 

limited to men. Additionally, he asserts the significance of men admitting their mistakes or faults 

and then asking for help when they need it. This point is an example of hybrid masculinity that 

surpasses outdated stereotypes of men never asking for directions or help when they require it. 

The evolution of one’s ideas about masculinity occurs as they age into young adulthood. 

Like any other opinion or ideal, they shift over time with life experiences and events shaping 

more developed thoughts. This evolution is presented by another Outcast named Dave. He is a 

20-year old collegiate baseball player, who says, 

Growing up I was very close minded…I mean, white, conservative family…be a 
man means you’re strong, take care of yourself, take care of your children, take 
care of your wife. Now I go out in the real world all men are different. I don’t 
think I’m any less of a man than somebody who is in the band or does dance. I 
have plenty of friends who are like that too and into the arts and I consider them 
still men. I don’t think that’s a trait that’s very common amongst my other 
teammates though. 

Dave describes the negative view some may hold of men who participate in unmanly musical 

activities such as band or dance. He distances himself from those views to show that he is 

different from his peers. Dave views a range of activities are open to men and one’s masculinity 

is not called into question by merely participating in these activities. When asked for clarification 

on why he sees his views contrasting his teammates’ views he continues, 
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Because they are “the big tough jock” [air quotes from participant] and “the 
dorky geeky band kid” [more air quotes] isn’t a man. A lot of them would say 
that which…I…I was absolutely that way. I went to an all-boys high school so 
that’s how it was there. Stuff like this has come up a lot and I have had a lot of 
exposure like different types of men and it has helped change my perspective over 
a while. I’d say at the end of the day being a man is standing up for yourself, no 
matter what you like to do. You stand up for yourself and your loved ones. It’s not 
about physical strength either. A man always takes care of his family that’s I think 
one thing you could say about any man. But what they like to do or what they 
prefer it’s a man’s choice. 

Dave illustrates how perspectives on masculinity may shift as someone grows up and is exposed 

to a range of people. He directly notes the importance of this exposure in the evolution of what 

he sees as appropriate manhood. He determines one’s interests do not make or fail to make 

someone a man. Rather, Dave argues, a man is determined based on his ability to stand up for 

himself and loved ones. 

Both groups of young men who were successful in attaining their desired sense of 

masculinity, the Alphas and the Outcasts, view themselves as healthier and more risk adverse 

than those who are not able to successfully embody their desired masculinity. Alphas and 

Outcasts nearly universally do not engage in risky behaviors. Participants report little to no use 

of alcohol or tobacco products. They are not using any type of illicit drugs or having unprotected 

sexual encounters. Finally, Alphas and Outcasts report little to no instances of mental health 

problems such as depression, self-harm, or anxiety. 

Masculinity Achievement: The Failures 

There is a smaller subset of boys in my sample who talk about their perceived 

shortcomings in failing to attain their desired sense of masculinity. This includes both those who 

aspire to achieve hegemonic masculinity and those who want to reach more alternative notions of 

masculinity. These two groups describe feeling pressure to conform to dominant societal 

standards of masculinity. I refer to the group of young men wishing to attain hegemonic 
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masculinity but believe they are failing as Alphas in Pursuit. These young men uphold the 

importance and supremacy of hegemonic masculinity but articulate their shortcomings in their 

pursuit of this goal. The second group of young men failing to attain their goals wishes to reach 

more alternative notions of masculinity. I refer to this group as Closeted Outcasts. They feel 

pressure from parents and family members to conform to traditional masculinity but feel more at 

ease and acceptance around their friends to embody more alternative notions of masculinity. 

Alphas in pursuit 

Alphas in Pursuit view masculinity in traditional terms. They view masculinity as being 

physically powerful, dominant over others, and devoid of emotions. During our conversation 

after his middle school band practice, Max, 13, tells me, “You gotta be a tough guy to get by.” 

Matt, 18, articulates some of these points during his interview and in my limited observations of 

his high school baseball team’s practices during recruitment. He mentions his frustration with 

having a relatively short stature compared to his peers. During our interview he states, 

A man, in my eyes, he's gotta be masculine. He's gotta be like the head of the 
family, in charge of things. Everything relies on a man. Um, not saying, there's 
nothing wrong with women but men are generally more stronger; just physically 
better at things…Men are generally better at most things. So being a man, it's 
kinda like, you want to be a leader…Most likely everything falls on you. So if 
something goes wrong, or something needs to be fixed, I feel like it's the man's 
job to do that duty, to make sure that everything is taken care of, that everything is 
set in stone correctly. 

These comments show a broader dominance of men over women in Matt’s eyes. Overall, he 

views men as being physically dominant and situationally dominant compared to women. During 

the recruitment phase at one of his team’s practices where I explain what the study is about he 

remarks to his teammates, “Just man up and do it [the interview]. Don’t be a pussy. She’s easy.” 

Matt ends this comment by putting his hands on his hips and arching his eyebrow in a suggestive 

manner. Some of his teammates roll their eyes while others ignore his comment entirely. In this 
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moment, he simultaneously asserts himself as more of a man compared to his teammates while 

also marking me as beneath him in some way by referring to me as “easy.” This is a clear 

example of scholars’ argument that boys and young men demean others in order to assert their 

masculinity thus, increasing their position in the hierarchy (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; 

Kimmel 2008; Pascoe 2007). 

Underpinning Matt’s comments is a desire to be in control of others, things, and 

situations. Often participants express this sentiment as protection over the home, family, or 

romantic partners. Ron, 18, talks about going on dates with his girlfriend after his high school 

baseball games, “A man should be able to provide for his woman. I’ll get my girlfriend because I 

hate to have her pay for things. And being 2016, that’s kind of old-fashioned, but I just don’t like 

seeing her spend her money on food and things so whenever she’s with me, I like to pay for stuff 

because I feel like that’s my job.” 

Mark, a 12-year old middle school band member reiterates another facet of the protective 

component of traditional masculinity when he says being a man means, “being the one to protect 

over the house from anything bad happening. A man sacrifices himself even with little things 

like going out into the cold just to go get the car for us so we can stay warm.” He recognizes 

men’s role as the protector of the home even in minor instances, such as warming up the car 

alone. When asked to describe the type of man he wants to be when he’s older he echoes this 

role. Mark says he wants “to be really strong so I defend my house…I guess I’ll also have a 

really great beard.” 

The young men in this study discuss internal traits just as often as physical characteristics 

men should embody. Louis, 17, who plays baseball for his high school, adds to this by making an 

observation on a man’s physical appearance in that he “should have hair on his chest.” The 
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Alphas in Pursuit talk about the physical attributes in greater detail compared to other groups. 

Most often, they discuss these when I ask about their shortcomings regarding their own 

masculinity. These shortcomings are well known to the boys starting at young ages. 

The youngest to articulate feeling inadequate in his masculinity was 12-year old Thomas. He 

plays in the middle school band and was quick to sign up for an interview. His comments are 

thoughtful and filled with detail for someone his age. Thomas explains his desire for a traditional 

masculinity but does not see himself reaching those goals. He states, 

My doctor always tells me that I am very under height and I am very underweight 
of most men my age. Also, a lot of people say like whenever I am at a swimming 
pool a lot of people ask me if my parents starve me as a joke. You can really see 
my rib cage. I eat a lot. I work out a lot. I try to gain muscle and weight and I 
can’t really gain height but I try to work out a lot so I can finally meet up to his 
expectations that are expected of me to be a man. If you are a man you always 
have to be able to protect yourself I guess. If there is a significant other then you 
always have to end up protecting them sometimes. So you have to meet up to 
those expectations so you can finally be the one that can save yourself. 

Again, the expectation that a man will protect and save others is underpinning Thomas’ 

consternation about his slight build. He feels some pressure to bulk up in order for protection. He 

continues by explaining activities he is doing to compensate for his height and weight, “I am still 

classified as a boy. I wish I could be called a man for once. Like just to be able to do something 

that could get me as a man. I am shooting guns, riding four-wheelers, yeah, that’s pretty manly I 

guess. But that still doesn’t really classify me as a man.” In response to what it would mean to 

him if he were called a man he says, 

It would mean very much. It would mean that I finally matured in society enough 
to actually have high expectations from people and it allows me to do many more 
things than I have ever done. I saw this YouTube video of a guy mixing stump 
remover, which is mostly potassium nitrate and sugar. It made this smoke bomb 
stuff. I really wanted to make that but my parents said that when I can get called 
like a man or anything and when I am finally mature enough in society to be a 
man then I can do that. 
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Thomas views potentially risky behaviors as markers of manhood yet; he struggles with not 

being classified as a man. Currently, at 12 years old he views masculinity as being big and tough. 

He is shooting guns and riding four-wheelers in his attempt at being seen as a “real man” and 

aspires to make smoke bombs. 

These feelings of inadequacy are prevalent throughout the Alphas in Pursuit statements, 

regardless of age. Returning to Matt’s comments, he explains his own masculine shortcomings 

by talking about his current employment situation in contrast to his father’s upbringing. 

I've been out of a job for like a couple weeks…and it's been really like, making 
me feel down about myself that I can't find myself a job…But that's really what's 
kind of like making me feel like less like of a man…Not being able to work. My 
dad has had a job his whole life. He juggled school, baseball, a job, any sports or 
anything like that. I feel like if I don't have a job, I feel like I'm not providing for 
myself and I'm not supporting myself. So, I feel like I need to rely others to help 
me and I feel like that's not being a man, that's asking for help. I make big 
comparisons, like to me compared to some of my teammates, I'm smaller, I'm not 
built, I'm not huge. But then again I look at others that are more deprived than I 
am and I feel bad for those people because that's being less of a man. 

Matt returns to the notion that a man’s ability to financially support himself is a key marker of 

masculinity. Not only does he note the physical ideals of masculinity but Matt also remarks on 

his relative positioning compared to other young men his age. He fully recognizes the hierarchy 

of men and masculinities of which many scholars find in their research. His response also 

illustrates how fathers and other paternal figures shape boys’ ideals of masculinity. 

Alphas in Pursuit exhibit a potentially problematic level of annoyance directed at others 

and society in general. They feel aggrieved due to their perceived failure to attain the traditional 

notions of hegemonic masculinity. They view themselves as smaller, weaker, or less of a man 

compared to their male peers. Additionally, Alphas in Pursuit explain the pressures from their 

peers to “man up” and become more of a “macho” man. In order to mitigate this pressure, they 

feel they must prove their masculinity and manhood through physical demonstrations of their 
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strength, toughness, or sexual prowess. These outwardly risky behaviors put themselves and 

others in potentially harmful situations. I will expand on the influence of peers and role models 

more in the following chapters. 

Closeted outcasts 

The other group of young men who are unable to reach their goals of alternative 

masculinity are the Closeted Outcasts. Closeted Outcasts aspire to achieve a masculinity that 

includes elements of cooperation, care towards others, and viewing their female peers as equals. 

I refer to this group as the Closeted Outcasts because the young men describe being able to 

embody alternative notions of masculinity around their friends but face pressures from their 

parents, coaches, or other figures of authority to adhere to more traditional masculine norms. 

They explain the differences in their actions around their friends compared to their parents as 

necessary to avoid conflict, additional pressures, or other adverse interactions. 

Bill, a 16-year old high school band member, describes his goals of masculinity, saying, 

“I just think that being a man is to be supportive of others. You have to be kind and nice to 

everyone and well, I’m helping other people with schoolwork and helping them learn their 

music. Some trumpet players need help to get the high notes and them just knowing their 

fingerings and music…And, I just am always there for people when they need it.” He reiterates 

the need for men to show their feelings towards others throughout our conversation. Bill tells me 

he and his girlfriend talk about this point often and he tries to exemplify this around his male 

peers too. However, his parents and teachers try to stifle his emotions in some instances. He 

shares: 

At a graduation ceremony for our elementary school I couldn’t stop crying ‘cuz I 
actually liked that place. So I was crying and then, my [male] teacher just came 
up and said, “act like a man.” So I just like, stopped crying for like a little bit and 
then it just came back again when we had to leave afterwards. Then my parents 
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told me the same thing. I just took it to mean like, stop crying. And I don’t know 
why they said that, it’s, it’s okay to cry. 

Bill seems caught between two sets of expectations. On the one hand, he wants to exemplify 

more alternative notions of masculinity around his friends and in his relationship with his 

girlfriend. On the other hand, he struggles with maintaining a more traditional masculine image 

around his parents. 

Nathan, 18, a fellow band member of Bill’s, echoes this struggle of being able to act one 

way around his girlfriend but then feeling limited in his expression around his friends. 

Sometimes I feel like every guy I talk to, nobody wants to be in a relationship. 
“Oh, I just want to do this with this person and I don’t want a relationship.” None 
of them are looking for it. Where I have been in a relationship for two years and I 
am so happy. I am glad I am in a relationship and a lot of guys are afraid even if 
they are in a relationship to actually show emotions, that they care. They are 
afraid people will make fun of them if they post something on social media then 
people joke around with them about it. 

When asked for clarification, he responds, “Like a picture of them two and be like, ‘Oh I love 

you.’ A stupid thing like that. Sometimes that will be brought up between guys and stuff 

especially if you do it often. I feel like guys are afraid to do that. I am really not. I just kind of do 

my own thing. I show that I care…I make sure she feels important. I feel like a lot of guys don’t 

do that.” Nathan explains a similar experience of being caught between two sets of expectations 

much like Bill describes. This predicament left the Closeted Outcasts to perform their 

masculinity in one way around one group of people and then switch to their preferred 

masculinity around those with whom they felt comfortable being their true selves. 

Additionally, Closeted Outcasts experience generational differences in ideals of 

masculinity. Vance, a 20-year old collegiate baseball player believes a man is, 

Someone that can support themselves. Someone that’s responsible. Acts in a kind 
way to others and has polite manners. My dad always used to say, “Be a man, 
don’t be a…” I don’t want to swear on this but…“don’t be a bitch about anything. 
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Man up to it. Act professional.” It’s kind of a tough one though. I don’t really 
think you need to man up to it all. [8-second pause then whispers] ‘Be a 
man’…it’s a tough one. 

Vance directly illustrates the inconsistency between his own ideals of masculinity and what he is 

taught by his father. He expresses difficulty in being able to have open conversations with his 

teammates about emotional topics such as, a death in his family and the end of his relationship 

with his former girlfriend. He explains that he was taught a man “pushes it down and deals with 

it on his own, alone” in reference to his heartbreak and sadness during these events. 

Closeted Outcasts face external pressures to conform to more traditional norms of 

masculinity. However, these pressures are mostly from older, authority figures in the boys’ lives. 

Often the boys describe different expectations their fathers, grandfathers, or uncles have for them 

in their enactment of a “better” masculinity. These figures tell the boys to “suck it up,” “man 

up,” and “stop whining.” Closeted Outcasts describe the inwardly risky behaviors they engage in 

to mitigate the pressures from paternal and authority figures, such as drug use, social isolation, 

and acts of self-harm. I will discuss these responses in more detail in the following chapters. 

Pockets of Potential 

The final group in this sample rejects the assumed premise of men’s dominance over 

women. These boys define successful manhood as being a good person. They hold the same 

expectations for their female peers in that everyone should strive to be good people rather than 

good men or women. The Pockets of Potential are mainly middle school boys and play either 

band or baseball for their school. Similar to the Alphas and Outcasts, they are not engaging in 

risky health behaviors and seem confident and secure in their ideals of masculinity. 

Timothy, 12, argues for similar expectations for both men and women. He says, “You’re 

expected to be stronger than women or like other people because you’re kind of like expected to 
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be the person who protects other people. It’s not just like one person’s job. It’s not just a guy’s 

job but it’s women’s job too. We should all be able to like protect each other.” His fellow band 

member Joseph, 13, echoes this sentiment, “Pretty much whatever a guy can do a girl can do too. 

I don’t feel anything special.” The expectations of men should not be limited to boys because 

they express a desire for their female peers to fulfill these as well. 

Another participant, Jonathan, 13-year old middle school baseball player, explains the 

responsibility boys his age deal with. He states guys, 

have to try as hard as they can in everything they do…school, sports, everything. I 
don’t think there’s really any set way they should act or look like. There’s really 
no “one way.” [He uses air quotes] They’re always determined, they don’t give 
up…Girls too. Girls should be determined too. They try to make the best out of 
what they have. If you have a bad situation, you try to make it better as many 
ways as you can. 

Jonathan argues for similar expectations for both boys and girls. He expects girls to be 

just as headstrong and persevere as much as he is expected. Some boys in the Pockets of 

Potential see no privileges inherent to being a boy or a girl. Jrue, a 12-year-old band member, 

agrees that the expectations for boys and girls are the same and that success means being a good 

person. He ends our conversation by saying, “Guys are just guys. It is very hard to explain. There 

are no advantages of being a guy over a girl. None at all. Just you’re a guy or you're a girl, no 

advantages.” Older participants carry this ideal as well. James, a 14-year-old high school band 

member, explains in response to a question about the characteristics or values a man holds, 

states, “I don't really see men too much different from women. To me, people are pretty much 

just people to me.” 

Later in my conversation with Jonathan, in response to what he would change about the 

expectations of masculinity, he says, 
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If everyone were all nice then there wouldn’t be as many problems on the planet. 
Like how we have wars and stuff and everybody’s kind of crazy out there and all 
the bad people out there. If we changed what it means to be a man then they 
wouldn’t have as many wars and it could help it a lot more and there’d be a lot 
more people who survive and it would just be better. And I think that maybe we 
could work on other things than war and building guns and weapons and then we 
could maybe increase technology and increase our community a lot better. 

Jonathan’s last few comments illustrate the hope that is prevalent in these ideals of masculinity. 

He astutely remarks on the connection between masculinity and violence in our society and in 

the world more broadly. This summarizes the hope for the next generation in their construction 

of gender relations. 

I suggest that an individual boy’s health is not necessarily linked to the type of 

masculinity one is embodying but rather if the individual boy is able to reach their goals of 

masculinity. Further, I argue that failing to attain one’s goals of masculinity creates discrepancies 

where risky, or unhealthy, behaviors can be used to cope with or compensate for their 

shortcomings. 

CONCLUSION 

Based on the analysis in this chapter, I suggest a typology that allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of the performance of masculinity that takes into account the individual goals for 

one’s masculine gender identity and whether they are currently successful in attaining those 

goals or not. This five-category typology shows the relationships between those who are 

attaining their desired notions of masculinity (e.g., hegemonic or hybrid) compared to those who 

are not attaining their goals currently. The fifth category provides an example of the rejection of 

current hierarchical gender relations and may be evidence of continued progress towards 

egalitarian gender relations. It is not because they are simply young and naïve. There are Pockets 
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of Potential in high school and college as well. Additionally, middle school-aged boys articulate 

a range of gender goals and are also found in each of the other four groups. 

Health behaviors are not simply a performance of hegemonic masculinity in boys and 

young men as previously understood. It is also too simplistic to argue those adhering to 

hegemonic masculinity engage in more risky health behaviors than those adhering to hybrid 

masculinities. I argue there is a nuanced way to understand such behaviors, one that takes an 

individual’s definitions of masculinity into account. Rather than simply an enactment of 

hegemonic masculinity, risky health behaviors may be a manifestation of discrepancies between 

societal expectations and an individual’s desired sense of masculinity. Those discrepancies may 

result in strain. Strain theory places an emphasis on the achievement of positively valued goals as 

the marker for negative behaviors (Agnew 1992), including, as I argue here, risky health 

behaviors. Strain results from the failure to achieve these goals or attain the valued status. 

Essentially, strain occurs when boys do not meet their aspired definition of masculinity, and in 

some instances risky behaviors may be the manifestation of that strain. Moreover, discrepancies 

related to varying definitions of masculinity tend to result in different risky behaviors among 

those that cannot attain their desired masculinity. 

Those who are unable to successfully reach their desired masculinity, regardless of the 

type they wish to attain, engage more often in risky health behaviors. Risk taking may be a 

manifestation of the discrepancies boys and young men negotiate when they seek to reconcile 

their desired notions of masculinity with their achieved masculinity. The participants who sought 

to reach hegemonic masculinity but were unable to achieve it engaged in more outwardly, or 

public, risky behaviors (e.g., physical altercations or binge drinking at parties) compared to the 

boys who failed to achieve hybrid notions of masculinity. These participants typically engaged in 
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risky health behaviors that were turned inward to cope with their failed sense of masculinity 

(e.g., cultivate emotional numbness or binge drink alone). The actions of both groups are in stark 

contrast to those who achieved their goals of masculinity. The boys and young men who reached 

their goals, whatever those goals were, did not feel pressures to compensate or mitigate their 

failed attempts at their desired masculinity. Their attainment of or failure to reach their goals is 

part of a larger process of masculinity achievement. Failure or achievement of gender goals is 

not a constant state and an individual must reaffirm their gender performance (West and 

Zimmerman 1987). I expand on this argument of achievement as a process in more detail in the 

next two chapters of this dissertation. 

I continue my analysis in the following chapters. In the third chapter I examine how boys 

and young men negotiate the pressures to pursue and engage in sexual encounters with their 

female peers. In the fourth chapter I examine how familial relations and role models shape boys’ 

and young men’s desired notions of masculinity. 
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Chapter 3: Masculinity, Sexuality, and Peer Pressure 

Many contemporary young men construct their gender identity outside the bounds of 

traditional, hegemonic masculinity and are shifting towards more inclusive or alternative 

expressions of masculinity. In contrast to a near-exclusive focus on hegemonic masculinity 

(Connell 1987), a growing number of scholars are examining these “hybrid masculinities” that 

piece together attributes of traditional femininity and masculinity or forms of complicit and 

subordinate masculinities (Anderson 2009; Bridges and Pascoe 2014). How do boys and young 

men define masculinity today? And what, if any, are the impacts of peer pressure on sexual 

relations for those who meet (or fail to meet) one’s definition of masculinity? 

While there is extensive literature examining definitions of masculinity, there is little that 

explains how boys negotiate peer pressure to engage in sexual relations, and how those 

negotiations may differ among different age groups of men. This chapter focuses on the 

relationship between peer pressure and sexuality among young men trying to reach their 

masculinity goals (for a lengthier discussion of masculinity theories, refer to chapter one of this 

dissertation). 

By understanding if middle school boys have more inclusive definitions of masculinity 

(and/or more capable of resisting peer pressures) than high school or college-aged men, we could 

foster those attitudes into young adulthood. For instance, if middle school boys describe 

alternative notions of masculinity and they experience more successful resistance to peer 

pressures, then they are pockets of potential that need to be fostered, instead of limited to 

traditional conflations of heterosexuality and masculine gender expression. 

Previous research has argued that a significant part of masculinity is proving one’s 

heterosexuality and that sexual experiences contribute to a successful performance of a 
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masculine identity (e.g., Connell 1995; Kimmel 2008). Previous research also illustrates how 

rejection from female peers contributes to self-inflicted violence and violence against women 

(Klein 2012). Their same-sex peers police most often the behaviors and attitudes that fail to meet 

the masculine standards (Kimmel 2008; Pascoe 2007). 

This chapter examines how personal notions of masculinity held by boys and young men 

are used to mitigate the pressure to engage in sexual relations with girls and women. I analyze 

data from interviews with 87 middle school, high school, and college-aged young men who 

participate in their school’s band or baseball team. About half of the study participants describe 

experiences with peer pressure to date and have sexual encounters. I argue that boys and young 

men are struggling to balance their personal notions of masculinity as being respectful and kind 

to others with consistent pressure from their peers to engage in sexual relations with girls and 

women in order to “prove” themselves to their friends. I find that boys employ various strategies 

to negotiate these pressures in their everyday lives including avoidance by using humor to deflect 

attention, acceptance by normalizing this pressure, and outright rejection of this particular 

expectation. I conclude with an explanation of the limitations of this particular study and suggest 

future avenues of research to build on these findings. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

As discussed in chapter one, scholars examine a range of masculinity theories across 

various intersections of identities. Hegemonic masculinity is positioned at the top of the 

hierarchy of masculine identities, and is currently characterized in the U.S. by emotional 

stoicism, dominance, toughness, and heterosexuality (Brannon 1976; Connell 1987). Alternative 

or hybrid notions of masculinity allow for the individual to embody characteristics traditionally 

associated with femininity such as emotional expression, cooperative relationships, and valuing 
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egalitarian relations between men and women. Additional theories of masculinity examine 

gender at the intersections of other social identities including race, socioeconomic class, ability 

status, religious affiliation, or sexual orientation. 

Adolescence & the Transition to Adulthood 

Adolescence, ages 10-17, is largely characterized as a time when self-exploration takes 

place and individuals are uncovering their personal identities. Adolescents are actively looking at 

themselves to figure out who they really are and where they fit in the larger world (Erikson 

1968). They are simultaneously building and discovering their self-identity (see review by 

Steinberg and Morris 2001). The concept and development of an individual’s self-identity draws 

significantly from foundational studies of symbolic interaction (Goffman 1955; Lofland 1969; 

and Mead 1967). The concepts surrounding the construction of the self are deeply intertwined 

with how an individual projects their image to the social environment around them. Their 

construction of self begins in the “backstage” area and their performance of passing is done on 

the “frontstage” metaphorically (Goffman 1959). Not only is this process playing out in everyday 

life, but today’s adolescents are also curating an online identity that may or may not differ from 

their face-to-face sense of self (e.g., in video games or social media profiles) (Craig and McInroy 

2014; Pascoe 2011). 

Emerging adulthood, the period from the late teens to mid twenties, is a recently 

theorized stage in the life course. Arnett (2004) notes the key features of emerging adulthood 

include the age of identity explorations, the age of instability, the self-focused age, the age of 

feeling in-between, and the age of possibilities. In contrast to adolescence, this phase includes 

pursuing higher education degrees, risky behaviors, begin work toward establishing careers, and 

searching for a life partner. Additionally, Arnett (2000) argues this period is distinct from young 
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adulthood due to the decision of individuals to delay key moments of adulthood (e.g., marriage 

or having children) to their mid-twenties rather than experiencing these just after the completion 

of high school (Kimmel 2008). College students and some high school seniors solidly fit within 

the bounds of this stage of the life course. 

Adolescence is marked by the expansion of social networks beyond the family to include 

more peer relationships and community ties. Labels and personal identity become more 

important in adolescent peer networks as they transition into emerging adulthood (Erikson 1968). 

This is also when the responsibility of health choices shifts from parents to the child and the peer 

network takes on a greater importance in the child’s life (Steinberg and Morris 2000; Umberson, 

Crosnoe, and Reczek 2010). Stable social ties can provide health benefits through forms of social 

support such as emotional (e.g., feeling as if you are heard), instrumental (e.g., help completing 

homework), or informational (e.g., advice). Research shows benefits of social support include 

decreased rates of depression in teens (Uchino 2004) and decreased effects of stress (Cohen 

2004). 

The labels attached to behaviors, status, and other social markers heavily influence how 

an individual self-identifies as well. Becker’s (1974) labeling theory states that majority groups 

label minority groups as deviant or incongruent with standard norms. Theoretically, students who 

do not successfully “fake it,” or pass appropriately, may be labeled as deviant and treated as an 

outsider. This outsider status shifts social dynamics and may lead to negative social effects such 

as teasing or bullying for adolescents. Additionally, this outsider status can lead to an increase in 

risky health behaviors for young people (e.g., alcohol use, drug use, or increased depressive 

episodes) (see review by Umberson et al. 2010). 

48 



	  

  

          

           

           

           

          

                

            

            

          

         

          

         

          

          

       

        

              

            

        

         

         

      

Sexual Behaviors 

Adolescence includes key milestones such as school proms, first dates, and first sexual 

experiences for many teens in the United States. According to the CDC (2016), 41% of high 

school students have engaged in sexual intercourse. Although teens today are at an older age 

when they engage in sexual activity for the first time, compared to earlier generations, they are 

not necessarily using safer sexual practices. Of the high school students surveyed in 2015, 30% 

were sexually active in the prior three months before the survey and 43% of those did not use a 

condom the last time they engaged in sexual intercourse. 14% did not use any form of pregnancy 

prevention methods and 21% were using drugs or alcohol before last sexual intercourse (Kann et 

al. 2016). Finally, nearly half of the 20 million new sexually transmitted diseases reported each 

year were young people between the ages of 15 and 24 (CDC 2014). 

For young men, a key portion of hegemonic masculinity is identifying as heterosexual. 

Proving one’s heterosexuality is intertwined with a young man’s successful embodiment of a 

hegemonic masculine gender identity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Kimmel 2008; Pascoe 

2007). Boys attempting to embody traditional masculinity are expected to pursue female peers 

sexually. This is communicated through television, advertisements, Disney films, and sexual 

scripting (Gill 2007; Kirsch and Murnen 2015; Martin and Kazyak 2009). The prince rescues the 

distressed princess or a real man sticks up for his girlfriend or the geeky scientist tries to impress 

the girl across the hall. Once he has succeeded in making her his, his masculinity is proven and 

strengthened. These identities, gender and sexual orientation, go hand-in-hand and are often 

conflated or assumed a direct link exists between them in mainstream culture. 

This heterosexual expectation placed on everyone, not just teen boys, is a societal-level 

compulsion of sexual identity. Originally, compulsory heterosexuality as developed by Rich 
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(1980) argued men’s power in society is derived from controlling and exploiting women’s 

sexuality. Rich argues the political institution of compulsory heterosexuality is upheld by “…the 

enforcement of heterosexuality for women as a means of assuring male right of physical, 

economic, and emotional access” (Rich 1980:210). Although this research was a critique of 

feminists excluding and marginalizing lesbian voices within the movement, this concept has 

been applied to a variety of theoretical developments of gender since its inception (e.g., Butler 

1990; Connell 1987; Thorne 1993; West and Zimmerman 1987). 

Pascoe’s (2007) work builds off of this concept to examine how boys assert their 

heterosexual identity by putting other boys down, calling them homophobic names, or 

demeaning them in perceived minor ways. Compulsive heterosexuality is defined as the public 

practices of heterosexuality to not only affirm masculinity but also be included as “one of the 

guys” (Pascoe 2007). Public practices of compulsive heterosexuality among young men may 

include emasculating insults, jock talk, or bragging about sexual encounters. Practices of 

compulsive heterosexuality are a strong embodiment of Butler’s (1990) concept of “gender 

performativity.” Building off of Rich (1980) and West and Zimmerman (1987), Butler (1990) 

argues gender is accomplished through the repetition of behaviors or attributes associated with 

the desired gender identity. 

Peer Pressure 

Interpersonal relationships during adolescence are key to successfully developing one’s 

sense of self and personal identity (Arnett 2014; La Greca and Harrison 2005). Strong 

relationships with peers, or social ties, are linked to personal health behaviors over the entire life 

course (Umberson et al. 2010). Social isolation, or weak social ties, is a strong predictor of 

negative health outcomes and risky behaviors (Bearman and Moody 2004). Peer relationships 
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that include acceptance and confirmation of one’s identity play a crucial role in mitigating 

negative influences throughout the transition to adulthood. Peers take on an elevated status 

during adolescence and are powerfully influential (Perry and Pauletti 2001). Due to this elevated 

status, peers’ attitudes, beliefs, and actions greatly impact how young people develop their 

personal identities. For instance, peers determine what is cool or in demand and they can also 

criticize a clothing decision or a friendship with someone undesirable. 

To complicate this developmental time further, during adolescence young people are 

susceptible to peer pressure and the harmful consequences associated with it (McCoy et al. 

2017). Risky behaviors during adolescence increase the likelihood of sustaining personal injury 

(Sleet et al. 2010) and contribute to the leading cause of death, unintentional injury, among 

young people in the United States (Heron 2016). During adolescence young men engage in more 

instances of risky behaviors and are overall more likely to give into peer pressure compared to 

their female peers (McCoy et al. 2017). 

As discussed in Chapter One, hegemonic masculinity is traditionally linked with 

toughness and aggressive behaviors and actions. Adolescent boys attempting to achieve this ideal 

may help to explain the increased risky behaviors such as alcohol use, illicit drug use, risky 

sexual encounters, and aggressive behaviors (Courtenay 2000a). The importance of peer 

relationships compounds this dynamic between developing one’s self and acting out others’ 

expectations. Peers may heighten young men’s desire to engage in risk-taking in an effort to 

“prove themselves” or accumulate status among the group (Courtenay 2000a; Kimmel 2008). 

Additionally, discussing sexual experiences is another way young men assert their position 

among peers and simultaneously establish their masculinity by engaging in performative 

compulsive heterosexuality (Butler 1990; Pascoe 2007; Rich 1980). 
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FINDINGS 

Pressure to Have Sex—“It’s always there. It’s like swimming in it.” 

Prior research shows the importance placed on heterosexual sexual conquests in 

successfully enacting a masculine gender identity (Kimmel 2008). Some participants in this 

study also note the connection between heterosexual encounters and their own performance of a 

“correct” masculinity. 

When asked if they feel any pressure to engage in sexual activity, nearly half of 

participants in my study (52%) describe feeling a general sense of pressure but note a variety of 

sources. These young men reference parents and extended family members, friends and 

teammates, and the media. Matt, 18, describes this constant pressure as, “It’s always there. It’s 

like swimming in it.” A teammate of his expands on this notion by explaining that by hitting on a 

female peer it makes him more of man. Ron, 18, states, 

I feel like it’s more intense when you’re with other guys. Like, you’re trying to 
impress them. Like, you know, you’re trying to like, hey watch this. Or something 
like that. In a sense, it’s not about getting the girl. It's not like you’re looking for a 
relationship. But, I mean, most guys when you’re at parties, it’s more like to 
impress others. Like, prove your masculinity by expressing high amounts of 
testosterone. 

Generally, they felt in order to fully accomplish his masculinity they should be having sex. Both 

Matt and Ron are Alphas in Pursuit. They do not feel as if they are reaching their goals of 

masculinity. This notion of performance for other males confirms much of the established 

literature on the connection between sexual experience and masculinity (Kimmel 2008; Pascoe 

2007). 

In my study boys note the importance some people place on the connection between 

masculinity and sex, and that this pressure does not just come from peers. Participants discuss 

their fathers or grandfathers contributing to the overall pressure they feel regarding sexual 
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encounters. One young man describes the conversation his father had with him at the end of the 

summer before his freshman year of high school. Jeffrey, a 15-year old high school baseball 

player, is an Alpha in Pursuit since he views himself as failing to attain his gender goal of 

hegemonic masculinity. Jeffrey says, “My dad sits me down the night before my first day of 

school, of high school, and goes, ‘you’re a man and you’re expected to start having sex with girls 

now that you’re in high school’.” Jeffrey was under the impression that his father expected him 

to engage in sexual relations now that he had entered high school. Although most participants do 

not explain the paternal pressures as being this explicit in connecting sexual experience with 

masculinity, the boys and young men do note the heavy influence of their fathers, grandfathers, 

and other older men in their lives have on their ideals of masculinity. 

The other half of participants in this study deny feeling pressure to engage in sexual 

encounters with their female peers. These boys deny feeling any type of pressure to engage in 

any activity they do not wish to do. This covers alcohol and tobacco use, illicit drugs, sexual 

encounters, or even exercising to bulk up. Half of participants deny the notion of peer pressure 

all together. For them, they maintain full autonomy in their choices. They do not encounter the 

pressure that the other half of the young men acknowledge in this study. 

How They Deal With It—Negotiating peer pressure to engage in sexual activity 

The pressure to engage in some level of sexual activity with girls and women is largely 

accepted and unchallenged among half of the boys in this study. Some boys talk about feeling a 

disconnect between their own ideas and their friends’ and parents’ ideas regarding sexual 

activity. Some articulate a need to deflect attention away from them and onto another male peer 

instead of directly challenging the underlying notion that heterosexuality equates masculine 

gender expression. Others describe instances where they acted passively in the moment, which 
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implies tacit acceptance of their peers’ expectations. Lastly, many boys describe their personal 

rejection of peer pressure and explain the desire to “do their own thing” or to explicitly avoid an 

unintended pregnancy at this stage of their life. However, none of these participants told me that 

they had actually conveyed these feelings towards the peers pressuring them. 

Half of the study participants across age groups describe how they deal with peer 

pressure to date and experience sexual encounters. Boys employ various strategies to negotiate 

these pressures in their everyday lives. They describe actions that fall into three broad categories: 

1) avoiding the pressure through humor by changing the subject within social interactions, 2) 

normalizing their peers’ expectations through tacit acceptance, and 3) outright rejection of this 

expectation. 

Avoidance 

In an effort to deflect the attention away from them, boys would often joke about another 

boy or use humor to shift the conversation. The young men describe this tactic most frequently in 

their responses to my questions about dealing with peer pressure. This response may be the most 

cited in an attempt to deflect attention away from sex even in the confines of the interview. If the 

young men brought up sex in any context, it is nearly always accompanied with nervous 

laughter, awkward pauses, and shifting in their seats. Those who employ a strategy of avoidance 

are reaching their masculinity goals. Alphas and Outcasts typically describe their efforts of 

avoidance in response to conversations about sexual activity most often in this sample. 

Benjamin, an Outcast, is a tall and stocky 15-year old band member. He talks quickly and 

animatedly during our conversation. When I ask if he feels any pressure from his peers or adults 

to engage in any risky behavior he says, “Not really, but we’re in high school and all my guy 

friends want to talk about is sex. They talk about it all the time and I’ll just sit there, ya know? 
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But usually I’ll bring up Jon…he hasn’t yet so I know if we start talking about him then they 

stop with me.” Benjamin notes the pressure he feels in the frequency of the conversation. He 

avoids the topic, not by alienating and confronting his peers about being uncomfortable, but by 

deflecting the attention to another male peer, someone with perhaps less social standing than 

himself. 

Some participants talked about trying to joke about other boys’ failure to engage in 

sexual activity in order to shift the attention away from them. Cole, 13, also uses this tactic to 

deflect attention away from him during any conversations involving girls. He states, “Yeah, the 

guys talk. I try to pick on my friend who hasn’t even had a girlfriend yet. Um…then we like talk 

about that.” Cole is an Alpha and plays baseball for his middle school team. In this remark, he 

goes a bit further than Benjamin in his avoidance strategy. Cole not only deflects the 

conversation away from him, but he directly begins picking on another friend. Benjamin is more 

passive in his avoidance compared to Cole. However, they are both using other boys to shield 

their anxiety around the topic of sex and to avoid unwanted scrutiny from their peers. 

Boys and young men use strategies of avoidance at every age group in this study. All of 

the young men from the college baseball team tell stories explaining the conversations they have 

in their locker room. By far, the most discussed topic according to the players is their sexual 

encounters with women. Most guys insist they do not discuss their own girlfriends, rather they 

discuss weekend “hookups,” or encounters with women they are not in a serious relationship 

with. Brad, 20, explains how he negotiates the peer pressure to discuss his sexual experiences 

with his teammates while largely avoiding the attention. He explains, 

I’ve had a girlfriend for about two years and some guys will mention her to try to 
get a rise out of me. They ask us if we have yet or not but I won’t talk about it 
because I respect her, ya know? I don’t want them to know that stuff so when they 
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start…I usually make a dig at one of them who has no comeback. Like…“Why? 
You don’t even have a girl yet so who are you getting ready for?” 

Brad, an Alpha, is secure in his relationship and is protective over his experiences with his 

girlfriend. Again, in order to avoid the unwanted attention and pressure he directs the 

conversation towards another teammate. Brad, similar to Cole, goes on the offensive by pointing 

out another male peer to direct the group’s attention and possible ridicule. Brad takes this 

avoidance another step further, compared to Cole, and targets a defenseless teammate with a 

“dig.” By targeting another teammate, Brad is able to redirect attention away from him and 

becomes the aggressor. None of the boys and young men who use techniques of avoidance 

explain using these to start a conversation. They do not start as the aggressor but rather use them 

in response to the perceived pressure in conversations with sexual remarks. 

Alphas and Outcasts are the only groups to explain techniques of avoidance. I argue this 

is related to the boys’ and young men’s security in achieving their desired masculinity. They 

respond to peer pressure not by rejecting it, but rather by shifting the attention to another boy 

who is lower on the social hierarchy and therefore is an easier target. They seem to be in a secure 

social position to pass the attention to someone else. By doing this, these boys and young men do 

not dispute the impacts of peer pressure and tacitly approve of it. 

Acceptance 

There is a general recognition of the importance of engaging sexually with women, but 

the responses that accept, or normalize these expectations, are similar to that of Agnew’s (1992) 

argument about cognitive responses to strain. The comments made by the participants in this 

section illustrate examples of a cognitive strategy to maximize positive outcomes and minimize 

negative outcomes by communicating an outwardly notion of “It’s not that bad.” Boys who 

accept or normalize the peer pressure surrounding sex are Outcasts, Closeted Outcasts, or Alphas 
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in Pursuit. They talk about these pressures as unsurprising and ordinary, and usually follow their 

comments with a shrug. 

The young men who largely accept this peer pressure as normal and routine, struggle 

with feelings of inadequacy and failure in a sense. During our conversation, Dean, a Closeted 

Outcast, expresses his frustration with his high school experience and his excitement for the 

transition to college. He remarks twice about probably having “a bad case of senioritis” as his 

rationale for being drained by his high school experience. Regarding the peer pressure he faces, 

Dean, 17, states, “I’m not [sexually active] but some friends talk about it a lot. I don’t want to yet 

but they’re always talking about it. I guess that pressure is just there…Not much I can do about 

it. It’s just always there. I feel like I am not fulfilling something. I don’t really know what it is. It 

is just something else I cannot do something right. I am not doing that now.” This band member 

feels the ever-present pressure to engage in sexual encounters but also feels powerless to really 

change any of it. 

A fellow band member, explains the pressure is not only limited to male peers. Female 

peers are also pressuring young men. Aaron, an Outcast, talks about the circumstances leading 

up to the formation of his last relationship. He says, 

So my friend and I, we are awesome ex’s. Before we started dating we were like 
super close, like friends, whatever, and she wanted to date. She kind of like 
pressured me to date her. It didn’t really end well. But for musical we have to 
stand by the tree together, always super close and it is not a problem now. We are 
friends…She just was kind of like super into it I guess. She would talk about how 
she wanted me to ask her out around all of my friends and my friends would tell 
me. They would be like, so what? Do it. She did this for weeks. It was kind of like 
that. Do I have anything to lose? She was like one of those people where it is like 
you can still be friends after. 

Aaron, 16, describes the pressure he felt from his close female friend before they began dating. 

He notes the secondary pressure he also encountered from his friends as a result of her initial 
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pressure. In order to mitigate this pressure, he gives in and begins a relationship with his female 

friend despite not really wanting to in the first place. 

Additionally, some young men accept the pressure in more passive ways. As mentioned 

earlier, Matt understands this pressure as the background noise that everyone in high school must 

deal with in some way. He sees it as the “water they must swim through.” Similarly, another 

Alpha in Pursuit and a teammate of Matt, Louis describes the environment as, “That’s just the 

way it is here. My teammates are joking about it in the locker room and in the halls and it’s just 

what it is. I don’t feel pressured or anything…it’s just there, ya know? I just deal with it.” Louis 

accepts the pressure as the status quo and does not feel as if he is in a position to confront it to 

change it. Other participants explain their peers’ expectations to engage in sexual encounters is 

normal and “that’s just the way it is here,” as Louis states. In a way, by normalizing this 

expectation the boys are tacitly approving the generalized pressure among their adolescent peers 

despite not engaging in directly pressuring friends or acquaintances. 

Rejection 

The young men who reject the peer pressure to engage in sexual relations with their 

female peers are found in all five categories of masculinity achievement. They frame their 

reasoning around avoidance of risky sexual behaviors to limit negative consequences on future 

successes. Young men, both band members and baseball players, explained that fathering a child 

or contracting a sexually transmitted infection would be “drama” and interfere with their career 

aspirations or professional baseball hopes. 

Some college baseball players have hopes of being drafted into Major League Baseball 

and becoming professional athletes. Beck, a 20-year old Alpha, is keenly aware that others view 

his professional dreams as lofty or unattainable. Despite this he is very focused on his draft 
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prospects and is unwilling to let anything derail those hopes. When talking about possible 

relationships with his female peers he states, “Nah, it’s not that I don’t want it…I just don’t want 

a kid right now. I can’t…There’s too much other shit to worry about. A kid or an STD would 

mess up a lot for me right now. My buddies all brag about the girls they brought home over the 

weekend but I don’t jump in. I just look at them [wide-eyed, dumbfounded look] like they’re 

nuts.” Dave, a fellow teammate explains a similar reason for rejecting the pressure around him 

by saying, “I do my own thing. My friends swap stories about hooking up and all that. But I can’t 

get caught up in drama and getting a girl pregnant would be drama.” Dave, 20, is an Outcast and 

has different views on masculinity compared to Beck, but both young men reject the peer 

pressure around them for similar reasons. Avoiding an unintended pregnancy or contracting an 

STD would be “drama” for both young men and may put their dreams at risk. Both are unwilling 

to take those risks. 

Outright rejection of peer pressure is also happening at the high school level. Boys at this 

age reject the pressure similar to the college-aged men. Austin, a 15-year old Outcast and band 

member, is steadfast in his rejection of peer pressure to use drugs, alcohol, or engage sexually 

with girls. He explains, “I feel like there’s pressure going around. Like, people just try things 

‘cuz their friends want to. But, I’m not into that stuff and if I don’t want to do that, my mind is 

set that I don’t really want to do that. I think I make the right choices for the stuff that I do and 

um, yeah. I don’t focus on the peer pressure.” Austin rejects the peer pressure all around him and 

chooses to not focus on it. Another peer of his who plays baseball for their high school, Dan, 18, 

expands on this notion of outright rejection. He says, 

Just, it’s not what I do. It’s not what I want to do and if people don’t respect that, 
then that’s not people that I want to spend my time around. I have my ideals and 
morals and beliefs; if you don’t agree with them and it’s to a point that you have a 
problem with me morally, then that’s ridiculous and I don’t want to spend my 

59 



	  

             
        

 
             

             

       

            

           

        

            

             

         

              

          

             

             

  

            

               

               

             

          

  

 

 

time with you. I feel like the people that care enough to be my friend or my peer 
are just like, “Okay, that’s what he does.” 

Dan cites his beliefs and morals as being stronger than the peer pressure he encounters in high 

school. He is even willing to end friendships with peers if they pressure him too far. 

Lastly, some boys and young men rejected these expectations and insist they “did their 

own thing” or will only have sexual encounters within exclusive relationships. They make a clear 

distinction that their actions could have negative consequences (such as illness or pregnancy) and 

therefore, they take extra precautions to avoid promiscuous behaviors. As they explain during 

interviews, although they personally reject the pressure, none explicitly state or tell stories where 

they confront their friends and refuse to accept the pressure. On one hand, if the teens above are 

describing resilience against peer pressure to participate in a potentially promiscuous behavior 

then there is room to foster this resilience. However, none of the young men in this study tell 

instances where they stand up to their friends’ pressures or challenge the pervasive notion to 

engage in sexual activity with girls or young women. By not telling their friends they are at the 

very least uncomfortable, or even reject this notion, it is evident peer pressure still remains 

strong. 

The boys and young men engaging in techniques of rejection do not pass the pressure off 

on a peer. In this study, those who reject these pressures interrupt the cyclical nature of peer 

pressure. This is in contrast to the young men who avoid or accept the pressure because the boys 

using those techniques either pass the pressure to a peer or internalize the pressure, respectively. 

Young men who reject the peer pressure offer a strategy to challenge, or dismantle, peer 

pressure. 
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CONCLUSION 

Although personal notions of masculinity differ among young men, most discuss 

navigating the peer pressure to engage in sexual encounters along three separate trends a) 

avoidance, b) acceptance, or c) rejection. I argue boys and young men are struggling to balance 

their personal notions of masculinity as being respectful and kind to others with the consistent 

pressure from peers to engage in sexual relations in order to “prove” themselves to their friends 

regardless of their involvement in music or baseball. If boys view themselves as reaching their 

goals of masculinity, the Alphas or Outcasts, they are most likely to embrace strategies to avoid 

the peer pressure. Young men who accept the prevalence of peer pressure in their daily lives are 

most often found in three categories: Outcasts, Closeted Outcasts, and Alphas in Pursuit. Lastly, 

boys from all five groups of the typology of masculinity achievement reject peer pressure. 

These strategies of peer pressure negotiation are occurring at the interpersonal level and 

effect relationships with teammates, friends, and family members. In addition to the 

interpersonal level, there are cultural forces and expectations associated with hegemonic 

masculinity that dominate United States’ culture. These forces influence and shape how these 

boys’ and young men’s pursuit of female peers for sexual purposes. These larger cultural forces 

are acted out on an individual level in the lives of these young men as they negotiate their first 

few sexual encounters. 

I must note a limitation of the findings presented in this chapter. Although I ask each 

participant, “Do you feel any pressure to do any of these risky behaviors like smoke, drink, have 

sex, or work out?” toward the end of our conversation where I have hopefully built enough 

rapport with the participant, my presence affects the respondents’ answers. I see two potential 

limitations in this: 1) Half of the participants denied feeling peer pressure to engage in risky 
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behaviors, despite the assertions of nearly all respondents who do feel pressure, to say in various 

ways they are swimming in it; and 2) Most boys enact a strategy of avoidance, which may be due 

in part to me, as a queer white woman. They may be enacting a level of avoidance during our 

conversation in an effort to sidestep a discussion about sexuality. Oftentimes teens and 

adolescents are uncomfortable talking about topics related to sexuality with adults, especially 

adults of the opposite sex. I recognize my perceived social identities may have played a role in 

limiting our conversations. 

These findings do lend support for my overarching argument in this dissertation, in that 

boys who are able to achieve their desired sense of masculinity are more likely to avoid risky 

health behaviors. This point can be used as evidence to support better practices in schools to 

support a variety of gender goals. If we can expand our expectations of masculinity to include a 

variety of gender goals for young men, they may less resistance to achieve their desired 

masculinity. Additionally, these findings may also lend broader support for teaching bystander 

intervention techniques in schools and athletic spaces. For instance, coaches and school 

administrators can target student-athlete programs that deal with sexual education or leadership 

programs that help students recognize problematic behaviors or rhetoric that demean women, 

minimize sexual assault, or treat women as commodities to be attained. 

Lastly, educators should use targeted efforts during the transition from middle school to 

high school to foster the present egalitarian understandings of masculinity and femininity that 

most boys in middle school articulate throughout these interviews. This could in turn lead to 

boys challenging their male peers when conversations begin to objectify or demean women. By 

encouraging boys to view gender in a more equal lens, they are less likely to participate in 
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conversations that objectify and demean their female peers, ultimately reducing the rates of 

harassment and sexual assault. 

63 



	  

      

          

          

            

             

            

              

           

          

               

           

            

         

           

            

       

         

            

            

            

           

         

            

Chapter 4: Masculinity, Risky Behaviors, and Role Models 

In September of 2010, Tyler Clementi, an eighteen-year old freshman at Rutgers 

University, jumped from the George Washington Bridge in New York City after being cyber-

bullied by his roommate for being gay. Tyler did this after finding out that his roommate secretly 

viewed him and another man in their dorm room through a webcam. Tyler was three weeks into 

his freshman year and had recently come out as gay to his parents just before starting at Rutgers. 

In December of 2012, I watched a breaking news report that Adam Lanza, a twenty-year old, had 

killed his mother and more than two dozen people before killing himself in an elementary school 

shooting in Newtown, Connecticut. During the investigation, police found that Adam was in 

possession of a detailed list of 500 of the world’s mass murders and he was attempting to kill the 

most in one instance. Additional reports note multiple missed opportunities by his mother, school 

officials, and healthcare providers to intervene and act on the warning signs he exhibited such as 

extreme social isolation, anorexia, and writings focused on mass violence on children. 

Why do some boys lash out and some boys turn that aggression inward? Why do others 

never act aggressively at all, inward or outward? What might contribute to the differences in 

risky and non-risky health behaviors? Media, scholars, and laypeople commonly point to factors 

such as overmedication, boredom in school, video games, or television and movies as being 

responsible for the poor health choices young people are making today. Politicians argue the 

media is filled with violent imagery and causes boys to commit violence against peers and school 

shootings (Klein 2012). Media executives point towards lenient gun laws as the culprit in 

creating a culture of violence in our schools and communities (Katz 2013). Parents and school 

officials shift the blame by arguing the overmedication of children numbs their sensory 

experiences and leads to depressive episodes. Lastly, some community members put the onus on 
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celebrity culture and the rise of addictive use of social media that they say leads to an increase in 

self-harm and low self-esteem (Andreassen, Pallesen, and Griffiths 2017). 

I argue these factors do not explain the whole picture. Rather, it is role models and close 

relationships that matter most to understanding adolescent boys’ aggression. In order to better 

understand what motivates boys toward aggressive behaviors, I ask them about their ideals of 

masculinity and who in their lives act as role models for them. These role models are almost 

exclusively people directly connected with the boys, rather than a distant celebrity, athlete, or 

historical figure. Participants discuss the importance that family members, teachers, coaches, or 

community members have in shaping their ideals of masculinity. The young men share stories of 

fatherly advice about girls, mothers expecting household chores be completed alongside their 

sisters, and coaches holding them to a higher standard of sportsmanship. The stories also include 

troubling patterns of male role models expecting a certain type of masculinity from the young 

boys they influence. Boys share anecdotes about bottling their emotions in fear of the reactions 

of their fathers or coaches. They also tell stories of trying to outdo their fathers’ legacy on sports 

fields or proving their worth through violent play. The role models are shaping the boys’ 

perceptions of what is acceptable masculinity and what types of behaviors should be confined, 

ridiculed, and ultimately erased from the boys’ everyday lives. 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) notes various poor health outcomes for men of 

all ages. The expectations of masculinity may lead boys to engage in risky behaviors that 

manifest during key adolescent developmental years between ages 10 and 19 (World Health 

Organization [WHO] 2014). These behaviors include social isolation, eating problems, reckless 

driving, alcohol and drug use, unsafe sexual practices, and physical altercations (CDC 2014). 

Boys’ aggression contributes to higher rates of crime and violence in society overall, violence 
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against women, increased sexual assaults, and ends in a lower life expectancy for men compared 

to women (CDC 2014; Courtenay 2000a; Katz 2006; Messner and Sabo 1994; Messerschmidt 

1993). There is a significant price society pays for male violence and aggression in addition to 

the men who commit these acts. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

As discussed in Chapter One, there are multiple theories of masculinity that cover a 

spectrum of gendered behaviors and attributes associated with men. Hegemonic or traditional 

notions of masculinity encompass toughness, dominance, little emotional expression, and 

heterosexuality (Brannon 1976; Connell 1987). Alternative or hybrid notions of masculinity 

include some attributes historically associated with femininity in addition to some masculine 

attributes. Alternative masculinity includes exhibiting care towards others, engaging in 

cooperative activities with others, and viewing gender as egalitarian rather than a hierarchical 

system. Masculinity is also influenced by other social identities besides sex. These include race 

and ethnic identity, socioeconomic status, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, and ability 

status (Connell 1995). All social identities, especially masculine definitions, are also heavily 

influenced by the particular time period and vary across regions and countries (Connell 1995; 

Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). 

Family Relationships: Modeling Gendered Expectations 

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 1, families play a significant role in gender 

socialization of adolescent boys and young men. They instill characteristics of responsibility, 

sharing, and empathy for others. During early childhood, parents strive to model and instill 

appropriate gender norms for their children and these representations of masculinity may include 

a range of ideals (Kane 2012). Childrearing practices, including gendered expectations, 
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oftentimes vary across socioeconomic boundaries (Lareau 2011). Older family members— 

grandparents, siblings, and extended family members—also provide gendered expectations for 

children. These family members can provide models for the ‘right’ kind of masculinity. Research 

generally shows parents and family members expect boys to exhibit emotional stoicism, strength 

and aggression, and heterosexuality while also avoiding feminine attributes such as passivity, 

excessive displays of emotions, and clothing or mannerisms deemed ‘girly’ (Kane 2012; 

McGuffey and Rich 1999; Messerschmidt 2000; Phillips 2007). 

Peers monitor the behaviors of others and during childhood and adolescence this 

surveillance can have lasting impacts on one’s identity, self-esteem, and overall mental health. 

Parents want to protect their children from harm and judgment from others. In order to avoid 

negative attention by transgressing gender boundaries, parents try to cultivate a mainstream 

masculinity for their sons (Kane 2012). Gender transgressions may lead to harassment, bullying, 

and at times physical harm for adolescent boys (Anderson 2010; McGuffey and Rich 1999; 

Messner 2000). Gender transgressions enacted by girls may still have negative consequences but 

they typically have more room to push the bounds of acceptable femininity compared to their 

male peers. Gender nonconformity may bring unwanted attention, therefore, some parents 

encourage societally acceptable forms of masculinity in an effort to curb any negative attention 

(Hequembourg 2007; Kane 2006). By trying to mitigate the negative attention from others aimed 

at their sons, parents engage in gender policing of their sons in their interactions. 

Relationships with Peers 

Peer groups play a crucial role in facilitating the development of a gender identity 

(Thorne 1993). One’s masculine identity is formed and renegotiated continuously among their 

peers. Friends not only engage in similar gender policing that family members do, but peers also 
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create a pecking order among themselves. In a stereotypical school the athletic boys sit atop the 

hierarchy whereas the nerds and band geeks occupy a more tenuous position. Boys trying to 

move up the hierarchy may engage in foolish risk-taking and posturing to impress their friends 

and classmates (Harper and Harris 2010). The risky behaviors and bantering can include binge 

drinking (Vander Ven 2011), fag discourse (Pascoe 2007), and physical altercations (Katz 2006). 

Kimmel (2008) argues these behaviors are the result of the “Guy Code” which is a set of 

attitudes and values that dictate young men’s behaviors. 

In order to maintain one’s masculine front, and by extension their standing in the peer 

group hierarchy, they monitor everything boys do, wear, or say because each phrase spoken or 

clothing item worn is indicative of a coded language (Edwards and Jones 2009; Katz 2006; 

Kimmel 2008). A triple patty cheeseburger and loaded nachos may cause health problems in a 

few decades, but in the moment, they represent what a “real man” eats. A real man also avoids 

pink, lavender, or floral patterns in their wardrobe in a masculine performance situated within 

mainstream American culture. Additionally, a real man talks smack and backs it up with his fists 

if needed. If one refuses or challenges the underlying meanings, there are dozens of misogynistic 

terms and homophobic slurs to revoke his “mancard” and reduce his masculinity (Katz 2006; 

Pascoe 2007). 

As discussed in prior chapters, masculinity theorists emphasize the standards of true 

masculinity are nearly unattainable and shifts across social contexts (Connell and Messerschmidt 

2005). This specificity results in feelings of inadequacy, rejection, and shame (Connell 1987; 

Katz 2006; Kindlon and Thompson 2000). Since some men are left striving for an impossible 

goal they experience strain in their identities. In order to mitigate or cope with this strain, some 

men engage in risky behaviors that not only put themselves at risk but also may include risk to 
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others. Because of the hierarchical structure of masculinity, men reestablish and assert their 

masculinity to the detriment of other men. Thus, when one man reclaims his masculinity he does 

so by diminishing the masculinity of those around him (Connell 1995; Kimmel 1994). The cycle 

continues. 

Media Influences 

Media, like other agents of socialization, play a part in how young men see the world and 

themselves within it. Cultural values and norms are communicated through popular media 

whereby consumers’ subconscious takes in upwards of 90% of the messages (Kilbourne 1999). 

Media comes in all types of forms. Research shows 92% of teen boys (aged 13-17) today are 

likely to go online daily, and 91% of teen boys own a video gaming console (Lenhart 2015). 

Movies and television shows are now available to stream on-demand. Social media is only as far 

away as your mobile phone and video games are a constant conversation topic among adolescent 

boys. 

Young men use a variety of media to escape their everyday lives just like anyone else. 

However, the media they consume has a higher likelihood of violent imagery, hypermasculine 

characters, and/or sexual aggression (Ross 2010). Hypermasculine characters with bulging 

muscles and testosterone fueled, action-packed adventures, although exciting, also have a 

negative effect on young men’s body esteem (Hobza and Rochlen 2009; Pope et al. 2000). 

Violent imagery in the media is also significantly related to an increase in the likelihood of 

aggressive behaviors among adolescent boys and young men (Anderson et al. 2016). By 

behaving in aggressive ways, boys enact a component of the “tough guise” or a façade to mask 

their feelings and true emotions in a given situation (Katz 2006). 
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Media alone is not the problematic component to boys’ rates of consumption. Rather, 

scholars argue the issue is a combination of the steady stream of violence in the media available 

to them (e.g., Grand Theft Auto video game, violent music lyrics, or aggression-focused 

pornography on Instagram) and the restrictions placed on a masculine gender identity (Kivel 

2007). These restrictions—never show vulnerability, weakness, or emotions—create a narrow 

path for boys and young men to navigate. These restrictions are illustrated by Kivel’s (2007) 

“Act Like a Man Box” graphic that depicts characteristics for boys to embody within the box and 

the insults and names boys are called if they stray outside the box. This is to say that of the 

media available, young men are expected to consume what is culturally deemed as masculine 

and avoid anything construed as feminine. Couple these restrictions with constant gender 

policing from family or peers, and a fear of one’s true self being unmasked, boys find themselves 

in a perfect storm with very few ways out. 

A Risky Masculinity 

Research shows young men’s risky health behaviors generally take the form of outwardly 

or inwardly aggressive actions. Generally, outwardly aggressive behaviors can include fighting, 

binge drinking at parties, or reckless driving with others (CDC 2014; Harper and Harris 2010). 

Outwardly aggressive behaviors not only put the individual in direct risk but they also involve 

others in the risky situations. Although binge drinking could be seen as an inwardly risky health 

behavior on its own, young men’s performative aspect of binge drinking at parties to impress 

peers or potential sexual partners draws more individuals into direct risk. Thus, when binge 

drinking happens at parties or bars it is more of an outwardly aggressive behavior (Vander Ven 

2011). Contrastingly, risky health behaviors turned inward include drug use, self-harm, or 
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alcohol abuse. These behaviors are generally only directly impact the individual rather than 

putting others in direct risk of harm as well. 

Gender scholars consistently argue that toxic, or violent, masculinity is built on a 

foundation of hegemonic masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Katz 2006; Kimmel 

and Mahler 2003; Messner 1994; Vander Ven 2011). Risky behaviors are a manifestation of 

more extreme constructs of hegemonic masculinity. When young men engage in risky behaviors 

like physical altercations or binge drinking, there are elements of competition, violence, and 

dominance playing out in a more public setting. These elements are also present when young 

men use drugs, self-harm, or socially isolate. At the root of these issues is a dominant, harmful 

construction of masculinity. 

My work establishes a more nuanced understanding of why young men engage in risky 

health behaviors that takes into account their own ideals of masculinity, the role models who 

shape these ideals, and the overarching cultural messages targeting young men. I argue young 

men who are unable to attain their desired ideals of masculinity are more likely to engage in 

risky health behaviors compared to their peers who view themselves as successfully reaching 

their goals. Furthermore, the type of risky health behaviors one engages in may be linked to the 

type of masculinity they wish – but fail – to attain. 

FINDINGS 

When participants are asked if they have any role models, or anyone they look up to, 

some boys exclusively discuss the importance of men in their lives. Some young men in this 

study attribute their understanding of masculinity to the lessons their fathers, uncles, or 

grandfathers teach them. They talk about shared experiences with their fathers including building 

a garage together one summer, attending professional baseball games, and doing yard work 
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around their home. These experiences, the respondents explain, include memorable 

conversations about manhood, sexuality, or friendship. The young men point to these shared 

experiences with their role models as key points that shape their sense of the world and their 

place within it. 

Other young men when asked if they have role models, talk about the women who help to 

shape their understanding of the world, in addition to some men in their lives. The boys discuss 

the influence of their mothers and sisters on their understanding of what it means to be a man. 

Often, respondents discuss the similar expectations their mothers have for all of the children in 

the family, regardless of gender. The young men are expected to complete a variety of household 

chores just like their sisters. Their mothers also emphasize similar values and personal traits for 

both girls and boys in the family including hard work, responsibility, empathy, cooperation, and 

freedom of emotional expression. In these households, boys seem to explain an expectation of 

their mothers that challenge the notion that what is good for boys is good for everyone, but what 

is good for girls is only good for girls. The young men explained they were being held to similar 

standards as their older or younger sisters. 

The young men who discuss women as role models in any capacity, typically fell into one 

of three categories – the Alphas, the Outcasts, and the Pockets of Potential. The young men who 

view themselves as reaching their goals of masculinity view women as key to shaping their 

identities in addition to men in their lives. They point to the values and lessons grandmothers 

pass down to them. These young men explain how they admire their older sisters. The middle 

school-aged boys who make up the Pockets of Potential talk about female role models in the 

context of ‘good people’ who have strong values applicable to anyone, regardless of gender. The 

young men failing to attain their goals of masculinity do not mention women. Instead, they only 
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refer to men as role models. They exclusively discuss the lessons taught to them by fathers, 

grandfathers, and male coaches. Why do some boys lash out and some boys turn that aggression 

inward? What might contribute to these differences in risky and non-risky health behaviors? 

Risky Behaviors as the Enactment of Failed Masculinity 

In trying to enact the ‘right’ kind of masculinity, boys may feel compelled to embody a 

hypermasculinity, or in some cases a violent masculinity (Katz 2013). Violent masculinity is a 

toxic subset of hypermasculinity. Although parents may not explicitly direct their sons to be 

violent, they do encourage physical toughness, emotional stoicism, and sexual prowess, all of 

which are key foundations to hypermasculinity. 

Those who do not reach their goals of masculinity almost exclusively discuss the 

influence and importance of fathers, grandfathers, and uncles in their lives. For these young men 

they view their paternal figures through a complicated lens. On one hand, they recognize their 

fathers are trying their best to model a certain type of masculinity—more often than not it is a 

hegemonic masculinity—but there is a strain between those expectations and what the boys want 

for their personal masculine identity. The young men feel this strain in one of two ways: 1) boys 

are unable to meet the expectations of their fathers’ ideals of hegemonic masculinity and feel 

inadequate, and 2) the boys want to exhibit a more egalitarian version of masculinity but their 

paternal figures are roadblocks to achieving that ideal. 

Risky behaviors turned outward 

The first type of strain boys express is due to their inability to meet the demands of their 

paternal figures. These boys view themselves as unable to attain the hegemonic masculinity 

desired by their fathers and instead must “prove their manhood” over and over again. This 

typically leads to boys acting out in aggressive ways toward others (e.g., fighting) or performing 
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a hypermasculinity (e.g., binge drinking at parties or aggressively talking trash). Alphas in 

Pursuit most often exhibit these behaviors. Their risky behaviors turned outward is the most 

problematic piece to the Alphas in Pursuit. They are trying to conform to the accepted standards 

of “real” boys or “real” men. No other groups in this study describe the aggression and violence 

towards others that the Alphas in Pursuit describe. 

Matt, an 18-year old high school baseball player describes his role models as his father 

and uncle. They taught him to play a variety of sports and Matt helps them on various building 

sites in their jobs as construction workers. He tells me that his father is a “tough guy” and 

expects the same from him. His father has told him to “man up” and stifle his emotions 

numerous times in his life. Matt describes feeling aggrieved by others when they do not take him 

seriously or laugh him off. He explains a few instances where he was involved in a physical 

altercation, saying: 

The first time I think it was a kid sat in my seat and I said, “Get up,” he didn’t get 
up. So, I pulled him out of the seat and we started tossing hands. Another time 
was some kid was walking down the hallway and decided to push me in my 
locker. I didn’t like that so I pushed him back and then we left it alone for a little 
while or something, and he was talking about me or something like that. I 
confronted him, he said “No,” I said “Don’t lie to me,” he said “Yeah,” I said 
“Well stop talking about it,” and he’s like “What are you going to do about it?” 
Bam! [punches closed fist into other hand] Then we started fighting. Generally, 
that’s what most of those fights are about. 

Matt directly links these fights back to his father and things his father tells him in trying to mold 

him into a “real man.” He explains further, “I’ve been suspended from school a couple of times 

for fighting. My dad’s grounded me but says he’s proud I’m not a wimp. Stuff like that. But, 

most of the time he says “As long as you didn’t start it, it’s not your fault. If you were just 

defending yourself it’s not a big deal.” Matt is acting out a level of violent masculinity in 

attempts to achieve his desired hegemonic masculinity. However, Alphas do not describe 

74 



	  

             

   

         

         

              

           

             

                 

            

                  

                     

            

        

            

          

           

              

             

           

               

               

             

           

participating in physical altercations. This level of violence is not found in the other groups in 

the typology of masculinity achievement. 

Alphas in Pursuit also describe a performative aspect in their attempts to reach their 

desired masculinity. They describe binge drinking at parties and being able to drink more beers 

than their peers. Louis, 17, and Ron, 18, both baseball players for their high school and Alphas in 

Pursuit, describe instances of excessive drinking at parties. Both also describe prior fights they 

were involved in. Louis describes, “I don’t drink in small groups. I really only drink a lot when 

I’m around a lot of people. Like at parties. It’s just more fun that way.” Ron explains another 

party where he was challenged to speed up his alcohol intake. He says, “I was actually trying to 

prove my masculinity. It was like 9 at night, and they’re like, “Yo, we’re going to go to the park, 

hurry up. And I’m like, no, I want to drink. So, I drank, I think it was either 8 or 9 beers as fast as 

I could. It had to have been 35 minutes, and I was so drunk.” Ron describes an instance of risky 

binge drinking in order to explicitly prove his masculinity. 

Similar to the findings discussed in the earlier chapters, paternal figures in boys’ lives 

contribute to the pressure to engage in risky behaviors and in sexual activity in particular. One 

high school baseball and football player, Jeffrey, 15, explains the conversation he had with his 

dad the night before he started high school this year. He says, “My dad sits me down the night 

before my first day of school, of high school, and goes, “you’re a man and you’re expected to 

start having sex with girls now that you’re in high school.” Jeffery is an Alpha in Pursuit because 

he feels as if he is failing to attain the hegemonic masculinity he and the paternal figures in his 

life expect of him. Now that Jeffrey is entering high school he is considered a man and his father 

expects him to start having sex with women. Later in our conversation, Jeffrey reveals he is not 

actively pursuing sexual relationships with this peers but he feels immense pressure to be a 
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“real” man. When asked how he copes with that pressure, he responds, “I just take it to the 

[football] field and hit a bit harder or run longer. I can kinda forget about it there.” He uses sports 

as an escape from the pressures but is also trying to perform notions of hegemonic masculinity 

through aggressive means and endurance (i.e. hard tackles). 

Travis, a 20-year old collegiate baseball player, notes the expectation of men to be tough 

and not show their emotions under duress. During our conversation, he explains his 

shortcomings in regards to keeping his emotions in check. Travis states, 

If you get a couple of drinks in me I’ll spill my guts…I feel like it’s hard for guys 
to talk about stuff like that unless it’s in a joking around manner. Like I feel like if 
they’re just joking around then it can come out in a joking manner when it’s really 
not like with girls or something. I can only really get to my “sensitive side” 
[respondent uses air quotes] that way around the guys. 

Emotions are not supposed to be a part of appropriate masculinity according to Travis and his 

peers. 

Boys and young men describe instances where they felt their masculinity was challenged 

by their paternal figures or by their male peers. Yet, the boys often feel unable to directly 

confront their fathers or grandfathers when they criticize their behaviors or emotional responses. 

No one mentions talking to his paternal figures about the criticism rather, some channel that 

energy into sports by trying to hit more homeruns or tackle harder on the football field. 

The boys did talk about trying to one-up their male peers to reassert their masculinity in 

more social settings. These confrontations include performative displays of masculinity 

including physical altercations or trash talking in an effort to demean or emasculate male peers. 

Towards the end of our conversation, Travis offhandedly mentions how he gets wrapped up in 

locker room banter where his teammates are trying to one up each other in their sexual 

experiences. He says, “I would never talk about my girlfriend and like what we do but when the 
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guys get going I’ll joke about getting one of their moms last weekend. But the other guys will 

just keep going and going.” Travis gives an example of the performative aspect of masculinity 

within a group of other men. He alludes to the underlying social pressure to assert his 

masculinity by mentioning his heterosexuality. 

Outwardly aggressive risky behaviors include others in potentially violent or harmful 

acts. When young men’s masculine identity is threatened, there are a variety of responses. For 

those trying to exhibit a traditional form of masculinity, they may double-down on their efforts to 

exude a tough guy façade of emotional stoicism and physical toughness, which includes a violent 

undercurrent bubbling below the surface. Rather than directly confront older men in their lives, 

young men channel this hostile energy into physical displays, of athleticism or toughness, which 

can accomplish two things. On one hand, these actions serve to prove their masculinity to their 

fathers or other paternal figures by displaying elements of hegemonic masculinity. On the other 

hand, by challenging and physically dominating other young men, they assert themselves as 

tougher than their male peers. Outwardly aggressive displays provide ways for young men to 

perform hegemonic masculinity. 

Risky behaviors turned inward 

Closeted Outcasts view themselves as currently unable to attain their desired alternative 

masculinity because their paternal figures are trying to force them into the “man box.” They are 

not left alone to be an alternatively masculine guy because they are policed by paternal figures 

and face bullying by peers in an attempt to get them into the man box. When pushed far enough, 

depression and drug use may lead to suicide in some instances. 

The boys in this group describe events where their fathers, grandfathers, or male coaches 

told them they were “too emotional” or “weren’t man enough.” The effects on the boys in the 
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Closeted Outcast group are markedly different than the Alphas in Pursuit. The risky behaviors 

they engage in are turned inward (e.g., illicit drug use, drinking alone, and self-harm). These 

boys discuss feelings of inadequacy in their father’s eyes and use drugs as a coping mechanism. 

Depression and anxiety are also mentioned by some boys in this group at a higher rate than other 

groups. 

Jack, a 14-year old high school baseball player and Closeted Outcast, tells me his father 

has told him to “man up” or “suck it up” well over a hundred times. During our conversation, he 

briefly explains the physical abuse his father inflicts on his mother to the point of them moving 

out of his house. In response to how he is coping with the changes and the level of abuse his 

father inflicts he says, “I feel sad because I can’t really do anything. In the moment I’m just a 

kid, but I feel myself growing more and more angry and I don't know what that’s going to do 

later. I don’t want to be angry all of the time.” Jack is experiencing the strain of not being able to 

do anything in the moment for his mother. In his eyes, a man is supposed to provide support and 

be caring towards everyone, especially your loved ones. He struggles to understand his father’s 

violence toward his mother as it contradicts his views of what a man should embody. Later in our 

conversation, he tells me that he, “likes to drink a beer alone” when he can. This may be a coping 

strategy to mitigate the stress of a volatile household. 

Additionally, boys in this group discussed depressive episodes and consistent feelings of 

anxiety more than any other group in this study. Another young man, Nathan, an 18-year old 

high school band member, describes the stress he feels in supporting his girlfriend as she goes 

through severe depressive episodes and bouts of anxiety. He explains that he regularly uses 

marijuana daily in order to cope with stress and admits to secluding himself away from friends to 

avoid dealing with difficult situations. His social isolation is problematic and his drug use show a 
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pattern of inwardly risky behaviors especially since he explains he has a history of depression 

and self-harm as well. 

Vance, a 20-year old collegiate baseball player, also explains the difficulty he faces 

managing the expectations of his role models. In the aftermath of his uncle’s passing, Vance 

explains the isolation he felt was crushing. He explains, “I’m not going to go to my guy friends if 

I’m being all sad about losing my uncle because it’s going to show that I’m weak…I don’t want 

to go to my parents because it was my dad’s brother and whenever you talk to him he gets down 

about it.” When asked if he can approach any of his friends or teammates to talk about difficult 

topics Vance says, “Sometimes but more than not I probably won’t. It’s not often that I want to 

go to them unless it’s baseball related.” He continues later in our conversation to reveal his 

history of multiple periods of depression related to deaths in his family and failed romantic 

relationships. Vance explains his coping strategies include, “trying to find someone to talk to, 

maybe smoking some [marijuana], listening to music, or going for a walk or run.” 

Another young man, Dean, echoes Vance’s feelings of being caught between acting “man 

enough” and seeking the support he needs. Dean, a 17-year old high school band member, looks 

up to his father as a role model. When explaining his core values he states, “Just don’t let anyone 

pressure you into doing something you don’t want to do. I don’t let anyone pressure me. I have 

had people try to pressure me into like drinking and whatever, stuff like that.” This theme of 

pressure consistently came up in our conversation. When reflecting on his overall health Dean 

mentions he does not see himself as a mentally healthy person. When I ask why he states, 

I don’t know. I am really sad a lot. Last night was the opening of the musical and 
the seniors were all crying and everything and super happy and excited and I was 
just like I want to go home. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to have to do this 
four more times. I am just frustrated with the pressure here and with the process 
because I have been that way since the beginning, since marching band. 
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Everything has been like super negative. I have a negative outlook on everything. 
I am just ready to move on but I can’t yet. 

Dean explains he currently tends to isolate himself rather than seek out peers to talk to about his 

struggles. His peers rejected him in the past and he would rather self-isolate as a mode of 

protection. 

These strategies are in stark contrast to the methods used by the Alphas in Pursuit when 

they face adversity. Instead of acting out aggressively, these young men bottle those feelings of 

helplessness, frustration, and grief and keep them contained within themselves. Although nearly 

every young man in this study heard the phrase “man up,” the boys who are Closeted Outcasts 

are most likely to internalize this criticism and engage in inwardly aggressive risky behaviors. 

They did not describe fighting or acting out aggressively towards peers like the Alphas in Pursuit 

as described in the prior section. Rather, their risky behaviors included illicit drug use, drinking 

alone, and acts of self-harm. 

Successful Masculinity and the Absence of Risky Behaviors 

Many of the young men who are reaching their goals of masculinity discuss the influence 

of mothers, sisters, aunts, or other women in their lives in addition to the paternal figures they 

have. Alphas and Outcasts are secure in their masculinity. They believe they are attaining their 

gender goals, regardless of the type of masculinity they aspire to achieve. Role models in their 

lives help to construct a nonviolent masculinity, one in which boys are supported in their gender 

goals. Boys in these groups talk about the significant influence their moms and sisters have on 

their personal understanding of masculinity and gender notions in general. These boys also do 

not engage in risky behaviors as a whole. 

When participants discuss the maternal influences in their lives, Alphas and Outcasts tell 

stories of more egalitarian relationships and the importance of being caring and cooperative. 
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Brad, a 20-year old college baseball player, immediately points to his dad and mom as role 

models in his life. After explaining the sacrifices they make for him, he describes the relationship 

he has with his grandmother and how much he looks up to her. Brad states, 

Besides that, honestly I’d have to say my grandma. She’s 89 now. Her birthday 
was 2 days ago. But my grandma, she’s always been there for me, you know 
whether you need to talk, you need advice, your elders are who you go to for 
wisdom. So at the end of the day I would always go back to her and ask her what 
she thought of some things. And whenever you’re older you don’t really judge 
people for whatever decisions they make, what they’re going through, so I was 
able to go to her for a lot of stuff that I could trust her with. I would know she 
wasn’t judging me, she’s probably been there already, she’s probably done it. My 
family are my role models for the most part, you look up to them, you spend your 
whole life with them so they know everything about you. It’s pretty meaningful 
when they can help you through whatever tough times there is, and they can 
support you through anything. And that means a lot to me, personally. 

Brad, an Alpha, describes the important role his grandmother occupies for him. She treats him 

without judgment and dispenses advice and wisdom. When I ask what types of problems he 

seeks her advice, he responds, 

When I went through the breakup, I was talking to her about it, I was asking her 
why these things happen and what went wrong. And she’s understanding, she met 
my grandfather—who passed away 6 or 7 years ago—she met him when he was 
19 or 18 so it was different days back then. She said basically the same thing. 
Time will tell. Basically sometimes that people are at two different points in their 
lives. She likes to go out, and I don’t, so it’s that type of [thing]. She said that’s 
kind of how girls are normally at this age, 20 to 23 they wanna go out and get 
their wild side out and eventually they settle down and come back. The best you 
can do is move on and if she comes back she comes back, and if she doesn’t, 
there’s plenty more out there. I can go to her for anything, like I said, elder people 
are so wise. 

He mentions the difficult breakup he went through with his previous girlfriend and during this 

time he did not feel as if he could approach his teammates seeking support. Instead, Brad went to 

his grandmother seeking support and advice on his breakup. During our conversation, Brad is 

emotional when talking about his relationship with his ex-girlfriend, but he is adamant in his 

praise for his grandmother and their relationship. 
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Josh, a 16-year old high school baseball player and Alpha, explains why his aunt and 

grandmother are the main role models in his life. He says, 

My aunt, she’s super unselfish. She’s always there for other people and never 
really thinking of herself. And my grandma always comes to everything for me. 
She comes to all of my games. She’s always there. She always calls to see how 
I’m doing and stuff. And she just really cares about us and we try to give the same 
support back to her. 

Josh notes the dependability of both his aunt and his grandmother. He appreciates that support 

and tries to reciprocate it back to them. 

Josh’s teammate, Brady, 17, echoes these sentiments when he talks about his mom as a 

role model in addition to his father. When discussing a conversation he had with his mom he 

says, 

She’s an incredibly loving and caring person. That’s definitely something I want 
to emulate. She’d do anything for me at any time, so I love her for that. So that’s 
definitely something I want to be doing for people I care about as well. I like our 
conversations. We talk about why society thinks vulnerability is something that a 
man is not supposed to have. It’s hard to be vulnerable. And if a man is supposed 
to be strong and brave and whatever else comes with “being a man,” vulnerability 
is the opposite of that. I don’t think that’s right. Vulnerability is like a soft thing, 
ya know? Men aren’t supposed to be soft. Which, I don’t agree with. 

Brady, an Outcast, illustrates how women in young men’s lives can shift their understanding of 

manhood and what it means to be a man in today’s society. Here, his mom points out society’s 

expectations for men and how those do not necessarily have to be followed. Women can be 

models for the development of masculinity and be just as influential as men in adolescent boys’ 

gender identity. 

Alphas and Outcasts illustrate how women role models influence young men’s successful 

attainment of their goals of masculinity. They understand the positive role women have in their 

process towards achieving their ideals of masculinity. The young men in this section understand 

and value the ways in which women have shaped their understanding of manhood and helped to 
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support them. Boys and young men who are able to reach their goals of masculinity are much 

less likely to engage in risky health behaviors. 

CONCLUSION 

Boys and young men cite a variety of role models in their everyday lives. Coaches, 

parents, teachers, family members, and community leaders all contribute to the development of 

young men. These role models help to shape the boys’ understanding of manhood and 

masculinity. The young men who cite both men and women as role models are more likely to 

view themselves as currently reaching their desired masculinity. These Alphas and Outcasts also 

are less likely to engage in risky health behaviors compared to those who fail to attain their goals 

of masculinity. 

To some, role models can also act as a barrier to boys and young men achieving their 

desired sense of masculinity. Young men from two groups in this study – Alphas in Pursuit and 

Closeted Outcasts – cite male figures in their lives that contribute to impeding their path towards 

achieving their desired masculinity. Boys in both groups engage in aggressive behaviors but the 

direction of that aggression is different. The Alphas in Pursuit turn their aggression on others and 

are a more consistent threat on a daily basis compared to other groups—e.g., violence against 

women, abusive relationships, assault, murder, theft, etc. However, those who fit the profile of a 

Closeted Outcast turn their aggression inward and may contribute to higher rates of self-harm, 

depressive episodes, or potentially suicide. 

This research contributes to our understanding of gender socialization at the individual 

level and who is helping to shape boys’ ideals of masculinity. My work builds of off Kane’s 

(2012) research on parents’ role in actively shaping appropriate gender expressions in their 

children. Young men most often recognized parents as the biggest influence on their masculinity 
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and their understanding of manhood rather than professional athletes or other celebrities. For 

those who fail to reach their goals, they act out aggressively towards others or turn that 

aggression inward. This particular finding builds on Messerschmidt’s (2000) distinction between 

violent and nonviolent boys to explain why some are more likely to resort to violence when they 

are challenged. It is the messages from important people in boys’ lives that either support or 

reject the notion of violence as an appropriate means to solve problems. 

We are more affected by our close intimate others than celebrities, video games, or other 

media. The boys in this study consistently point to key role models they interact with on a daily 

basis rather than sports figures, movie stars, or video game characters. The debate about media 

influences and adolescents’ risky behaviors is a straw man argument. The individual actions, 

judgments, and perceptions snowball to create a larger culture of toxic masculinity. Violent 

masculinity is a taught behavior passed down from role models; it is not a passively learned 

behavior from the media boys consume (Katz 2013). Media literacy, coupled with education 

about healthy relationships, is needed in order to fully affect long-lasting, positive change at the 

individual level. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Adolescence and the transition to adulthood is a tough period in most people’s lives. 

From middle school through college, young people are negotiating peer pressure and 

expectations of others while striving to achieve their educational and extracurricular goals. 

Teenagers are also experimenting with boundaries, identities, and risky behaviors (DiClemente 

et al. 2014; Pascoe 2007). Ultimately, young people are creating their identities and discovering 

their place in the world. This period also includes a significant time of gender identity 

development (Harper and Harris 2010). 

Young men in my study articulated their ideals of masculinity and how they viewed 

themselves measuring up to those standards. Over the course of 87 interviews with baseball 

players and school band members, many young men describe their ideals of masculinity as being 

more traditionally oriented, while others articulate a desire to achieve more alternative notions of 

masculinity. I initially assumed baseball players would adhere to more traditional notions of 

masculinity and engage in higher rates of risky behavior as a result and that band members 

would be more open to alternative masculinities and by extension be more averse to risk. I find 

these distinctions to be largely irrelevant among the young men in this sample. Baseball players 

aspire to achieve alternative masculinities while some adhere to hegemonic masculine gender 

ideals, and the same is true for band members. 

The key takeaway from my research is centered on achievement of masculine goals as a 

process. My data suggest that if a young man is reaching his goals of masculinity, he is more 

likely to avoid risky behaviors, regardless of the type of masculinity he aspires to achieve. 

Alphas are those currently attaining their goals of hegemonic masculinity and Outcasts are those 

reaching alternative masculinity goals. If a young man is failing to achieve his goals of 

85 



	  

             

          

            

         

            

      

       

            

           

         

         

           

             

           

        

           

         

          

           

         

           

            

masculinity, he is more likely to engage in risky behaviors. Those failing to reach their goals of 

hegemonic masculinity, Alphas in Pursuit, are more likely to engage in outwardly risky behavior 

(e.g., fighting with others, binge drinking at parties) as ways to prove their masculinity to peers, 

compared to Closeted Outcasts, who fail to reach their goals of alternative masculinities, and are 

more likely to engage in inwardly risky behavior (e.g., drug use, self-harm) as ways to cope with 

others’ expectations of hegemonic masculinity. 

My research also illustrates how adolescent boys and young men negotiate peer pressures 

to engage in sexual encounters. Those who feel pressure, 52% of this sample, describe using one 

of three methods to deal with peer pressure: 1) avoiding pressure through humor by changing the 

subject within social interactions, 2) normalizing peers’ expectations through tacit acceptance, 

and 3) outright rejection of this expectation. Only Alphas and Outcasts describe using humor to 

avoid the peer pressure. Outcasts, Closeted Outcasts or Alphas in Pursuit explain their 

acceptance of the peer pressure and in turn, largely normalize the pressure. Young men from all 

categories in this study reject the peer pressure to engage in sexual encounters, as they fear 

negative consequences impacting their daily life or future careers. 

Lastly, my analyses highlight the importance of role models in young men’s masculine 

identity development. Those failing to achieve their masculinity goals, Alphas in Pursuit and 

Closeted Outcasts, only discuss male role models in their lives. Paternal figures and professional 

athletes are important to the young men who are failing to reach their goals of masculinity. They 

explain how fathers and grandfathers push them to control emotions and toughen up. 

Contrastingly, the boys and young men who feel they are achieving their goals of masculinity, 

Alphas and Outcasts, discuss the significance of both male and female role models in their lives. 
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Alphas and Outcasts explain the importance of grandmothers as equal to their relationship with 

grandfathers. They relay stories of how sisters push them to be better versions of themselves. 

The familial relationships discussed by the young men in this study present another way 

to examine my findings. Using elements of a life course approach, one could better understand 

the processes intertwined in masculinity achievement during adolescence. The social 

relationships between sons and parents, grandsons and grandparents, and brothers and siblings— 

linked lives—provide context for how an individual integrates cultural expectations or disrupts 

the status quo (Giele and Elder 1998). Each of these relationships shape a boy’s understanding of 

masculinity and arguably their individual goals of masculinity achievement. These people 

occupy key roles that may influence what is appropriate for a young man to embody and what 

should be tempered or cast aside. At the individual level, an older sibling may pick on a younger 

brother for liking a pink toy but viewing that instance at the cultural level, it is an example of 

how feminine-marked objects and behaviors are devalued within hegemonic masculinity. 

Grandfathers contribute to boys’ understanding of masculinity in similar ways although with a 

slightly stronger emphasis on traditional, hegemonic, expectations of boys. Additionally, the 

intersection of age, period, and cohort all contribute to an individual’s life trajectory, and I would 

argue, a young man’s achievement of his masculine ideals. I note later in this chapter how age 

effects and cohort effects cannot be fully parsed out in this study. However, a life course 

approach taking into account these elements would provide a more comprehensive understanding 

of masculinity achievement. 

Implications of this study 

My research illustrates a stark contrast between those who achieve their ideals of 

masculinity and those who struggle to attain their gender goals. Broadly, when our culture 
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describes masculinity, we tend to fall back on traditional images of athletic quarterbacks 

throwing game-winning touchdowns, the strong silent types cast in action-packed Hollywood 

roles, or the tough guy protecting his family from an intruder. Each of these images draws on 

traditional norms of hegemonic masculinity: athleticism, strength, emotional stoicism, and 

toughness. Recently, our culture has shifted towards an acceptance for alternative masculinities 

and men to embrace characteristics traditionally associated with femininity (e.g., empathy and 

care for others, cooperation over competition). Gender theorists argue masculinity is constructed 

along a spectrum rather than in opposition, or a binary, to femininity while taking into account 

other key social markers such as race, class, and sexual orientation (Bridges and Pascoe 2014; 

Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Kimmel 2008). 

It has long been documented that young men are more likely to engage in risky health 

behaviors compared to their female peers. Men commit more acts of violence against each other 

and are the number one threat to women in the United States according to the FBI (Klein 2012). 

These risky behaviors are also turned inward in the form of drug use, self-harm, and depressive 

episodes. The argument is that boys and young men engage in these risky behaviors as ways to 

display their masculinity (Connell 1995; Kilmartin 2005; Messner 1995; Pope, Phillips, and 

Olivardia 2000). 

However, there is little research that accounts for how achievement or failure to attain 

individually held beliefs about masculinity shape a young man’s risky health behaviors. My 

dissertation contributes to scholarship on gender identity development by examining adolescent 

and young adult men’s masculinity goals and how they view themselves in relation to those 

aspirations. This process is a crucial component to identity development and achieving one’s 

gender identity. This study illustrates the process of continually striving to achieve one’s goals of 
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masculinity is under near-constant scrutiny and the markers of a successful embodiment of 

masculinity for adolescent men shifts as they age. These findings suggest gender identity 

achievement is a process that boys negotiate with themselves, their peer groups, parental figures, 

and through the broader cultural messages. By drawing from 87 interviews with young men, my 

research expands the definitions of masculinity to include an achievement component. Does the 

young man reach his goals of masculinity? If not, he is more likely engage in risky health 

behaviors due to the strain between expectations and goals. My dissertation adds nuance to better 

understand why some young men participate in risky health behaviors and why others abstain 

from these activities. 

Scholars note the increasing intensity of hypermasculinity in North American culture, 

especially in sports culture (Hickey 2008; Kreager 2007; Young 2012). Studies note the 

connection between violence and participation in sport. This assertion oversimplifies masculine 

identity formation in our culture. My findings illustrate more complexity among young men and 

their goals of masculinity. There seems to be a tension between what is acceptable for boys and 

young men to do or to embody. At one end of the spectrum boys are receiving violent cultural 

messages leading to toxic masculinity and simultaneously understanding a shift toward more 

egalitarian gender norms. Hypermasculinity is arguably a manifestation of a violent masculinity, 

of which is more evident in mainstream media but is enacted by all men (e.g., Katz 2013). My 

research asserts a distinction between the young men who reach their goals and those who fail to 

attain their desired masculinity as well as a distinction between those engaging in risky health 

behaviors and those who are more risk adverse. Hypermasculinity is more evident among the 

Alphas in Pursuit as they try to prove their manhood among their peers. The Closeted Outcasts, 
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on the other hand, feel encouraged to embrace hypermasculinity by paternal figures despite their 

attempts to enact a more alternative masculine identity that eschews violence against others. 

This research contributes to a better understanding of the origins of violent tendencies in 

some white men before they commit assault, domestic violence, or murder. This work is situated 

at the individual level in order to examine the personal notions of masculinity and the troubles 

associated however, it is the individuals that collectively make up the societal level problems. 

The young men failing to attain their desired masculinity goals—Alphas in Pursuit and Closeted 

Outcasts—articulate feelings of inadequacy and the constriction of societal norms. These 

sentiments seem to be similarly expressed by young men who have committed large-scale acts of 

violence in our society. 

This research also lends a perspective to public health organizations that aim to educate 

and raise awareness of intimate partner violence and gender-based violence. As Messner, 

Greenberg, and Peretz (2015) note, these organizations viewed perpetrators as “poorly 

socialized” and the strategies to stem the rates of violence should focus on bystander intervention 

and prevention education. Organizations such as It’s On Us, started by former Vice President Joe 

Biden, or Jackson Katz’s Mentors in Violence Prevention (MVP) program, are crucial as they 

leverage men’s role in redefining masculinity for other men. While I do not dispute the positive 

impacts of these organizations, I echo the calls for an emerging paradigm shift in our cultural 

views of gender and violence which is intersectional and social justice-oriented. This emerging 

paradigm understands perpetrators as a link between interpersonal and institutional violence. 

Furthermore, this paradigm reinforces an intersectional approach bringing together the personal 

and the political (Messner et al. 2015). This study provides an insight into adolescent boys’ and 

young men’s understanding of masculinity using an individual-level analysis. However, the 
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larger systemic issues associated with hegemonic masculinity cannot be ignored in this work and 

by extension, the strides toward gender equality must link the individual with the cultural. This 

understanding of contemporary white masculinity can be incorporated into strengthening the 

emerging initiatives to prevent men’s aggression in society and be treated as a social issue 

instead of an individual violent episode. 

This research also contributes to a better understanding of potential cultural shifts 

occurring in the youngest of members of this sample. Those boys in the Pockets of Potential may 

be describing a stronger acceptance of fluid gendered expectations for both boys and girls and 

carry these attitudes into high school and beyond. Broadly, I argue the Pockets of Potential are 

markers for what is possible regarding youth attitudes towards masculinity. These attitudes could 

be fostered into their high school years but their attitudes could also change as they age. 

Oftentimes, the younger groups are socialized by those that are just slightly older. For instance, 

freshmen look to sophomores for social cues to model and they are looking toward juniors. 

Ultimately, many implications for the Pockets of Potential cannot be fully explained by this 

study. A follow-up study would allow for a better understanding of this group in particular. 

Limitations of the study 

While my findings are strongly suggestive of a link between masculinity goals, 

achievement, and health risk behaviors, my research does have some limitations that may affect 

data quality and generalizability. First, in my effort to make participation in this study as easy as 

possible for the participants, I conducted interviews on school grounds, and this location may 

have influenced responses from participants. Conducting the interviews on school grounds may 

have impacted boys’ comfort levels and in turn, their responses to questions about risky health 

behaviors. In particular, the middle school and high school boys may have perceived me as an 
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agent of the school and modified their responses to avoid negative repercussions or to maintain 

social desirability. 

It is also possible that some boys and young men may have edited their comments due to 

differences in status characteristics between them and myself. As a queer white woman 

conducting these interviews, I was keenly aware of how I may be perceived during recruitment 

and interviews across gender, age, racial, and assumed, sexual orientation differences. In fact, the 

only time my appearance was explicitly referenced was during the very first interview when the 

participant was trying to explain how clothing helps him show his masculinity. He offhandedly 

stated, “Well, kind of like what you’re wearing.” In an effort to appear more professional to 

gatekeepers, I was wearing a collared shirt layered with a sweater with dark jeans and brown 

leather shoes. The young man across the desk from me was wearing a similar version of this 

outfit. In every interview following, I made sure to wear only a sweater, jeans, and sneakers. My 

appearance was not mentioned again. 

However, I believe my perceived identity allowed for two things to happen. First, boys 

may not have felt threatened or the need to prove their masculinity as they may have felt if a 

cisgender man conducted the interview. Prior research argues the importance of performing 

masculinity in the presence of other men and receiving approval from them (Kimmel 2008; 

Messner 1992). Secondly, the young men may not have viewed me as someone to impress 

whereas, if a cisgender woman had conducted the interviews, some participants may have 

revised their comments, as noted in prior research involving women studying men. These 

revisions may be made in an effort to “impress” a potential sexual partner (Arendell 1997; 

Pascoe 2007). I believe the participants in this study were allowed a more open space to express 
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their thoughts since I am neither viewed as a man or a sexual object, and this allowed for more 

candid responses. 

My study design and sampling procedures include limitations to the generalizability of 

this research. This study includes a sample of racially homogenous group of young men. This 

sample is overwhelmingly white, and therefore the findings are limited to the construction of 

white masculinity within one geographically bound area. Although all participants volunteered to 

be included in this study, this was not the case with the collegiate baseball team. In that case, the 

head coach introduced me to fifteen players who would participate in the study. This may have 

introduced selection bias as the head coach may have selected players who he thought highly of 

or would be “good” for the study. 

Additionally, participants self-selected to participate in this study some participants may 

have been more likely to complete an interview after a friend had done so. This may have led to 

some selection effects with the sample. Due to interpersonal peer relationships or status my 

sample may be limited if it was “uncool” to participate in this study. I have no way of knowing 

how students perceived this study and can only hypothesize about possible selection effects. 

Lastly, this study cannot account for generational differences among the role models of 

the young men. During data analysis, I realized that the most significant question omitted from 

the interview script was simply, “How old are your parents?” The answer to this question may 

have shed light on the different generational notions of gender identity. One could extrapolate 

that the parents of boys in middle school are younger than parents who have sons attending 

college, however, this is a broad generalization and may not actually be true. 

This cross-sectional sampling approach I took in this study does not allow me to fully 

examine changes in an individual’s gender goals, achievement of those goals, or how these 
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change over time. This study provides a snapshot of what is happening in this particular school 

district and college during this particular time. I cannot tease out the age effects from the cohort 

effects in this study. I can hypothesize that boys coming of age may hold more progressive views 

of masculinity than their collegiate counterparts and may continue to develop those as they age. I 

could also hypothesize that middle school-aged boys are more open to alternative masculine 

ideals as a function of their young age. Simply put, they may not have enough experience 

navigating the cultural pressures of hegemonic masculinity and the penalties associated with 

gender transgressions. I argue the only way to fully delineate the age or cohort effects would be 

to follow up with these same young men as they age and conduct another round of interviews 

with them. This method would allow me to distinguish between the age and cohort effects. 

Implications for future research 

This study provides a snapshot of masculinity development among 87 young men 

enrolled in middle school, high school, or college. These findings give an insight into a moment 

in adolescent identity development. An especially useful study would include a longitudinal 

analysis to better understand how men’s goals of masculinity shift over the life course. I suspect 

these categories are not static and boys may move in an out of them as they age. For example, 

some Closeted Outcasts may move into the Outcasts group once they establish themselves in 

college and away from negative influences from paternal figures. It would be interesting to re-

interview these boys in 10, 20, and 30 years to see how they are dealing with stress, 

relationships, family dynamics, health, and possibly how they are teaching their children about 

gender. 

Future studies should aim to capture how masculinity is constructed across a variety of 

racial groups. This project could be reproduced to target a racially diverse sample. African-
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American, Latino, Asian, and other racial minority men may construct their masculinity using 

different markers of success or failure compared to the markers of successful white masculinity. 

These findings could also be extended through a study including the female peers of the 

young men. During the recruitment phase of this project, young women consistently asked me if 

they could participate in a study about men’s understanding of masculinity. They argued, in 

every age group, that they could provide insight into how young men construct their masculinity. 

A study on young men’s masculinity development that includes women would build off these 

findings in addition to prior research on women’s performance of masculinity (Brown 2003; 

Pascoe 2007). 

Additionally, future studies could expand the scope of this research to include interviews 

with teachers, coaches, and parents of boys to solicit how they understand their role in relation to 

masculine identity development in adolescents. An interesting study could include separate 

interviews conducted with boys and role models to see the differences in the messages boys learn 

compared to messages taught about masculinity. This research would build off of Kane’s (2012) 

work on gender modeling in the family. Ideally, future research would include more targeted 

data about the messages of successful masculinity across a range of social groups (e.g., age, race, 

or socioeconomic status). Through more systematic study designs including female peers and 

role models, research can yield more nuanced explanations of men’s participation in risky 

behaviors and men’s violence across society. 
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Appendix A. Initial Recruitment Script 

UNIVERSITY AT BUFFALO, STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 
Intersections of Masculinity and Health from Adolescence to Young Adulthood 

Script for Recruitment 

Greetings, 

I am a researcher from the University at Buffalo. My name is Kiera Duckworth and I am a Ph.D. 
student in sociology. I am interested in speaking with members of the baseball team or musical 
band for a research study regarding your experiences and thoughts about masculinity. I would 
like to interview you about your ideas and perceptions of manhood and how they influence your 
everyday life. 

happy to answer any questions you may have about the study. 

Thank you and best regards, 

Kiera D. Duckworth, Ph.D. student, Sociology 

If you are interested in participating, please contact me directly at kieraduc@buffalo.edu. I am 
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University at Buffalo 
The State University of New York 

Appendix B. Informed Consent Document – Adult Participants 

University 	at 	Buffalo Institutional 	Review Board 	(UBIRB)
Office of Research Compliance | Clinical and Translational Research Center Room 5018

875	 Ellicott St. |	 Buffalo, NY 14203
UB Federalwide Assurance ID#: FWA00008824 

Title of research study: Intersections of Masculinity and Health from 
Adolescence to Young Adulthood #725305-2 

Version Date: 05/05/2015 

Investigator: Kiera D. Duckworth 

Why am I being invited to take part in a research study? 
You are being invited to take part in a research study because you are a member of a baseball 
team or a musical band that is willing to discuss their experiences regarding masculinity. 

What should I know about a research study? 
• Someone will explain this research study to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
• Your decision will not be held against you. 
• You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Who can I talk to? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to the 
research team at Kiera D. Duckworth by phone at 716-***-**** or email at 

if: 

• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 
Adolescence and young adulthood include critical points for identity development for individuals 
specifically regarding masculinity. This area is lacking a clear understanding of how a person’s 
definition of masculinity and manhood play out in their everyday lives. You have been asked to 
participate because you are involved in organized baseball or a member of a musical band. Your 

kieraduc@buffalo.edu. You may also contact the research participant advocate at 716-888-4845 
or researchadvocate@buffalo.edu 
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involvement in this study will help in understanding the influence of masculinity in everyday 
experiences. 

How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for approximately 1 hour. 

How many people will be studied? 
We expect about 90 people to participate in this research study. 

What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
If you choose to participate in this research you will be given one interview about your 
experiences regarding masculinity and your ideas of manhood. This interview will be audio 
recorded with your permission. You will only have contact with the primary investigator—Kiera 
Duckworth—for this study. The interview will take place in a setting that you are most 
comfortable in, or in the primary investigator’s office in the Sociology Department and the 
University at Buffalo. Any information that you choose to share in the interview will be stored in 
a password-protected file on the primary investigator’s personal computer. The data will be 
retained for the duration of the study and an additional 5 years after that. Only the primary 
investigator has access to the information. 

What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, you will be responsible to participate in an interview about your 
experiences regarding masculinity and your ideas of manhood. 

What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You can leave the research at any time and it will not be held against you. 

What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
You can leave the research at any time it will not be held against you. 

Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no known risks associated with these procedures. You may feel uncomfortable, as a 
result of describing past experiences and memories of your experience, if any, with tobacco, 
speeding, fighting, and alcohol. You do not have to answer any questions that you prefer not to 
and you may take a break from the interview at any time. 

Will being in this study help me in any way? 
We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from your taking part in this research. However, 
possible benefits include being able to describe your past experiences and being able to tell your 
own story to an attentive listener. 

What happens to the information collected for the research? 
Efforts will be made to limit the use and disclosure of your personal information, including 
research study and medical or education records, to people who have a need to review this 
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information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy 
your information include the IRB and other representatives of this organization. Any information 
that you willingly provide will be retained for 5 years after the completion of this study. All 
information that you provide will be destroyed after the 5-year period has elapsed. 

What else do I need to know? 
This research is being funded by the Mark Diamond Research Fund through the Graduate 
Student Association at the University at Buffalo. 
Subjects that enroll in this study will receive one $10.00 gift card at the completion of their 
interview. 
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Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 

Signature of subject Date 

Printed name of subject 

Signature of person obtaining consent Date 

Printed name of person obtaining consent 
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University at Buffalo 
The State University of New York 

Appendix C. Informed Consent Document – Parent / Guardian 

University 	at 	Buffalo Institutional 	Review Board 	(UBIRB)
Office of Research Compliance | Clinical and Translational Research Center Room 5018

875	 Ellicott St. |	 Buffalo, NY 14203
UB Federalwide Assurance ID#: FWA00008824 

Title of research study: Intersections of Masculinity and Health from 
Adolescence to Young Adulthood #725305-2 

Version Date: 5/5/15 

Investigator: Kiera D. Duckworth 

Why am I being invited to take part in a research study? 
Your child is being invited to take part in a research study because your child is a member of a 
baseball team or a musical band that is willing to discuss their experiences regarding 
masculinity. 

What should I know about a research study? 
• Someone will explain this research study to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
• Your decision will not be held against you. 
• You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Who can I talk to? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to the 
research team at Kiera D. Duckworth by phone at 716-***-**** or email at 

if: 

• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 
Adolescence and young adulthood include critical points for identity development for individuals 
specifically regarding masculinity. This area is lacking a clear understanding of how a person’s 
definition of masculinity and manhood play out in their everyday lives. Your child has been 

kieraduc@buffalo.edu. You may also contact the research participant advocate at 716-888-4845 
or researchadvocate@buffalo.edu 
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asked to participate because he is involved in organized baseball or a member of a musical band. 
Your child’s involvement in this study will help in understanding the influence of masculinity in 
everyday experiences. 

How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for approximately 1 hour. 

How many people will be studied? 
We expect about 90 people here will be in this research study. 

What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
If you choose to allow your child to participate in this research he will be given one interview 
about his experiences regarding masculinity and his ideas of manhood. This interview will be 
audio recorded with your permission. You and your child will only have contact with the primary 
investigator—Kiera Duckworth—for this study. The interview will take place in a setting that he 
is most comfortable in, or in the primary investigator’s office in the Sociology Department and 
the University at Buffalo. Any information that your child chooses to share in the interview will 
be stored in a password-protected file on the primary investigator’s personal computer. The data 
will be retained for the duration of the study and an additional 5 years after that. Only the 
primary investigator has access to the information. 

What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you permit your child to take part in this research, your child will be responsible to participate 
in an interview about his experiences regarding masculinity and his ideas of manhood. 

What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
Your child can leave the research at any time and it will not be held against you or him. 

What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
Your child can leave the research at any time it will not be held against you or him. 

Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no known risks associated with these procedures. Since this study involves talking 
about past experiences and attitudes about masculinity, there is minimal risk of feeling 
uncomfortable as your child thinks and talks about this issue. Your child may feel 
uncomfortable, as a result of describing past experiences and memories of his experience, if any, 
with tobacco, speeding, fighting, and alcohol. He does not have to answer any question that you 
would prefer not to, and may take a break or end the interview at any time. If questions or 
concerns arise during the interview your child would like help with, the interviewer can provide 
them with a list of community-based resources, hotlines, and websites that they can use at their 
convenience. 
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Will being in this study help me in any way? 
We cannot promise any benefits to your child or others from his taking part in this research. 
However, possible benefits include being able to describe his past experiences and being able to 
tell his own story to an attentive listener. 

What happens to the information collected for the research? 
Efforts will be made to limit the use and disclosure of your personal information, including 
research study and medical or education records, to people who have a need to review this 
information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy 
your information include the IRB and other representatives of this organization. Any information 
that you or your child willingly provides will be retained for 5 years after the completion of this 
study. All information that you or your child provides will be destroyed after the 5-year period 
has elapsed. 

What else do I need to know? 
This research is being funded by the Mark Diamond Research Fund through the Graduate 
Student Association at the University at Buffalo. 
Subjects that enroll in this study will receive one $10.00 gift card at the completion of their 
interview. 
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Signature Block for Parental Permission 
Your signature documents your permission for the named child to take part in 
this research. 

Printed name of child 

Signature of parent or individual legally authorized to Date 
consent to the child’s general medical care 

• Parent 
• Individual legally 

Printed name of parent or individual legally authorized authorized to consent to 
to consent to the child’s general medical care the child’s general 

medical care (See note 
below) 

Note: Investigators are to ensure that individuals who are not parents can demonstrate their 
legal authority to consent to the child’s general medical care. Contact legal counsel if any 
questions arise. 

• Child is birth-6 yrs. old - Assent is not required 
• Child is 7-17 yrs. old – A separate Assent Document is to be signed by the child 
• Assent will be obtained Verbally 

I certify that the nature and purpose, the potential benefits and possible risks associated with 
participation in this research study have been explained to the above individual and that any 
questions about this information have been answered. A copy of this document will be given 
to the subject. 

Signature of person obtaining consent Date 

Printed name of person obtaining consent 

As
se

nt
Pr

oc
es
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Signature Block for Assent of Child 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 

Signature of subject Date 

Printed name of subject 
I certify that the nature and purpose, the potential benefits and possible risks associated with 
participation in this research study have been explained to the above individual and that any 
questions about this information have been answered. A copy of this document will be given 
to the subject. 

Signature of person obtaining consent Date 

Printed name of person obtaining consent 

105 



	  

   
 

       
      

  
 

 
      

       
          
        
     

          
    

     
     

          
            

        
 

       
        

        
       

    
          

 
   

       
      
   

    
    
  

   
  

        
     

    
    

    
      

    
 

   
         

Appendix D. Interview Questions 

UNIVERSITY AT BUFFALO, STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 
Intersections of Masculinity and Health from Adolescence to Young Adulthood 

Interview Questions 

I. Everyday life for boys and young men. 
a. Describe to me an ordinary day at school. 
b. Describe to me a typical Saturday night with your friends. 
c. Describe to me how you decided to join baseball / band. 
d. Why did you choose this instead of something else? 

i. What are the guys in band / baseball like? 
e. Do you have any role models? 

i. What does he look like? 
ii. What does he do? 

f. How do you see yourself compared to other boys at your school? 
g. What types of things do you and your friends do for fun? 

i. What do you joke about? (how is humor used) 

II. Definitions / successful forms of masculinity. 
a. What does it mean to be a man? 

i. How and when did you come to think this way? 
b. In what ways do you meet your ideals? 

i. Where do you fall short? 
c. What do you think most people your age believe about manhood? 

III. Healthy / Risky behaviors. 
a. Have you ever been driving over the speed limit? 

i. Would you consider that time dangerous? Why? 
ii. Why did you do it? 

b. Have you smoked cigarettes before? 
i. Why did you do it initially? 

ii. Why now? 
c. Have you used alcohol? 

i. Why? 
d. Have you started dating? Tell me about the person. 
e. Have you been in a physical fight? 

i. What happened? Why? 
f. Do you exercise / work out? 

i. How often? Why? 
g. Do you consider yourself a healthy person? 

i. Why or why not? 

IV. General Questions. 
a. What do you like about being a boy / man? 
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--b. What do you not like about being a boy / man? 
c. College: What did you think about manhood when you were in middle school? 
d. High School: What did you think about manhood when you were in middle 

school? 
e. All: What type of man do you hope to be in 10-15 years? 
f. Demographic questions: 

i. What is your age? 
ii. What grade are you in? 

iii. What do your parents do for a living? 
iv. What is your race or ethnicity? 
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