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Abstract

Background: Social norms around gender have been rapidly changing around the
world. As a psychological variable, “masculinity” may be at a “critical juncture”
in Australia where old definitions are now open to challenge and where new and
more useful definitions may be necessary. Methods: The present exploratory study
investigated the meaning(s) of masculinity in a contemporary setting with data derived
from semi-structured interviews with 39 adult Australian citizens or permanent residents
for whom issues of masculinity likely resonated. The present study employed a
qualitative methodology with thematic analysis used to examine contemporary accounts
of masculinity among 39 participants (18 males, 15 females and 6 non-binary) aged
between 21 and 74 years (Mean Age = 36.1 years, Standard Deviation = 17.18)
and recruited from a large capital city of Melbourne and a regional city of Geelong.
Results: Thematic analysis identified three broad themes, namely (1) “Physical and
Performative”, whereby physicality was important in contemporary versions of what
is masculine, with masculinity also typically deemed a performance or persona; (2)
“Prosocial Masculinity”, in that it now incorporates mostly positive attributes; and (3) Is
“Evolving” from old stereotypes usually seen as dysfunctional to attributes now viewed
as essentially human qualities. Conclusions: The present findings suggest there exists a
“myriad of masculinities” that are largely performative with characteristics once labelled
as “masculine” no longer viewed as gendered phenomena. For some interviewees, the
label of masculinity is outdated, playing little to no role in their lives. The concept of
masculinity in Australia, or at least in this sample, appears in transition, with the present
findings suggesting that it is indeed at a “critical juncture” with new meanings emerging

and where new and more useful concepts may need to be considered.
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1. Introduction

Researchers continue to struggle finding adequate ways to un-
derstand, conceptualize and measure masculinity that are both
culturally sensitive and universally accepted [1]. Researchers
have failed to define masculinity as a psychological construct
in related studies despite the fact so many instruments have
been developed to measure it [2]. The lack of conceptual
clarity around masculinity supports the need for further re-
search, although such an examination can be difficult given
each individual forms a “calculus” for assessing, integrating,
and regulating information about his or herself as a gendered
being [2—4].

It has been suggested that from a “cultural construction of
masculinity perspective”, men in Western societies are edu-
cated in how to be masculine, with these lessons emphasising
strength, emotional control, self-reliance and aggression [3, 5,
6]. Further, it has been argued that regardless of era, race,

ethnicity or cultural upbringing, there remain three univer-
salized roles to which men must adhere and or achieve, in
order, to meet the “socio-cultural” status as men, namely, to
provide, procreate and protect (or act as warrior) [7]. The
concept of “hegemonic masculinity” has also received signif-
icant attention and has typically been applied using mostly
negative characteristics which depict men as unemotional,
non-nurturing, dispassionate and aggressive with these seen
largely as the causes of criminality [8].

It has been argued there are several important limitations
in the literature on masculinity and violence, much of which
involves male aggression against women, including a failure
to address why most men do not perpetrate such violence
[1, 5]. Moreover, “feminist” and “gender role socialization”
theories cannot adequately explain why it is that men can be
exposed to the same dominant cultural norms with respect to
masculinity yet differ so markedly with respect to aggression
and or violence [9].
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1.1 Is masculinity performative?

A widely accepted view is that masculinity is a performative
expression of gender [10, 11], with the “doing” of gender
appearing both situational and interactional [12]. Thus, it can
mean different things at different times to different people
[13, 14]. Such performances are conducive to the display of
multiple and often contradictory aspects of the self, the result of
which is a significant degree of “haziness” around the making
of these many masculinities [15]. Indeed, it has been noted that
we can all tailor-make versions of masculinity to suit ourselves
and those around us, meaning expression of such performances
are fluid, ever-evolving and dependent on the setting while
also adapting as we age [16, 17]. In this sense, it is possible
to define “a thousand and one” potential variations of what
is considered masculine [8]. It has been argued that if we
are to comprehend and or predict the likely conditions under
which masculinity is “performed” we must dig deeper into the
contextual factors that can influence subsequent behaviours,
as in keeping with a functional and pragmatic perspective,
masculinity may not be “anything”, instead its meanings could
depend upon the way it is used and its consequences [ 18]. Until
such time, it is noted that there exists very little evidence that
the construct of masculinity and related incarnations have been
demonstrated to influence male behaviour in any meaningful
way [19].

1.2 Multiple masculinities

The challenge of identifying what is masculine has been a
source of frustration for more than a century with Freud writing
“...in human beings, pure masculinity or femininity is not
to be found in either a psychological or biological sense.
Every individual on the contrary displays a mixture of the
character traits...and he shows a combination of activity and
passivity, whether, or not these character traits tally with
his biological ones” [20]. Indeed, it has been noted that
masculinity remains a “fuzzy” concept given men are now
plural with the codes of the masculine multiplied after sub-
stantial shifts and because they are used in individualized
ways [15, 21]. These “masculinities” have multiple meanings
and vary significantly over time and across contexts, with
differences also observed with respect to social roles and social
groups [22, 23]. Masculinities can relate to what individuals
believe about themselves and others and can vary depending
on situational cues and the nature of social interactions as well
as broader ecological influences on groups and societies [22].
Within the scope of “multiple masculinities”, it is now implied
that while often related to the male body or men, they can now
also transcend such classification, available to all, regardless
of biological sex [22]. This accessibility has evoked an anti-
traditional masculinity to emerge in contemporary discourse
[23, 24], adding to the confusion over what is meant by the term
masculinity and indeed, when and how it should be applied. It
is therefore important to examine these potential variations to
keep contemporary analysis dynamic.

Several reviews and critiques of masculinity call for subtle
approaches to aid our understanding of the contingent and
contextual factors within the lives of men with the notion
of a “crisis in masculinity” evolving from doubts over its
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meaning in contemporary contexts given the many changes
evident in social values which means that old definitions no
longer work and new definitions are yet to be established [25].
These re-definitions are required as are new approaches to the
measurement of masculinity. Indeed, among the criticisms
of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ is it now appears both under-
mined and outdated given in many cultures men no longer
feel compelled to act in hyper-masculine ways to affirm their
masculinity while also being able to engage in behaviours
once deemed feminine without being perceived as weak or gay
[21, 26]. Further, it has been noted that younger people now
explore their gender in different ways with the emergence of
more inclusive and less homophobic expressions of masculin-
ity [26].

1.3 Masculinity in an Australian context

It has previously been argued that Australian hegemonic mas-
culinity is centred on stereotypical images of strong, white men
who have featured in local mythology including being convicts
and bushrangers, lifeguards as well as explorers, all of whom
could be linked with the processes of “settler colonialism,
dependent industrialization and contemporary globalization”
[27]. However, there is emerging evidence suggesting changes
to how masculinity is perceived and enacted in a contemporary
Australian context. Indeed, a recent qualitative study among
a small sample of Australian men (n = 8), found participants
distanced themselves from prevailing stereotypes of a heavy
drinking sports fan that treats women as sexual objects while
avoiding the expression of emotions and valuing strength,
toughness, and dominance [28]. Further, participants claimed
to embrace more “softer” masculinities in their personal and
professional lives, including aspects of “care” for others [28].
Some of the participants acknowledged more progressive at-
titudes which valued intellect over violence and domination
with some also recognising the importance of physicality in
that they invested significantly in their bodies, trying to shape
the hard and muscular physiques typically expected of young
men in a contemporary Australian context [28].

Quantitative research reinforces aspects of these narratives
with an anonymous voluntary online survey of Australian
construction workers affirming the potential shifts taking place
in our understanding of masculinity [26]. It was found that con-
struction workers in Australia were not highly homophobic,
nor did they significantly endorse restrictive emotionality or
male dominance with the authors concluding that this sample
may be more inclusive and less hegemonic than previously
argued [26]. These findings indicate potential shifts occurring
in our understanding of masculinity in Australia and require
replication in different samples of males, females and those
who identify as neither (non-binary) given all may have unique
insights into what is masculine and the role, if any, that this
often-clusive construct plays in their own lives. Understanding
these potential changes may also inform researchers of the
most appropriate quantitative scales to employ among Aus-
tralian samples and or inspire the creation of new measures
that better suit local ideologies.
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1.4 Research question

As a construct, masculinity remains elusive yet is routinely
measured and theorized to be a relatively static construct that
exerts a significant influence on subsequent behaviour, despite
a common assertion that it typically means different things to
different people in different settings and situations [29-31].
To address the dearth of research among Australian samples
and to better understand if typical approaches to the study and
measurement of masculinity still resonate, the present study
examined the following question, “What is masculinity in a
contemporary Australian context?”

Qualitative research designs enable multiple perspectives
and provide greater equality between interviewer and inter-
viewee in relation to ideologies inherent in the construction
of masculinity while also being a voice to culturally diverse
groups such as those identifying as non-binary (neither male
nor female) in respect to gender identification [32] with a
number, of non-binary participants included in the present
analysis. It is argued researchers may benefit from allowing
every individual, regardless of gender identity, to discover and
determine what masculinity means to them by posing questions
such as “What do you mean by masculinity?” [2]. The current
study utilised such an approach given the likely “variability” in
both meaning and performance of many masculinities and thus
was best suited to qualitative methods [33]. Indeed, qualitative
inquiry is also useful in the development of theory and item
generation for subsequent quantitative scales [32], and with
respect to masculinity in a contemporary Australian context,
there is a need for both new theory and measures.

2. Methods

The current exploratory qualitative study was designed to in-
vestigate what constitutes masculinity in a contemporary Aus-
tralian context among a sample of males, females and those
who identify as neither in order, to examine the nature of
any changes to the attributes assigned to the masculine, which
to date has received little attention. Qualitative research is
appropriate when seeking to understand more about complex
constructs [32], such as the meaning of masculinity given the
likely variability in interpretations of, and behaviours associ-
ated with the masculine [33].

Data was derived from semi-structured interviews lasting
between 20 minutes to one hour with the final sample com-
prising 39 adult Australian citizens or permanent residents
(Mean Age = 36.1 years, SD = 17.18) aged between 21 and
74 years with 18 males, 15 females and 6 who identified
as neither (non-binary). After providing informed consent,
participants answered a series of demographics-related items
(see Table 1). While not a representative sample, substantial
variations in age, backgrounds, education, occupations and ex-
periences with gender were observed. Ethics approval for this
study was granted by the Deakin University Human Research
Ethics Committee (HEAG_H12 2017).

Participants were recruited via word-of-mouth and social
media posts. Snowballing techniques were also used with
some reliance on having participants nominate others for sub-
sequent participation. Approximately half of the interviews

were conducted face-to-face at Deakin University or at the
participant’s home or residence with the remainder conducted
via phone given restrictions imposed during the covid-19 pan-
demic. Interviews were recorded on iPhones or iPads with
permission received prior to any recordings. Interviews were
conducted between 2017 and 2021 by three researchers (2
females, 1 male).

Participants were informed of the broader purpose of the
study via the following statement: “The purpose of the study is
to get your perspective on gender norms in Australia. “Gender
norms” is a term that refers to how we expect men and women
to act and think. We would like to talk about your beliefs
about gender norms in Australia and about your experiences
with gender norms”. The interview schedule for the semi-
structured interviews relied on a set of nine questions (see
Supplementary material).

All interviews were transcribed “verbatim” [34] largely by
student researchers before a fellow researcher listened to the
audio of the interview in order, to double check the accuracy of
each transcription. If the original transcription contained many
errors and or omissions, then the transcription process would
be re-done by more senior researchers. “Inductive” thematic
analysis identified significant themes with analysis driven by
the data without a pre-existing framework for coding, allowing
the process to evolve organically [34]. All sections referencing
masculinity were coded and after a thorough revision process,
significant themes were identified and defined before a second
researcher undertook a similar coding process on 9 (23.1%)
randomly selected transcriptions. After double coding was
completed, and similar themes confirmed, the most compelling
extracts were selected [34] to best answer the question “what
is masculinity in a contemporary Australian context?”

3. Results

Among a sample recruited from a large capital city of Mel-
bourne and a regional city of Geelong, three recurring themes
were identified in relation to the meaning(s) of masculinity
in a contemporary Australian context; namely, (1) “Physical
and Performative”, in that masculinity is physical as much as
psychological and typically a persona or fagade one adopts that
is context-dependent and enacted differently in private as op-
posed to public spaces; (2) “Prosocial Masculinity” in that con-
temporary masculinities incorporate many positive attributes
that can benefit the self and others; and (3) “Evolving”, in that
the construct is changing significantly, moving away from the
old, well-worn stereotypes that typically described masculinity
as a collection of dysfunctional characteristics. As a result of
this evolution masculinity is becoming increasingly difficult
to define which casts doubt on its usefulness as a meaningful
construct predicting behaviours with serious consequences.

3.1 Physical and performative

Physicality was often considered as, if not more, important
than the psychological in contemporary interpretations of the
masculine.

John (male, partnered, 36): ““...you see a big six-foot-three

fella with a shaved head, covered in tattoos working behind a



TABLE 1. Participants’ demographic information.

Pseudonym  Age (yr) Gender Education
Allen 24 Male Year 12
Carol 27 Female University
Chad 53 Male Year 10
Dennis 70 Male TAFE
Eloise 24 Female University
Gary 42 Male TAFE
Jess 27 Female Year 10
Josie 25 Female TAFE
Jacinta 66 Female TAFE
Karen 60 Female University
Kelvin 59 Male TAFE
Ken 24 Male University
Mark 23 Male TAFE
Mick 24 Male TAFE
Melissa 23 Female University
Neve 44 Female University
Penny 27 Female University
Rita 27 Non-Binary University
Reg 68 Male Year 10
Shilo 43 Non-Binary TAFE
Terri 27 Female University
Zoe 22 Female University
Mali 23 Non-Binary University
Kel 21 Male University
Missy 23 Female University
Joey 21 Non-Binary Year 12
Simon 32 Male TAFE
Nick 25 Male TAFE
Cat 21 Non-Binary TAFE
Kieran 29 Non-Binary University
Nigel 74 Male University
Casey 21 Male University
Phil 72 Male University
Serena 30 Female University
Mal 22 Male University
Des 50 Male University
Kerrie 48 Female University
John 36 Male Business College
Tasmin 21 Female University

TAFE: Technical and Further Education.

concrete truck and think yeah, there’s a masculine fella”.

Eloise (female, married, 24): “...masculinity is you know,
that big, tall guy that'’s coming in, you know he'’s more muscu-
lar, he could move mountains, that'’s what you need to be...”.

Relationship Status
Single
In a committed relationship
Married
Married
Married
Married
In a committed relationship
Single
Married
Married
In a committed relationship
Single
Single
Single
In a committed relationship
In a committed relationship
In a committed relationship
In a committed relationship
Married
Single
Single
Single
Single
Single
In a committed relationship
In a casual relationship
In a casual relationship
In a committed relationship
In a committed relationship
Single
Married
In a committed relationship
Married
Separated
In a committed relationship
Married
Married
In a committed relationship

In a casual relationship
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Current/Most Recent Occupation
Car Detailer
School Teacher

Truck Driver

Retired (Stay-at-Home-Father/Storeman)

Employment Consultant
Train Co-Ordinator
Administrator
Employment Consultant
Community Support Officer
Research Administration Officer
Horticulture-Small Business Owner
Marketing
Plumber
Chef
Student/Waitress
Research Fellow-Public Health
Student/Hospitality
Online Education
Retired (Railway Worker)
Factory Worker
Client Care Advisor
Student/Waitress
Writer
Forklift Driver
Student
Arts
Council Worker
Business Manager
Kitchen Hand
Disability Support Worker
Retired (Social Scientist)
Mental Health Support Worker
Retired (Academic)
Education Support
Student/Kitchen Hand
School Teacher/Tradesman
School Teacher
Sales/Spare Parts

Cashier

Jacinta (female, married, 66): “Its a physical look...I'm

looking at his physique”.

Kieran (non-binary, single, 29): “I guess the clothes I wear,
um, and now that I have facial hair...you have to express
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yourself physically”.

Karen (female, married, 60): “...well they like to have a
moustache or a beard...that's a fairly masculine look isn't it”.

In addition to one’s height, physique and presence of facial
hair, physical roles were also often seen as exemplars of the
masculine, with references to firefighters and “tradies” (i.e.,
construction workers) while associations were also drawn to
certain types of activities.

Nick (male, partnered, 25): “Yeah, like the wilderness you
know, I guess that whole vibe...its the type of landscape that
the word masculinity, you know like you go into the wilderness
and you chop lumber and hunt deer”.

Penny (female, partnered, 27): “...chopping wood...yeah, 1
think chopping wood’s very masculine because you're using
brute force to smash something”.

In accordance with physicality, masculinity was considered
largely performative, being a persona or fagade that one adopts
that is context-dependent and enacted differently in private as
opposed to public spaces.

Mali (non-binary, single, 23): “...when I'm feeling mascu-
line it feels like I'm taking up space in a different way and it
mainly comes out when I'm around other people and it has,
something to do with the way I'm interacting with them...”.

Cat (non-binary, partnered, 21): “...it5 a lot more sort of
common for people in my age group to play around with
masculinity...its a lot less rigid in terms of you were born this
way, you will behave this way and identify this way”.

Penny (female, partnered, 27): “...yeah, it totally relative
to your surroundings as well...being masculine you know, of
course it varies depending on where you are in the world”.

Gary (male, married, 42): “Yeah, I believe so, yeah and the
roles can change depending on what the circumstances...um,
today, I'm just as masculine as I was yesterday but I've done
three loads of washing, I've taken the little one to swimming
and we've been out for coffee and a few other bits and pieces
you know so, doesnt make me more feminine but I suppose
some people might see that as feminine type roles but we 've
got a household that takes two to keep it”.

3.2 Prosocial masculinity

For many participants, masculinity was a prosocial concept,
with many positive features at the core of contemporary ver-
sions. The masculine are no longer “over-powering” decision
makers, especially within family units, but rather seek to
reassure, collaborate, inspire self-sufficiency and serve as a
“rock”, especially in respect to “fatherhood”. Also valued
were, leadership, guidance, a willingness to lend a hand in
times of adversity and a healthy degree of “softness”.

Chad (male, married, 53): “...a man looking after his family,
kids, wife...support them, yep, thats a man, a strong man
who's there when the chips are down, he's the backbone (of
the family)”.

Simon (male, partnered, 32): “I mean you can be mascu-
line and be kind and you can be masculine and not be so,
domineering, because there s nothing wrong with being a man
and masculine and having a sense of kindness and that sort of
thing”.

Des (male, married, 50): “...its (masculinity) actually, be-

ing very, very soft. Its being strong, quiet, soft and keeping a
sense of aura and peace around us”.

Nigel (male, married, 74): “Protective, very yeah, I'd say
that’s a strong word, protective...if theres anything about
being male and protective of your family, your daughters, your
sons”.

Care giving was also another powerful symbol.

Mick (male, single, 24): “...someone that can look after
themselves and people he cares about”.

Shilo (non-binary, single, 43): “I think saying men as being
able to be empathetic, to be care-givers, to be compassionate,
hmm...I think its becoming more acceptable”.

Some associations were still drawn between masculinity and
“toxic” effects such as aggression and emotional constraint.

Nigel (male, married, 74): “Many may see masculinity as
negative because they 're associating it with aggression”.

Joey (non-binary, partnered, 21): “Like toxic masculinity
usually results in violence whereas toxic femininity is like more
psychological”.

Nick (male, partnered, 25): “...emotionally in the dark I
would say, not very in touch with their feelings and emotions”.

Jess (female, partnered, 27): “Because masculine is linked
to men and men have a very high suicide rate and as far as |
know the majority of it is them not reaching out and expressing
themselves because then it would not be man-like and the only
other word that ties that is masculinity...it always comes back
to being masculine, there is nothing else”.

However, such factors were not a feature of most narratives
with a broader acknowledgement that aggression and or emo-
tional restraint were now features of an insecure identity.

Des (male, married, 50): “...that’s not real masculinity,
that'’s what a hyper-broken masculinity...its, it’s what we as-
sociate with masculinity, but it'’s not really what being a male

.9

JANEN

3.3 Evolving

For many, the very concept of masculinity is now open to
challenge and or even obsolete.

Serena (female, separated, 30): “...just the idea of having to
categorise ourselves as masculine or feminine is probably part
of the problem to begin with”.

Jacinta (female, married, 66): “...so I think that’s a horrible
word actually, masculine...thinking about it now, masculinity
and femininity, I mean they re both outdated aren 't they, these
words?...because the genders are a lot more blended now...I
see it as being a lot different now, men will happily go and do
the shopping and quite happily do the ironing and the cooking
and the cleaning”.

Mali (non-binary, single, 23): “...they (masculinity and
femininity) feed into each other and people no matter what
their gender is, and where they sit on the spectrum of gender
they can exhibit both of these qualities...because these are
human qualities we are talking about”.

Carol (female, partnered, 27): “...it s fluid and changing and
masculinity is no longer specific to one sex or the other...yeah,
cos from my point of view everybody has both qualities”.

Nigel (male, married, 74): “Well I think things have shifted
since the time I was 20 years old to a 74-year-old...I think

3



masculinity has become a bit par se...I don't even think of it
as a particular set of attributes”.

The evolution described by participants with respect to mas-
culinity has made it increasingly difficult to define the con-
struct in a contemporary Australian context, no longer per-
ceived to be a set of largely dysfunctional characteristics typi-
cally assigned to 50% of the population.

Simon (male, partnered, 32): “Just the fact, you know, when
you really think about it, so vague and so intersectional, like [
said, it’s just you know, there's no true traits or set of traits to
really define masculinity”.

Penny (female, partnered, 27): “...like it s not you re either
masculine or feminine, there's a thousand different grades of
gender identification between them...ah, well it s hard because
1 honestly don t think there are masculine, feminine character-
istics”.

Kerrie (female, married, 48): “What does that even mean?
What does the construct even mean now, particularly given
people who are gay, people who are non-binary, people who
are transitioning, people that don 't want to be defined by their
genitalia, they don't want to be defined by a label such as to
be feminine, to be masculine and I think, yeah, I'm really, 1
think it'’s a good thing that we re evolving as a society and not
pinning down according to a label really”.

Mali (non-binary, single, 23): ““...when you sit down and
think about them, it’s really hard to put your finger on...yeah,
1 think we, our definitions, of our collective definitions of what
a masculine person is or what these qualities are, they don't
exist”.

4. Discussion

The current exploratory study examined the meaning(s) of
masculinity in a contemporary Australian context with par-
ticipants recruited from the capital city of Melbourne and
regional city of Geelong. Three recurring themes emerged
from the data, namely; (1) “Physical and Performative” in that
physicality was important in descriptions of the masculine with
masculinity often seen as a performance, persona or fagade
that is context-dependent; (2) “Prosocial Masculinity” in that
the construct now comprises many positive attributes, and (3)
“Evolving” in that masculinity is transitioning away from old,
well-worn stereotypes which has, by extension, made defining
the concept increasingly difficult.

The diversity in descriptions suggests there is no universal,
all-encompassing masculinity but rather there now exists “mul-
tiple masculinities” [10, 21, 25, 30]. Further, many of the traits
or characteristics once thought to be gendered phenomena are
understood by this Australian sample to be essentially just
human qualities, available to all regardless of gender identi-
fication, casting doubt on the utility of “supposed” traditional
masculinity factors in the prediction of serious behaviours and
outcomes.

4.1 Physical and performative

A strong narrative emerged suggesting masculinity was as
much, if not more, physical than psychological, with a person’s
physique, attributes, and activities a regular feature within
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participants’ descriptions of the masculine as was the presence
of facial hair. This accords with previous research indicating
beards can enhance men’s apparent age, social dominance and
aggressiveness while also being associated with feelings of
masculinity and endorsement of pre-conceived gender roles
[35-38]. The importance of masculinized features such as
facial hair may reflect its influence on socio-sexual attributes
recognised by females with beardedness potentially thought
representative of fathers more likely to both protect and invest
in offspring while also serving as a sign of good genes and
sexual maturity [37, 38]. As for other males, facial hair may
be a biological marker of potential advantages in inter-male
fighting [38] which can enhance perceptions of masculinity.

An emphasis on physicality is unsurprising given in many
Western cultures a physical sense of maleness is often central
to interpretations of gender [39]. Indeed, during any first
encounter men are generally appraised by prominent stereo-
types associated with masculinity such as body types, physical
features, and other specific signs of biological maleness [40].
The present findings may problematize treating masculinity as
a psychological variable in isolation without consideration of
the physical requirements potentially necessary in its construc-
tion. For instance, endorsement of some masculine norms may
be inconsequential for many men if they do not possess the
attributes necessary for their enactment. Further many men
may be unable to attract the attention from females required
to become a “playboy” or be promiscuous. Nor are all men
who recognise “violence” as a masculine norm going to have
the size or skill typically necessary to repeatedly engage in
aggression, particularly against other males in public spaces.
Adding to the complexity, some participants merely excluded
many men from ever acquiring a masculine status if they do not
first possess the prized, muscular physiques often associated
with renowned athletes or action movie stars.

Similarly, participants also reported masculinity was largely
performative, a persona or fagade adopted to suit environ-
mental and situational factors. Therefore, masculinity has
many different scripts enacted in different ways and which
can be re-written depending on the circumstances [41]. Thus,
these scripts and subsequent behaviours can be adaptive in
some settings and maladaptive in others with these variations
often determining consequences [41]. The present findings,
therefore, align with features of “role theory” which builds
on Erving Goffman’s (1959) contention that gender-related
roles are performances typically dependent on the patterns
presented during social interactions [42]. Thus, we are all
social actors with various modes of “stage craft” implemented
during everyday performances, meaning roles associated with
being masculine are actively realized according to the social
setting [42]. This results in contemporary masculinities being
context-dependent with likely differences in private as opposed
to public spaces, which aligns with reviews indicating these
variations are a partial response to “gender pressure” rather
than internal forces [15, 43]. These “gendered performances”
can be highly problematic given most existing measures of
masculinity-related constructs are not sensitive to contextual
influences [19], meaning it may be problematic taking gender
stereotypical behaviours at face value given they may contrast
with how many individuals really feel about such actions
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internally [15].

4.2 Prosocial masculinity

Many participants considered masculinity as an inherently
positive concept which contrasts with many of the stereotypes
often used to represent the masculine, most of which are
dysfunctional. A man’s willingness to sacrifice personal needs
for dependents or risk their own safety in the service of others
complemented additional prosocial qualities such as depend-
ability, reliability, being supportive and protective of others.
Thus, masculinity in a contemporary Australian context can
be considered a nurturing concept.

In addition to traditional roles such as being the “provider”
and “breadwinner”, there is also a greater emphasis on care
giving, compassion and nurturance in personal relationships,
particularly with respect to “fatherhood” and as partners in
the private sphere with a blend of old and new in respect
to more “companionship-based masculinities” [15]. Engaged
fathers are now celebrated with a man who cares for his
children now seen as the “bigger bloke” comparative to a
man who does not [14, 25, 44]. The role of “fatherhood”
in shaping perceptions of the masculine is unsurprising given
new and expectant parents, regardless of sex, have shown
similar physiological responses to infant-related stimuli, with
fathers often forming a “paternal bond” resembling mother-
child attachment, especially when granted early and ongoing
exposure to his offspring [29]. Further, when men become
single parents or actively co-parent with a former partner, they
can behave similarly to “conventional mothers” by encourag-
ing their children equally, regardless of sex, while exhibiting
similar interaction styles with their sons and daughters while
avoiding the rigid stereotypes and the rough-and-tumble play
often associated with traditional fathers [45]. Greater under-
standing and appreciation of such prosocial components to
contemporary masculinities is deemed necessary given they
provide modelling of highly prized qualities of human beings,
irrespective of gender identification [19].

4.3 Evolving

For many of the people we spoke to, masculinity is a construct
in transition. It is evolving from constructs describing a mas-
culine Australian man as a heavy drinking, emotionally closed
tough guy who treats women as sexual objects [28], towards
“softer” versions embracing fatherhood and a greater openness
emotionally with contemporary males willing to share their
feelings within ever-widening social circles. Contemporary
conceptualizations now allow for highly personalized versions
of masculinity where individuals can embrace characteristics
they feel reflect the masculine while not attaching great signif-
icance to those they do not possess [2]. In this sense, many
participants appear to have attained “gender self-acceptance”
in that they have relatively secure gender identities while not
necessarily viewing it as a critical component to their broader
identity as human beings [2]. The present findings also suggest
the emerging association of positive attributes with contempo-
rary masculinity which have typically been overlooked or dis-
missed as possible features. Importantly, the current data also
reinforces the need to develop and use measures that include

more positive attributes among diverse Australian samples to
evaluate how normative they are.

Interestingly, many in the current sample claimed masculin-
ity played no, or only a minor, role in their lives with some
suggestions the very concept is now outdated and unnecessary
given many traits and attributes once considered gendered
phenomena are now essentially just “human qualities”. This
supports previous findings that endorsement of traditional mas-
culine behaviours, values and attitudes can be weak [29], with
the many variations and ambiguities now available in the con-
struction of a masculine identity continually being re-worked,
re-imagined, and re-interpreted across different developmental
phases [20].

Given the fluidity in contemporary masculinities where in-
dividuals can “channel-hop across versions of the masculine”
[15], it is understandable that a number, of participants in
the current investigation reported difficulty in describing a
set of attributes or characteristics that determine who or what
is masculine. By extension, these variations have made it
difficult to adequately define masculinity which aligns with
the view that the behaviours of men particularly are far too
complex for any universal masculinity to be revealed [ 14, 30],
and that these variations will ensure a lack of consensus as too
exactly what masculinity is [1, 12]. This inherent complexity
has, at times, led some to overlook that there appear greater
observable differences among men and among women than
between them with males, females and those who identify as
neither reflecting unique gender identities and not the gender(s)
of the other(s) [2].

More broadly, understanding or revealing the essence of
masculinity is further complicated by a pattern observed at
times during the interviews used for the present study. There
were some participants who demonstrated a degree of cogni-
tive dissonance by discussing certain features thought repre-
sentative of masculinity, only to then later contend the con-
struct had little resonance and was difficult, if not impossible,
to define. This problematic pattern has been experienced by
others using “discursive psychology” which treats masculinity
not as an essence to be uncovered, but rather as a host of
variable practices in relation to other forms of identity in
certain cultural contexts [42]. This pattern does not lend itself
to stability, instead inspiring participants to change positions
rapidly and dynamically [42]. This is likely to ensure mas-
culinity remains an elusive construct, with such issues poten-
tially limiting scientific inquiry into its influence on subsequent
behaviours given they inhibit efforts to reach a consensus as
too what constitutes a suitable working definition [18]. In this
respect, the present findings reinforce previous postulations
asserting the need to identify new and potentially more useful
concepts [40].

5. Limitations

The present sample was not representative which may limit
generalizability to Australian adults. It was largely a con-
venience sample that was not stratified by age, ethnicity or
other potentially influential demographics variables. How-
ever, the current sample was relatively diverse in terms of
age, occupations, and backgrounds, meaning many of the



sentiments expressed would likely resonate in other Australian
samples. It is also important to note that this study was not
designed to determine the average Australian’s understanding
of masculinity but rather was an exploratory study seeking
diverse views from a sample featuring those from both urban
and rural/regional areas for whom the construct likely had
some relevance.

Further, not all interviews were conducted in the same way
with approximately half conducted face-to-face with the re-
mainder undertaken via phone during the covid-19 pandemic
given the restrictions of movement and contact imposed. The
change in methodology may have resulted in some differences
in responses, although significant contrasts were not imme-
diately apparent during analysis. Finally, not all interviews
were conducted by the same interviewer with 9 of the 39
interviews undertaken by two female researchers and the rest
by one male researcher which may have resulted in subtle
differences in the responses, although these were not apparent
during analysis. Previous research has reported differences in
the responses of male student participants in relation to gender
and masculinities when interviewed by a male as opposed to
a female researcher with the young adult male interviewees
more open with the former and more, opaque, with the latter
[46]. However, it was noted these differences may have been a
consequence of other power dynamics which prevented rapport
building given each of the researchers interviewed different
samples with different features and thus, the researchers could
not be certain the observed contrasts were the result of the
respective interviewer’s gender [46]. While cognizant of the
potential influence exerted by the researcher’s gender, it did
not appear to be a significant factor in the present study with
similar themes emerging across most interviews. Further, the
potential problems associated with the genders of interviewer
and interviewee, as well as other potential issues with respect
to power dynamics may have been lessened in the current study
given most interviews were conducted via phone due to covid-
19 restrictions, meaning greater anonymity for the participant.
Still, future research may benefit from ensuring gender sym-
metry between interviewer and interviewee. Also, researchers
seeking to replicate or extend on the present findings may
benefit from using a representative Australian sample stratified
by gender, age, race, religion and other key demographics-
related variables, in order, to generalise results.

6. Conclusions

There was significant diversity in contemporary accounts of
masculinity in an Australian context. Many participants con-
sidered it to be based on the physical as much as the psy-
chological while also being performative and prosocial with
many of these views contrasting with the stereotypes typically
used to define the masculine which suggests an evolution in
how masculinity is now conceptualized. Importantly, many
participants also felt the construct now lacks resonance and is
outdated and unnecessary, casting doubt on its utility in the
prediction of serious behavioural outcomes such as aggression
and or violence given masculinity may not mean anything [23],
leading to uncertainty as to the influence it actually exerts
over and above more well-defined, easily measured and better
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understood variables. Indeed, the present findings accord with
theorizing that while there may be some agreement among
some people on a particular definition of “masculinity” or
“masculinities”, it is unlikely such a definition will ever be
fully agreed upon and will thus, always be contested and open
to challenge [23].

AVAILABILITY OF DATA AND MATERIALS

The datasets generated and or analysed during the current
study are not publicly available as they are the property of
Deakin University and all interviewees only provided consent
for their data to be used by Deakin University and the named
researchers and authors. The data may be made available by
the corresponding author on reasonable request and if given
permission by Deakin University.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

SL and PM—designed the research study, provided help
and advice on the research and manuscript preparation.
SL—performed the research, analysed the data and wrote the
manuscript. SH—provided advice on manuscript preparation.
All authors contributed to editorial changes in the manuscript.
All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

ETHICS APPROVAL AND CONSENT TO
PARTICIPATE

Approval for the study was granted by the Deakin University
Human Research Ethics Committee (HEAG _H12 2017). In-
formed consent was given prior to participation.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

The authors would like to acknowledge the contribution of
Alexa Hayley and Anna Klaus.

FUNDING

This research received no external funding.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Supplementary material associated with this article can be
found, in the online version, at https://oss.jomh.org/
files/article/1895348843926437888/attachment/
Supplementary?20material.docx.

REFERENCES

Il Taylor N, das Nair R, Braham L. Perpetrator and victim perceptions of
perpetrator’s masculinity as a risk factor for violence: a meta-ethnography
synthesis. Aggression and Violent Behaviour. 2013; 18: 774-783.


https://oss.jomh.org/files/article/1895348843926437888/attachment/Supplementary%20material.docx
https://oss.jomh.org/files/article/1895348843926437888/attachment/Supplementary%20material.docx
https://oss.jomh.org/files/article/1895348843926437888/attachment/Supplementary%20material.docx

66

3

[4]

[6

[7

8

9

[10]

)

[13]

[14]

[17]

[18]

[19]

120]

Hoffman RM. The measurement of masculinity and femininity: historical
perspective and implications for counseling. Journal of Counseling &
Development. 2001; 79: 472-485.

Sharp P, Oliffe JL, Bottorff JL, Rice SM, Schulenkorf N, Caperchione
CM. Connecting Australian masculinities and culture to mental health:
men’s perspectives and experiences. Men and Masculinities. 2023; 26:
112-133.

Silva T. Masculinity attitudes across rural, suburban, and urban areas in
the United States. Men and Masculinities. 2021; 25: 377-399.
O’Donnell S, Taylor P, Vincent CD, Scott-Storey K, Wuest J, Malcolm J.
Masculinity and violence interconnectedness: defining and reconciling
the gender paradox among men with cumulative lifetime violence
histories. SAGE Open. 2024; 14: 21582440241.

Cerdan-Torregrosa A, La Parra-Casado D, Vives-Cases C. “It is what
we have been told to do”: masculinities and femininities crossing with
sexual orientation and feminist activism in Spain. PLOS ONE. 2023; 18:
€0285544.

Parmach RJ. Hermeneutical portrait of today’s 18—22 year old young adult
male. Pastoral Psychology. 2010; 59: 641-655.

Connell RW, Messerschmidt JW. Hegemonic masculinity: rethinking the
concept. Gender & Society. 2005; 19: 829-859.

Kilmartin C, McDermott RC. Violence and masculinities. In YJ Wong,
SR Wester (eds.) APA handbook of men and masculinities (pp. 615-636).
American Psychological Association: Washington, DC, USA. 2016.
Arandjelovic O. Masculinity and the questions of “is” and “ought”:
revisiting the definition of the notion of masculinity itself. Sexes. 2023;
4: 448-461.

Wojnicka K, Kubisa J. The COVID-19 pandemic and caring masculinity:
New prospects or a wasted opportunity? Gender, Work & Organization.
2024;31: 1723-1737.

Carlsson C. Masculinities and criminal careers. The gendered nature
of crime and the life course. In Csaba Gyéry (ed.) Newsletter of the
European society of criminology. Criminology in Europe (pp. 13-17).
European Society of Criminology: Lausanne, Switzerland. 2012.
Martinez-Joya L. The role of migration processes in the creation of new
masculinities. Masculinities & Social Change. 2023; 1-19.

Hytti U, Karhunen P, Radu-Lefebvre M. Entrepreneurial masculinity: a
fatherhood perspective. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice. 2024; 48:
246-273.

Aboim S. Plural masculinities: the remaking of the self in private life.
ASHGATE: Surrey, England. 2010.

Scarcelli CM, Farci M. Negotiating gender in the digital age: young
people and the representation of femininity and masculinity on social
media. Italian Sociological Review. 2024; 14: 93—113.

Teinemaa T, Unt M. Contradictions of hegemonic masculinity and the
(hopeful) potential of old age and caring masculinity in Estonian society
and in films A Friend of Mine (2011) and Tangerines (2013). Journal of
Aging Studies. 2022; 63: 101034.

Addis ME. Response to commentaries on the problem of masculinity.
Psychology of Men & Masculinity. 2010; 11: 109-112.

Addis ME, Mansfield AK, Syzdek MR. Is “masculinity” a problem?:
Framing the effects of gendered social learning in men. Psychology of
Men & Masculinity. 2010; 11: 77-90.

Mari EP, Thomson-Salo F. Masculinity and femininity today. Karmac
Books: London, UK. 2013.

Exner-Cortens D, Claussen C, Jenney A, Vijayan VWK. Homophobic
beliefs and attitudes among mid-adolescent boys: exploring the ideas of
hybrid masculinities. Frontiers in Sociology. 2024; 9: 1347568.

Wong J, Wong SY. Toward an integrative psychology of masculinities.
Psychology of Men & Masculinities. 2002; 23: 285-298.

Reeser TW. Masculinities in theory: an introduction. John Wiley & Sons:
Hoboken, NJ, USA. 2023.

Pompper D. Agency for all, where it counts. Rhetoric of masculinity:
male body image, media, and gender role stress. Rowman & Littlefield:
London, UK. 2022.

Gater R. Amalgamated masculinities: the masculine identity and
contemporary marginalised working-class young men. Sociology. 2023;
58: 312-329.

[26]

=
%

[29]

130]

31]

32

[33]

[34]

135]

36

1371

[38]

139]

[40]

[41]

=
o

[43]

[44]

[46]

George M, Loosemore M. Site operatives’ attitudes towards traditional

masculinity ideology in the Australian construction industry. Construc-
tion Management and Economics. 2019; 37: 419-432.

Connell RW. Masculinities, change and conflict in global society:
thinking about the future of men’s studies. Journal of Men’s Studies. 2003;
11: 249-266.

Elliott K. Negotiations between progressive and traditional expressions
of masculinity among young Australian men. Journal of Sociology. 2018;
55: 108-123.

Kilmartin CT. The masculine self. 3rd edn. Sloan Publishing, Cornwall-
on-Hudson: New York, USA. 2007.
Goedecke K. Masculinity as buzzword?
Masculinity Studies. 2024; 19: 1-6.
Kannen V, Langille A. Virtual identities and digital culture. Routledge,
Taylor & Francis Group: New York, NY, USA. 2023.

Isacco A. Measuring masculinity: developmental contexts, men’s health,
and qualitative research. Psychology of Men & Masculinity. 2015; 16:
141-144.

Brooks GR, Elder WB. History and future of the psychology of men
and masculinities. In YJ Wong, SR Wester (eds.) APA handbook of
men and masculinities (pp. 3-21). American Psychological Association:
Washington, DC, USA. 2016.

Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology. 2006; 3: 77-101.

Moron M, Jach L, Jonason PK. Motivations to enhance one’s facial hair:
affiliation, rivalry, and stress. Archives of Sexual Behavior. 2024; 53:
3229-3237.

Hamshaw RJ, Gavin J. Men’s perspectives on their grooming practices
and appearance concerns: a mixed-methods study. The Journal of Men’s
Studies. 2022; 30: 251-270.

Dixson BJ, Sulikowski D, Gouda-Vossos A, Rantala MJ, Brooks RC.
The masculinity paradox: facial masculinity and beardedness interact
to determine women’s ratings of men’s facial attractiveness. Journal of
Evolutionary Biology. 2016; 29: 2311-2320.

Neave N, Shields K. The effects of facial hair manipulation of female
perceptions of attractiveness, masculinity, and dominance in male faces.
Personality and Individual Differences. 2008; 45: 373-377.

Chow BD. Muscle works: physical culture and the performance of
masculinity. 1st edn. Northwestern University Press: Evanston, IL, USA.
2024.

O’Neil JM. A call to action to expand the psychology of men. In JM
O’Neil (ed.) Men’s gender role conflict: psychological costs, conse-
quences, and an agenda for change (pp. 9-28). American Psychological
Association: Washington, District of Columbia. 2015.

Kielhold AE. The gender perspective in the 2016 Havana accord and
the international legal discourse on masculinities: a space for dialogue
[master’s thesis]. University of the Andes. 2022.

Wetherell M, Edley N. A discursive psychological framework for
analyzing men and masculinities. Psychology of Men & Masculinity.
2024; 15: 355-364.

Arnarsdettir B. the role of gender and precarious choices amongst medical
students in the Netherlands [master’s thesis]. Utrecht University. 2024.
Kabesa R, Berkovich I. A qualitative exploration of perceptions
of masculinity and fatherhood of male school leaders. Gender and
Education. 2023; 36: 37-53.

Adams M, Coltrane S. Boys & men in families: the domestic production
of gender, power & privilege. In Kimmel M, Hearn J, Connell R (eds.)
Handbook of studies on men & masculinities (pp. 231-244). SAGE
Publications: Thousand Oaks, California, USA. 2005.

Sallee MW, Harris III F. Gender performance in qualitative studies of
masculinities. Qualitative Research. 2011; 11: 409-429.

International Journal for

How to cite this article: Steven Litherland, Peter Miller, Shan-
non Hyder. What is masculinity in a contemporary Australian
context? Journal of Men’s Health. 2025; 21(2): 58-66. doi:
10.22514/jomh.2025.022.




	Introduction
	Is masculinity performative?
	Multiple masculinities
	Masculinity in an Australian context
	Research question

	Methods
	Results
	Physical and performative
	Prosocial masculinity
	Evolving

	Discussion
	Physical and performative
	Prosocial masculinity
	Evolving

	Limitations
	Conclusions

