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Abstract
The desire for muscularity is tied to Western views of the male gender role, which prescribe that men be strong, physically fit and

athletically successful. Although, these ideals have been primarily studied among Western adolescent boys, there is emerging

evidence that the same ideals are valued and promoted among males from the Pacific Islands. The aim of the present study was to

examine body image concerns associated with muscularity and the reasons for these concerns among Fijian and Tongan adolescent

boys. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 24 Indigenous Fijian, 24 Indo-Fijian, and 24 Tongan boys aged between 13

and 20 years. A thematic analysis of boys’ narratives showed that the pursuit of muscularity was a dominant theme for many boys.

Boys’ reasons for pursing muscularity included the attainment of strength and fitness, sporting performance, physical work,

dominance, and health. These findings are examined in relation to previous research with Western adolescent boys.

# 2007 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

Recent studies have shown that many Western

adolescent males are dissatisfied with their bodies and

are engaging in a range of body change strategies to

improve their body image. These include both strategies

to lose weight and strategies to increase muscles (Cafri

et al., 2005; Field et al., 2005; Jones & Crawford, 2005;

Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2004). Both types of strategies

are frequently adopted simultaneously or alternatively,

in order to achieve what Leon, Fulkerson, Perry, Keel,

and Klump (1999) coined ‘‘. . . the masculine ideal of

lean muscularity’’ (p. 194).
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Many Western adolescent males also have dissa-

tisfaction with specific aspects of their bodies which

include: muscle size, height, strength, shoulders, biceps,

abs, and chests (Grogan & Richards, 2002; Hargreaves

& Tiggemann, 2006; Huenemann, Shapiro, Hampton,

& Mitchell, 1966; McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2001).

Dissatisfaction with each of these body parts is closely

related to messages, transmitted by the media, family

and peers, which promote the attainment of large and

muscular bodies for males (Jones & Crawford, 2005,

2006; McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2005; Smolak, Murnen,

& Thompson, 2005). These messages are also closely

tied to Western cultural views of masculinity and the

masculine gender role, which prescribe that men be

powerful, strong and efficacious (Gray & Ginsberg,

2007; Mahalik et al., 2003; McCreary, Saucier, &
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Courtenay, 2005; Mishkind, Rodin, Silberstein, &

Striegel-Moore, 1986).

However, the pursuit of muscularity may not be

confined to Western society. It may be prevalent among

males in all cultures and be also promoted by

sociobiological motives (Gray & Ginsberg, 2007;

Lipinski & Pope, 2002). From an evolutionary

perspective, a high level of importance has been placed

on men’s physical attributes associated with muscular-

ity, which include size, strength, speed and physical

agility, as these are advantageous for performing many

male-dominated behaviors such as hunting, intensive

agriculture, metalworking and other physical work, and

warfare (Weisfeld & Billings, 1988; Wood & Eagly,

2002). In addition, men with muscular characteristics

are considered more physically and sexually attractive

(Swami & Tovée, 2005).

Although few studies have examined the pursuit of

muscularity among non-Western cultural groups (for

reviews see Gray & Ginsberg, 2007; Ricciardelli,

McCabe, Williams, & Thompson, 2007), Williams and

Best (1990) have shown that two physical traits

associated with muscularity, ‘‘strength’’ and ‘‘robust-

ness’’ are highly valued across countries in both Asia

and Africa. There is also evidence that the pursuit of

muscularity is highly valued and promoted among

adults in Pacific Islands. In one study, Lipinski and Pope

(2002) found that adult Samoan males had a strong

preference for the muscular ideal which was similar to

that found among Western males in the United States

and Europe. Two other studies that have examined body

size preferences among males in Pacific Islands, have

shown that both Polynesian adult males from the Cook

Islands (Craig, Swinburn, Matenga-Smith, Matangi, &

Vaughan, 1996) and Tongan adult males (Craig,

Halavatau, Comino, & Caterson, 1999) preferred a

larger body size than Whites living in Australia.

Similarly, another study showed that Maori and other

Pacific Islanders (Metcalf, Scragg, Willoughby, Finau,

& Tipene-Leach, 2000) living in New Zealand were

more likely than Whites to perceive themselves as being

the right weight even though they had a higher body

mass index (BMI). Together these findings highlight the

preference for a large and robust body size that has been

traditionally endorsed by many Pacific Islanders

(Becker, Burwell, Gilman, Herzog, & Hamburg,

2002). However, no study was located which has

specifically examined the pursuit of the muscular ideal,

body size preferences or other body image concerns

among adolescents from Pacific Islands. It is important

that Pacific adolescent males are also studied as there is

extensive research from studies from Western studies,
which show that many of the concerns associated with

muscularity develop during this period (Ricciardelli &

McCabe, 2007).

In addition, we need to learn whether males in other

cultures also pursue muscularity for the same reasons as

those identified among Western males. One of the main

reasons identified by Western boys for placing a great

deal of emphasis on muscularity is to improve their

performance in sport (Ricciardelli, McCabe, & Ridge,

2006). The sporting context is one of the main forums

that Western males have for demonstrating the various

aspects of masculinity that are closely aligned with the

pursuit of muscularity. These include athletic strength

and superiority, competitiveness, toughness, endurance,

leadership, status, power, and authority (Connell, 1995;

Drummond, 2002; McCreary et al., 2005; Smolak &

Stein, 2006; Weisfeld & Billings, 1988).

In our qualitative work with European Australian

males we specifically found that the majority of

adolescent boys were reluctant to focus on their body

but through their talk about sport, the boys openly

discussed what they liked and did not like about their

body (Ricciardelli et al., 2006). In addition, we found that

what males liked about their bodies and the aspects they

wanted to improve were synonymous with the attributes

associated with being successful at sport. These included

functional aspects of the body such as overall size, height,

speed, strength, fitness, and endurance. In another recent

study, Smolak and Stein (2006) also found that male

physical attributes associated with athleticism and

physical superiority were among the main predictors

of the drive for muscularity among adolescent boys from

the United States.

In the present study we examined whether the

sporting context was also a useful medium for

understanding any pursuit of muscularity and other

body image concerns among adolescent males from Fiji

and Tonga. Given that there is a strong focus on sport in

both Fijian and Tongan cultures, we expected that sport

would be used by these boys to discuss some of their

body image concerns. Moreover, we wanted to assess

whether there was any evidence that boys from Pacific

Islands pursue muscularity also for the advantages of

being larger and in order to compete with other males.

In addition, we wanted to examine whether adolescents

from these Pacific cultures identified other reasons for

the pursuit of muscularity and other ways of demon-

strating their size and strength that are more specific to

their cultural traditions. Traditionally Pacific cultures

place a great importance on a large body size as this

represents high status, power, authority and wealth

(Becker et al., 2002).
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2 The male interviewers were local research assistants in their

twenties and thirties who had experience working with young people
The present study was designed to examine the pursuit

of the muscular ideal and the reasons for pursuing this

ideal among Indigenous Fijians, Indo-Fijians and

Tongans. A qualitative approach using semi-structured

interviews was used. Firstly, our understanding of the

pursuit of muscularity among boys is still in its infancy as

there has been little theoretical or empirical work, which

has examined the development of these body image

concerns among adolescent boys from non-Western

cultures. This approach was also seen as invaluable as

boys’ answers could be probed in more depth than would

be possible in a structured survey. Specifically, the use of

qualitative research designs allows for issues that are

specifically relevant for the respondents to emerge from

the data (Smith, 2003).

Method

Participants

The participants were 24 Indigenous Fijian1

(M = 16.27 years, SD = 1.88), 24 Indo-Fijian (M =

15.67 years, SD = 1.52), and 24 Tongan (M = 16.63

years, SD = 1.81) boys aged between 13 and 20 years.

All participants were volunteers who were recruited

from seven schools in Fiji, and three districts in Tonga.

Materials

A semi-structured interview guide was developed by

the first three authors for the larger project associated

with the present study (Swinburn, Scragg, Pryor,

McCabe, Carer, & de Courten, in press). The interview

questions were finalized after an extensive review of the

literature, discussions with the local research team in

each country, and after conducting preliminary focus

group interviews with adolescents in both Fiji and

Tonga. In addition, there was extensive consultation

between the third author and the research team in Fiji

and Tonga, in order to ensure that the questions were

culturally sensitive and comprehensively covered the

topics being studied.

The interview schedule included questions that

assessed attitudes, behaviors and future expectations

associated with food and eating, physical activity, and

body image. The focus for the present paper were the
1 The Republic of Fiji consists of approximately 865,000 people.

Indigenous Fijians comprise approximately 51% of the population

and Indian Fijians account for 44%. The remaining are of European or

Chinese descent or from other Pacific Islands.
body image questions which covered boys’ satisfaction

with and concerns about their body size, weight, body

shape, and muscles. Boys were also asked about any

body change strategies that they were currently using,

had used in the last 12 months or planned to use in the

future. Example of the main questions included: ‘‘What

do you think is the ideal body size/weight/body shape/

muscle bulk/size for boys?’’; ‘‘Are you satisfied with

your ideal body size/weight/body shape/muscles?;

‘‘Which of the following things about your body are

most important to you? (body weight, body size, body

shape, muscles)’’; ‘‘Would it worry you if you were

heavier/bigger than you are now?’’; ‘‘Would it worry

you if you were lighter/smaller than you are now?’’;

‘‘What are you currently doing to change your body

weight/size/muscles?’’; ‘‘What have you done in the

last 12 months/plan to do in the future?’’ Where

appropriate the interviewer followed with more direct

probing questions (‘‘Why/why not?’’).

Procedure

Approval to conduct the study was obtained from the

Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee,

the Fiji National Ethics Committee, and the Tongan

Ministry of Health. Students from all grade levels in

secondary schools were invited to take part, and

teachers worked closely with the local researchers to

ensure we had a representative group of ages. All

interested students were provided with a brief informa-

tion package outlining the nature of the study and

included the consent forms that needed to be completed

by participants and their parent/guardian. They were

assured that their answers would be kept confidential.

All boys were interviewed by a male interviewer2

from the same cultural group who was fluent in the

participant’s first language. Participants were inter-

viewed individually at their school, church or youth

group. These different venues were used to best fit in

with the participants’ availability. Each interview took

about an hour. Interviews were tape-recorded, tran-

scribed and translated into English, and double-checked

for accuracy.
in their owe cultures, either as researchers and/or as health profes-

sionals. They were trained in interviewing methods and supervised by

the third author. The research assistant in Tonga was also supervised

by fourth author who was based in Tonga. In addition, the Indigenous

Fijian and the Indo-Fijian researchers were supervised by the sixth

author who was based in Fiji.
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Table 1

Number of participants who endorsed each theme across the three

cultural groups (n = 24 per group)

Main themes Indigenous

Fijians

Indo-Fijians Tongans

The pursuit of muscularity 21 16 16

Body change strategies

utilized to pursue

muscularity

24 22 22

Strength and fitness 19 17 2

Focus on sports 15 4 13

Physical work 5 0 7

Health reasons 12 11 18

Cosmetic reasons 9 9 9
Analyses

The analyses involved three stages. In the first stage

the transcripts were coded into N63 software according

to text/sections that related to a specific idea and

interview questions. N6 was then used to locate all text

where boys talked about their body and the focus on

muscularity. In the second stage, the first three authors4

used thematic analysis to develop the themes and link to

past research (Layder, 1993). In the third stage, the

middle four authors5, who were local researchers from

three cultural groups (Indigenous Fijian (2), Indo-

Fijian, and Tongan) independently reviewed nine

transcripts from their respective cultural group and

also identified the main themes pertaining to boys’ body

image and the pursuit of muscularity. This stage

revealed no additional themes from those already

identified in stage 2. However, the local researchers

were able to provide their personal understanding and

cultural knowledge in order to further shape and

interpret the themes (Layder, 1993).

Results

The pursuit of muscularity and the pursuit of specific

body change strategies to achieve this ideal were main

themes among many of the boys’ narratives and across all

three cultural groups. In addition, boys primarily raised

functional reasons such as fitness and sporting perfor-

mance. These results are illustrated with excerpts6

that include participants’ ethnicity and participant

number (FJ = Indigenous Fijian, INFJ = Indo-Fijian

and TON = Tongan), and their age in parentheses. The

endorsement of each of the main themes according to

cultural group is summarized in Table 1.
3 N6 is a software program designed to assist in managing and

analyzing textual data.
4 Lina Ricciardelli and Marita McCabe are research psychologists

who have been working in the field of body image for over 15 years

and have conducted previous qualitative work with Australian boys

(McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2001; McCabe, Ricciardelli, & Ridge, 2006;

Ricciardelli, McCabe, & Banfield, 2000; Ricciardelli et al., 2006).

The first author has also completed three additional qualitative studies

in the field of substance abuse. The second author has conducted

extensive qualitative research in the field of chronic illness. The third

author is a social researcher who has extensive experience in con-

ducting and teaching qualitative research methods.
5 The middle four authors, who conducted the third stage of the data

analysis, all completed a 3-day training course in qualitative methods

run by the third author.
6 We ensured that we included as many participants’ responses as

possible, and these were selected to best illustrate the main themes.

Additional quotes are available from the authors.
The pursuit of muscularity

The pursuit of muscularity was a dominant theme

raised by boys in each of the three cultural groups. Boys

frequently desired an ideal body image, which was

characterized by muscularity. This included larger

muscles, overall body strength, and a larger body size.

Are you satisfied with you muscle size now? No . . .
Because my muscles are not that big. (FJ40 age 14)

I want to be big. (FJ30 age 16)

No I’d like to be a bit bigger. And would it worry you

if you were smaller or lighter than what you are right

now? Yes I’ll work on that. . ..I don’t want to be

small. (INFJ36 age 16)

I think I am right size and in good shape. Good shape

and fit. . . ..I want strong and bigger muscles.

(INFJ30 age 17)

No, I need to be much stronger (TON26 age 14)

I am tall and I’m not too heavy. I wish I had a bigger

body size. (TON41 age 18)

Although the majority of the boys talked about their

overall ideal body strength and size, other boys were

also more specific in terms of their body image

concerns, and often referred to specific body parts.

However, the focus across the three cultural groups was

again primarily on body parts that would enhance one’s

muscularity. Boys talked about wanting stronger/more

muscular arms, toned muscles, broader shoulders, chest,

biceps and abs, and upper body strength.

Upper body muscles. Arm muscles . . . I want to

make it strong (FJ38 age 14)

I just want to make my arms strong. (FJ26 age 17)

My biceps and chest. (INFJ28 age 13)

I would like to have big muscles, have more packs.

Six packs. . . . Biceps and bigger arms. (INFJ38 age

17)
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Muscles. I’d like to tone them up especially my

stomach and my chest. (TON40 age 15)

. . . I think we should have broad shoulder build and a

little waist and big feet (TON46 age 18)

All of the Indo-Fijians were aware that on average

they tended to have smaller body frames, were more

slender and less muscular than Indigenous Fijians. Many

of the Indigenous Fijians were also aware of this.7 These

mutual views are highlighted by the following quotes.

Compared to Fijians do you have the same physique

as well? No. How are they different? They are more

muscular. . . . They are more built. . . . Indians are

more skinny. (INFJ27 age 15)

Indians are a bit slim and Fijians have better body

shape and are more built. Some are fat, some are

skinny. (INFJ25 age 17)

[Fijians] They are more muscular. . . . They are more

built. . . . They are more fit. . . . Indians are more

skinny. (FJ27 age 15)

Sometimes Indians are not strong enough and that’s

why they are not physically active. (FJ34 age 18)

Body change strategies utilized to pursue

muscularity

Across the three cultural groups boys reported using

a range of body change strategies to pursue muscularity

and many worked at these quite rigorously. More

specifically, they included changes in eating patterns to

consume more food, less food or more healthy foods,

and different kinds of exercise with a focus on building

muscles. The exercise included weight lifting, going to

the gym, running, and playing sports. Some of the boys

also mentioned using a combination of eating more and

then exercising excessively, which may be a more

effective way of achieving muscularity.

Eat the right kind of food and exercise every day. . . .
Healthy food. Vegetables and fish. . . . Run, lifting.

(FJ37 age 13)

I have been training. . . . I run from home in the

morning. . . . Because I don’t want to be fat. . . . I

train. I lift weights. . . . I want to make my body

strong. (FJ26 age 17)

I am like Batista . . .. I wana be like him, so I am

working on him . . . doing weight lifting and stuffs.

Eat more . . . If you will not eat, you will not be

strong enough. (INFJ29 age 13)
7 Both Indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians were specifically asked

how their body builds differed from one another.
Actually I have increased my eating. I do more

eating. . . . I’m eating more vegetables to keep my

weight right and started to eat more than before. . . . I

usually pump up the weights three times a day. Yes I’m

doing bench press to get strong chest. . . . Actually am

doing right now, stomach crunch and doing all sorts.

I’ve read magazines about that. . . . How to get a six pack

in a month. (INFJ30 age 17)

Just doing weights and eating a lot. (TON40 age 15)

I used to do weights but more towards doing other

exercises. But now, I’m on a program. In the morning

I go for a run along the roads and then in the

evenings, I do weights for 1 1/2 h and then do

punching bag. (TON42 age 18)

Reasons for pursuing muscularity

The main reasons boys provided for desiring a

more muscular body image or improving their body

image were functional ones and/or associated with

masculine ideals. These included the attainment of

strength and fitness, sporting performance, physical

work, dominance, and health. A less frequently

mentioned reason for improving boys’ body image

was to look good.

Strength and fitness

The pursuit of muscularity to display strength and

fitness were seen as important outcomes in their own

right and often were not justified further. This was more

notable for the two groups of Fijians. The boys’ focus

on being strong and fit has already been noted in many

of the above excerpts across the three cultural groups.

However, the following quotes further highlight boys’

preoccupation with strength and/or fitness among both

Indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians.

Why do you want to train the upper body muscles and

lower body muscles? For fitness. . . . I use to play

soccer and play with other schools and do road run.

. . . To remain fit. (FJ40 age 14)

So that I can be fit and strong. (FJ29 age 16)

. . . Because I want to be more masculine and fit

(INFJ32 age 16)

To have more power (INFJ45 age 16)

Sports

The majority of Indigenous Fijians and Tongan boys

discussed aspects of their body image that they would

like to improve with reference to sport. This theme was

also found among the narratives of the Indo-Fijians but

it was less prevalent. In particular the boys highlighted

mage 4 (2007) 361–371 365



L.A. Ricciardelli et al. / Body Image 4 (2007) 361–371366
the attributes of strength, endurance, speed, size, and

fitness and explained that they would like to improve

these traits specifically for the purpose of improving

their sporting performance.

Which muscle group are you working on now? The

upper body muscles. Why the upper body muscles?

Muscles for playing rugby. (FJ30 age 16)

Because I want my shoulder to be strong because I

play rugby so when I tackle my shoulder should be

strong. . . . I want to be like Satala [Fijian rugby

player] for the height, size, the shape and weight of

my body (FJ34 age 18)

Ok, would it worry you if you were heavier or bigger

than what you are now? Yes. Why?.Because I won’t

be fit and would not be able to take part in sports in

my school . . .. (INFJ48 age 13)

To get more built, so that I can play good soccer . . ..
(INFJ29 age 16)

Yes, I want to be more heavy when playing. . . . It is

good for playing as it will be difficult to get you

down. (TON33 age 16)

I need to put on more weight. When I play I have

difficulty because I am too light. (TON28 age 20)

Physical work

In addition to being important for sport, strength and

body size were also seen as important for physical work,

another functional domain and male-dominated beha-

vior (Wood & Eagly, 2002). This theme was found only

among the narratives of the Indigenous Fijians and the

Tongans, and it was more prominent among the

Tongans.

I want to increase my figure. Why? To help me do

hard work. (FJ33 age 17)

I can’t do any work if I was fatter. (FJ37 age 13)

[satisfaction with muscles] No, I would like to grow

more for hoeing. (TON34 age 14)

[which aspect is more important] My body strength

so that I can do heavy work. (TON45 age 17)
Dominance

The boys in each of the groups also talked about how

a larger body size gives males a competitive advantage

over other males. In particular boys, talked about how

their size could be used to dominate, intimidate and

avoid being bullied or teased by others. This theme was

more prevalent among the Indo-Fijians.

Would it worry you if you’re lighter than you are

now? Yes. Why? Because people can just throw me

anywhere when I am lighter. (FJ36 age 14)
[if lighter or smaller] I might get bullied by other

people. (INFJ29 age 16)

Yes, that will also worry me because, if I am skinny I

have seen in today’s world, people bully you.

(INFJ39 age 17)

Because I don’t want to be a bit smaller and if

somehow I am in a brawl or something, I don’t wana

get one shot and get down. . . . Not exactly bulk but at

least fit enough to take one punch and still be

standing there. . . . I am not interested in showing my

6 pacs and stuff but I am interested in making my

stomach a bit harder so if anyone gives a punch on it I

will be prepared. (INFJ40 age 17)

I’d like to tone them up [muscles] especially my

stomach and my chest, in case there’s a contest. I’d

be ready. (TON40 age 15)

Body appearance and body size because I like to be

big in size and a good appearance to protect myself.

(TON47 age 18)
Health reasons

Another reason that many boys gave for pursuing

their ideal body size and associated body change

strategies was health. Some boys focused on health

reasons alone whilst others saw health and physical

activity, or health and looking good as closely

interlinked.

I was eating too much and keep on training. So you eat

too much but you still trained. Yes. Why do you do

that? Because it will keep me healthy. Playing rugby.

. . . Because I want to be healthy. (FJ27 age 16)

Jog a lot – running in the afternoon, go to the gym

and do weights. Why do you want to do that? So that I

can be healthy. (FJ34 age 18)

. . .. Ok, which of these about your body are most

important to you, body weight, height, tone muscles

or body shape? Ummm . . . my body weight and my

body shape. Why is that? . . . because the weight will

determine how healthy you are . . . and so that I can

look good (INFJ29 age 16)

I would like to maintain the weight the healthy

weight that a person of my age should have . . . Ok,

which of these about your body are most important to

you? Body weight, size, shape, bulk, muscle, or

height? weight. Why? . . . Because, weight deter-

mines the activeness of a person and it also

determines, how healthy that person will be in

future. (INFJ39 age 17)

If you become overweight, would you worry? Yes

and I would try to loose weight so that I won’t

become ill. (TON41 age 18)
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Yes I’d be very worried if I become overweight

because I’d be unhealthy and more prone to all sorts

of diseases. (TON42 age 18)

Cosmetic reasons

It was less common that boys gave cosmetic reasons

for wanting to improve their body, however, as

illustrated by the following extracts some of the boys

did see looking good as an important motive.

Not too big or not too small just enough, just right.

. . . To look good. (FJ28 age 16)

It will make my body look good. (FJ44 age 17)

Ok, which of these about your body are most

important to you, body weight, height, tone muscles

or body shape? Body shape. Why is that? . . .To look

more attractive. (INFJ28 age 13)

To look more strong and attractive. (INFJ42 age 14)

Just toned. Not too muscular because it is

unattractive. (TON39 age 16)

A nice physique that looks gorgeous. (TON44 age

16)

Discussion

The findings from the present study clearly show that

the pursuit of muscularity was a dominant theme among

boys’ narratives across the Indigenous Fijians, Indo-

Fijians, and Tongans. In line with increasing work from

Western countries such as the U.K. (Grogan &

Richards, 2002), the U.S. (Cafri, van den Berg, &

Thompson, 2006; Jones & Crawford, 2005; Smolak

et al., 2005), Canada (McCreary & Sasse, 2000), and

Australia (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2001; Hargreaves &

Tiggemann, 2006), many of the Pacific males in the

current study desired more muscularity, a stronger body

and a larger body size. In addition, boys from all three

cultural groups highlighted specific concerns with body

parts primarily associated with the attainment of

muscularity. These included wanting broader shoulders,

stronger arms, and overall upper body strength. The

boys in the present study also reported using compar-

able types of normative body change strategies to

increase their muscularity as found in studies with

Western adolescent boys (Cafri et al., 2005; McCabe &

Ricciardelli, 2001; McCreary & Sasse, 2000; Ricciar-

delli et al., 2006). These included eating more or less,

eating more healthy foods, and various kinds of

exercise, often with a focus on weight training.

However, studies are now needed to examine whether

these strategies are being utilized to the same extent as

boys from Western countries.
None of the boys mentioned more extreme body

change methods such as the use of steroids and other

supplements such as creatine, ephedrine and prohor-

mone, which are becoming more widely used among

adolescents in the U.S. (Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2007).

However, several of the boys were pursuing some of the

body change strategies fairly rigorously which may put

them at a greater risk of using supplements to achieve

quicker results if they were available and affordable

(Cafri et al., 2005). It would appear that these

supplements were not readily available in Fiji and

Tonga. Many boys may be reluctant to disclose more

sensitive information of this kind in an interview

format, even if they were using these substances

(Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2006). Therefore, the

findings need to be verified using less intrusive methods

such as surveys. In addition, research is needed to

examine how normative body change strategies may

lead to more extreme behavioral problems such as the

use of steroids, exercise dependence, and muscle

dysmorphia (Cafri et al., 2005; Ricciardelli & McCabe,

2004; Thompson & Cafri, 2007), and the extent to

which these may also be developing among males in the

Pacific. Also, we need to pay more attention to the

practice of overeating that many boys appear to be using

to improve their muscular build. In the longer term

overeating may lead to weight gain and obesity.

Consistent with previous work with Western

adolescent boys, the main reasons boys gave for

pursuing a muscular body were instrumental and/or

highlighted primarily masculine domains (Grogan &

Richards, 2002; Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2006;

Ricciardelli et al., 2006). Firstly, many boys across

the three groups focused on the attainment of strength

and fitness as important goals. ‘‘Strength’’ was also

identified as a valued masculine trait among males in all

25 countries investigated by Williams and Best (1990).

In addition and consistent with our work on

Australian boys (Ricciardelli et al., 2006), many boys

in the present study used the sporting context, another

functional and male-dominated domain to highlight

their body image concerns. Again the emphasis was on

strength and fitness, and how the enhancement of these

two physical traits would benefit boys’ sporting

performance. Overall, this theme, although present

among the Indo-Fijian narratives, was not as prominent

as found among the other two groups. As noted by our

Indo-Fijian co-analyst, many Indo-Fijian boys are not

encouraged to play sports as this is seen as interfering

with their school work. However, Indo-Fijian boys

would also have fewer international sporting heroes

from their culture, as the main international sport in Fiji,
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rugby, is dominated by Indigenous Fijians. Moreover,

the fact that many Indo-Fijians have smaller and less

athletic body builds than Indigenous Fijians would be

another disincentive to pursue and put as much

importance on sport. The ‘‘dominance’’ theme was

also more prevalent among the Indo-Fijians, and again

this may be because this group tends to have a smaller

body build than either Indigenous Fijians or Tongans.

An additional functional and masculine domain

highlighted as important for the attainment of muscu-

larity by both Indigenous Fijians and Tongans was the

realm of physical work. Physical work for Indigenous

Fijian boys is a central aspect of everyday life from a

young age. Boys are expected to take part in community

life and help with daily chores (Ravuvu, 1983). Physical

work is highly valued in Tonga as many Tongans rely on

farming and livestock to supplement their living (http://

www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/16092.htm), and most ado-

lescent Tongan males assist with cultivating the land.

On the other hand, Indo-Fijian boys are taught to put

school work ahead of working around the home and

doing extra chores (Otsuka, 2006). Therefore, the

importance of physical work may have less salience for

Indo-Fijian boys.

Although the role of sport was a less salient theme

for the Indo-Fijians, and physical work did not feature

in their narratives, several of the Indo-Fijians boys

placed as much importance on a larger body size and the

advantages associated with strength and dominance as

the other two groups of boys. In particular, Indo-Fijians

noted how a larger body size can intimidate and protect

boys from bullying and teasing. This is more likely to

have been salient among the Indo-Fijians, as their body

build tends to be on average smaller and weaker than

Indigenous Fijians. In fact, all the Indo-Fijians pointed

this out in their narratives, and so did many of the

Indigenous Fijians. More research is now needed to

examine whether Indo-Fijians are more at risk of

developing chronic body image concerns, and other

social and emotional problems than the other two

groups. Males who are below average weight for their

height or view themselves as underweight tend to be

more negative in their body image concerns, social

adjustment, achievement aspirations, and overall self-

concepts (Falkner et al., 2001; Harmatz, Gronendyke, &

Thomas, 1985; Tata, Fox, & Cooper, 2001). Moreover,

Indo-Fijians males would provide an interesting

comparison group for future research as they are

appear to be less engaged in traditional masculine

pursuits such as sport and physical work.

Many of the boys across the three cultural groups

gave health reasons as another main motive for
improving their body image and engaging in body

change strategies. On the other hand, the need to look

good was mentioned less frequently. The domain of

health, as with fitness and athleticism, was also noted by

Grogan and Richards (2002) as providing an important

context for discussing young men’s body image

concerns. Consistently Western boys have been shown

to place more importance on what a fit and healthy

looking body can do, rather than on looking good

(Franzoi & Shields, 1984; Grogan & Richards, 2002;

Lerner, Orlos, & Knapp, 1976). Moreover, adolescent

Western men appear to feel less comfortable talking

about the appearance of one’s body as this is not seen as

masculine-appropriate behavior (Hargreaves & Tigge-

mann, 2006; Ricciardelli et al., 2006). However,

additional studies are needed to more fully examine

cross-cultural differences on the importance of looking

good. Some of the Pacific boys did mention wanting to

look good in their interviews. Thus they do not appear to

show the same level of discomfort in talking about their

looks as has been noted in previous studies with

European Australian (Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2006;

Ricciardelli et al., 2006), and British adolescent boys

(Grogan & Richards, 2002). Moreover, a focus on one’s

appearance may be become more salient during early

adult, as this was a main theme found by Ridgeway and

Tylka among adult males in the U.S. (2005). This

hypothesis is also consistent with the ‘‘attractiveness’’

literature, as both looking good and a muscular body

build are important criteria for selecting a male partner

(Swami & Tovée, 2005).

An interesting finding from the current study was

that the adolescent boys did not highlight many of the

traditional views for having a large body among males

from the Pacific Islands. The indigenous Fijian and

Tongan boys highlighted the need for a large body for

physical work but there was no mention of a large body

representing wealth, power or status as Becker et al.

(2002) suggest. Although dominance was identified as a

theme, this was defined more in terms of avoiding

bullying rather than a representation of power or status.

Perhaps the traditional symbols of status and power are

more prevalent among adult males. However, it may

also be that the avoidance of bullying is an indicator of

status and power among Pacific Islanders. Alternatively,

males from Pacific Islands may have become more

acculturated to the Western views of the role of a large

and muscular body. Further research is needed to

examine these possibilities.

In the present paper we did not examine the extent

which boys’ pursuit of muscularity was also being

promoted by sociocultural messages from family,

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/16092.htm
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/16092.htm
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friends and the media. Nor did we examine the extent to

which three cultural groups were exposed to Western

ideals of attractiveness. Sociocultural pressures from

family, friends and the media have all been found to be

important contributors to the drive for muscularity

among Western boys in the U.S. (Jones & Crawford,

2005, 2006; Smolak et al., 2005) and Australia

(McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2005; Ricciardelli & McCabe,

2003). Moreover, peers and the media have been found

to be very important in promoting body image concerns

among Fijian girls (Becker et al., 2002; Williams,

Ricciardelli, McCabe, Waqa, & Bavadra, 2006;

Williams, Ricciardelli, McCabe, et al., 2006). However,

Fijian girls receive competing messages from older

community and family members that focus primarily on

the importance of eating more and attaining a larger

body size in line with traditional values (Becker et al.,

2002; Williams, Ricciardelli, McCabe, et al., 2006).

Unlike girls, Fijian boys and boys from other Pacific

cultural groups are likely to be receiving consistent

messages about pursing muscularity from all sources.

Moreover, as the pursuit of a larger body size is

consistent with traditional values, the drive for

muscularity may be even more marked among boys

from Pacific cultures than among Western boys.

Additional research is needed to more fully examine

how sociocultural pressures may be working in tandem

with sociobiological motives (Gray & Ginsberg, 2007).

Both processes may also be moderated by biological

factors such as body build and BMI (Ricciardelli et al.,

2007), and pubertal development and pubertal timing

(Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2004).

One of the main strengths of the present study was

the use of a qualitative research design in order to allow

issues that are specifically relevant for the respondents

to emerge from the data. However, the focus was on

identifying global themes and not on specifically

examining differences among the three cultural groups.

A comparative analysis between Indigenous Fijians,

Indo-Fijian and Tongans and Western boys from

countries such as the U.S., the U.K., and Australia is

now needed so we can more fully evaluate the

similarities and differences between these cultural

groups.

Several limitations also need to be acknowledged.

Firstly, the views of the researchers and interviewers

were not articulated and discussed among the research

team prior to conducting the interview and analyses

(Ridgeway & Tylka, 2005). Secondly, participants were

not re-interviewed to evaluate whether the overall

themes and categories generated by the research team to

see if these themes appropriately reflected their
experiences (Smith, 2003). Both of these are additional

practices in qualitative research, which would help to

strengthen the credibility of the findings. In addition, we

did not obtain any information on the socioeconomic

status of participants’ families. This is another variable

that needs to be addressed in future research as low

socioeconomic status is directly correlated with obesity

but inversely with weight concerns (Brown & Konner,

1987).

Overall, the main themes highlighted across the three

cultural groups were similar to those that have been

identified in studies with Western adolescent boys.

Across all three cultural groups, the boys were highly

focused on pursuing muscularity, and they gave

primarily functional reasons associated with masculine

ideals. One theme found among both Indigenous Fijians

and Tongans but not identified in previous work with

Western boys was the focus on physical work. However,

as with sport, this appears to be another way that boys

can promote strength and other masculine attributes.

This focus on functional domain is also likely to be a

protective factor that helps men maintain a more

positive body image and higher self-esteem than is

found among women (Strahan, Wilson, Cressman, &

Buote, 2006).
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