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ABSTRACT 

The use of IPEDs (Image and Performance Enhancing Drugs) has become a growing area of 

concern for public health, particularly over the last decade (Santos and Coomber, 2017). The 

vast majority of the population consuming these substances are men, who are utilising them 

in the attempt to boost their physical appearance and/or performance (Sagoe et al., 2014). 

Historically, it was widely understood that men who use IPEDs do so predominantly for 

athletic pursuits, in order to improve sporting performance or for bodybuilding (Hope et al., 

2021). However, recent years has seen a diffusion of these substances in society, with more 

non-sporting populations consuming them (Bates and Backhouse, 2019), often in the pursuit 

of achieving body image goals (Harris, Dunn and Alywn, 2016), and/or increasing 

muscularity (Bates et al., 2021). In this growing cohort, the role of masculinity plays an 

important role of influencing this consumption, with neoliberal masculine contemporary body 

image ideals reflecting an increasingly sexualised and fetishized version of the male form 

(Wykes and Gunter, 2004; Hakim, 2019).  

 

However, there have been limited studies exploring the role of idealised and contemporary 

masculinities in the uptake and continued use of these substances, as well as the cultures that 

surround them. This study presents one of the very first qualitative explorations of the 

perceptions of masculinities among men who use IPEDs. This research took place between 

2019-2022, during the COVID-19 pandemic, and as such has also grounded its findings 

within the time context of the pandemic, and further seeks to observe how men’s use of 

IPEDs and other fitness behaviours were affected during this time. This thesis is therefore 

conducted in order to provide context and insight into the population of men who use IPEDs, 

and, ultimately, hopes to encourage drug policy and its makers to consider these thematic 

connections, and to reflect these in its development and implementation. 
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The contribution made by this research work consists of two main studies, exploring six 

research objectives. The first aims to explore the objectives specifically relating to their 

presentation across online platforms. It consists of a netnographic investigation carried out 

across four major bodybuilding forums and focuses on the following areas of analysis: (1) 

Masculinities, (2) Motivations for use (of IPEDs), (3) Body goals (e.g., losing mass), (4) 

Attitudes towards women and/or sexuality, and (5) General attitudes towards IPED use. From 

this, five major thematic subthemes emerged and were analysed in a subsequent application 

to theory: (1) Workout routines, (2) IPED use in lockdown, (3) The body and body image, (4) 

Mental health, IPED use and COVID-19, and (5) Masculinities, sex, and sexuality. 

 

Additional data was collected during a follow up study, which provides further insight into 

the research aims and objectives, as well as further context to the themes observed during the 

netnographic study, by utilising first-person accounts from men who use IPEDs. This 

research consists of a cross-sectional survey comprising of 11 independent questions, 

providing mixed data types, including written word, original images, and Likert scales.  The 

invites to participate in this study were disseminated across the platforms observed during the 

netnographic research component, as well as additional online forums and social media. 15 

men participated in the survey during May 2021, and their responses were subject to 

deductive thematic analysis, which highlighted four prominent themes which were 

subsequently analysed: (1) IPED use, exploring uptake, side-effects, and the impact of 

COVID-19. (2) Body image amongst men who use(d) IPEDs, which explores body image 

goals and the impact of culture on body ideals. (3) Idealised masculinities amongst men who 

use IPEDs, which explores the connections of these idealisations to body image, themes of 

dominance and toxicity, heteronormativity, sexual performance, and capitalism. (4) Social 
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media, IPEDs, masculinities and mental health, which explores the pressures on body image 

presented by social media, and its role in mental health amongst men who use IPEDs. 

 

The original contribution to knowledge focuses on the intersection of methodology types 

applied to this topic area, as well as the in-depth analysis of masculine gender identities and 

their contemporary influences. The main conclusions presented by this thesis, by research 

objectives, are (1) findings supported broader literature on key motivations for uptake of 

IPEDs amongst men, with predominant rationales being: muscle gain, body image, and 

strength. (2) An emphasis on traditional masculine identities was observed within the 

collected data, including language related to heteronormativity and sexism. Clear links were 

also made between men who consume IPEDs utilising muscularity as a tool to present and 

articulate visual expressions of masculinities. (3) A relationship between social and 

traditional medias and contemporary idealised forms of masculinities was observed and was 

further highlighted as a key influence on body image goals amongst men who use IPEDs. (4) 

An influential relationship was observed between capitalism, subcultural ideals, and the 

uptake of IPEDs, specifically in relation to societal body image norms. (5) COVID-19 was 

shown to significantly impact on both fitness behaviours and the consumption of IPEDs, 

including the rationales for uptake and continued consumption. Online platforms also 

presented as key areas for support and education for men who use IPEDs, with heightened 

importance in the COVID-19 pandemic. (6) COVID-19 did not exacerbate existing views 

relating to traditional masculinities, heteronormativity, and sexism, but did provide new 

language to be used within these contexts. 

 

Overall, a strong relationship between body image, idealised masculinities and online spaces 

emerged throughout this research. These factors were observed both in relation to influences 
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of uptake of IPEDs, as well as acting as important avenues for the effective dissemination of 

support and education to men who consume IPEDs. Future studies should continue to explore 

the nuances of these relationships and the effective utilisation of online spaces for 

encouraging safe consumption.  
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ACRONYMS AND TERMINOLOGY 

Please find below a list of the commonly used acronyms and terminologies throughout this 

research. Please also note that attempts will be made to utilise gender-neutral language where 

possible and appropriate. As such, single-authored referenced works will still be referred to 

using ungendered pronouns they/them within discussions. 

 

Acronym / Term Definition 

AAS  Anabolic Androgenic Steroids 

BBV/s  Blood-borne virus/es 

BBD Body Dysmorphic Disorder 

Cis  Cisgender 

COVID-19 SARS-CoV-2 virus 

Het  Heterosexual 

HGH Human Growth Hormone 

IPED/s  Image and Performance Enhancing Drug/s 

MBA  Male Body Attitude 

MBAS  Male Body Attitude Scale 

NPS Novel Psychoactive Substance/s 

NSP/s Needle and syringe programme/s 

OP  Original Post/Poster 

PCT Post Cycle Therapy 

PWUD  People Who Use Drugs 

UGL/s  Underground Lab/s 

WADA World Anti-Doping Agency 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION, BACKGROUND 

CONTEXTUALISATION AND STRUCTURAL OUTLINE 

The following chapter will cover the background context of IPED consumption, outlining key 

definitions, consumer demographics, associated drug policies, the use of language, and 

motivations for use and uptake, whilst contextualising this information within contemporary 

society. This will be done by outlining key areas of study across the multi-disciplinary field 

of the study of IPEDs. This chapter will also introduce other key concepts relating to the 

original research, gender studies, theoretical masculinities and social media and its role in 

contemporary body image ideals before these concepts are combined and explored in more 

detail in Chapter 2. An additional consideration for this research was the COVID-19 

pandemic, which began in the preliminary stages of this studies conception. As such, 

background will also be provided to the impact of this pandemic on the field of study, 

introducing the emerging research which has sought to explore the effects of the pandemic on 

men who use IPEDs. This chapter will also seek to outline the aims and objectives of the 

thesis’ original research, before introducing the mixed methodologies utilised, and finally 

outlining the full manuscript’s structure. 
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1.1 Research background: IPEDs, masculinities, the body, social media, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic 

A growing number of individuals are seeking to “optimise their bodies through an ever-

widening range of licit and illicit drugs and supplements” (Santos and Coomber, 2017: 35-

36). IPEDs are a grouping of substances which are utilised for the aim of changing the 

consumers image and/or performance. This broad grouping encompasses substances from 

tanning drugs (Evans-Brown et al., 2009), to cognitive enhancers, sexual enhancement 

supplements, and weight loss drugs (Henne and Livingstone, 2019). The IPEDs focused on 

within this research though are the substances consumed in order to enhance fitness and 

muscularity, such as human growth hormone (HGH) (Evans-Brown and McVeigh, 2009), 

and the most commonly used form of IPEDs, anabolic androgenic steroids (AAS) (Iverson, 

2010; Evans-Brown et al., 2012; van de Ven, Mulrooney and McVeigh (eds), 2020; McVeigh 

et al., 2021). Despite the focus of this research being on non-professional-athlete populations, 

it is worth highlighting that the substances referenced throughout this study are prohibited by 

the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA). WADA prohibit a wide range of substances to 

ensure fair sporting, including anabolic agents (such as AAS), peptide hormones and growth 

factors (such as HGH) (WADA, 2022).  

 

AAS can be used orally, with an estimated 15-25% of men using IPEDs thought to be doing 

so only orally (Hope et al., 2022) or by injection, though often they are used via both methods 

simultaneously (Bonnecaze, O’Connor and Aloi, 2020). Though historically research and 

harm reduction efforts have focused on people who inject AAS, there are increasing calls for 

focus on non-injectors (van de Ven et al., 2020), and as such this research will not exclude 

oral consumption of IPEDs in its analysis. 
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Traditionally, IPEDs research has been dominated by analysis of athletes and performance 

enhancement for professional sport, due to the historical prevalence of and origination of 

their use within this field (Rabin and Corazza, 2021). This research however will 

predominantly focus on non-sporting professionals, as they have been identified as a key 

growing consumer market of IPEDs (Kanayama, Hudson and Pope, 2010; Evans-Brown et 

al., 2012; McVeigh, Evans-Brown, and Bellis, 2012; Brennan et al., 2013; Sagoe et al., 2014; 

Zahnow et al., 2018). Other literature seeking to do this often focuses on select samples of 

demographics, limiting analysis by geographical location (e.g., UK - Begley et al., 2017), 

substance type (e.g., Dianabol - Freed and Banks, 1975) or profession (e.g., Olympic athletes 

– Fitch, 2012). However, the below research intends to highlight key qualitative findings 

amongst a broader demographic of men who use IPEDs.  

 

 Western countries make up the majority populations of global anabolic androgenic steroid 

(AAS) use (Kanayama, Hudson and Pope, 2010). In the UK alone Hope et al. (2022) estimate 

a figure of men using IPEDs of between 328,000 and 687,000. In the US, Pope et al. (2014) 

estimated that a figure of 2.9 to 4 million Americans currently consume AAS, with a growing 

population of approximately 100,000 more each year, and a lifetime prevalence of 3.3% of 

the US population. Estimates of IPED use prevalence have to be treated with caution 

however, due to the difficulties of producing reliable studies regarding substance use 

(Sjöqvist, Garle and Rane, 2008). For instance, Dores et al. (2021) reported 28% of their 

study cohort of individuals already engaged with fitness practices utilised a medicine or drug 

to boost image and/or performance. As such, though the figures are still useful in order to 

contextualise the extent of consumption, there is clear disparity with estimations, and just by 

limiting observation to persons already engaged with fitness practices, a significant statistical 

impact can be seen. 
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1.1a Epidemiology of IPED use 

Whilst it is not possible to know concretely the prevalence of IPEDs, nor it’s epidemiology in 

different cohorts (Hope et al., 2022), the following section will seek to outline estimated 

figures of consumption, first overall internationally, and secondly relating to a variety of sub-

sections of the IPED consumer population. Namely, elite sport populations, grassroot sport 

populations (e.g., non-competitive bodybuilders and gym attendees) and non-sporting 

adjacent populaces.  

 

This thesis will focus specifically on men who use IPEDs. Estimates suggest that men make 

up 90-95% of the consumer population (Hope et al., 2022), or an estimated 94% according to 

Begley et al. (2017). Similarly, Sagoe et al. estimated a global lifetime prevalence amongst 

men is estimated at around 6.4%, compared to 1.6% of women (2014). As such, there is both 

a significantly broader populace to research, as well as more historic research that has been 

centred around the male experience.  

 

In the UK alone, Hope et al. (2022) estimated a figure for current use of AAS amongst men 

between 328,000 to 687,000, based off of NSP figures. This estimate is significantly higher 

than the figures estimated by the Office for National Statistics (ONS), which in 2020 was 

62,000 (people aged 16-59 using AAS in the past year), based off of self-completion data 

from the Crime Survey for England and Wales (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2020). 

It is likely that the significant disparity in these figures is in part caused by the differing 

methodological approaches. Internationally, levels of use similar to the UK have been 

observed in the USA (Kashkin and Kleber, 1989; Tokish, Kocher and Hawkins, 2004), and 

Sweden (Sjöqvist, Garle and Rane, 2008). However, the figures available internationally rely 
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on older data, and are often taken from sources which are applying these figures to sport-

specific contexts, and therefore may not accurately reflect contemporary non-sport-

professional consumption figures. Importantly though, across all data within the UK and 

internationally there is an observable increase in consumption figures overtime. Whilst at 

face value this may indicate an increase in consumption, arguably this will also be impacted 

by the aforementioned methodological changes, as well as much of the older data being 

reliant on sporting populations.  

 

Whilst motivations for the consumption of IPEDs will be explored in detail in section 1.1b, 

analysing data relating to these motivations also enables the building of a clearer picture of 

prevalence more generally. As previously mentioned, elite sporting performance is 

traditionally the remit within which much IPED research has been conducted. Amongst those 

elite sporting professionals, Dunn et al.’s (2012) study of 974 elite athletes highlighted that 

17% admitted consumption of regulated IPEDs in their lifetime (but not within the past year), 

and a further 7% admitted consumption of these substances within the previous 12 months. 

Similar prevalence findings have also been reported amongst amateur sport populations (e.g., 

non-competitive bodybuilders), with 18.3% of a sample of 800 stating that they had 

consumed IPEDs at least once in their lifetime, either in the past or in the present (Lazarus et 

al., 2017). Whilst consumption rates have been estimated as lower amongst populations with 

a primary motivation of sexual enhancement (Hibbert et al., 2021), and work performance 

enhancement (Maycock and Howat, 2007; Sagoe et al., 2014), the consumption rates amongst 

these varied populations serves to highlight the extent of prevalence from ranging cohorts. 

 

Other factors of importance when researching the consumption of IPEDs are age, 

polysubstance use, and side-effects, all of which will be highlighted below in relation to the 
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available statistical and demographic data. Studies have shown that men are most likely to 

start consuming IPEDs when young, with Begley et al. (2017) suggesting an age of 25-26 

amongst a UK cohort. Internationally, studies conducted in the USA and several European 

countries have shown that the use of IPEDs has a prevalence rate between 1-5% amongst 

high-school-age students (Nilsson, 1995; Nilsson et al., 2001; Thiblin and Petersson, 2005). 

Once again, the international statistics available utilises older data and therefore may not be 

reflective of contemporary consumption levels. However, they are still important as they do 

still indicate a consensus of a young initial uptake age, which can have an impact on 

additional risk factors, such as polysubstance use. For instance, Bahrke et al. (2000) showed 

that adolescents who use AAS are also more likely to use other illicit drugs, alcohol, and 

tobacco than their counterparts. Various studies and systematic reviews have highlighted that 

men who use IPEDs across all ages have high prevalence rates of polysubstance use (Sagoe 

et al., 2015; Begley et al., 2017), with many self-medicating with diverted medications and 

illegal psychoactive substances to negate anticipated side-effects of the IPEDs themselves 

(Salinas, Floodgate and Ralphs, 2019). This has the potential to have a significant impact on 

the healthcare advice offered to men who use IPEDs as well as potentially impacting on the 

self-reported side effects experienced, too, and thus is an important factor to consider when 

researching amongst this cohort (Salinas, Floodgate and Ralphs, 2019). 

 

Whilst many people who use IPEDs cite the pleasurable effects of these substances 

(Mulrooney et al., 2019), there have been various studies into the wide variety of associated 

side effects, too. These side effects can broadly be divided into four key areas: (1) Physical 

harms, including (but not limited to) acne, gynaecomastia, male patterned baldness, 

hypogonadism, and sexual dysfunction as well as cardiac, liver, metabolic and 

musculoskeletal impacts (Rahnema et al., 2014; Begley et al., 2017; Hope et al., 2022). (2) 
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Psychological harms, such as impact on cognitive function (Bjørnebekk et al., 2019), steroid 

dependence (Brower, 1989; Brower, 2002; Wood, 2008; Kanayama, Hudson and Pope, 2009; 

Ip et al., 2012) and underlying psychopathologies such as BDD (Body Dysmorphic 

Disorder), Exercise Addictions and Personality Disorders to the consumption of IPEDs 

(Corazza et al., 2019; Dores et al., 2021). Whilst the evidence as to causation is inconclusive, 

some studies suggest the presence of these underlying psychopathologies as having a 

significant impact on potential substance dependence (Olivardia, Pope and Hudson, 2000). 

(3) Risks related to the route of administration, with oral consumption being linked to 

impacts on the liver (Campbell et al., 2017), and injection being associated with increased 

risks of BBVs (Blood-Borne Viruses) (Hope et al., 2013). (4) Market-related risks, IPEDs are 

prohibited and unregulated in many countries which has been linked to issues with 

contamination, low quality products and incorrect dosage and labelling (Evans-Brown et al., 

2009; Shapira et al., 2018). 

 

Whilst it is not possible to confidently state quantitative figures relating to the epidemiology 

and prevalence of IPED consumption, this section has served to highlight the varying 

intersectional factors of consumption. It has highlighted that there are high estimations of 

consumption amongst a wide variety of cohorts, from differing age ranges and motivations 

for uptake, occurrence internationally, and data relating to side-effect prevalence, which all 

serves to highlight, whilst not concrete, evidence of significant consumption rates of these 

substances. 

 

1.1b Motivation for IPED consumption 

With section 1.1a having highlighted the breadth of epidemiology relating to the consumption 

of IPEDs, section 1.1b will now serve to highlight the varied motivations for this 
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consumption, with 1.1ba specifically linking the relevant of those motivations to 

masculinities, as is the focus of this thesis.  

 

As highlighted in 1.1a, there are a variety of both sport and non-sport populations who utilise 

IPEDs. Amongst elite sportspeople, the consumption of IPEDs, whilst complex and 

multifaceted, is primarily motivated by enhancement of sporting performance (Dunn et al., 

2012), achieving performance-related goals (Lazuras et al., 2015) and winning competitions 

(Townshend, 2022) – factors which are considered ergogenic effects of IPED consumption. 

Other motivations include to aid injury recovery, and sport-specific motivators, such as 

increasing muscle mass in competitive bodybuilders or aiding endurance in long-distance 

runners (Cohen et al., 2007; Salinas, Floodgate and Ralphs, 2019; Turnock, 2022) 

 

However, motivations do differ amongst amateur or recreational sportspeople (e.g., regular 

gym attendees or non-competitive bodybuilders). These motivations, whilst sometimes still 

being linked to goal-oriented consumption (Lazarus et al., 2017), often highlight a primary 

motivation of physical appearance, body image and muscular aesthetics (Van Hout and Kean, 

2015; Begley et al., 2017; Brennan, Wells and Van Hout, 2017; Campbell et al., 2021; 

Hibbert et al., 2021). 

 

Other motivations include hormone replacement therapy, retaining youthfulness and injury 

recovery (Begley et al., 2017), as well as cognition enhancement, sexual motivations (Hibbert 

et al., 2021), improved work performance (particularly amongst professions such as law 

enforcement, security workers, and sex workers (Maycock and Howat, 2007; 

Sagoe et al., 2014; Hoberman, 2017)), increasing motivation and general pleasure and general 

enjoyment of the effects (d'Angelo, Savulich, and Sahakian, 2017; Mulrooney et al., 2019). 



 

 21 

The variety of motivations for uptake and/or continued consumption of IPEDs serves to 

highlight the hugely varied demographics of individuals using these substances – from 

sporting professionals, to sex workers. The following section though will further focus in on 

the demographic related to this thesis’ original research, that of non-athletic-professional men 

who consume(d) IPEDs, and specifically on how their consumption motivations link in with 

idealised masculinities. 

 

1.1ba Masculinities and male body image 

This thesis specifically aims to explore motivations for IPED consumption as they relate to 

men and masculinities. Accordingly, the following section will highlight some of the key 

foundational background context relating to the multiple ways in which masculinities may 

impact, in relation to body image, deindustrialisation and mental health. 

 

Despite 94% of people who use IPEDs being male (Hope, McVeigh, and Begley, 2017) there 

is limited research which specifically aims to examine the relationship between masculine 

identities as a motivation for IPED consumption. Kanayama et al. (2006) researched the 

attitudes of people who use IPEDs towards traditional gender roles, however, this research 

did not seek to explore commonly idealised forms, or collective pressures, of masculinities, 

as identified by men who use IPEDs.  

 

Aesthetic reasons are significant motivators for general fitness amongst men (Gibbs, Salinas, 

and Turnock, 2022), as well as for the uptake and continued use of IPEDs (along with 

associated factors such as retaining youthfulness, looking healthy, and pursuing a sexualised 

body ideal (Begley et al., 2017; Brennan, Wells and Van Hout, 2017). Aspirational body 

goals are not inherently negative, however can be considered from a perspective of creating a 
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form of strain to achieve the societally idealised body image, and physical appearance has 

been shown to cause distress amongst men (Kimmel and Mahalik, 2004). Merton’s (1968) 

strain theory identified one reaction to strain as ‘conformity’, which in this instance could be 

considered as engaging with fitness and healthy eating. Another response identified by 

Merton was ‘innovation’, which in this application would be individuals accepting the 

societally deemed body ideals, but rejecting (or in this case, building upon) the usual means 

to achieve these (Cote, 2002), through consuming IPEDs to aid their aesthetic goals. 

However, this theoretical application arguably positions these behaviours negatively, and 

does not consider the pleasure reported by individuals in the pursuit of this bodily 

‘perfection’ (Gibbs, Salinas, and Turnock, 2022).  

 

Studies have shown that people with body image disorders, such as body or muscle 

dysmorphia, are at higher risk of using IPEDs, leading to a higher-than-average 

representation of these conditions within the cohort of people who use IPEDs (Wroblewska, 

1997; Olivardia, 2001; Cole, 2003; Harvey et al., 2019). As such these body ideals, and the 

strive to achieve them through the use of IPEDs, need to be contextualised in the 

understanding of these mental health conditions. Body dysmorphia refers to an individual 

who has an inaccurate view of their body, to the extent that it causes significant anxiety and 

discomfort (Freson, 2015). Muscle dysmorphia specifically refers to a state in which 

individuals feel insufficiently muscular, despite increasing size (Pope et al., 2000; Brennan, 

Wells and Van-Hout, 2017). With these definitions in mind, it is possible to see the potential 

correlational links between the presence of these underlying body image disorders and 

individuals’ consumption with IPEDs in an effort to improve their body image. 
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Keane (2005) considered two potential roles of masculinities related to these internalised 

body ideals, particularly with reference to when these body goals lead to IPED use. Formerly, 

this involves constituting the male user of AAS as ‘excessively masculine’, a concept which 

ties into Kuper’s (2005) notions of toxic masculinity, which identifies the expressions of 

toxic masculine traits. The secondary concept though presents these body ideals and 

subsequent AAS use within the context of disordered body image thinking, which Keane 

(2005) suggests is indicative of a more damaged presentation of masculinity, leading them to 

state this as an example of ‘masculinity in crisis’.  

 

Gibbs, Salinas, and Turnock (2022) theorise that it is deindustrialisation, that is, the transition 

of society from work being dominated by predominantly labour-intensive heavy industries to 

more sedentary roles which value different skillsets, that has developed disillusion, and 

ultimately the loss of identity amongst men. The key in their argument as it applies to this 

thesis is this notion of loss of identity as it relates to masculinity, with their argument 

suggesting that this shift had a specific negative impact on working-class masculine culture, 

thus shattering many previously idealised gender traits and norms. Gibbs, Salinas, and 

Turnock (2022) argue that this is of particular significance therefore when also considering 

the growth of the fitness industry, particularly in areas most impacted by post-industrialism. 

The implication therefore is that the use of IPEDs amongst men is, in part, a reflection of this 

deindustrialisation and crisis of masculinities.  

 

Fundamentally, this thesis argues that we can consider IPED use as a way of enacting 

performative gender embodiment. Meyerhoff states that “to say that gender is performative is 

simply to say that how we understand gender, and how we position ourselves as gendered or 

sexual beings in relation to others is achieved through the repetition and enactment of these 
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activities” (2015: 2). That is to say that it is the perception from wider society of an act that 

makes it gendered, as opposed to the act itself signifying this inherently, and that therefore 

ultimately masculine identities do not exist outside the expressions which society interprets 

them as. The aforementioned societal shift into neoliberalism by definition influenced 

broader perceptions of the embodiment of masculinities, and the links observed then in 

broader physical embodiment of extreme muscularity. Therefore, it is argued here, and in 

greater detail in Chapter 2, that the behaviours associated with this physical embodiment 

(such as the use of IPEDs) become inherently tied to masculine gender performativity.  

 

 

 

1.1c Legal framework 

This research is undertaken within the UK, which has two major legislatures in relation to 

illicit drugs: the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, and the Psychoactive Substance Act 2016. The 

former of these legislations categorises substances into a three-tiered system, Class A, B, or 

C, with differing legal ramifications for the use, purchase and supply dependent on the 

substances tier positioning. The Psychoactive Substance Act 2016 further restricted 

previously unregulated novel psychoactive substances (NPS), some of which are substances 

with the purpose of image and performance enhancement, which had increasingly led to 

growing pressure on public health resources (UK Home Office, 2016). AAS specifically are 

categorised by the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 as a Class C substance, and it is not considered 

an offence to possess these substances for personal consumption under Schedule 4 Part II of 

the Misuse of Drugs Regulations 2001. However, the supply and/or production of them still 

carry up to 14 years in prison, an unlimited fine, or both (Misuse of Drugs Act, 1971). 
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Internationally, there is significant variation in the rules and regulations applied to the sale 

and consumption of AAS and Human Growth Hormone (HGH). In the USA, they are 

regulated within The Anabolic Steroids Control Act 1990, which placed them into Schedule 

III of the Controlled Substances Act (CSA) (U.S. Department of Justice Drug Enforcement 

Administration, 2004). Whilst each state has varying penalties for the consumption of AAS, 

on a federal level an individual’s first offence of possession can lead to a fine, or up to one 

year in prison. For the trafficking and sale an individual can face up to five years in prison 

and/or a significant fine, the terms of which can double for repeat drug offences. However, in 

Canada, much like in the UK, whilst AAS and other hormone-derivatives are classified as 

controlled substances, meaning that the manufacturing, importing, exporting, or selling of 

these substances is illegal, individual consumption without a prescription is not regulated 

(Menard, n.d). Meanwhile, France, Australia, Germany, Switzerland, South Africa, Japan, 

and Belgium all enable the consumption of Anabolic Steroids with a valid prescription. 

Whilst Columbia, the Bahamas, Egypt, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Hong Kong, 

Poland, Puerto Rico, Thailand, Greece, India, and Korea enable the purchase of anabolic 

steroids without a valid prescription (Boyer and Stojkovski, 2022). 

 

Policies restricting the consumption and sale AAS have been critiqued, as this places the sole 

responsibility of the quality regulations on underground illicit organisations, which are 

predominantly profit-oriented (Taylor, Buchanan, and Ayres, 2016). This lack of regulation 

can lead to significant side-effects for consumers (Hope et al., 2022). As well as this, illicit 

marketplaces are then in charge of the sale and distribution of products, with not only impact 

on potential health risks from the unregulated production, but also risks of market self-

regulation through violence (Werb, Rowell and Guyatt, 2011; Taylor, Buchanan, and Ayres, 

2016). Though the marketplace for IPEDs has some key differences to those of other 
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psychoactive substances (which will be explored in more detail in 1.1c), it is not immune to 

the problematic influences stemming from these legislations.  

 

1.1d IPED marketplaces 

Drug markets are shaped by “a variety of factors, including the types of drugs dealt within 

them, the characteristics of the users served by them, the social structures which sustain them, 

and the dominant cultural and economic context in which the markets exist” (van de Ven and 

Mulrooney, 2017: 7). Antonopoulos and Hall (2016: 696) highlight the unique nature of the 

steroid market, referring to it as “decentralized, highly flexible with no hierarchies, and open 

to anyone willing to either order the merchandise online or travel to producing countries and 

obtain steroids in bulk from legitimate manufacturers”. As a result, IPED marketplaces are 

inherently unique, embedded within specific gym and bodybuilding subcultures, operating 

within an arguably grey area of legality, placing significant emphasis on peer-to-peer 

networks, and uniquely transient between on and offline sources (Antonopoulos and Hall, 

2016). 

 

Hall and Antonopoulos referred to the internet as the “cornerstone of the new global social 

and economic order” (2015: 229), and this has in turn enabled easier access to the purchase of 

illicit substances (Cuthbertson, 2019). The surface web, dark web, social media platforms and 

online forums have all been highlighted as key in the advertisement, sale, and distribution of 

a number of IPEDs and other substances (van de Ven and Koenraadt, 2017). In research 

conducted alongside the development of this thesis, we found evidence of harmful illicit 

substances (e.g., Carfentanil) on the darkweb (Negri et al., 2021). We also found that online 

platforms are increasingly used as the primary source of information for many individuals 

seeking advice and safety profiles of sport supplements (Catalani et al., 2021; Negri, 
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Townshend and Corazza, 2021). These online platforms are often unregulated, or minimally 

so, leading to potentially misleading or inaccurate information sharing (van de Ven, Boardley 

and Chandler, 2022), however online peer-to-peer networks such as forums have also been 

shown to take into account academic research, and can act as effective platforms for 

knowledge sharing amongst people who use IPEDs (Van Hout and Kean, 2015).  

 

van de Ven and Mulrooney (2017) state that the majority of IPED sale transactions are made 

through acquaintances and friends, and unlike other traditional drug distribution networks are 

not primarily motivated by financial gain. Instead, community culture plays a significant role, 

with many people who use IPEDs considering their consumption, along with the sale and 

distribution of these substances, as not only non-deviant, but as a subcultural norm 

(Monaghan, 2001; Pearson, 2001). The shared culture therefore also leads to some suppliers 

reporting to be consumers of the substances which they are selling, often only selling these 

products either to share perceived high-quality products amongst peers, or in order to fund 

their own use (Kraska, Bussard and Brent, 2010).  

 

1.1e Harm reduction 

Regarding drug policy in relation to IPEDs, due to the aforementioned varying legality of 

possession and consumption of these substances across countries, much research in the field 

has tended to focus on harm reduction, as opposed to punishment (Hope et al., 2013, Iverson 

et al., 2013., Kimergård and McVeigh, 2014; Sagoe et al., 2014). Though this thesis does not 

intend to specifically focus on the development of harm reduction strategies or initiatives, it 

is approached from this perspective, with the goal of any associated findings being the 

reduction of any harm associated with consumption, rather than the condemnation of the use 

of any substances.  
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Harm reduction is broadly defined as interventions, programmes and policies aiming to 

minimise drug harms in individuals and society (Rhodes and Hedrich, 2010). Practical 

services aimed to reduce harm include outreach programmes, steroid clinics and needle and 

syringe programmes (NSPs), as well as informal clean needle distribution through existing 

communities and networks (Kimergård and McVeigh, 2014). Although many harm reduction 

interventions, such as NSPs, were aimed at people who use psychoactive substances, there 

has been a year-on-year increase in many countries of people who use injectable IPEDs 

utilising these services (McVeigh, Beynon, and Bellis, 2003). Harm itself has long been 

considered from a gendered perspective (McCloskey, 1997; Lemaitre and Sandvik, 2014; 

Dolan, 2018). A number of approaches have tried to overcome the gendered inequalities 

observable in the harm reduction services currently available, which can act as potential 

barriers to effective implementation, and are therefore imperative considerations for potential 

outcomes of this gender-focused research (Ettorre, 2004; Rhodes, 2009).  

 

1.1f IPEDs, online platforms social media 

Section 1.1c highlighted the importance of online platforms in the sale and distribution of 

IPEDs, as well as their role in knowledge exchange amongst people who use these 

substances. The following section will outline key concepts utilised in the original research of 

this thesis, highlighting the role of online platforms in the construction of masculine body 

ideals, and how this in turn can be seen to influence the use of IPEDs, before being expanded 

upon in the context of gendered theoretical frameworks in Chapter 2.  

 

Social media is used by approximately 40.5 million people in the UK (O’Dea, 2019a), with 

men making up approximately 46% of this figure (O’Dea, 2018). Of the hundreds of social 
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networking sites and apps that exist in contemporary UK, Instagram is one of the largest with 

23.82 million people using this app on a regular basis as of December 2019 (O’Dea, 2019b). 

It is an image-centric platform, and a number of ‘fitness influencers’ have developed on the 

platform, gaining a following for sharing their fitness regimes, including occasionally the use 

of AAS (e.g., Piana, 2017). Despite this, no guidelines exist specifically for the verification of 

information credibility regarding the consumption of IPEDs and other consumable products 

referenced or in fact advertised on these platforms.  

 

Furthermore, ‘Fitspiration’ or ‘fitspo’ (a.k.a., ‘fitness inspiration’) is a popular utilised 

hashtag across social media platforms and is intended to indicate self-defined ‘inspiring’ 

fitness content (Slater, Varsani and Diedrichs, 2017; Cataldo et al 2022b). However, this 

fitspirational content has been found to promote a homogenous body type, contain guilt 

inducing messaging, stigmatise weight and body fat and encourage dieting (Boepple and 

Thompson, 2016; Boepple et al., 2016; Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2018; Slater, Varsani and 

Diedrichs, 2017). Cataldo et al. further state that “fitspiration contents, although originally 

conceived to promote a healthier lifestyle, often portray distressful themes that can lead to 

unhealthy thoughts and behaviours (e.g., body image and eating disturbances, excessive 

exercising, misuse of supplements” (2021: 1). Amongst men, the imagery observed within 

these hashtags are often focused on muscular and/or hyper-muscular body image ideals 

(Carrotte et al., 2017, Tiggemann, Martins and Kirkbride, 2007, Thompson and Cafri, 2007), 

often with minimal reference to healthy ways to achieve these goals, therefore promoting 

unrealistic body goals and encouraging unhealthy behaviours (Cataldo et al., 2021; Cataldo et 

al., 2022a) and/or the use of often unregulated supplements (Pilgrim and Bohnet-Joschko, 

2019; Ratwatte and Mattacola, 2019; Catalani et al., 2021; Negri, Townshend and Corazza, 

2022). 
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The nature of Instagram being an image-centric site is also important to this research, as it 

has been identified that body image is a key motivator for the use of substances in this 

context (Brennan, Wells and Van Hout, 2017). Indeed, image-centric platforms such as 

Instagram were noted by Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2018) to have a direct impact on self-

esteem and fitspiration goals, as well as Bell, Cassarly and Dunbar (2017) stating that they 

actively contribute to increasing levels of body objectification. Body objectification is 

defined as “the tendency to view oneself as an object to be looked at and evaluated by others” 

(Grabe, Hyde and Lindberg, 2007: 164). As outlined in 1.2, there is an observable correlation 

between general aesthetic motivators and IPED consumption (Begley et al., 2017; Brennan, 

Wells and Van Hout, 2017; Gibbs, Salinas, and Turnock, 2022), and this thesis will further 

explore the argument that it is specifically this increase of self-objectification and lowered 

self-compassion within contemporary masculine and online cultures which contributes to 

IPED uptake amongst men. 

 

Online forums are also a key consideration within the original research of this thesis, acting 

as a point for data collection or participant recruitment in both studies. Forums are web-based 

platforms which enable asynchronous conversations, communications, knowledge sharing 

and question and answer format discussions (Holt, 2014). Forums are often specific to a 

particular topic, issue, or location (Holt and Bolden, 2014), and as such are invaluable for 

online-based research, allowing researchers to explore specific communities, population-

specific issues, general attitudes of these populations and online relationships in detail (Holt, 

2007; Kozinets, 2007; Holt and Lampke, 2010; Holt and Bolden, 2014; Rajadesingan, 

Resnick and Budak, 2020). 
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As previously mentioned in 1.1c, online forums have been identified as a key method for 

knowledge exchange amongst people who use IPEDs, enabling the sharing of anecdotes, 

harm-related information, opinion, and academic papers (Tighe et al., 2017), as well as acting 

as a key tool in the sale and distribution of IPEDs (Turnock, 2021a). Key to this research, too 

is the valuable insight these forums present into the belief systems, communication styles and 

information sharing methods of populations previously considered difficult to access 

(Underwood, 2017). The importance of these platforms in understanding subcultures has 

played a key role in the development of both the associated literature presented in Chapter 2, 

as well as being utilised to form the basis for the methodologies presented in Chapter 3. 

 

1.1g COVID-19 and IPED use 

The emergence of the novel Coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) in late 2019, which led 

to the worldwide declaration of pandemic status by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in 

2020, changed the landscape of the world, in a way previously thought implausible in the 21st 

century. Mutz and Gerke highlighted that the COVID-19 pandemic was one of very few 

singular events in recent history that has triggered “massive changes regarding values, 

attitudes and behaviours, including health-related behaviours” (2020: 2). With fitness 

facilities predominantly closed around the world due to lockdowns, social distancing and stay 

at home orders (BBC News, 2020), we saw an unprecedented limitation of fitness activities. 

This had significant impact on individual fitness goals (Kaur et al., 2020), and also the social 

and collaborative environments of fitness activities and spaces (Hallett and Lamont, 2015).  

 

The shift to a home-based fitness culture drastically altered the nature of and motivations 

behind fitness, with Kaur et al. (2020) showing that motivation significantly decreased in the 

first period of lockdown, due predominantly to negative situational perception. Some 
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individuals sought to overcome these restrictions by utilising innovative and novel methods 

for fitness, such as using new media technologies (Hayes, 2020) as well as household items 

for weightlifting (Zoob Carter, Boardley and van de Ven, 2021). 

 

Another impact observed in the initial literature regarding the pandemic was worsening 

mental health (Niedzwiedz et al., 2021). The interruption to routine has been shown to have a 

negative impact on mental health (Ludwig, 2017), and alongside this, unprecedented levels of 

financial insecurity were observed globally, with significant impact on individuals’ security 

and further impacting routine maintenance. It is widely noted that regular exercise is 

important in the maintenance of mental health, as well as helping individuals to actively 

improve their mental health (Biddle, 2016).  

 

Substance use generally was also impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Historically, periods 

of economic instability have been evidenced to lead to a heightening of psychoactive drug 

consumption (Nagelhout et al., 2017). Financial recessions have a direct causal impact on 

individual mental health and wider psychological distress, with these factors greatly 

increasing the likelihood of substance use and/or abuse regardless of specific context, 

geography or studied population samples (Nagelhout et al., 2017). No comparable 

information exists specifically for IPEDs of any form, and due to the vastly differing 

motivations for use it cannot be hypothesised that their use will reflect similar trends. 

However, due to the impact of psychological distress on fitness motivation, which generally 

leads to lower engagement in regular fitness activities (Kaur et al., 2020), it is plausible that, 

unlike psychoactive substances, the usage of IPEDs will see a downturn during periods of 

recession and worldwide uncertainty. 
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Furthermore, an increasingly utilised source of access to the purchase of IPEDs is online 

markets, often purchasing from overseas (Cordaro, Lombardo and Consentino, 2011; Hall 

and Antonopoulos, 2015; van de Ven and Koenraadt, 2017). The COVID-19 pandemic 

created global supply chain issues, and many countries which commonly export IPEDs, and 

their associated raw materials were hit heavily by the pandemic further impacting on the 

distribution and availability of these products (Zoob Carter, Boardley and van de Ven, 2021). 

van de Ven, Mulrooney and Townshend (in press) showed that, in addition to online, a large 

number of individuals who use IPEDs purchase these substances from friends or other 

members of their gym, presenting a further restriction to access due to fitness facility 

closures.  However, Gibbs (2021) sample noted no significant issues in purchasing IPEDs 

despite the pandemic and its impacts. 

 

The predominant population of those who use IPEDs are often involved in bodybuilding and 

other forms of fitness requiring weightlifting (Begley, McVeigh, and Hope, 2017). A key 

motivation for IPED consumption is increasing strength and muscularity (Begley, McVeigh, 

and Hope, 2017), however this also requires the individual to enact a strength-centric 

workout routine. Gibbs (2021) noted that in the first year of the pandemic, a number of 

previously long-term consumers of anabolic steroids expressed their lack of interest in 

continuing due to the unreliable access to specialist equipment. In Dunn and Piatkowski’s 

(2021) rapid survey in 2020, 45% of their participants reported a change in their use of IPEDs 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic, with a further 16.7% ceasing their use altogether. Zoob 

Carter, Boardley and van de Ven (2021) found that 91.1% of their participants reported either 

reducing their consumption, or ceasing altogether, due to the pandemic. However, both Gibbs 

(2021) and Zoob Carter, Boardley and van de Ven (2021) noted that these issues became less 

impactful as the pandemic continued and people adapted.  
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Though this research does not intend to quantify the impact of the pandemic, it does intend to 

provide contextualised qualitative analysis’, evidencing the attitudes of and impact on this 

user population during these unprecedented circumstances. This thesis will also explore the 

extent to which the impact on fitness motivation, along with limited access to fitness 

facilities, and increased engagement with both traditional and social media formats, impacted 

on not only fitness motivation, but also IPED consumption, as well as changes to perceived 

societal pressures of masculine body image among men who use(d) IPEDs. 
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1.2 The knowledge gap 

There are ever-increasing quantities of research is done looking at the topic of IPEDs, within 

a wide variety of fields, such as public health, biology, criminology, psychology, sport 

science, and more (Petroczi and Naughton, 2011; Rabin and Corazza, 2021). Historically, this 

research has focused on IPED consumption as a sport-specific phenomenon (Hope et al., 

2021). Whilst sporting performance is still a prevalent factor of uptake, more contemporary 

research has sought to observe and report the experiences and realities of non-sporting 

professionals who make up an increasingly large proportion of regular consumers of the 

substances (Kanayama and Pope, 2018). 

 

A plurality of areas of investigation have been posed regarding the shift in population 

demographics of people who use IPEDs, but one of key significance which will be explored 

further within this thesis is the role of the media and social media. Both the traditional media 

and social media have been linked to increasing individual negative body image perception in 

men (Fawkner and McMurray, 2002; Barlett, Vowels and Saucier, 2008; Fardouly and 

Vartanian, 2016; Paulson, 2020). Cataldo et al. (2021) specifically refer to a recently 

emerging social media trend called ‘fitspiration’, an amalgamation of the words ‘fitness’ and 

‘inspiration’. Their research suggests that whilst this content is originally developed with the 

intention of promoting healthier lifestyles, it instead often portrays “distressful themes that 

can lead to unhealthy thoughts and behaviours (e.g., body image and eating disturbances, 

excessive exercising, misuse of supplements)” (Cataldo et al., 2021: 1).  

 

Gender is frequently explored in research on substance use and the demographics of those 

who partake in the consumption of them. Across almost all substance types, clear differences 

in patterns of consumption relating to gender identities are visible (Brady and Randall, 1999; 
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McArdle et al., 2002; Schwinn, Schinke, and Trent, 2010). Furthermore, gender has been 

considered an important factor of consideration in the treatment of substance use disorders 

(Katz and Toner, 2013) and in relation to risk of relapse (Walitzer and Dearing, 2006). There 

has been a variety of outputs observing gendered influences specifically in relation to IPEDs, 

or at least referring to them (non-exhaustive: Olrich, 1992; Keane, 2005; Miller et al., 2005; 

Dunne, Freeman and Sherlock, 2006; Kanayama et al., 2006; Denham, 2008; Halkitis, 

Moeller and DeRaleua, 2008; Walker and Joubert, 2011; Andreasson, 2015; Onakomaiya and 

Henderson, 2016; Ravn and Coffey, 2016; Henne and Livingtsone, 2019; Blashill et al., 

2020; Moore et al., 2020; Kotzé and Antonpoulos, 2021; Turnock, 2021b; Turnock and 

Townshend, 2022).  

 

However, this research will follow a novel mixed-methodology approach to explore the 

concepts of masculinities and body image amongst men who use IPEDs, utilising 

netnographic and cross-sectional survey data, including the qualitative analysis of original 

images. This research is also uniquely positioned as having been conducted within the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and as such provides original insight into these concepts during this 

unprecedented time period globally. 
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1.3 Aims and objectives 

This thesis aims to contribute to the ever-increasing and multidisciplinary body of research 

into the consumption of IPEDs, by providing new and original insight into the intersection 

between masculinities, idealised gender identities and how they influence the consumption of 

these substances amongst their majority-male consumer population. This research will 

provide predominantly qualitative analysis and will seek to explore themes such as substance 

uptake motivation, gender articulations, embodiment, and capitalism. Due to the timing of the 

research being undertaken (2019-2022) an emphasis will also be placed upon the role of 

COVID-19 in these factors and IPED consumption more broadly, too.  

 

The objectives for this original research are to:  

(1) Explore the motivations amongst men for the uptake of IPEDs 

(2) Investigate the articulation of masculinities and gender identities amongst men 

who consume(d) IPEDs 

(3) Identify the extent to which contemporary idealised masculinities contribute to the 

objectification and fetishization of the male body 

(4) Analyse the connection IPED use and constructions of gender in multicultural and 

capitalist societies 

(5) Identify the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on motivations for IPED 

consumption 

(6) Observe how attitudes towards physicality and masculinities were articulated 

online during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

These objectives break down the broader scope of the overall concepts of gender and 

masculinities, IPEDs, body image, and the impact of COVID-19, into distinct queries and 
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offer multiple avenues for analysis of the wider topic. The first objective interrogates the 

masculinised nature of IPED use, and this is then expanded upon in the second objective, 

enabling the in-depth examination of the construction of masculinities and gender identities 

amongst men who use IPEDs. The third objective further explores concepts relating to 

gender, specifically considering contemporary idealised masculinities, and introduces the 

concepts of objectification, fetishization and the male body; key considerations, due to the 

emphasis of body image and aesthetic as IPED consumption motivators (Rohman, 2009). 

Objective four seeks to acknowledge the impact of society on gender, masculinities, and body 

image by adding in a component of analysis relating to multiculturalism and capitalism, and 

how these impact on perceived gender norms and embodiments. Both the second and fourth 

objectives also serve to provide information by allowing the obtained data and participant 

accounts to inform the scope of the research, with relevant theory later applied to support or 

challenge these accounts. Objectives five and six then seek to contextualise themes covered 

within the previous four questions in the social context this research was undertaken, during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. These questions utilise contemporary research and frame social 

context as a key observable trend in both the substance use, and gendered behaviours covered 

by this research. 
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1.4 Methodologies 

In order to answer these research objectives, a mixed-method approach using novel 

methodologies across two studies has been developed, consisting of a netnography and a 

cross-sectional investigation involving an in-depth qualitative analysis utilising images and 

original data. The full methodological processes are outlined in the individual study chapters, 

with the below providing a brief overview of the individual components and rationales for 

these methodologies’ inclusions. 

 

Study one (Chapter 3) will examine objectives 1, 2, 4, 5 and 6, and will consist of a 

netnographic forum analysis, consisting of the thematic analysis of data from 115 threads 

across online fitness and bodybuilding forums. This study seeks to further explore the role of 

masculinities on these online platforms, identifying how these concepts are discussed within 

these spaces, as well as providing insight into discussions relating to body image, mental 

health, and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on fitness and IPED consumption. 

 

From the analysis of the forum posts, a second study was developed in order to further 

explore thematic content observed across the online forums. This cross-sectional 

investigation utilises a survey methodology and explores research objectives 1-5 through the 

qualitative analysis of mixed-data types, including open-ended text responses, an image 

submission and Likert scales. The second study provides clarifications and further context on 

observed patterns from the netnographic study, and its novel methodological approach 

enables new and original insight into the research objectives.  

 

This thesis focuses predominantly on UK-centric studies and resources, which is also 

reflected in the methodologies employed for this original research. The forums observed were 
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predominantly made up of UK contributors, however no guarantee can be made as to all 

posters and their locations. Similarly, the survey was disseminated predominantly through 

UK-centric platforms, but no guarantee is given as to each contributors’ location.  

To reflect this, an effort will be made throughout this thesis to reflect upon international 

resources too. 

 



 41 

1.5 A summary of upcoming chapters 

This thesis consists of one literature review chapter, two original research chapters, and a 

conclusion chapter, the formats of all upcoming chapters are outlined below for clarity. 

Chapters 3 and 4 comprise of unique methodology studies, in the form of a forum-based 

netnography and a cross-sectional investigation utilising a qualitatively analysed survey 

respectively. As these chapters also focus on responding to different research objectives, 

these sections have been structured with their own independent methodologies, results, and 

discussions. The broader findings are then later discussed in conjunction with the objectives 

in the conclusion chapter.  

 

Chapter 2 - GENDER, MASCULINITIES AND EMBODIMENT AMONG MEN WHO USE 

IPEDS: A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical framework chapter takes the format of a literature review, and explores 

relevant historical and contemporary research, studies and theories which relate to the posed 

objectives of this research project, grouped into three distinct sections and utilising 

contemporary IPED research throughout in order to contextualise the original research. The 

gender section of this literature (2.1) review explores the historical grounding of the relevant 

terminologies (gender and sex), before exploring concepts of gender multiplicity, and 

articulations of gender. It does so by consistently applying these theoretical perspectives and 

exploring their relevance to the exploration of men who use IPEDs. 

 

Chapter 2.2 specifically focuses on masculinities, due to the male-centric research conducted 

within this thesis. Idealised masculinities will be explored, with specific focus on the 

theoretical concepts of hegemonic, toxic, and fetishized masculinities. It further 

contextualises these theoretical approaches in the consumption of IPEDs and introduces 
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contemporary research relating to social medias impacts on masculinities and mental health. 

It also reflects on the portrayal of masculinities in online spaces, presenting key research 

which grounds the research methodologies undertaken in both Chapters 3 in particular, due to 

its focus on qualitative analysis of online forum content.  Finally, this section will reflect on 

the impact of multiculturalism and intersectionality within masculinities, and how these 

factors impact societal gender norms.  

 

Chapter 2.3 focuses on ‘the body’ and explores theoretical perspectives regarding the role of 

the body including feminist theories and masculine embodiment, before exploring the 

importance of image in contemporary society and how ‘the body’ can be utilised to control 

and grow capital. The body is an imperative theoretical consideration for the original research 

conducted within this thesis, as it explores the importance of the body as a tool for self-

representation, and this is key in the consumption of IPEDs when related to body image 

ideals and/or goals. Throughout, all body and gender identities theoretical perspectives will 

be grounded within the specific subject of this thesis: Men who use IPEDs. 

 

Chapter 3 - A NETNOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS OF MASCULINITIES AND IPED USE 

DURING COVID-19 

Chapter 3 presents the methodologies, results and discussions stemming from a five-month 

netnographic analysis, which was conducted across four major bodybuilding forums, using 

five COVID-19 related keywords to observe comments and posts by men during this period. 

The study then thematically assessed the observed forum threads for reference to or 

discussion regarding five key areas of analysis: (1) Masculinities, (2) Motivations for use (of 

IPEDs), (3) Body goals (e.g., losing mass), (4) Attitudes towards women and/or sexuality, 

and (5) General attitudes towards IPED use. This application then resulted in the analysis of 
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five major sub-themes evidenced through the forums: (1) Workout routines, (2) IPED use in 

lockdown, (3) The body and body image, (4) Mental health, and (5) Masculinities, sex, and 

sexuality. These sub-themes were explored through the analysis of original findings as well 

as application to existing academic literature from relatable topics. Further to this, the impact 

of COVID-19 was considered in line with its impact on not only the physical consumption of 

IPEDs but the attitudes and use of related language which enforced masculine identities, too. 

Whilst not all participants within these forums were verified as people who use IPEDs, there 

was a strong presence within these forums relating to the substances, and the findings are 

deemed to be representative of a community within which many men who use IPEDs are 

present and engaged.  

 

Chapter 4 – A CROSS-SECTIONAL INVESTIGATION OF PERCEPTIONS AND 

EMBODIMENTS OF GENDER AMONGST MEN WHO USE(D) IPEDS 

Chapter 4 follows the same format of Chapter 3, and consists of the methodologies, results 

and discussions stemming from an original cross-sectional investigation, consisting of a 

survey-based methodology and in-depth qualitative analysis. The survey compromised of 11 

independent questions, with a total of 32 data-entry points, completed by 15 participants 

during May 2021. The survey utilised a variety of question types, including validated 

psychometric scales, multiple choice, written word, and images. It explored a range of topics 

relating to IPED consumption and masculinities, including initial uptake, substances 

consumed, body image, mental health, interpretations of and views on masculinities, social 

media use and COVID-19. The subsequent analysis followed inductive thematic and content 

methods, as well as introducing image analysis, and presented, five major themes of 

discussion: (1) IPED use, (2) Body Image, (3) Mental Health, (4) Masculinities, and (5) 

Social Media. These themes were explored through the analysis of the original findings from 
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the survey responses, as well as in context of academic literature. All participants of the 

survey self-identified as men who currently use, or previously have used, IPEDs. 

 

Chapter 5 - CONCLUSIONS 

Whilst there are small conclusions within the sections 3 and 4’s discussions, the conclusion 

chapter within the thesis will seek to combine the overall findings and key discussions from 

both sections in order to provide insight into the research objectives. This chapter will also 

highlight the original contribution presented by this work, presented in line with each 

aforementioned research question, and will further provide insight into any practice and 

research recommendations stemming from the findings. The conclusions present additional 

avenues for analysis for healthcare policies by presenting a variety of rationales for the 

uptake of IPEDs as observed within the original research, and further explore the influence of 

capitalism and contemporary culture on this form of substance use. They also present the 

wide range of attitudes towards and embodiments of masculinities amongst men who use 

IPEDs but do find a more general observable trend of the normalisation of the sexualisation, 

objectification and fetishization of the male form amongst the data presented within this 

thesis. Finally, evidence regarding the rationales for adjusting IPED use during the COVID-

19 pandemic and the significant role of this world health crisis in online interactions, and 

specifically those relating to physicality and masculinities. 
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CHAPTER 2: GENDER, MASCULINITIES AND EMBODIMENT 

AMONG MEN WHO USE IPEDS: A THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK 

This literature review will seek to outline the key theories and schools of thought relating to 

the multi-disciplinary areas pertinent to this research. Whilst this thesis’s original research 

methodologies seek to allow the obtained data and participant accounts to inform the scope of 

the research, the theoretical perspectives identified within this literature review serve to 

present theoretically informed arguments from which to apply said original findings, 

ultimately enabling evidence-based conclusions. Any etic interpretations will be kept as 

distinct as possible from the emic perspectives of participants and data, either observed or 

engaged with, in this literature review and subsequent studies. 

 

Within the literature review, the theoretical grounding will first be presented through the 

assessment of historical and contemporary gender studies. This section (2.1) will include 

discussion relating to the definitional difficulties of gender-related language, as well as 

exploring topics of gender multiplicity, gender roles, societal idealisation, and language and 

articulation as it relates to gender identities, all contextualised within the topic area of 

masculinities and IPED consumption. 

 

To further contextualise these broader theoretical gender perspectives, relating more directly 

to the target population of this research, the following section will introduce theories and 

perspectives relating specifically to masculinities, with the ‘Masculinities (2.2) section 

looking at the contemporary concepts of ‘toxic’, ‘cyber’ and ‘fetishized’ masculinities. These 

three masculinity concepts were chosen as key considerations for the research due to their 

presence in existing literature relating to IPED consumption (Keane, 2005; Andreasson and 
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Johansson, 2016; Turnock, 2021b). ‘Fetishized’ masculinities will also hold specific relation 

to ‘the body’, and as such the following such-titled section (2.3) will further outline ‘body’ 

studies and theories of embodiment. This section will conceptualise ‘the body’, examining it 

in relation to contemporary society and gendered ideals, as well as highlighting key feminist, 

gendered, and masculinity theories that relate to these combined concepts.  
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2.1 Gender 

The following section will outline the fundamental principles of gender studies, both 

historical and contemporary, in order to provide a grounding for the gendered research 

undertaken for this thesis. Though the original data collected relates specifically to 

masculinities, it is considered important to ground these understandings in gender studies 

more broadly both to provide context for, and acknowledge the complexity and overlap of, 

gender. This overview will discuss key theoretical underpinnings of research relating to the 

concepts of gender, sex, multiplicity, idealisation, and language, clarifying the definitional 

understandings utilised within this thesis. Gender theories will predominantly be applied to 

perspectives of masculinities and will further be contextualised in the use of IPEDs amongst 

men.  

 

2.1a Gender v sex 

As noted by Pryzgoda and Chrisler (2000: 553), “The words ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ are 

deceptive”, appearing to be simple descriptive terminologies, used constantly, embodied 

through performative actions and behaviours throughout daily life, however the nuances 

associated with these terminologies are significant. Despite shifts away from traditional 

gendered social norms, from language and paperwork tick boxes expanding gendered options 

to public bathrooms increasingly becoming gender neutral, contemporary society is still 

largely considered a gendered one. It is only in recent decades that the terminologies of ‘sex’ 

and ‘gender’ have stopped being used interchangeably (Pryzgoda and Chrisler, 2000). 

Broadly, there is a general definition of ‘sex’ as biological differentiators and ‘gender’ as a 

socially constructed entity (Siann, 2013). de Beauvoir’s seminal work ‘The Second Sex’ 

stated “One is not born, but becomes a woman” (1973: 301), and the very nature of the 

definitions of gender and sex support this statement, implying the transience of the former 

dependent on changeable cultural constructions. 
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However, ‘gender’ being defined as fundamentally different to ‘sex’ implies that the latter is 

a permanent and fixed concept, immune from subjectivity and distinctions. This has been 

debated, with some researchers believing that reproduction (and inherently therefore, sex) is 

fundamentally and symbolically connected to gender (Landweer and Postl, 2005), despite the 

obvious issues this poses for the individuals for whom reproduction is not possible. The 

language used regarding these concepts is often singular in nature, thus ignoring the more 

complex understanding of multiple gender identities, as well as inter or multi-sex people. 

These seemingly imperative critiques of the language have led many researchers to question 

the continued usefulness of these definitions (Hood-Williams, 1996).  

 

‘Gender’ itself as a concept has also been debated for decades (Goddard, 2008). Historically 

gender has been linked to birth sex and hence has limited dialogues, however it is now more 

broadly considered a subjective entity dependent on individual identity. Individual identity is 

itself a socially constructed concept, defined by Jackson as the “product of collective 

perceptions and individuated definitions of the self” (2002: 245). Broadly speaking, theories 

of identity negotiation refer to the process of attempting to obtain authority over the self and 

society’s perception of said self (Jackson, 2002) and these values then contributing towards 

the development of societal-wide norms and goals.  

 

In the context of gender there are a plurality of societal values which determine gendered 

ideals, which are then arguably purely a reflection of individual identity. This creates a 

complex paradigm in which identity is in turn a reflection of society and simultaneously 

representative of itself and itself alone. As such, gender as a concept is both a reflection of 

societal ideals as well as reflecting the individuated socialised self. This work explores the 
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role of these gendered identities and cultural masculine ideals in relation their influence 

regarding IPED use amongst men, arguing in line with Keane’s (2005) perspective that 

socially constructed masculinities and their impacts on body image ideals are a key influence 

in the uptake of IPEDs. It also further contributes to the work presented by Underwood 

(2017), exploring interactions displayed within male-dominated online platforms, and 

arguing that it is these socially constructed gender norms and associated attitudes which 

actively contribute to the perpetuation of traditional masculine ideals amongst men who use 

IPEDs. 

 

2.1b Gender multiplicity 

Multiplicity has a number of differing interpretations. Linstead and Pullen (2006) created an 

introduction to the concept and stated that, broadly speaking, multiplicity is: 

 

“Conventionally used to indicate multiple units or qualities, identifiable as 

separate and numerous. This type of multiplicity is extensive, comprising 

several things that are distinct but may be linked under one category, such 

as the ages of a population. However, there is also an intensive multiplicity 

which looks at the different processes at work within an apparently integral 

body. This we might consider, for example, in terms of the different 

experiences a person has in a day and contains in their emotional memory 

… all leaving their immediate mark and remaining without fading away 

before the other experiences crowd in, leaving a complex of often 

contradictory feelings” 

(Linstead and Pullen, 2006: 1289) 
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The authors then concluded that, in gender-related research, multiplicity generally ought to be 

considered more in line with the latter definition, existing as a simultaneous intensive 

multiplicity, not confined to emotions only, and also not restricted to linear progression. It is 

with this understanding of the concept that this terminology continues to be utilised 

throughout this thesis and specifically within this section when applied to constructs of 

gender and specifically, masculinities.  

 

As discussed in 2.1a, gender is no longer widely considered as inherently proprietary, 

whether associated through sex or through socialisation. Rather, it is viewed as a series of 

performative acts and individual embodiments (Linstead and Pullen, 2006). The performative 

nature of acts therefore lend themselves to the propensity to adjust and change as individual 

identity develops over the course of a lifetime. Kiesling (2007) also highlights that the 

concept of gender as a performance, means that sex and gender are not only able to be 

considered as separate entities but that they can be further separated and de-linked. They 

further stated of ‘masculinity’ as a concept that “a quality or practice need not actually be 

performed by any particular man to be associated with masculinity. Nor need it be 

exclusively done by men” (Kiesling, 2007: 656). Therefore, gender can be considered a form 

of multiplicity, with individual identity not abiding by the historic constricting binary that 

society had placed upon it. The broadening of this lens enables gender to be considered as a 

transient entity, and furthermore for individuals to perform and embody more than one form 

of gender at any one time. Furthermore, it can be argued that the existence of a rigid gender-

sex dualism creates an environment within which hierarchical mechanisms can develop and 

thrive (Landweer and Postl, 2005). As such, the alternative, true gender multiplicity, would in 

turn mitigate these issues. These theories are not without critique though and can be argued to 

be too simplistic. Roscoe (1994) states that gender multiplicity an only be understood in the 
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context of three dimensions of identity capital: 1) cultural analysis of meaning, 2) systemic 

models of inequality and 3) deconstructive historical analysis (Pullen and Linstead, 2005). 

Alternatively, Bornstein (1994, 1998) argues that the binary is not a formative experience, 

and that focusing on and further developing supposedly inherent differences between men 

and women obscures the divisive nature of the system, thus holding the system in place. This 

argument essentially therefore poses that if the ‘system’ of gender were to be removed then 

the differences would eventually dissipate and ultimately no longer exist. 

 

Due to the male-focussed nature of this thesis, the following section will briefly consider the 

multiplicities of masculinities specifically. Masculinity as a generalised concept, understood 

in its modern context, “presupposes a belief in individual difference and personal agency” 

(Connell, 2005: 68) and arguably fails to be sensical without the presence of the contrasting 

entity of femininity (Connell, 2005). Gherardi and Poggio (2002) similarly stated that gender 

identity is inherently constructed by a comparative activity, and so belonging to one 

categorisation intrinsically entails a discourse of not belonging to the other. Though this 

thought process might appear more constrictive than the previously discussed theories 

regarding multiplicity, it does still enable the presence of multiple factors, forms, and types of 

gender identity within the singular construct of ‘masculinity’, as well as allowing for the 

impact of intersectionality. 

 

Broadly speaking, positivist approaches refer to masculinity as “what men actually are” 

whilst normative approaches denote masculinity as “what men ought to be” (Connell, 2005: 

69-70). However, as Connell notes, the issues with current definitions of generalised 

masculinity are that their existence is underpinned by fundamental assumptions of gender 

(Connell, 2005). Connell’s (2005) suggestion then, is that the acceptance of the social 
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construction of multiple masculinities is necessary in order to discuss gendered elements of 

any framework. The concept of gender multiplicity, and specifically ‘masculinities’ is not 

without critique, though. Waling (2019) highlights that the use of a plural in relation to 

gender, by definition, insinuates a series of ‘types’, rather than considering the concept as 

more of a post-structuralist, fluid, entity. Linstead and Pullen (2006) provide further critique, 

suggesting that traditional considerations of gender as a form of performative multiplicity is 

restrictive and restricts the possibilities of a perspective that allows both internal and external 

differentiation.  

 

Gender multiplicity is a key consideration when exploring the role of masculinities in IPED 

consumption, as it further indicates the performative nature of gender. The multiplicity of 

masculinities explains that both the ‘individual’ and the ‘societal’ gendered ideals can 

combine to create sub-fractions of gendered identities. Under this lens, IPED use can be 

considered as a form of enacting gendered norms through physical embodiment by some 

subcultures of men, with many men utilising IPEDs in the pursuit of more muscular 

physiques (Bates et al., 2021) or general body image improvement (Harris, Dunn and Alywn, 

2016), and these acting as physical indicators of masculinity (Marshall, Chamberlain, and 

Hodgetts, 2020). These theories therefore imply that in order to address the rout causes of 

IPED consumption amongst men, we must look more broadly at the societal and individual 

interpretations of and pressures upon masculinity in contemporary society. 

 

2.1c Articulation of gender 

Whilst the theoretical restrictions and boundaries of gender have been discussed in this 

chapter, another important element of consideration relates to the articulation of these 

concepts through both language and the embodiment of gendered traits and roles. The 
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considerations herein will be compounded in Chapter 4.3c, which explores the language 

utilised by men who use(d) IPEDs in the original survey research when asked to articulate 

their understanding of masculinities. 

 

The original debates regarding the language of gender originated in the 1970s and were 

grounded in a structural-functionalist view of gender, with gender predominantly still being 

viewed as two defined and unlinked categories (Lakoff, 1973; Lakoff, 2004; Eckert and 

McConell-Ginet, 2013). Though understanding of gender have significantly developed over 

the years to no longer be applicable to contemporary understanding of gender, as discussed in 

2.1a and 2.1b, conceptualisations of language as a tool for gender embodiment remain 

important for constructions of masculinities, including within masculine subcultures such as 

men who use IPEDs. 

 

Broadly speaking, gendered language is argued to be developed predominantly through 

socialisation processes, with Maltz and Borker (1982) arguing that gender segregation in 

childhood friendships and schools leads to the development of distinct subcultures, and in 

turn, differing language, and interaction forms. Lakoff (2004) argued that women have 

historically developed a subordinate language, with men utilising language to assert 

dominance and maintain oppression. Whilst these claims were critiqued, with other research 

instead conceptualising female language as ‘collaborative’ and ‘supportive’ as opposed to 

‘weak’ (Cameron et al., 1988). Another fundamental issue with this approach is that the 

assumption of linear gendered groupings and differences do not allow for intersectional 

approaches, as it insinuates homogenous categories regardless of life experience, race, 

socioeconomic background and more (Hooks, 1981).  O’Barr and Atkins (1980) determined 

that the ‘weak’ features of language as identified in the preliminary work of Lakoff were less 
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gendered, and more so associated with socio-economic status and setting familiarity, making 

them a more general ‘powerless’ language.  

 

Social Identity Theory it states that people’s sense of self is developed from not only 

themselves as individuals, but also from the social groups to which they prescribe (Tajfel, 

1981; Augostinos and Walker, 1995). Kiesling (2007) further argues that there are ‘cultural 

discourses of masculinity’ in every society, and that these reflect the normative form of 

masculinity of said societies, encompassing the idealised ideas, concepts, and values of their 

context. Kiesling proposes four main cultural discourses of masculinity: 1) gender difference, 

2) heterosexism, 3) dominance and 4) male solidarity (Kiesling, 2007). These cultural 

discourses are then interpreted and embodied in varying ways dependent upon the subcultural 

socialisations felt and subsequently experienced as individual desires (Whitehead, 2002). 

 

Both language (Tannen, 1993; Coates, 2002; Kiesling, 2007) and physical appearance 

(Drummond, 2002; Kimmel and Mahalik, 2004; Frederick et al., 2007) have been linked to 

the articulation of hegemonic and toxic masculinities, concepts which will be further 

discussed in Chapter 2.2, and that have also been applied specifically to men who use IPEDs 

(van Hout and Kean, 2015, Turnock, 2021b). As a result, it was deemed imperative that both 

verbal and nonverbal articulations of language are considered throughout the interpretation of 

original research data as explored in Chapter’s 3 and 4. They will be considered in line with 

the articulations of masculinities online (Chapter 3), as well as in exploring the understanding 

of masculine ideals amongst men who use(d) IPEDs (Chapter 4), and finally through non-

verbal articulations utilising body image (Chapter’s 3 and 4).  
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2.2 Masculinities 

Having now outlined a selection of broader theories and conceptualisations of gender, this 

thesis will now explore masculinities in greater depth. Masculinities/Masculinity when 

discussed within this thesis reflect the following definition: 

 

“Social performances which are semiotically linked (indexed) to men, and not 

to women, through cultural discourses and cultural models” 

(Kiesling, 2007: 659) 

 

The above definition has been utilised as it highlights the performative and socio-culturally 

prescribed elements of constructions of masculinities, which therefore allows for the 

intersection of these elements to perceive masculinities as both individual lived experiences 

and forms of embodiment of gender identities and norms. This definitional clarification as 

imperative, as some models focus on a pre-set ‘societal location’ through which individuals 

move into and through, with the embodiment of this location leading to observable and 

widespread cultural and social effects (Connell, 1995; Schippers, 2007). Whilst this 

perspective allows for the acknowledgement of individual effects of occupying this 

masculine position, it does not allow for masculinities to be seen as individualistic 

expressions (Schippers, 2007). In the context of men who use IPEDs, Chapter 1.1a outlined 

the broad variety of rationales for uptake of these substances, and a definition of 

masculinities which allows for individual autonomy alongside societal pressures is best 

positioned to contextualise this substance use within.  

 

Definitions of masculinities which refer to the acquisition of masculinity as a simplistic 

model of social learning and norm conformity (Carrigan, Connell and Lee, 2018), also do not 
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allow for individualism, and cannot explain subsects of gender identities which actively go 

against social norms. For instance, Duckworth and Trautner (2019) found that the majority of 

young men recognised dominant notions of hegemonic masculinities but did not subscribe to 

them uncritically, instead negotiating these social pressures in combination with personal 

conceptualisations of gender ideals. Whilst this thesis will argue that the use of IPEDs can be 

considered to represent an embodiment of traditional hegemonic masculine traits, the use of 

substances to achieve this is not a social norm. As such, definitions allowing for expressions 

of individualism and subcultures within masculinities best allows for an understanding of this 

phenomenon.  

 

The literature conceptualising masculinities are numerous, with concepts such as ‘inclusive 

masculinity’ (Anderson, 2009), ‘mosaic masculinities’ (Coles, 2008) and ‘hybrid 

masculinities’ (Bridges and Pasco, 2014). The following sections will however focus on the 

specific concepts of idealised, hegemonic, toxic, cyber, and fetishized masculinities to 

explore contemporary masculinities. As this thesis is exploring a behaviour intrinsically 

linked to aesthetics (Van Hout and Kean, 2015; Begley et al., 2017; Brennan, Wells and Van 

Hout, 2017; Campbell et al., 2021; Hibbert et al., 2021), perspectives presented by 

conceptualisations of contemporary fetishized masculinities enables specific explorations of 

contemporary societal pressures regarding men’s appearances, and how this can be linked to 

the consumption of IPEDs. This will be combined in discussions of cyber masculinities, due 

to the online focus of both the netnographic forum analysis methodology (Chapter 3) and the 

questions relating to online behaviours presented in the cross-sectional survey-based 

methodology (Chapter 4). Hegemonic masculinities are also explored, due to the links 

between embodying traditional masculinities through muscularity (Hakim, 2016), and the 

observance of hegemonic masculinity within cohorts of men who use IPEDs in previous 
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research (van Hout and Kean, 2015; Turnock, 2021b). Toxic masculinity was also considered 

a necessary consideration in this thesis, as this concept has been linked to the pursuit of 

unrealistic gendered ideals and ‘proving’ gender identity via the utilisation of extreme 

methods of embodiment (Harrington, 2021). As well as this, previous research has linked the 

concept and behaviours associated with toxic masculinities to communities of men who use 

IPEDs, and specifically within online forum contexts (Underwood, 2017). Idealisation 

provides the framework from within which these conceptualisations of masculinities are 

considered, with the perspective being that it is the societal and individual pressure of 

achieving these masculinities which may lead some men to consume IPEDs.  

 

2.2a Idealised masculinities 

Idealised gender roles refer to the gender-specific traits deemed aspirational by contemporary 

societies, qualities which are often considered out of reach, or at the very least barely 

attainable for many men (Numer and Gahagan, 2009). The associated characteristics are not 

fixed and are likely to transition and vary dependent on time, location, social groups, ages, 

cultures, socioeconomic factors and more (Budgeon, 2014). There is a multitude of research 

into the impact of idealised masculinities and the effects this has on a variety of elements of 

the socialisation process and general livelihood (Parker, 1996; Courtenay, 2000; Varney, 

2002; Berger et al., 2005), and the dominant ideals therein have been referred to as 

‘hegemonic masculinity’, as the term ‘hegemony’ specifically refers to this dominance 

(Connell, 2005; Ragnarsson, 2010).  

 

2.2aa Hegemonic masculinities 

In gender studies, the term ‘hegemonic masculinity’ is predominantly used to distinguish this 

‘type’ from subordinated masculinities (Connell, 2005). Though in this sense the term is used 

without implying statistical significance in enactment, it does refer to the normative form of 
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masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005), perceivable as the top of the social hierarchy 

of historically specific masculinities (Wedgewood, 2009). Connell and Messerschmidt 

provide a more layered definition than just the dominance of this form of masculinity, stating 

that hegemonic masculinity embodies “the currently most honored way of being a man, it 

require[s] all other men to position themselves in relation to it, and it ideologically 

legitimate[s] the global subordination of women to men” (2005: 832). 

 

Hegemonic masculinity has received significant criticism as a concept, though. Demetriou 

(2001) highlighted that Connell’s (1995) conceptualisation of hegemony implies that other 

forms of masculinity have no impact on its construction, and furthermore that greater 

distinguishing is required between internal and external forms of hegemony. In this critique, 

Demetriou defines internal hegemony as the social ascendency of one group of men over all 

others, whereas external hegemony refers to the greater institutionalised dominance of men 

more broadly (Demetriou, 2001). Because of this, they suggest a re-consideration of this 

terminology, considering hegemonic masculinity as an ever-evolving process, able to adapt 

itself to new historical and social conjectures which allows for a hybrid of influences. This 

definition is in line with this thesis’s use of the term throughout, as it is recognised that a 

plurality of factors influence not only what hegemonic masculinity is, but also how it is 

perceived by the researcher. Jefferson (2002) highlights the issue of a singular definition of 

hegemonic masculinity, with the tendency for this having the potential to exclude the 

contributing factors and varied forms of said hegemony. However, this argument creates 

somewhat of a paradox, and poses the question of whether it is necessary for every 

intersectional factor to be the same amongst a cohort in order for them to be part of the same 

hegemonic masculinity.  
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Research into the sociology of sport and fitness has long utilised the concept of hegemonic 

masculinities in order to develop the understanding of male dominated contact sports and 

media representations of masculinities within commercial sports (Messner and Sabo, 1990; 

Messner, 1992; Underwood, 2015). Mosse (1996) highlights the act of building muscularity 

and strength is a traditionally masculine stereotype, a notion which is supported by Klein’s 

(1993) field research, which presented bodybuilding as a subculture inherently aligned with 

hyper-masculinity. Despite the time that has passed since these studies, there is still a strong 

link between the subcultural identity associated with muscularity, strength, and enactment of 

contemporary and traditional hegemonic masculinities. Relating back to Connell’s three 

response groupings to hegemony, Andreasson (2015) highlighted that complicity with these 

ideals is a common (though not exclusive) position within bodybuilding subcultures. 

Furthermore, Andreasson specifically links this to the use of IPEDs with the assertion that the 

use of these substances within the pursuit of the idealised male body image can “clearly be 

related to a normative masculine stereotype, shaped by traditionalism” (2015: 557).  

 

2.2ab Toxic masculinity 

Toxic masculinity as a concept was widely popularised by Kupers (2005) and it relates to the 

expressions of traditionally masculine traits which are toxic, such as violence, homophobia, 

and misogyny. Unlike hegemonic masculinity, toxic masculinity refers to the precise 

conceptualisation of gendered characteristics, as opposed to gendered social hierarchies. Sex 

role theories state that boys are taught to be tough and aggressive, along with enacting 

typified behaviours of provision, physical and economic dominance, and rejection of any 

feminine characteristics, through the process of gender socialisation (Myers, 2018). The 

normalisation, and in fact idealisation, of these traits therefore represent the traditional 

hegemonic masculine standards in many Western cultures (Walklate, 2013). However, the 
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embodiment of these traits of dominance and toughness have the propensity to be displayed 

in violent, or otherwise ‘toxic’ methods, leading to the conceptualisation of toxic 

masculinities.  

 

Misogyny, homophobia, and men’s violence have been attributed to the concept of ‘toxic 

masculinity’ for around a decade (Harrington, 2021). The specificity of this language enables 

these issues to be attributed as a male issue, without implying that this is behaviour inherent 

to any sex or gender identity, instead implying that these are a series of serious problematic 

behaviours and beliefs performed by some men and thus presenting as “toxically masculine 

men” (Harrington, 2021: 347) in the pursuit of unrealistic gendered ideals and extreme 

embodiment. However, these early conceptualisations of toxic masculinity and its supposed 

causes are a heteronormative and perhaps broadly speaking simplistic view. They do not 

contextualise the growing trend of these masculine behaviours within an increasingly post-

industrial neoliberal society, nor’ do they provide space for intersectional differences through 

culture or family structure, predominantly emphasising the lack of male role models within 

families as an influence in toxic masculine traits (Harrington, 2001). The concept was also 

predominantly applied to marginalised men and as such was utilised to demonise and ‘other’ 

men of lower socio-economic status, with many earlier definitions of toxic masculinity 

resulting from research of men in prison (Kupers, 2005) and boys in poverty (Bhana, 2005).  

 

Toxic masculinity then arguably actively upholds binary gender hierarchies by implying a 

sense of naturality to displays of the aforementioned problematic behaviour from young 

working-class men, whilst providing no solutions aside from the westernised concept of the 

nuclear family (Harrington, 2021). It also has been said to position toxic behaviours as an 

individualistic response, as opposed to a wider societal issue. Thus, rather than its intention of 
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challenging male behaviours, the concept of ‘toxic masculinity’ can in fact influence the 

maintenance of gender hierarchies, and point echoed by Waling (2019a: 363) who states that 

“position[s] men as victims of a broader vague entity, rather than highlighting their agency in 

the reproduction of masculinity”. Furthermore Wailing (2019a) suggests that this concept is 

merely the latest of the long history of a field that seeks to typologise masculinity (Waling, 

2019b), arguing that not only does this concept not enable true gender fluidity, but that it also 

reinforces ‘good’ forms of masculinity as normative, reinforcing femininity and androgyny as 

less legitimate expressions of gender for men and further enforcing the hegemonic masculine 

positioning in societal hierarchy. 

 

In modern contexts the language regarding toxic masculinities has been re-contextualised and 

subsequently has been utilised more in relation to feminist movements of the 21st century, 

such as #MeToo (Pettyjohn et al., 2019). This reconsideration has also seen its increasing 

application throughout criminological concepts of male-perpetrated violence and sexual 

violence (Blair, 2016; McGinley, 2018), as well as in relation to the online embodiment of 

problematic behaviours, referred to as “networked misogyny” (Banet-Wiser and Miltner, 

2016: 171).  

 

This concept of a (or multiple) toxic masculinity(ies) is increasingly applied to men who use 

IPEDs and surrounding contexts (Turnock, 2021b). More broadly the concept of gender 

capital amongst bodybuilding communities has long been explored (Bridges, 2009), and as 

such this is an imperative concept to be applied to the original research conducted. Whilst the 

terminology has been critiqued as too simplistic (Whitley, 2021), this research will continue 

to refer to this concept, using it not to imply its inherence to masculinity, nor to all people 

who identify as male, but instead to acknowledge and identify that there are components of 
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enacting masculinity which are inherently prejudicial and, toxic, either broadly to society or 

indeed to men themselves (Fonseca, 2019). Amongst research focusing on men who use 

IPEDs, attitudes such as misogyny (Andreasson and Henning, 2022a) and heteronormativity 

(Henne and Livingstone, 2019) have been observed, both of which have been considered 

enaction’s of toxic masculinities (Harrington, 2021). Consequently then, these concepts will 

be key in contextualising the enacted forms, and indeed subcultural norms, of masculinities 

amongst this cohort as part of the forthcoming original research. This consideration is key in 

engaging with this subculture and also in relation to developing harm reduction 

methodologies, as the observed idealised forms of masculinities play a key role in factors 

influencing initial uptake (Keane, 2005). 

 

2.2ac Fetishized masculinities in a cyber world 

Cyber masculinity broadly refers to the ever-changing influence and impact of (traditional 

and social) medias on masculinities (Ging, 2019). Bordo (2000) suggested that contemporary 

media increasingly positions men as sexualised and objectified, just as it has done for women 

historically. Theories of fetishized masculinities importance within this analysis due to their 

focus on the male form, body image, and the commodification of the body and the 

significance of these factors in the motivation for consumption of IPEDs (Kimergård and 

McVeigh, 2014; Van Hout and Kean, 2015; Campbell et al., 2017), as well as more broadly 

as a tool for the physical embodiment of masculinities (Jefferson, 1998; Nixon, 2016; 

Marshall, Chamberlain and Hodgetts, 2020). 

 

The increasing role of masculine-focused media in the late 20th century can be argued either 

to be due to an increasingly consumerist, capitalist culture, or purely due to the growing 

demand to reflect changing masculine ideals (Edwards, 1997; Nixon, 1996). Jackson, Brooks, 
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and Stevenson’s (1999; 2001) created focus groups to analyse the (at the time) emerging 

significance of men’s lifestyle magazines, which they credited with not only publicising 

discourses surround masculinities but influencing them too. The study explored readers views 

on the reasoning for the growing importance of these publications, and whilst opinions on 

this varied significantly there was a general consensus that the magazines were vacuous. 

However, despite these critiques, a number of individuals referred to these magazines as 

‘aspirational’ and stated that the ‘lad’ displayed within some such lifestyle magazines was 

representative of contemporary masculinity more than the previously over-utilised construct 

of the ‘new man’ (Chapman, 1998). Therefore, Jackson, Brooks, and Stevenson (1999) 

argued that that a balanced form of masculinity exists, operating between the extremes of 

contemporary academic concepts of the ‘new man’ and the ‘new lad’. 

 

Gill (2013) considered contemporary masculinities through the Foucauldian lens of power 

dynamics, highlighting that power works, partly, through the production of subjects. As such, 

they identify that the labelling of contemporary masculinities serves to normalise some 

forms, whilst rendering others deviant and ultimately upholding the notion of hegemony 

(Gill, 2003). It has further been argued that it is consumerist contemporary culture itself 

which develops these news labels, in order to fill media outputs catering towards and 

discussing men and that these labels are then utilised and applied unquestioningly throughout 

society without verification as to their accuracy (Jackson, Brooks and Stevenson, 1999; Gill, 

2003). This approach further implies that identifying true contemporary hegemonic 

masculinity is impossible, as masculine embodiments instead are reflective of media-created 

ideals. However irrespective of source, arguably the outcome is the same, with differing 

forms of masculinity emerging, being embodied, and inevitably adjusting, changing, and 
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sometimes even disappearing.  

 

The idealisation of certain forms of behaviour and bodies by the media play into the research 

relating to the fetishization of these concepts. Historically, the lens has been predominantly 

focused on the fetishization of women and femininity, predominantly by men. This has led to 

countless research on the male gaze (Calogero, 2004), the sexualisation of the female form 

(Bell and Sinclair, 2016) and even female virginity (Kim, 2020). However, the fetishization 

of the male form is a topic increasingly covered, though even that is predominantly related to 

homosexual fetishization. Calogero (2011) highlights the influences of powerful social agents 

(i.e., peers, family, and the media) as a key influence on the idealisation of muscularity for 

men, and the internalisation of unattainable appearance ideals. This is often linked by these 

social agents as a key in attracting members of the opposite sex, indicating a fetishization of 

these features within society and insinuating their ultimate significance. Gill (2012) suggests 

further that culture broadly is increasingly sexualised, referring to the ‘pornification’ of 

society and suggesting in turn that contemporary culture, increasingly saturated by 

representations of sex through the media, leads to the sexualisation of society more broadly. 

If interpreted to apply to this thesis directly, it can be hypothesised then that an increasingly 

cyber society, along with an increasingly sexualised society, has the potential to create 

extreme individualised fetishizations of elements of masculinity, as well as of the male body 

itself, in turn having the potential to lead more men to undertake further extreme measures in 

order to embody these traits, including through the use of IPEDs.  

 

2.2ad Social media, idealised masculinities, and mental health 

In contemporary contexts, the influence of both traditional and social medias on idealised 

forms of masculinity cannot be understated. The role of these platforms in the development 
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and maintenance of increasingly sexualised and fetishized body image ideals was explored in 

detail in Chapter 2.2ab, whilst this section will specifically seek to outline the role of social 

media in male mental health, considered specifically in relation to men who use IPEDs.  

 

The impact of social media on gender identity and social pressures has predominantly been 

explored in relation to its impact on women (e.g., Lin and Yeh, 2009), with research 

highlighting that the presence of varied depictions of femininity within media ads lowers 

anxiety relating to body image (Durkin and Paxton, 2002), in turn highlighting the potential 

negative consequences of presenting a singular idealised form of body image. Traditionally, 

media depictions of the female form were highlighted as being overtly sexualised (Coy, 

2009), and promoting toxic feminine standards of body image, particularly in relation to very 

thin bodies (Young, Gabriel and Sechrist, 2012; Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015), which was 

highlighted to have had an impact on eating disorders amongst particularly young women 

(Harrison, 2000). Whilst this is still highlighted as a problem in contemporary media 

portrayals (Jackson and Vares, 2015), and further worsened by social media (Goodyear et al., 

2022), there has also been a shift in societal attitudes towards this portrayal of the female 

form, resulting in a broadening of body image depictions in traditional and social media 

(Vandenbosch, Fardouly, and Tiggemann, 2022). 

 

Despite this shift in attitude towards the depiction of women, the same level of attention has 

not been paid to the depictions of sexualised male forms by the media, and importantly for 

this thesis, the potential links between this and IPED consumption. Parent, Gobble and 

Rochlen’s (2019) research used a structural equation analysis to evidence a positive 

association between social media use, toxic masculinity, and depression indicators. Their 

study and other have linked toxic masculinity to the display of negative views (e.g., 
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misogyny and homophobia) and the utilisation of maladaptive and argumentative 

communication styles specifically in online social media and forum sites (Burn and Ward, 

2005; Coughlin and Wade, 2012; Parent, Gobble and Rochlen, 2019). It is further 

hypothesised that adherence to toxic masculine behaviours (e.g., domination of interactions, 

as discussed in Chapter 2.1c) can influence increased engagement with these aforementioned 

negative views on social media (Parent, Gobble and Rochlen, 2019) and subsequently 

escalate the occurrence of depression (Robinson and Alloy, 2003). 

 

Vogel, Wade and Hackler’s (2007) study suggested that the relationship between public and 

self-stigma is stronger in men than it is in women. Pederson and Vogel (2007) further 

suggested that key aspects and conflicts of dominant hegemonic masculinities in Western 

cultures (success; power and competition; restricted emotionality; restricted affectionate 

behaviour between men; and conflict between work and family) are often internalised. These 

studies specifically highlighted this internalisation of social views as representing a 

significant barrier to engagement in mental health services and counselling amongst US men 

(Vogel et al., 2011). 

 

There are mixed results regarding the links directly between social media and IPED use. 

Parent and Moradi’s (2011) seminal work utilised objectification theory and integrated this 

with literature relating to muscularity and AAS consumption amongst men. Their research 

highlighted that objectification in the form of internalised cultural standard of attractiveness 

amongst men had a direct correlation with men’s drive for muscularity, and their uptake of 

AAS. As such, this work highlights the importance of this overlap of media objectification 

impacting upon internalised body image impacts, and in turn heightening men’s likelihood to 

engage in the consumption of IPEDs. Furthermore, Hilkens et al. (2021) support the 
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suggestion of a causal link, with their study finding that self-comparison stemming from 

social media use, along with exposure to fitness-related content, has the potential to have a 

profound role in the use of IPEDs, due to its role in creating and/or exacerbating negative 

body image. Whilst Melki et al. (2014) highlighted that literature on media exposure, body 

image and AAS use consistently evidences a strong relationship between these components. 

However, Griffiths et al. (2018) found that, though body image dissatisfaction was impacted, 

particularly by image-centric social media platforms (e.g., Instagram), no significant 

associations were noted with thoughts about using AAS.  

 

Social media plays a significant role in contemporary lifestyles (Chaffey, 2021; Verbeij et al., 

2021) and despite the debate regarding direct causal impact of IPED uptake, this thesis will 

utilise its original research to argue that social media and its role in male mental health is a 

key factor for exploration amongst men who use IPEDs. Chapter 3 will specifically explore 

the communications relating to mental health on online bodybuilding platforms during the 

first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, and this will be further explored in Chapter 4 in 

relation to participants engagement in social media and attitudes towards their bodies. 

 

2.2ae Masculinities online 

Ging (2019) purports that the online context of masculinity is an additional necessary 

consideration in contemporary research contexts, as it evidences performative embodiments 

of toxic masculinity and associated socio-political movements. Ging (2019) uses this 

terminology of ‘toxic’ broadly, referring in this instance to online behaviours of toxic 

antifeminism, and drawing upon Connell and Messerschmidt’s (2005) use of the word, which 

refers to men engaging in toxic practices, rather than these behaviours necessarily being 

defining characteristics. Ging (2019) links the behaviours exhibited online as observed within 
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their research as acts of exaggerated misogyny. Though it could be argued that online 

behaviours are subordinated masculinities performing as hegemonic through the use of toxic 

language online, Ging further argues that whether or not the observed online performances 

relate to the commenters ‘real selves’, the intention and effect of reasserting the sexual and 

cultural dominance of men is enacted, and as such is representative of the enaction of 

hegemony in an online context. 

 

Kendall (2000) suggests that the presentation of masculinity in online forums occurs through 

the performance of masculine behaviours and interaction with others, suggesting that in male 

dominated forums, the associated subcultural ideals are viewable via these online 

interactions. Amongst men who use IPEDs, Klein (1993) suggested that this was viewable as 

a culture of hypermasculinity, a finding observed by Andreasson and Henning (2022a) who 

evidenced both the development of online-specific IPED subcultures, but also patterns of 

misogynistic discourse. Andreasson and Johansson’s (2016) found that masculinities 

observed in online fitness forums were often “connected to the construction of a dominant, 

muscular and self-assured (hyper) masculinity”, further stating that it displays a “rational and 

performance-oriented masculinity” (Andreasson and Johansson, 2016: 8). However, they also 

highlighted that the idealised forms of masculinity displayed within these forums, though 

often dominant and heteronormative, were subject to differentiation dependent on individual 

posters. More broadly they positioned the observed masculinities in online fitness forums as 

between hegemonic and hyper-masculinities, the latter of which are by their very nature more 

marginalised due to their differing from the hegemony (Andreasson and Johansson, 2016; 

Andreasson, 2015).  
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Seemingly in contrast with the notion of a dominant, muscular, and traditional hegemonic 

masculinity in the context of online fitness forums is Underwood and Olson’s (2019) 

research. Their exploration of the Zyzz fandom showed that the formation of a virtual ‘safe 

space’ on a forum platform can actually enable forum posters to dispel more toxic masculine 

tropes of being hyper-masculine (Smith and Stewart, 2012) and un-emotional (Anderson, 

2009), allowing them to engage in open, emotive and vulnerable discussion with one another 

(Underwood and Olson, 2015). The original research conducted within Chapter 3 which 

explores online forums will seek to observe representations of masculinities in these spaces 

further, and reflecting this discussed literature, will also seek to develop perspectives of the 

safe spaces presented by these forums and IPED/bodybuilding subcultures more broadly.  

 

2.2af Gender role conflict 

Idealised gender identities have been discussed throughout Chapter 2.2 in relation to their 

impact on identities at a societal wide level. However, they also have the potential for 

significant impact to individual identities. As discussed in Chapter 2.2a, the very existence of 

an idealised form of masculinity in turn implies the inaccessibility for many to achieve the 

societally prescribed aspirational traits (Numer and Gahagan, 2009). As such, the perceived 

burden along with the internalisation of these pressures can create a form of gender role 

conflict on an individual level. This response can either be in relation to the aforementioned 

inability to achieve these ideals or the internalisation of these ideals leading to rejection of 

pre-existing individual characteristics. For instance, O’Neil (1990) highlighted the fear of 

femininity present amongst some men, arguing that the internalisation of wider social 

pressures can present an individual conflict. 
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Connell’s seminal work (1995) on hegemony argued that men have different responses to the 

societal and internal pressures associated with idealised representations of masculinity. From 

this, three broad response groupings were developed: 1) subordinate, 2) complicit and 3) 

marginalised. The subcultures associated with these groupings are numerous and ever 

evolving with changing societal norms, but Connell’s (1995) work contributes an overview of 

multiple responses to masculinity, as well as how they may co-exist with other forms of 

masculinities, supporting the discussions of gendered multiplicity in 2.1b.  

 

If this perspective is utilised in the context of men who use IPEDs, it would suggest that 

individuals feel pressure to assimilate to masculine ideals, embodying the hegemonic ideals 

despite them conflicting against their internal ideals. This in turn pre-supposes the idea that 

the internal can be un-influenced, or at least only marginally influenced, by the hegemony (as 

opposed to being rebelled against and embodying forms of marginalised masculinities). This 

is a key factor of consideration for this thesis, as this theoretical perspective confirms that the 

development of targeted, gendered, approaches to harm reduction policies do have the 

potential for individual impact without requiring societal-wide changes to masculine ideals. It 

is also imperative because any representations of idealised masculinities observed amongst 

the online forums observed in Chapter 3, or presented directly from participants in Chapter 4, 

cannot necessarily be taken at face value. Instead, these perspectives may only reflect the 

embodiment of hegemony, without individual internal prescription to these ideals. 

 

2.2b Multiculturalism and intersectionality in masculinities 

It is also important to recognise the colonialised inequalities of our understandings of 

‘masculinity’, and the structural imbalance in the production of knowledge surrounding this 

topic. Lugones (2007) highlights the coloniality of gender as a concept in of itself, 
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highlighting the imposition of gendered ideals globally. It is therefore imperative to this 

research to consider the social and cultural traditions of both the colonised and colonisers 

(Ratele, 2013), and how these factors will have played a role upon the development of our 

contemporary understandings of masculinities. Concepts of ‘traditional masculinity’ differ 

across social and cultural contexts (Liu, 2005) and as such any reference to this concept, or 

indeed concepts stemming from this, including but not limited to toxic and hegemonic 

masculinities, are inherently grounded in a Westernised understanding of masculinities.  

 

Vogel et al., (2011: 368) note that “the role of conformity to masculine norms […] from 

diverse backgrounds is not well understood”. Intersectionality is defined as “the mutually 

constitutive relations among social identities” (Shields, 2008: 301), and is a fundamental 

element of contemporary feminist research. Research which utilises intersectional approaches 

and acknowledges the influences of race, gender, class, sex, socioeconomic status, 

geography, and more can therefore be used as a framework for transformative work and 

concepts (Garcia and Oritz, 2013). Intersectionality has been critiqued, being referred to as 

‘citationally ubiquitous’, but also that the concept itself has been institutionalised, operating 

as a ‘racial alibi’, whereby the invoking of this concept is considered enough without actually 

enacting any intersectional labour (Nash, 2017), and thus negating the use of the concept in 

the first place. 

 

Contemporary media’s role in the development and maintenance of masculine ideals was 

discussed in detail in Chapter 2.2ac. This is of specific importance here due to the historic 

lack of intersectional diversity within this industry, meaning that these media-developed ideas 

create problematic norms which can serve to other, and ultimately to discriminate against, 

large sections of society. Since Gill’s (1993) work discussing inequality in radio, there is 



 

 72 

greater gender diversity in the media at large, as well as specifically in the radio context. 

However, it is largely still an unbalanced sector in terms of both representation and pay 

(Bradley, 2021). Gill (1993) highlighted that the media industries have long been largely 

considered ‘a man’s world’, and whilst a predominantly male institution may therefore 

insinuate an accurate depiction of masculinity in media outputs, the predominantly white 

middle-class male workforce in the media (Seiter, 1986; Hallam, 2012) may lead to the 

perpetuation of normalising idealised masculinities which serve people of these 

characteristics best. 

 

Much research into the use of IPEDs has been conducted within Western countries and 

focusing specifically on these sociocultural contexts. Whilst this thesis acknowledges its 

positioning as grounded in predominantly Western understandings of gender identities and 

substance use due to originating in the UK. it will also seek to include non-Eurocentric works 

and ideas in order to provide the broadest insight to the concept possible.  
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2.3 The Body 

The following section will briefly outline key theoretical concepts as they relate to ‘the body’ 

and embodiment. Outlining both societal and gendered influences of these concepts is 

imperative in order to best understand and contextualise the use of IPEDs in contemporary 

society, an activity predominantly utilised in order to affect chance to physical appearance 

(Brennan, Wells and Van Hout, 2017). This section will also link the previous discussions 

relating to gender and masculinity theories, discussing both feminist theoretical perspectives 

as well as the role of embodiment in enacting gender identity.  

 

2.3a The body in theory 

There are countless theories that either directly apply or that can be used to understand the 

concept of ‘the body’ and what it represents. Foucauldian perspectives consider the body as a 

site of discourse and, importantly, power, suggesting that the body is used as a tool for 

representing societal power, with masculine forms therefore being embodied as a 

representative of power and the maintenance of the patriarchy (Butler, 1989). As outlined in 

Chapter 2.2a, there are idealised visualisations of physical forms which are inherently linked 

with displays of gender identity. As such, this thesis will explore the argument that 

muscularity is utilised by men who use IPEDs as a performative way of embodying 

hegemonic masculine norms (Jagger, 2008; Butler, 1989).  

 

Shilling (2012) refers to the body as both a representation and source of conflict, highlighting 

the role of class conflict, and how the physical form, as well as how it is dressed, held, and 

presented, can be used as a form of discrimination due to its representation of individual 

cultural and social capital. Within Bourdieu’s discussions of class conflict, they state that the 

elite bourgeois are “strict and sober, discrete and severe, in his dress, his speech, his gestures 

and his whole bearing” (1984: 338). Though arguably some forms of the mentioned 
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class/cultural ideals have shifted and broadened since Bourdieu’s writing, the broad concept 

of the body as a site and representation of societally desired power are still applicable within 

a modern context (Paulle, Heerikhuizen and Emirbayer, 2012). 

 

The application of these theoretical perspectives to men who use IPEDs may suggest that this 

substance use behaviour is representative of a physical subcultural response to cultural ideals. 

The development of a body representative of the contemporary and traditional hyper-

muscular masculine ideals (Carrotte et al., 2017), is in itself therefore arguably a statement of 

embodied power and societal positioning which the individual consumer wishes to embody. 

Power was also discussed in section 2.2 in relation to masculine ideals. This thesis will 

therefore explore the links between these constructions of power, considering the body as a 

site for performing gender identities which are representative of power structures and 

intrinsically linked to traditional hegemonic masculine ideals. 

 

2.3aa Feminist theories 

The body has been considered conceptually within feminist literature extensively, with 

research regarding the commodification, construction, empowerment, and subordination of 

the body being extensive, though without consensus. Tippett highlights the conflict in 

contemporary feminisms more broadly, stating that the “Understandings of different 

feminisms have arguably become homogenised […] creating categories and boundaries, 

instead of allowing for overlap and the intersection of gendered paradigms” (Tippett, 2020: 

188). This is no different when specifically focusing on this specific area of feminist study, 

with the most significant debate being regarding the commodification of the female form and 

whether this represents the empowerment or the sexual objectification of women. Though 

these feminist concepts have of course been predominantly developed and applied to women, 
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the introduction of the broader theoretical elements of these debates are of significance to 

contemporary debates regarding the male body and embodiment, too.  

 

Tippett (2020) defines consumer market sexualisation as “transforming the body into a sexual 

entity, which, in turn, encourages consumers to become aware of sexuality” (2020: 188), 

further highlighting the prevalence of sexual imagery and increasing academic attention 

regarding this topic. Though this research originally applied this concept to the use of 

women’s bodies, specifically F1 grid girls, this debate is increasingly discussed in relation to 

male bodies too (Gill, 2009). In this context, whilst post-feminist discourses suggest that 

women selling their bodies and/or sexualised images acts as a form of economic and social 

agency, providing opportunities for economic independence, other feminist perspectives see 

these behaviours as normalising restrictive gender roles and upholding patriarchal traditions 

(Tippett, 2020). Whilst these specific views may not be more broadly applicable to a male 

body context, the more general interpretation of the perspectives allows for debate regarding 

the use of ‘the sexualised body’, regardless of gender, for profit, and whether this is 

problematic (and if so, for whom). Hakim (2016) discusses this in a male context, 

highlighting the increasing utilisation of the sexualised body by men in a capitalist, neo-

liberal society, as a means of controlling individual capital in a world within which owning 

one’s own means of production is increasingly difficult.  

 

Linking feminist theory to the prior discussion regarding masculinity in a cyber context, is 

the research presented by Dworkin and Wach (2009) presenting empirical research relating to 

health and fitness magazines and their role in upholding neoliberalist individualised 

identities. A key theoretical agenda within this work regards the oppressive potential of 

consumer culture, due to its creation of idealised bodies and in turn implying morality and 
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even ‘normality’. Though they highlight that the consumer culture impacting on male bodies 

specifically is different, both in nature and impact, they also recognise the same rate and 

effects of this upon men, and with a comparable white-cis-het-centred approach. As such, 

they pose that the male body becomes a form of “successful object” (Dworkin and Wach, 

2009: 100), particularly in periods of significant social turmoil. Though much research 

relating to body objectification specifically centres around women this important work once 

again shows the comparability of, at the very least some, major components of these theories. 

 

Relating these theories to the overarching thesis topic of masculinity, Thomas (1996) refers to 

male body anxieties, stating that these anxieties can “reinforce […] the representation of 

masculine identity”, with the body acting as a form of speech or writing, conveyed through 

thought, speech, and movement. They suggest that it is the attempt to embody (or produce) 

immaculate self-constructions of masculinity that develops such anxiety. This ties in with 

aforementioned discussions relating to the pressures of idealised gender identities and will 

also be discussed further in later sections considering strain theory as a framework to 

consider the use of IPEDs within.  

 

2.3b Masculine embodiment 

The term ‘embodiment’ has been utilised extensively throughout this literature review thus 

far, but this section will specifically look at the ways within which individuals embody their 

gender through appearance and specific physical characteristics which have been associated 

with gender identities and masculinity presentations. It has been argued that the body is the 

project of the self in post-modern societies, and that men in particular strive to achieve these 

body projects through discipline (i.e., attending the gym), regulation (i.e., shaving) or through 
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modification (i.e., piercings, tattoos, cosmetic surgery), whilst simultaneously rejecting the 

idea that they are interested in their appearance (Gill, Henwood and McLean, 2005). 

 

Wagner (2016) referred to hegemonic masculinity as both a motivator for, and a product of, 

body improvement within male body culture. The body as such becomes a “multidimension 

project of the self and systems of power” (Wegner, 2016: 235), and furthermore can be linked 

to Foucauldian concept of the disciplined body, which is a body existent dependent on 

individuals’ self-regulation (Foucault, 1979; Pienaar and Bekker, 2007). This embodiment of 

masculine ideals further emphasises the previous discussions regarding gender as a 

performative construct, malleable and impacted upon by environments. An environment such 

as sporting, which is by its very nature performance and success focused, and which has also 

been referred to as “a crucial site for the reproduction of patriarchal structures and values” 

Rowe (1998: 246), is bound to influence the form of performative gender embodiment which 

those invested in this culture exhibit. Essentially then, these theories would suggest that 

contemporary muscular-striving male body cultures, which are both influenced by and 

products of hegemonic masculinity, also often operate within sporting cultures, which also 

maintain and exacerbate existing patriarchal structures. 

 

One area within this field which has received significant academic attention is the role of 

body hair in relation to masculinity (Barber, 2008; Clarke and Braun, 2019; Korhonen, 2010). 

This is marked as fundamentally different from facial hair and considered as a separate entity 

with regards to social norms and behaviour patterns (Clarke and Braun, 2019). Whilst the 

removal of body hair has traditionally observed as a social norm predominantly amongst 

women in Western countries (Toerien, Wilkinson and Choi, 2003), this field of research has 

been increasingly applied to male bodies and the observable changes in male self-grooming 
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standards. Various trends relating to body and head hair on men have been observed over 

time, relating not only to time period but to the intersectional factors of subculture, class, 

race, sexuality, culture and more (Barber, 2008). Whilst traditional western masculinities 

positioned importance on hairy bodies, this is increasingly changing (Clarke and Braun, 

2019), which supports the notion discussed throughout Chapter 2.2 that contemporary 

masculinities exist in multiples and are mailable and with them bring changing body ideals 

(Immergut, 2002).  

 

Much like idealised masculinities have been linked to class, with the argument that 

hegemonic masculinity represents capitalist neoliberalist western society, so too has 

embodiment and self-representation. Relating to body hair, but arguably applicable to other 

concepts such as muscularity, Barber (2008: 472) states that men “make sense of their 

embodiment participation by reinforcing a class-based sense of masculinity while within a 

space defined as feminine”. This argument is also prevalent within research relating to the 

role of ‘body projects’ in masculinity embodiment (Gill, Henwood and McLean, 2005).  

 

Halnon and Cohen (2006) suggest that tattoos can be considered in application to Bourdieu’s 

concept of ‘cultural capital’. They further argue that the practice of tattooing in Western 

societies (Blair, 2007) has previously been symbolic of ‘lower-class masculinity’, but in 

contemporary society the practice has been adopted (indeed, gentrified) by middle-class men. 

Halnon and Cohen argue that muscularity and tattoos (and motorbikes) have been used by 

lower-class men, not only for aesthetic purposes, but as “socially necessary forms of 

compensatory masculinity” (2006: 44), with the results of these practices therefore coming to 

be symbolic of lower-class status. Bourdieu stated that “there is a tendency of the privileged 

classes to treat the body as an end in itself” (1991: 371). As such, the argument presented is 
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that tattoos (and indeed muscularity) have moved away from their origination in class-

associated symbolism and have instead become representative of the development of a ‘body-

for-others’ (Pope et al., 2000), used to represent alignment with values and ideals of working-

class men, without the requirement of actively engaging within these cultures.  

 

Fitness and muscularity have historically been associated with the embodiment of 

masculinities, however, the associated focus on self-image and physical appearance have 

been positioned as feminine (Rudd and Lennon, 2000). The use of IPEDs in order to embody 

masculine ideals therefore inherently requires traditionally feminine traits, adding further to 

the internalised gender role conflict as discussed in Chapter 2.2ae. One way of dispelling 

these conflicts of embodiment is through the over-exertion of masculine stereotypes, or the 

outward presentation of hyper-masculinity, which has been observed amongst male 

bodybuilding cultures (Klein, 1993). This is an important consideration for this thesis, as the 

presented forms of masculinity may be considered as potential over-exertions of true 

internalised gender identities, utilised as a form of overcompensation for the perceived 

femininity of focusing on one’s physical appearance.  

 

2.3c Image-centric society and the body 

Throughout this literature review the role of society in the influence of body image has been 

highlighted. A contemporary topic which serves to further exemplify the ever-changing 

nature of social impact with regards to body goals is a concept referred to as ‘fitspiration’ 

(Boepple and Thompson, 2016). Fitspiration refers to individuals whose physical and mental 

goals are inspired by their involvement within a gym or any other form of fitness culture, 

such as competitive sports. Physically speaking, the aspired-to body image goals include 

muscular physiques, low body fat percentages, clear skin, white teeth, and other visible 
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markers of traditional Western beauty (Boepple et al., 2016; Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2018; 

Bell, Deighton-Smith, and Hurst, 2019). 

 

In the same way that general gender and body goals were highlighted as being impacted upon 

by media influence previously, so has the specific notion of ‘fitspiration’. Both men and 

women report that their body image is impacted upon by images seen on social media 

(Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2018). Often this concept is linked to medical conditions such as 

body dysmorphia and muscle dysmorphia (Leight, Grey and Pope, 2002). The specific visible 

traits aspired to through the lifestyle goals associated with ‘fitspiration’ can be considered 

another example of the objectification of the body, which can in turn be internalised and 

enacted through the use of IPEDs in order to achieve the high standard of ideal body image.  

 

2.3ca Body image as capital 

As briefly outlined in previous sections, body image has been equated as a tool both to 

represent and to obtain capital in contemporary societies. Hakim said of the latter that the 

increase in men sharing imagery of their muscular physiques online was linked to the 2008 

worldwide financial crash, leading to a an “embodied … response to the precarious structures 

of feeling produced by neoliberal austerity” (2018: 231). The perspective presented is that in 

a world where the majority are workers, as opposed to owners of the means of production, 

and furthermore when that divide is progressively hard to cross, physical embodiment is 

utilised. This was outlined earlier in a 1999 paper by Jackson, Brooks and Stevenson who 

stated that an increase in the sale of men’s fitness and lifestyle magazines “might be 

explained in terms of the way men are responding to changing economic and political 

circumstances, adjusting to “life with- out father and Ford” (McDowell, 1991), or as a 
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response to social and cultural shifts that are popularly represented as a 'crisis of masculinity' 

(Connell, 1995; Segal, 1990)” (Jackson, Brooks and Stevenson, 1999: 354).  

 

This can be interpreted in response to a number of factors, as well as leading to a plurality of 

outcomes. For instance, the body can increasingly be used as a practical means for increasing 

financial independence, through the use of social media (Richardson, Dixon and Kean, 2019). 

Alternatively, the individual striving to achieve muscularity and strength can be argued to be 

as a frustration-led response to factors that are otherwise out of individual control. Or instead, 

this physical response can be argued to be a form of projecting wealth. Muscularity and fit 

physiques can be perceived as representations of wealth, as those embodying these physiques 

theoretically have the time to strive towards and achieve these characteristics, as well as 

having the financial capital arguably required, or at least helpful in, purchasing high quality 

food ingredients, gym membership and more.  

 

Celebrity also plays a role in this, as the epitome of idealised members of society. Celebrities 

often embody other societal ideals relating to body image and lifestyle and can be the 

recipients of critique and ridicule in the press in the instances that they apparently do not 

achieve said ideals and norms (McDonnell and Lin, 2016). As such, in addition to the 

negative impact on body image both for the individuals and for society more broadly (Baker, 

2006), there is also arguably a tangible link between the idealisation of financial 

independence and security, success and body ideals.  

 

This conceptualisation of body image as a form of capital and its ties to celebrity is of 

particular importance to the discussion of IPEDs. Richardson, Dixon, and Kean (2019) 

suggested that particularly younger people consuming AAS want quick results, spurred on by 
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admiration of others (either visually or their social status). Their research further utilised 

Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of domination through symbolic violence, suggesting that 

within IPED use, this symbolic violence is social media influencing body image complex’s 

and in turn leading to the use of AAS (Richardson, Dixon, and Kean, 2019). However, they 

also suggested that it is uncommon for social capital to be the only, or even primary, factor 

referenced by those who use IPEDs for their reason for uptake, despite our increasingly 

capitalist and consumerist cultures increasing the appeal of ‘quick fixes’. The use of AAS is 

an example of this, being seen as a quicker way of achieving the desired body ideals and 

social capital. This analogy can be applied to social media itself, too. The instant nature of 

these social interactions and the endorphins associated with receiving ‘likes’ (Richardson, 

Dixon, and Kean, 2019) arguably provide a quick fix for an individual’s self-esteem. The 

overlap and interconnected nature of these elements further highlight the importance of the 

focus on online platforms presented throughout the original research presented in Chapter’s 3 

and 4.   

 

 



 83 

2.4  Conclusion 

Chapter 2 has presented a wide range of the variety of theoretical perspectives which have in 

turn informed and provided the background understanding behind the original research 

presented in following Chapter’s 3 and 4. To summarise the positioning of this thesis, in 

relation to IPED consumption, the research will focus on the role of aesthetic reasons as a key 

motivator for the uptake and continued use of IPEDs, along with associated factors such as 

youthfulness, looking health, pursuit of a sexualised body ideals, and more image-specific 

motivators such as muscularity (as per Begley et al., 2017; Brennan, Wells and Van Hout, 

2017). Furthermore, this research will follow on from research which has highlighted the 

important role of online platforms for providing key insight into belief systems, 

communication styles and information sharing methods of populations which have previously 

been considered difficult to access (as per Underwood, 2017). Furthermore, the above 

literature has highlighted the importance of the relationship between body image disorders 

and IPED use, highlighting that whilst not evidently causal, a relationship between these 

factors exists in some capacity (as per Wroblewska, 1997; Olivardia, 2001; Cole, 2003; 

Harvey et al., 2019).  

 

In relation to gender, this thesis, and its subsequent original research positions itself in line 

with Jackson’s (2002) view of gender as a constructed reflecting both society and the 

individual, Kiesling’s (2007) assertion relating to gender as a performative act, and Linstead 

and Pullen’s (2006) positioning of the importance of gender multiplicity. Keane’s (2005) 

discussions relating to the role of socially constructed gender ideals and their impact on body 

image, in turn influencing the uptake of IPEDs will also be a key point of positioning for the 

forthcoming primary research. Specifically relating to masculinities, Connell’s (2005) 

seminal concept of multiple masculinities will be utilised, with this research positioning itself 
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to allow for the complexities and multifaceted components of masculine identities. 

Furthermore, Kiesling’s (2007) work which highlighted the four main cultural discourses of 

masculinity (gender difference, heterosexism, dominance, and male solidarity) are 

fundamental in analysing the data collected within the following research. Literature relating 

to idealised, hegemonic, toxic, cyber, and fetishized masculinities also serve to ground the 

perspectives offered through the data below, and specific grounding within the context 

presented of the roles of hyper-masculinity in online fitness spaces (Klein, 1993; Andreasson 

and Johansson, 2016). 

 

Finally, chapter 2 has also sought to provide theoretical insight into the perspectives 

surrounding ‘the body’, a key element of discussion due to the body-centric nature of IPEDs. 

As such, the original research presented hereto does so with the grounding of Butler’s (1989) 

explanations of the body as a tool of discourse and societal power representation. 

Furthermore, combining the perspectives of Gill’s (2009) understanding of the sexualised 

male body, and Hakim’s (2016) understanding of the male body as a tool for controlling 

individual social and monetary capital in contemporary neo-liberalist societies. The work also 

positions itself as considering the importance of the role of muscularity as a physical 

embodiment of traditional masculinities (as per Bourdieu, 1991; Pope et al., 2000). Finally, 

theoretical perspectives relating to fitspiration (as per Boepple and Thompson, 2016) and the 

role of social media in changing contemporary body image (as per Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 

2018) will be key in the analysis of the collected data henceforth. 
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CHAPTER 3: A NETNOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS OF 

MASCULINITIES AND IPED USE DURING COVID-19 

This chapter responds to thesis objectives 1, 2, 4, 5 and 6, exploring motivations for the 

uptake of IPEDs, as well as the perceptions and articulations of masculinities and the impact 

of the COVID-19 pandemic on the use of these substances, mental health, and fitness more 

broadly. These objectives are explored by utilising a netnographic methodology to 

thematically analysing 115 conversation threads from across four bodybuilding and fitness 

forums during 2020. All threads were subject to coding to five deductively determined 

themes which relate to the research objectives, these are: (1) Masculinities, (2) Motivation for 

use (of IPEDs), (3) Body goals, (4) Attitudes towards women and/or sexuality, (5) General 

attitudes towards IPED use. From this coding, sub-themes of discussions were observed and 

these form the structure of the discussion, analysed in context with existing literature. 

 

The methodological approach utilised within this chapter was netnographic, with data 

collected from a selection of conversation threads on open-access fitness and bodybuilding 

forums, and subject to thematic content-analysis. Netnography is an approach which 

encompasses the ethnographic monitoring of online platforms and enables the researcher to 

collect qualitative and quantitative data by the means of regular observation of such 

platforms, in this instance forums, in order to explore the nature of online interactions and 

socialisations (Kozinets, 2015). Whilst only one research objective specifically references the 

role of online communications (Objective 6), there are multiple reasons for utilising this 

research approach for the collection of this data. Underwood’s (2017) research highlighted 

the importance of the observation of online spaces, particularly amongst previously 

considered hard-to-reach communities, such as men who use(d) IPEDs (Lucero, 2017). 

Additionally, the time context within which this research was conducted, and specifically the 
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ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, meant that many previously in-person communities became 

more heavily reliant on online spaces and communications (Sun et al., 2020). Much 

contemporary research within the variety of fields relating to IPEDs have been grounded in 

researching and understanding the associated online communities (Underwood, 2017; 

Andreasson and Henning, 2022b; Henning and Andreasson, 2022), as well as their role in the 

supply and distribution of IPEDs (van de Ven and Koenraadt, 2017; Turnock, 2021a). 

Furthermore, these online spaces have been further highlighted as key places for knowledge 

dissemination and harm reduction practices (van de Ven, Boardley and Chandler, 2022). This 

research therefore will seek to add to the growing literature within this space, whilst also 

providing novel data and context relating to these virtual spaces in a period of peak reliance 

and societal change. 
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3.1 Methods 

This research is underpinned by a constructivist paradigm, with the interpretation of the data 

intended to develop an understanding of the reality of the online experiences of the target 

population. Forums were selected as they provide a dataset representative of a near-real time 

exchange of information for communities and are one of the most common resources for 

internet-based qualitative research (Holt, 2014), and have been used previously in studies 

researching a variety of IPEDs and associated behaviours (Jesperson, 2013; Van-Hout, 2014).  

 

I have also contributed to research and publications utilising similar netnographic 

methodology across forums previously (Catalani et al., 2021; Negri, Townshend and 

Corazza, 2022). One of the major strengths of netnographic approaches are that they allow 

insight into online communities which “form of manifest cultures, the learned beliefs, values 

and customs that serve to order, guide and direct the behaviour of a particular society of 

group” (Kozinets, 2010: 12). However, a limitation of this methodology is the difficulty of 

verifying the authenticity of information posted online (Mkono, Markwell and Wilson, 2013), 

meaning that false details may be presented without the opportunity for clarification, due to 

the no-contact method of data collection. However, it is not only within netnographic 

research where this limitation is encountered, as any research involving human participants 

has the potential to produce unverifiable information (Mkono, Markwell and Wilson, 2013). 

 

Thematic analysis of the data is considered a foundational method of qualitative analysis 

(Nowell et al., 2017). Though there is debate regarding the presence of thematic analysis as a 

separate and individual methodology, many have argued that it should be considered as such 

(Leininger, 1992; Thorne, 2000; King, 2004; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). A 

method that is widely used across qualitative research, thematic analysis enables the effective 
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identification, analysis, organisation, description, and reporting of themes within a data set, 

and was therefore selected as the most appropriate way to interpret the collected data.  

 

This method allows the research to assess the potentially wide-ranging impacts of COVID-19 

on the IPED-using fitness subculture population, as well as forums-using fitness subcultures 

more widely. This will therefore provide an opportunity to assess the attitudes at the time of 

the pandemic on all selected themes, as well as helping to develop a better-rounded 

understanding of IPED use, gender roles and fitness and their contextualised backgrounds. 

 

3.1a Search Strategy 

The method of forums selection was through Google, with the search term “fitness forum” 

used, and a series of exclusion criteria then developed to restrict to the most relevant results. 

In the development of the exclusion criteria, alongside creating practical exclusions (which 

are there to ensure with the data required, time restrictions, language barriers and more are 

addressed) Kozinets (2010) suggestions regarding the ideal factors a platform has in order to 

best support netnographic research were also considered, which consist of: 

 

“(a) relevant, they relate to your research focus and question(s), (b) active, they have recent 

and regular communications, (c) interactive, they have a flow of communications between 

participants, (d) substantial, they have a critical mass of communicators and an energetic 

feel, (e) heterogeneous, they have a number of different participants, and (f) data-rich, 

offering more detailed or descriptive rich data”  

(Kozinets, 2010: 89) 

 

3.1aa Forum Exclusion Criteria 

• Forum format websites 
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• No blog posts 

• No social media pages 

• Forums must be open access 

• Fitness must be the predominant forum theme (or have a dedicated sub-thread) 

• Forums must contain a ‘search posts’ function 

• No female-only forums 

• Forums must be predominantly in English language 

• Must include posts dated between March 1st 2020 to 25th July 2020 (when gyms re-

opened) 

• No duplicate forums 

 

With the search strategy and the exclusion criteria formulated, it was determined that a total 

of four were to be selected, in order to create a varied dataset from which to thematically 

analyse. A Google search was completed for “fitness forum”, which returned a total of 

650,000,000 relevant hits. The top three that matched the aforementioned exclusion criteria 

were: 

 

1. https://www.city-data.com/forum/exercise-fitness/ 

2. https://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/forumdisplay.php?f=269 

 

Another search was completed for “bodybuilding forum”, subject to the same inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. Due to a large majority of people who use IPEDs being bodybuilders 

(Begley, McVeigh, and Hope, 2017), it was determined that the inclusion of this in a more 

specified search would ensure the most relevant data could be collected for assessment. This 

https://www.city-data.com/forum/exercise-fitness/
https://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/forumdisplay.php?f=269
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search returned 61,800,000 results and the top two that aligned with the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria were: 

 

1. https://www.uk-muscle.co.uk/ 

2. https://www.ugbodybuilding.com/ 

 

The data collected was that specifically posted and/or commented on between 01/03/2020 

and 25/07/2020. Though this did not signal the end of the COVID-19 pandemic, subsequent 

changes to gym access were sporadic and as such this research was limited to the first 

window of gym closure, as outlined in the content inclusion criteria below. The collection of 

the data from this time period was finalised on 07/01/2021.  

 

https://www.uk-muscle.co.uk/
https://www.ugbodybuilding.com/
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3.1b Content strategy 

The below outlined content strategy highlights the key areas which will be actively looked for 

in the assessed forums, in order to select relevant content for analysis. Upon entering the 

forums, the search bar was used to access only the relevant data. Search terms were: 

 

• “COVID-19” 

• “Covid 19” 

• “Coronavirus” 

• “Corona Virus” 

• “Rona” 

 

3.1ba Content inclusion criteria: 

• Articles and comments must have been posted between 1st March 2020 and 25th July 

2020 

• Either an original poster or commenter on the thread must identify as male 

• No duplicate threads will be included 

• Must contain information related to COVID-19 

• Must contain information relevant to at least one of the outlined themes 

• If the thread contains multiple pages, only the first 10 will be assessed 
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3.1c Data tables 

The collected data was inputted into an Excel document, with the column titles modelled on 

research conducted previously, related to forum-based discussions about sport supplements 

(Catalani et al., 2021), but with titles adjusted to reflect the differing content matter. As such, 

numerical coding, search term utilised, thread title (and link), content summary, no. of thread 

posts at the time of assessment and quotations were used similarly to that as conducted within 

Catalini et al. (2021). In addition, columns relating to whether the content was specifically 

relating to IPEDs, or discussing more general fitness topics was created, additionally columns 

for tagging which theme code (as per section 3.1d) was being discussed within the forum was 

added, along with a space for any researcher comments, and noting of the original posters 

(OPs) gender, if available. A further additional column was made titled “date” which 

specifies the original post date of the assessed post in that row. This is in order to keep track 

of where data has been collected up to in order to ensure comparability with timeframes 

across all assessed forums. The final table layout is viewable below in Figure 2  

 

Figure 1 

 

 

Utilising this format, four sheets on the excel document were made to separate the data for 

each assessed forum, all with identical column titles. All resulting tables with full raw data 

are viewable in “Forum results” section of the appendices. 
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3.1d Thematic analysis 

The methodology of data analysis utilised herein was that of thematic analysis. Braun and 

Clarke (2017) advocate the usefulness of this methodology, suggesting that the flexibility of 

its application to studies of varying research objectives, sample sizes, constitutions and 

meaning generations enables a distinctive form of ‘experiential’ research. This research is 

uniquely positioned to identify patterns amongst participants lived experiences, behaviours, 

and practices (Braun and Clarke, 2017) and so for research observing a specific cohort is 

invaluable. They further highlight its usefulness within a critical framework, interrogating 

social meaning and asking implication regarding the collected data. The nature of this 

research as one aiming to both observe experiences and critically assess social meaning, 

language use and the implications of these, solidifies thematic analysis as the most applicable 

methodology for the intended purposes. One critique of thematic analysis is that its arguably 

considered as an indistinctive method, simply referring to the process of identification of 

patterns, rather than a specific perspective or tool (Terry et al., 2017). However, arguably this 

too is a strength of the method, as its flexibility and adaptability exceptionally enable its 

application to a variety of research topics, whilst still ensuring systematic engagement with 

the research dataset. 

 

Prior to committing to a set of themes to use to thematically analyse the forum data, the first 

10 pages of forums one and four were analysed, and key words were deduced using the same 

search terms and post inclusion/exclusion criteria as will be followed in the final data 

collection. In order to discourage individual researcher bias in the development of these 

themes, John Mann (another Human Enhancement Drug expert) was also asked to undertake 

this preliminary analysis. All themes found were similar between both researchers, and any 
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minor discrepancies were discussed. The thematic results observed are viewable below in 

Table 1. 

 

Table 1 

Themes 

Alcohol consumption  

Attitudes towards physiques 

Attitudes towards sexuality 

Attitudes towards women 

Attitudes towards/use of other 

controlled drugs 

Body goals 

Conspiracy theories 

Diet 

Financial implications of gym closures 

Fitness goals 

Gym closures 

Gym etiquette 

Gym safety post/during COVID-19 

IPEDs and supplements quality 

Knowledge sharing 

Masculinities 

Mental health 

Motivation for use of IPEDs 

Politics 

Side effects of IPEDs 

Supplement use 

Workout routines 

 

A total of 21 themes were observed across the two forums. Of these themes, five were 

selected as those most relevant to the research objectives: 

1. Masculinities  

2. Motivation for use (of IPEDs)  

3. Body goals 
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4. Attitudes towards women and/or sexuality 

5. General attitudes towards IPED use 

 

The five selected themes reflect the research objectives, with Theme 1 providing data 

relevant to research objectives 2, 3, 4 and 6; Theme 2 provides data relevant for research 

objectives 1 and 5; Theme 3 providing insight relating to research objectives 1, 3, and 5; 

Theme 4 provides data for research objectives 2 and 6; and Theme 5 provides insight relevant 

to research objectives 1 and 5. All themes are also reflective of the COVID-19 period (as per 

research objectives 5 and 6) due to the COVID-specific key words used to search the forums. 

 

Upon the completion of the deductive thematic labelling process, an inductive process was 

followed with all data collected in excel tables and coded by theme, enabling the 

development resulting sub-themes, which make up the sub-titles in the following discussion 

section.  
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3.1e Ethical Considerations 

This study was conducted with ethical approval from the University of Hertfordshire 

(approval number: aLMS/SF/UH/02951), viewable in the Appendices as ‘Ethics Approval’. 

 

The BPS (British Psychological Society) provide a set of guidelines for the conducting of 

internet-mediated research (BPS, 2021), which fall under four core principles (Principle 1: 

Respect for the autonomy, privacy and dignity of individuals and communities; Principle 2: 

Scientific integrity; Principle 3: Social responsibility; Principle 4: Maximising benefits and 

minimising harm). Where possible, this research has intended to adhere to these ethical 

guidelines and will present the ways in which this was achieved below. 

 

Principle 1 highlights the complexity of ‘open access’ in contemporary online spaces, 

highlighting that privacy itself is a subjective concept. The forums utilised within this 

research are all open-access and visible in the public domain, however, the BPS do highlight 

that expected audience ought to be considered, within this context referring to forum posters 

assuming only other forum users would observe their discussions, particularly due to the 

subculture-specific nature of discussion. Similarly, Principle 3 relates to ‘social 

responsibility’ and highlights the importance of considering the potential disruption to online 

communities by observing and further publicising their discussions. As such, as per BPS 

guidelines for research of similar nature, further efforts have been made to provide anonymity 

to data collected and no usernames or identifying details will be presented (including names, 

workplaces, images etc.). However, links to original post threads are available in the 

appendices. Additionally, as the data is specifically being collected in a non-participant 

context, and no specific instructions are being provided within chapter 3’s study relating to, 
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for instance, the completion of a survey, the BPS highlight that it is less likely to require 

researcher disclosure. 

 

Principle 2 highlights the importance of levels of control (or lack thereof) of online data, and 

the potential impact of this on scientific integrity. Specifically, this highlights that variables, 

both within the researcher’s profile, online community members (through access, 

environment and emotions), as well as variable software, may all lead to potential validity 

issues with data collected from online platforms. In order to minimise the researcher profile 

element of variation, a secondary researcher (JM) was introduced in order to analyse the 

initial thematic concerns observed, and themes observed by both researchers and relating to 

the studies themes were included. Whilst the additional issues relating to online community 

members are acknowledged and considered, the ethical issues relating to validity of 

participant contexts and reliability is observable in all forms of qualitative research, and as 

such the research has no intention of creating generalisable outcomes grounded in this data 

alone. Finally, whilst there may be variations in formatting observed in the online forums, 

dependent on forum posters technology and software, compared to the researchers, as the raw 

data has been pulled from the forum and compiled separately in an Excel document, there is 

minimal potential impact on the data’s reliability due to this concern.  

 

The fourth principle refers predominantly to the minimisation of harm by the researcher. 

Ages of forum posters cannot be easily identified in the research conducted in Chapter 3, and 

there is acknowledgement of the potential harm due to the topic matter relating to a Category 

C substance (Misuse of Drugs Act, 1971). However, as mentioned, all efforts have been made 

to reduce the potential harm to any forum participant by ensuring additional anonymity as 

much as possible throughout the presentation of this research. Due to the current legislations 
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relating to AAS, these substances are not illegal for personal consumption, and with the 

majority of posters only referring to their individual use (as opposed to the sale and 

distribution), there are minimal potential legal risks to forum posters due to the data presented 

herein.   
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3.2 Results 

Overall, 115 forum threads were thematically assessed. All assessed forums were made up of 

multiple discussion threads and had a search bar available in which to search for the chosen 

keywords. All forums had multiple categorisations for threads, such as general conversation, 

steroids, daily logs and more. In order to ensure that all relevant materials were assessed, the 

search was not further restricted by these categorisations, aside from where necessary within 

the generalist forums. These forums were searched for the COVID-19 related keywords, as 

outlined in the Content Strategy section of this chapter. All forum threads were sorted by 

date, within the restrictions of the allocated timeframe, with most recent entries within this 

timeframe appearing first. All entries were then read by HT, and those including relevant 

information were input into an Excel spreadsheet with the following column headers: (a) No. 

(b) Search term (c) Thread Title & Link (d) OP Date (e) IPEDs or General Fitness (f) Content 

Summary (g) No. of posts on thread (h) Quotes (i) Theme 1 (j) Theme 2 (k) Theme 3 (l) 

Theme 4 (m) Theme 5 (n) Comments and (o) OP gender. The ‘Themes’ titles reference the 5 

selected topics, which were created upon the deductive thematic analysis of the first two 

forums by HT and JM. Relevant entries was deemed to be anything that included the mention 

of IPEDs and any posts that indicated relevance to any of the 5 selected themes. 

 

The final assessed forums were: (1) City-Data, a generalist forum where the ‘Exercise and 

Fitness’ sub-forum was assessed. (2) TheStudentRoom, a generalist forum where the 

‘Fitness’ sub-forum was assessed. (3) UKMuscle, a bodybuilding specific forum. (4) 

UGBodybuilding, a bodybuilding specific forum.  
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Across all forums, the aforementioned search terms were utilised, duplicate and response-

only threads were removed from the results. After manual assessment of the threads 

regarding their relevance and applicability within the inclusion criteria, a final number of 

threads were produced and were subsequently thematically analysed. The threads varied in 

length and could consist of anywhere between one post to hundreds of posts. This process, 

including original hits, assessed hits and relevant hits is viewable by search term for each 

forum below in Table 2. This table shows the significant disparity in numbers of relevant 

threads identified across the forums, with UKMuscle providing 82 relevant threads, whilst 

City-Data and TheStudentRoom provided only nine each.  

 

 

Forum threads were first manually noted regarding their general content themes, and whether 

the original post was regarding IPEDs specifically, more general fitness themes (such as 

workout routines, gym closures, diet etc.) or ‘other’ content (such as discussing famous 

bodybuilders and fitness influencers, COVID-19 conspiracy theories and more). The results 

for all forums are viewable below in Table 3. Though many threads were started with themes 

relating to general fitness, as opposed to the use of IPEDs, these posts still provide valuable 

insight into these communities. The vast majority of those posting on forums did so across 

multiple threads, and though individual consumption of IPEDs cannot be determined, their 

involvement within these online communities still contributes to the relevant forum cultures.  

 

Table 2 
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Table 3 

 

 

All threads content was then manually assessed thematically, in line with the themes outlined 

within the methodology: (1) Masculinities, (2) Motivations for use (of IPEDs), (3) Body 

goals (e.g., losing mass), (4) Attitudes towards women and/or sexuality, and (5) General 

attitudes towards IPED use. The results for each of the forums thematic contents is viewable 

below in Table 4, along with the percentages of the proportions of each theme assessed 

threads by forum. Please note, some threads discussed multiple themes and so have been 

included in Table 4 as such. This table shows that the most discussed themes across all 

forums were (3) and (5). 

 

Table 4 

 

 

The majority of the assessed threads were made up of male-identifying contributors and were 

also started by men. However, in some instances original threads created by female forum 

users were included where male forum users contributed the majority of the thematically 

assessed content. The full breakdown of posters genders is viewable below in Table 5. 
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Posters genders were determined by viewing their profiles, which often listed gender or 

pronouns. In some cases, this information was unavailable, and in these instances, it has been 

noted as N/A in Table 5. No posters clearly identified as non-binary or any other gender 

identity.  

 

Table 5 
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3.3 Discussion 

Through the collection of data across the five set themes, a number of sub-topics and content 

themes arose. The breadth of the prior-set themes enabled the researcher to collect a wide 

range of data, with significant crossovers between datasets. The discussion is structured 

utilising the key themes and sub-themes identified within the data upon analysis. All original 

forum quotations used in the below discussion will be noted with either (X.X) or (Forum X, 

Thread X). The first X denotes the forum (out of the four assessed), and the second X refers 

to the thread number the quote is derived from. Each post analysed as part of this research 

was allocated a thread number, viewable in column A in the full data tables viewable in the 

appendices under “Forum results”. Additionally in these table, full information on each 

thread is available, including: thread title and link; OP date; whether the OP was specifically 

about IPEDs, fitness generally or other; an overview of content; the number of posts on the 

thread; all quotes taken from the source; what themes the content related to; any comments 

by the researcher; and the gender of the original poster, when available. Furthermore, all 

comments quoted will be [sic] – meaning that they are all written exactly as they were 

displayed in the original source. 
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3.3a Workout routines 

The following discussion will focus on the data observed which reflected the impact on 

workout routines, and specifically the physical limitations of access and routine adjustments, 

subsequent fitness innovation, and the perceived role of affluence in fitness maintenance 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

3.3aa Physical limitations and routine adjustment 

 

"I’m not concerned for my life by any means, I’m very concerned for my gains 

however" 

[Forum 3, Thread 68] 

 

As previously highlighted in section 1.4, the imposed lockdown regulations in many 

countries necessitated a shift to a home-based fitness routine for the majority of the 

population (Hayes, 2020). The subsequent lack of access to not only ample spaces but also 

specialised facilities and equipment saw the majority population having to adapt their 

workout routines (Townshend and Tippett, 2023). Preliminary research showed that the 

nature of lockdown could foster ‘sedentary behaviour’, increasing not only risks to physical 

health, but to mental health too (Brooks et al., 2020; Lippi, Henry and Sanchis-Gomar, 2020; 

Mutz and Gerke, 2020).  

 

This concern was inevitably reflected in the assessed posts across all forums. These physical 

limitations were mainly discussed in the assessed fitness and bodybuilding forums in relation 

to posters’ concerns regarding the maintenance of their body image. Forum 1 thread 1 

highlighted this link, with one commenter stating in a thread regarding the long-term closure 

of gym facilities: 
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“I’ve been reduced to the muscle structure of a prepubescent boy” 

- (1.1) 

 

These attitudes were mirrored in wider threads, with other forum posters expressing a want to 

regain their muscular physiques upon gyms re-opening (1.3, 3.62, 3.68), though this specific 

topic will be covered more extensively in the section 3.3c. 

 

The significant trend within the discussions of these physical limitations was in relation to 

access to heavy lifting equipment; an activity often associated with bodybuilding and general 

muscular gain (Townshend and Tippett, 2023). This was succinctly stated by one commenter 

who wrote: 

 

“home workouts, good as they are, can't makeup for the heavy lifting 

that I need to do" [sic] 

- (1.3) 

 

Many were concerned by the lack of access to this equipment leading to a negative impact on 

their strength: 

 

“I could bench 95kg pre lockdown BB curl 35 And skull crush 30 but with this 

lockdown it's going to be different when gyms reopen” 

- (2.7) 

 

“Keep vulnerable people away from gyms, keep strong people strong” 



 

 106 

- (2.2) 

 

Some forum users did critique these attitudes, though, suggesting that those overly concerned 

by the impact of the pandemic on their body image were acting irrationally:  

 

“Obsessively wanting to cling on to muscle mass in the current climate when it 

can easily be regained at a later date does not sound like the rational option to 

me and might indicate that you have deeper psychological issues relating to 

body image and steroid use than you care to admit (not you specifically I'm 

talking in the general sense)” 

- (3.62)  

 

However, the prevailing concern regarding strength loss due to the physical inaccessibility of 

gyms and fitness equipment is unsurprising, with research highlighting the role of strength 

gain and maintenance as a key fitness motivation factor amongst men (Sell, Hone and Pound, 

2012).  

 

This lack of access led to many individuals adjusting their fitness routines, often focusing on 

more cardio-centric routines (4.12) or specific sport activities (e.g., tennis - 3.8). However, 

the attitudes towards these adjustments in the forums were mixed in tone: 

 

“a change is good sometimes to keep things fresh and progressing” 

- (4.10) 
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“I don't have access to a gym, only a few dumbells so I won't be able to work 

at the intensity I'd like” [sic] 

- (3.63) 

 

3.3ab Innovation and fitness in COVID-19 

 

"Use your man skills and make things boys." 

[Forum 3, Thread 36] 

 

In response to the limitations and routine adjustments observed across forums and detailed in 

3.3aa, one significant observed trend was innovative approaches to fitness. Mutz and Gerke’s 

(2020) study evidenced that, in Germany, a diverse range of fitness activity was shown in 

response to the physical restrictions enacted by lockdowns. Whilst a large proportion of 

individuals (31.1%) scaled down their physical activities or entirely stopped exercising 

during this period, a nearly equally large number maintained their usual levels (27%), and a 

further group actively increased their physical activities (5.7%) (Mutz and Gerke, 2020). 

With such a substantial number of individuals appearing to at least maintain, if not increase, 

their fitness levels, and with only a minority of individuals having access to home-gyms, it is 

only presumable that adaptation and innovation of fitness activities occurred (Townshend and 

Tippett, 2023).  

 

One commonly identified response to the restrictions to access and unaffordability of home-

gym equipment was the construction of DIY fitness equipment. On one thread (4.2), a 

number of forum users discussed their innovative practices to ensure they were still able to 

maintain their workout patterns from pre-lockdown. These included cutting wood and 
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carrying heavy stones, as well as one comment specifying their exact plans, to combine pre-

made workout materials with homemade elements, in a comment which read: 

 

“Going to hit up dicks or Dunham's tommorow and by a 300lb barbell set, and 

just make my own bench out of dimensional lumber and what not” [sic] 

- (4.2) 

 

These comments are in line with the hypothesis presented by Zoob Carter, Boardley and van 

de Ven who considered that “many individuals were able to come to terms with the 

restrictions and adapt their training regimes and/or training goals to lessen the perceived 

impact of the pandemic on their training” (2021: 305). Such findings evidence both the 

importance of maintaining fitness routines for, and the perceived adaptability of, regular 

strength trainers, even during periods of significant societal change (Townshend and Tippett, 

2023).  

 

3.3ac Fitness and affluence 

 

“The government is punishing us for our affluence" 

[Forum 1, Thread 2] 

 

In relation to the discussions regarding the physical limitations imposed as part of the 

COVID-19 lockdown measures, one emerging theme of discussion evidenced within the 

assessed forum was that of the perceived links between fitness and affluence. The comments 

observed within these forums appear to indicate a significant increase in the fitness/affluence 

disparity being observed specifically due to COVID-19, though it was indicated that these 
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links had long existed (1.3). One such comment stated, “the government is punishing us for 

our affluence” (1.2) regarding gyms remaining closed after other facilities had begun to 

reopen, referring to this governmental decision as “moronic, imbecilic or idiotic” (1.2). One 

user’s comment displayed this same attitude regarding socio-economic status and fitness, 

however to a more extreme point, stating: 

 

“Why should i care if they go into withdrawal and pick up COVID-19 (needing 

hospital), alchoholics live on the dole and cost the state alot more money then 

me. A degree educated individual who follows the rules and wants his gym 

back” [sic] 

- (2.2) 

 

From the collected data, it would appear that these attitudes were particularly heightened due 

to individuals of higher socio-economic status’ being more likely to have home-gyms, or 

better-quality home equipment. One forum user summarised this, commenting: 

 

“Home equipment is never as good as the gym unless you're a multi 

millionaire so no, not happy working out at home and I cannot wait for the 

gyms to reopen” [sic] 

- (1.3) 

 

This therefore leads to considerations of fitness, particularly muscle fitness, as a form of 

social capital, the value of which arguably increased over the period of COVID-19 

necessitated lockdown, due to the financial and social instability caused by this period of 

time. Hakim (2016) suggested that the increasing popularity and prevalence of specifically 
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male muscularity is directly linked to financial considerations. It is argued that, specifically 

within the UK, the period of neoliberal austerity arising since 2008 has led many young men 

to “deploy a strategy of value-creation historically associated with less privileged groups – 

namely, body-work” (Hakim, 2016: 86). Utilising this theoretical perspective then, it would 

be not only plausible but inevitable that a period of such significant financial, emotional, and 

social turmoil would have naturally led many men to undertake further fitness activities. 

However, with only limited individuals able to enact these methods of value-creation, the 

links between fitness and affluence have grown significantly. This has led to widening gaps 

between members of these online fitness forum communities, with growing resentment 

presented towards those with the physical means to maintain fitness routines and muscularity, 

as seen in one comment which states: 

 

“Stay snobby home gymers” [sic] 

- (3.65) 

 

Particularly heightened during the unstable socio-economic period as spurred on by the 

COVID-19 pandemic was individual financial instability. Such periods have the propensity to 

increase the risk of unstable mental health, which research has already shown increased 

significantly during the COVID-19 pandemic (Niedzwiedz et al., 2021). However, Waquant 

(1995) has suggested that individuals with few opportunities for secure, reliable employment 

often sought to use ‘the body’ as a means of production which could be controlled through 

socio-economic uncertainty. Spornosexuality, defined as “a young man who attempts to 

fashion a spectacularly muscular body in order to share images of it on social networking 

sites” (Hakim, 2016: 84), was once considered a post-industrial and working-class 

phenomenon, but Hakim (2016) has noted the continual merging of these behaviours across 
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socio-economic classes in more recent years. As such, when considering these concepts in 

line with the data collected, it could be argued that COVID-19 has had the impact of turning 

the patterns of behaviour previously associated with working-class men on their head, with 

the maintenance of muscularity no longer representing the embodiment of value-creation, and 

instead representing pre-existing value-ownership and wealth.  

 

3.3ad Workout routines: Final remarks 

Workout routines were inevitably affected by COVID-19. This hypothesis is evidenced not 

only in the literature provided, but also from the dataset collected as part of this research. 

What is less clear are the predominant attitudes towards this necessitated change and 

adaptation. Whilst some evidenced innovative, new approaches in order to maintain their 

fitness, others only discussed their concerns and frustration. Research is increasingly 

indicating that there was a number of plausible physical responses to fitness during the 

pandemic (Mutz and Gerke, 2020). However, the full extent of these differing responses on a 

worldwide, long-term basis is yet unknown. Further research should aim to explore not only 

the statistical impact of these physical limitations, but the emotional and psychological 

impact, as has been indicated by the data collected within this research.  
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3.3b IPED use in lockdown 

 

“Didn't realize how much I would miss working out, until I couldn't. Maybe it 

is one of those want what you can't have sort of deals. Before all of this I didn't 

even think about going on gear again but now it's the only thing I want to do.” 

[Forum 3, Thread 52] 

 

The unforeseen development of the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to have impacted upon the 

use of IPEDs in a number of ways. The impacts upon workout routines and access to 

facilities have led to the hypothesis presented by Dores et al. (2021), who suggest that the 

pandemic’s significant impact on lifestyle for the majority population may have led to 

heightened compulsive engagement with exercise practices and, consequently, resulted in an 

increased use of IPEDs (Hausenblas, Schreiber and Smoliga, 2017; Wang et al., 2020). 

Though conclusive evidence is not yet available, this claim can be countered with the 

argument of decreasing fitness motivation, which is evidenced to be significantly impacted 

by periods of high individual and/or global stress and instability (Kaur et al., 2020). In 

contrast to the hypothesis of Dores et al. (2021), it could, then, be presumed that IPED use 

would become less frequent for the majority during the COVID-19 pandemic. A third 

possibility which combines these two theories could also present, whereby IPED use 

generally decreases, however amongst those who do continue to use these substances, there is 

an increased level of problematic engagement with the chosen substance itself and fitness 

more broadly (Townshend and Tippett, 2023). 

 

3.3ba Adjusting cycles 

 

“It's a relief as it finally gives me a reason to come off cycle” 
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[Forum 3, Thread 38] 

 

A predominant theme of discussion particularly observed within the third forum assessed 

(UKMuscle) was that of individuals adjusting their IPED cycles, or ceasing consumption 

entirely, specifically due to the barriers created by the COVID-19 lockdown. This was 

mentioned in 40 individual comments across 15 separate discussion threads, highlighting the 

importance of this discussion. IPEDs are traditionally used in cycles of ‘on’ and ‘off’ periods, 

the length of which vary significantly between individuals (Petrocelli, Oberweis and 

Petrocelli, 2008). There is limited evidence of any significant detrimental impact from 

immediately stopping IPED consumption, however any potential significant change to 

widespread consumption patterns is worth observing and noting due to the potential direct 

and indirect impacts to the associated communities. 

 

Many comments stated posters frustration and disappointment at the interruption of their 

cycles: 

 

“I had to cut short my 12 week cycle by 5 weeks due to this shitty flu virus. 

Be months before gyms and bars reopen” [sic] 

- (3.58) 

 

“Just started a fu**ing cycle too, so really bad timing” 

- (3.68) 

 

However, there were a few comments that displayed a level of relief at the interruption of 

their cycle giving them an opportunity to slow or stop their IPED use: 
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“It's a relief as it finally gives me a reason to come off cycle” 

- (3.38) 

 

“This lockdown has really highlighted the amount of time and money I've 

pissed away chasing muscle gain and size etc” [sic] 

- (3.52) 

 

These differing opinions suggest that the impacts on IPED use over lockdown were not 

linear, with more extensive research required in order to fully quantify and understand these 

impacts.  

 

Many individuals noted wanting to restart their interrupted cycles upon lockdown ending: 

 

“Definitely going back on cycle once the lockdown is lifted” 

- (3.9) 

 

“Cruising for 2 months, if gyms open ill blast after that, in two months if 

gyms are still closed ill carry on cruising until they open” [sic] 

- (3.52) 

 

Another important finding was the forum users who stated not only resuming their use after a 

break over lockdown but feeling inspired and motivated to start AAS after having not been 

using these substances for a significant period of time: 
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“Before all of this I didn't even think about going on gear again but now it's 

the only thing I want to do”  

- (3.58) 

 

“I've been off aas completely for a long time now. Once gyms start opening 

again after this lockdown ends, I am thinking about going back on” [sic] 

- (3.53) 

 

These factors highlight the heightened importance of targeted harm reduction efforts in the 

post-COVID-19 landscape, due both to the significant changes to cycles and potential influx 

of uptake.  

 

A multitude of rationales for the change in usage trends were identified by posters. The most 

common of these was the physical closure of gyms and lack of access to facilities, which will 

be examined in more detail further into this discussion due to the frequency of its occurrence. 

Other less-commonly referenced factors impacting on IPED use were the lack of access to 

high quality food (3.52) and different types of exercise taking priority (3.58). Of this latter 

point, many forum users emphasised their new focus on cardio, bodyweight exercises and 

walking, and as such felt that their use of IPEDs was no longer in line with their new physical 

activities. Evidencing this shift was one post which stated: 

 

“Makes no sense to keep feeding myself high dose testosterone when theres 

nothing to benefit from other than increased libido and overall wellbeing” 

[sic] 

- (3.63) 
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This comment would suggest that, at least for this individual, the rationalisation process for 

their use of IPEDs was altered by COVID-19. This commenter stating their perceived 

increase in “overall wellbeing” as not being an important enough reason to continue use is 

indicative of the hierarchy of importance of other factors associated with IPED use. Begley et 

al.’s (2017) IPED survey in the UK highlighted the frequency of some of these factors of 

influence for use, which included: aesthetics; sporting performance; competitive 

bodybuilding; occupational performance; youthfulness, sex drive, HRT and more. With a 

number of these fundamental rationales for use inevitably being impacted by lockdown, it is 

clear that use is bound to adjust accordingly, a sentiment clearly echoed by the posters on the 

assessed forums.  

 

All themes observed within this theme are in line with other emerging research relating to 

consumption of IPEDs during COVID-19. Dunn and Piatkowski (2021) conducted a rapid 

survey amongst men who use IPEDs which highlighted a variety of adjustments of use 

cycles, with 71.7% of their sample ‘blast-cruising’, whereby an initial high dose is followed 

by a lower maintenance dose. Similarly, too, a small proportion of their sample (16.7%) had 

ceased use entirely due to COVID-19. Additionally, research by Zoob Carter, Boardley and 

van de Ven (2021) highlighted that 91.1% of their sample of male strength athletes using 

AAS perceived an impact of the pandemic on this use, however during their second data 

collection, this percentage had dropped to 29.9%, even showing an increase in AAS use as 

the pandemic progressed. Gibbs (2021) research, utilising both interviews and digital 

ethnographic data, also showed evidence of varied responses to IPED use changes during the 

pandemic. One of their participants stated: “I basically treated it as a prolonged time off any 

chemicals” whilst another stated “I was still able to train nothing really changed for me, so I 
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continued with my cycle” (Gibbs, 2021: 52-53). Reflecting the findings of this research, 

reasons given for these adjustments varied, with one of their participants saying of those 

around them that mental health was a factor in maintaining use of IPEDs, whilst others 

mentioned the lack of usual urgency regarding their body image as a factor in ceasing 

consumption, or concerns about access to supply (Gibbs, 2021).  

 

3.3bb Quality and accessibility of IPEDs during COVID-19 

 

"My guy can’t get gear ATM so looking just in case it’s not done by the time 

I’m running out" 

[Forum 3, Thread 74] 

 

A concern observed, particularly within the threads on forum three, was that of changes to 

product quality and the accessibility of these products. Though the specifics of COVID-19’s 

impact on supply chains and qualities is not yet conclusively reported, a number of forum 

users were cautious of issues as they exchanged warnings regarding fake products (3.42) and 

concerns over quality (3.4). One individual posted across a few threads highlighting a 

trepidation regarding the sale of ‘fake’ Rohm, being advertised by a fitness social media 

influencer. Particularly of note was that apparent advertisements of said fake products were 

claiming that they were getting rid of stock due to coronavirus in order to explain the low 

prices (3.42). Though it is not possible to substantiate this questioning of the legitimacy of 

these products, it serves to highlight both the concerns raised, how this was linked to 

COVID-19, and, more generally, the nature of communication within this community 

regarding these risks and concerns. The nature of communication is important, as it evidences 
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the continuing role of peer information as a significant resource for information during the 

pandemic, much as it was prior to this (van de Ven, Mulrooney and Townshend, in press).  

 

Furthermore, the unprecedented nature of this pandemic led some forum users who use 

IPEDs to stock up on products, with concerns that quality and access was likely to be 

impacted (3.8, 3.57): 

 

“My guy can’t get gear ATM so looking just in case it’s not done by the time 

I’m running out” 

- (3.74) 

 

One discussion highlighted that this may lead more people who use IPEDs to try and obtain 

raw materials in an attempt to home brew, a practice which is growing in prevalence (van de 

Ven, Mulrooney and Townshend, in press). This discussion was, however, met with a lot of 

discouragement: 

 

“Another gammon intent on preparing injectables in his house.....” [sic] 

- (3.14) 

 

Though the true nature of the impact of access is, as yet, unreported conclusively, it is of note 

that alternative practices, such as homebrewing, may well have increased specifically due to 

the nationwide lockdown, which will undoubtedly have an impact on the supply lines of these 

substances going forward.  
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3.3bc Peer relationships and knowledge exchange amongst men who use IPEDs 

 

“Listen, you take a ton of gear and get no-where... OR you can gain the 

knowledge that can shape the rest of your life" 

[Forum 4, Thread 6] 

 

The social role of the gym is something that has been documented throughout literature 

(Hallett and Lamont, 2014). Online fitness forums are often referred to as ‘communities’, and 

specific cultural spaces (Jong and Drummon, 2016). The peer discussions observed 

throughout the data collection for this research clearly evidence a level of companionship 

amongst the users of these forums.  

 

One role of this peer-to-peer communication was the giving of advice, often regarding IPED 

use, fitness routines or diet. This role of the gym peer is evidenced throughout much IPED-

specific literature, which highlights the role of peers as one of the most prevalent information 

sources for people who use these substances (van de Ven, Mulrooney and Townshend, in 

press). An example of this advisory role of online peers is seen across all of the assessed 

forums, but with particular prevalence and relevance to IPED use across forums 3 and 4. 

Often, older and more experienced people who use IPEDs would respond to queries 

regarding the uptake of IPEDs offering advice regarding: harm reduction information (3.40); 

dosage (3.40); tapering (3.63); the purity of samples (3.72); recommending medical 

assistance (4.1) and also often advising against initial uptake (3.40, 4.6). This latter theme 

was evidenced within forum 3 in a thread where a number of people, who self-identified as 

having consumed AAS for a long time, initially offered advice regarding dosage calculations. 

Upon seeing that the OP appeared to be confused about the benefits of and uses for AAS 

though, they began to withdraw their support for the use: 
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“You're trying to overcome your lack of knowledge by using steroids” 

- (3.40) 

 

There is often concern amongst researchers that the significant role peers play in information 

sharing regarding best practices of IPED use may lead to ill-informed practices and high-risk 

behaviours (Tighe et al., 2017). Arguably though, the forum posts observed within this 

research, on the majority, show evidence of offering support and anecdotal observations 

rather than advice, clearly pointing peers towards harm reduction services such as needle 

exchanges (3.40) and GP’s (4.1) for more specialised and personal information. This is of 

course not always the case, with comments belittling other forum users who are nervous 

regarding their own uptake of IPEDs also having been observed, with one example comment 

stating:  

 

“Ease up on the Tren lad.... Oh wait no your not on Tren as your scared 

of the juice hahahhahaha” 

- (3.45) 

 

Aside from occasional belittlement of those inexperienced in the use of IPEDs though, one 

prevalent trend across all observed forums within this research was the role of 

companionship. Across all forums, regular posters were familiar with one another and would 

check in with one another across threads, discussing not only fitness and IPED use, but also 

personal lives, health, and politics. It is hypothesised then that, because of the shared interests 

of many of the forum users, combined with the lack of accessibility to use gym facilities, 

forums operated as ‘safe spaces’, particularly during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic 
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(Turnock and Townshend, 2022). ‘Safe spaces’ are said within literature to be either physical 

or virtual spaces that encompass four qualities: physical safety; metaphorical safety; 

familiarity and comfort; and the capacity to encourage risk (Hunter, 2008). With the 

increased role of the online community during lockdown, it is plausible that, for many regular 

gym attenders, these online forums acted as safe spaces (Turnock and Townshend, 2022). 

Seligman (2011) highlighted the necessity of socialising and its significant role in 

maintaining mental stability during periods of high stress. Perhaps in part because of this, 

significantly increased social media use was noted throughout the first period of lockdown in 

the UK (Chao et al., 2020; Goel and Gupta, 2020; Hayes, 2020). It is plausible, then, that the 

role of COVID-19 and nationwide lockdown served to strengthen the communities of online 

forums, necessitating increased and/or new member signups for these platforms, in order to 

access the social element previously observed within the physical spaces of gyms themselves 

(Hallett and Lamont, 2014). 

 

3.3bd Reasons for use of IPEDs in COVID-19 

 

“The male citizens of this country need to keep there pecs poppin so the 

panties can be droppin” [sic] 

[Forum 3, Thread 16] 

 

A number of rationales for the uptake and continued use of IPEDs were referenced 

throughout the assessed forums. Most commonly referenced were ideals directly relating to 

body image, and as such this will compromise its own section of discussion in this research 

due to the specific application of relevant theories to this topic. Other considerations 

referenced were strength (3.17, 3.18, 3.44, 3.8); libido (3.43); aggression (3.53); athletic 
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performance (3.46, 3.8); anti-aging (3.8); general fitness (3.8); sleep (3.8); injury recovery 

(3.8); mood (3.43), attracting women (3.16) and mental health (3.18). A further reason cited 

was for the vaguely noted ‘feeling’: 

 

“If you like the feeling of being on something, like that superhuman feeling, I 

think you will like tren” 

- (3.53) 

 

This sentiment was further references in other threads, with the use of AAS use producing a 

feeling which was referred to as a “superhuman feeling” (3.72) and “rocket fuel” (3.73). 

Though these feelings discussed are not quantifiable, nor likely the sole or predominant 

reason for individuals’ use of the substances, it was noted throughout in terms framing it 

almost as a pleasant side-effect of the use. The majority of these reasons for IPED use are not 

new, with most having been identified by Begley et al. (2017) as prevalent reasons for use. It 

is interesting though that these motivations would appear to have remained relevant and 

applicable during the period of COVID-19. This is therefore more widely indicative of low 

levels of change in reasons for use, opposing Mutz and Merke’s suggestion that singular 

events, such as the global COVID-19 pandemic, are likely to “trigger massive changes 

regarding values, attitudes and behaviours, including health-related behaviours” (2020: 2).  

 

3.3bda Protection and worsening of COVID-19  

 

“If you have high blood pressure from steroids Coronavirus will kill you” 

[Forum 3, Thread 67] 
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Another reason cited for use which is specific to the COVID-19 pandemic, was the use of 

IPEDs, specifically AAS, to reduce the risk of serious reaction to the virus itself. One 

comment stated: 

 

“Low testosterone in males is also being linked to more serious cases. 

Wouldn’t fancy doing a PCT right now!” 

- (3.15) 

 

This was also matched by an almost equal number of comments theorising the increased risk 

of serious effects of the virus because of AAS: 

 

“high test levels lower immunity” 

- (3.76) 

 

“My thought was that gear has a negative affect on our immune systems, 

therefore making us more at risk than those not using gear? No? So if 

someone using gear were to contract the new Corona Virus, they are 

more likely to become seriously than if they weren’t on?” [sic] 

- (3.81) 

 

This topic poses a high risk regarding the information shared, with un-evidenced and 

contradictory claims being made from thread to thread. Not only this though, but these claims 

did in fact encourage some forum users to actively increase and/or re-start their cycles, with 

one poster commenting: 
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“I’ve just pinned a mil to be on the safe side” 

- (3.3) 

 

Both academic articles and news sources were provided as evidence in at least one of these 

threads (3.3), however the majority of discussion regarding this topic was anecdotal, and 

sometimes even confused data regarding corticosteroids and interpreted these results to be 

applicable to AAS (3.35).  

 

On top of this, with surprising frequency these discussions regarding the use of IPEDs and 

COVID-19 were found within conspiracy theory threads. Particularly on forums 3 and 4, the 

bodybuilding-specific platforms, conspiracy theories regarding the accuracy of COVID-19 

reporting and its risks were speculated upon consistently. Though there is no study 

evidencing comparable data from other forums during this specific timeframe, it is of note 

that, comparatively, forums one and two, which were the general fitness forums, had very 

limited or no discussion of conspiracy theories.  

 

3.3be Accessing healthcare in lockdown 

 

“Right now with the city being in lockdown n this coronavirus floating around 

going to doctors is a big nono for me.” 

[Forum 4, Thread 7] 

 

One concern noted in academic literature is the difficulty of engaging people who use IPEDs 

with healthcare providers. Pope et al. (2004) stated that this is often due to the perceived lack 

of IPED-specific knowledge of medical staff and physicians. This view is also evidenced 
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across the posts on the reviewed forums (3.2, 3.8, 3.66, 3.79), with one comment illustrating 

this when discussing a GP’s dismissal of their own post-AAS use side effects, such as ‘severe 

depression’ and ‘erectile disfunction’, leading the poster to state that NHS healthcare services 

were “Fuckin useless!!!” (3.2) with regards to IPED use. The sentiment regarding healthcare 

providers perceived lack of knowledge was also evidenced in other threads: 

 

“[he] might have years of med school under him but doesn't know the 

first thing about AAS beyond that which you might read in a talk to frank 

pamphlet” 

- (3.79) 

 

“There is zero benefit to yourself and the doctors knowing you take 

AAS” 

- (3.8) 

 

During the first UK-wide lockdown of the COVID-19 pandemic, access to GP’s and other 

routine medical services were restricted, with even individuals with long-term serious 

illnesses facing cancelled appointments and limited access to services. As such, it is of no 

surprise that the already difficult to engage population of people who use IPEDs generally 

showed evidence across the assessed forums of restricting their engagement with many of the 

healthcare-based harm reductive techniques they had been employing prior to the pandemic, 

which is of particular importance when considering emerging data regarding the significant 

changes to use cycles (Dunn and Piatkowski, 2021). One forum poster stated:  
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“Adrenaline rush and overheating feeling kept me awake all night long. 

normally i would just do blood and get hormones checked but now with this 

covid 19 floating around i want nothing to do hospitals and clinics” 

- (4.7) 

 

Another commented that they had not followed their normal blood pressure testing routines 

due to the closures of public-access machines (i.e., within pharmacies) (4.14). Though there 

was some evidence of continuing engagement with healthcare (3.2), this was vastly 

outweighed with those discussing their hesitations to engage with these services and this 

being exaggerated due to lockdown restrictions. Further satirical comments were made 

disparagingly regarding harm reduction practices: 

 

“Harm reduction? Don’t need that, me and all my mates share the same 

needle for weeks at a time and we’re all fine :thumbup1: I already had 

HIV to start with so it’s not like I can catch it!” 

- (3.12) 

 

It would seem that the discussions observed across this selection of forums is indicative of 

not only the pre-existing difficulties of engagement with people who use IPEDs with 

healthcare services, but also potentially heightening levels of disillusionment, necessitated 

reduction of access and decreasing trust. Therefore, it is clear that now, more than ever, more 

practical resources need to be made available, both to healthcare providers and individuals 

who use IPEDs directly.  
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3.3bf IPED use in lockdown: Final remarks 

The data collected within this research has evidenced a number of important potential trends, 

adjustments and attitude changes amongst forum posters who self-report using IPEDs. 

Further research and evidence are required in order to substantiate a number of these 

anecdotal findings, but what is clear is that, much as it has affected the rest of society, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has certainly had had an impact on IPED use. It is not possible to 

foresee the longevity of this impact, however the evidence is indicative of significant changes 

to the rationalisation process surrounding individual use of IPEDs, and as such could be 

considered to be suggestive of a long-term influence on behaviours.  
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3.3c The body and body image  

 

"no girls like fat people" 

[Forum 2, Thread 1] 

 

The body as a concept is of particular importance to the data collected from these forums. 

With some of the most predominant goals of the use of IPEDs generally being related to the 

construction of body ideals, such as weight loss, muscular gain, and vascularity (Begley et 

al., 2017) it is of no surprise that considerations of physical appearance and body ideals were 

regular features in the comments across all assessed forums, which also featured in a lot of 

discussions regarding IPEDs. Johansson has stated that “In late modern societies, the body 

has become a project” (1996: 32); a rationale which is highly applicable to the cultures of 

fitness, bodybuilding and IPED use. It has also been argued that this pursuit of body image 

perfection as an active project lends itself to narcissistic ideals (Falk, 1994); a concept which 

can be seen throughout the assessed forums in a multitude of threads which act as fitness and 

body progress diaries. Within these threads, forum users regularly post progress pictures, diet 

plans and workout routines with often minimal response rates. The images posted are usually 

designed to highlight specific physical elements of the body and particular muscles, most 

frequently these are: biceps, quads, delts and abs (3.29). General body goals are often cited as 

muscle gain, fullness, and leanness (3.78). These body ideals continued, despite the impact of 

lockdown and the aforementioned frustrations with restrictions of accessibility to equipment 

and facilities. This is evidenced by comments posted during this period of lockdown which 

stated: 

“getting fat here in isolation” 

- (3.82) 
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“I’m obviously carrying a little fat still but I’m to greedy for abs” [sic] 

- (3.64) 

 

Much original research into the concept of the body, and specifically that relating to body 

ideals and societal pressures on said ideals, was focused on the female body (Frith and 

Gleeson, 2004), therefore highlighting the ideals of weight loss and hyper-sexualisation more 

than muscle gain. However, Gillen (2005) has noted that cultural ideals for both men and 

women do in fact include leanness and muscularity, albeit to differing degrees. As such they 

argued that “sociocultural pressure may lead both men and women to strive for muscle mass” 

(Gillen, 2005: 68) and that “Individuals who have higher positive body image may resist 

more harmful forms of muscle building to fit sociocultural appearance ideals and instead 

accept their bodies as they are” (Gillen, 2005: 68). There was some evidence of this 

acceptance within the assessed forums, with one comment responding on a thread asking for 

advice regarding the OP’s body image asserting: 

 

“appreciate your God-given body - because you are gorgeous the way you 

are!” 

- (2.9) 

 

However, the vast majority of comments within threads across all forums were that of 

negative body image, with commenters throughout referring to their goals of changing their 

body. One comment illustrating this attitude was posed by a 17-year-old who wrote to say: 
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“I am 17 years old, fairly skinny, and my overall goal is to bulk up, get 

more tones and to get stronger” 

- (2.8) 

 

This comment insinuates non-acceptance of their body (Gillen, 2005) despite, and perhaps in 

spite of, their youthful age. Another commenter posted saying: 

 

“I know it may sounds silly to some. But if I’ve lost allot of mass I feel 

I’m start fresh” [sic] 

- (3.63) 

 

Further evidencing the effects of lockdown on perceived body image. Though the attitudes 

and body goals discussed within the forums were most often directed at the self as opposed to 

others, there were observed instances of fatphobic language directed at others. Often these 

were discussed in relation to the female body, which will be covered in a later section, but 

there were also instances of this attitude being presented in relation to public figures: 

 

“By the time boris fatass reopens gym's” [sic] 

- (2.7) 

 

There was also evidence within the assessed forums of the maintenance of IPED use during 

lockdown, specifically in order to achieve these body goals. IPEDs are often considered 

specifically in relation to professional sports and bodybuilding specifically (Evans-Brown et 

al., 2012), and there is well-documented evidence of the use of AAS in particular for the 

purposes of improving appearances and to achieve body goals (Santos and Coomber, 2017). 
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Santos and Coomber noted though that these body images are often observed “beyond the 

traditional steroid using population of professional athletes and bodybuilders” (2017: 35). 

This consideration is of particular importance when applying the concepts of body image 

ideals to the assesses forums. Though some members may profess to be current or ex 

professional or amateur athletes, the majority are non-professional members of the fitness 

community. With the broadening reasons to and pressures from society to change the body 

and physical appearance (Fisher, 2002; Shilling, 2012), it is unsurprising that body image is a 

key concern to many forum posters, even when specifically asking for advice regarding 

IPEDs, intended cycles, vascularity, muscularity, and youthfulness (3.46, 3.52, 1.7, 3.9): 

 

“Best compounds for a cycle to look good? I would exclude tren because it 

gives a roid look” [sic] 

- (3.8)  

 

Similarly, a previously discussed trend of lowering motivation for fitness was observed 

throughout forums and is highlighted in literature, too (Kaur et al., 2020), however attitudes 

towards this varied. For instance, in an attempt to counter this, some forum users took to 

seeking motivational content within said forums. One example of this was a comment stating:  

 

“thought this might be good motivation so I wouldn’t mind seeing a few photos  

of everybody maybe a before training/ now and in beetween ,  timescale and if 

your natty would be good aswell il Post mine in a minute to be fair I’ve made 

much more progress then I relised even though I’m defantly still carrying some 

fat I’m much happier with how I look now” [sic] 

- (3.64) 
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As such, it is apparent that some individuals were able to either maintain their routines or at 

least adapt them in a way that still enabled them to achieve their body goals. The varying 

materials observed on these forums would suggest that the previous literature regarding IPED 

use, fitness and body image generally remained applicable throughout the period of COVID-

19 and lockdown for this cohort, despite differing fitness routines. 

 

3.3ca Body image and masculinities 

 

"I am a man. I lift weights and have been for decades.” 

[Forum 4, Thread 8] 

 

The previously discussed concepts surrounding body image, and particularly Gillen’s (2005) 

discussion regarding the impact of cultural ideals specific to gender identity, are directly 

relatable to the content observed within the assessed forums. Specifically, the observed 

content is most applicable to theoretical discussions regarding masculinities. ‘Masculinities’ 

is used here specifically as opposed to masculinity, because as outlined in the literature 

review, and as Connell highlights, it is necessary to accept the social construction of multiple 

masculinities in order to appropriately contextualise the role of gender in a contemporary 

society (Connell, 2005). Masculinities can be considered as concepts both enacted by the 

expression of specific characteristics (Kupers, 2005) or more generally as the relational 

power between gendered hierarchies (Christensen and Jensen, 2014). These discussions are 

relevant to the interpretation of this dataset due to the language, body ideals and reference to 

physical anatomy, which is often specific to that of Cisgender heterosexual (cis-het) male 

gender, sex, and sexuality. One example of this is a comment which says:  
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“I am a man. I lift weights and have been for decades” 

- (4.8) 

 

Furthermore, and specifically in relation to the role of cis-male physical anatomy were 

comments seen across predominantly forums 2 and 3 which either explicitly or indirectly 

referenced the male phallus. An example of this is seen in a comment:  

 

“We might have shrunken snibs but we are so hench all that weight behind it 

makes up for the lack of length/girth we’ve never had!” 

- (3.6) 

 

This statement directly links cis-male genitalia, body image ideals and societal constructions 

of masculinity. This trend was observed further in additional comments throughout multiple 

forums and threads, seen below and including the listing of penis measurement along with 

one posters fitness related statistics: 

 

“it means they train, unlike you, tiny bitch c0ck!” [sic] 

- (3.65) 

 

“Push Pull. 4 days per week. Weight - 65.7kg. Size - 6.3inches” 

- (2.5) 

 

Another thread on forum platform The Student Room (which did not meet the inclusion 

criteria of this research due to lack of the required date-controllable search function) 
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contained a comment which further linked these concepts to the use of IPEDs, with the 

statement that: 

 

“bodybuilding.com is full of men who think that the steroids that they use to 

make their muscles huge will make up for what they're truly lacking in - a 

personality and decent d*ck size since everyone knows steroids shrink that like 

crazy” [sic] 

- (Kaeden, 2016) 

-  

Tiggemann, Martins and Churchett (2008) discussed the societal construction of masculine 

body image and how this has expanded to include not only muscularity but leanness, and 

penis size considerations. With this research in mind then it is evidenced by this dataset that 

these ideals are consistent within the self-identified male posters within the assessed forums. 

This then seems to highlight the continued role of physical ideals and embodiment of 

gendered norms amongst this community, backing up the commonly asserted position that 

the desire to build muscle mass is, at least in part, an attempt to construct a masculine identity 

(Parkinson and Evans, 2006; Andreasson and Johansson, 2014).  

 

3.3cb Body image and popular culture 

 

"I was wondering judging from these pictures of me if you think If I worked 

hard enough I could somewhat look like Captain America” 

[Forum 4, Thread 6] 
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Much historical body image research is female-centric, as it has been long argued that 

societal, cultural, and internal body ideals are placed more excessively on women (Frith and 

Gleeson, 2004; Garner, 2012; Michaels, Parent and Moradi, 2013; Owen and Spencer, 2013; 

Garner, 2016). Often considered in line with these discussions is the significance of the media 

in the impact on these body ideals, with Gill (2012) states that Western societies are ever-

increasingly sexualised, with the media being an agent of influence due to its contemporary 

‘proliferation’ of sexualised imagery. 

 

Garner (2016) highlights the heteronormative nature of these mainstream medias, arguing 

that this, combined with the gendered asymmetry of the sex industry, positions heterosexual 

men as the majority actual and imagined consumer of sexualised media styles. However, 

even the research into body image and women has been fragmented, with Lowy et al. (2021) 

suggesting that historically this field of research has been culturally insensitive and not 

considered intersectional factors of influence. 

 

Though there is no doubt that these pressures are consistently targeted at women, it has meant 

that research into the cultural conformation of men to societal body image standards has a 

less extensive body of work, though this is continually improving. Whether the pressure 

observed by men to conform to body ideals is new, or if it is just being observed more within 

the last 25 years, it is undoubtable that a great deal of this pressure is reflected in, or stems 

from, popular culture (Weinke, 1998). Rohlinger (2002) referenced specific cultural factors 

such as the gay liberation movement of the 1960s as influential in subsequent depictions and 

representations of masculinity, further stating that contemporary advertisement increasingly 

objectifies and sexualises the male form. These considerations are key, as, as Pease (2010) 
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highlights, the exploration of the reproduction of societal inequality is often best observed 

through the daily lives of those with cultural power or privilege.  

 

Increasingly muscular representations of the idealised male form, alongside increasing male 

dissatisfaction with their body image (Frith and Gleeson, 2004), is indicative therefore of a 

potentially problematic link between these factors for men as much as it has been evidenced 

for women, too. Perhaps contradictory to previous considerations of the imagined consumer 

being consistently thought of as the heterosexual man, but in line with Rohlinger’s (2002) 

thoughts on the impact of cultural influences, is the findings of Michaels, Parent and Moradi 

(2013), who’s experimental study sought to test the effects of exposure to muscularity 

idealising media imagery on men’s body image. Their results highlighted that those of their 

participants who viewed muscularity-idealising media imagery did not in fact report more 

negative body image. However, they did find that sexual minority status did have an impact 

on body image, reporting more body dissatisfaction, surveillance and social physique anxiety 

compared to their heterosexual counterparts (Michaels, Parent and Moradi, 2013). This 

finding, though contradictory to some other research, and even the results of this very study, 

do at least highlight the continued importance of intersectional consideration in research 

regarding matters of gender and body image. 

 

When analysing muscularity and fitness, bodybuilding and excessive exercise have been 

noted as methods used by men as a way to try to achieve the aesthetic ideals set by society 

(Frith and Gleeson, 2004). This was evidenced in the assessed forums too, within which 

comments referenced fictional characters, celebrities, and professional sportspersons as their 

body goals: 
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“my next suggestion would be to find a celebrity or some other famous person 

with the body u want” [sic] 

- (4.6) 

 

Other forum posters referenced specific individuals such as Captain America (4.6), Dwayne 

‘The Rock’ Johnson (4.6), Rich Piana (3.43) or specific fitness scenes, such as a routine seen 

in the Hollywood film Baby Driver (4.1).  

 

Media consumption and celebrity have been closely linked to body dissatisfaction, and it is 

hypothesised that this is due to media objectification leading to viewers valuing celebrities 

for these same superficial qualities (Aruguete et al., 2014). This then can lead to self-

objectification, whereby individuals hold themselves to the same unrealistic standards the 

media hold celebrities to (Fredrickson et al., 1998; Strelan and Hargreaves, 2005). Aruguete 

et al.’s (2014) research furthered this, highlighting that, men who ‘worship’ celebrities are 

more likely to have eating disorders as well as general body dissatisfaction. As such, 

comparisons to celebrities’ body images as observed on the assessed forums are indicative of 

a continuing culture of self-objectification by this cohort of individuals. Furthermore, Strelan 

and Hargreaves (2005) looked at male self-objectification specifically to do with exercise and 

highlighted that these behaviours when connected to exercise and fitness activities are 

significantly negatively related to body esteem, and positively related to appearance-related 

reasons for exercise. As such, these results suggest that exercise and fitness, when conducted 

for appearance-related reasons, exacerbates the negative impact of self-objectification on 

esteem. When this is considered in the context of IPED use, an arguably extreme behaviour 

often in response to body image, the influence of self-objectification, arguably spurred by 
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contemporary media sources, cannot be ignored as a crucial and significant factor in the use 

and uptake of IPEDs. 

 

3.3cc The body and body image: Final remarks 

Considerations of body image and societal ideals are of great importance within any research 

discussing the use of IPEDs and/or fitness more broadly. Begley et al. (2017) highlighted 

specific physical goals as some of the most predominant reasons for the use of IPEDs, and it 

is evidenced by this research that these body goals have continued despite a significant period 

of unprecedented change. However, in both sections concerning masculinity and popular 

culture and their relation to body image, no evidence is provided that these attitudes and 

discussions were subject to any significant change specifically due to COVID-19 and 

lockdown. As such, the continuing of these discussions and comparisons despite changes to 

access and fitness routines is arguably significant. It is evidenced previously in this research 

that many individual’s fitness routines and styles were significantly interrupted and 

transformed by the transition into the COVID-19-induced lockdown. The data thus reveals no 

significant change in the influence of either masculinities or popular culture on body ideals, 

even during periods of mass political and societal instability. It is consequently evident that 

more needs to be done to ensure that these societal influences do not lead to problematic 

behaviours from both this cohort and wider.  
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3.3d Mental health, IPED use and COVID-19 

 

“I CANT DO THIS 

I WONT, NO! 

f**k THIS,  

ITS OVER, fu**ing LIFE IS POINTLESS” 

[Forum 3, Thread 38] 

 

Mental health was widely believed to have worsened throughout the first period of lockdown 

and beyond. Niedzwiedz et al.’s (2021) cross-sectional analysis of the UK Household 

Longitudinal Study evidenced a significant increase of psychological distress amongst the 

UK population, from 19.4% in 2017-2019 to 30.6% after one month of lockdown. The 

adjustment to daily routines, along with the uncertainty and unprecedented circumstances led 

to some media outlets referring to a “mental health crisis” (Wallis, 2021: 1). Dunn and 

Piatkowski (2021) further suggested that an increased awareness was needed about the 

potential mental health concerns resulting from disrupted or ceased IPED use, particularly if 

individuals were unable to access Post Cycle Therapy (PCT) due to COVID-19 restrictions.  

 

This was also a trend observed across all forums assessed as part of this research, with 21 

individual comments being tagged as indicative of or directly referencing mental health. One 

forum poster, when learning about gym closures in March 2020, stated: 

 

“Why is no one botherd about this. I’m having a fricking panic attack here. If 

gyms close for at least 4 weeks that’s it I’m done” [sic] 

- (3.68) 
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Upon learning of various restrictions on fitness facilities that were to be introduced upon 

reopening, such as limited numbers, maximum time limits and the closure of certain facilities, 

another forum user stated:  

 

“Powerlifters gonna be on suicide watch knowing they can only train for 45 

mins” [sic] 

- (3.10) 

 

Comments like these throughout the assessed forums evidence the importance of fitness and 

the associated facilities within this population. The reasons for this importance vary amongst 

the observed population. However, four trends were evidenced within the data relating to 

mental health, which are discussed in detail below. 

 

3.3da Body image and mental health 

 

“I don’t want to send pictures of how I look right now because I’m ashsamed 

of how skinny I am” [sic] 

[Forum 3, Thread 60] 

 

Mental health on these forums was discussed in relation to a number of factors, one of which 

was its association with body image. As previously mentioned, many forum users discussed 

their concerns regarding access to facilities and lacking motivation, and the subsequent 

perceived impact on their body image. Such concerns linked to wider issues of mental health 

and self-esteem. Gillen (2015) has noted the significant relationship between body image and 
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mental health in men, stating that a positive body image, though predominantly discussed in 

relation to female bodies, has “important - and perhaps similar – health advantages for men” 

(2015: 72), which was indicated within the forums: 

 

“I haven't worked out in two weeks. I feel like a blob” 

- (1.6) 

-  

The above comment evidencing the apparent link between these concepts amongst this 

population. This comment and those like it are indicative of the potentially significant 

impacts on and consequences of the closures of fitness facilities, not only for physical health, 

but for mental health too. Self-worth and body image have been linked in multiple studies 

(Cash and Fleming, 2002; Grogan and Richards, 2002) and particularly regarding men in a 

fitness context by Baker and Gringart (2009). Further comments evidencing the issue of 

mental health, self-worth and body image were displayed on forum 3, with one poster stating: 

 

“At this current my country is in quarantine and it seems like it will be 

like that for the next couple months so I want to workout at home ... 

Please I want motivation I don’t want to send pictures of how I look right 

now because I’m ashsamed of how skinny I am” [sic] 

- (3.60) 

 

This comment originated in a discussion thread regarding the lack of fitness motivation, 

seemingly supporting Kaur et al.’s (2020) findings that motivation has decreased, whilst also 

adding to these by suggesting a further impact of decreased body image satisfaction.  
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3.3db Therapeutic effects of the gym 

 

“it’s become more of a mental thing then physical... I need the therapy” 

[Forum 4, Thread 8] 

 

Another trend within the theme of mental health observed within the selected forums was 

discussion regarding the therapeutic effects of fitness generally, attending the gym, and the 

use of IPEDs to maintain mental health: 

 

“I had a serious accident at work few years back I cold turkied for 20 months. 

I won’t do that again the depression was the worst days of my life” [sic] 

- (3.30) 

 

This comment is in line with the findings discussed in Lindqvist et al.’s (2013) research, who 

showed that people who use(d) IPEDs were significantly more likely to have sought 

professional help for depression, at a rate of 13% comparatively to an average of 5%. The 

high likelihood of lifetime prevalence of mental health issues arising subsequent to the use of 

AAS, coupled with the increasing issues with mental health across the whole population due 

to COVID-19, is indicative of a significant issue for the IPED using population group.  

 

The therapeutic effects of ‘the gym’ as a place of stress relief, grounding and energy releasing 

were also cited throughout: 
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“I train for my mental health more so than physical health. It’s an awesome 

way of relieving stress that creates anxiety” 

- (3.80) 

 

“I have no idea what the hell to do. This will be the longest duration I’ve ever 

gone without the gym since I started going. Physical aspects aside, the gym is 

where I went to burn off the frustrations of the day. I needed that…” 

- (4.2) 

 

These findings are not surprising, as it has been shown often that physical activity is 

important for mental health, particularly in the instances of depression and anxiety (Paluska 

and Schwenk, 2000). Though regular physical activity has not been concretely evidenced to 

prevent the onset of depression, exercise in general, including strength training, has been 

shown to reduce depressive symptoms significantly (Paluska and Schwenk, 2000). With these 

findings in mind, it is of no surprise, but still of significant importance, that such a prevalence 

of negatively impacted mental health was discovered across the assessed forums. The anxiety 

and depressive symptoms discussed were often due to inability to release negative energy, 

due to restricted home fitness set ups: 

 

“It's been 9 days since gyms closed around here and I'm starting to feel 

emotional loss. My lady, for the longest time believes that I have sensory issues 

and that weightlifting is what keeps me in line. Keeps me grounded. Sane. It's 

getting really hard for me. I need to actually lift some damn weights. This 

home shit isn't cutting it anymore” 

- (4.2) 
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“Its therapeutic. No amount of bodyweight squats is gonna replace that fer 

me” [sic] 

- (4.8) 

 

As such, the impact of the pandemic on the physical accessibility of fitness facilities is not 

only demonstrated within the assessed forums as a concern for physical gains and lifestyle 

maintenance, but also on mental health.  

 

3.3dc Problematic exercise 

Contrastingly to those whose mental health was impacted by a reduction in fitness, there are 

also comments indicative of an increase in physical exercise. Research has shown that 

significant impacts to lifestyle create an increased likelihood of problematic behaviours, 

including exercise (Dores et al., 2021). COVID-19 and the subsequent lockdowns certainly 

constitute a significant impact to lifestyle, and Dores et al. (2021) also further highlighted the 

potential for this problematic exercise to lead to an increased use of IPEDs and found that 

these behaviours were significantly impacted upon by body-related anxiety and self-criticism. 

Though there was limited evidence for these activities displayed in the assessed forums, there 

was some mention regarding increasing exercise levels: 

 

“Please motivate and reccomend me semi-decent workouts that will help me 

build muscle. I thought this is the perfect opportunity to get fit and get the body 

I want due to the coronavirus :)” [sic] 

- (3.60) 
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It is plausible therefore that, considering the worldwide nature of the pandemic, some 

members of fitness communities will have increased their exercise levels significantly, to 

problematic levels, as a way of coping with the and reacting to the global changes.  

 

3.3dd Social spaces 

 

“I do miss the occasional banter with the "bros" in the gym” 

[Forum 1, Thread 2] 

 

The above quoted forum user directly highlights another impact on the closure of fitness 

facilities, with regards to the social element of gym attendance. Hallett and Lamont (2014) 

highlighted the important role of socialising within gyms for many attendees. When typifying 

three distinct types of exercisers, they found three predominant themes of gym attendees: 

‘workers’; ‘groupers’; and, of particular importance to this research; ‘socialisers’ (Hallett and 

Lamont, 2014). Of this ‘socialisers’ group, many participants identified the importance of the 

gym in maintaining social networks, and even those whose predominant intention of 

attending the gym was ‘just to work out’ benefited from small social interactions from other 

regular attendees (Hallett and Lamont, 2014). As such, it is arguable that the lack of access to 

these facilities is evidently not only impacting upon physical access to equipment and space, 

but to the social connections formed within these spaces. Seligman (2011) evidenced the 

importance of socialisation on the maintenance of mental health generally. Such evidence has 

been furthered by Niedzwiedz et al.’s (2021) assertion that mental health was significantly 

negatively impacted by lockdown, alongside Hallett and Lamont’s (2014) findings regarding 

the gym as a social space. Such studies emphasise the potentially problematic impact of gym 

closures on sociality, particularly regarding the regular gym attending sub-population.  
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3.3de Mental health, IPED use and COVID-19: Final remarks 

It is apparent throughout the assessed forums that, as evidenced in much contemporary 

literature (Niedzwiedz, 2021), the negative impacts of COVID-19 on societal mental health 

are also seen amongst the posters within these forums. Displayed in many sub-themes and 

forms, the coherent link between all aspects of mental health discussed within the assessed 

posts was worsening mental health due to the restrictions access to fitness spaces (as 

discussed in 3.3aa). These spaces not only necessitated the adjustment of fitness routines and 

behaviours, but provided spaces for socialising, maintaining body image and stress relief. The 

lack of access to these would appear to have influenced a number of negative mental health 

response from fitness forum users. The longevity of this impact remains unknown, however 

Zoob Carter, Boardley and van de Ven (2021) evidenced that other initial impacts of the 

pandemic (e.g., reduced IPED consumption) settled after the first period, so it is possible that 

mental health followed this pattern, too. 

 

  



 

 147 

3.3e Masculinities, sex, and sexuality 

Upon the analysis of forums to determine all present themes, a number of themes which 

directly related to discussions of masculinities, sex and sexuality. For instance: 

• Attitudes towards women (i.e., body shaming, hyper-sexual language/behaviours)  

• Attitudes towards sexuality (i.e., use of homophobic language) 

• Masculinities (i.e., idealised masculine traits/behaviours) 

 

The below content will be considered separately in order to highlight some of the present 

attitudes towards, and discussions regarding, three major separate components that fall under 

the subcategory of ‘masculinities, sex and sexuality’. Namely: (1) attitudes towards women; 

(2) the standardisation of heterosexuality and (3) the hyper-sexualisation of female forum 

posters. Though not all of the selected content directly applies to COVID-19 specific 

contexts, it was still deemed pertinent in order to expose the broader picture of general 

attitudes presented within the assessed forums. The exploratory nature of this research has 

ensured that all sub-themes, which have a general relation to the 5 over-arching themes, can 

be explored in order to reveal previously un-researched areas of interest within this sub-

population.  

 

3.3ea Attitudes towards women 

 

“I'm all for masks cover all them ugly women up” [sic] 

[Forum 3, Thread 7] 

 

Kupers (2005) highlights the presence of the ‘devaluation of women’ as a major component 

of both toxic and hegemonic masculinities in contemporary society. The concept of the 
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devaluation of women can be applied to two themes of content observed within the forums 

researched here, these are: attitudes towards women and the hyper-sexualisation of female 

forum posters. Turning first to the former of these themes, a number of comments were 

observed throughout three of four assessed forums (1, 3 and 4). In a male-dominated online 

arena, the role of a virtual safe space was utilised in this context for a predominantly negative 

display of attitudes by forum posters. It is, however, important to highlight the range of 

language used throughout these forums, as well as contextual elements of the discussions. For 

instance, a full thread discussing the difference in women’s bodies and their reactions to the 

use of IPEDs was observed (3.59), within which the predominantly male posters discussed 

the roles of female-specific hormones in weight gain, as well as the benefits, risks, and 

reasons for use of testosterone amongst women. Trott (2020) observed that, within online 

contexts, there exists a layering of masculinities and gender roles as a whole. These roles are 

said to often be both contradictory and/or passive, but nonetheless they are both active and 

complicit factors contributing to hegemonic attitudes online. However, the majority of 

observed comments regarding women contained objectively negative language, regardless of 

context. As such, it will be argued throughout the following section that during the period of 

lockdown, attitudes towards women as discussed in online forums were not only inherently 

negative, but active displays of hegemonic and toxic masculinities within these communities.  

 

One regular theme of discussion observed was the concept of women not being ‘trustworthy’: 

 

“women are true snakes lol” 

- (3.71) 

 

“I wouldn't trust my missus not to fvck it up but I'd happily do it myself” [sic] 
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- (3.73) 

 

“Yeah this is why I've never told any of my partners about my AAS use, don't 

care about all that honestly nonsense, it's just giving them ammo to f**k you 

over with eventually. Had too many bad experiences with women to trust them 

with that knowledge” 

- (3.71) 

 

Ging (2019) suggests that the assertion of tropes that demean women, including that of being 

untrustworthy, is an active reassertion of male cultural dominance and misogyny in action. It 

can be counter-argued by Marche’s (2016) conceptual argument that the use of language 

online is not always representative of an individual’s true self, rather it is a performance of 

fantasy indulgence. If the second perspective is taken, it is therefore not viable to suggest that 

the individual comments observed within these forums were representative of any one 

individual in ‘real-life’, let alone an entire community of men. Despite this, though, Ging 

(2019) reasserts the relevance of these online communications, suggesting that to overlook or 

dismiss these online behaviours, be they performances or not, is to ignore the real issue. 

Furthering this argument is the assertion that multiple and hybrid masculinities are regularly 

performed in different social contexts, in order to maintain male hegemony (Demtriou, 2001; 

Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005; Ging, 2019), and as such, the context of misogyny being 

positioned in a virtual and online environment is no different. 

 

Baudrillard’s concept of ‘hyperreality’ has also been applied to the performativity of the 

online world, with Nunes stating that the internet “abandons ‘the real’ for the hyperreal by 

presenting an increasingly real simulation of a comprehensive and comprehendible world” 
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(1995: 314), which Baudrillard hypothesised would lead to the fated catastrophe of 

‘hypertelia’, whereby the intricacies of a model, in this case the internet, overtakes the 

sophistication of the reality it situates within (Nunes, 1995). Baudrillard further stated that 

though the internet (or as he referred to it, cyberspace) could cause a ‘distortion’ of 

personality, it was not all-consuming, instead reflecting an individual’s personality in that 

context alone (Smith, 2015). However, despite this, Baudrillard also referred to the possibility 

of individuals being “taken hostage … by his own tool” (Smith, 2015: 110). Applying this to 

the behaviours observed within this forum research, arguably Baudrillard and hyperreality 

would suggest that these forums have developed their own realities and norms, which are not 

necessarily reflective of the individual participants true selves. As such, arguably a state of 

‘hypertelia’ has been reached, whereby the online spaces own languages, rules and norms 

take priority, and regardless of whether the individuals are all-consumed or taken hostage by 

this media form, the outcome of distorted personalities to align with the norms of the 

‘hypertelia’ state forums is the outcome.  

 

Another element of discussion encountered across the assessed forums was the broad theme 

of language, often derogatory, aimed specifically at the physical appearance of women, with 

one example being a comment referring to women who worked out in crop tops as “skanks” 

(1.1). This comment was in stark contrast to the thread in general agreement that it was 

acceptable for men to exercise with no top on at all (1.5). However, it is noted that some 

comments within this thread did state that this was only the case for men who were “hot”, 

“muscular” or “had a good physique” (1.5).  

 

The use of derogatory language regarding the physical appearances of women varied in 

context, however, importantly was often specifically contextualised with unambiguous 
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reference to the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, comments containing derogatory 

language aimed at women were also seen referencing COVID-19 specific situations (e.g., UK 

‘Clap for NHS’), or referencing pandemic-specific wear (e.g., face coverings): 

 

“The fat blonde f**k across the road from me comes out looking disgusting in 

her yoga pants” 

- (3.1) 

 

“I'm all for masks cover all them ugly women up” 

- (3.1) 

 

 “Just get a fat girlfriend :D” (3.65) was another comment observed to have received a lot of 

positive reactions in one thread, further highlighting the emphasis placed upon female 

appearance, and specifically in relation to body size. The singularising of the female identity 

relating only to their appearance, specifically through the use of derogatory language, 

highlights the toxic nature of the discussions relating to masculinities, sex and sexuality 

within the assessed forums. There were, however, threads that displayed positive attitudes 

towards female bodies (3.59), and one commenter stated their dislike of the sexualised male 

gaze on women in a fitness context, stating: 

 

“I too hate men’s who stare at women lifting weights, often in the squat racks” 

[sic] 

- (1.8) 

 



 

 152 

Despite this, though, the predominant themes of discussions were inherently negative towards 

women, specifically in relation to physical appearance, which is indicative of the 

aforementioned ‘safe space’ provided by these forums arguably being dependent on at least 

one criterion, masculinity, and serves to highlight further the role of hegemonic and toxic 

masculinities present within this online space. 

 

Sexism can be seen in an abundance of forms (Gurney, 1985). One key form applicable to 

these findings is the concept of ‘benevolent sexism’, whereby attitudes towards women are 

held and perpetuated that restrict women to stereotypes within restricted roles and can often 

be related to appearance (Glick and Fliske, 1997). Key to this form of benevolent sexism is 

that the communication of these attitudes can be positive in tone, evidencing that sexism does 

not require overt aggressive language and behaviour in order to be embodied and perpetuated. 

Nichols research in a rugby club (2018) refers to behaviour similar to that observed in the 

forums as ‘mischievous masculinities’, where the use of ‘banter’ in male-dominated 

environments aids in the construction (and de-construction) of sexist ideas. They further 

argued that it is this framing of ‘banter’ upholds and enables a subtle form of sexism within 

which men have agency regarding their participation within it, depending on social settings, 

and importantly, one which they are aware and conscious of, but with the minimisation of 

this behaviour as humour, continue to participate in (Nichols, 2018). This has specifically 

been observed within fitness settings, too. Clark (2018) found that men in gym environments 

make sexist comments seemingly freely, due to their positioning within the ‘safe space’ of 

their environment, and that the use of humour is done in order to create camaraderie and 

removing responsibility (Lakoff, 1990). These accounts of ‘indirect sexism’ (Mills, 2008) 

through language, though subtle, are reflective of behaviours and ideals closely associated 
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with traditional hegemonic masculinities, in line with other findings within this netnographic 

research. 

 

3.3eb Heteronormativity in fitness forums 

 

“Nothing to see here, just another skinny f**got.” 

[Forum 3, Thread 21] 

 

As observed in earlier sections of this chapter, the social role of the gym was mentioned 

throughout these forums, and specifically in relation to access to women. Though no full 

threads were dedicated to this topic, there were a number of extended conversations 

highlighting the role of the gym as a place for heterosexual flirtation (1.1). As well as this, 

there were comments linking masculine body image to fitness as a way to impress women: 

 

“you do the work in the gym and can have all the woman you want outside the 

gym” 

- (4.5) 

 

Johansson’s (1996) research identified the sexualised male gaze as a common feature within 

gyms, and one that was largely unwelcomed by the women who were subjected to it. In 

relation to gendered theory, it can be argued that the dominating effect of the male gaze 

(Johansson, 1996) provides further evidence of hegemonic masculinity within fitness spaces. 

With specific relation to the COVID-19 lockdown, many forum users commented to express 

missing this interaction: 
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“I do miss the eye candy to look at” 

- (1.3) 

 

“I do miss the gyms because I see random hotties” 

- (1.6) 

 

“A lot of guys probably also miss being near the females at the gym. Many are 

coed. I miss the running events for that reason – meeting women. They tend to 

open up to me after the ten mile mark” [sic] 

- (1.6) 

 

Other comments throughout the assessed forums, but with particular prevalence on forum 3, 

displayed a considerable amount of homophobic, ‘othering’, language (Turnock and 

Townshend, 2022). ‘Online othering’ was specifically discussed by Harmer and Lumsden 

(2019) who said that othering behaviour in online spaces is arguably independent, though 

interrelated, to other in traditional communication forms, arguably due to the more 

anonymous nature of online platforms. They further argued that these online othering 

behaviours can exacerbate traditional offline offences, which when considered in the context 

of the homophobic attitudes observed herein, is a cause for significant concern: 

 

“I’ll leave the staring at vest wearing men in gyms to you, you queer knob” 

- (3.1) 

 

“nothing to see here, just another skinny f**got” 

- (3.21) 
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“maybe hes a closet f*g. Bet hes a natty too. Only the strong will survive” 

- (3.28) 

 

O’Brien, Shovelton and Latner (2013) highlighted that male physical education students were 

likely to strongly associate perceived upper body strength and athletic self-concept with anti-

gay attitudes. Though not a directly comparable study, it can be argued here that similar 

attitudes are being displayed by the (predominantly male) posters of these online fitness 

forums, suggesting a potential link between ideals of fitness and anti-gay and/or homophobic 

attitudes. Furthering this correlation, it has also been suggested that “physical identity and 

athletic attributes based around masculine ideals also appear to contribute to this prejudice in 

males” (O’Brien, Shovelton and Latner, 2013: 891). The homophobic language displayed on 

the assessed forums can be further connected to the enaction of aforementioned attitudes of 

social dominance and authoritarian aggression (O’Brien, Shovelton and Latner, 2013); traits 

which are directly correlated with concepts regarding toxic, hegemonic masculinities (Ging, 

2019).  

 

Though the comments displayed do not specifically highlight any change in attitude, 

behaviour or posting attitudes related to the topic of heteronormativity specifically due to the 

COVID-19 lockdown, they do serve to highlight a problematic element of these unregulated/ 

self-regulated fitness forums. The perpetuation of inherently negative and derogatory beliefs, 

attitudes and languages enabled by such online platforms contribute to the active othering of 

a population within our society.  

 



 

 156 

3.3ec Sexualisation of female forum users 

 

“Damn i’d love to eat that off Anna’s naked body…” 

[Forum 3, Thread 20] 

 

Much as was seen with the attitudes displayed within the assessed forums to women more 

generally, there was a trend of extreme hyper-sexualisation of any posters who were openly 

female. This was especially evidenced if any female poster would share an image of their 

fitness progress, with commenters referring to them as “hot” (4.2) and requesting that the 

female poster sext them (4.2). The hyper-sexualisation of women within fitness communities 

is documented extensively (Adreasson and Johansson, 2013; Graham, McKenna, and 

Fleming, 2013). It is arguable that these behaviours of hyper-sexualisation of the female form 

within sport is representative of the prevalence of hegemonic masculine identities within said 

communities, with Adreasson and Johansson stating that “To a great extent, fitness and gym 

culture is defined and developed in relation to a historical pattern of dynamic and hegemonic 

masculinity” (2013: 3). It is also argued in literature that these attitudes and behaviours 

present a significant barrier to female inclusion within sports generally (Sprake, Wynne and 

Wynne, 2014); a barrier that may also be felt in regard to engaging with these online 

communities, too. Johansson (1996) highlighted individual responses to the sexualised male 

gaze within a gym context. Though some women reported feeling indifferent or even actively 

enjoyed the gaze, many others would enact physically protective measures, such as avoiding 

looking in the direction of the men, or even physically covering their bodies with oversized 

clothing when needing to walk past the “male space” (Johansson, 1996: 38). It is arguable 

that the presence of this within these forums was perhaps exaggerated by the lack of access to 

the physical spaces for fitness, however without a directly comparable study completed 

within a previous timeframe it is impossible to draw this conclusion. 
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With all of the aforementioned potential positives and benefits of these online communities, it 

is therefore important that further work is done to ensure the inclusion of all who wish to 

participate in these forums. Each forum assessed reported having some form of moderator or 

admin team, in what was often a self-regulated attempt to enforce the community’s rules. 

However, with the data collected as outlined above, it is clear that ensuring the inclusion and 

safe online environments for all potential forum users is not a regulation which is consistently 

prioritised for all.  

 

3.3ed Masculinities, sex, and sexuality: Final remarks 

 

Maskalan (2019) stated that: 

“In sports and beyond, hegemonic masculinity implies being primarily white, 

middle-class and heterosexual, able-bodied and morally superior, meat-eating 

and iron-pumping, assertive, aggressive and competitive, exercising control 

over personal life and dominance over somebody else’s life. At the same time, 

it implies a deep disregard for alternative masculinities, femininities and 

especially feminine physicality” 

(Maskalan, 2019: 294) 

 

The evidence produced by this study serves to support this statement and, by doing so, further 

highlights the apparent ideological dominance of these attitudes within this community.  

 

The trends discussed above are just some of the sub-themes found within the assessed 

forums, with many more available within the raw data. It is also important to highlight here 

that often these themes were not singular, and content between subsections would be 
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interlinked. For instance, with regards to the value placed upon the physical appearance of 

women and the gym as a space to enable heterosexual flirtation, these are often premises 

which have a great deal of overlap within the collected data. This is evidenced by one forum 

poster, who wrote that: 

 

“if gyms reopen in phase 1, young attractive women will be getting mobbed!” 

- (1.1) 

 

Considering the collected data in line with some of the research within this space serves to 

highlight the continued role of the arguably toxic, hegemonic masculinities within the online 

communities assessed. Despite, and perhaps in some instances in spite of the COVID-19 

lockdown, these attitudes, which had previously been evidenced in the physical spaces of 

gyms (Johansson, 1996), have continued in an online context. Therefore, with the ever-

increasing role of the online sphere in all elements of daily human life, including fitness, it is 

imperative that further explorations of these gendered, and often problematic, attitudes and 

behaviours are undertaken.  

 

3.4 Limitations 

As in all research there are of course a number of limitations to the collected data and its 

subsequent application to the discussion. Predominantly these relate to methods of data 

collection, analysis, researcher bias and data restrictions, all of which will be discussed 

below. 

 

Thematic analyses of content are not without fault methodologically speaking due to their 

reliance on both researcher impartiality and clarity of intent, which is particularly subjective 
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when utilising data from a casual and often social environment such as an online forum. The 

impact of bias can manifest in two significant ways within this research. Firstly, the 

researcher’s individual understandings and interpretations of the analysed content and the 

language within these cannot be heard, particularly due to the online nature of the data, and 

therefore interpretation of words may differ significantly (Solymosi, Bowers and Fujiyama, 

2018). Furthermore, due to the researcher (HDT) not being involved in the subculture of 

research personally, it is possible that culture-specific language and terminologies may be 

misinterpreted.  

 

The second significant potential area of bias within the collected data stems from the data 

itself. The users of these forums are doing so in a casual and unmonitored manner, and as 

such there is the potential for discussion and language that is not reflective of real-life 

practices (Ging, 2019), however this limitation can be reduced with the argument that 

regardless of intention of reflection of reality, if the result and output is the same, then the 

findings are still reflective of behaviours (Ging, 2019).  

 

A further limitation of this research is in the limited sample size and time frame, due to time 

restrictions. As such, whilst it is possible that the findings presented below could have 

broader applications the phenomenon of IPED consumption amongst men, the social 

specificities observed online in forums mean that the observed discourses cannot be applied 

more widely (Kozinets and Handelman, 1998). However, despite this limitation, this 

exploratory research provides unique insight into the impacts of COVID-19 on these 

communities, as well as the broader theme of idealised masculinities. 
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Similarly restrictive are the inclusion and exclusion criterion, as well as the content strategy 

and selected search terms. Though efforts were made to ensure that the search terms would 

provide the greatest number of relevant results, it is possible that use of alternative 

terminologies would have yielded differing results. Cooper (1998) highlights the limitations 

involved with researcher discretion, stating in the context of literature reviews that “even if a 

database were to have exhaustive coverage of the journals that are relevant to a topic, 

searchers will not necessarily be able to describe their topic in a manner that ensures they are 

able to uncover every relevant article in it” (Cooper: 1998: 61); a sentiment comparable to the 

online forum search undertaken in this research. 

 

Though the above limitations are acknowledged, because the objective of this research is to 

explore an under-researched field it is thought that these limitations will not negatively 

impact on the ability of this research to competently explore the research objectives. Though 

the use of netnographic approaches is a relatively new methodology, this approach best 

addresses this research’s data, availability, and access requirements.
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CHAPTER 4: A CROSS-SECTIONAL INVESTIGATION OF 

PERCEPTIONS AND EMBODIMENTS OF GENDER AMONGST 

MEN WHO USE(D) IPEDS 

The following chapter will continue to assess the overall research themes of this thesis 

through a second research method. Utilising anonymous surveys completed by people who 

use IPEDs, currently or in the past, the collected data hopes to provide additional insight to 

the overall research, as well as providing additional context to the findings from the 

netnographic forum analysis. These findings will add to a growing field of research where 

social impacts are considered in relation to the use of IPEDs. Though the field is expanding, 

there is yet to be a study following a multi-method approach to specifically research concepts 

of masculinity and how (and if) they relate to IPED use. Furthermore, this research is 

positioned within a unique period of time, during the COVID-19 pandemic, and thus provides 

additional insight into the impacts of the pandemic on the target population. The following 

section will follow a similar structure to that laid out within the netnographic forum analysis 

chapter, whereby after the results have been outlined and key themes have been identified, 

the discussion will contextualise these key thematic findings within existing literature final 

remarks for each content theme in-situ. 
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 4.1 Methods 

The following chapter’s research expands upon existing cross-sectional survey-based 

methodologies, utilising an online survey which involves the qualitative analysis of mixed 

data types including written word, Likert scales and submitted original images. Survey 

methodologies are used extensively throughout all fields of research, and within Criminology 

specifically it is estimated that around 20% of all published journal articles rely on survey 

data alone (Kraska, Brent and Newman, 2020). Due to the exploratory nature of this thesis, 

this method enables the collection of a variety of data types, helping to building the broad 

picture of the researched topic. The research design was informed by the review of other 

survey-based research in the fields of masculinities (Rubin, Blackwell, and Conley, 2020) 

and IPEDs (Ip et al., 2012; Begley et al., 2017; Bonnecaze, O’Connor and Aloi, 2020), and 

also within the relation to gender and IPED use, too (Goldman, Pope and Bhasin, 2019). The 

unique nature of this research however is the intent to observe both of these concepts 

together. 

 

The survey was developed in Autumn of 2020 and disseminated in the Spring of 2021. Due 

to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic it was determined that the cross-sectional survey would 

include to questions specifically relating to the pandemic, asking participants about the 

impact on exercise routines and IPED use during this time. Emerging research has evidenced 

the significant impact on patterns of use of IPEDs throughout this time (Gibbs, 2021). To 

mitigate the potential impact of this on participant recruitment the participant criteria stated 

that the participants did not need to be current consumers of IPEDs but could have done so in 

the past and no longer partake.  
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4.1a Participants 

There was a maximum threshold of participants of 15, this figure was developed because the 

data being collected was extensively qualitative and as such the findings are intended to 

provide insight as opposed to being representative of an entire participant cohort.  A 

participant criterion was developed for contribution to this research, which was 

communicated to participants in a dedicated information page. Participants were then asked 

to confirm that they matched the criteria on the ‘general information’ page, prior to the 

survey beginning (viewable in appendices).  

 

4.1aa Inclusion criteria 

Participants were required to be 18+ in order to contribute to this research. Furthermore, 

participants must be a person who uses, or used, IPEDs. Both the impact of COVID-19 

changing IPED usage patterns (Gibbs, 2021), as well as the reflective nature of the questions, 

meant that current consumption of IPEDs was not necessary for the information required for 

this research. Additionally, participants must identify as male, either biologically or by 

gender identity. As outlined in the literature review, this thesis conceptualises gender identity 

as a socially constructed entity, and as such birth-assigned gender was not a requirement of 

participation.  

 

4.1ab Participant recruitment 

Participants were recruited through online platforms, initially via the researcher’s personal 

social media accounts, such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. The link to participate was 

also shared in two online steroid-centric forums: UKMuscle and Reddit (r/steroids). 

Recruitment via online platforms has been used in a multitude of previous research surveys 

(Perry et al., 2005; Parkinson and Evans, 2006; Ip et al., 2015) though is not without its 

potential pitfalls. The recruitment of participants online does have the potential to limit 
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participant profiles, due to factors such as disparity in ages of internet users and factors such 

as internet access (Whitehead, 2007), however Gosling et al. (2004) found that internet-

derived samples, though not representative of population, are often more diverse in terms of 

gender and ethnic diversity than found within surveys utilising other traditional recruitment 

methods. Furthermore, due to the aforementioned qualitative and exploratory nature of this 

research, generalisability of findings was not an intended outcome and as such this was not 

seen as a significant issue to the research. 

 

4.1ac Participant consent 

Upon clicking the link to the research survey, participants were directed to a general 

information and consent page, where they were given a tick box to confirm that they matched 

the participant criteria, and that they consented to discuss their current or past consumption of 

IPEDs. They were also informed of their right to anonymity, right to withdraw, and the 

GDPR considerations. The full copy of this survey information page is available in the 

appendices.   
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4.1b Research design 

The cross-sectional survey design was developed using the university-approved platform 

‘Online Surveys’ and was designed to collect a variety of data types, including validated 

psychometric scales, multiple choice, written word, and images in order to respond to 

research objectives 1-5. The design was informed by existing research in the field (Jennings 

et al., 2014), but further introduced the collection of a wider variety of data types, in order to 

provide this exploratory research with an effectively broad overview and insight into the 

wide-ranging topics being explored. Almalki (2016: 288) said of these mixed method 

approaches that “the use of differing approaches has the potential to provide a greater depth 

and breadth of information which is not possible utilising singular approaches in isolation”. 

The breadth of insight available through mixed methods approaches affords the best 

opportunities for informed debate, without restricting opportunities for discovery (Almalki, 

2016). 

 

The resulting output was that of a self-completion cross-sectional survey, titled “The Impact 

of Idealised Gender Identities on the Uptake of Image and Performance Enhancing Drugs 

(IPEDs)”, containing 11 independent questions, a total of 32 queries when including sub-

questions, and one image upload. The full survey is viewable in the appendices. The survey 

had an ethics-approved time period to be online for 1 month from going live. 

 

The survey sought to explore the research objectives 1-5 by collecting a variety of data types 

relevant to each objective. Whilst there are some questions which provide data overlapping a 

number of objectives, the following order evidences the predominant data sources per 

research objective. 
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Objective (1) relates to exploring motivations amongst men for their uptake of IPEDs, and 

data will be provided relating to this topic by the following survey questions: 

1. What IPEDs did/do you use, and what motivated you to begin your use of these 

substances? (Free text) 

2. Are you aware of any risks associated with use of your chosen IPEDs? (Yes/No) 

2a. Have you ever experienced any negative consequences and/or side effects 

due to your use of IPEDs? (Yes/No) 

2.a.i. If you answered yes, please briefly explain what consequences and/or 

side effects you experienced due to your IPED use (Free text). 

4. Body image Likert scale adapted from Tylka, Bergeron, and Schwartz (2005) and 

including questions regarding comparison to other male bodies, self-consciousness, 

and negative emotional impact of body image attitudes (Scale from never to usually) 

4a. Additional comments (free text) 

7. Male Body Attitudes Likert scale adapted from Tylka, Bergeron, and Schwartz 

(2005) and including statements such as ‘I wish I was stronger’ and ‘I feel satisfied 

with the size and shape of my body’ (Scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree) 

 7a. Do you have a particular focus on adding muscle to specific body 

parts/muscle groups when working out? (e.g., abs, arms, chest, legs, or no particular 

focus) (Free text) 

 

Objective (2) is to investigate the articulation of masculinities and gender identities amongst 

men who consume(d) IPEDs, which data is provided for through the responses to survey 

questions: 

3. Write 5 points on what ‘masculinity’ or ‘being a man’ means to you. (Free text) 
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Objective (3) seeks to identify the extent to which contemporary idealised masculinities 

contribute to the objectification and fetishization of the body, data for which will be provided 

by the following survey questions: 

5. Please upload a picture and briefly explain how you have posed in the picture you 

submitted and why. For instance, are you trying to highlight a particular muscle? Or 

hiding a particular part of your body? (Free text) 

6. In your opinion, are there pressures upon men to look a certain way in 2021? 

(Yes/No) 

6a. If you answered yes, where do you believe these pressures stem from? 

(Free text) 

 

Objective (4) intends to analyse the connection between IPED use and constructions of 

gender in multicultural and capitalist societies, which the following data will be utilised for: 

 8. How often do you access social media? (Multiple choice) 

8a. Do you follow social media accounts related to fitness and/or body image? 

(Yes/No) 

8ai. If you selected yes, can you provide the names of some of these accounts, 

along with the platform you follow them on? (Free text) 

 

Objective (5) wishes to observe the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on motivations for 

IPED consumption. The following questions will provide data for the exploration of this 

theme: 

 9. Did COVID-19 impact on your working out routine? (Yes/No) 

9a. If you selected yes, please briefly explain in what ways and why your 

workout routines were impacted upon by COVID-19 (Free text) 
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10. If you are a current consumer of IPEDs, did COVID-19 impact on your use of 

these substances? (Yes/No/Not applicable) 

10a. If you selected yes, briefly explain in what ways COVID-19 impacted on 

your use of IPEDs (Free text) 

 

Participants were also given a final free text space in which to provide any additional 

comments. Though this survey intends to be predominantly qualitative in its results, which is 

reflected in the majority of the questions used, it was determined that incorporating the Likert 

scales would provide an overview of associated feelings to body image amongst the 

participant cohort. Though these insights will not be generalisable due to the small number of 

participants, their presence provides a snapshot overview of each participants’ views on the 

topic, before then asking them to expand upon this in a qualitative nature.  
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4.1c Data presentation 

The predominant consideration regarding the presentation of data within this survey relates to 

ensuring anonymity of the participants. Banks (2014) highlights that the maintenance and 

communication of effective anonymisation ensures the protection of trust between the 

researcher and participant, encouraging more open responses.  

 

One of the biggest potential impacts on the effective anonymisation of participants for this 

investigation is through the uploading of images. Images were requested from participants in 

order to analyse the presentation of physique through pose, stance and angling. The images 

have been included in the appendices of this thesis (viewable under “Images (Anonymised)”), 

however, will not be included in any subsequent publications or public sharing of this work. 

Even in the appendices all images submitted for this survey have been extensively redacted to 

ensure anonymity. These redactions include the positioning of blackout boxes over faces, any 

identifying background objects, and any clearly visible tattoos or body-markers.  

 

Due to the body-specific nature of the images, the redaction of body-markers and tattoos was 

completed as their unique nature and positioning makes them key identifiers. All images and 

the following questions whereby they discuss their image were also randomly allocated a 

letter from A-M. This means that they are not linkable to the other survey responses, and as 

such any responses in the rest of the survey could not be linked to any which individual. The 

images were stored only in this renamed and redacted. Versions in a locked, password-

protected folder on the universities secure hard drive system, and the photo properties data 

was wiped where possible.  
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Wiles et al. (2012) suggest that this should not restrict researchers from utilising images in 

research, merely that researchers doing so should engage with the surrounding debates 

regarding ethical research practices. One such practice which has been followed within this 

research is ensuring informed consent – all participants were informed prior to completion of 

the survey that an image submission would be requested, and they were also informed of the 

guaranteed anonymisation of these images, as well as this data (and all other data submitted) 

being used only within restricted contexts. 
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4.1d Data analysis 

Data entry was validated by randomly checking one in three entries to assess for any data 

entry errors.  The data collected was exported from the Online Surveys platform into an excel 

spreadsheet, which was subsequently locked, and password protected. The questions and 

responses were separated into individual spreadsheet tabs.  

 

This research took a mixed-method approach to the data analysis. For all collected qualitative 

data, the results were subject to a narrative analysis, whereby the presented language and 

stories was interpreted to observe how the content of the response, as well as how it reads 

performatively in the context of the response, allowing the interpretation of these elements 

and their application to the overall subject matter (Allen, 2017). The qualitative data was 

predominantly considered thematically, though. This widely used tool for qualitative 

assessment offers flexibility for the researcher to ensure that themes relevant to the overall 

research aims are covered, as well as enabling development of themes reflective of the data 

obtained (Wilig and Rogers, 2017). Key themes were developed based on researcher 

interpretation of the results and their frequency of mention, as well as considering the results 

in the context of the themes presented from the previous netnographic forum analysis chapter. 

The key identified themes were: 1) IPED use, including sub-themes relating to uptake, side-

effects, and the impact of COVID-19; 2) Body Image, including sub-themes relating to body 

image goals and cultures; 3) Mental Health; 4) Masculinities, including sub-themes of image, 

dominance, heteronormativity, sex and capitalism; 5) Social Media, including sub-themes 

linking this to body image, the use of IPEDs, masculinities and mental health. These themes 

and sub-themes will also make up the structuring of the results and discussion sections, in 

order to clearly link how data was utilised to provide the overall findings of the research.  
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For the minimal amount of quantitative data collected in the Likert scale questions, cross 

tabulations were used in excel, enabling the researcher and the reader to readily compare any 

presented categorical variables, and to examine the relationships within the data which are 

not readily evident in an uncomplex manner (Mohn, 1990). These quantifications are not 

intended to be used within the discussion to provide any sort of generalisable insight, but as 

mentioned previously will instead be used to provide insight into the overall cohort, as well 

as the individual participants.  

 

These data analysis methods have been used throughout a multitude of research across wide-

ranging disciplines (Leaming, 2004; Bowen, Edwards, and Cattell, 2012; Tsihrintzis, 2013; 

Swart, 2019; Karavadra, 2020), as well as specifically within similar fields of research 

(Walker and Joubert, 2011). The combined approach of these data analysis’ types enables the 

best development of understanding of all individual case studies as reported within this 

survey, as well as best enabling their application to the objectives of this original research 

through the depth of understanding enabled by this approach (Almalki, 2016).  

 

4.1da Analysing images 

The other data analysis method utilised in this research related specifically to the 

interpretation of the submitted images. Banks (2014) refers to the analysis of images as an 

effective way to gain insight into social processes. One key consideration related to the 

assessment of image is the researcher’s intentionality, particularly if said analysis includes 

the interpretation of ‘meaning’ (Banks, 2014). As this research is intended as exploratory, and 

a level of ‘meaning’ is drawn from the images assessed herein, in order to mitigate potential 

influence of interpretative bias’, participants were asked to submit their own analysis of their 

submitted images.  
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The use of imagery analysis has been introduced within the field of IPED research. 

Andreasson and Johansson (2019) touched upon this in their analysis of women who use 

IPEDs, Bunsell (2013) frames discussion around images in their assessment of muscularity, 

strength and women, Johnston (2005) used imagery in discussion of sexed bodies within gym 

and fitness settings and Pope (2001) observed imagery to compare and contrast natural vs 

enhanced bodies. However, at the time of writing, no significant analysis of images in 

relation to pose, muscular emphasis and body language has been presented for this cohort of 

people who use IPEDs. The use of imagery within this study, whilst not unique, adds to only 

a small number of publications utilising images to enhance understanding. With the ever-

increasing prevalence of imagery in contemporary communications (Banks, 2014), and social 

media’s significant role in feelings associated with body image (Fardouly and Vartanian, 

2016), it is of increasing importance to include imagery in assessments of behaviours 

associated with self and body image. 

 

Banks (2014: 395) acknowledges that “it is not always possible to be certain that the analysis 

of images has yielded sociological insight that would not be accessible by any other means”, 

however still emphasises this methods value, suggesting that to subject a qualitative 

methodology to metrical assessment is arguably redundant anyway.  
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4.1e Ethical considerations 

As part of the participant information sheet, participants were informed that there were no 

noted significant disadvantages, risks or side effects related to taking part in the study. 

However, they were provided with the hyperlinks to both Mind and Mental Health Matters 

who provide free talking therapies and/or telephone counselling services, for in the instance 

of any adverse emotional reaction in response to any of the questions. The principal 

investigator’s email contact details were also provided for any queries related to the study. 

 

Ethical approval was provided for this study by the University of Hertfordshire Social 

Sciences, Arts and Humanities ECDA, protocol number: acLAW/PGR/UH/04948 and this 

approval can be viewed in the appendices
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4.2 Results 

The below section will highlight key results of the survey in relation to the discussion themes 

they predominantly contribute to before these findings are then discussed in detail and 

applied to wider literature in the subsequent discussion section. This results chapter is sub-

titled using thematic areas which the results relate to, reflecting the thematic discussion 

subtitles. Occasionally the data from these questions are utilised in multiple thematic 

discussion sections, but for the purposes of clarity the results are positioned within their most 

relevant sub-section below. Full tables of all survey responses are viewable in the appendices.  

 

4.2a IPED use 

Q1 identified the most common IPEDs used by the survey participant cohort as testosterone 

(N=15), Trenbolone (N=6), Anadrol (N=4) and Anavar (N=4). 80% of participants reported 

using multiple IPEDs, however it was not reported whether these were used simultaneously 

or concurrently. Key motivators for uptake included muscle gain, strength, body image, and 

performance enhancement. 

 

Q2 and Q2a identified the prevalence of self-reported side-effects, as well as showing 

common side-effects. 100% (N=15) of participants said that they were aware of the potential 

side-effects associated with the use of IPEDs. 93% (N=14) further stated that they had 

personally experienced negative consequences and/or side effects due to their personal 

consumption of IPEDs. Most commonly referenced side-effects were Acne (N=4), Impact on 

mood/Mental Health (N=4), High/changes to blood pressure (N=3) and Greasy/oily skin 

(N=3). A number of others were mentioned too though, ranging in severity from impact on 

sex drive (positively and negatively), aggression, night sweats, mild hair-loss and bloating to 

elevated liver enzymes and liver or gallbladder pain.  
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Q9 asked participants about the impact of COVID-19 on their fitness routine. Highlighting a 

further key theme, 87% (N=13) said that their fitness routine had been impacted by the 

pandemic. The following free-text box enabled space for further information about this 

impact. The most common responses related to lack of access to gyms/facilities, with N=9 

participants specifically referencing gym closures. Other key themes included adapting 

workout routines and changes to frequency of workouts. Specific impacts caused by COVID-

19, such as delayed house move leading to workout equipment being held in storage, were 

also mentioned.  

 

Q10 asked participants about whether their consumption of IPEDs had been impacted by 

COVID-19 (Yes, No or Not Applicable, the latter option available for those who do not 

currently actively use IPEDs). 77% (N=11) of the participant cohort identify as current 

consumers of IPEDs, and of this cohort, 55% (N=6) stated that their consumption had been 

adjusted due to the pandemic. Those who responded that their consumption had been 

impacted were further asked to provide further detail on this impact. Key themes within these 

responses included cruising/lowering dosage (N=3) and stopping altogether (N=3), N=1 

participant referenced stopping use until vaccination against COVID-19, reflective of similar 

findings in the previous forum chapter. 

 

Participants were given a final ‘any further comments’ space before completing the survey. 

N=3 participants added additional comments, providing further insight into their views on 

IPEDs: 

“In general PED’s are for yourself and not for others.  If you take them for 

validation there is a problem.” [sic] 
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“Might be an outlier here as I’ve fully stopped using PEDs but still stalking 

Reddit trying to help kids make better decisions” [sic]\ 

 

“Addicted to pantera and deadlifts” [sic] 

 

4.2b Body image 

Q4 utilised a Likert scale and asked participants about their self-perception and comparison 

processes. Overall, 53% of participants (N=8) reported that they ‘Usually’ or ‘Often’ 

exhibited behaviours of self-comparison and negative body image. Though responses varied 

by Likert-scale sub-question, overall, an average of 19% (N=3) participants suggested that 

they ‘Never’ experienced these feelings. The highest ‘Never’ response (N=5) was to Q4.4, 

which asked participants “Has seeing muscular men ever made you feel bad about your own 

body size or shape?”. Meanwhile the highest ‘Usually’ response (N=6) was to Q4.5, which 

asked participants “Have you ever felt that you were overly focused on your body size or 

shape?”. Full tables of results for all Likert scale responses are viewable in the appendices. 

 

Q5 was a submission portal and additional free-text response, where participants were asked 

to anonymously upload an image of themselves and then explain their pose/positioning. 

N=14 participants uploaded images to the secure Dropbox link provided. N=1 entry was 

discounted due to being a joke submission. Anonymised and redacted versions of the 

submitted images are viewable in the appendices. N=9 participants provided further detail on 

their submissions. Some gave specific detail relating to their image: 

 

“In this image i twist my upper body as to give the impression of having a 

smaller waist, aswell as making the light fall on my obliques and abs in such a 
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manner that they have more contrast/shadows so that they appear more 

prominent. I also push my shoulder forwards to visually enlarge my chest by it 

being closer to the camera”[sic] 

- Q3 

N=4 participants referred to specific body areas/muscle groups that they tried to highlight in 

the submitting image (i.e., abs, shoulders, upper body, waist) and N=3 identified or implied 

that their pose was intended to appear ‘bigger’ (i.e., “this one just happened to show some 

size” – Q3).  

 

Q7 followed the format of another Likert scale, this time asking participants to reflect on the 

role of muscularity in their self-perceptions of body image, providing statements such as “I 

think I have too little muscle on my body” and asking participants to rate on a scale of 

Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree. Though no statistical significance can be extrapolated 

from such a small sample size, these responses helped to identify other key thematic areas to 

be explored within the discussion. There was a stronger reliance on the ‘neutral’ middle 

response than in Q4’s Likert scale. Despite this though, an average of 48% of all participants 

responded with either ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’ across the questions. ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly 

Agree’ responses were observed most significantly in Q7.2 (I think my body should be 

leaner) - (N=12), Q7.3 (I wish I was stronger) - (N=11), and Q7.4 (I wish my muscles were 

more defined) – (N=11). According to the original scale this was adapted from, these 

responses are indicative of a significant relationship between overall body image 

dissatisfaction (Tylka, Bergeron, and Schwartz, 2005), and also identifies a theme of not only 

body dissatisfaction but specifically associated with muscularity. 
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Q7a then provided a free-text question asking participants to further expand on their 

responses and provide further insight into particular muscle groups/body areas which they 

like to focus on. N=9 participants specified muscle groups/body areas that they focus on, 

whilst N=6 said that they either did not have a specific focus or that their focus was whole 

body. The most referenced focus areas for participants were chest (N=4), arms (N=4), abs 

(N=2) and shoulders (N=2). Weight or fat loss was also mentioned in N=2 responses, and one 

response said that their goals were to “fix” specific body areas. 

 

4.2c Idealised masculinities 

Q3 consisted of free-text boxes and asked participants to reflect on what the terms 

‘masculinity’ and ‘being a man’ meant to them. Three key themes emerged from these 

responses: dominance (i.e., “Being an immovable object mentaly and physicaly when 

needed” [sic] – Q3); and success and ambition (i.e., “To not directly depend on other people 

(in numerous ways, including monetary); be self providing, and achieve a successful career 

in life” [sic] – Q3); sex (i.e., “Constant high sexual performance” – Q3). However, some 

participants (N=3) also provided responses in protest to the concepts (i.e., “its just a word for 

your gender.  In my opinion there is no definition for how a men/women should act or look.  

So this word is pointless for me.” [sic] – Q3). 

 

Q6 asked participants about their perception of the existence of pressures on masculinity in 

contemporary society and consisted of a yes/no checkbox, with a ‘yes’ response then opening 

a free-text box for additional comments about the source of these pressures. 87% (N=13) 

participants responded with ‘yes’. A few key themes emerged in the responses to free-text 

box, predominantly: social media (N=9), media (N=7), heterosexual attraction (N=2). There 
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was also reference to fitness culture (N=1) and society more generally (N=1). Full responses 

are viewable in the appendices. 

 

4.2d Social media 

Q8 was another Likert scale which asked participants about their engagement with social 

media and was scaled from ‘multiple times an hour’ to ‘less than once a week’. The most 

common response (N=5) was engagement with social media ‘a few times a day’, followed by 

‘less than once a week’ (N=3), hourly (N=2) and ‘a few times a week’ (N=2). Only N=1 

participant identified to check social media ‘multiple times an hour’, N=1 selected ‘once a 

week’ and no participants selected ‘once a day’. The variety of engagement with social media 

presents another key theme for analysis, particularly when considered in line with the 

responses of Q6 which identified social media as a source of significant pressure on men’s 

appearance. 
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4.3 Discussion 

Through the cross-sectional investigation, following a survey methodological framework, a 

number of key themes were identified. Many of these themes were reflective of those 

observed across the netnographic analysis discussed in Chapter 3, however new concepts 

arose too. In order to highlight they key trends in the data, the discussion is organised by 

arising themes and sub-themes. All original survey quotations used will reference the 

question from which the response was derived (e.g., Q1). Quotations used from the survey 

responses will all be used without editing and reflected with [sic]. The full survey results are 

viewable in the appendices as ‘Survey data’.  
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4.3a IPED use: Uptake, side-effects, and the impact of COVID-19 

 

“I made the decision to use PEDs because I wanted a better body image and to be more 

attractive/muscular to be frank” 

- Q1 

As discussed in detail in Chapter 1, the use of IPEDs is an ever-increasing phenomenon. It 

was first key for this research to determine what IPEDs the participant cohort currently or 

previously had consumed. This is because it enabled an immediate insight into the extent of 

their use, and highlights any key substances, meaning that these can be cross correlated with 

reasons for uptake information to assess any cohort correlations between specific substance 

uptake and motivators for consumption. Notably, this participant cohort ranged from 

participants reporting only one substance used, to one participant who noted fourteen: 

 

“Testosterone Trenbolone Nandrolone Trestolone Superdrol Dianabol  

Turinabol Anadrol LGD4033 RAD140 MK677 YK11 Mtren Proviron” [sic] 

-  Q1 

 

Generic ‘Testosterone’ or ‘Testosterone Enanthate’ were the most common responses, 

featuring in 14 out of 15 results. This was followed by Trenbolone which was referenced 6 

times across this response.  What is made clear by these responses is the tendency for 

individuals to utilise a variety of IPED substances. Though it is not explicitly clear from the 

participants answers whether these substances were taken simultaneously or concurrently, it 

is clear that use of multiple products is common, which echoes the findings of wider research 

in this area (Begley et al., 2017). 
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With such varied use and presumably therefore significantly diverse cycle patterns, this 

shows the necessity for a varied approach in research and a reluctance to group all men who 

use IPEDs together. As observed within the forum analysis section of this thesis, there was 

considerable mention of the importance of ‘community’ in the cultures surrounding the 

consumption of IPEDs. Evidencing this is one survey participant who stated that: 

 

“Might be an outlier here as I’ve fully stopped using PEDs but still stalking 

Reddit trying to help kids make better decisions” 

- (Q11) 

 

As this theme was discussed at length within the previous section it will not be considered 

here in the same detail. However, it further reinforces the previous findings relating to 

community, and is particularly useful to be aware of when considering targeted information 

dissemination for future harm reduction initiatives.  

 

4.3aa Initial uptake: Motivations  

Question 1 of the survey also asked participants to provide some information relating to their 

motivations for initial uptake of IPEDs. The responses varied in detail, but key themes 

identified included: muscle gain, body image goals, increasing strength, health goals, increase 

sex drive, increase attraction to others, to improve recovery and the influence of fitness 

celebrities/actors. One participant named specific influencers on their uptake of IPEDs, 

stating: 

 

“What motivated me to use these substances was the feeling of plateauing 

after about three years of training (strength and looks-wise), feeling a strong 
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sense of finally being better at something than most other people, and being 

convinced that to achieve my desired physique - the likes of fitness celebrities 

and actors such as Henry Cavill, Frank Zane or Joe Lindner - I would need to 

take IPEDs.” 

- (Q1) 

 As highlighted amongst much empirical research in the field, muscle gain was another 

predominant factor in the uptake of IPEDS (Salinas, Floodgate and Ralphs, 2019). Some 

participants of this survey specified this in relation to body goals, and others in relation to 

strength.  

 

The varied reasons for uptake amongst even the small number of survey participants goes to 

highlight the broad response required to the use of IPEDs. This population has been defined 

as more accurately described as a collective of “various typologies of user compromised of 

multiple subgroups with varied characteristics, risk behaviours and levels of engagement with 

support services” (McVeigh et al., 2021: 3). With such differing uptake reasons, regardless of 

if the intention of health services is to reduce use overall or to reduce harm, a multi-faceted 

approach is required when the population of people who use IPEDs is so diverse. McVeigh et 

al. (2021) scoping review of literature related to the use of IPEDs highlighted this, stating that 

“There were consistent findings regarding the need for practitioners to have an understanding 

of the diverse populations of people who use IPEDs” (McVeigh et al., 2021: 8).  

 

4.3ab Perceived side effects of IPEDs 

The findings of the survey illustrate that all 15 participants were aware of the potential 

associated risks with their consumption of IPEDs. It was not a requirement for participants to 

currently use IPEDs, and as such the question was developed to be broad enough not to 
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discount those who no longer actively consume these substances from referring to past 

experiences or hypothetical experiences with associated risks. A significant 93% (14 out of 

15 participants) also stated that they had experienced negative consequences and/or side-

effects due to their consumption of IPEDs. This was not unexpected, as de Ronde and Smit 

(2020) highlight that people who use AAS do tend to experience and report side-effects. 

Though the figure reported within this survey does not provide context as to the severity and 

realities of the self-assessed side effects, it suggests a significant portion of the people who 

use IPEDs suffer with a variety of side-effects related to their consumption, and as such is 

indicative of a continued requirement for harm-reduction and support services for this cohort.  

 

When asked to elaborate on their experienced side-effects, a wide range of issues were 

highlighted relating to physical appearance, mental health, sexual health, sleep, and more 

serious health issues such as liver pain and high blood pressure (Q2ai). The wide range of 

side effects reported is not surprising, particularly when considering the variation of 

substances used by the participant cohort, and the multi-substance use reported too. de Ronde 

and Smit (2020) highlight that “all consumers of anabolic steroids, assuming a significant 

exposure, have side effects”, further highlighting wide-ranging impacts, in both nature and 

severity, such as physical injury, mental health and breast tenderness, to cardiac disease. 

Horwitz, Anderson, and Dalhoff (2019) found people who use AAS to have a higher 

mortality risk compared to controls, however it is unknown whether this can be easily and 

directly linked to the AAS use, or if it is influenced by other elements of ‘hazardous’ 

lifestyles which have been linked to people who use IPEDs (de Ronde and Smit, 2020). Smit 

and de Ronde (2019) found that AAS abuse did not lead to critical health issues, but there 

was significant presence of ‘less sever’ side effects. 
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Furthermore, research has shown that there’s significant medical and psychological evidence 

highlighting the short- and long-term side effects of AAS in particular, as well as how the 

evidence is supported and/or differs to people who use IPEDs perceptions of said side effects 

(Richardson and Antonopoulos, 2019). Reports of side effect severity, causality and 

prevalence varies throughout literature, however there is enough evidence to suggest the 

likelihood of both short and long term, severe and less severe side-effects in a high proportion 

of people who use IPEDs, and AAS in particular. Though through survey responses it is not 

possible to evidence causality between the IPEDs use and the side effects mentioned, it is 

important to note that the participants themselves have directly linked these and as such are 

indicating at least believed causality. 

 

4.3ac The impact of COVID-19 on IPED consumption 

 

“Just Trying to get back what I had before the lockdown and quit peds” 

- Question 7a 

 

Question 9 was the first question to directly reference the recent COVID-19 pandemic, which 

had begun just over a year prior to the dissemination of this survey. It was determined that, 

due to the continuing impacts of the pandemic, and specifically the impacts on fitness, that it 

was not practical to have a survey which did not reference this contextual element of the time 

period. Though this was the first question directly referring to COVID-19, participants had 

mentioned it in responses to previous sections too (Q7a). 

 

Participants were asked a multi-choice (yes/no) question regarding whether the pandemic had 

impacted on them maintaining their fitness routine/s. If they selected ‘yes’ participants were 
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then provided with a free-text box which asked them for more information on how the 

pandemic had impacted this.  

 

In line with much of the emerging research about COVID-19 and fitness (Pinho, 2020), 87% 

of participants said that the pandemic had had an impact on their fitness routine, further 

supporting the findings relating to workout adjustment in the forums chapter of this thesis.  

 

Participants then discussed why this had happened and presented a number of the same 

themes as observed within the forum analysis section of this work, such as lack of access to 

gyms (predominantly due to closure), inability to remain consistent due to changed routine 

and lack of extensive equipment in hastily set-up home gyms. In addition to this, new specific 

issues were presented, such as a delayed house move meaning that gym gear was inaccessible 

in storage for 6 months. Unlike those observed in the forum analysis section of this thesis 

research, no survey participants appeared to highlight any perceived positives of the 

adjustment to fitness routine and lifestyle. 

 

Contextualising this research within the COVID-19 pandemic enables an insight into the 

importance placed upon physical fitness by the target population. Much initial research 

around this has highlighted the innovation and dedication of those who were previously 

regular gym attendees (Zoob Carter, Boardley and van de Ven, 2021), which is reflected in 

the findings of this survey. However, 13% of the sample stated that their workout routine was 

not impacted by the pandemic. There are a number of potential reasons for this: (a) 

restrictions where they are based geographically did not necessitate gym closures, (b) they 

already utilised private workout spaces (c) their workout routine is predominantly open 

cardio-based sport such as running.  
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Relating specifically to IPED use, responses to Question 10 highlighted that 73% of the 

survey participants identify as current consumers of IPEDs, and of these men, 55% of them 

reported that the COVID-19 pandemic had impacted on their use. This finding further 

supports the qualitative data within the previous forum research chapter of this thesis, as the 

forum data was indicative of a mixture of approaches to continuing or cutting back on IPED 

use during the first lockdown. However much other initial research on the topic suggests that 

IPED use lessened across the board, at least in the initial lockdown period (Zoob Carter, 

Boardley and van de Ven, 2021). As such, though statistically not significant due to the 

limited sample size, it is interesting to see that nearly half of the participants involved in this 

survey self-reported to continue their use of substances irrespective of the reported difficulty 

of accessing gyms and equipment as reported in Question 9.  

 

When given space to further comment upon the specific impact of COVID-19 on their IPED 

use in Q10a, survey participants stated a variety of responses detailing the specific 

adjustments made. This varied from lowering dosage, to stopping use altogether (Q10a): 

 

“I was on a blast (750mg Testosterone per week) and due to gyms closing had 

to end my blast early. I dropped to a TRT dose then”  

 

“I extended my time not using these drugs until the gyms were open again.” 

 

Motivation for the changes to consumption also varied, with one participant stating that their 

use had changed, with one participant feeling that they would have been “wasting” product to 

consume during the pandemic lockdowns, whilst another specified that they held off on any 
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cycles until being vaccinated. The latter rationale is indicative of a concern regarding the 

medical safety of using IPEDs during the pandemic and is reminiscent of the confusion 

regarding the impacts of AAS on COVID-19 which was observed in the forums analysis 

chapter.  

 

It is important to consider that the responses observed throughout this survey are likely to be 

reflective of the recent time context and as such may not be as broadly representative of IPED 

use prior to this point.  

 

4.3ad IPED use: Uptake, side-effects, and the impact of COVID-19: Final remarks 

Overall, it has been observed that IPED use is varied, in its most physical sense relating to the 

substances taken to more broadly the reasons for uptake, perceived knowledge levels and 

changes to usage during the COVID-19 pandemic. As such, it is further highlighted here for 

the increasing need for a varied and multifaceted response to harm reduction for men who use 

IPEDs moving forward. A singular approach cannot be considered effective when all of these 

factors are so diverse, and as such the social and health responses in order to have the most 

impact ought to reflect the diversity of the population themselves.  
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4.3b Body image amongst men who use(d) IPEDs 

 

“What motivated me to use these substances was the feeling of plateauing after 

about three years of training (strength and looks-wise), feeling a strong sense of 

finally being better at something than most other people, and being convinced 

that to achieve my desired physique - the likes of fitness celebrities and actors 

such as Henry Cavill, Frank Zane or Joe Lindner - I would need to take IPEDs.” 

- Question 1 

 

Body image was cited throughout the survey as being an important factor to many 

participants. From it influencing their uptake of IPEDs (Q1), with 7 of the 15 survey 

participants specifically highlighted body image and/or appearance as a key influence in their 

initial uptake of IPEDs. To affecting respondents’ perceptions of masculinity (Q3), to 

impacting on their own self-esteem and encouraging negative body comparisons (Q4.1-4.7).  

 

These responses are in line with much research in the field of IPEDs and body image, with 

Brennan, Wells and Van Hout (2017) noting body image disturbance as a key influence on 

the use of IPEDs. Furthermore, Hildebrandt, Alfano and Langebucher’s (2010) study 

highlighted that body image disturbance is “more than a simple trait, but rather a mixture of 

subgroups that are more or less pathological” (2010: 844), with their sample of people who 

use IPEDs varying from highly invested in their body image, all the way to feeling actively 

distressed about their physical appearance. As such, the data collected through this survey 

contributes to the existing knowledge in the field by reemphasising the importance of body 

image, as well as providing qualitative insight and different data formats to evidence this. 
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However, it is also worth noting that individuals did present positive body image outcomes, 

which they associated with their use of IPEDs.  

 

4.3ba Body image goals 

As in much research relating to body image ideals amongst cohorts of current or past IPED 

use, the specific physique goals noted by participants in this survey were predominantly 

related to physical size and muscularity. Question 7 of the survey formed a Likert scale in 

which participants were asked 8 statements to respond to, which specifically related to the 

role of muscularity in self-perceived body image. Participants were given a selection of 5 

potential responses, which have the intention of showing how important each of these factors 

are to the individual participants. Both the scale and the questions were adapted from Tylka, 

Bergeron, and Schwartz’s Male Body Attitudes Scale, who specifically tailored their 

developed questions “to reflect empirical findings articulating certain body areas that men 

want to be more muscular and lower in fat” (2005: 164).   

 

The statements used were, for example: “I wish I was broader” and “I think I have too little 

muscle on my body”. It is possible to see a significant range in responses across the scales in 

Q7. There was a significant reliance on the neutral middle response. 

 

However, despite the increase in the neutral response, the majority of responses were still in 

agreement throughout the majority of the statement scales, with 48% of all responses being 

either ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’ throughout, compared to only 24% of all responses being 

‘Disagree’ or ‘Strongly Disagree’. According to the original Male Body Attitudes Scale that 

these questions were adapted from, these responses are indicative of a significant relationship 

between overall body image dissatisfaction (Tylka, Bergeron, and Schwartz, 2005). A 
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critique of the application of this scale to this particular participant cohort is that their 

engagement with fitness and muscular ideals would inherently indicate a higher-than-average 

focus on body image and as such may not be able to be constituted as a body image disorder 

as such. Body image disorders is an all-encompassing term which includes disorders such as 

Anorexia Nervosa and Bulimia Nervosa (Leone, Sedory and Gray, 2005). The disorder most 

commonly applied to bodybuilding and IPED using communities is more specifically referred 

to as muscle dysmorphia, which is defined as “a form of obsessive-compulsive disorder […] 

applied to the framework of body image, the obsession becomes the body or, more 

specifically, the level of muscularity and leanness. The compulsion is to achieve the desired 

levels of muscularity and leanness” (Leone, Sedory and Gray, 2005: 354). Whilst it is not 

possible to discern the level of obsession and compulsion directly from the survey responses 

within the data, the alignment with the Male Body Attitude Scale is indicative of unhealthy 

body image regardless. 

 

Looking at specific responses, sub-statement 8 (Q7.8) stated “I feel satisfied with the size and 

shape of my body”, and only 13% of participants responded with agree or strongly agree, 

with 47% stating that they disagreed or strongly disagreed. This is in line with existing 

research regarding body and muscle dysmorphia amongst IPED using males (Kanayama et 

al., 2006; Pope, Kanayama and Hudson, 2012). And importantly, it was identified by 

McVeigh et al.’s (2021) literature review that muscle and body dysmorphia are not only key 

motives for the commencement and continuation of IPED use but can in fact be useful 

considerations in the potential cessation of these substances, too.  
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Additionally, the importance of particular muscle groups or physical features would appear to 

vary. In question 7a’s free-text response box, participants specified some areas of importance 

such as abs, chest, arms, legs, shoulders and back: 

 

“My lats and deltoids, to increase my V-taper, as well as biceps, so that they 

are better defined” 

- Q7a 

 

 Other research has also discussed the tendency of men building muscle to focus on specific 

areas (Ridgeway and Tylka, 2005). Christiansen (2019) reported their studies cohort of young 

men being particularly focused on increasing muscle mass in areas that specifically reinforce 

visible gender differences, by focusing their training on increasing the size of upper body 

muscle groups in the arms, shoulders, and chest.  

 

Question 6a of the survey asked participants about the sources of pressure on physical 

appearance, after 87% of the cohort had stated in Q6 that they believed there were pressures 

on men to look a certain way in 2021: 

 

“Having abs is kinda mandatory” [sic] 

- Q6a 

 

The responses were further indicative of a hierarchy of elements of appearance within the 

cohort, backing up research that specific muscle groups are of the greatest importance. This 

can also be added to by considering the survey responses within Q2ai, which asked 

participants to explain their experienced side-effects associated with IPED consumption. A 
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number of participants reported side-effects which impact body image, such as acne, oily 

skin, hair loss, bloating and excessive sweating, all of which would appear on the surface to 

be potential causes for negative body image. However, it was evident that these adverse 

effects were less problematic to the majority of participants than having a less-muscular 

physique, suggesting what would appear to be a broadly accepted hierarchy of importance 

amongst body image goals. The emphasis on particular areas of muscularity and physique 

which are closely associated with visibly reinforcing visible gender differences (Christiansen, 

2019) is arguably associated with the maintenance of hegemonic masculinities. Whilst 

traditional hegemonic masculinities place emphasis on the social roles of masculinity, there 

are elements such as domination which imply size, and arguably muscularity, in comparison 

to women.  

 

This is further evidenced within the text comments which were submitted with the images in 

Q5, there were mentions of appearing ‘bigger’ or showing ‘size’, with one participant even 

specifying that this was for the purpose of increasing physical ‘aesthetic’, concepts which are 

in line with much other research regarding the physical body image ideals amongst men 

(Ridgeway and Tylka, 2005). Only two participants specifically highlighted their active role 

in posing to emphasise specific elements of their physiques, with both of these comments 

referring to angling their bodies so as to minimise waistline and highlight upper body: 

 

“In this image i twist my upper body as to give the impression of having a 

smaller waist, aswell as making the light fall on my obliques and abs in such a 

manner that they have more contrast/shadows so that they appear more 

prominent. I also push my shoulder forwards to visually enlarge my chest by it 

being closer to the camera.” [sic] 
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- Q5 

 

“I'm trying to highlight as many areas of my upper body as possible by turning 

slightly to angle correctly. Nothing is being hidden (pants are due to winter 

weather)” 

- Q5 

 

Despite only these two comments specifically identifying this, the vast majority of the images 

submitted (viewable in the appendices) are suggestive of some form of emphasising and/or 

posing through tensing, body angling and/or camera angle. Wood-Barcalow, Tylka and 

Augustus-Horvath (2010) observed this within women with positive body image, who even 

then associated positive body image with highlighting their body’s assets whilst minimizing 

perceived imperfections. As such, this could be taken to suggest that the participants of this 

cross-sectional investigation do in fact have positive body image, despite the data which 

would imply otherwise as observed in Q4 and Q7. Or at the very least, it is indicative of 

submission of a picture which participants felt evidenced their positive body imagery. 

Though only two participants actively commented on their intentional angling in the 

submitted imagery, this could also suggest that many individuals may be unaware of their 

body image constructions within photos, or simply that they did not wish to disclose this as 

an intentional practice.  

 

4.3bb Culture and body image ideals 

Another important consideration is the impact of culture on body image amongst men. In 

response to Question 1, which asked participants about their reasons for initial uptake of 

IPEDs, one participant directly referenced their body image goals being based on fitness 
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celebrities and actors “Henry Cavill, Frank Zane or Joe Lindner” (Q1), stating that they felt 

that, in order to achieve such body goals, IPEDs were necessary. The impact of celebrity on 

body image is long documented amongst both men and women (Agliata and Tantleff-Dunn, 

2004; Fardouly et al., 2015; Brown and Tiggemann, 2021). The forum analysis chapter of this 

thesis also evidenced the impact of celebrity on body image, evidencing the prevalence of 

this factor of influence. 

 

However, it is only more recently that the impact of ‘fitness celebrities’ is starting to be 

researched, despite their increase dating back to the 1980s and 90s (Powers and Greenwell, 

2017). The ever-increasing role of social media in our day to day lives means that the 

potential daily influence of these fitness personalities is stronger than ever. In Q6a of the 

survey, participants were asked about where they believe pressures on body image stemmed 

from for men in 2021, 9 respondents referred specifically to social media as being a key and 

significant influence on body image pressures. A further 3 responses referred to ‘media’ more 

broadly, including advertising, tv and film.  

 

Later in the survey in Q8, participants were asked about the extent to which they engage with 

social media. The majority (33%) of participants stating that they utilised social media “A 

few times a day”, and the second largest figure being those that stated that they use social 

media “Less than once a week” (20%). Amongst the general population, the average social 

media user is thought to access a social media platform for an average of 2 hours and 27 

minutes per day (Chaffey, 2021). As such, just over half of the participants would appear to 

fall within the average remit for consumption of social media (53% stating their use was ‘a 

few times a day’, ‘hourly’ or a perhaps over-average ‘multiple times an hour’. However, a 

surprising number of participants (20%) reported only using social media ‘less than once a 
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week’, 7% estimated their use at ‘once a week’, and 13% estimated only a ‘few times a 

week’. As such, it would appear that the participant cohort of this survey actually report to 

use social media significantly less than the general population, a fact which perhaps 

contradicts the suggestions formed from the responses to Question 6a, which suggested that 

social media was a key influence of pressure on male body image in 2021. Studies have 

shown that retrospective surveys asking people to recall their social media use can be 

inaccurate, due to both over and under estimations (Verbeij et al., 2021). As such the self-

reported figures above may not be reliable indicators. Additionally, as the options provided 

measured frequency as opposed to length of time, they might not be accurate reflections of 

the levels of engagement with social media.  

 

Studies researching the impact of regular viewing of idealised images on social media leads 

to comparison and body dissatisfaction amongst women (Grabe, Ward and Hyde, 2009; 

Levine and Harrison, 2009; Chae, 2017). Amongst men, Tiggemann and Anderberg’s (2020) 

study showed that exposure to bare-chested and muscular fitspiration imagery on platforms 

such as Instagram resulted in significantly lower body image satisfaction when compared to 

viewing clothes imagery or scenic imagery. However, unlike the results previously 

highlighted for women, there was less of an impact of appearance-based social comparison 

noted, which potentially evidences the differing impact of social media imagery on men and 

women but also highlights the ultimate impact on body image perception more broadly across 

both genders. Highlighting the survey participants belief in the comparability between male 

and female experience of social media and media pressures on body image, one participant 

stated: 
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“just like for women ever Media pressures a certain look on men. Doesnt 

matter if its movies, advertisements or whatever” [sic]  

- Q6a 

 

The images submitted for Q5 of the survey also showed trends which relate to research 

regarding physical body ideals amongst men (Ridgeway and Tylka, 2005) and provided an 

interesting insight into the construction of idealised imagery. 13 subsequently anonymised 

images are used for this analysis, along with the text responses provided with them (Q5a) 

which asked participants to self-analyse their positioning in the submitted image. 

 

It is not known whether the images submitted were taken specifically for the survey, some 

comments specify that they were not, but importantly it is also not possible to hypothesise if 

these images were the kind of photo participants would share on their own social media. 

However, the submission of this imagery means that it is likely to be a favoured photo, 

perhaps due to perceived appearance. Though only two participants specifically discussed 

how and why they posed in order to emphasise features and/or muscles, the poses and angles 

used in many images are comparable, indicating that consciously or subconsciously, the 

participants are presenting their body in specific ways. The images submitted are reflective of 

the types of imagery observable on fitspiration influencer platforms, and so arguably can be 

said to be a direct impact of the contemporary culture of social media consumption, which 

has been shown to negatively impact men’s body image satisfaction (Tiggemann and 

Anderberg, 2020). 
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4.3bc Body image amongst men who use(d) IPEDs: Final remarks 

Tylka, Bergeron, and Schwartz stated that “the internalization of the societal ideal appearance 

and the tendency to engage in physical appearance comparison are theorized to predict men’s 

body attitudes” (2005: 167). As such, the above findings relating to body image are 

imperative to understanding the internalised attitudes towards body amongst some people 

who use IPEDs. Particularly how these influences have the potential to have an impact on 

individuals’ mental health, which is explored in more detail in the following section. 

McVeigh et al. (2021) highlighted a range of studies which called for an increase in more 

varied and comprehensive support services available for people who use IPEDs, including 

psychological services to address dependence and muscle dysmorphia and other body image 

vulnerabilities. The survey data collected for this thesis only adds to the existing knowledge 

within the field that body image and its influences, with their potential to impact upon 

substance use and mental health, need greater consideration in the broader response to IPED 

use amongst men worldwide.  
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4.3c Idealised masculinities among men who use IPEDs 

 

“Masculinity in todays society is frowned upon, that needs to change. It is what we need most 

in these times” [sic] 

- Q4 

 

This survey also provided insight to idealised masculinities, in direct correlation with the 

overall research objectives. Q3 asked participants to detail what ‘being a man’ meant to them, 

and a wide breadth of responses was received. Some rejected the question and concept 

wholly, stating: 

 

“I really dont have a strong opinion here” [sic] 

- Q3 

 

“its just a word for your gender.  In my opinion there is no definition for how a 

men/women should act or look.  So this word is pointless for me” [sic] 

- Q3 

 

Despite the wide variety of answers, a few key terms are highlighted in multiple responses 

within this question. One of these is the concept of dominance, both physically and 

emotionally. This was referred to in the context of both interpersonal relationships and within 

the workplace and is in line with ideals outlined by many researchers regarding traditional 

and often toxic masculinity traits (Ging, 2019; Maskalan, 2019). Another concept was that of 

success and ambition, which was predominantly referred to in relation to career and finances, 

and again is a trait highlighted within much theory regarding traditional toxic forms of 
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masculinity (Pederson and Vogel, 2007). A number of these themes were also related to 

broader concepts such as heteronormativity, image, and sex. Keane (2005) considers men 

who use steroids in two separate frameworks, both fundamentally relating to disordered 

masculinities. The former perspective considers steroid use as being a form of substance 

abuse, despite the fundamental differences between the use of IPEDs and other psychoactive 

substances. This theory suggests that “the danger of addiction and the threat of an anti-social 

and excessive masculinity are key themes” in the consumption of drugs, AAS included 

(Keane, 2005: 192). The secondary presented theory suggests that steroid use ought not to be 

considered as a drug problem, but as a symptom of a cultural disorder, relating to body image 

disorders, due to the constraints and pressures of contemporary western culture (Keane, 

2005). The secondary theory discussed by Keane is much more in line with the other 

perspectives and data presented throughout this research, as it refers to the utilisation of 

physical characteristics and embodiment as reflective of “underlying psychological 

vulnerability” (Keane, 2005: 191), which is the fundamental argument when associating 

IPED consumption to body image and muscle disorders.  

 

Overall, despite some evidence of toxic and traditional hegemonic masculinities amongst the 

participant responses, a clear variety of attitudes was observed relating towards ideals of 

masculinities, evidencing that there is no singular or correct approach to this complex 

concept, particularly within a cohort as multifaceted as men who use IPEDs.  

 

4.3ca Masculinities and idealised body image 

Though this discussion has previously covered body image more broadly in the context of the 

survey responses, this sub-section will seek to consider results regarding body image that 

specifically relate to masculinities, too. Question 3 asked participants what it means to them 
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to ‘be a man’, and whilst many of the responses referred to characteristics and behaviours, 

seven also specified something regarding physical appearance. The relevant quotes are listed 

below, and are viewable in their full context in the Question 3 results section: 

 

• “Beard Muscle” [sic] 

• “Look like a man” 

• “Big” 

• “Taking care of body, face” 

• “Look dominant” 

• “Look to social media as long if its not some guy w kermit the frog arms saying that 

he is a man then ok” [sic] 

• “To look well physically (muscular and lean, well-dressed, groomed, posture etc.)” 

 

Physical appearance as the embodiment of masculinity is a long-researched concept 

(Mishkind et al., 1986; Seidler, 1997; Norman, 2011; Monaghan and Malson, 2013). Things 

such as muscularity, facial hairstyles and general body ideals have varied in popularity in 

response to changing ideals of masculinity (Pope et al., 1999; Oldstone-Moore, 2015). In the 

forementioned survey responses, as well as in the images submitted for the survey (viewable 

anonymised in the appendices) some key features relating to physical appearance were noted. 

Though, in order to ensure anonymity, responses have not been directly linked and so the 

quotations of ideal appearance cannot be correlated with the latter-uploaded images, 

dominant themes are apparent through both. Namely being ‘big’ and ‘muscular’. It is shown 

in research that a key motivator for the uptake and continued use of IPEDs is for a more 

muscular appearance (Antonopoulos, and Hall, 2016), and the data collected here adds to this 

evidence.  
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This is further linked to problematic body image disorders, such as muscle dysmorphia, 

which has been shown to be present commonly amongst men who use AAS, men who 

practice weightlifting (Olivardia, Pope and Hudson, 2000; Cafri, Olivardia and Thompson, 

2008). With Luciano’s (2007) assertion that muscularity in particular is utilised as a key 

visual indicator for the embodiment of masculinity cultures, this data can therefore be taken 

to indicate once more the important role of contemporary masculinities on the use of IPEDs. 

Further questions asked and responses gained will seek to highlight where these influences 

stem from, specifically observing the role of social media on the influence of body image 

ideals, something which is much documented regarding its impact upon female body image 

(Grabe, Ward and Hyde, 2009; Levine and Harrison, 2009; Chae, 2017) but less so for men 

(Tiggemann and Anderberg, 2020). 

 

Despite the extensive literature in the area as explored within the literature review, only one 

survey participant specifically referred to the role of body hair in the embodiment of 

masculinities, stating that having a beard represented ‘being a man’ to them. However, 

analysing the participants submitted images, very few of them actively display significant 

body hair, with many appearing to remove their body hair, arguably to enhance the visibility 

of muscle definition. As such, this further emphasises the earlier discussion regarding the 

hierarchy of importance placed upon physical attributes, with the men in this survey cohort 

appearing to place greater significance on muscularity than body hair as an indication of 

masculinity. Though interesting to see this hierarchy positionings, it is not unexpected that 

this would be the case when considering the context of the study participants being men who 

have previously or currently engage(d) with IPEDs, predominantly for the achievement of 

body image and muscularity goals.  
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4.3cb Dominance, toxic masculinities and IPED use 

Dominance was a key theme throughout the responses to Question 3. Though the word was 

only specifically used in two responses: 

 

[masculinity/being a man is to]: “look dominant” 

- Q3  

 

[masculinity/being a man is to]: “being dominant” 

- Q3 

 

However other responses seemingly referred to similar concepts, whilst not specifically using 

the word ‘dominant’. For instance, language such as “strong” and “assertive” was utilised 

throughout a number of responses. As discussed in the forum analysis and literature review 

chapters, the use of language is often a key factor in analysing displayed masculinities, 

particularly in an online context. Research which evidenced this link is by Rubin, Blackwell, 

and Conley (2020), who hypothesised that “Conformity to masculine norms will be positively 

associated with toxic online disinhibition” (2020: 516).  

 

The emphasis on dominance in the survey results is a significant finding due to literatures 

association of this attitude and behaviour specifically to notions of toxic masculinity (Kupers, 

2005). Banet-Weiser and Miltner (2015) highlighted that toxic masculinity and online 

dominance is made easier in contemporary online spaces due to the anonymity available on 

these virtual platforms. This anonymity is also believed to have contributed to the increase in 

‘popular misogyny’, too, a finding which is particularly emphasised in the ‘Attitudes towards 
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women’ section of the forum analysis chapter of this thesis, and once more is relatable here 

due to the context the language of dominance is being used in often implying dominance over 

women.  

 

Though the small sample size of course means that these findings are not generalisable, the 

consistent ideologies displayed relating to dominance, strength and assertion are indicative of 

a specific sub-sector of masculinities. As such, it possible to hypothesise that there is a 

relationship between men who use IPEDs and prescription to toxic and hegemonic masculine 

ideals, particularly when considered in the context of the aforementioned importance of 

physical appearance and body image also associated with these masculinities.  

 

4.3cc Heteronormativity amongst men who use IPEDs 

Another significant theme related to masculinities was that of heteronormativity. 

Heteronormativity is an ideology that promotes gender conventionality, heterosexuality, and 

family traditionalism as the societal ideal (Ingraham, 1996; Oswald, Blume, and Marks, 

2005). This was something that appeared to be highlighted significantly within the participant 

population, as a number of responses highlighted various elements of heteronormative 

attitudes. Specifically, within Question 3, which asked participants to define what ‘being a 

man’ meant to them, a number of responses are in line with concepts linked to 

heteronormativity. For instance, one comment states that ‘being a man’ is:  

 

“Having sex with women only” 

- Q3 
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As such implying apparent promotion of heterosexuality, in order to achieve the desired form 

of masculinity. Another said that it is “having a penis” (Q3), and as such this excludes any 

person who identifies as male but has other or no sexual organs.  

 

Other comments made are relatable to the concepts of family traditionalism and traditional 

masculinities, as outlined in the literature review, too, with responses to Question 3 such as: 

 

“Able to provide a stable base for their loved ones” 

 

“provider  - protector  - the stricter parent” [sic] 

 

“Provide for family” 

 

“To not directly depend on other people (in numerous ways, including 

monetary); be self-providing, and achieve a successful career in life” [sic] 

 

“Being able to handle situations and do things on your own and not being 

dependant on other people while also being dependable for the people you 

care for” 

 

The latter responses are arguably relatable to ableist ideals, too, as it is highlighted that both 

physical and emotional dependence on others is not considered the masculine ideal for these 

participants. When considering all of these responses, it is easy to see some key trends related 

to traditionalist approaches. In literature it is highlighted by Douglas Vavrus (2002) that these 

traditional ideals are concepts often linked to traditional hegemonic masculinities in western 
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societies. Furthermore, Gallagher and Smith (1999) highlighted that the use of traditionalist 

approaches, which often feature symbolic male headship, is an ideological tool which 

reinforces hegemonic masculinity. However, they also note that this traditionalism can pose 

to challenge other constructs of hegemony, too, as it can serve to “strengthen men's (…) 

emotional ties to their families” (Gallagher and Smith, 1999: 211).  

 

Despite the increasing societal shift away from traditionalist approaches, particularly those 

which related to gendered roles within the family (Scott, 2006), the majority of responses to 

Question 3 of this survey conveyed links to heteronormativity. This is in line with other 

research, though, which has shown that steroid use and bodybuilding were behaviours that 

were “found to reinforce hegemonic masculine characteristics” (Olrich, 1992: N/A).  

 

Another trend within the data derived from Q3 which might serve to reinforce Olrich’s 

(1992) point, is the reference to emotion (or lack thereof) in the participants constructs of 

‘being a man’. Responses stated things such as: 

 

“Being an immovable object mentaly” [sic] 

 

“stable base” 

 

“Control emotions” 

 

“To radiate calmness (possibly even stoicism)” 
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This emotional suppression is a concept which has been highlighted in literature to relate to 

toxic masculinity, and which is referred to by Ashlee et al. (2018) as creating “the empathy 

gap” (2018: 73). Toxic masculinity is not a singular construct, rather it is used to describe 

“the harmful impacts of masculinities that emphasize dominance” (Ashlee et al., 2018: 73). 

How that male dominance appears, and the actions and language associated to said 

dominance is variable across cultures and time, however there are some components which 

recur often, such as emotional suppression. The regular reference to restricting and 

controlling emotions as highlighted in Question 3 of this survey then are indicative of at least 

one of the idealised masculinities present within the researched population being that of toxic 

hegemonic masculinity.  

 

A secondary ‘pressure’ identified by participants in this survey is regarding perceived 

attractiveness to women. One comment identifies that this, too, is linked to media 

representation of body ideals. 

 

“I think a lot of woman prefer a certain body type, which happens to be 

plastered everywhere, therefore a lot of men want to achieve that look” [sic] 

- Q6a  

 

As seen previously in the forum-based research of this thesis, there is a significant trend 

towards the use of fitness and spaces for fitness for heterosexual flirtation. As such this data 

may be considered to further emphasise the heteronormativity of this cohort. Norman 

highlighted that young men “take up, deploy and perform discourses of normalcy, healthy 

active living, heterosexuality, and individualism as technologies of the self” (2011: 430), a 

concept which is closely related to the performative nature of masculinities and gender more 
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broadly (Linstead and Pullen, 2006; Kiesling, 2007; Jagger, 2008). Martino (2000) utilises a 

Foucauldian framework related to how subjects constitute themselves in relation to the power 

relations of society, as well as the practices used to enact specific forms of masculinities, as 

well as the polymorphous techniques of power, which serve to enforce power structures 

through normalising behaviours and practices. The argument here is that sexual behaviour is 

tied to power structures and their related norms (Epstein, 1997), and that heteronormativity is 

tied within these as a traditionally dominant form of masculinity and expression, which 

young boys positioned themselves within and embodied in order to conform to the 

normalised position of ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ (Martino, 2000). Johansson (1996: 32) 

stated that “the gym is not only a place where you exercise after a day’s work, it is also the 

venue for the construction of particular gender identities”. As such, it can be hypothesised 

using these presented theories and the data collected within this research, that some of the 

gender identities being constructed within these environments can be those which also 

maintain heteronormativity and other elements associated with traditional hegemony.  

 

4.3cd Masculinities, sex, and sexual performance 

Another key theme which emerged in the responses to Question 3 was relating to sex and 

sexual performance. Three out of the fifteen responses mentioned sex directly. Though one of 

these specifically related to heteronormative ideals and has been discussed previously, whilst 

the other two specifically related to sex drives. One participant responded that, to them, in 

part, ‘being a man’ means: 

 

“Constant high sexual performance” 

- Q3 
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Another stated similar, stating that a necessity for their definition of masculinity was: 

 

“High sex drive” 

- Q3 

 

The historical social assertion that men all have high sex drives is a concept which has long 

come into question, however there is still discourse regarding this debate. A simple google 

search for ‘male sex drive’ highlights thousands of articles and forums, predominantly 

directed at men, with people seeking answers to if their sex drive is ‘normal’. Of the male sex 

drive discourse, Hare-Mustin (2004) states that it eroticizes power, assumes male sexual 

urges to be ‘natural’ and ‘compelling’, and therefore assumes men will be ‘aggressive’ in 

satisfying said urges. The lack of historical critique of this belief led this male sex drive 

discourse to remain largely unchallenged until the late 20th century, where this, along with 

other elements of hegemonic macho masculine behaviours began to be critiqued more openly 

(Hare-Mustin, 2004).  

 

However, it is apparent that despite these critiques, there are still some men who align their 

perceived masculinity with their sex drive. This is of particular significance when considering 

the cohort surveyed, as Harvey et al. (2021) identified libido as a key motivator for starting 

(and restarting) non-prescribed AAS amongst men.  

 

When considering the previous discussions suggesting that the surveyed population appear to 

place significant importance on perceived masculinity, and subsequently also use sex drive as 

an indicator of said masculinity, it is not surprising that this could have the potential to result 

in the use of substances to assist this. Harvey et al.’s (2021) research identified that 
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hegemonic masculinity acts as a reinforcing driver for AAS use, and the findings of this 

survey would appear to provide further support for this theory.  

 

4.3ce Capitalism and masculine ideals 

A final key consideration relating to masculinities which emerged from the survey data was 

ideals related to work, financial independence, and provision. Though the ideas related to 

being a provider have been previously discussed in the ‘Heteronormativity’ sub-section, it is 

thought that when contextualised in the broader comments regarding finances and workplace, 

that these comments can be applied to broader discussions relating to masculinities and 

capitalism.   

 

Research has shown that norms of masculinity include ideals regarding primacy of work and 

the pursuit of status (Mahalik et al., 2003), and Weisgram et al., (2010) suggested a link 

between these concepts too, with findings showing that higher salaried jobs are typically 

deemed masculine. Ricci (2018) suggested that men typically value the external markers of 

adulthood higher than internal ones, a key marker of this being financial independence. This 

is indicative of contemporary, adult masculine ideals relating to work and finances being 

largely centred around capitalist constructs of socially perceived job status. In the survey 

conducted for this research, participants stated that ‘being a man’ to them in part meant “high 

ambition” (Q3), “not being dependent on other people” (Q3), “To not directly depend on 

other people (in numerous ways, including monetary) (Q3) and “providing” (Q3) amongst 

others. The key words used in these responses are much in line with the assertion of visible 

financial independence and dependability being considered indicative of contemporary late 

modern capitalist masculinities.  
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Hakim (2019) argued that late modernity’s obsession with the action hero and consumerist 

culture has also led to contemporary capitalist cultures to see a perceived value in the male 

body. The response to such a heightened social value is perceivable in the increase in gym 

use with the specific intention of sexual desirability (Hakim, 2019), as well as arguably the 

use of IPEDs for this reason, too (Cohen et al., 2007). As such, even those survey participants 

who did not directly refer to the ideas of value through the means money or work, can be 

argued to still be discussing capital in the form of the physical form they are aspiring to and 

its correlation with late modernity’s ideals of masculinity.  

 

4.3cf Idealised masculinities amongst men who use IPEDs: Final remarks 

The role of masculinity in the uptake and continuation of IPEDs is clearly a complex one. 

The survey responses identify a variety of gendered belief systems, however the most 

commonly mentioned idealised traits were most closely linked to heteronormative, 

hegemonic masculinities and components linked in literature to toxic masculinities. 

Interestingly too, one survey participant stated in Q4a that: 

 

“Masculinity in todays society is frowned upon, that needs to change. It is 

what we need most in these times.” 

- Q4a 

 

This response was generated from a question which asked about participant experiences with 

self-perception and comparison, and so was unrelated to the question asked. However, the 

comment does serve to illustrate further the aforementioned participant norms of traditional 

masculinity, further suggesting that some individuals may feel that these are threatened by 

contemporary critiques and the popularisation of terminology such as ‘toxic masculinity’. 
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As per the argument highlighted by Hakim (2019) regarding the relationship between 

masculinity, physicality, and capitalism, it is also important to highlight the role of the time 

context on the findings observed within this survey. As previously mentioned, both within 

this chapter and the forum analysis chapter, the research context of being during varying 

periods of the COVID-19 pandemic has the potential to impact on the results by changing the 

importance and dynamics of the aforementioned relationships. From the survey results there 

is no evidence of causality, for example that the use of IPEDs means men are more likely to 

present particular traits relating to their masculinities, nor’ that already exhibiting these 

masculine-associated traits means men are more likely to engage in the use of IPEDs. 

However, due to the correlation between physical appearance and masculinity, it is possible 

to hypothesise a causal relationship between these elements.  
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4.3d Social media, body image and IPEDs  

Social media and its role both as a tool of influence and platform for hosting ideals relating to 

masculine body image ideals was discussed in detail in Chapter 2 and relating to IPED 

consumption in Chapter 1.1f and featured significantly in the original research presented in 

Chapter 3. As such, questions directly related to social media were included within the survey 

(Q8, Q8a and Q8ai), and the data collected from these, along with other mentions that 

organically cropped up throughout the survey, will form the following section of discussion 

and analysis. Whilst survey participants indicated lower-than-average use of social media, the 

broad concept remains an important one to observe, particularly due to the significant 

references to social media both in Chapter 3’s forums, and throughout Q6a of this survey, 

which asked participants to detail the stem of body image pressures on men in contemporary 

society. 

The media has often been cited as a leading cause of body image issues amongst men and 

women. In women the influence of social media images has been shown to impact self-

esteem, body image dissatisfaction and attitudes towards food (Lin and Kulik, 2002; Stice et 

al., 1994). In men, though there has been less research into this area historically it is 

increasingly researched (Duggan and McCreary, 2004), and has been similarly linked to 

feelings of “inadequacy, unattractiveness and even failure” (Pope, Phillips and Olivardia, 

2000: 4). These impacts have been evidenced both within traditional media forms such as 

magazines (Jones, Vigfusdottir and Lee, 2004) and contemporary social media (Hargreaves 

and Tiggemann, 2009; Fardouly et al., 2015). The key difference between the male and 

female cohorts is regarding the body goals, with men more commonly associating 

muscularity with attractiveness, and women being more motivated by thinness (Salusso-

Deonier, Markee and Pedersen, 1993; McCreary and Sasse, 2004). Another important 

gender-related differentiation is regarding the responses to said media. Pope, Phillips and 
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Olivardia (2000) highlighted that the traditional silence regarding issues of self-confidence 

amongst men means that the issues and pressures felt are less likely to be discussed, 

comparatively to women who are more learned in ignoring societal beauty ideals due to a 

greater historical awareness of these issues. 

 

Richardson, Dixon, and Kean (2019) directly link these concepts to IPED use, stating that: 

 

“With the rise and use of social media in combination with the increase in IPED use it makes 

for a potent mix. Long term use [of social media] may lead to reliance on getting external 

validation from likes/followers to provide social and or physical acceptance on ones body 

image. May become addictive behaviour and lead to body dysmorphia and or muscle 

dysmorphia.” 

(Richardson, Dixon, and Kean, 2019: 29) 

 

Furthering this, Hilkens et al (2021) found that image-centric social media use was positively 

associated with the use of AAS, as well as being associated with a more dissatisfied body 

image. Multiple survey participants highlighted the effects of social media on appearance 

pressures felt by men, with many referencing social media in response to being asked about 

where the pressures on men to look a certain way stem from in 2021 (Q6a). Out of the 14 

responses gathered for that question, 10 reference the media or social media as a direct factor 

of pressure on appearance for men. It cannot be derived from this survey data though that 

social media has a causal impact on the uptake of IPEDs, merely that there is a relationship 

between social media and body dissatisfaction, and body dissatisfaction and uptake of IPEDs. 

However, participants within this survey reported lower-than-average engagement with social 
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media, and as all current or past people who use IPEDs, there are clearly other significant 

factors of influence that are not related to social media. 

 

4.3da Social media, mental health and IPEDs 

IPED use itself has been linked to the onset of manic episodes, mood changes, anxiety, and 

depression (Midgley, Heather and Davies, 2001; Pärssinen, and Seppälä, 2002; Kanayama 

and Pope, 2012). As such, the consideration of mental health amongst this cohort are 

imperative. In the survey, 4 participants referred specifically to mental health impacts of their 

IPED use (Q2 and Q4), referring to anxiety, insomnia, depression, increased aggression and 

other ‘mood related’ side-effects. One participant stated a direct correlation between their use 

of IPEDs and perceived mental health impacts: 

 

“Steroid use didn’t do much mentally so I cycled off. Nonexistent issues 

nowadays, feeling great” [sic] 

- Q4 

 

One key relevant influence on mental health has been shown to be perceived body image 

(Soltani et al., 2017; Gillen and Markey, 2015; Cussins, 2001; Tabaac, Perrin and Benotsch, 

2018; Seo et al., 2016), including specifically amongst people who use IPEDs (Brennan, 

Wells and Van Hout, 2017). Appearance comparison is theorised to be a key predictor of 

men’s body attitudes (Andersen et al., 2000; Pope et al., 2000; Thompson et al., 1999), of 

particular importance due to the causal links observed between body image ideals and IPED 

uptake (Campbell et al., 2017; McVeigh et al., 2021). Q4 utilised an adapted Male Body 

Attitude Likert scale (Thompson, Heinberg and Tantleff, 1991; Tylka, Bergeron, and 

Schwartz, 2005), and 54% of the survey’s participants said that they ‘usually’ or ‘often’ 
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exhibit behaviours associated with low self-perception and negative self-comparison. There 

were varying views though, with some participants reporting either that they did not feel 

impacted by body image pressures, or that it was not something that they perceived to be an 

unhealthy behaviour linked to mental health: 

 

“I'm just doing my own thing I don't care so much about others bc it probably 

works both ways. Just exploring what peds really do but will quit soon 

anyway” [sic] 

- Q4 

 

“I've never felt bad comparing myself to other men. I compete in competitive 

strength sports, not body building. I appreciate the blokes that do it, but that 

never makes me feel bad about myself. That just comes from my own personal 

insecurities” 

- Q4 

 

The role of social media use within this context and cohort is imperative particularly due to 

its theorised connection to both body image and mental health (Lee et al., 2014), as was 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2.2. A multitude of other studies report positive 

associations between time spent on social media and social networking platforms, and 

heightened levels of depression and anxiety (Chou and Edge, 2012; Kross et al., 2013; 

Sagioglou and Greitemeyer, 2014; Banjanin et al., 2015; Woods and Scott, 2016; Barry et al., 

2017). These impacts were said to be exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, too (Gao et 

al., 2020), as discussed in greater detail in Chapter 1.1e. Despite this, though, the study 

participants reported lower than average use of social media (Q8). 53% of participants did 
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state though that whilst using social media, they actively engaged with accounts relating to 

fitness and/or body image (Q8ai), which has been shown to have an impact on body image 

and mental health (Lee et al., 2014). However, other studies have disputed the causational 

relationship between social media and body image (Berryman, Ferguson and Negy, 2017; 

Coyne et al., 2020), and further the pandemics impacts have also been evidenced to be short-

term and situationally specific (Zoob Carter, Boardley and van de Ven, 2021). As such, it is 

not possible to assume any causation between social media, negative body image, IPEDs and 

mental health from this study alone.  

 

4.3db Social media, body image and IPEDs: Final remarks 

Despite varying accounts throughout literature, the results of this study would suggest that 

there is a relationship between social media, IPEDs, masculinities and mental health, 

however no causality is identified or implied. The split in opinions is also indicative of 

support for other literature which has shown the positive and pleasurable impacts of IPED 

consumption (van de Ven, Mulrooney and McVeigh, 2019). Whilst harm reduction efforts 

are often focused on addressing physical harms, these findings would suggest that indications 

of negative body image and self-comparison should be considered as a priority. These factors 

have been shown to have real impacts on mental health, as well as being indicative of IPED 

consumption, which can in turn present additional physical harms (Baker, Graham, and 

Davies, 2006; Hope et al., 2013). As such, addressing these influential factors prior to the 

observance of other high-risk behaviours is key in encouraging safe consumption. 
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4.4 Limitations 

There are a few acknowledged limitations with the survey methodology presented in Chapter 

4. The first of which relates to the sample size. As mentioned previously, the predominantly 

qualitative nature of the data collection meant that an extensive participant list was not 

necessary for the exploratory nature of the research. As such though, any findings are 

presented as indicative areas for thematic analysis, as opposed to presenting results as 

conclusive or quantifiable.  

 

Another area of limitation within the sample for this research is through the participant 

recruitment methods. Though efforts were made to post the survey in multiple forums, the 

vast majority of respondents appear to have stemmed from Reddit’s r/steroids forum. Though 

this is not necessarily problematic, as this forum has no profile pre-requisites for following 

and participating, it does insinuate at least a thread of commonality amongst those 

participating, in that they are individuals engaging in online content regard steroid use. As 

such, views and experiences reported cannot be considered more broadly representative. 

 

The status of this substance as a category C regulated drug in the UK, alongside it being 

regulated in the majority of countries across the world, could hypothetically have the 

potential to discourage open discussion about usage. However, by providing anonymity, this 

survey enabled open responses and upon sharing across a variety of online platforms, 

responses came in incredibly quickly, and with multiple others commenting on the forums 

asking if they could participate after the maximum threshold had been reached. This shows 

the willingness of this community to engage in academic research related to use and provides 

unique and valuable insights for the field.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

This concluding chapter summarises the key arguments and findings presented within the 

thesis by addressing each presented research objective and highlighting the findings relevant 

to them. Whilst each sub-section of this thesis has sought to providing concluding comments 

to the specific sub-themes’ findings, the following conclusion will now summarise all 

relevant findings as they relate to each research objective, from across the literature review, 

netnography and cross-sectional investigation findings. After this, practical recommendations 

and future directions for research which have been evidenced and observed through the 

conducting of this thesis will be presented. 

 

This thesis has sought to explore the perceptions and embodiments of masculinities amongst 

people who use IPEDs, during COVID-19. It has utilised a mixed-method approach, 

presenting original research conducted through both a netnographic forum analysis, as well as 

an original survey. A number of arguments have been presented throughout this work to 

support the links between idealised masculinities and how the use of IPEDs aids in the 

embodiment of these ideals. In particular, this research has identified the presence of multiple 

masculinities which are evidenced by cohorts of men who use IPEDs. Further evidence 

provides links between elements of these masculinities and how these may not only just be 

embodied by people who use IPEDs, but indication of causal links between the social strain 

of masculine achievement and physical embodiment influencing the uptake and continued 

use of IPEDs.  
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5.1 Exploring the motivations amongst men for the uptake of IPEDs 

Begley et al. (2017) lists key motivations for the use of IPEDs as aesthetics, competitive 

bodybuilding, sporting performance, occupational performance, youthfulness, sex drive, HRT 

and ‘other’. Factors cited in other studies refer to elements which may fall within the broader 

‘aesthetics’ umbrella, including hetero and homosexual flirtation (Underwood, 2017) and 

weight loss (Salinas, Floodgate and Ralphs, 2019), as well as broader categorisations such as 

‘general wellbeing’ and ‘injury recovery’ (Turnock, 2022). The original research presented in 

Chapter’s 3 and 4 include evidence supporting the existing knowledge regarding some key 

motivations for consumption. This comprises motivators such as overall wellbeing, 

aesthetics, muscularity, peer influence, strength, health, sex drive, injury recovery, sexual 

appeal, and celebrity influences. 

 

The most commonly observed motivation though was aesthetics and improving body image, 

with both the netnographic analysis (e.g., “Best compounds for a cycle to look good?” (3.8)) 

and the survey (e.g., ““I made the decision to use PEDs because I wanted a better body 

image and to be more attractive/muscular to be frank” (Q1)) the importance of this in men’s 

decisions to consume IPEDs. Whilst this finding is in line with much existing research 

regarding IPED uptake (Salinas, Floodgate and Ralphs, 2019), it provides additional validity 

as to the importance of body image in the decision to consume these substances. 

 

In response to the cross-sectional survey, many participants also referenced social media as a 

significant influence on body image satisfaction amongst men. This finding supports existing 

research regarding the high levels of muscular and body dissatisfaction amongst men who use 

IPEDs (Griffiths et al., 2018), though does not necessarily provide evidence of a causal link 

between social media and IPED uptake.  
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Multiple participants utilised the forums observed in Chapter 3 as spaces to openly ask 

questions regarding supplementation, both legal and controlled, and how these substances 

could aid their physique goals. Whilst many forum posters did provide counterarguments to 

the use of IPEDs, actively looking to dissuade (particularly young) men from starting a cycle, 

others supported and encouraged consumption, advising forum posters of best compounds to 

aid elements such as vascularity and muscularity, as well as youthfulness. This would 

therefore indicate the importance of regular engagement with online forum platforms for 

disseminating key harm reduction information.  
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5.2 Investigating the articulation of masculinities and gender identities amongst 

men who consume IPEDs 

Gillen (2005) highlighted that cultural ideals create a societal pressure which can lead people, 

both men and women, to strive for muscle mass, which can be curtailed, or at least minimised 

by, positive body image. The forum evidenced a number of posters who had negative 

attitudes towards their body image and specifically, muscularity. The surveys reflected 

similar results, highlighting a significant focus on muscularity, and specific muscle groups 

being key focuses for participants. The muscle groups most commonly referenced as 

important to men who use(d) IPEDs in Chapter 4 were abs, shoulders and biceps, all of which 

have been highlighted in existing research relating to physical embodiments of masculinities 

(Christiansen, 2019). As such, these findings would reaffirm the importance of observing the 

sources of influence of masculine ideals as a key area influencing muscular enhancement, and 

in some instances, IPED consumption. 

 

Some survey respondents rejected the idea of definitions of masculinity (e.g., “its just a word 

for your gender.  In my opinion there is no definition for how a men/women should act or 

look.  So this word is pointless for me” [sic] (Q3)). However, key themes presented amongst 

the participant cohort are traits often associated with traditional masculinities, such as 

dominance and provision (Ging, 2019; Maskalan, 2019). Whilst concepts of hegemonic and 

toxic masculinities amongst men who use IPEDs (van Hout and Kean, 2015, Turnock, 2021b) 

have been researched previously, these findings further compound the association between 

these concepts and indicate the importance of continued research into the intersection 

between traditional masculine ideals and substance use.  
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Another theme observed throughout both components of original research was the emphasis 

on heterosexuality, through the use of homophobic and stigmatising language in forums (e.g., 

“maybe hes a closet f*g” (3.28)), and through depictions of heteronormative ideals in survey 

responses relating to defining masculinity (e.g., “Having sex with women only” (Q3)). 

Existing research has highlighted the links between asserting heterosexuality and the 

embodiment of traditional masculinities (Ging, 2019), and this has further been shown as key 

in the enforcement of gender identity specifically within male athletic and fitness 

communities (O’Brien, Shovelton and Latner, 2013).  
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5.3 Identifying the extent to which contemporary idealised masculinities 

contribute to the objectification and fetishization of the male body 

The literature review explored the relationship of the media and social media upon 

contemporary idealised masculinities, highlighting their roles in normalising the 

objectification and fetishization of the male form (Bordo, 2000; Calogero, 2011), as well as 

influencing body image goals (Andreasson, 2015), and impacting upon mental health 

(Robinson and Alloy, 2003). The original research featured in Chapter’s 3 and 4 supported 

many of these findings, along with emphasising the importance of celebrity on body image 

goals (Agliata and Tantleff-Dunn, 2004; Fardouly et al., 2015; Brown and Tiggemann, 2021). 

One significant key finding though was the implication of the connection between celebrity, 

body image goals, masculine ideals, and the use of IPEDs (e.g., “What motivated me to use 

these substances was […] being convinced that to achieve my desired physique - the likes of 

fitness celebrities and actors such as Henry Cavill, Frank Zane or Joe Lindner - I would need 

to take IPED (Q1)). This finding indicates the potential importance of engagement with 

celebrity fitness personalities as an effective method of communicating positive body image 

ideals and healthy behaviours amongst men who use IPEDs.  

 

Despite participants in the survey reporting under-average engagement with social media, 

many still identified social media and traditional media as influential factors in masculine 

pressure and associated body image (e.g., ““just like for women ever Media pressures a 

certain look on men. Doesnt matter if its movies, advertisements or whatever” [sic] (Q6a)). 

Though causation was not determined from this research, this data provides evidence 

supporting a connection between media sources and contemporary masculine ideals, the 

outcome of which is arguably the same, irrespective of causality.  
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Gill (2012) highlighted the sexualisation of contemporary society and specified the media’s 

role in this, due to the presentation of increasingly sexualised imagery. As such, the 

normalisation of sexual imagery and sexuality more broadly, though presenting its obvious 

benefits relating to acceptance and equality, also has the propensity to increase objectification 

of both the self and of others (Aubrey, 2006; Aubrey et al., 2019). Though these theories of 

objectification and even further, fetishization, have been traditionally considered regarding 

their impact on women and the female body, increasingly there is evidence of their 

application to men and the male form, too (Michaels, Parent and Moradi, 2013). 

 

Additional original research from this thesis which supports the suggestion of idealised 

masculinities influencing objectification and fetishization are the original images submitted 

as part of the cross-sectional investigation (Chapter 4). Whilst many of the participants were 

not openly conscious of their posing, some did highlight their own positioning and how this 

contributed to enhancing certain muscles and aesthetics (e.g., “In this image i twist my upper 

body as to give the impression of having a smaller waist, aswell as making the light fall on 

my obliques and abs in such a manner that they have more contrast/shadows so that they 

appear more prominent. I also push my shoulder forwards to visually enlarge my chest by it 

being closer to the camera” [sic] (Q5)). The muscle groups identified by many of the survey 

respondents have been linked to the physical display of masculinity through body image 

(Christiansen, 2019).  

 

Other research has highlighted the role of muscularity in contemporary sexualised male 

bodies (Tiggemann, Martins and Churchett, 2008), and the original research within this thesis 

is indicative of the embodiment of these ideals amongst men who use IPEDs. This therefore 

would imply the importance of engaging with sources of influence upon idealised 
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contemporary masculinities (e.g., media and social media) in order to understand the 

influences felt by these men and better understand their consumption influences.  
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5.4 Analysing the connection between IPED use and constructions of gender in 

multicultural and capitalist societies 

This research objective sought to acknowledge the context within which this thesis was 

written and the influences of contemporary multicultural and capitalist societies on men who 

use IPEDs. Though effort has been made to introduce non-Eurocentric works relating to the 

topics of this thesis, the research was predominantly conducted amongst a UK cohort, and as 

such the body image and masculine ideals discussed are inherently framed within a 

Westernised and capitalist understanding of influence. Discussions relating to the role of 

traditional and social media is also grounded in this context, too. Though many participants in 

the cross-sectional investigation (Chapter 4) referenced limited social media use, they still 

acknowledged the pressures on masculinities and body image stemming from these platforms 

(e.g., “Social media expectations” (Q6a), “The need to stand out on social media” (Q6a)). 

As such, this finding would imply that contemporary societies emphasis on social media 

presence is a key influence on negative body image amongst men, which can influence the 

use of IPEDs. However, the participants limited use, despite all being men who use(d) IPEDs, 

implies there are other non-media influences which are important to explore further in future 

research.  

 

The original research presented in Chapter’s 3 and 4 further supported research conducted by 

Hakim (2016), which positioned the increasingly sexualised form of male body image as a 

direct result of hyper-capitalist contemporary cultures. They argued that the body can become 

a source of controlling individual capital in a world where the means of production ownership 

is increasingly hard for many individuals, and the original research contributes to this 

argument in two distinct ways. (1) The utilisation of the body as a literal source of economic 

independence, observed through the prestige to which fitness celebrity and social media 
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personalities were held to. (2) The body acting as a form of gender role embodiment, used to 

reflect traditional masculine ideals and traits, such as hierarchy, financial stability, and power 

(Connell, 2014), all of which were identified as thematic traits of masculinity as identified by 

the participants in the cross-sectional investigation (Q3). The achievement of body ideal 

standards is a requirement for the performance of both of these potential interpretations, and 

the original research within Chapter’s 3 and 4 re-emphasised the importance of embodying 

masculine ideals through muscularity (e.g., (being a man is to…) “look well physically 

(muscular and lean … ) (Q3)). These two literal and performative interpretations of the 

utilisation of the body are inherently linked to capitalism, and the increasingly neo-liberal 

pressure of financial independence and individualism (Baer, 2016; Coffey, 2020), and are 

therefore indicative of the importance of these factors in the uptake and continued use of 

IPEDs.  
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5.5 Identifying the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on motivations for IPED 

consumption 

The original research conducted within this thesis found that IPED consumption altered 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, however core motivations for consumption did not 

significantly change, with body image, strength and health remaining of high importance 

amongst men who use IPEDs. Some of the observed reduction of consumption of IPEDs was 

due to lack of access to appropriate fitness facilities (e.g., “I had to cut short my 12 week 

cycle by 5 weeks due to this shitty flu virus. Be months before gyms and bars reopen” [sic] 

(3.58)). Another key factor in these changes was the lack of access to the products 

themselves, as well as concerns over quality due to supply-chain issues (e.g., “My guy can’t 

get gear ATM so looking just in case it’s not done by the time I’m running out” (3.74)). 

Furthermore, the lack of access to healthcare was observed to be key in some individual’s 

decisions to reduce consumption (e.g., “Right now with the city being in lockdown n this 

coronavirus floating around going to doctors is a big nono for me” (4.7)), with access to 

doctors and public healthcare (e.g., blood pressure testing at local pharmacies) being 

restricted. Emerging research relating to this time period supports many of these observations 

(Pinho, 2020), however the long-term impacts should be continuously explored. Furthermore, 

the lack of accessibility to healthcare due to the COVID-19 pandemic would suggest that 

there is an important avenue for harm reduction initiatives to consider are practical 

interventions which are accessible at home.  

 

Another important finding from the original research was observed only within the 

netnographic analysis (Chapter 3), which evidenced the COVID-19 pandemics impact on 

actively encouraging uptake of IPEDs (e.g., “Before all of this I didn't even think about going 

on gear again but now it's the only thing I want to do” (3.58)”. There was also indication of 
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the consumption of IPEDs specifically in order to protect against COVID-19. Data collected 

within the netnographic component indicated that some men increased their use of AAS in an 

attempt to heighten their testosterone, which they believed would reduce their risks of 

contracting high-risk COVID-19 (e.g., ““I’ve just pinned a mil to be on the safe side” (3.3)). 

The extent of individual increases to consumption are unknown, nor was it observed if any 

individuals instigated their initial uptake due to these reasons, though this would make an 

interesting avenue for future research. Nonetheless, these findings indicate the importance of 

sharing verified healthcare information online, across common platforms for knowledge 

exchange amongst people who use IPEDs, in order to help reduce misinformation and 

decrease the risk of potentially harmful response behaviours.  

 

Another key finding from the original research, particularly stemming from the netnographic 

analysis (Chapter 3) was the increased importance of online spaces for the forum-using 

cohort during COVID-19. These spaces provided key social support to their users (Andy et 

al., 2021), and, due to the inaccessibility of physical fitness spaces during the initial 

lockdown period of the pandemic, became increasingly important spaces for discussion, not 

only relating to bodybuilding or IPED use, but of personal lives, health, politics and more. 

The globally isolating nature of this time period is therefore argued to have increased the 

importance of these online communities, emphasising their position as ‘safe spaces’ for 

communication amongst peers through the absence of the physical spaces which had acted in 

this way pre-pandemic. As such, though these platforms are important avenues for research 

and analysis at all times, the findings of this research would imply their heightened 

importance in periods of global uncertainty. As such, forums ought to be considered as key 

avenues for engagement with communities of men who use IPEDs during these 

circumstances. 
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5.6 Observing how attitudes towards physicality and masculinities were 

articulated online during the COVID-19 pandemic 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, access to fitness facilities were limited for many around the 

world. In Chapter 5.5 this was discussed in relation to their impact on the use of IPEDs, 

however the original research further highlighted evidenced a perceptible change towards 

physicality during this time, too. Due to the data collection methods used, it is not possible to 

directly compare the attitudes and articulations of physicality’s and masculinities observed 

during this time to those before the pandemic. Nonetheless, what could be observed was the 

presence of newly developed pandemic-specific language, along with discussions relating to 

COVID-19 and the social restrictions, utilised in context of discussions relating to 

masculinities and gendered ideals. 

 

As outlined in Chapter 5.1 and prior, body image can be considered as a tool for individuals 

to physically reflect or embody gendered ideals. The body as a social institution, along with 

associated physical positioning, fashion, and hair, can be used to present an individual’s 

identity, including the societal gender ideals which they prescribe to. It was observed 

throughout the netnographic research and cross-sectional investigation in Chapter’s 3 and 4, 

that many men who use IPEDs faced significant restrictions in physically accessing fitness 

spaces and maintaining their pre-pandemic fitness routines (e.g., “home workouts, good as 

they are, can't makeup for the heavy lifting that I need to do" [sic] (1.3)). The pursuit of 

fitness activities is often undertaken with a key goal of maintaining or improving body image 

(Jankauskienė and Miežienė, 2011), in turn aiding in the embodiment of individual gender 

ideals. Arguably, the global nature of the pandemic will have influenced a shift in body 

image standards more broadly (Mutz and Merke, 2020) and original research in Chapter 3 

highlighted that many men who use(d) IPEDs were also readdressing their fitness and body 
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image ideals (e.g., “This lockdown has really highlighted the amount of time and money I've 

pissed away chasing muscle gain and size etc” (3.38)). Though this was not a monopolised 

shift in approach, as other data evidenced the maintenance of similar body image goals as 

observable prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., “The male citizens of this country need to 

keep there pecs poppin” [sic] (3.16)). As such, this work suggests that whilst many body 

image goals remained unaffected by COVID-19, an unknown number of individuals utilised 

this time period to create changes to both their fitness, and IPED consumption (e.g., “Makes 

no sense to keep feeding myself high dose testosterone when theres nothing to benefit from 

other than increased libido and overall wellbeing” [sic] (3.63)). Therefore, future research 

would benefit in analysing the extent to which these changes occurred, and whether they 

were implemented long-term or merely through the pandemic period itself.  

 

The role of sexism in the maintenance and enforcement of traditional hegemonic 

masculinities was discussed in Chapter 3.3ea. Sexist behaviour and language was observed in 

the original research relating to COVID-19 specific contexts, too. Specifically, new 

pandemic-specific language was used in order to demean women (e.g., “I'm all for masks 

cover all them ugly women up” (3.7)). Additionally, whilst forum posters (Chapter 3) 

acknowledged their own difficulties in accessing fitness facilities and maintaining their 

physiques, many comments were made relating to women’s weight and appearance during 

the pandemic (e.g., “The fat blonde f**k across the road from me comes out looking 

disgusting in her yoga pants” (3.1)). As such, the findings of this thesis would suggest that 

the COVID-19 pandemic, whilst not itself exacerbating these attitudes, was utilised in online 

spaces to provide additional language and situational references to further reinforce attitudes 

associated with toxic, hegemonic masculinities.  
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5.7 Original contribution 

This research has contributed to literature relating to the motivation for both initial uptake 

and continuation of IPED consumption, specifically focusing on the initial influence of 

external factors relating to perceived idealised gender norms. Motivations behind initial 

uptake of IPEDs is a key consideration for effective harm reduction implementation, with 

different motivators correlating with varying levels of engagement with available services 

(Hope et al., 2021). Whilst the consumption of IPEDs is not inherently negative, with some 

research also showing pleasurable and functional use of these substances (van de Ven, 

Mulrooney and McVeigh, 2019), research shows that consumers frequently experience a 

range of side-effects, such as acne, hypogonadism, cardiac issues, changes to liver 

functionality and psychological harms (Rahnema et al., 2014; Begley et al., 2017; Hope et al., 

2022; Kanayama, Hudson and Pope, 2009; Corazza et al., 2019). 

 

This thesis has provided further qualitative insight into the motivations for use, and how they 

were impacted by a significant period of social change (the COVID-19 pandemic), along with 

their contextual relationships between gendered norms and idealised masculinities. 

Kimergård and McVeigh (2014) highlighted the importance of social context in order to 

understand drug-related harms, suggesting that harm reduction interventions and programmes 

should reflect not only drug risk profiles, but characteristics and social contexts, too. The 

links evidenced throughout this thesis between masculine ideals, contemporary body image 

ideals and IPED consumption in turn indicate the need for further exploration of sources of 

gender norm ideals, as well as methods of their embodiment, in order to create targeted and 

effective harm reduction practices for men who use IPEDs. 
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This research also consisted of two independent methodologies (netnographic and a cross-

sectional survey-based investigation), which have not previously been used in combination 

within the field of IPEDs and gender identities. The field of IPED research has contemporary 

additions utilising online forums analysis as an individual methodology (Turnock, 2021a; 

Underwood, van de Ven and Dunn, 2021), and even specifically in relation to gender and 

IPEDs (Underwood, 2017; Andreasson and Henning, 2022a). This is also the case with the 

cross-sectional survey methodology, with significant works existing in the field of IPEDs 

using comparable methodologies in the UK (Bates and McVeigh, 2016; Begley et al., 2017; 

Hibbert et al., 2021) and internationally (Ip et al., 2012; Bonnecaze, O’Connor and Aloi, 

2020), as well as specifically in relation to gender and IPED use, too (Goldman, Pope and 

Bhasin, 2019). However, the integration of mixed-data types, including a qualitative analysis 

of original images, provides a novel insight into the research objectives, and more broadly 

into the sub-population of men who use IPEDs. Additionally, these methodologies have not 

yet been combined to provide insight specifically into the impact of contemporary gender 

identities on uptake and consumption of IPEDs. Combining these methodologies has 

therefore provided a unique multi-pronged insight into the topic and enabled the analysis of 

more in-depth data than the use of just one of these methodologies in isolation would have 

done. Indeed, findings from a scoping review conducted by McVeigh et al. (2021) stated that 

“a combination of routinely available data, survey data and other novel data collection 

methods should be employed, including online methodologies to gain a better understanding 

of the prevalence of use and associated behaviours” (2021: 9). 

 

This thesis extensively discusses gender, idealised masculinities, and the interpretations of 

these, as well as seeking themes of masculinity within the target population. Due to the 

predominantly male population of people who use IPEDs, the insight and original data 
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developed within this thesis are significant not only for enhancing understanding, but for the 

potential development of future gendered interventions and harm reduction methodologies. 

These findings can provide insight for practical applications, informing harm reduction and 

desistence practices, but also in helping to provide greater understanding and context to the 

consumption of these substances, both to academics, practitioners and men who have used or 

continue to use the IPEDs themselves. 
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5.8 Future directions 

Whilst much evidence has been shown within this thesis regarding the immediate impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic on IPED consumption and fitness more broadly, emerging research 

is beginning to show that many of the impacts initially observed were not long term (Zoob 

Carter, Boardley and van de Ven, 2021). The drastic changes to levels of IPED consumption 

(Chapters 3.3b and 4.3ac), as well as the impacts to mental health (Chapters 3.3d and 4.3da) 

observed within this thesis present potentially significant harms amongst men who use 

IPEDs. The observed increases in consumption in an attempt to reduce COVID-19 risks, for 

instance, pose the potential for other IPED consumption harms and side-effects. As such, 

future research should include the observation of the longevity of the impacts to body image, 

fitness ideals and ultimately IPED use in the post-COVID-19-pandemic era.  

 

Another key finding within the netnographic component (Chapter 3) of this research was the 

role of virtual safe spaces, a concept which ought to be protected and encouraged due to their 

accessibility, both physically and for engagement with traditionally harder to reach 

communities (Lucero, 2017). However, what also became clear of the virtual safe spaces 

observed across online forums is the conditional nature of these spaces, with sex, gender, and 

sexual orientation in particular appearing to have an impact on the level of acceptance 

received within them, enforced by the use of derogatory language and ‘othering’ tactics. The 

limited moderation of these platforms both encourages the perceived safety of the posters, but 

also enables the use of inappropriate and offensive language which results in the exclusion of 

some individuals, and further research could further assess the roles of these virtual safe 

spaces in online community building. Alongside this, clearer regulation could be developed 

for online platforms which host forums, which still encourages the development of safe 

spaces but restricts harmful language use. The specific findings relating to homophobic 
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language online suggests that another important avenue for further research might be 

regarding the experiences of homosexual men in online bodybuilding forums and gyms – 

whilst research has been conducted regarding the consumption of IPEDs amongst men who 

have sex with men (Hibbert et al., 2021), their experiences in the surrounding bodybuilding 

communities and online is yet to be explored extensively.  

 

Another key finding of this research is the displayed links between IPED use and 

masculinities, as such, there is argument for further development of gendered drug policies, 

such as harm reduction. Kimergård and McVeigh (2014) highlight the important of 

community engagement in delivering health messaging, and van de Van, Boardley and 

Chandler (2022) note the importance of engagement between NSP services and fitness 

communities and suggest the incorporation of personal trainers who are already established in 

IPED using communities along with specialist and empathetic staff. The research presented 

in this thesis would support the inclusion of gendered influences and pressures (for both male 

and female people who use IPEDs) in the training of these staff, in order to encourage open 

communication and more effective harm reduction implementation.  

 

Whilst there is increasing use in related fields of forum-centric netnographic research 

methodologies (Andreasson and Henning, 2022a; Turnock, 2021a; Underwood, 2017), there 

is still space for more extensive ethnographic analysis both within this field and others, in 

order to develop understandings of the changing attitudes within these forum-engaged 

communities. Online communities, social media and forums were omnipresent throughout 

this research, and this too highlights the importance of continued netnographic research 

within these domains. Additionally, it also identifies a vital avenue for future engagement 

with people who use IPEDs, and associated subculture communities. This research evidenced 
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a clear connection with these online platforms and body and gendered ideals, as well as 

information sharing and community building. As such, the effective engagement of 

researchers and harm reduction professionals within these environments, utilising accessible 

language, could enable the sharing of best practice and harm reduction information directly 

with people who use IPEDs. 

 

Finally, this research has evidenced the importance of considering gender identities in 

relation to the consumption of IPEDs and positioning of body image ideals. Whilst this field 

of research is growing, there is still much to explore relating to these intersecting factors. The 

utilisation of extended versions of the methodologies presented in Chapter’s 3 and 4, or even 

the use of other novel methodologies, would help to explore the relationship between these 

elements further. Further research could provide original insight into the associated 

communities and ultimately, further develop best-practice harm reduction information and 

methodologies, to best ensure the health safety of men who use IPEDs. 
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Question schedule 

Note: Question numbers may differ to those mentioned in-text, as the export includes 

participant criteria and consent sections as numbered items.  

 

8	/	15

Page	3:	Questions

4. 	What	IPEDs	did/do	you	use,	and	what	motivated	you	to	begin	your	use	of	these

substances?	(Up	to	250	words)	 	Required

Yes 	 No

5. 	Are	you	aware	of	any	risks	associated	with	use	of	your	chosen	IPEDs?	 	Required

	Yes

	No

5.a. 	Have	you	ever	experienced	any	negative	consequences	and/or	side	effects	due	to

your	use	of	IPEDs?	 	Required

5.a.i. 	If	you	answered	yes,	please	briefly	explain	what	consequences	and/or	side

effects	you	experienced	due	to	your	IPED	use.	(Up	to	250	words)

6. 	Write	5	points	on	what	‘masculinity’	or	‘being	a	man’	means	to	you.	(Up	to	250

words)	 	Required

9	/	15

Please	don't	select	more	than	1	answer(s)	per	row.

Please	select	at	least	6	answer(s).

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Usually

Have	you	ever	felt

that	your	own	body

size	or	shape

compared

unfavourably	to

other	men?

Have	you	ever	felt

ashamed	of	your

body	size	or

shape?

Has	seeing	your

reflection	(e.g.,	in	a

mirror	or	window)

ever	made	you	feel

badly	about	your

size	or	shape?

Has	seeing

muscular	men	ever

made	you	feel	bad

about	your	own

body	size	or

shape?

7. 	Please	answer	the	following	questions:	 	Required
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Have	you	ever	felt

that	you	were

overly	focused	on

your	body	size	or

shape?

Have	you	ever

been	particularly

self-conscious

about	your	body

size	or	shape	when

in	the	company	of

other	people?

7.a. 	Any	additional	comments?

Now,	please	upload	a	recent	picture	of	yourself	to	this	dropbox:	HERE

You	do	not	have	to	show	your	face	in	this	image	if	you	would	prefer	not	to,	all	images	will

be	anonymised	prior	to	being	included	in	the	thesis.

8. 	Please	briefly	explain	how	you	have	posed	in	the	picture	you	submitted	and	why.

For	instance,	are	you	trying	to	highlight	a	particular	muscle?	Or	hiding	a	particular	part	of

your	body?.	(Up	to	250	words)	 	Required

9. 	In	your	opinion,	are	there	pressures	upon	men	to	look	a	certain	way	in	2021?	

11	/	15

Yes 	 No

Required

9.a. 	If	you	answered	yes,	where	do	you	believe	these	pressures	stem	from?	(Up	to	250

words)

Please	don't	select	more	than	1	answer(s)	per	row.

Please	select	at	least	8	answer(s).

Strong

Disagree
Disagree Neutral Agree

Strongly

Agree

I	think	I	have	too

little	muscle	on	my

body.

I	think	my	body

should	be	leaner.

I	wish	I	was

stronger.

I	wish	my	muscles

were	more	defined.

I	wish	I	was

broader.

I	feel	dissatisfied

with	my	overall

body	build.

10. 	Please	answer	the	following	questions:	 	Required
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12	/	15

I	think	I	have	too

much	fat	on	my

body.

I	feel	satisfied	with

the	size	and	shape

of	my	body.

10.a. 	Do	you	have	a	particular	focus	on	adding	muscle	to	specific	body	parts/muscle

groups	when	working	out?	(e.g.	abs,	arms,	chest,	legs,	or	no	particular	focus)	(Up	to	150

words)	 	Required

	Multiple	times	an	hour

	Hourly

	A	few	times	a	day

	Once	a	day

	A	few	times	a	week

	Once	a	week

	Less	than	once	a	week

11. 	How	often	do	you	access	social	media?	 	Required

Yes 	 No

11.a. 	Do	you	follow	social	media	accounts	related	to	fitness	and/or	body	image?	

Required

11.a.i. 	If	you	selected	yes,	can	you	provide	the	names	of	some	of	these	accounts,	along

with	the	platform	you	follow	them	on?

13	/	15

Yes 	 No

12. 	Did	COVID-19	impact	on	your	working	out	routine?	 	Required

12.a. 	If	you	selected	yes,	please	briefly	explain	in	what	ways	and	why	your	workout

routines	were	impacted	upon	by	COVID-19	(Up	to	250	words)

Yes 	 No 	 Not	Applicable

13. 	If	you	are	a	current	user	of	IPEDs,	did	COVID-19	impact	on	your	use	of	these

substances?	 	Required

13.a. 	If	you	selected	yes,	briefly	explain	in	what	ways	COVID-19	impacted	on	your	use

of	IPEDs	(Up	to	250	words)

14	/	15

14. 	Please	add	any	final	comments	here	(optional)
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Survey data 
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e tick 
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read 

throu

gh 

the 

above 

infor
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matio

n and 
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3. 
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order 

to 

pursue 

gettin

g 

bigger 

(body 

buildi

ng) 

and 

havin

g the 

physi

que I 

one, 

methandi

enone.    

What 

motivate

d me to 

use these 

substanc

es was 

the 

feeling 

of 

plateauin

g after 

about 

three 



 

 321 

to 

achie

ve 

body 

and 

health 

goals. 

d 

better 

I still 

wasnt 

satisfi

ed 

and 

results 

came 

in 

slowe

r.   

on    

Get 

bigger

, 

strong

er, 

hornie

r 

(basel

ine 

free 

testost

erone 

and 

estrad

iol 

desire

d.  

years of 

training 

(strength 

and 

looks-

wise), 

feeling a 

strong 

sense of 

finally 

being 

better at 

somethin

g than 

most 

other 
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both 

low) 

people, 

and 

being 

convince

d that to 

achieve 

my 

desired 

physique 

- the 

likes of 

fitness 

celebritie

s and 

actors 

such as 
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Henry 

Cavill, 

Frank 

Zane or 

Joe 

Lindner 

- I would 

need to 

take 

IPEDs. 

4. 

Are 

you 

awar

e of 

any 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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risks 

associ

ated 

with 

use of 

your 

chose

n 

IPED

s? 

4.a. 

Have 

you 

ever 

exper

ience

Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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d any 

negat

ive 

conse

quen

ces 

and/o

r side 

effect

s due 

to 

your 

use of 

IPED

s? 
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4.a.i. 

If you 

answ

ered 

yes, 

pleas

e 

briefl

y 

expla

in 

what 

conse

quen

ces 

and/o

testicl

e 

hypot

rophy

, 

insom

nia 

Mostl

y 

mood 

relate

d 

durin

g 

satura

tion 

perio

ds or 

comi

ng off 

cycle

s. 

Nothi

  

Nothi

ng 

too 

major

, and 

all of 

my 

negati

ve 

side 

effect

s 

have 

been 

becau

se of 

acne, 

high 

blood 

press

ure, 

high 

hemat

ocrit 

Mana

ging 

Estrad

iol is 

hard.  

If it 

isnt 

mana

ged 

good 

enoug

h I 

stumb

le into 

slightl

y 

Every

thing 

from 

messi

ng up 

my 

AI.  

Some 

exam

ples:  

- 

hairlo

ss  - 

high 

BP  - 

screw

Mode

rate 

Acne  

Mild 

Hair 

loss  

Gynec

omast

ia, 

quickl

y 

revers

ed   

Bloati

ng     

Mostl

Liver 

or 

gallbl

adder 

pain 

I've 

experie

nced 

stereoty

pical 

high 

estroge

n level 

side 

effects 

as well 

as night 

sweats, 

higher 

blood 

pressure 

Minor 

E2 

sides 

(greas

y 

skin), 

nothin

g 

signifi

cantly 

impac

tful. 

Insom

nia, 

too 

horny 

and 

sweat  

I had 

very 

mild 

side 

effects 

all 

aroun

d 

acne.  

Acne, 

increase

d libido, 

lowered 

libido, a 

transient 

increase 

in 

cholester

ol levels 

(not yet 

hypercho

leteremic

, but 

still), 

Hairloss, 

acne, 

oily skin 
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r side 

effect

s you 

exper

ience

d due 

to 

your 

IPED 

use. 

(Up 

to 

250 

word

s) 

ng 

sever

e.  

increa

sed 

oestro

gen. 

Oily 

skin, 

libido 

decre

ase, 

unabl

e to 

maint

ain 

solid 

erecti

on.  

depres

sive 

Episo

des 

and 

cant 

get 

mysel

f up to 

do 

anythi

ng. 

ed 

blood

s  - 

shout 

at 

wife  

- 

have 

a 

fight 

with 

best 

man 

befor

e 

weddi

y diet 

relate

d 

thoug

h 

(chron

ic 

excess 

in 

calori

es) 

and 

elevated 

liver 

enzyme

s. 

and 

anxiety. 
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ng 

and 

banni

ng 

him 

from 

the 

event, 

which 

was 

all 

due 

to 

exces

sive 

Tren   
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5. 

Write 

5 

point

s on 

what 

‘masc

ulinit

y’ or 

‘bein

g a 

man’ 

mean

s to 

you. 

(Up 

Havin

g sex 

with 

wome

n 

only. 

Being 

stron

g and 

assert

ive. 

Stron

g, 

assert

ive, 

nurtur

ing, 

reliab

le, 

calm. 

Beard  

Musc

le  

Stron

g 

frame 

of 

mind  

Hono

r  

Being 

an 

immo

vable 

object 

menta

I 

don't 

really 

hold 

an 

opini

on on 

this. 

"Bein

g a 

man" 

is 

havin

g a 

penis 

Being 

two 

feet 

on 

the 

groun

d  

Able 

to 

acco

mplis

h 

things  

Look 

like a 

man  

its 

just a 

word 

for 

your 

gende

r.  In 

my 

opinio

n 

there 

is no 

definit

ion 

for 

how a 

- big  

- 

stron

g  - 

provi

der  - 

prote

ctor  - 

the 

stricte

r 

paren

t 

Takin

g care 

of 

body, 

face  

High 

sex 

drive   

High 

ambiti

on   

No 

excus

es   

Contr

ol 

Be 

active 

and 

take 

contr

ol of 

your 

life. 

Also 

look 

domi

nant 

Being 

able to 

handle 

situatio

ns and 

do 

things 

on your 

own 

and not 

being 

dependa

nt on 

other 

people 

while 

I 

really 

dont 

have a 

strong 

opinio

n 

here.  

Look 

to 

social 

media 

as 

long if 

its not 

some 

guy w 

kermit 

the 

frog 

arms 

saying 

that 

he is a 

Provi

de for 

family

, 

protec

tion, 

streng

th, 

humor

, 

driven 

- To not 

directly 

depend 

on other 

people 

(in 

numerou

s ways, 

includin

g 

monetar

y); be 

self 

providin

g, and 

achieve 

Getting 

shit 

done, 

being 

dominan

t, 

providin

g, 

protectin

g and not 

being 

agreeabl

e  
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to 

250 

word

s) 

ly 

and 

physi

caly 

when 

neede

d 

to 

me.  

Able 

to 

provi

de a 

stable 

base 

for 

their 

loved 

ones  

Const

ant 

high 

sexua

l 

perfor

men/

wome

n 

shoul

d act 

or 

look.  

So 

this 

word 

is 

pointl

ess 

for 

me.   

emoti

ons  

also 

being 

dependa

ble for 

the 

people 

you 

care for. 

Taking 

up for 

and 

defendi

ng 

yourself 

and 

others. 

man 

then 

ok 

a 

successf

ul career 

in life  - 

To be 

empathic

, 

charisma

tic and 

loving  - 

To 

radiate 

calmness 

(possibly 

even 

stoicism) 
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manc

e 

as well 

as 

confiden

ce  - To 

be (but 

not 

overly) 

energetic

, social 

and 

outgoing  

- To look 

well 

physicall

y 

(muscula
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r and 

lean, 

well-

dressed, 

groomed

, posture 

etc.) 

6. 

Pleas

e 

answ

er the 

follo

wing 

quest

ions: 
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6.1. 

Have 

you 

ever 

felt 

that 

your 

own 

body 

size 

or 

shape 

comp

ared 

unfav

oura

Often 

Some

times 

Never Never Often Often 

Some

times 

Often Never Usually Often Never Often 

Sometim

es 

Usually 
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bly to 

other 

men? 

6.2. 

Have 

you 

ever 

felt 

asha

med 

of 

your 

body 

size 

or 

Some

times 

Often Never Often 

Rarel

y 

Often Often Often 

Rarel

y 

Usually Often Never 

Somet

imes 

Rarely Usually 
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shape

? 

6.3. 

Has 

seein

g 

your 

reflec

tion 

(e.g., 

in a 

mirro

r or 

wind

ow) 

ever 

Some

times 

Often Never 

Usual

ly 

Some

times 

Often Often Often 

Rarel

y 

Often Often Never Often 

Sometim

es 

Usually 
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made 

you 

feel 

badly 

about 

your 

size 

or 

shape

? 

6.4. 

Has 

seein

g 

musc

ular 

Some

times 

Some

times 

Never Never 

Some

times 

Often Never Often Never Usually Often Never 

Somet

imes 

Sometim

es 

Usually 
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men 

ever 

made 

you 

feel 

bad 

about 

your 

own 

body 

size 

or 

shape

? 

6.5. 

Have 

Some

times 

Often Never Never Often 

Usuall

y 

Often Often 

Usual

ly 

Usually Rarely Rarely 

Usuall

y 

Usually Usually 
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you 

ever 

felt 

that 

you 

were 

overl

y 

focus

ed on 

your 

body 

size 

or 

shape

? 
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6.6. 

Have 

you 

ever 

been 

parti

cularl

y self-

consc

ious 

about 

your 

body 

size 

or 

shape 

Some

times 

Often Never 

Some

times 

Rarel

y 

Often Often Often 

Usual

ly 

Usually Never Rarely 

Somet

imes 

Often Usually 
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when 

in the 

comp

any 

of 

other 

peopl

e? 

6.a. 

Any 

additi

onal 

com

ment

s? 

    

Masc

ulinit

y in 

today

s 

societ

y is 

frown

I've 

never 

felt 

bad 

comp

aring 

mysel

f to 

      

BMI 

never 

went 

above 

19 till 

my 

mid 

20s. 

      

I'm 

just 

doing 

my 

own 

thing I 

don't 

care 
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ed 

upon, 

that 

needs 

to 

chang

e. It 

is 

what 

we 

need 

most 

in 

these 

times. 

other 

men. 

I 

comp

ete in 

comp

etitiv

e 

streng

th 

sports

, not 

body 

buildi

ng. I 

appre

All 

the 

above 

went 

away 

when 

I hit 

the 

gym 

and 

got 

good 

results

. 

Steroi

d use 

so 

much 

about 

others 

bc it 

proba

bly 

works 

both 

ways. 

Just 

explor

ing 

what 

peds 

really 
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ciate 

the 

bloke

s that 

do it, 

but 

that 

never 

make

s me 

feel 

bad 

about 

mysel

f. 

That 

didn’t 

do 

much 

menta

lly so 

I 

cycled 

off. 

None

xisten

t 

issues 

nowa

days, 

feelin

do but 

will 

quit 

soon 

anywa

y  
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just 

come

s 

from 

my 

own 

perso

nal 

insec

uritie

s.  

g 

great.  

7. 

Pleas

e 

briefl

y 

i 

wasn'

t 

posin

g. a 

I 

don't 

take 

pictur

es 

No na 

Shoul

ders 

are 

okay 

legs 

-- 

Pictur

e 

uploa

ded 

under 

Just a 

good 

reflect

ion of 

my 

H 

No 

particul

ar 

reason. 

Just 

Not 

comfo

rtable 

provid

ing 

I'm 

not 

giving 

a pic 

I'm 

trying 

to 

highli

ght as 

In this 

image i 

twist my 

upper 

body as 

To look 

bigger / 

more 

aesthetic 
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expla

in 

how 

you 

have 

posed 

in the 

pictu

re 

you 

subm

itted 

and 

why. 

For 

insta

friend 

took 

it 

while 

I was 

exerci

sing 

often, 

this 

one 

just 

happe

ned 

to 

show 

some 

size. 

suck 

so no 

photo 

on 

them 

:P 

No 

Name 

1.  I 

want 

to be 

anony

mous     

Pictur

e is 

from 

when 

I had 

abs. 

As a 

teen I 

was 

Curre

nt 

drug 

free 

physi

que  

was 

training 

and 

snapped 

a 

picture.  

photo 

due to 

identif

ying 

tattoos 

and 

indust

ry I'm 

in. 

many 

areas 

of my 

upper 

body 

as 

possib

le by 

turnin

g 

slightl

y to 

angle 

correc

tly. 

Nothi

to give 

the 

impressi

on of 

having a 

smaller 

waist, 

aswell as 

making 

the light 

fall on 

my 

obliques 

and abs 

in such a 

manner 



 

 345 

nce, 

are 

you 

tryin

g to 

highli

ght a 

parti

cular 

muscl

e? Or 

hidin

g a 

parti

cular 

part 

very 

fat, 

and 

this 

was 

the 

first 

time I 

was 

not 

afraid 

to be 

shirtl

ess   

ng is 

being 

hidde

n 

(pants 

are 

due to 

winter 

weath

er) 

that they 

have 

more 

contrast/

shadows 

so that 

they 

appear 

more 

promine

nt. I also 

push my 

shoulder 

forwards 

to 

visually 
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of 

your 

body

?. 

(Up 

to 

250 

word

s) 

enlarge 

my chest 

by it 

being 

closer to 

the 

camera. 

8. In 

your 

opini

on, 

are 

there 

press

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
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ures 

upon 

men 

to 

look 

a 

certai

n way 

in 

2021? 

8.a. If 

you 

answ

ered 

yes, 

wher

from 

oursel

ves 

and 

the 

media 

Medi

a, 

mostl

y. 

Socia

l 

media 

and 

woma

n 

Socia

l 

media

, TV. 

All of 

the 

Havin

g abs 

is 

kinda 

mand

atory  

just 

like 

for 

wome

n 

every 

  

Instag

ram / 

social 

media  

Mainl

y 

from 

social 

media 

Hollyw

ood and 

social 

media.  

Social 

media 

expect

ations. 

Most 

"men" 

are 

skinn

y or 

fat we 

The 

need 

to 

stand 

out on 

Movies, 

social 

media, 

commerc

ials, 

fitness/g

Social 

media, 

society, 

if youre 

taking 

gear you 
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e do 

you 

believ

e 

these 

press

ures 

stem 

from

? (Up 

to 

250 

word

s) 

gener

ic 

reaso

ns. 

Howe

ver, I 

woul

dn't 

class 

them 

as 

press

ures. 

I 

think 

a lot 

Media 

pressu

res a 

certai

n look 

on 

men.  

Doesn

t 

matter 

if its 

movie

s, 

advert

iseme

nts or 

train 

so we 

look 

better 

alot of 

the 

time 

w 

steroi

ds or 

not 

social 

media 

ym ads 

and 

fitness 

culture. 

also 

shouldnt 

be small 

or fat  
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of 

woma

n 

prefer 

a 

certai

n 

body 

type, 

which 

happe

ns to 

be 

plaste

red 

every

whate

ver. 
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where

, 

theref

ore a 

lot of 

men 

want 

to 

achie

ve 

that 

look. 

Most 

never 

will 

as it 
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requir

es a 

lot of 

com

mitm

ent, 

but I 

woul

dn't 

say 

"Pres

sure" 

is the 

right 

word.  
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9. 

Pleas

e 

answ

er the 

follo

wing 

quest

ions: 

                              

9.1. I 

think 

I 

have 

too 

little 

muscl

Neutr

al 

Agree 

Neutr

al 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Agree Agree 

Neutr

al 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Neutr

al 

Agree 

Neutr

al 

Disagr

ee 

Neutr

al 

Disagree 

Strongly 

Agree 
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e on 

my 

body. 

9.2. I 

think 

my 

body 

shoul

d be 

leane

r. 

Agree Agree 

Neutr

al 

Agree Agree 

Neutr

al 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Agree 

Strongl

y Agree 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Agree Agree Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

9.3. I 

wish 

I was 

stron

ger. 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Agree 

Neutr

al 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Neutr

al 

Agree Agree 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Disag

ree 

Strongl

y Agree 

Agree Agree Agree Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
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9.4. I 

wish 

my 

muscl

es 

were 

more 

defin

ed. 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Neutr

al 

Disag

ree 

Agree 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Agree 

Strongl

y Agree 

Agree 

Disagr

ee 

Agree Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

9.5. I 

wish 

I was 

broa

der. 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Neutr

al 

Neutr

al 

Disag

ree 

Neutr

al 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Disag

ree 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Neutral 

Disagr

ee 

Disagr

ee 

Neutr

al 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

9.6. I 

feel 

Agree Agree 

Neutr

al 

Neutr

al 

Disag

ree 

Neutr

al 

Agree 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Neutral Agree 

Stron

g 

Disagr

ee 

Neutral 

Strongly 

Agree 



 

 355 

dissat

isfied 

with 

my 

overa

ll 

body 

build. 

Disag

ree 

Disagr

ee 

9.7. I 

think 

I 

have 

too 

much 

fat on 

Agree Agree 

Neutr

al 

Agree 

Neutr

al 

Neutr

al 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Stron

g 

Disag

ree 

Agree Agree Agree 

Neutr

al 

Neutr

al 

Neutral 

Strongly 

Agree 
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my 

body. 

9.8. I 

feel 

satisfi

ed 

with 

the 

size 

and 

shape 

of my 

body. 

Neutr

al 

Neutr

al 

Neutr

al 

Neutr

al 

Disag

ree 

Disag

ree 

Disag

ree 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Neutr

al 

Strong 

Disagre

e 

Disagr

ee 

Stron

gly 

Agree 

Disagr

ee 

Neutral Disagree 

9.a. 

Do 

you 

i'd 

like 

to 

Whol

e 

body 

Not 

really 

I train 

for 

Stron

arms 

no 

focus 

on a 

I 

want 

to 

Legs 

took a 

hit 

Abs 

Adding 

muscle 

to my 

No 

Just 

Tryin

g to 

Yes - 

my 

worko

My lats 

and 

deltoids, 

Legs, 

chest, 

shoulder
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have 

a 

parti

cular 

focus 

on 

addin

g 

muscl

e to 

specif

ic 

body 

parts/

muscl

e 

loose 

fat on 

abs 

and 

chest 

with 

lower 

being 

the 

main 

focus 

to fix 

now. 

gman

, so I 

need 

a 

good 

base 

every

where

.  

specif

ic 

body 

part 

loos 

weigh

t.  

Only 

place 

I 

woul

d aim 

to 

add 

muscl

e is 

my 

chest. 

during 

Covid

19, 

arms 

as 

well 

mayb

e.  

chest 

and 

shoulde

rs is my 

current 

priority. 

I'm very 

back 

domina

nt and it 

shows. 

get 

back 

what I 

had 

before 

the 

lockd

own 

and 

quit 

peds 

uts are 

split 

to 

focus 

on 

specifi

c 

body 

parts, 

and 

each 

macro

cycle 

is 

built 

to put 

to 

increase 

my V-

taper, as 

well as 

biceps, 

so that 

they are 

better 

defined. 

s, 

arms,bac

k 
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grou

ps 

when 

worki

ng 

out? 

(e.g. 

abs, 

arms, 

chest, 

legs, 

or no 

parti

cular 

focus

) (Up 

more 

work 

on 

one 

area 

in 

partic

ular.  
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to 

150 

word

s) 

10. 

How 

often 

do 

you 

acces

s 

social 

medi

a? 

A 

few 

times 

a day 

Less 

than 

once 

a 

week 

Less 

than 

once 

a 

week 

A 

few 

times 

a day 

Multi

ple 

times 

an 

hour 

A few 

times 

a day 

Less 

than 

once 

a 

week 

A few 

times 

a 

week 

Hourl

y 

Hourly 

A few 

times 

a day 

Once 

a 

week 

A few 

times 

a day 

A few 

times a 

week 

A few 

times a 

day,Onc

e a day 

10.a. 

Do 

Yes No No Yes No Yes No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes 
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you 

follo

w 

social 

medi

a 

accou

nts 

relate

d to 

fitnes

s 

and/o

r 

body 
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imag

e? 

10.a.i. 

If you 

select

ed 

yes, 

can 

you 

provi

de 

the 

name

s of 

some 

of 

      

Brian 

Shaw  

Alan 

Thrall  

Tom 

Marti

n     

Amo

ngst 

others

, on 

instag

ram.  

  

Reddi

t:  

r/stero

ids  

r/fitne

ss  

r/body

buildi

ng 

      

Mainly 

on 

Instagra

m. John 

Meado

ws, Ben 

Pollack, 

trainedb

yjp, Iain 

Valliere

, etc 

  

I don't 

follow 

dudes 

Nume

rous 

body 

builde

rs on 

instag

ram 

dark_iro

n_gains 

instagra

m  

joestethi

cs 

instagra

m  

andreidei

u 

instagra

m  

moreplat

esmored

Joestheti

cs, seth 

feroce, 

jeff seid, 

moreplat

esmored

ates 
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these 

accou

nts, 

along 

with 

the 

platfo

rm 

you 

follo

w 

them 

on? 

ates 

youtube   

11. 

Did 

COV

Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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ID-19 

impa

ct on 

your 

worki

ng 

out 

routi

ne? 

11.a. 

If you 

select

ed 

yes, 

pleas

e 

i 

quitte

d the 

gym 

and I 

am 

worki

Delay

ed a 

move 

that 

put 

my 

gym 

Gyms 

were 

close

d 

    

Since 

gyms 

were 

closed 

for 7 

month

s I 

I 

stopp

ed 

comp

letely 

when

ever 

Leg 

days 

are 

lame 

witho

ut the 

machi

Gyms 

close

d had  

to 

work 

out in 

Gyms 

closed 

down 

for 

several 

months 

and I 

Routi

nes 

chang

ed 

substa

ntially

, 

Lockd

own 

I had 

to 

build 

a 

home 

gym 

from 

For 

about 

three 

months I 

could 

not 

access 

Didnt 

have a 

home 

gym 
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briefl

y 

expla

in in 

what 

ways 

and 

why 

your 

work

out 

routi

nes 

were 

impa

cted 

ng 

out 

from 

home 

with 

lighte

r 

heigh

ts 

gear 

in 

storag

e for 

almos

t half 

the 

year. 

relied 

on 

worko

uts 

with 

my 

own 

body

weigh

t 

gyms 

were 

close

d. 

Lost 

a lot 

of 

muscl

e but 

gain 

fat. 

nes I 

like 

a 

barn 

had to 

use a 

rudimen

tary 

setup at 

home 

for 

weight 

training

. 

becam

e 

more 

difficu

lt to 

remai

n 

consis

tent in 

the 

same 

way 

due to 

less 

rigid 

the 

groun

d up 

my gym, 

and had 

to build 

a home 

gym. 
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upon 

by 

COV

ID-19 

(Up 

to 

250 

word

s) 

routin

es. 

12. If 

you 

are a 

curre

nt 

user 

of 

Not 

Appli

cable 

No No No 

Not 

Appli

cable 

Yes Yes 

Not 

Appli

cable 

Not 

Appli

cable 

No Yes Yes No Yes Yes 
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IPED

s, did 

COV

ID-19 

impa

ct on 

your 

use of 

these 

subst

ances

? 

12.a. 

If you 

select

ed 

          

I was 

on a 

blast 

(750m

On 

Tren

+Test

. 

      

Held 

off on 

any 

additi

Durin

g 

lockd

own 

  

I 

extended 

my time 

not using 

I wanted 

to stop 

cause i 

would be 
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yes, 

briefl

y 

expla

in in 

what 

ways 

COV

ID-19 

impa

cted 

on 

your 

use of 

IPED

s (Up 

g 

Testos

terone 

per 

week) 

and 

due to 

gyms 

closin

g had 

to end 

my 

blast 

early. 

I 

dropp

Tryin

g to 

get is 

some 

shape 

and 

cuttin

g 

quite 

hard. 

onal 

cycles 

until 

vaccin

ated. 

used 

nothin

g  

these 

drugs 

until the 

gyms 

were 

open 

again. 

wasting 

it 
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to 

250 

word

s) 

ed to 

a TRT 

dose 

then 

13. 

Pleas

e add 

any 

final 

com

ment

s here 

(optio

nal) 

    

In 

gener

al 

PED’

s are 

for 

yours

elf 

and 

not 

for 

others

        

Might 

be an 

outlier 

here 

as 

I’ve 

fully 

stoppe

d 

using 

PEDs 

but 

Addic

ted to 

pante

ra 

and 

deadli

fts 
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.  If 

you 

take 

them 

for 

valida

tion 

there 

is a 

probl

em. 

still 

stalki

ng 

Reddi

t 

trying 

to 

help 

kids 

make 

better 

decisi

ons  
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