
RESEARCH ARTICLE Open Access

Doing masculinity, not doing health? a qualitative
study among dutch male employees about
health beliefs and workplace physical activity
Petra Verdonk1*, Hannes Seesing2,3, Angelique de Rijk2

Abstract

Background: Being female is a strong predictor of health promoting behaviours. Workplaces show great potential
for lifestyle interventions, but such interventions do not necessarily take the gendered background of lifestyle
behaviours into account. A perspective analyzing how masculine gender norms affect health promoting behaviours
is important. This study aims to explore men’s health beliefs and attitudes towards health promotion; in particular,
it explores workplace physical activity in relation to masculine ideals among male employees.

Methods: In the Fall of 2008, we interviewed 13 white Dutch male employees aged 23-56 years. The men worked
in a wide range of professions and occupational sectors and all interviewees had been offered a workplace
physical activity program. Interviews lasted approximately one to one-and-a-half hour and addressed beliefs about
health and lifestyle behaviours including workplace physical activity, as well as normative beliefs about masculinity.
Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data.

Results: Two normative themes were found: first, the ideal man is equated with being a winner and real men are
prepared to compete, and second, real men are not whiners and ideally, not vulnerable. Workplace physical activity
is associated with a particular type of masculinity - young, occupied with looks, and interested in muscle building.
Masculine norms are related to challenging health while taking care of health is feminine and, hence, something
to avoid. Workplace physical activity is not framed as a health measure, and not mentioned as of importance to
the work role.

Conclusions: Competitiveness and nonchalant attitudes towards health shape masculine ideals. In regards to
workplace physical activity, some men resist what they perceive to be an emphasis on muscled looks, whereas for
others it contributes to looking self-confident. In order to establish a greater reach among vulnerable employees
such as ageing men, worksite health promotion programs including workplace physical activity may benefit from
greater insight in the tensions between health behaviours and masculinity.

Background
A large body of literature points towards sex differences
in health and illness. These biological health outcomes
occur in a pattern of gendered social interactions, namely
expectations of how men and women should behave, and
in practices that treat men and women of various ages,
ethnic and social classes differently [1,2]. Research must
therefore address both sex and gender [3,4]. In many

countries, including the Netherlands, men’s life expec-
tancy is shorter than women’s. Gender differences in life-
style factors play an important role in leading causes of
death in the Western world such as coronary heart dis-
ease (CHD) and cancer. Health promoting interventions
need to address these differences in an equitable manner
in order to be more successful. However, gender knowl-
edge is insufficiently translated into interventions [5] and
the gendered background of lifestyle behaviours, includ-
ing participation in sports and exercise, is hardly taken
into account. The aim of this study is to explore health
beliefs and attitudes towards health promotion, in parti-
cular workplace physical activity, as well as how these
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beliefs are related to masculine ideals in a sample of
Dutch male employees. Gender is one of the ways in
which social practices are ordered [6] and certain con-
ceptualizations of masculinities in some contexts are
harmful to men’s health whereas other conceptualiza-
tions may be beneficial [7-9].

Gender, sports and aerobics/fitness
For a long time, competitive sports and exercise have
been almost exclusively male activities. This has changed
and currently, participation rates of Dutch men and
women are rather similar (69% versus 72%) [10,11]. Sex
differences do exist in the Netherlands regarding partici-
pation in and popularity of sport types. The three most
popular sport types in 2007 and their participation rates
- including incidentally - are: (1) swimming (32% of the
men, 40% of the women); (2) cycling (men 27%, women
19%), and; (3) aerobics/working out (men 18%, women
26%). These three categories are also the three most
popular types of sports and exercise among people of
working age (20-64 years) [11]. Even though participa-
tion rates do not differ largely between men and
women, reasons for participation may differ. Women
prefer more often recreational types of sports while men
dominate in team sports and competitive sports, and
men engage more often than women in risky sports
such as racing [11-13].

Workplaces have potential for lifestyle interventions
because employees spend more than one-third of their
waking hours, men more than women, at work. In the
past decade in the Netherlands, employers have begun
to invest in long-term programs to promote employees’
health, well-being, and productivity [e.g. [14]]; an
increasing number of organizations offer workplace phy-
sical activity to their employees. In the Netherlands, 2
million people out of approximately 18 million citizens
participate in aerobics or work out in registered gyms
and two out of three gyms offer workplace physical
activity programs [10]. Literature regarding participation
in workplace physical activity programs is scarce. A
Dutch study indicates that between 8 and 22% of
employees actually participate at least once per month
in workplace physical activity programs: young employ-
ees (< 30 years) have higher participation rates; employ-
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