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Abstract
Although the analysis of male attractiveness models is key to shed light into the prevention
of gender-based violence, it is not always easy to access to crucial information about these
models. Research shows that inadequate data collection techniques can lead to reproducing
superficial arguments confirming existing stereotypes instead of tackling with the real
connections. Using communicative daily life stories and communicative focus groups, we
take on the challenge of accessing to the existing models of male attractiveness’
foundations. These techniques are used to collect data about the specific attractiveness
models into which adolescents are socialized and their potential link to violence. We argue
that the communicative orientation furthers the scientific understanding of the dominant
traditional model of masculinity that socializes into gender-based violence and the new
alternative model of masculinity that socializes into its overcoming. The use of
communicative techniques is showed to empower participants to question their attractive

preferences.

Keywords: Communicative techniques, Traditional masculinities, New alternative

masculinities.



Analyzing Male Attractiveness Models from a Communicative Approach:

Socialization, Attraction, and Gender-based Violence

Inadequate research techniques, and ways of using such techniques when analyzing
social phenomena, can lead to biased analyses that reproduce superficial arguments and
confirm existing stereotypes rather than dismantling them. This situation has often arisen in
research on gender-based violence (hereinafter, GBV). Due to the utilization of ill-suited
research techniques, the root causes of GBV have not always been well identified, and the
means established to end or prevent GBV at a practical level have not been the appropriate
ones. The communicative methodology of research (hereinafter, CM) sheds new light on
studies about GBV (Aubert, Melgar, & Valls, 2011). In particular, communicative studies
have enabled deeper examination of the models of male attractiveness into which
adolescents are socialized and the identification of links between these models and GBV.
Thus, the CM has proven to be effective in identifying the influence of socialization to
explain sexual attraction.

Throughout this article, we provide examples of real situations that occurred with
adolescents while conducting communicative daily life stories (hereinafter, CDLS) and
communicative focus groups (hereinafter, CFG) for the study Education in values for the
prevention of gender-based violence in high school education (Valls, 2004-2005). Although
we are aware of the multilayered complexity of reality, we present the results related to two
of the three ideal types of male attractiveness models theorized by Flecha, Puigvert, and
Rios (2013):' the dominant traditional model of masculinity as the model that contribute to
perpetuate GBV, and the new alternative model of masculinity as the model that allows its

prevention and leads to its overcoming. In the following sections, we show that CDLS and



CFG represent a step beyond traditional data collection techniques by reinterpreting the
experiences of the sexual-affective relationships of the researched subjects through an
intersubjective and egalitarian dialogue that examines the aspects that are most meaningful

from the experience of the subjects themselves.

Contributions about models of masculinity, GBV, and research methods

The study of the models of masculinity and their relationship to gender inequalities
and GBYV has become a relevant topic of research within the field of men’s studies and
gender studies. In the late 1980s, Connell (1987) was one of the first scholars to theorize
the concept of hegemonic masculinity based on the domination of a particular model of
male behavior that relies on a pattern of practices, a set of identity values, and social
expectations of how a man should be to allow the dominance of men over women and to
reinforce existing inequalities. The hegemonic masculinity model was studied by other
authors as a driver of diverse social problems (Ullah & Ali, 2012), including GBV (Connell
& Messerschimdt, 2005; Kimmel, 1996, 2000). Connell and Messerschimdt (2005)
emphasizes, however, that not all men belonging to hegemonic masculinity are violent:
“Hegemony did not mean violence, although it could be supported by force; it meant
ascendancy achieved through culture, institutions, and persuasion” (p. 832).

Although there is considerable agreement in the scientific community that the
aforementioned theories on hegemonic masculinity have correctly identified the reasons
underlying gender-unequal relations, less agreement exists regarding how these theories
have addressed GBV. These theories have not considered some important elements that
other research has suggested are essential to understand the roots of GBV. In this sense,

many qualitative studies of GBV have provided evidence of the close relationship between



the model of attractiveness and the process of socialization (Flecha, Rios, & Puigvert, 2013;
Padrds, 2006-2007). These studies noted that in the case of heterosexual relationships, the
internalized link between sexual attraction and violence leads to exclusionary (understood
as negative) male models as one of the main causes of GBV. Particularly in the case of
adolescents, family, school, and, especially, the mass media and peer groups are main
agents of socialization and (occasionally unwittingly) encourage the association of love
with violence, ultimately promoting attraction toward harmful persons (Padrés, Aubert, &
Melgar, 2010).

Researches about models of masculinity and GBV have been carried out using
different methods, including quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods. Related to this,
Hearn et al. (2013) when studying male violence emphasize, however, that “there is a need
to go beyond quantitative measures that are primarily descriptive and lack in-depth
analysis. There is a need to build foundations for culturally-sensitive studies” (p. 99). In
this regard, several authors have attempted to overcome the limitations of quantitative
methodologies based on the distance between the researcher and the researched subject.
Consistently, Aubert, Melgar, and Valls (2011) in their analysis of models of masculinity
and gender violence among teenagers go a step beyond and show the relevance of
implementing methodologies that allow the researcher to fully capture subjects’
interpretations of their attractiveness model. With this, the authors refer to methodologies
that enable to research on how these models are formed through the subjects’ interactions
as it is the communicative approach. Additionally, McCarry (2012) in her multi-
methodology study about young people’s experiences of violence in their intimate
relationships contribute to some strategies used to include the voices of the researched

subjects at the various stages of the research process, such as the creation of an Advisory



Group aimed at advising the research team about the design of the research tools, the
fieldwork process, the data analysis, etc.

In the communicative approach, the CDLS and the CFG allow the study
participants, in dialogue with the researcher, to critically reflect on male attractiveness
models, the choices of their affective relations, and the ways in which these are influenced
by interactions (Aubert, Melgar, & Valls, 2011). This approach has been a key
methodological tool for the meta-research conducted by Flecha, Puigvert, and Rios (2013),
who have drawn upon results of communicative investigations to go beyond traditional
conceptions of hegemonic masculinity for a deeper analysis of male attractiveness models,
particularly how their correct mapping and understanding can lead to or prevent GVB.
Thus, these authors differentiate between the dominant traditional masculinity, the
oppressed traditional masculinity, and the model of new alternative masculinities. They
state that the first two models can contribute to the reproduction of violence against
women, whereas the third model helps to its prevention and overcoming. Those new
alternative masculinities can transform the traditional models in favor of more egalitarian
relationships. According to the authors, men belonging to the latter model have at least
three main characteristics: they are self-confident; they use courage as a strategy to
confront negative attitudes held by the dominant traditional masculinities; and they
explicitly reject the double standard (p. 102-103). Thus, the new alternative masculinities
are associated with attractiveness and equality; they are desired while they are actively
engaged in the fight against GBV.

Research has paid little attention to the most appropriate data collection techniques
to investigate male attractiveness models, neglecting the possibility that their correct

scientific analysis may contribute to preventing and ending GBV. This article aims to



overcome this gap by demonstrating how the use of CDLS and CFG as data collection
techniques that, due to their communicative dimension, allow examination beyond
traditional conceptions of masculinities and thus further scientific understanding of the
dominant traditional model of masculinity, which socializes into GBV, and the new

alternative model of masculinity, which socializes into overcoming it.

Methodology

The findings we report here emerge from a study entitled, “Education in values for
the prevention of gender-based violence in high school education” (Valls, 2004-2005). The
aim of the study was to identify and analyze the values that were present in attractiveness
models, the values that people considered attractive have, and also the adolescents’
preferences when establishing sexual-affective relationships. As regards the fieldwork,
more than 50 male and female high school students between the ages of 12 and 16 years old
of different ethnic backgrounds were selected. The study chose this 12-16 age range
because this is when teenagers are already acquainted the knowledge, values, and basic
competences relevant to establishing sexual and affective relationships. Therefore, subjects
at the beginning of this learning phase can engage in a critical reflection process about their
preferences regarding the persons they like and to whom they are attracted to. A reflective
process that opens up the possibility to choose those partners who would made possible to
have satisfying, passionate and free of violence relationships. Data collection consisted of
seven communicative focus groups (three with girls, two with boys, and two with both,
each CFG with approximately six participants) and ten CDLS (five with girls and five with

boys) were conducted.



It should be noted that for this article it have been carefully selected from the entire
fieldwork those examples of CDLS and CFG which are most illustrative of the relation
between male attractiveness models, socialization and GBV.

For the data analysis, all information collected was transcribed and analyzed
according to an analytical grid that was created ad-hoc for the study. The grid was
structured around eight main analytical categories related to the project’s aims: interactions;
girls’ voices regarding girls and boys; boys’ voices regarding girls and boys; characteristics
of friends; characteristics of the adolescents’ sexual-affective relationships; definitions of
violence expressed by adolescents; media and other institutions; and other aspects. First, all
relevant information was selected and organized on the basis of this grid. Once the
information was classified in these categories, data was analyzed according to the
exclusionary/transformative dimensions in order to identify the values that adolescents
expressed in their narratives through dialogue about their sexual-affective relationships.
Because of the sensitive issues covered by study, a full explanation of the research was
provided to all study participants and consent and assent forms were appropriately

gathered, guaranteeing their intimacy and confidentiality.

Communicative daily life stories with adolescents: reflecting on intimacy

The use of CDLS has demonstrated great utility in studying male models of
attractiveness because it allows for the examination of complex aspects that are difficult to
access through traditional research techniques. For instance, in the following two examples
of CDLS, it can be observed that each of the girls engages in critical reflection about the
influence of her previous sexual-affective relationship on her present preferences as well as

her reputation. In particular, many girls realized that their past contributed to themselves to



be seen as more or less attractive in the present. The CDLS allow us to go even further by

suggesting that past sexual-affective relationships have an opposite effect on boys and girls:

Alba: Each time a guy hooks up with a girl, he is more successful; on the contrary, the girls

don't, they call you "bitch™ or something (Valls, 2004-2005).

Judit: The guys, when they get together, say | have screwed this one, and | have been with
that one. On the contrary, we, we don't make fun of having been with many, but we keep it to

ourselves (Valls, 2004-2005).

A major difference between traditional daily life stories and communicative ones is
the location of the interpretative function of the action. In the CDLS, the interpretation is
conducted by the researcher together with the study participant. In this sense, each of the
protagonists in the CDLS above (Alba and Judit) is also dialogically reinterpreting her own
reality. In their CDLS, many of the study participants began to share their real feelings
about having been with boys who, despite being considered attractive in their high school,
they did not treat them well. This was the case of Judit, who felt deeply cheated. In the
CDLS she revealed that when she first had sex with Sergio, she was expecting to be his
girlfriend the next day. Judit had dreamed about this. She bragged to her girlfriends that she
had hooked up with Sergio. However, she felt sad because it did not happen as she hoped,;
Sergio only wanted to have sex with her and nothing else. He did not even say hello to her
when they met at the high school the next day. It was through the CDLS that Judit opened
up, moving beyond what she was telling her friends (she maintained the story of being very
proud of having been with Sergio although she deeply regretted it). Judit also realized how

this affair affected her reputation among other boys, whereas Sergio’s reputation remained



unchanged or even improved among the girls. Researchers engaged in a critical
conversation with Judit sharing with her what their study says about the male models of
attractiveness, and the role played of socialization into it.

Due to its communicative approach, the CDLS breaks with the hierarchical
interpretation that has traditionally existed between the researcher and the researched
subject. The CDLS includes an intersubjective dialogue in which both parts have something
to contribute and to learn from each other. In this sense, the atmosphere of trust that is
generated in the development of the CDLS allows research on GBV among adolescents to
progress, allowing the subjects to identify their own contributions, such as what they
perceptions about a good relationship based on passion, trust, or love. One among many
examples was found in Kate’s CDLS. The participant insisted that she had given up her
dream of finding her prince charming, as if she had never desired it. However, in the course
of the conversation, Kate ended up recognizing that it was due to her negative past
experiences. First, she strongly emphasized that those who fall in love and have a “perfect”
relationship are not honest, as if it was impossible to have one. In her story, she recognized
that it was not that she did not care, but on the contrary, all her past relationships were
initiated with the hope to be dream stories. However, nearly all of them turned to be with
boys who were looking down to her, being aggressive in some occasions. Through her
engagement with the researchers and after much discussion, she recovered her trust in boys,

relationships, and love, as she realize and described her ideal story:

Interviewer: And the ideal story for your relationship...how would it be?

Kate: The ideal story? ...hmm...one in which passion and confidence with him never end.
Interviewer: And the main values that this relationship would need to have? Beyond these?
Or if they ...you have said certain values...imagine we place them in order...which ones

would be the first ones or the most important ones...to keep this relationship?
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Kate: First the love...because otherwise...well, that we love each other. (Valls, 2004-2005)

As showed in this exchange, the use of CDLS allows for a deepening of the
examination of adolescents’ values and feelings about their ideal relationships. This
atmosphere of proximity between the researcher and the researched subject not only sheds
light on topics as personal and complex as love, ideals, and intimate relationships but also
makes it possible to connect these stories to international scientific knowledge about
preventing GBV. With regard to the story obtained through this particular CDLS, it is
understood that the love relationship Kate expects to have is not only egalitarian and free of
violence but also full of passion and attraction. However, this was not her initial reaction,
her participation in the CDLS made possible to recover her child dreams. The type of
relationship that she describes is clearly opposed to the hegemonic masculinity and the

dominant traditional masculinity, it seeks the new alternative masculinity model.

Communicative focus groups with adolescents as spaces of dialogue and reflection

In the present study, CFGs served to collect data that contribute to dismantle
extended misunderstandings of male models of attractiveness. In doing so, examples of
celebrities were used. The main goal was to facilitate a discussion of the different elements
that define the dominant traditional male model versus the oppressed and the new
alternative masculinity models.

The main argument provided by Carol, Sarah, and Jenny to support the idea that
Johnny Castle (the actor Patrick Swayze), the protagonist of the film Dirty Dancing, was
that the character behaved violent following the hegemonic model of masculinity was his

“macho attitude” and his dominant character in the dance. This debate arose during a CFG
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conducted with several adolescents while discussing what they considered the main traits of
an egalitarian man and the famous main characters of films they believed fit this model.
When the researcher (a 35-year-old woman) who was moderating the CFG suggested that,
according to recent scientific literature on masculinity and gender studies, Johnny Castle fit
the model, Carol, Sarah, and Jenny energetically opposed this view. According to the girls,
a “sexy” man like him could not be egalitarian and good. However, when the facilitator
asked them about the character behaving violently, they could not provide a single instance
of violence in the film. After one hour of dialogue and discussions of concrete situations
and scenes, the researcher and the CFG participants agreed and observed together that
Castle actually united within himself the characteristics of a man who belonged to the new
alternative masculinity model: for example, he was attractive, egalitarian with Baby (the
main actress of the film), and a good friend. If the analysis of the character had been
performed through a traditional focus group, the conclusion would likely have been the
opposite. However, the contrast with what the scientific community has already showed
about the phenomena brought new lights into the discussion. Some of the arguments that
the adolescents provided in the debate, such as “He dominates in the dance, he is physically
strong, and he looks very dominant and protective" were contrasted in the CFG, leading to
an exciting debate about relevant issues that helped all of the participants change their
initial understandings of what the different masculinity models involved.

As observed in the previous example, the CFG gathers people with different
perspectives and opinions who have lived a wide range of experiences with the aim of
obtaining a collective interpretation of reality through the contributions of all participants
(Puigvert, Christou, & Holford, 2012). What it is important in a CFG is that opinions are

measured according to the value of the arguments, not the speaker’s position of power
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(Habermas, 1984). Thus, in the CFG, the role of the researcher is to motivate the
participants of the group to engage in the debate and to bring their arguments —their
lifeworld. Hence, researcher is also in charge of bringing into the discussion the
accumulated scientific knowledge on the topic. This is a core characteristic of the
communicative methodology that make it differ from other methodologies such as the
traditional Action Research (Reason & Bradbury, 2001), or other more innovative
methodological approaches as the Participatory Action Synthesis (Wimpenny & Maggi
Savin-Baden, 2012).

Another key criterion to obtain a good result in the CFG, in addition to a
comfortable environment, is that the participants are familiar with one another. Therefore, it
is conducted with natural groups rather than ad hoc ones. Sufficient levels of trust allow the
participants to dialogue about their feelings and personal experiences regarding their own
sexual-affective relationships or even situations of GBV they have experienced. This is
clearly illustrated in the example provided below obtained in a mixed CFG: the boys’ views

about the girls’ sexual preferences for men differ greatly:

Anne: the majority of girls look for the cocky ones. They don’t like the more quiet guys. This
would be easier, that they give them a thrill (...).

Michael: No, but the girls like that. I think that, I am realizing more and more, that they don’t
like to be treated nicely.

Rebecca: No, you’re wrong.

Michael: Sometimes they talk nastily to them in front of everyone to be cocky and, | don’t
know, weird stuff.

David: And the girl stays with him...

Interviewer: And do you think that there are more and more girls like that?

Michael: Yes, | think so. However, they, | think they like that. (Valls, 2004-2005)
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Due to its argumentative nature, CFG allows the different opinions of the
participants to be contrasted and facilitates the examination of individual and collective
subjectivity (Aubert, Melgar, & Valls, 2011). Researchers can examine the social nature of
contradictions and feelings related to the teenagers’ preferences with regard to emotions,
love, and sexual relationships. Consequently, communicative techniques enable the analysis
of how attraction to men and to relationships that can result in situations of GBV do not
always occur unwittingly, but have a social origin: socialization in a violent male model of

attractiveness. This phenomenon is evidenced in the following quote:

Jane: (...) She’ll know he’s a bastard, and she will be with him

Liz: He’s the typical womanizer that, woow!! You see him and you say, “I wanna be with
him”, and then you are with him and you think you’ll change him and no...

Jane: No, you think that you’ll change him.

Batty: You don’t want to change him, you know...

Liz: I think we are stupid because | am with a guy who is a bastard and he leaves me for
another, and | will do everything possible to be with him, even if he leaves me afterwards
for another...However, I don’t think that [ will change him; it is what I like and that’s it, and

that’s why I do it (Valls, 2004-2005).

On many occasions, through participation in CFG, study participants began to
deeply question their preferences and choices. Through dialogue and with the guidance of
the moderator, many girls realized they were attracted to violent men because this was what
they had been exposed to. This realization did not leave them disempowered, as in the same
way how they have internalized this model, it can be done otherwise. The girls were
motivated to search for new relationships that would fulfill their initial romantic dreams. At
the end of their participation, many of the subjects were grateful to the research team

because these discussions were a turning point in their lives.
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Conclusions

The use of CDLS and CFG enable in-depth analyses of the models of attractiveness
into which adolescents are socialized, including the new alternative masculinity model or
the dominant traditional masculinity model, among many others. These data collection
techniques allow for the exploration of the sentiments and personal experiences of the
adolescents in relation to their sexual-affective relationships, establishing clear links
between their past socialization and their present attraction. Thus, the CDLS and the CFG
techniques enable deeper examination of the complexities of the different types of male
models of attractiveness and their relation to GBV. At the same time, they raise key issues
and debates, such as what an “ideal love story” involves, who the “bastards” are or why the
“typical womanizers will never be able to change”. These are debates that equip the
adolescents with important clues to reflect on their own sexual-affective relationships and
to search for violence-free and fulfilling relationships in which they can be equal,
respected, and free to decide.

Critical reflection and profound debates will be achieved when dialogic spaces such
as the ones enabled by the use of CDLS and the CFG are created. This requires scientific
knowledge from the international community on gender violence to be brought together and
contrasted with the lifeworlds and experiences of adolescents, teachers, and other members
of the broader educational community. Consequently, the CDLS and CFG can become
spaces for personal and collective transformation because when intimate issues are
sincerely debated, the foundations of violent relationships can be questioned and “true love

relationships” can be empowered.
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