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This content analysis examined the frequency of messages regardingmasculinity in a sample of 30 worldwide
top-grossing superhero films and explored whether superheroes and villains significantly differed by type or
frequency of masculinity messages they exhibited. Results demonstrated a high number of masculinity themes
present in the overall sample. The most common masculinity themes reported for the superheroes were
physically strong, violence, and athletic, while the most common masculinity themes reported for the villain
characters were violence and physically strong. Superheroes were significantly more likely to be depicted
as strong, athletic, asserting and preserving masculinity, discussing appearance, and risk-taking compared
to villains. No significant differences in violence, objectifying women, or playboy behavior between the
superhero and villain characters were found. Findings warrant additional scrutiny and consideration by
researchers and interested stakeholders.

Public Significance Statement
This content analysis found that superhero films, which serve as important communicators of
masculinity ideals, portray superheroes as engaging in risk-taking behavior, discussing their appearance,
and asserting and preservingmasculinity more so than villains. Additionally, our findings that there were
no significant differences in the frequency of superheroes versus villains engaging in violence,
objectifying women, or being a playboy are concerning. Superhero films serve as gender socializing
agents; therefore, we recommend continued exploration of the messages regarding masculinity and the
impacts of such messages in these films.
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The role of media in the communication of gender roles and
masculinities has been consistently demonstrated (for a review of
the literature, see Greenwood & Lippman, 2010). Although vari-
ous forms of media have been studied, superhero movies have been
hypothesized to be among the most salient communicators of
masculinities (Coyne et al., 2014), as superheroes are powerful
and attractive role models for young boys and adult men alike
(Baker & Raney, 2007; Roberts et al., 2021). Superheroes are
viewed as altruistic and likable (Fradkin et al., 2016); however, they
also display toxic masculinity traits such as aggression, violence, and
threatening behavior (Baker & Raney, 2007; Burch & Johnsen, 2020;
Muller et al., 2020; Murnen et al., 2003). Past researchers have
postulated that the presence of mixed messaging, particularly in a
protagonist, could legitimize negative behaviors such as aggression or
violence to viewers (Harriger et al., 2021). Indeed, it has been reported
that superheroes are unlikely to be held accountable or to experience
consequences of their negative behaviors (Bauer et al., 2017). The

villains in superhero films have been far less studied, and when
they are it is typically related to deviant or criminal behavior (e.g.,
Kort-Butler, 2012). Yet, villains are also important to the storyline
as they often add to a viewer’s developing belief regarding what it
means to be “good” versus “bad.” Additionally, many past studies
on superhero films have focused on a limited subset of masculinity
traits (e.g., violence) or on the superhero only. We argue that it is
important to examine whether there are significant differences in a
comprehensive list of masculine traits and behaviors in both the
superheroes and villains, as these films provide a strong basis
for viewers’ understanding of masculinities. The purpose of the
current analysis was to more comprehensively examine messages
regarding masculinities in superhero movies. Additionally, as the
majority of past research has focused on superhero characters
only, this analysis sought to determine whether superheroes and
villains significantly differed in the rates or types of masculinity
messages they exhibit.
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Traditional and Toxic Masculinities

It is hypothesized that exposure to traditional gender-role
portrayals via the media shapes an observer’s view of gender-
appropriate behaviors and appearance (Bussey & Bandura, 1999;
Tsao, 2008), as well as understanding of acceptable gender identities
(Steyer, 2014). Indeed, increased media consumption is associated
with strong gendered beliefs regarding personality, occupation, and
status (Coyne et al., 2014). Male characters in the media typically
reflect societal expectations regarding masculinity and are portrayed
as more dominant, aggressive, violent, tough, and unemotional
than female characters (Collins, 2011; Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018;
Zeglin, 2016). These characteristics seem to be a combination of both
traditional and toxic masculinity traits.
Masculinity is culturally defined by social norms, beliefs, and

expectations (Ingram et al., 2019). In the United States, there are
several distinguishing characteristics of traditional masculinity
such as aggressiveness, self-reliance, risk-taking, and competitiveness
(Salgado et al., 2019). Toxic masculinity is described as a harmful
form of traditional masculinity (Ingram et al., 2019) characterized by
the drive to dominate and compete aggressively with others, particu-
larly women andminority groups (Jewkes et al., 2015; Kupers, 2005),
and misogynistic and homophobic attitudes (Parent et al., 2019).
Detrimental effects on overall health andwell-being such as substance
use, reduced help-seeking, poor mental health, and suicide risk have
been associated with strict adherence to traditional masculine norms
(Iwamoto et al., 2018; King et al., 2018; Salgado et al., 2019).
Additionally, characteristics of toxic masculinity, such as decreased
vulnerability and reduced emotional expression, may increase resis-
tance to mental health treatment and psychotherapy (Kupers, 2005).
Adherence to toxic masculinity norms, such as dominance over
women, has also been linked to increased sexual aggression toward
intimate partners (Smith et al., 2015). Therefore, understanding
how specific masculine norms are established and maintained is
imperative. While masculinities should not be viewed as intrinsically
harmful, it is important to determine how specific masculine norms
are established and maintained. As the media reflects and reinforces
cultural expectations of gender roles (Leaper, 2000) and exposure to
gender roles via the media is positively associated with viewer
advocacy for traditional gender roles (Gerbner et al., 2002;
Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018), examination of the role of media in
the development and maintenance of masculine gender roles is
warranted.

Masculinities in the Media

In media targeting adults, male characters reflect societal expec-
tations regarding masculinities and are more often portrayed as
unemotional, violent, tough, dominant, and aggressive compared to
women (Collins, 2011; Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018; Zeglin, 2016).
Similarly, animated television (e.g., Keys, 2016; Leaper et al., 2002;
Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995) and movies (e.g., England et al.,
2011; León Gonzalez et al., 2020; Towbin et al., 2004) targeting
children also promote gender-stereotyped messages regarding mas-
culinities. For example, male characters are often portrayed as strong
or performing climactic rescues (England et al., 2011), muscular
(Harriger et al., 2018), and powerful (Aley & Hahn, 2020). Only
one study, to our knowledge, has specifically assessed toxic mascu-
linity traits (Harriger et al., 2021). Researchers reported that two of the

most common themes in children’s animated movies were violence
and inspires fear and argued that these themes are consistent with the
conceptualization of toxic masculinity. Other toxic masculinity traits
such as objectification of women, playboy behavior, power over
women, and heterosexual self-presentation were rarely found in
children’s animated films (Harriger et al., 2021).

Masculinities in Superhero Films

Superheroes of both sexes are typically portrayed as assertive,
aggressive, powerful, and hypermuscular (Baker & Raney, 2007;
Burch & Johnsen, 2020; Murnen et al., 2003). Content analyses
have found male superheroes to be less emotional, angrier, and more
threatening than female superheroes (Baker & Raney, 2007), and
male characters to bemore independent, powerful, violent, andmore
likely to use weapons compared to female characters (Miller et al.,
2016). Another study examining positive and negative attributes of
superhero characters reported that superheroes displayed signifi-
cantly more negative (or toxic masculinity) attributes (e.g., violence/
fighting, use of weapons, and bullying/intimidation/torture) compared
to positive attributes (e.g., assisting others/protecting the public,
positive relationships with family or friends, teamwork/collaboration;
Bauer et al., 2017). Finally, a study examining the bodies of humanoid
characters from over 3,000 Marvel comic books found that comic
book male superheroes, who are often portrayed as stereotypically
masculine, have unrealistic body types (Burch & Johnsen, 2020).
Specifically, male superheroes in comic books are almost as wide at
the shoulders as they are tall and have shoulder–waist ratio and upper
body muscularity almost twice that of normal college men (Burch &
Johnsen, 2020). We are not aware of any content analyses that have
examined toxic masculinity traits in superheroes (other than vio-
lence); therefore, the current analysis will seek to include these
masculinity traits in our analysis of superhero films. Our analysis
will also seek to include a more comprehensive list of masculine
traits than past studies by selecting additional themes from research
examining gendered messaging in the media (England et al., 2011;
Harriger et al., 2018, 2021).

Exposure to superhero programming is linked to higher levels of
gender-stereotyped play in boys and higher levels of weapon play
in both boys and girls (Coyne et al., 2014). Additionally, endorse-
ment of traditional masculine norms in emerging adult men is
associated with childhood superhero identification (Roberts et al.,
2021). Whereas, past research documents the prevalence of mes-
sages regarding masculinities in superhero programming (Baker &
Raney, 2007; Burch & Johnsen, 2020; Miller et al., 2016), this
research focuses primarily on the male superhero, who is altruistic
and likable (Muller et al., 2020). Superheroes may promote resil-
ience (Fradkin et al., 2016) or prosocial behaviors (Rosenberg et al.,
2013), and it is often believed that superhero violence is acceptable
or justified in order to achieve the greater good (Kort-Butler, 2012).
The antagonists or villains are often overlooked in this research,
and when they are studied, the focus is on deviant behaviors and
crime (Phillips & Strobl, 2006; Vollum&Adkinson, 2003). To our
knowledge, only one study has examined whether differences existed
between superhero and villain characters and found that superheroes
were more likely to engage in violence compared to villains (Muller
et al., 2020). This study was not without limitations, as the sample
included only 10 movies released between 2015 and 2016 and did not
assess for other characteristics related to masculinity. Regardless of
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these limitations, the researchers did conclude that the high number of
violent acts demonstrated by superheroes was concerning as viewers,
particularly children, may view the characters as role models. They
state that it is possible that viewers find the violent acts such asmurder
exhibited by superheroes as acceptable given they are fighting for the
greater good (Muller et al., 2020). Therefore, it is important to further
explore whether other types of messaging in superhero films differ
between superheroes and villains as thismay have implications for the
development of viewers’ gendered beliefs and behaviors.
The present analysis draws from past content analyses and research

on masculinity themes to extensively examine messaging regarding
masculinity in superhero movies and the extent to which male super-
heroes and villains exhibit adherence tomasculine norms.We selected
masculinity themes from past content analyses that examined mascu-
linity or gendered themes in film (England et al., 2011; Harriger et al.,
2018, 2021) in an attempt to examine a broader range of masculine
characteristics and behaviors compared to past research on superhero
films. We also sought to determine whether differences exist
between the superheroes’ and villains’ depictions of masculinities,
as this may have important implications for viewer’s internalization
of masculine norms. Our research questions are as follows:

R1: What is the frequency of masculinity themes in the current sample
of the 30 worldwide top-grossing superhero moves?

R2: In an effort to further understand the portrayal of protagonists
(superheroes) and antagonists (villains) in superhero movies, we also
sought to explore whether differences in the frequencies or types of
masculinity themes exist between the superheroes and the villains in
the current sample of the 30 worldwide top-grossing superhero films.

Method

Sample

A coded content analysis approach, which has been successfully
utilized in past research (Harriger et al., 2018; Klein et al., 2000),
enabled coders to identify the presence of masculinity themes in
popular superhero movies, as well as the frequency of themes
demonstrated by superheroes and villains. The list of movies was
obtained from Box Office Mojo’s list of the top worldwide grossing
superhero films and can be viewed in Table 1. The top 30 movies
from the list were selected, excluding any movie that had a female
superhero or villain (Incredibles 2, Captain Marval, Thor: Ragnarok,
Wonder Woman, Ant-Man and the Wasp), a child protagonist
(Big Hero 6), did not have a clear or traditional villain or superhero
(Captain America: Civil War, Joker, Batman vs. Superman: Dawn of
Justice, Venom, Suicide Squad, Captain America: The Winter Soldier,
Hancock), or was a science fiction film rather than a superhot movie
(The Matrix Reloaded). If a movie was removed from the list, we
selected the next movie until we reached a sample size of 30 movies.

Coding Strategy

The coding schema was informed by earlier research examining
gender and appearance-relatedmessages in animatedmovies (England
et al., 2011; Harriger et al., 2018, 2021). First, we included the themes
winning, power over women, heterosexual self-presentation, emo-
tional control, playboy, violence, self-reliance, risk-taking, and pri-
macy of work. These themes were created for the purpose of another
study measuring masculinity themes in movies (Harriger et al., 2021)

which utilized questions from the Conformity to Masculine Norms
Inventory–46 (Parent &Moradi, 2009), a popularmeasure that assesses
adherence to masculine norms. Additionally, we added themes that
were assessed in earlier studies of gender roles in media (physically
strong, assertive, athletic, inspires fear, brave, leader, assertion and
preservation of masculinity, engagement in traditionally masculine
activities, objectification of women, confidence, engagement of
activities to build strength, engagement in activities to enhance
appearance, talks about strength, talks about appearance, England
et al., 2011; Harriger et al., 2021). These themes were selected by a
group of research assistants who read extensive literature on mas-
culinities and media as well as superhero films. The list of themes
was then provided to an expert in the field for feedback and final
approval. The list of themes, definitions, and examples of each
theme can be found in Table 2.

Procedure

Two undergraduate students participated in extensive training
prior to coding the 30 movies. First, the coders received detailed
information regarding each theme, read relevant research, andwatched
clips of movies not included in the present study. This allowed the
coders to practice coding, to discuss any questions or inconsistencies
that arose, and to further develop the coding scheme. The coders were
then instructed to independently code the first 20 min of five movies
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Table 1
Total Instances of Masculinity Themes for Superheroes and Villains
in Each Superhero Movie

Superhero movies

Masculinity theme frequency

Superheroes Villains Total

Aquaman (2018) 118 84 202
Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015) 251 53 304
Avengers: Endgame (2019) 178 46 224
Avengers: Infinity War (2018) 204 93 297
Black Panther (2018) 57 47 104
Deadpool (2016) 111 24 135
Deadpool 2 (2018) 148 63 211
Doctor Strange (2016) 45 30 75
Guardians of the Galaxy (2014) 87 25 112
Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2 (2016) 52 23 75
Iron Man (2008) 72 41 113
Iron Man 2 (2010) 62 40 102
Iron Man 3 (2013) 62 46 108
Justice League (2017) 114 39 153
Logan (2017) 77 17 94
Man of Steel (2013) 71 45 116
Spider-Man (2002) 86 45 131
Spider-Man 2 (2004) 72 75 147
Spider-Man 3 (2007) 47 70 117
Spider-Man: Far From Home (2019) 59 22 81
Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017) 85 23 108
The Amazing Spider-Man (2012) 106 70 176
The Amazing Spider-Man 2 (2014) 57 29 86
The Avengers (2012) 158 44 202
The Dark Knight (2008) 68 59 127
The Dark Knight Rises (2012) 54 62 116
The Incredibles (2004) 89 13 102
Thor: The Dark World (2013) 59 24 83
X-Men: Apocalypse (2016) 79 54 133
X-Men: Days of Future Past (2014) 55 30 85

MASCULINITY AND SUPERHERO MOVIES 355
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Table 2
Masculinity-Relevant Themes

Theme Definition Example

Winning Extreme importance placed on winning, rather
than losing, or focus on achieving goals

In Black Panther, there is a ceremonial battle for
kingship and Thanos is willing to destroy all
of the population rather than just half of it to
accomplish his goal of becoming king.

Power over women Belief that men are superior to women In Spider-Man 3, Venom Peter bosses a female
character around to make cookies.

Physically strong Having a strong physical effect on a person or
object

In The Avengers, Hulk throws Loki into the
ground repeatedly, causing the floor to break
with the Hulk’s force.

Athletic Running, jumping, or kicking in such a way that
athleticism is required

In X-Men: Apocalypse, Quicksilver runs and
jumps throughout the school in order to save
students from an explosion.

Assertive Strong insistence upon a position, idea, right, or
claim, or proving a point

In Deadpool 2, Deadpool says to Weasel “I’m
not going to abandon this kid. He’s never had
anyone, ever. I need to be selfless,”
illustrating that this was something Deadpool
was insistent on doing.

Brave Being a courageous leader or rescuing others in
the face of danger

In Avengers: Endgame, the characters risk their
lives to go back in time in order to try to make
things right.

Confidence Feeling of self-assurance arising from
appreciation of one’s own abilities

In Thor: The Dark World, Thor believes he can
fly the ship even though he does not know
how.

Leader Character directs other people or gives them
orders; this was only coded if the character
was leading a group of people, not animals

In Man of Steel, General Zod leads a rebellion
against the Kryptonians at the beginning of
the movie where he instructs his soldiers and
they follow his commands for attack.

Inspires fear Character causes others to respond with
uneasiness due to a sense of impending
danger or threatens other characters

In Avengers: Age of Ultron, Iron Man and Hulk
fight each other in the city and marketplace,
causing civilians to scream and run away out
of fear.

Assertion and preservation of masculinity Banter or sarcasm by male character with other
males to assert they are the more dominant
male and to put others down

In Avengers: Age of Ultron, Thor and Iron Man
debate whose girlfriend is better

Engagement in traditionally masculine
activities

Character engages in stereotypically masculine
activities such as drinking beer, watching
sports, etc.

In Avengers: Age of Ultron, Captain America
and Iron Man chop wood at Hawkeye’s
house

Objectification of women Character views women as objects In Iron Man 2, Tony looks up Black Widow on
his electronic device and multiple pictures of
her pop up but he chooses to open the picture
of her modeling in her underwear.

Engagement in activities to build strength Character engages in activities designed to build
physical strength or to strengthen their
power, even if not physical

In The Dark Knight Rises, Bruce works out so
he is able to climb the wall and escape from
jail.

Engagement in activities to enhance appearance Character engages in activities designed to
enhance or improve appearance

In The Incredibles,Mr. Incredible exercises not
to just stronger but to lose weight, as
indicated by him measuring himself.

Emotional control Refusal or reluctance to share feelings with
others

In Guardians of the Galaxy, StarLord does not
want to talk about his mother’s death to
Gamora.

Playboy Actual or desired sexual promiscuity Iron Man does not remember the woman he had
sex with and calls a woman by the wrong
name in Iron Man.

Violence Acceptance and justification of violence In The Dark Knight, the Joker incites violence
by having his henchmen kill one another until
he kills the last one himself.

Self-reliance Refusal or reluctance to ask others for help In The Incredibles, Mr. Incredible runs into
Buddy on his way to stop the Bomb Voyage
and tells Buddy, “Fly home, Buddy. I work
alone.”

Risk-taking Seeking out or enjoyment of risky situations Spiderman in Spider-Man, jumps off a building
for the first time and swings into the side of
the building with his eyes closed.

Primacy of work Belief that work should be the most important
aspect of one’s life

In Avengers: Age of Ultron, the main character
leaves their family to fight Ultron.

(table continues)
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included in the current analysis. Interrater agreement during the training
sessionswas 91%.After the training sessionswere complete, the coders
independently watched each of the 30 movies in their entirety and
recorded the total number of instances each theme appeared in each
movie for the superhero(es) and the villain(s).
Coders were provided a coding sheet that included all themes,

descriptions of the themes, and additional notes from the training
session. They were instructed to assign a code each time a male
superhero or villain primary character exhibited one of the listed
characteristics or was mentioned by other characters as exhibiting
the characteristic. A primary character is defined as a movie character
who was a regular member of the cast and advanced the plot of the
film (Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995). Each time a new behavior was
exhibited by a superhero or villain it was included. Additionally, each
time a scene change took place, the behavior was coded again, even
if the same behavior had taken place in a previous scene (e.g., if a
character was engaged in a fight that moved from an indoor setting
to an outdoor setting, a new code was assigned when the character
moved outside). This is consistent with previous content analytic
methods for assessing masculinity messages in the media (e.g.,
England et al., 2011).
To determine interrater reliability after all coding had taken

place, Krippendorff’s α was calculated (Kα; Krippendorff, 2004)
using the KALPHA macro for SPSS (Hayes & Krippendorff,
2007). We required a minimum α value of .667 to be included in
inferential analyses for present content analysis, as this would indicate
acceptable agreement between raters. Krippendorff (2004) states that
while a ≥ .80 is customary, a ≥ .667 is appropriate when tentative
conclusions are acceptable. For descriptive statistics, we required a
minimum interrater agreement of 90% when Kα was less than .667.
Consequently, the following themes were excluded from inferential
analyses but included in descriptive analyses: power over women
(superhero a unable to be calculated, interrater agreement = 100%),
engagement in traditionally masculine activities (villain a unable to
be calculated, interrater agreement= 100%), engagement in activities
to enhance appearance (villain a unable to be calculated, interrater
agreement = 100%), emotional control (villain a = .00, interrater
agreement = 96.7%), self-reliance (villain a = .00, interrater agree-
ment = 96.7%), and primacy of work (villain a = −.02, interrater
agreement = 93.3%). The following themes were excluded from
both descriptive and inferential analyses: winning (villain a = .49,
interrater agreement = 66.7%), power over women, assertive
(superhero a = .53, interrater agreement = 20%; villain a = .48,
interrater agreement = 26.7%), brave (superhero a = .60, interrater
agreement = 23.3%), confidence (superhero a = .64, interrater
agreement = 40%; villain a = .64, interrater agreement = 63.3%),
inspires fear (superhero a = .64, interrater agreement = 40%;
villain a= .66, interrater agreement= 23.3%), engagement in activities
to build strength (villain a = .66, interrater agreement = 86.7%), and

discussion of strength (superhero a = .65, interrater agreement =
73.3%; villain a= .63, interrater agreement= 80%).Kα values for the
remaining themes ranged from .70 to 1.00 (see Table 3). The coders
took extensive notes while viewing each film and provided written
explanations for each code, and any disagreements in the coding were
resolved via discussion between the coders (led by the first author).
After discussions, Kalpha was excellent (1.00) for all variables.

Result

In order to address our research question regarding the frequency
of masculinity themes in our sample of the 30 worldwide top-
grossing superhero films, we calculated the total number of mascu-
linity messages in each film as well as the number of instances of
superheroes and villains displaying masculinity themes in the films.
These results can be found in Table 1. The movies with the most
instances of superheroes displaying masculinity themes were Aven-
gers: Age of Ultron (n = 251), Avengers: Infinity War (n = 204),
Avengers: Endgame (n = 178), and Avengers (n = 158). The movies
with the fewest instances of superheroes displaying masculinity
themes were Doctor Strange (n = 45), Spider-Man 3 (n = 47),
Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2 (n = 52), and The Dark Knight Rises
(n = 54). The average number of masculinity themes displayed by
superheroes across all movies was 92.77 (SD = 49.76).

The movies with the most instances of villains displaying
masculinity themes included Infinity War (n = 93), Aquaman
(n = 84), Spider-Man 2 (n = 75), and The Amazing Spider-Man
(n = 70). The movies with the fewest instances of villains
displaying masculinity themes were The Incredibles (n = 13),
Logan (n = 17), Spider-Man: Far From Home (n = 22), and
Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2 (n = 23). The average number of
masculinity themes displayed by villains across all movies was
44.53 (SD = 20.59).

Table 3 includes a complete list of the means and standard
deviations (SDs) for each specific masculinity theme for both
superheroes and villains across all movies. Briefly, superheroes
were most likely to be coded as displaying physical strength (M =
27.66, SD = 17.91), violence (M = 21.77, SD = 17.74), and
athleticism (M = 15.00, SD = 10.30). Masculinity themes most
likely to be coded for villain characters included violence (M =
16.67, SD= 7.74) and physical strength (M= 12.47, SD= 9.04). No
superhero character was coded as displaying power over women,
and no villains were coded as engaging in traditionally masculine
activities or engaging in activities to enhance appearance.

Differences Between Superhero and Villain Characters

In order to address our research question regarding whether
significant differences existed between the superheroes and the
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Table 2 (continued)

Theme Definition Example

Discussion of strength Character talks about own strength or someone
talks about character’s strength

In The Amazing Spider-Man, the newscaster
refers to the Lizard climbing up the building
as “very strong”.

Discussion of appearance Character talks about own appearance or
someone talks about character’s appearance

Spiderman looks at himself in the mirror, feels
his muscles, and says, “big change” in
Spider-Man.
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villains, a series of paired samples t tests were conducted to determine
differences between superhero characters and villain characters for
frequencies of masculinity-relevant themes. Results indicated that
superheroes were more likely than villains to be coded as physically
strong, t(29)= 5.17, p< .001, d= .92; athletic, t(29)= 6.73, p< .001,
d = 1.20; asserting and preserving masculinity, t(29) = 3.41, p =
.002, d = .62; discussing appearance, t(29) = 2.77, p = .01, d = .51;
and taking risks t(29) = 9.47, p < .001, d = 1.73. There were no
significant differences in how often villains and superheroes were
coded as being focused on being leaders, t(29)=−.16, p= .87, d =
−.03; objectifying women, t(29) = .63, p = .54, d = .11; being a
playboy, t(29) = 1.44, p = .16, d = .26; or being violent, t(29) = 1.77,
p = .09, d = .32.

Discussion

The present study sought to examine messages regarding mas-
culinities in popular superhero movies by including an extensive list
of masculine traits and expanding upon past research that focused
solely on the superhero characters (Baker & Raney, 2007; Burch &
Johnsen, 2020; Miller et al., 2016). We first sought to examine the
frequency of masculinity themes in the current sample of the 30
worldwide top-grossing superhero films. Overall, our results suggest
that high levels of masculinity messaging was present for both
superhero and villain characters in superheromovies. The total number
of instances of masculinity themes in each film ranged from 75
(Dr. Strange and Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2) to 304 (Avengers:
Age of Ultron).
Themost commonmasculinity themes reported for the superheroes

in the current sample were physically strong, violence, and athletic,
and the most common masculinity themes reported for the villain

characters were physically strong and violence. These findings
parallel those from past research that has reported that superheroes
are portrayed as fast, strong, and powerful (Baker & Raney, 2007;
Murnen et al., 2003) and that high levels of violence are portrayed
by both superheroes and villains in superhero films (Bauer et al., 2017;
Muller et al., 2020). Our results extend past research by demonstrating
that villains are also portrayed as strong in superhero films.

Interestingly, the movies that portrayed the highest number of
masculinity themes overall for the superhero characters were all part
of the Avengers series (Avengers: Age of Ultron, Avengers: Infinity
War, Avengers: Endgame, and The Avengers). While it is possible
that the storylines in these movies led to an increase in themes
regarding masculinity, it is also important to note that these movies
included several superheroes in comparison to other movies with only
one superhero character. Additionally, coders anecdotally noted that
the amount of screen time for superheroes seemed to far exceed that
for the villains. The current analysis did not control for the number of
characters included in the coding or the amount of screen time, andwe
recommend that future researchers take these variables into account
for future studies.

The second aim of the study was to examine whether there were
significant differences in the rates or types of masculinity messag-
ing between the superheroes and the villains. Our results indicated
that superheroes were significantly more likely to be depicted as
strong, athletic, discussing appearance, risk-taking, and asserting
and preserving masculinity compared to villains. It was not
surprising that superheroes were more likely to be depicted as
athletic and strong, as this parallels previous research demonstrating
the portrayal of superheroes as strong, fast, muscular, and powerful
(Baker & Raney, 2007; Murnen et al., 2003). What may warrant
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Table 3
Interrater Agreement and Average Frequencies of Masculinity-Relevant Themes in Animated Movies

Variable Superhero Krippendorf’s α Superhero mean (SD) Villain Krippendorf’s α Villain mean (SD)

1. Winning .71 .33 (.71) .49 —

2. Power over women N/Aa 0 (0) 1.00 .03 (.18)
3. Physically strong .95 27.66 (17.91) .96 12.47 (9.04)
4. Athletic .91 15.00 (10.30) .82 2.40 (2.97)
5. Assertive .53 — .48 —

6. Brave .60 — .89 .33 (.71)
7. Confidence .64 — .64 —

8. Leader .79 1.47 (1.83) .76 1.53 (1.66)
9. Inspires fear .64 — .66 —

10. Assertion and preservation of masculinity .92 1.10 (1.49) .70 .20 (.48)
11. Engagement in traditionally masculine

activities
.80 .73 (1.02) N/Aa 0 (0)

12. Objectification of women .75 .27 (.58) .84 .20 (.61)
13. Engagement in activities to build strength .85 .67 (1.12) .66 —

14. Engagement in activities to enhance
appearance

1.00 .17 (.75) N/Aa 0 (0)

15. Emotional control .82 .37 (.62) .00a .03 (.18)
16. Playboy .88 .30 (.75) .79 .10 (.31)
17. Violence .96 21.77 (17.74) .92 16.67 (7.74)
18. Self-reliance .78 .57 (.90) .00a .03 (.18)
19. Risk-taking .70 5.10 (2.48) .86 .73 (.83)
20. Primacy of work .91 .50 (.82) −.02a .07 (.25)
21. Discussion of strength .65a .67 (.76) .63 —

22. Discussion of appearance .76 .53 (.82) .76 .10 (.31)

Note. Interrater agreement for variables with a superscript letter was at least 90%, indicating lowKrippendorf’s αwas produced as a result of low variability in
coding, rather than low interrater agreement (Feinstein & Cicchetti, 1990; Viera & Garrett, 2005). Thus, descriptive statistics were conducted on these variables
but not inferential statistics (e.g., t tests).
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future examination, however, is the fact that superheroes discussed
their appearance more often than villains. If the focus on these films is
also on the appearance of the body rather than the functionality of the
body, this may pose a risk for viewers, as research demonstrates that
media exposure to the muscular ideal, or society’s expectations of
male attractiveness, is associated with increased disordered eating
(Griffiths et al., 2013) and body image concerns (Arbour & Ginis,
2006) in adolescent and young adult men. While it is unknown if the
same effect exists for younger boys viewing superhero films, it can be
hypothesized that they may be negatively affected by frequent
exposure to the muscular ideal. This may be particularly true
when superhero characters repeatedly highlight their appearance, as
research has shown young children lack nuance when evaluating
media messages (Harriger, 2012; Li et al., 2015).
The finding that risk-taking behavior was higher in superheroes

compared to villains is also concerning. Past research has reported
that participation in risky behavior may be used to prove one’s
masculinity (Sanders, 2011), and adherence to traditional masculin-
ity norms is associated with various risk-taking behaviors such as
substance use (for review, see Bogdan et al., 2016) and aggressive
driving (Sanders, 2011).While we are unaware of studies examining
the role of exposure to superheroes in risk-taking behavior, research
has demonstrated that video game use is related to risk behavior
(e.g., Fischer et al., 2009). As superhero characters are viewed as
role models for both boys and adult men (Baker & Raney, 2007;
Roberts et al., 2021), it is pertinent to examine whether exposure to
superhero films is related to later risk-taking behavior as well.
The findings regarding asserting and preserving masculinity are

less easily interpreted without examining the effects of such
messaging on viewers; however, there are some critical factors to
consider. First, instances of asserting and preserving masculinity
often involved sarcastic banter between characters. Research indicates
that men aremore likely to engage in sarcasm thanwomen (Rockwell &
Theriot, 2001), and the use of irony and sarcasm is associated with
masculinity (Korobov, 2005), particularly in individualistic cultures
(Blasko et al., 2021). Male characters in movies may use sarcasm for
collaborative purposes (Bachtiar & Hardjanto, 2018), and this was
certainly the case in our sample. However, we know little regarding
the effects of exposure to such behavior in themedia. It is possible that
boys and men may learn that sarcasm and banter is a component of
masculine behavior through viewing superheroes in these films.
No significant differences were found between the superheroes

and villains in how often they engaged in objectification of women,
playboy behavior, or violence. Our finding that superheroes and
villains did not significantly differ in the rates of violence portrayed
is particularly troubling, given that violencewas one themost common
themes reported for both the superheroes and villains. These results
parallel previous research reporting high levels of violence by male
superheroes (e.g., Baker & Raney, 2007; Bauer et al., 2017) but
contradict a study that found higher instances of violence in super-
heroes compared to villains (Muller et al., 2020). While our current
analysis did not measure the effects of viewing the films, past research
has found that exposure to superhero programming is associated with
higher levels of weapon play in children (Coyne et al., 2014) and the
American Academy of Pediatrics has issued a warning regarding
exposure to violent media (Council on Communications and Media,
2009). Therefore, the rates of violence in the current sample of films
warrant additional scrutiny by researchers and interested stakeholders.
Additionally, violence may be more acceptable or justified by an

audience when portrayed by a superhero (Kort-Butler, 2012). Thus, it is
important for future work to examine potential differences in the
effects of exposure to violence by superheroes or villains. It is
possible that violence by a superhero may have more far-reaching
negative consequences for viewers.

Although the themes objectifying women and playboy behavior
were reported far less frequently overall, the fact that they did not
significantly differ between the superhero and villains also warrants
additional attention, as these themes have been linked to toxic
masculinity (Harriger et al., 2021). Toxic masculinity has been
associated with a number of detrimental outcomes such as increased
sexual aggression (Smith et al., 2015). Therefore, even low instances
of these themes are concerning, particularly when demonstrated by
the superhero character.

Limitations and Future Directions

The present study has many strengths, such as the examination of a
wide range ofmasculinity traits and its inclusion of villains. However,
it is not without limitations. First, although raters did participate in
several training sessions and interrater reliability was generally high,
the ratings were subjective in that raters’ own cultural biases and
understandings of masculinity may have influenced how they coded
certain variables. Furthermore, raters were instructed to code only the
number of times each theme emerged for the superheroes and villains
in the movies, rather than the specific instances inwhich it occurred. It
is possible that even if each rater recorded the same number of times a
theme emerged in a given movie they may have identified different
instances of the theme. Future content analyses could examine the
specific instances in which a coder indicated that a theme was present.
Additionally, this study utilized a deductive method, and it is possible
that an inductive method may have provided additional insight
regarding messaging in superhero films.

Additionally, although the sample included the top worldwide
grossing films, the films predominantly portrayed Western ideals
regarding masculinity. We recommend that future researchers con-
sider an examination of more diverse films from different cultural
viewpoints in order to determine whether messaging differs. The
current analysis was also limited to male characters only. It may be
helpful for future studies to examine female superheroes and villains
as well as to determine whether themes such as violence and physical
strength are more frequently displayed by male or female characters.
It would also be important to control for the number of superheroes or
villains in the movies as well as the amount of screen time each
character received, as this could have affected the overall results of
the current analysis.

Finally, as this study was a content analysis, we were unable to
measure the effects of exposure to masculinity messaging in super-
hero films or whether the effects differ when the behavior is portrayed
by a superhero or a villain. We recommend that future researchers
include an experimental component to determine whether exposure to
such films is related to internalization of gendered messaging.

Conclusion

It has been previously reported that superheroes are more likely
to be depicted as altruistic, likable, and prosocial (Muller et al.,
2020; Rosenberg et al., 2013) and serve as influential and appeal-
ing role models for both boys and men (Baker & Raney, 2007;
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Roberts et al., 2021). Our findings that superhero characters were
more likely than villains to be portrayed as engaging in risk-taking
behavior, discussing their appearance, and asserting and preserving
masculinity warrants future attention. Additionally, our findings
that there were no significant differences in the frequency of super-
heroes versus villains engaging in violence, objectifying women, or
being a playboy are concerning.We challenge producers, writers, and
directors to consider the implications of our findings and to consider
creating superhero films that promote more positive messaging.
We also recommend that caregivers monitor the types of films their
children view and engage in active mediation, as this has been
shown to be an effective strategy to mitigate the effects of exposure
to gender stereotypes in the media (e.g., Nathanson et al., 2002).
Superhero movies serve as potential gender socializing agents, and
early identification with superheroes is associated with adherence
to traditional masculinity norms later in life (Roberts et al., 2021). We
therefore recommend continued examination of the prevalence and
effects of gendered messaging in superhero movies.

References

Aley, M., & Hahn, L. (2020). The powerful male hero: A content analysis of
gender representation in posters for children’s animated movies. Sex
Roles, 83(7–8), 499–509. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-020-01127-z

Arbour, K. P., & Ginis, K. A. M. (2006). Effects of exposure to muscular and
hypermuscular media images on young men’s muscularity dissatisfaction
and body dissatisfaction. Body Image, 3(2), 153–161. https://doi.org/10
.1016/j.bodyim.2006.03.004

Bachtiar, E. S., & Hardjanto, T. D. (2018). Sarcastic expressions in two
American movies. Lexicon, 5(2), 152–166. https://doi.org/10.22146/lexicon
.v5i2.41723

Baker, K., & Raney, A. A. (2007). Equally super?: Gender-role stereo-
typing of superheroes in children’s animated programs. Mass Commu-
nication and Society, 10(1), 25–41. https://doi.org/10.1080/
15205430709337003

Bauer, M., Georgeson, A., McNamara, C., Wakefield, B. H., King, T. S., &
Olympia, R. P. (2017). Positive and negative themes found in superhero
films. Clinical Pediatrics, 56(14), 1293–1300. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0009922816682744

Blasko, D. G., Kazmerski, V. A., & Dawood, S. S. (2021). Saying what you
don’t mean: A cross-cultural study of perceptions of sarcasm. Canadian
Journal of Experimental Psychology/Revue canadienne de psychologie
expérimentale, 75(2), 114–119. https://doi.org/10.1037/cep0000258

Bogdan, S. R., Măirean, C., & Havarneanu, C. E. (2016). A meta-analysis of
the association between anger and aggressive driving. Transportation
Research Part F: Traffic Psychology and Behaviour, 42, 350–364. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2016.05.009

Burch, R. L., & Johnsen, L. (2020). Captain Dorito and the bombshell:
Supernormal stimuli in comics and film. Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences,
14(2), 115–131. https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000164

Bussey, K., & Bandura, A. (1999). Social cognitive theory of gender
development and differentiation. Psychological Review, 106(4), 676–713.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.106.4.676

Collins, R. L. (2011). Content analysis of gender roles in media: Where are
we now and where should we go? Sex Roles, 64(3–4), 290–298. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s11199-010-9929-5

Council on Communications and Media. (2009). Policy statement—Media
violence. Pediatrics, 124(5), 1495–1503. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds
.2009-2146

Coyne, S. M., Linder, J. R., Rasmussen, E. E., Nelson, D. A., & Collier, K. M.
(2014). It’s a bird! It’s a plane! It’s a gender stereotype!: Longitudinal

associations between superhero viewing and gender stereotyped play.
Sex Roles, 70, 416–430. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-014-0374-8

England, D. E., Descartes, L., & Collier-Meek, M. A. (2011). Gender role
portrayal and the Disney princesses. Sex Roles, 64(7–8), 555–567. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s11199-011-9930-7

Feinstein, A. R., & Cicchetti, D. V. (1990). High agreement but low kappa: I.
The problems of two paradoxes. Journal of Clinical Epidemiology, 43(6),
543–549. https://doi.org/10.1016/0895-4356(90)90158-L

Fischer, P., Greitemeyer, T., Morton, T., Kastenmüller, A., Postmes, T.,
Frey, D., Kubitzki, J., & Odenwälder, J. (2009). The racing-game effect:
Why do video racing games increase risk-taking inclinations? Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 35(10), 1395–1409. https://doi.org/10
.1177/0146167209339628

Fradkin, C., Weschenfelder, G. V., & Yunes, M. A. (2016). Shared
adversities of children and comic superheroes as resources for promoting
resilience: Comic superheroes are an untapped resource for empowering
vulnerable children. Child Abuse and Neglect, 51, 407–415. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.010

Gerbner, G., Gross, L., Morgan, M., Signorielli, N., & Shanahan, J. (2002).
Growing up with television: Cultivation processes. In J. Bryant &
D. Zillmann (Eds.), Media effects: Advances in theory and research
(pp. 43–67). Lawrence Erlbaum.

Greenwood, D. N., & Lippman, J. R. (2010). Gender and media: Content,
uses, and impact. In J. C. Chrisler & D. R. McCreary (Eds.), Handbook of
gender research in psychology (pp. 643–669). Springer. https://doi.org/10
.1007/978-1-4419-1467-5_27

Griffiths, S., Murray, S. B., & Touyz, S. (2013). Disordered eating and the
muscular ideal. Journal of Eating Disorders, 1(1), Article 15. https://
doi.org/10.1186/2050-2974-1-15

Harriger, J. (2012). Children’s media influences. In T. Cash (Ed.), Encyclo-
pedia of body image and human appearance (pp. 314–319).
Academic Press.

Harriger, J. A., Serier, K. N., Luedke, M., Robertson, S., & Bojorquez, A.
(2018). Appearance-related themes in children’s animatedmovies released
between 2004 and 2016: A content analysis. Body Image, 26, 78–82. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.004

Harriger, J. A., Wick, M. R., Trivedi, H., & Callahan, K. E. (2021). Strong
hero or violent playboy? Portrayals of masculinity in children’s animated
movies. Sex Roles, 85(11–12), 677–687. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-
021-01247-0

Hayes, A. F., & Krippendorff, K. (2007). Answering the call for a standard
reliability measure for coding data. Communication Methods and Measures,
1(1), 77–89. https://doi.org/10.1080/19312450709336664

Ingram, K. M., Davis, J. P., Espelage, D. L., Hatchel, T., Merrin, G. J.,
Valido, A., & Torgal, C. (2019). Longitudinal associations between
features of toxic masculinity and bystander willingness to intervene in
bullying among middle school boys. Journal of School Psychology, 77,
139–151. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.10.007

Iwamoto, D. K., Brady, J., Kaya, A., & Park, A. (2018). Masculinity and
depression: A longitudinal investigation of multidimensional masculine
norms among college men. American Journal of Men’s Health, 12(6),
1873–1881. https://doi.org/10.1177/1557988318785549

Jewkes, R., Morrell, R., Hearn, J., Lundqvist, E., Blackbeard, D., Lindegger, G.,
Quayle, M., Sikweyiya, Y., & Gottzén, L. (2015). Hegemonic masculinity:
Combining theory and practice in gender interventions. Culture, Health and
Sexuality, 17(Suppl. 2), 112–127. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2015
.1085094

Keys, J. (2016). Doc McStuffins and Dora the Explorer: Representations of
gender, race, and class in U.S. animation. Journal of Children and Media,
10(3), 355–368. https://doi.org/10.1080/17482798.2015.1127835

King, K., Schlichthorst, M., Reifels, L., Keogh, L., Spittal, M. J., Phelps, A., &
Pirkis, J. (2018). Impacts of a documentary about masculinity and men’s
health. American Journal of Men’s Health, 12(5), 1604–1614. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1557988318777927

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
t
is
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al

A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le

is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al

us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al

us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

360 HARRIGER, WICK, MENDEZ, AND BARNETT

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-020-01127-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-020-01127-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2006.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2006.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2006.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2006.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2006.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2006.03.004
https://doi.org/10.22146/lexicon.v5i2.41723
https://doi.org/10.22146/lexicon.v5i2.41723
https://doi.org/10.22146/lexicon.v5i2.41723
https://doi.org/10.22146/lexicon.v5i2.41723
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205430709337003
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205430709337003
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205430709337003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0009922816682744
https://doi.org/10.1177/0009922816682744
https://doi.org/10.1177/0009922816682744
https://doi.org/10.1037/cep0000258
https://doi.org/10.1037/cep0000258
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2016.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2016.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2016.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2016.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2016.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2016.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2016.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000164
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000164
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.106.4.676
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.106.4.676
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.106.4.676
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.106.4.676
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.106.4.676
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-010-9929-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-010-9929-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-010-9929-5
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2009-2146
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2009-2146
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2009-2146
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-014-0374-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-014-0374-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-011-9930-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-011-9930-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-011-9930-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/0895-4356(90)90158-L
https://doi.org/10.1016/0895-4356(90)90158-L
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167209339628
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167209339628
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-1467-5_27
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-1467-5_27
https://doi.org/10.1186/2050-2974-1-15
https://doi.org/10.1186/2050-2974-1-15
https://doi.org/10.1186/2050-2974-1-15
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-021-01247-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-021-01247-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-021-01247-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312450709336664
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312450709336664
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/1557988318785549
https://doi.org/10.1177/1557988318785549
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2015.1085094
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2015.1085094
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2015.1085094
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2015.1085094
https://doi.org/10.1080/17482798.2015.1127835
https://doi.org/10.1080/17482798.2015.1127835
https://doi.org/10.1080/17482798.2015.1127835
https://doi.org/10.1080/17482798.2015.1127835
https://doi.org/10.1177/1557988318777927
https://doi.org/10.1177/1557988318777927
https://doi.org/10.1177/1557988318777927


Klein, H., Shiffman, K. S., &Welka, D. A. (2000). Gender-related content of
animated cartoons, 1930 to the present. Advances in Gender Research, 4,
291–317. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1529-2126(00)80028-4

Korobov, N. (2005). Ironizing masculinity: How adolescent boys negotiate
hetero-normative dilemmas in conversational interaction. Journal of Men’s
Studies, 13(2), 225–246. https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1302.225

Kort-Butler, L. A. (2012). Rotten, vile, and depraved! Depictions of criminal-
ity in superhero cartoons.Deviant Behavior, 33(7), 566–581. https://doi.org/
10.1080/01639625.2011.636718

Krippendorff, K. (2004). Content analysis: An introduction to its methodol-
ogy. Sage Publications.

Kupers, T. A. (2005). Toxic masculinity as a barrier to mental health
treatment in prison. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 61(6), 713–724.
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20105

Leaper, C. (2000). The social construction and socialization of gender during
development. In P. H.Miller &E. Kofsky Scholnick (Eds.),Toward a feminist
developmental psychology (pp. 127–152). Taylor & Frances/Routledge.

Leaper, C., Breed, L., Hoffman, L., & Perlman, C. A. (2002). Variations in the
gender-stereotyped content of children’s television cartoons across genres.
Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 32(8), 1653–1662. https://doi.org/10
.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb02767.x

León Gonzalez, M. P., Infantes-Paniagua, A., Thornborrow, T., & Contreras
Jordan, O. (2020). Associations between media representations of physi-
cal, personality, and social attributes by gender: A content analysis of
children’s animated film characters. https://ruidera.uclm.es/xmlui/handle/
10578/27306

Li, H., Boguszewski, K., & Lillard, A. S. (2015). Can that really happen?
Children’s knowledge about the reality status of fantastical events in
television. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 139, 99–114. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.05.007

Miller, M. K., Rauch, J. A. &Kaplan, T. (2016). Gender differences in movie
superheroes’ roles, appearances, and violence. Ada: A Journal of Gender,
New Media, and Technology, (10). https://scholarworks.unr.edu/handle/
11714/3607

Muller, J. N., Moroco, A., Loloi, J., Portolese, A., Wakefield, B. H., King,
T. S., & Olympia, R. (2020). Violence depicted in superhero-based films
stratified by protagonist/antagonist and gender.Cureus, 12(2), Article e6843.
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.6843

Murnen, S. K., Smolak, L., Mills, J., & Good, L. (2003). Thin, sexy women
and strong, muscular men: Grade-school children’s responses to objectified
images of women and men. Sex Roles, 49(9/10), 427–437. https://doi.org/10
.1023/A:1025868320206

Nathanson, A. I., Eveland, W. P., Jr., Park, H., & Paul, B. (2002). Perceived
media influence and efficacy as predictors of caregivers’ protective
behaviors. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 46(3), 385–
410. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15506878jobem4603_5

Parent, M. C., Gobble, T. D., & Rochlen, A. (2019). Social media behavior,
toxic masculinity, and depression. Psychology of Men and Masculinity,
20(3), 277–287. https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000156

Parent, M. C., & Moradi, B. (2009). Confirmatory factor analysis of the
Conformity to Masculine Norms Inventory and development of the
Conformity to Masculine Norms Inventory-46. Psychology of Men and
Masculinity, 10(3), 175–189. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015481

Phillips, N. D., & Strobl, S. (2006). Cultural criminology and kryptonite:
Apocalyptic and retributive constructions of crime and justice in comic
books. Crime, Media, Culture, 2(3), 304–331. https://doi.org/10.1177/174
1659006069573

Roberts, L., Stevens Aubrey, J., Terán, L., Dajches, L., & Ward, L. M.
(2021). The super man: Examining associations between childhood
superhero imaginative play and wishful identification and emerging adult
men’s body image and gender beliefs. Psychology of Men and Mascu-
linity, 22(2), 391–400. https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000335

Rockwell, P., & Theriot, E. M. (2001). Culture, gender, and gender mix
in encoders of sarcasm: A self-assessment analysis. Communication
Research Reports, 18(1), 44–52. https://doi.org/10.1080/0882409010
9384781

Rosenberg, R. S., Baughman, S. L., & Bailenson, J. N. (2013). Virtual
superheroes: Using superpowers in virtual reality to encourage prosocial
behavior. PLOS ONE, 8(1), Article e55003. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal
.pone.0055003

Salgado, D.M., Knowlton, A. L., & Johnson, B. L. (2019). Men’s health-risk
and protective behaviors: The effects of masculinity and masculine norms.
Psychology of Men and Masculinity, 20(2), 266–275. https://doi.org/10
.1037/men0000211

Sanders, J. M. (2011). Coming of age: How adolescent boys construct
masculinities via substance use, juvenile delinquency, and recreation.
Journal of Ethnicity in Substance Abuse, 10(1), 48–70. https://doi.org/
10.1080/15332640.2011.547798

Scharrer, E., & Blackburn, G. (2018). Cultivating conceptions of masculinity:
Television and perceptions of masculine gender role norms. Mass Com-
munication and Society, 21(2), 149–177. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436
.2017.1406118

Smith, R. M., Parrott, D. J., Swartout, K. M., & Tharp, A. T. (2015).
Deconstructing hegemonic masculinity: The roles of antifemininity, sub-
ordination to women, and sexual dominance in men’s perpetration of
sexual aggression. Psychology of Men and Masculinity, 16(2), 160–169.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035956

Steyer, I. (2014). Gender representations in children’s media and their
influence. Campus-Wide Information Systems, 31(2/3), 171–180. https://
doi.org/10.1108/CWIS-11-2013-0065

Thompson, T. L., & Zerbinos, E. (1995). Gender roles in animated cartoons:
Has the picture changed in 20 years? Sex Roles, 32(9–10), 651–673.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01544217

Towbin, M. A., Haddock, S. A., Zimmerman, T. S., Lund, L. K., & Tanner,
L. R. (2004). Images of gender, race, age, and sexual orientation in Disney
feature-length animated films. Journal of Feminist Family Therapy, 15(4),
19–44. https://doi.org/10.1300/J086v15n04_02

Tsao, Y. L. (2008). Gender issues in young children’s literature. Reading
Improvement, 45(3), 108–114. https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A18469
9333/AONE?u=anon~d8f5f79e&sid=googleScholar&xid=fca05e13

Viera, A. J.,&Garrett, J.M. (2005). Understanding interobserver agreement: The
kappa statistic. Family Medicine, 37(5), 360–363. http://www1.cs.columbia
.edu/~julia/courses/CS6998/Interrater_agreement.Kappa_statistic.pdf

Vollum, S., & Adkinson, C. D. (2003). The portrayal of crime and justice in
the comic book superhero mythos. The Journal of Criminal Justice and
Popular Culture, 10(2), 96–108. https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/
download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf

Zeglin, R. J. (2016). Portrayals of masculinity in “guy movies.” Journal of
Men’s Studies, 24(1), 42–59. https://doi.org/10.1177/1060826515624390

Received October 18, 2021
Revision received April 28, 2022

Accepted April 28, 2022 ▪

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
t
is
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al

A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le

is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al

us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al

us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

MASCULINITY AND SUPERHERO MOVIES 361

https://doi.org/10.1016/S1529-2126(00)80028-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1529-2126(00)80028-4
https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1302.225
https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1302.225
https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1302.225
https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1302.225
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2011.636718
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2011.636718
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2011.636718
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2011.636718
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2011.636718
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20105
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20105
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20105
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb02767.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb02767.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb02767.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb02767.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb02767.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb02767.x
https://ruidera.uclm.es/xmlui/handle/10578/27306
https://ruidera.uclm.es/xmlui/handle/10578/27306
https://ruidera.uclm.es/xmlui/handle/10578/27306
https://ruidera.uclm.es/xmlui/handle/10578/27306
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.05.007
https://scholarworks.unr.edu/handle/11714/3607
https://scholarworks.unr.edu/handle/11714/3607
https://scholarworks.unr.edu/handle/11714/3607
https://scholarworks.unr.edu/handle/11714/3607
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.6843
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.6843
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.6843
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1025868320206
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1025868320206
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15506878jobem4603_5
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15506878jobem4603_5
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000156
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000156
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015481
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015481
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741659006069573
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741659006069573
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741659006069573
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000335
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000335
https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090109384781
https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090109384781
https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090109384781
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055003
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000211
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000211
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332640.2011.547798
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332640.2011.547798
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332640.2011.547798
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332640.2011.547798
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332640.2011.547798
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2017.1406118
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2017.1406118
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2017.1406118
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2017.1406118
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035956
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035956
https://doi.org/10.1108/CWIS-11-2013-0065
https://doi.org/10.1108/CWIS-11-2013-0065
https://doi.org/10.1108/CWIS-11-2013-0065
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01544217
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01544217
https://doi.org/10.1300/J086v15n04_02
https://doi.org/10.1300/J086v15n04_02
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A184699333/AONE?u=anon~d8f5f79e&sid=googleScholar&xid=fca05e13
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A184699333/AONE?u=anon~d8f5f79e&sid=googleScholar&xid=fca05e13
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A184699333/AONE?u=anon~d8f5f79e&sid=googleScholar&xid=fca05e13
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A184699333/AONE?u=anon~d8f5f79e&sid=googleScholar&xid=fca05e13
http://www1.cs.columbia.edu/~julia/courses/CS6998/Interrater_agreement.Kappa_statistic.pdf
http://www1.cs.columbia.edu/~julia/courses/CS6998/Interrater_agreement.Kappa_statistic.pdf
http://www1.cs.columbia.edu/~julia/courses/CS6998/Interrater_agreement.Kappa_statistic.pdf
http://www1.cs.columbia.edu/~julia/courses/CS6998/Interrater_agreement.Kappa_statistic.pdf
http://www1.cs.columbia.edu/~julia/courses/CS6998/Interrater_agreement.Kappa_statistic.pdf
http://www1.cs.columbia.edu/~julia/courses/CS6998/Interrater_agreement.Kappa_statistic.pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.509.6990&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1060826515624390
https://doi.org/10.1177/1060826515624390

	With Great Power Comes Great Responsibility: A Content Analysis of Masculinity Themes in Superhero Movies
	Outline placeholder
	Traditional and Toxic Masculinities
	Masculinities in the Media
	Masculinities in Superhero Films

	Method
	Sample
	Coding Strategy
	Procedure

	Result
	Differences Between Superhero and Villain Characters

	Discussion
	Limitations and Future Directions
	Conclusion

	References


