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A B S T R A C T

Although hairlessness is rapidly becoming a component of the ideal male body, little

research has examined men’s concerns about their body hair or their hair removal

practices. Samples of gay and heterosexual men completed questionnaires that assessed

whether they had ever removed their back, buttock or pubic hair, the frequency with

which they did so, the methods used and their self-reported reasons for removing this

hair, as well as their level of appearance investment. Results indicated that many gay and

heterosexual men remove their back, buttock and pubic hair regularly and that their

primary reason for doing so is to maintain or improve their appearance. The frequency of

hair removal was also associated with the motivational salience component of appearance

investment. The findings offer further support to the premise that gay and heterosexual

men exhibit similar body image concerns.

� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Introduction

The notion of the ideal male body in the modern
western world appears ubiquitous: it is young, v-shaped,
lean, muscular, and mesomorphic (Mishkind, Rodin,
Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1986; Pope et al., 2000).
Research illustrates that both gay and heterosexual men
wish to attain these ideals (Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-
Moore, 1985; Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-
Dunn, 1999; Tiggemann, Martins, & Kirkbride, 2007). One
striking facet of contemporary media portrayals of the
ideal male body is that it is hairless. This contributes to the
promotion of the ideal male body as youthful and
muscular, as a lack of body hair accentuates both of these
body features. Traditionally, men in modern Western
societies have not engaged in body depilation (i.e.,
removal/reduction of hair below the neck), since body
hair has been viewed as symbolic of men’s masculinity
Flinders University,

ralia.

).

. All rights reserved.
and virility (Verinis & Roll, 1971). Instead, body hair
removal has been the domain of women, and in men, has
usually been confined to professional athletes such as
swimmers or cyclists. However, the media-based omni-
presence of the hairless male ideal body appears to be
accompanied by an increasing desire for this ideal
(Luciano, 2001). Most beauty salons now offer hair
removal services for men (at a much higher price than
comparable services for women), while others focus
exclusively on male clients. A preliminary survey of the
most prominent (N = 10) beauty salons in metropolitan
Adelaide (SA, Australia) revealed that waxing of men’s
body hair from the back, buttock, and groin regions are the
most requested men’s hair removal service. Nair1 and
Veet1, leaders in the women’s over-the-counter hair
depilation market, have introduced new products speci-
fically for men, purportedly designed to target men’s
tougher, coarser hair. Philips, a leader in men’s electric
shavers for facial hair has introduced the ‘‘Bodygroom’’, a
razor for men designed to safely and easily trim and shave
hair from all bodyzones (Philips, 2007).

Few researchers have investigated men’s increasing
tendency to engage in body hair depilation. In their
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qualitative study, Boroughs and Thompson (2002)
reported that most of the men in their small sample
(N = 20) had removed some of their body hair at least
once. Moreover, the men indicated that they removed
this hair because it felt cleaner, made their muscles look
larger and made them look younger. These results were
corroborated by the findings of a subsequent larger
quantitative study (N = 118; Boroughs, Cafri, & Thomp-
son, 2005), demonstrating that over 60% of the men had
removed hair from some part of their body at least once,
with the most significant reasons being cleanliness and
sex appeal. In our own lab, we have begun to explore gay
(Martins, Tiggemann, & Churchett, in press) and hetero-
sexual men’s (Tiggemann et al., in press) body hair
ideals, as part of larger studies on understudied concerns
of male body image. In these studies we asked gay and
heterosexual men to identify how much hair grew
naturally on their back and buttocks, how much hair
they would like to have (naturally) on their back and
buttocks, and how much hair they thought that others
(for gay men ‘‘others’’ referred to other men; for
heterosexual men, ‘‘others’’ referred to women) per-
ceived as most attractive. Over 58% of gay men and 70%
of heterosexual men reported that they had more back
and buttock hair than they desired. They also believed
that others found male bodies with little hair most
attractive.

The present study aimed to document men’s engage-
ment in activities designed to remove their back, buttock
and pubic hair.1 More specifically, it compared the
practice among gay and heterosexual men. Finally, the
association with appearance investment was investi-
gated.

Method

Participants

One hundred and six gay (GM) and 228 heterosexual
men (HM), ranging in age from 18 to 50, participated in the
present study. Gay males were slightly older (M = 34.76,
SD = 7.71) than heterosexual males (M = 29.24, SD = 8.51), t

(332) = 5.81, p < .01. Completion of the study was volun-
tary; participants were not remunerated in any manner.
Participants were primarily from South Australia (45%),
with 92% of these living in Adelaide. The remaining
participants were from New South Wales (28.5%; primarily
Sydney), other Australian states (22.5%), or resided over-
seas (3.9%).

Measures

Demographic information

Participants provided their age, height, weight, city,
state and country of residence.
1 These regions of hair growth were chosen since our preliminary work

in this area and our sample of local salons had indicated that these were

the types of hair men were most concerned about.
Body hair removal practices

For both body (specified as back and buttock hair) and
pubic hair, participants were asked to indicate if they had
ever engaged in removal2 of each type of hair (coded
‘‘yes’’ or ‘‘no’’), to identify all of the hair removal methods
used (waxing, shaving, depilatory creams/gels, laser hair
removal or other), and to choose the frequency with
which the hair was removed (rarely [coded ‘‘1’’],
occasionally, monthly, fortnightly, weekly, more than
once a week [coded ‘‘6’’]), collapsed over all methods of
hair removal. In addition, participants provided us with
their reasons for removing these types of hair. These
responses were coded into 19 (back and buttock hair) and
22 (pubic hair) different thematic categories (e.g., to
improve appearance, social pressure) by an independent
research assistant. Twenty-five percent of these
responses were then re-coded by a second independent
research assistant. Interrater-agreement for the coding
was 91.3%.

Appearance Schemas Inventory-Revised (ASI-R; Cash, Melnyk,

& Hrabosky, 2004)

This scale assesses appearance investment, defined as
beliefs or assumptions about the importance, meaning and
influence of appearance in one’s life. Self-evaluative
salience (ASIR-SES, 12 items) refers to the extent to which
one’s appearance is important to self-worth. Motivational
salience (ASIR-MS, 8 items) refers to the motivation
invested in maintaining or improving one’s appearance.
Statements are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = ‘strongly
disagree’, 5 = ‘strongly agree’), with higher total scores
indicating greater investment in appearance. In the
present study, internal consistency was high (self-evalua-
tive salience: a = .86; motivational salience: a = .82).

Procedure

The questionnaire used in the present study was
available online as an anonymous web-based survey.
Separate web surveys were created for gay and hetero-
sexual men. Participants were recruited through national
(Australian) radio, community groups, and newspapers
aimed specifically at gay or heterosexual individuals. In
addition, respondents were asked to provide the informa-
tion about the study to other gay and heterosexual men
they thought may be interested in completing the
questionnaire. Participating organizations distributed a
web-based advertisement about the study and the
associated web link for the study to their members using
their electronic newsletters or email distribution lists. The
ad indicated that we were interested in examining gay (or
heterosexual) men’s thoughts and feelings about their
bodies and body parts. Thus, participants did not have to
identify themselves as gay or heterosexual. Instead, they
were specifically recruited from organizations that were
gay or heterosexual.
2 The present study did not distinguish between complete and partial

hair removal. Since this study was exploratory in nature, participants

were left to interpret the word ‘‘removal’’ for themselves.



Table 1

Percentage (N) of men reporting particular hair removal frequency and method of removal, as a function of sexual orientation and type of hair being

removed and top 5 reasons for each type of hair removal and percentage (N) of men reporting it

Back and buttock hair Pubic hair

Gay Heterosexual Gay Heterosexual

Frequency of removal

More than once a week 1.5 (1) 1.1 (1) 2.2 (2) 2.0 (3)

Weekly 4.4 (3) 4.3 (4) 8.9 (8) 5.3 (8)

Fortnightly 7.4 (5) 5.3 (5) 12.2 (11) 5.3 (8)

Monthly 17.6 (12) 13.8 (13) 21.1 (19) 17.9 (27)

Occasionally 42.6 (29) 36.2 (34) 22.2 (20) 33.8 (51)

Rarely 26.5 (18) 39.4 (37) 33.3 (30) 35.8 (54)

Method of removal

Waxing 58.1 (36) 55.5 (40) 11.5 (10) 11.5 (17)

Shaving 74.2 (46) 76.4 (55) 85.1 (74) 88.5 (131)

Depilatory Creams/Gels 54.8 (34) 45.8 (33) 19.5 (17) 17.5 (26)

Laser Hair Removal 9.7 (6) 72.2 (52) 2.2 (2) 0.67 (1)

Other 16.1 (10) 6.9 (5) 13.7 (12) 14.9 (22)

Top 5 reasons for hair removal

Back and buttock hair GM N = 62 HM N = 72 Pubic hair GM N = 87 HM N = 148

Improve appearance/attractiveness for self 34 (21) 37 (27) Like the feeling/sensitivity of smooth skin 26 (23) 7 (11)

Dislike hair 21 (13) 15 (11) Improve appearance/attractiveness for self 24 (21) 20 (30)

Improve appearance for others 19 (12) 15 (11) Looks cleaner, neater, tidier 23 (20) 12 (18)

Like the feeling/sensitivity of smooth skin 16 (10) 3 (2) Makes genitals look bigger/more appealing 14 (12) 10 (15)

Special occasions (swimming, date, party) 13 (8) 5 (4) Improve appearance for others 10 (9) 13 (20)

Hygiene/cleanliness 11 (7) 10 (7) Sexual reasons/Fetish 9 (8) 20 (30)

Increase self-confidence 6 (4) 10 (7) Experimentation 7 (6) 17 (25)

Note: Six gay and 22 heterosexual men indicated that they did not remove their back or buttock hair but they did respond to the question regarding

frequency of hair removal (resulting in higher Ns for this variable). Most of these men choe ‘‘rarely’’ as their response.

Table 2

Means (SDs) from Anovas on hair removal ever and results of regressions on frequency of hair removal

ANOVA results Hair removal—ever

Group DVs Yes No F df

Back and buttock hair

GM ASIR-SES 3.08 (0.64) 3.09 (0.61) 0.01 197

GM ASIR-MS 3.66 (0.52) 3.32 (0.56) 9.75** 197

HM ASIR-SES 3.15 (0.62) 2.87 (0.68) 8.61** 1,217

HM ASIR-MS 3.51 (0.59) 3.29 (0.65) 5.86* 1,217

Pubic hair

GM ASIR-SES 3.08 (0.63) 3.06 (0.59) 0.08 1,104

GM ASIR-MS 3.63 (0.47) 3.11 (0.68) 15.43** 1,104

HM ASIR-SES 2.99 (0.65) 2.93 (0.72) 0.38 1,221

HM ASIR-MS 3.45 (0.61) 3.22 (0.67) 15.43* 1,221

Regression results Frequency of hair removal

Group R2 Predictors B SE b sR2

Back and buttock hair

GM 0.13 ASIR-SES �0.04 0.23 �0.02 0.00

ASIR-MS 0.95 0.27 0.37** 0.10

HM 0.08 ASIR-SES 0.16 0.14 0.09 0.01

ASIR-MS 0.43 0.15 0.22** 0.03

Pubic hair

GM 0.07 ASIR-SES �0.33 0.27 �0.13 0.01

ASIR-MS 0.85 0.31 0.30** 0.06

HM 0.04 ASIR-SES 0.07 0.17 0.03 0.00

ASIR-MS 0.43 0.18 0.19* 0.02

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01.

Y. Martins et al. / Body Image 5 (2008) 312–316314



Y. Martins et al. / Body Image 5 (2008) 312–316 315
Results

Hair removal practices

Overall, these data illustrate that large numbers of men
are engaging in hair removal, although gay men were more
likely than heterosexual men to have removed their back,
buttock and pubic hair. Specifically, 62 gay men (62.6%) and
72 (32.9%) heterosexual men indicated that they had
removed the hair on their back or buttocks at least once
in their lives, x2 (1, N = 318) = 24.75, p < .01. Eighty-seven
(82.1%) gay men and 148 (66.4%) heterosexual men, had
removed their pubic hair at least once,x2 (1, N = 329) = 8.68,
p < .01. Table 1 presents the descriptive data for the
frequency and methods for hair removal. As can be seen,
most men indicated that they removed their back, buttock
and pubic hair monthly or less frequently. Around half (or
more) of the men had used wax, depilatory creams/gels and
shaving to remove their back and buttock hair. Shaving was
overwhelmingly the method of choice for removing pubic
hair, with over 80% of men indicating they had used this
technique. Analysis of the qualitative responses to the
question asking participants to identify their reasons for
removing hair (see Table 1) indicated that men remove their
back, buttock and pubic hair to improve their appearance—
either for themselves or others. Men also reported preferring
the feeling and sensitivity of smooth skin and, with respect
to pubic hair, many identified sexual reasons and enlarge-
ment of the appearance of their genitals as primary reasons
underlying hair removal.

Appearance investment

One-way ANOVAs were performed on ASIR-SES and
ASIR-MS scores, with responses to have you ever engaged in
back and buttock or pubic hair removal as the independent
variables. Analyses were carried out separately for gay and
heterosexual men (see Table 2). These analyses revealed
that gay men who removed their back and buttock or pubic
hair (vs. those who did not) had higher ASIR-MS scores. Gay
men’s ASIR-SES scores did not differ as a function of whether
they had engaged in body or pubic hair depilation. For
heterosexual men, those who engaged in body hair removal
had higher ASIR-SES and ASIR-MS scores while those who
engaged in pubic hair removal scored higher on the ASIR-MS
subscale.

Regression analyses (using ‘‘standard’’ simultaneous
entry regression) were carried out on frequency of back
and buttock or pubic hair removal (only for those
participants who indicated that they removed their back
and buttock or pubic hair), with ASIR-SES and ASIR-MS
scores as predictor variables. Again, analyses were carried
out separately for gay and heterosexual men. These
analyses revealed that ASIR-MS scores were the only
predictors of the frequency with which men removed their
body and pubic hair (see Table 2).

Discussion

The primary purpose of the present study was to
explore and compare gay and heterosexual men’s hair
removal practices. Respondents indicated whether they
had ever removed their back and buttock or pubic hair, the
frequency with which they removed it, the types of
methods they used to remove hair from each of these
regions and their reasons for doing so. In addition, we
assessed the extent to which individuals’ appearance is
important to their self-worth (self-evaluative salience) and
the extent to which they are motivated to maintain/
improve their appearance. This work makes an important
and timely contribution to the male body image literature
by investigating an increasingly prevalent behaviour
among men, namely body hair removal. In doing so it
explores body image concerns beyond weight and
muscularity—an approach that appears to represent a
shift in the theoretical approach of some investigators in
this area (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002; Martins, Tiggemann, &
Churchett, in press; Tiggemann, 2004; Tiggemann et al., in
press). Moreover, it explicitly examines this topic as a
function of sexual orientation which is particularly
prudent since many prior investigations suggest that gay
men have a greater number of body image concerns than
heterosexual men (see Beren, Hayden, Wilfley, & Grilo,
1996; Brand, Rothblum, & Solomon, 1992; Gettelman &
Thompson, 1993; Herzog, Newman, & Warshaw, 1991;
Morrison, Morrison, & Sager, 2004; Siever, 1994; Strong,
Singh, & Randall, 2000).

The results are clear: the majority of men, both gay and
heterosexual, do or have engaged in removal of their body
and pubic hair. Gay men have done so somewhat more than
heterosexual men. Most men remove this hair monthly or
less frequently. Shaving is the all-round method of choice,
used by many men of either sexual orientation for either
back and buttock or pubic hair removal. Waxing and
depilatory creams/gels are also popular back and buttock
hair removal methods and these data suggest that many
heterosexual men have opted for laser removal techniques.
However, these data demonstrate that for both gay and
heterosexual men, the top (or a close second) reason for
removing their hair is improving their appearance and
attractiveness. When all of the appearance-related cate-
gories are grouped together (improve appearance/attrac-
tiveness for self, improve appearance for others, makes
genitals look bigger/more appealing, looks cleaner/neater/
tidier), it is overwhelmingly evident that appearance or
attractiveness is the primary motivation underscoring
men’s hair removal behaviour. This suggests that body hair
removal is clearly perceived (by men at least) as an
appearance-related behaviour.

In this light it is not surprising that the frequency with
which back, buttock and pubic hair is removed is related to
the extent to which men are invested in maintaining or
improving their appearance. Moreover, frequency of hair
removal was not related to the importance of appearance
to men’s self-worth. This pattern is consistent with the
conceptualization of current male body hair removal as an
aspect of male grooming, rather than as something central
to men’s self-concepts and is thought to be linked to fewer
negative consequences (Cash et al., 2004).

Although the present study contributes to our under-
standing of men’s hair removal practices, it should be
considered in light of its weaknesses and strengths. First,
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we do not have any data on demographic variables that
may affect body dissatisfaction, the majority of our sample
resides in an urban environment, and men who complete
online surveys about their body image concerns may not
be representative of their larger communities. However,
the size of our sample was larger than many other studies
that examine men’s body image concerns (Morrison et al.,
2004) and it is likely that our method of recruitment and
the medium through which this survey was administered
actually encouraged individuals to voice their thoughts on
this issue. Second, there is some confounding of method of
hair removal and frequency. Some methods of hair removal
(e.g., waxing) last longer and are thus less frequent than
other methods (e.g., shaving). Third, the present study did
not distinguish between complete versus partial (e.g.,
trimming) hair removal. The present study asked partici-
pants about their hair removal practices—but we did not
explicitly define ‘hair removal’. Moreover, we did not
distinguish between different methods of shaving—i.e.,
razor, electric trimmer or scissors. As this was an
exploratory study, we chose to allow our participants to
apply their own definitions of these terms (i.e., hair
removal and shaving). Since the sample in this study is
moderately large it is likely that some of our participants
do engage in partial hair removal while others engage in
complete hair removal. Similarly, the participants that
reported shaving may have used a variety of appliances/
methods. Future studies should disentangle these aspects
in more detail to further our knowledge of men’s body
depilation practices. Finally, we have only assessed hair
removal from the back, buttocks and pubic area. Sub-
sequent research needs to separate back and buttock hair
removal and explore hair removal practices pertaining to
the entire body (e.g., chest, legs, arms).

On a broader level, this study again illustrates that gay
and heterosexual men are similar in their hair removal
behaviours towards back, buttock and pubic hair. This is
consistent with our earlier work demonstrating common-
alities between gay and heterosexual men’s body weight
and muscularity concerns, as well as their satisfaction with
understudied body parts (see Martins, Tiggemann, &
Churchett, in press; Tiggemann et al., in press).

References

Beren, S. E., Hayden, H. A., Wilfley, D. E., & Grilo, C. M. (1996). The influence of
sexual orientation on body dissatisfaction in adult men and women.
International Journal of Eating Disorders, 20, 135–141.
Boroughs, M., & Thompson, J. (2002). Body depilation in males: A new body
image concern. International Journal of Men’s Health, 1, 247–257.

Boroughs, M., Cafri, G., & Thompson, J. K. (2005). Male body depilation:
Prevalence and associated features of body hair removal. Sex Roles, 52,
637–644.

Brand, P. A., Rothblum, E. D., & Solomon, L. J. (1992). A comparison of
lesbians, gay men, and heterosexuals on weight and restrained eating.
International Journal of Eating Disorders, 11, 253–259.

Cash, T. F., & Pruzinsky, T. (2002). Body images: A handbook of theory, research,
and clinical practice. New York: Guilford Press.

Cash, T. F., Melnyk, S. E., & Hrabosky, J. I. (2004). The assessment of body
image investment: An extensive revision of the Appearance Schemas
Inventory. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 35, 305–316.

Gettelman, T. E., & Thompson, J. K. (1993). Actual differences and stereo-
typical perceptions in body image and eating disturbance: A comparison
of male and female heterosexual and homosexual samples. Sex Roles,
29(7/8), 545–562.

Herzog, D. B., Newman, K. L., & Warshaw, M. (1991). Body image dissatisfac-
tion in homosexual and heterosexual males. Journal of Nervous and
Mental Disease, 179, 356–359.

Luciano, L. (2001). Looking good: Male body image in modern America. New
York: Hill and Wang.

Martins, Y., Tiggemann, M., Churchett, L. (in press). The shape of things to
come: Gay men’s satisfaction with specific body parts. Psychology of Men
and Masculinity.

Mishkind, M. E., Rodin, J., Silberstein, L. R., & Striegel-Moore, R. H. (1986). The
embodiment of masculinity: Cultural, psychological, and behavioral
dimensions. American Behavioral Scientist, 29, 545–562.

Morrison, M. A., Morrison, T. G., & Sager, C. (2004). Does body satisfaction
differ between gay men and lesbian women and heterosexual men and
women?: A meta-analytic review. Body Image: An International Journal of
Research, 1, 127–138.

Philips, (2007). Bodygroom Trim and shave all body zones. http://
w(ww.consumer.philips.com/consumer/en/us/norelco/cc/ productid_B-
G2020_30_US_NORELCO/total-body-grooming-system+BG2020.
Retrieved November 24, 2007.

Pope, H. G., Gruber, A. J., Mangweth, B., Bureau, B., deCol, C., Jouvent, R., et al.
(2000). Body image perception among men in three countries. American
Journal of Psychiatry, 157, 1297–1301.

Rodin, J., Silberstein, L., & Striegel-Moore, R. (1985). Women and weight: A
normative discontent. In T. B. Sondregger (Ed.), Psychology and gender
(pp. 267–307). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Siever, M. D. (1994). Sexual orientation and gender as factors in socio-
culturally acquired vulnerability to body dissatisfaction and eating
disorders. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 62, 252–
260.

Strong, S. M., Singh, D., & Randall, P. K. (2000). Childhood gender noncon-
formity and body dissatisfaction in gay and heterosexual men. Sex Roles,
43, 427–439.

Thompson, J. K., Heinberg, L. J., Altabe, M., & Tantleff-Dunn, S. (1999).
Exacting beauty: Theory, assessment, and treatment of body image dis-
turbance. Washington: American Psychological Association.

Tiggemann, M., Martins, Y., & Kirkbride, A. (2007). Oh to be lean and
muscular: Body image ideals in gay and heterosexual men. Psychology
of Men and Muscularity, 8, 15–24.

Tiggemann, M., Martins, Y., & Churchett, L. (in press). Beyond muscles:
Unexplored parts of men’s body image. Journal of Health Psychology.

Tiggemann, M. (2004). Body image across the adult life span: Stability and
change. Body Image, 1, 29–41.

Verinis, J. S., & Roll, S. (1971). Primary and secondary male characteristics:
The hairiness and large penis stereotypes. Psychological Reports, 26,
123–212.

http://w(ww.consumer.philips.com/consumer/en/us/norelco/cc/
http://w(ww.consumer.philips.com/consumer/en/us/norelco/cc/

	Hair today, gone tomorrow: A comparison of body hair removal practices in gay and heterosexual men
	Introduction
	Method
	Participants
	Measures
	Demographic information
	Body hair removal practices
	Appearance Schemas Inventory-Revised (ASI-R; Cash, Melnyk, &amp; Hrabosky, 2004)

	Procedure

	Results
	Hair removal practices
	Appearance investment

	Discussion
	References


