
Research Proposal 

Research Question 

What are the experiences of men who identify as eating-disordered?  

Introduction and Background 

According to Gilbert (2005: 16-34) there are seven possible causes of eating disorders. 

Some of these are based on psychological issues; some are based on socio-cultural 

issues. All of them involve emotional issues. This research will explore the development 

of eating disorders (EDs) through the accounts of those who experience them using a 

qualitative methodology. This deep understanding of males’ experience with EDs is 

something which has not been the explicit focus of any UK study to date.  

 

The proposal will present the research design to address the principle question above. 

The project is designed around an “opening out” model (Dunleavy, 2003: 59). A 

hermeneutic approach, with a bricolage of collection and analysis methods, forms the 

methodology. The core method is the gathering of narratives from a volunteer 

convenience sample of men who are sharing personal accounts of their understanding 

of the origins and subsequent development of eating distress. The ‘stories’ will be 

primarily collected through a website, hosted by the University of Bradford and 

specifically designed for the purpose of the research.  

 

To outline the above, the aims and objectives of the research are introduced, then a 

brief review of key literature is offered, the intended research approach and methods 

are discussed, an indicative timetable is given, consideration of ethical issues is 

undertaken and the paper concludes with the potential impact and dissemination of the 

work undertaken. 
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Firstly, however, it is important to clarify my motivation for undertaking this project and 

to highlight relevant concepts and theories in my chosen field of study. The motivation 

for the research stems from two elements. Primarily, my personal experience as an ED 

sufferer was an influential factor. As a man I felt isolated and was constantly aware of 

the feminine pronouns found in self-help literature and the number of women-only 

groups which facilitated recovery. Secondly, upon cursory examination of both popular 

and academic literature it was clear that what research was being conducted with men 

applied to the USA. UK studies either did not include males or males were considerably 

under-represented. In addition, the studies were largely quantitative and did not appear 

to capture the experiences of male ED sufferers. It is this lack of evidence which is so 

compelling and provides the reason for a study to be carried out with eating-distressed 

males as its focus.  

 

The central concept driving the research is Andersen’s understanding of EDs and their 

occurrence and treatment in males (1990, 2000), his work also considers the issue of 

EDs being perceived as a ‘feminine’ condition. As such, masculinity and ‘maleness’ 

provide the overall context for the work which impact on the development of the 

research and the interpretation of the narratives. A rudimentary view could be taken that 

there are simply more women than men employing eating and food control as a means 

to cope with emotional distress. I wish to explore the view that issues of masculinity 

prevent men from gaining much needed help. An ED does not ‘fit’ as being a ‘masculine’ 

problem for most men (Knowlton, 1995; Andersen et al., 2000: 32). It is intended that 

these two areas will form an integral part of the discussion and subsequent conclusions 

in the proposed work.  
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Aims and Objectives Statement 

As this project is exploratory in nature, the central aim is that of reaching a deep 

understanding of the experiences of men who have EDs. It will provide thick description 

of the participants’ texts as a way to reveal the meanings held in their writing. The 

objectives of the research are as follows: 

 To trial a hermeneutic methodology in working with ED research 

 To establish good practice in Internet-Mediated Research (Hewson et al., 2003). 

 To develop a bricolage of collection and analysis methods, allowing the 

researcher to remain responsive to the participants’ contributions. 

 To interpret men’s ED stories and determine how they understand the 

development of their eating distress. 

 To develop my overall understanding of the phenomenon in males to improve 

future therapeutic practice with sufferers. 

In addressing the main research question, and to achieve some of the aims set out 

above, the following questions emerge: 

 How do males, currently experiencing disordered eating or recovering from it, 

define their own reasons behind the development of this coping mechanism? 

 What are the causes of disordered eating identified in current research? 

 How do these causes correlate to men’s own identified causes? 

 Does research on men and masculinity research findings support Andersen’s 

work on the socio-cultural causes of male disordered eating? 

 

Literature Review 

The literature available provides a strong case when seeking to justify this topic for 

research. As stated previously, despite the proliferation of studies based on EDs, there 
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continues to be relatively little material which is devoted to the study of this 

phenomenon in males. As a result, research conducted by Andersen has proved 

invaluable during this initial phase. Daniel Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence has also 

been instrumental in the creation of this research question.   

 

The work of Andersen will be studied in detail in the project. In his book Making Weight: 

Men’s Conflict with Food, Weight, Shape & Appearance (2000) he does not seek to 

prove whether or not men and women have the same reasons for developing EDs and 

does not enter into a comparative study of males versus females. Instead, he focuses 

on practitioner findings of male ED sufferers to determine why this has developed. He 

emphasises a number of core issues that his clients presented with as being potential 

causes of their distress (Andersen et al., 2000: 73-113). Whilst this work does contain 

one personal account from someone who has experienced an ED, the account had a 

clear recovery focus following some initial storying of the origins of the condition. The 

remainder of the volume focuses on practitioners’ findings from their clinical work, rather 

than the voices of the men they refer to. This is contradictory to the importance placed 

in both this work and his earlier edited volume, Males with Eating Disorders (1990), on 

effective treatment through therapeutic interventions which includes males being able to 

share their stories with a practitioner. However in Making Weight emotional 

development is stipulated as one of the ten steps to healthy living used in the recovery 

phase for males.  

 

In Goleman (1996) the emotional quotient [EQ] matters more than an intelligence 

quotient. Therefore, instead of being only one of a set of self-help steps, emotional 

intelligence (EI) could be perceived to be not only part of the path to recovery but the 

essential part of the self which, left undeveloped, may lead to negative coping strategies. 
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Goleman and Davis’s use of the term EQ is the subject of debate in the field as other 

writers specialising in EI dislike the idea that emotional competence can be ‘measured’ 

in the same way as tests have been developed to attempt to assess ‘intelligence’. 

Akerjordet and Severinsson have commented on the lack of research into EI since its 

conceptualisation in the 1990s (2007: 1405), making it difficult to fully explore alternates 

to Goleman’s theses. Other works, such as those by Bradberry & Greaves (2005), 

Davis (2004), Mininni (2005), Reuven (2005) and Steiner (1997) all assert that a lack of 

EI can be at the foundation of dysfunctional and emotionally crippling behaviours, 

though these works do not explicitly cite an ED as one of these behaviours they have 

greatly influenced my thinking so far.  As such, before considering the methodology, it is 

important to note that my personal experience is one of disordered eating as a response 

to untended emotional literacy and whilst the above readings on EI have been 

significant, I am expecting to have to manage these assumptions carefully (‘bracketing’) 

when engaging with my participants. 

Methodology 

A decision was taken during the early stages of planning that a qualitative methodology 

was best suited to address the objectives. This led to exploration of an approach which 

would be more suitable in producing authentic, highly subjective personal accounts for 

interpretation: the phenomena could be explored using a hermeneutic approach. A 

potential criticism may be that it is merely interpretive: it seeks to understand whole 

experiences and make subjective sense of them, channelling through the researcher. 

What prevents this from being the case is that the researcher accepts and owns that 

their research is context-bound. The researcher may “bracket” their personal experience 

during analysis; however, they bring an historical, cultural, social and emotional context 

to their research (Hein and Austin, 2001: 3-15). In this way I would work with whole 
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texts, rather than breaking text down for content analysis, at the same time I will be 

engaging with literature whilst interpreting, rather than reviewing literature separately in 

advance. This allows me to broach each text with an ‘open-mind’ and explore their 

subjective response to an informant’s account, using empathy to enter their world and 

published research to understand, formulate and hone interpretations (McLeod, 2001: 

72).  

  

The principle method used will be bricolage as this allows the researcher to take 

advantage of range of general qualitative instruments and methods, researching and 

selecting methods fit for purpose and excluding none as potentially useful. The current 

bricolage has, as its preliminary method, narratives gathered through the selected 

instrument: an Internet website. The last ten years has seen a calling to increase 

projects which harness the considerable advantages of using the Internet to conduct 

research which ultimately improves “human well-being” (Beck, 2005: 413). Bricolage, as 

the designed way of managing data collection and data analysis, is a flexible way of 

designing research which allows the researcher to directly respond to the researched 

(McLeod, 2001: 119). The researcher-bricoleur will reflect on incoming data and its 

implications and change the data collection or analysis method accordingly.  

  

A website is being used so that participants may post or send their stories, as they wish, 

facilitating either other visitors being able to read the account or the option to keep the 

account private between them and me. There is no initial intention to limit the number of 

words or scope of the accounts shared, only that they be on the topic of how the 

individual found himself in a difficult relationship with food. Likewise bricolage allows for 

sampling to be reconsidered and participant-researcher contact to be revised: certain 

participants could be asked to conduct email interviews, for example (Beck, 2005: 416; 



 7 

Adler and Zarchin, 2002: 419). At particular points during the exploration of phenomena 

it may be advantageous to allow the research subjects to influence and directly inform 

the researcher’s direction. Bricolage would potentially allow for the researcher to select 

participant feedback tools, such as a Delphi survey method to be employed, to enrich 

the findings and revise the research design (Hasson et al., 2000). Below is a provisional 

programme for the research: 

Phase Time Activity 

1 June 2008 – 
December 2009 
 
(18 months) 

 Examination of appropriate research methods 
including completion of engagement in 
Graduate School programme: PGDip in 
Research Methods. 

 Formulation of formal research title. 

 Application for Ethical Approval. 
 

2 January (end) 2010  – 
July 2011 
 
(6 months) 

 Establishment of website to initiate contact, 
offer peer support and gather narratives from 
males with EDs. 

 Revision of Research Proposal 

 Revision of research paper: Queer Eating? 
Bracketing Issues of Sexuality and Disordered 
Eating for Hermeneutic Research. 

 Revisions to Application for Ethical Approval, 
as required. 

 Preparation of first chapter for MPhil to PhD 
transfer. 

 Writing and presentation of paper to UoB 
conference: Eating Disorders and Ethical 
Dilemmas, Either Way, it’s ED. 
 

3 August 2011 – 
August 2013 
 
(24 months) 

 Seek endorsement of website from beat 
(formerly the Eating Disorders Association) & 
MenGetEatingDisordersToo. 

 Collecting of narratives via the website for 
interpretation. 

 Literature scrutiny: finding sources to enrich 
interpretations. 

 Refining of the bricolage through continuous 
engagement with relevant research methods 
literature in order to interpret narratives. 

 Re-interpretation of narratives. 
 

4 September 2013 – 
September 2014 
 

 Analysis (interpretation of findings) 

 Journaling & audit-trail of decision-making 
processes. 
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(12 months)  Documenting of interpretative levels and 
interplay between ‘parts’ and ‘whole’. 

 Mapping of male experiences into concept 
map. 
 

5 October 2014 – 
October 2016 
 
(24 months) 

 Continued refinement of the bricolage, if 
required. 

 Writing up of research findings. 

 Publication/conference presentation to 
disseminate initial findings. 

 Revision of completed thesis, as necessary. 
 

6 December 2016 
onwards 

 Pursue publication of completed thesis. 

 Maintenance of website and boundaried 
ending through links to support sites. 

 

 

Ethical Issues in Internet-Mediated Research 

Whilst I agree with Grafanaki’s assertion that it is “difficult to predict all the possible 

ethical dilemmas that may be faced while conducting a qualitative research investigation” 

(1996: 333), the following section begins to address the potential ethical considerations 

arising from socially sensitive Internet-Mediated Research (IMR).  

1. Accessibility and equality. It is conceivable that a number of societal groups may 

be excluded due to it being IMR (Mann & Stewart, 2000; Hewson et al., 2003). 

However, as the project has UK males as its focus, a representative sample of 

the entire populace is not the principle requirement; rather a volunteer 

convenience sample of men is sought. As male experience and masculinity are 

crucial to the project, the website, participant information and supporting 

documentation will explain the need for and nature of this gender bias (Banyard 

and Flanagan, 2005: 55). Additionally, whilst some participants may wish to 

contribute, their actual or perceived lack of IT or reading skills may result in their 

feeling excluded (Adler and Zarchin, 2002: 426). Efforts will be made to minimise 

this by considered structuring of the information layout, with suitable clear space 
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and background colour, and short well-punctuated language to aid screen-

readers, along with assurances that it is the story which is valued, regardless of 

IT skills in its presentation or linguistic accuracy in its production. 

2. Informed consent. Research on socially sensitive issues requires the researcher 

to approach this with sensitivity and flexibility. Mauthner et al. discuss how overtly 

formalised consent in this case can often lead to poor recruitment (2002). 

However, I feel it would be more suitable for the participants to read all attending 

information and email a pre-drafted statement as confirmation of participation 

before. Indeed, consent can be viewed more as “process” between researched 

and researcher than as “product” (Whitehead, 2007: 786).  

3. Confidentiality and anonymity. Whilst web use and email can be concealing, 

through non-distinguishing usernames or easily acquired pseudonyms (Mann 

and Stewart, 2000: 58) for example, email and IP addresses can be revelatory 

and traceable. In addition, email can be subject to hackers (Hewson et al., 2003: 

52). The decision to have the University host the website is an attempt to 

minimise these risks, having secure servers and regular security and integrity 

checks. Contributors will also be reminded that using their workplace email 

accounts or hardware may lead to a breach of confidentiality as these may be 

monitored. As such, the confidentiality offered is not ‘unconditional’ as this cannot 

be guaranteed (Fisher, 2008: 3).  

4. Self-disclosure and role duality: as both fellow sufferer and researcher. In 

hermeneutic methodology there is no hierarchy between researcher and 

respondent, rather they are “co-researchers” (Mann & Stewart, 2000: 92). 

Therefore, it is desirable to ‘bracket’ past experience and knowledge as the 

research progresses, accepting and acknowledging its existence and heightening 

awareness of the impact it may have on the interpretation of narratives. This will 
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be ongoing and will help to expose researcher-responses and sufferer-responses 

to the participants’ accounts. The website will also give clear information about 

my background and the purpose of the research, having basic information 

available about me and, as befits hermeneutics, my account is in the public 

domain through the conference presentation and also its presence on a website, 

posted under a pseudonym.  

5. Participants experiencing emotional aftermath. A decision was taken early in the 

research planning to not try to fulfil several roles with one website. As such, it 

was decided to not make the website both research and support focused. I will 

refer to dedicated support services if participants indicate they need help and 

these links will be made available on the website. To allow me to monitor 

frequency and efficacy of referral to support mechanisms a research journal will 

be kept of my communications with participants and my responses. This will then 

be discussed and ‘moderated’ with my supervisors. As it is anticipated that the 

narratives sent will be personal written accounts there is likelihood that 

distressing emotions may be accessed. Firstly, it is not a certainty that every 

participant would experience this to the same degree. Therefore, the ethical 

action is to ensure clarity of information about potential ‘side-effects’. Secondly, 

Beckett and Clegg argue convincingly that when participants opt to engage in 

non-face-to-face data collection methods they are able to exercise control over 

the nature, extent and time of disclosure, choosing to complete their contribution 

in privacy and in a manner which best meets their emotional needs (2007). 

 

In essence all participants will have access to a clear faithful description of the project, 

their expected involvement and an outline of potential perceived risks. This is in addition 
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to the safeguard for every participant – their right to withdraw at any time without 

prejudice.  

 

Conclusion 

I aim to contribute to the field of research by exploring the experiences of men through 

interpretation, deep understanding and thick description of how these participants see 

the development of their ED. The research will be innovative in that its focus will be on 

direct participation from males, gathering their voices in a respectful and meaningful 

way. It is intended that, at pertinent points during the process, research will be 

published. I feel this is crucial in disseminating my findings and to deepen 

understanding of male distressed eating. It is hoped that the profile of this condition will 

be raised in the UK as a result of my work. If living life with an ED is to be in a 

permanent state of emotional hijack (Goleman, 1996) I hope to discover whether other 

sufferers have come to this conclusion. If they have not, I am passionate about finding 

out what they have come to understand through their own experiences. 
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