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Abstract 

This study aims at examining observed aggression in team sports as a function of gender, 

competitive level, and sport type. It was hypothesized that (a) male players display more 

aggressive behaviors than female players, (b) aggressive behaviors increase when competitive 

level rises, and (c) gender difference in observed aggression is depending on sport type. One 

hundred and eighty games, equally shared among males and females, soccer and handball, 

and departmental, regional and national competitive levels were recorded on videotapes and 

observed using a grid to differ instrumental from hostile aggressive behaviors. The results 

revealed that male players always display more aggressive behaviors than female players, 

whatever the sport, the competitive level or the nature of the observed aggression; 

instrumental aggressive behaviors increase and hostile aggressive behaviors decrease when 

competitive level rises;  and the gender difference appears larger in handball than in soccer.  
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Team Sports Players’ Observed Aggression as a Function of Gender, Competitive Level and 

Sport Type 

If the gender differences have been largely reported in the scientific literature in terms 

of behaviors, attitudes or beliefs, the authors do not agree on their ways or nature (Cohn, 

1991; Lytton & Romney, 1991). Yet, there is a personality dimension for which the authors 

seem to agree, that is aggressiveness. In academic context, the tendency for men to manifest a 

higher level of aggressiveness and / or to display more aggression than women is well 

documented (Buss & Perry, 1992; Eagly & Steffen, 1986; Hyde,1984). For instance, Buss and 

Perry (1992) reported that males had significantly higher scores on physical and verbal 

aggressions than women.  

Aggressiveness is generally defined as an element of the individual's personality, 

whereas aggression refers to the intent to harm the other either physically or psychologically. 

In sport psychology, despite the lack of consensus on the definition, one that is often accepted 

is behavior transgressing the rules of the considered activity with the intent to harm someone 

either psychologically or physically (Tenenbaum, Stewart, Singer, & Duda, 1996). In this 

context, gender / sport relations represent a relatively new content area, especially when we 

pay attention to this aggression thematic.  

Sport, as a social practice, is actively involved in the individuals' socialization and one 

often highlights the role it plays in developing moral values such as support, fair play, 

solidarity or cooperation. However, certain authors tend to point out the ambiguous 

relationship that seems to be building up between sport and aggression, more especially in 

competitive sport where “achievement of goals (scoring and winning) is predicated on the 

successful utilization of violence” (Messner, 1990a, p. 203). According to Stephens (1998), 

competitive sport frequently rewards aggressions even though they are contrary to social 

norms. Everything happens as if the performance-related stakes surpassed the socially 
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desirable moral values. In the same way, Bredemeier (1994) showed that male players in 

general had a tendency to consider aggression as more legitimate than those individuals not 

practicing any sport. Some male players even consider aggressions as competencies (Messner, 

1990a). Nonetheless, males and females do not seem to be similarly affected by this process 

(Bredemeier, 1985; Silva, 1983).  

Gender and Aggression in Sport  

Gender is one of the first social categories children acquire and judgments about what 

is appropriate for men and women are affected (Biernat, 1991). People progressively develop 

differentiated judgments about femininity and masculinity, and some attitudes or behaviors 

are related to masculine features, whereas others are considered as feminine ones. 

Aggressiveness and aggression are generally perceived as masculine characteristics, and 

appear to be in contradiction with attitudes or behaviors considered as appropriate for women 

(Eagly & Steffen, 1986). These authors contended that whereas “the male gender role 

includes norms encouraging many form of aggression […], the traditional female gender role 

places little emphasis on aggression” (p. 310). This assumption could explain why many 

studies point out the differences between males and females in the perceived legitimacy of 

sport aggression, the degree of fair-play or the actual implementation of such behaviors 

(Bredemeier, 1985; Conroy, Silva, Newcomer, Walker, & Johnson, 2001; Duda, Olson, & 

Templin, 1991; Silva, 1983). Silva (1983) investigated male and female students' perceptions 

of the legitimacy of rule-violating behaviors by showing them slides depicting such behaviors 

in various sports. The results revealed that male players rated these behaviors as more 

legitimate than female players did. Bredemeier (1985) and Duda et al. (1991) used the 

"Continuum of Injurious Acts" among high school and college basketball players and 

obtained similar results with male players considering such acts as more legitimate than 

female players did. Such a perception of the legitimacy of the aggression would match with 
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the athletes' fair play attitudes, with females perceiving the non fair play game as less 

acceptable than males would do (Duda et al., 1991). Recently, Conroy et al. (2001) as well as 

Tucker and Parks (2001) used the "Sport Behavior Inventory" (SBI) to assess the perception 

of the legitimacy of sport aggression. The scores of male and female children and adults (8 to 

24 years old) once again showed that males perceived aggression in sport as being 

significantly more acceptable than females did.  

Such results are fully convergent, but some authors regret these studies measure the 

perception of the legitimacy of aggression without considering the actual behaviors of the 

players (Cox, 1985; Kirker, Tenenbaum, & Mattson, 2000; Stephens & Bredemeier, 1996). 

The difficulty to observe underlying intention (main concept in sport definition) in aggression 

(Stephens, 1998) could explain why direct observation method has rarely been implemented 

in studying sport aggression. And yet, as Conroy et al. (2001, p. 417) pointed out, "a socially 

desirable response bias favoring prescribed responses to questions about the legitimacy of 

aggressive sport behavior" could exist. And Loughead and Leith (2001) and Worrell and 

Harris (1986) obtained non-significant or negative correlations between the behaviors actually 

observed and the perception of legitimacy of aggressive sport behaviors. Behavioral measures 

of aggression could be referred only to observable criteria and either ignore or make 

assumptions about the participants’ intentions. In that perspective, Sheldon and Aimar (2001) 

proposed that “willingly engaging in behavior that could result in injury to another person is 

conceptually similar to intentionally trying to injure someone” (p. 305). They recognized “that 

the intent to harm and the willingness to harm are distinct constructs; however, they both 

represent a state of physiological and psychological readiness to do harm” (p. 305). Thus they 

believed that “a combination of either of these cognitive processes (i.e., intent or willingness) 

with a forceful physical act results in a behavior that can be classified, in a broad sense, as 

aggressive” (p.305). So, in their study, they recorded each aggressive incident that warrants a 
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penalty by the rules of the game (even if the referee did not penalize the athlete). In a similar 

perspective, Pfister and Sabatier (1994) considered as aggressive behaviors all the behaviors 

transgressing the rules of the game (intentional or not, penalized or not by the referee) and 

leading to hurt or compel another person. They indicated the male players displayed more 

aggressive behaviors than the female players did, both in terms of instrumental and hostile 

aggressions. Such a distinction has been traditionally described in psychology 

(Bredemeier,1978; Rascle, Coulomb, & Pfister, 1998; Tenenbaum et al., 1996 ). In both type 

of aggression, a target person  is injured either physically and / or psychologically. 

Nevertheless, the purpose of hostile aggression is to do harm for its own sake whereas the 

purpose of instrumental aggression is to achieve a competitive advantage in the game and 

may be considered as means to serve future goals. In other words, instrumental aggression 

involves hurting another person as a means to an end (i.e., irregular tackling to stop an 

opponent going to score) and is directly related to the play itself. On the other hand, hostile 

aggression is intended to injure with the reinforcement coming from the victim being injured 

(i.e., hitting an opponent which has just committed an aggression against the player), and is 

not directly related to the play itself. Whereas this distinction has clearly been identified, it 

has been very little taken into consideration in sport, especially when male and female games 

are being compared.  

Gender, Competitive Level and Aggression 

If the gender difference regarding the perception of the legitimacy (or the use) of 

aggression may be well established, some structural factors seem however to be likely to 

influence such differences. Among those factors, the competitive level came to the 

researchers' attention. Indeed, sport aggression is perceived as being more legitimate as the 

level of competition increases (Bredemeier, 1985; Conroy et al., 2001; Silva, 1983). 

According to Conroy et al. (2001), such a score may be explained by the fact that the male 
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players' perceptions of the reinforcement structures vary between the various levels of 

competition, with male players granting more tolerance and acceptance of aggression as the 

competitive level increases. Using an observation method, Coulomb and Pfister (1998) 

showed the number of instrumental aggressive behaviors in soccer was significantly higher in 

national level players (the highest competitive level in French soccer championship) than in 

the departmental players (the lowest competitive level in French soccer championship). On 

the other hand, players displayed less and less hostile aggressive behaviors as the competitive 

level increased. The authors explained these results by a more and more controlled and 

strategic use of the instrumental aggressive behaviors as the competitive level rises, such 

behaviors being progressively perceived as performance-oriented behaviors (Ryan, Williams, 

& Wimer, 1990). This explanation corroborates Messner's comments expressed above 

(Messner, 1990a). Similarly, hostile aggressive behaviors would look like obstacles to 

performance and this kind of response would then be progressively inhibited as the 

competitive level rises.  

If the trend for perceiving legitimacy or for implementing aggression according to the 

competitive level has been clearly established for males, the results for females are 

significantly less conforming. Some authors pointed out that sport aggression is perceived by 

females, like males, as being more legitimate as the competitive level increases (Conroy et al., 

2001; Silva, 1983), but others showed adversary results or no significant difference for 

females across competitive levels (Ryan, Williams, & Wimer, 1990). To our knowledge, no 

study has ever tried to verify the effect of the competitive level on actual aggressive behaviors 

among female players. If aggression is generally related to masculine features (Eagly & 

Steffen, 1986), females’ aggression may be perceived as a challenging gender role behavior. 

According to Nixon (1997), some factors, such as involvement in contact-sports, may 

encourage females to display behaviors challenging gender roles. We may assume that 
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competitive level may reinforce the effect of involvement in contact-sports, the aggressions 

being progressively integrated as tools to serve performance.  

Gender, Sport Type and Aggression 

To our minds, the sport type factor has to be included in the thinking process. Metheny 

emphasized that “the socially sanctioned image of femininity and masculinity are always 

relative. They differ from era to era, from culture to culture and from group to group within a 

given social organization” (1965, p. 48). Indeed, all sports are not as similarly open to female 

players. Several authors pointed out sports were becoming stereotyped as masculine, feminine 

or neutral as a result of socialization and gender appropriateness (Csizma, Wittig, & Schurr, 

1988; Koivula, 1995, 2001; Riemer & Visio, 2003). Masculine-typed sports generally refer to 

competitive sports, to confrontation or domination where aggressiveness and strength are 

largely prevailing – boxing, team sports, weightlifting – whereas feminine-typed sports are 

more oriented towards aestheticism, grace, flexibility – dancing, figure skating - (Koivula, 

2001). According to Messner (1990b), sports characterized by aggressiveness, power and 

strength would allow males to affirm their masculine status and to build their masculinity. 

Females taking in activities perceived as not appropriate to their gender, such as team sports, 

are often mocked and insulted. They are often qualified as tomboys (Colley, Roberts, & 

Chipps, 1985). Soccer is generally perceived as a masculine-typed sport. For example, 

Koivula (1995) asked to 207 participants (104 women and 103 men) to assess their feelings 

about the appropriateness of men and women participating in different sports, using a 7-point 

scale (from 1 = very appropriate for men to 7 = not at all appropriate for men). The results 

indicated that soccer was classified as a masculine-typed sport by men (M = 2.80) and women 

(M = 3.32). Using a same Likert scale, but in a reverse direction, Coulomb (1996) also 

indicated that soccer was perceived by 116 participants (66 women and 50 men) as a 

masculine sport (M = 6.06 for women and M = 5.83 for men, the difference being no 
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significant between men and women). These results confirmed those obtained by Csizma et 

al. (1988). Nevertheless, Riemer and Visio (2003) obtained quite different results. They 

showed that 4th to 12th grade subjects (190 boys and 175 girls) perceived soccer as a “neutral 

sport”, as well appropriate for men and women. According to these authors, one explanation 

of the difference with others studies may be that stereotypes about this sport are evolving, in 

relation with the expansion of this practice among the American feminine population during 

the last twenty years. As Deaux and Lafrance (1998) emphasized, “when the proportion of 

women and men in a situation is highly skewed, gender is more likely to become an issue” (p. 

789). So, the situation makes gender more or less salient. In France, female soccer players are 

underrepresented (only 2.4% of all the players, French Soccer Federation, 2003) and little 

attention is given to the female practice through the media and by the different educational 

institutions (school, university, federal structure, etc.). This could explain why French soccer 

is still perceived as a masculine-typed sport (Coulomb, 1996). On the other hand, handball is 

perceived as a more neutral sport (Coulomb, 1996, M = 4.38 for women and M = 4.68 for 

men, the difference being not significant between men and women, but significant between 

soccer and handball, for men and women) and more women are involved in this sport 

compared to soccer (about 35% of the handball players are women according to the French 

Ministry of Youth and Sports, 1999). Thus, one can assume that, in France, female soccer 

appears as a more challenging gender role sport type than female handball. In this context 

(soccer and aggression perceived as masculine), one might speculate that female soccer 

players take this “masculine” sport their own way, i.e., differently from males, and it could 

result in lower aggression.  

To summarize, this research aims at studying French team sports players’ observed 

aggression as a function of gender, competitive level and sport type. Thus, the first objective 

of the present research is precisely to study how French team sports players’ aggressive 
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behaviors vary as a function of gender; the second objective of the research is to study how  

the two types of aggressive behaviors (instrumental and hostile behaviors) occur among males 

and females; and the third objective of the research is to study how aggressive behaviors 

occur among males and females in team sports as a function of the competitive level and the 

type of sport. 

We hypothesize that (a) male players display aggressive behaviors more than female 

players do, (b) male and female players display more aggressive behaviors as the competitive 

level increases, and (c) the difference between males and females' aggressive behaviors will 

not be identical according to sport type, being not so large in handball as in soccer. 

 

Method 

Materials 

The sample of this study consisted of one hundred and eighty handball (N = 90) and 

soccer (N = 90) games of French championships, equally divided into female and male games 

(45 female matches and 45 male matches for each sport). Three competitive levels were taken 

into account: the national level (the highest competitive level in French handball and soccer 

championships), the regional level (intermediary level in French handball and soccer 

championships) and the departmental level (the lowest competitive level in French handball 

and soccer championships). The games were equally distributed between the three 

competitive levels (i.e., 15 games per level). For each of these levels, the highest sub-category 

was chosen to represent the competitive level: in soccer championship, the national level is 

made of five sub-categories, the regional level is made of four sub-categories, and the 

departmental level is made of six sub-categories; in handball, the national level is made of 

five sub-categories, the regional level is made of four sub-categories, and the departmental 

level is made of five sub-categories (2 in female championship). Each sub-category being 
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made of 18 to 20 teams, 15 different teams were chosen to compose the sample in the aim to 

avoid a “team effect”;  each of these 15 teams was considered in two different contexts (once 

as a local team and once as a visitor team) to obtain the 15 games. 

Instruments  

All the games were recorded on videotapes. The coaches and players gave us their 

consent for the recordings. All the aggressive behaviors (as defined by Pfister & Sabatier, 

1994, and Sheldon & Aimar, 2001) displayed by players during the totality of the games were 

observed and reported using two distinct observation grids, one for handball and one for 

soccer. These grids were recently used by Coulomb and Pfister (1998) for soccer and by 

Rascle et al. (1998) for handball. They differentiate the instrumental from the hostile 

aggressive behaviors through various behavioral categories labeled "illegal tackling or 

tripping", "holding", "striking", "against the opponents", "against the referees" and "against 

the teammates" in soccer and "repelling", " retaining", "hitting", "against the opponents", 

"against the referees" and "against the teammates" in handball. For both sport, a two-factor 

structure emerged from the exploratory factor analyses performed, the first three categories 

referring to instrumental aggressive behaviors and the other three to hostile aggressive 

behaviors. 

Procedure 

Phase 1. Two games were first observed in their totality (one in soccer and one in 

handball), in order to distinguish aggressive behaviors from other forceful behaviors 

(According to Silva, 1980, aggressive behaviors have to be distinguished from assertive 

behaviors, which are forceful behaviors but authorized by the rules of the game). Four 

observers familiarized with soccer and/or handball performed these observations, the two 

authors and two soccer coaches for the soccer game, and the two authors associated with two 

handball coaches for the handball game. Inter-observers agreements analysis (Kappa 
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coefficients) were satisfactory, ranging between .91  and .94 for soccer and between .88 and 

.92 for handball.  

Phase 2. Two others games (one in soccer and one in handball) were observed by the 

same teams of coders to establish the reliability of the grids. The behavioral categories used in 

the previous studies (Coulomb & Pfister, 1998; Rascle et al., 1998) were adopted and the 

frequency of the aggressive behaviors (for the two teams as a whole) for each category was 

calculated. Inter-observers’ agreements analysis (Kappa coefficients) were satisfactory, 

ranging respectively between .85 and .91 in soccer and .82 and .89 in handball for the various 

categories of instrumental aggressive behaviors, and between .89 and .95 in soccer and .87 

and .94 in handball for the various categories of hostile aggressive behaviors.  

Phase 3. The two authors observed the totality of the 180 games, reporting all coded 

aggressive behaviors (for the two teams as a whole) in adequate category for each game, and 

calculating the frequency for each category. Inter-observers’ agreements (Kappa coefficients) 

were satisfactory, ranging respectively between .92 and .95 in soccer and .87 and .91 in 

handball for the various categories of instrumental aggressive behaviors and between .89 and 

.94 in soccer and .91 and .93 in handball for the various categories of hostile aggressive 

behaviors. Test-retest reliability was also tested by observing one soccer game and one 

handball game two months later. The Kappa coefficients were respectively .93 in soccer and 

.92 in handball.  

Data from observations were then used for subsequent statistical tests. The aggressive 

behaviors observed in the three behavioral categories referring to instrumental aggression 

were gathered together in a single group and the same operation was conducted for the three 

categories referring to hostile aggression. So, a score of instrumental aggressive behaviors and 

a score of hostile aggressive behaviors (means between the two coders) were calculated for 

each game, observed in their totality. In order to compare handball and soccer, and given the 
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different time periods between the two sports and between male and female games, the 

following analyses were performed on a standard 15-min period (the total number of 

instrumental aggressive behaviors displayed in one game was divided by the number of 

minutes making the duration of the game, and then multiplied by 15 to obtain this standard 

period. The same operation was conducted for hostile aggressive behaviors). 

Structural Validity 

Four confirmatory factor analyses were conducted using the LISREL 8.3 software 

(Jöneskog & Sörbom, 1999) to test the factorial validity of the grids in handball and soccer. 

The overall goodness of fit of the models was tested using the chi-square likelihood ratio 

statistic (c2), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Goodness of Fit (GFI), 

Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI). Models were tested and 

assessed for one-factor and two-factor structures, both for handball and soccer. The two-factor 

structure was expected to present the best fit, with "illegal tackling", "holding", and "striking" 

categories in soccer and "repelling", "retaining", and "hitting" categories in handball 

correlating with the instrumental aggression variable and "opponent", "referee", and 

"teammate" categories correlating with the hostile aggression variable.  

Results for the one-factor model in handball were unsatisfactory, c2 (9, n = 90) = 

22.35, p < .09, RMSEA = .087 (90% CI = 0.0-0.14), GFI = .86, CFI = .85 and NNFI = .81. 

Results for the two-factor model suggested a better fit:c2 (8, n = 90) = 12.23, p <.14, RMSEA 

= .077 (90% CI = 0.01-0.16), GFI = .96, CFI = .95, and NNFI = .91. In soccer,  results for the 

one-factor model were unsatisfactory too, c2 (9, n = 90) = 76.12, p < .001, RMSEA = .291 

(90% CI = 0.23-0.35), GFI = .78, CFI = .79, and NNFI = .66. A better fit was obtained with 

the two-factor model: c2 (8, n = 90) = 27.83, p < .001, RMSEA = .168 (90% CI = 0.10-0.24), 

GFI = .90, CFI = .92 and NNFI = .86. Figure 1 presents the two-factor structural models with 

item factor regression coefficients.  
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Results 

4322 instrumental (79.80%) and 1094 hostile (21.20%) aggressive behaviors were 

observed during the 90 soccer games. 10782 instrumental (93.78%) and 715 hostile (6.22%) 

aggressive behaviors were observed during the 90 handball games. The Table shows team 

means (and standard deviations) of instrumental and hostile aggressive behaviors as a 

function of gender, competitive level and sport type, for a 15-min standard period. Two 

separate 2 (Gender) x 3 (Competitive level) multivariate analyses of variance procedures (one 

for soccer and one for handball) were carried out, with the instrumental and hostile aggressive 

behaviors displayed as the dependent variables. Alpha was established at .05. 

Gender, Competitive Level and Aggressive Behaviors in Soccer 

The first MANOVA revealed a significant effect for gender, Wilks' lambda (2, 83) = 

.045, p < .001. Follow-up univariate analyses indicated that the male players displayed 

instrumental aggressive behaviors, F (1, 84) = 1689.71, p < .001, h2 = .203, and hostile 

aggressive behaviors, F (1, 84) = 186.68, p < .001, h2 = .207, more than the female players 

did (M = 11.07 ± 1.51 vs. M = 3.47 ± 1.47 for instrumental aggressive behaviors and M = 2.95 

± 1.64 vs. M = 0.72 ± 0.40 for hostile aggressive behaviors).  

The MANOVA also revealed a significant effect for competitive level, Wilks' lambda 

(4, 166) = .268, p < .001, with significant univariate effects both for instrumental, F (2, 84) = 

66.086, p < .001, h2 = .028, and hostile aggressive behaviors, F (2, 84) = 37.295, p < .001, h2 

= .068. Scheffe test post-hoc analyses indicated that the players involved in departmental 

competitive level displayed instrumental aggressive behaviors less than those involved in 

regional level (p < .01) and the latter less than the players involved in national competitive 

levels (p < .001). Inversely, Figure 2 shows that the players of departmental level displayed 

more hostile aggressive behaviors than those involved in regional level (p < .001), and the 

latter more than the players involved in national competitive level (p < .03). 
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Finally, a significant gender x competitive level interaction was also pointed out by the 

MANOVA, Wilks' lambda (4, 166) = .405, p < .001, with significant univariate effects both 

for instrumental aggressive behaviors, F (2, 84) = 19.19, p < .001, and hostile aggressive 

behaviors, F (2, 84) = 31.74, p < .001. Scheffe post-hoc analyses revealed that gender 

difference was significant whatever the competitive level, both for instrumental and hostile 

aggressive behaviors (p < .001). Nevertheless, as shown in Table 1, female players’ 

instrumental aggressive behaviors increased linearly when competitive level rose while male 

players’ instrumental aggressive behaviors decreased in regional level (p < .03) and increased 

in national level (p < .001). In the same way, a significant gender difference appeared for 

hostile aggressive behaviors, whatever the competitive level (p < .001). Hostile aggressive 

behaviors decreased linearly for male players while no significant difference appeared across 

competitive level for female players (Table 1). 

Gender, Competitive Level, and Aggressive Behaviors in Handball 

Similar results were revealed. The MANOVA revealed a significant effect for gender, 

Wilks' lambda (2, 83) = .264, p < .001. Follow-up univariate analyses indicated that the male 

players displayed instrumental aggressive behaviors, F (1, 84) = 227.42, p < .001, h2 = .017, 

and hostile aggressive behaviors, F (1, 84) = 35.55, p < .001, h2 = .063, more than the female 

players did (M = 33.88 ± 4.30 vs. M = 25.82 ± 4.53 for instrumental aggressive behaviors and 

M = 2.56 ± 1.17 vs. M = 1.40 ± 0.88 for hostile aggressive behaviors). 

The MANOVA also revealed a significant effect for competitive level, Wilks' lambda 

(4, 166) = .346, p < .001, with significant univariate effects both for instrumental aggressive 

behaviors, F (2, 84) = 73.504, p < .001, h2 = .011, and hostile aggressive behaviors, F (2, 84) 

= 11.664, p < .001, h2 = .040. Scheffe test post-hoc analyses indicated that players involved in 

national level displayed instrumental (p < .001) and hostile aggressive behaviors (p < . 03) 

more than those involved in regional level (Figure 3).  
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Finally, a significant gender x competitive level interaction was also pointed out, 

Wilks' lambda (4, 166) = .346, p < .001, with a significant univariate effect only for 

instrumental aggressive behaviors, F (2, 84) = 18.412, p < .001. Scheffe post-hoc analyses 

revealed that gender difference was significant, whatever the competitive level. Nevertheless, 

as shown in Table 1, female players’ instrumental aggressive behaviors increased linearly 

when competitive level rose while male players’ instrumental aggressive behaviors decreased 

in regional level (p < .04) and increased in national level (p < .001). No significant difference 

appeared for hostile aggressive behaviors. 

Gender, Sport Type, and Aggressive Behaviors 

Chi2 tests were performed in order to compare male and female frequencies of 

instrumental and hostile aggressive behaviors as a function of the sport type. The results 

revealed that even if the difference between male and female players’ aggressive behaviors 

were significant both in soccer and in handball and whatever the competitive level, the 

breakdown was different. Indeed, female players’ instrumental aggressive behaviors 

represented 23.86 % of all the instrumental aggressive behaviors in soccer against 43,25 % in 

handball, c2 = 8.40, p < .01. On the other hand, female hostile aggressive behaviors 

represented 19.61% of all the hostile aggressive behaviors in soccer against 35.35% in 

handball,c2 = 6.20, p < .05. Furthermore, variance explained by gender is larger in soccer than 

in handball, with respectively 20.3% vs. 1.7% for instrumental aggressive behaviors and 

20.7% vs. 6.3% for hostile aggressive behaviors. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this research was to study French team sports players’ observed 

aggressive behaviors as a function of gender, competitive level and sport type. We 

hypothesized that (a) male players would display aggressive behaviors more than female 

players do, (b) male and female players would display more aggressive behaviors as the 
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competitive level increases, and (c) the difference between males and females' aggressive 

behaviors would not be identical according to sport type, being not so large in handball as in 

soccer. 

Gender and Aggression 

In line with the first hypothesis, the results showed that male players displayed 

instrumental and hostile aggressive behaviors more than female players did. Such results are 

congruent with most studies dealing with the gender variable, related to perception of 

legitimacy of aggression or actual observed behaviors, both in academic domain (Buss & 

Perry, 1992; Eagly & Steffen, 1986; Hyde, 1984) and in sport context (Bredemeier, 1985; 

Conroy et al., 2001; Pfister & Sabatier, 1994; Silva, 1983; Tucker & Parks, 2001). 

Aggression, and instrumental aggression in particular, is affected by the socialization process 

because it is primarily a learned behavior, reinforced through social modeling (Bandura, 

1973). Thus, such a gender difference may be interpreted as the consequence of a differential 

socialization of males and females that tends to reinforce distinct behaviors for both sexes 

(Duru-Bellat & Jarousse, 1996; Masters, Johnson, & Kolodny, 1982). A differential 

socialization may imply the perception and acceptance of gender roles, i.e., roles in 

accordance with agreed expectations and social norms. Differentiated attitudes and behaviors 

are thus reinforced for males and females as a result of gender appropriateness, and aggressive 

behaviors are particularly representative of this categorization process (Eagly & Steffen, 

1986). Traditional stereotyped expectations generally consider aggressiveness or aggression, 

competition or risk-taking as masculine characteristics and appropriate behaviors for men 

while such attitudes or behaviors would not match with feminine ideals and norms (Duru-

Bellat, 1997; Eagly & Steffen, 1986). Consequently, boys and girls tend to adopt behaviors in 

accordance with appropriate gender roles, including sport context.  
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Gender role socialization can also reflect different sport participation opportunities. 

Team sports are generally perceived as masculine ones and these sports are largely 

surrounded by men (Csizma et al., 1988; Koivula, 1995, 2001; Meaney, Dornier, & Owens, 

2002). In this context, female players involved in team sports appear to be in contradiction 

with gender appropriate sport participation. So female players may be subjected to gender role 

conflict (Scully, Reilly, & Clarke, 1998) and can adopt more gender-appropriate behaviors 

(i.e., less aggression) to counterbalance the effect of a non-appropriate sport choice.  

Gender, Competitive Level and Aggression 

In line with the second hypothesis, the results showed that male and female players 

displayed more aggressive behaviors in national competitive level. The findings actually 

revealed a significant effect of competitive level on instrumental and hostile aggressive 

behaviors, both in soccer and in handball. Instrumental aggressive behaviors increase when 

the competitive level rises, while hostile aggressive behaviors decrease. The results are 

congruent with Bredemeier's (1985), Conroy et al.'s (2001) or Silva's (1983) findings. 

According to Goodger and Jackson (1985), instrumental aggression would progressively be 

integrated as performance tools. Furthermore, in compliance with Conroy et al. (2001), we 

can explain such results by the development of reinforcement structures towards greater 

tolerance and acceptation in the different competitive levels. For instance, many players and 

coaches consider aggressive behaviors as an important strategy for winning (Sheldon & 

Aimar, 2001). Weinstein, Smith, and Wiesenthal (1995) showed that young ice hockey 

players are taught that engaging in aggression is often vital for team success. Victory 

becoming more and more important in higher competitive levels, related to social or financial 

aspects, all strategies, even illegitimate, are employed. Recently, Rascle, Coulomb, and Pfister 

(2000) demonstrated the development of coaches' verbal communications as the competitive 

level increased. Coaches tend to more and more disagree with the referees and to express 
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positive reinforcements after instrumental aggressions. Furthermore, the higher the 

competitive level, the more coaches favor result feedback rather than process feedback 

(Chaumeton & Duda, 1988) and consider one of their main functions is to teach players to be 

aggressive (Carpenter & Yates, 1997). "Contextual forces [that] would be so strong that they 

[would] override the impact of sportsmanship orientations (or moral reasoning level) and 

become the main determinants of sportsmanship behavior" (Vallerand, Deshaies, & Cuerrier, 

1997, p. 134). So, a logic of performance is progressively adopted by players, to the detriment 

of sportspersonship and fair-play.  

Although these explanations may be relevant, most of these studies refer to male 

practice. As Nixon stated (1997, p. 380), “although physically aggressive behavior is 

generally associated with sport, the traditional exclusion of females from sport has resulted in 

little attention to the aggressiveness of female athletes”. Yet, the findings of the present study 

clearly demonstrate that it is important to consider female aggression as well as male 

aggression in sport, particularly with regard to competitive level. As suggested by Nixon 

(1997), “the possibility that both males and females become generally more aggressive as a 

result of their sports involvement suggests that sport socialization reinforces stereotypical 

gender role learning for males and teaches females to act in nonstereotypical ways” (p. 381). 

In the present research, even if gender difference appeared whatever the considered 

competitive level, the findings revealed that female players, as male players did, displayed 

more instrumental aggressive behaviors in higher competitive level. Nixon (1997) suggested 

that “female athletes seek to emulate male physical aggression and male macho values in 

team and contact sports as their sports become more competitive “ (p.388). Another 

explanation could be that female players adopt an efficient style of practice more than a 

masculine one. The efficiency requirement for the highest competitive level in sport could be 

a relevant element leading female players to overcome gender stereotypes. In that perspective, 
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aggressions are progressively used as performance-related tools by female players, in the 

same logic as male players. So females would tend to adopt behaviors more adapted to 

success and victory and thus behaviors qualified as masculine. The logic of performance 

would then surpass traditional gender roles.  

Nevertheless, males and females would not accede to this state in the same way, as 

indicated by the significant gender x competitive level interaction. Male players involved in 

departmental level displayed instrumental aggressive behaviors more than players involved in 

regional level, and the latter less than players involved in national level, this process occurring 

both in handball and soccer.  For female players, on the contrary, instrumental aggressive 

behaviors increased linearly as the competitive level rose, both in handball and soccer. 

Aggressive behaviors being generally perceived as more appropriate for men than women, 

male players did not hesitate to use such illegitimate behaviors from the lowest competitive 

level, contrary to female players. But at a departmental competitive level, players did not use 

such behaviors in a strategic way, due to their poor technical abilities (Coulomb & Pfister, 

1998). Control and “efficient” use of such aggressive behaviors (as tools for performance) 

necessitate experience and improvement of technical competencies. Female players did not 

use of such behaviors in departmental level, because they contradict their gender roles, but 

progressively adopted this strategic use of aggressive behaviors, contextual forces overriding 

fair play and appropriate gender attitudes. Future research could explore the reasons given by 

female players involved in national competitive level to use aggressions. Are aggressions 

actually perceived as necessary for victory by female players? In depth interviews could be 

very relevant to test this assumption.  

Gender, Competitive Level, Sport Type and Aggression 

Our last hypothesis dealt with a gender difference in aggression, being less important 

in handball than in soccer. The findings actually tend to confirm our assumption even if the 
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gender differences remain significant in all the cases. Significant Chi-squared suggest 

different distribution of instrumental and hostile aggressive behaviors among handball and 

soccer and male and female players. On the other hand, the variance explained by gender in 

soccer is more important than the variance explained in handball. Finally, the increase of 

instrumental aggressive behaviors for female players when the competitive level rises incites 

to believe that gender role can be challenged by a performance-oriented logic. But Theberge 

(1994) pointed out that the studies in gender role conflict perspective presented some 

methodological and conceptual problems not considering competitive level and sport type. In 

accordance with Theberge, we think that gender role conflict may be more or less important 

and active, and so more or less easy to challenge, depending on the context. Thus, soccer is a 

quasi exclusively masculine sport in France:  Men represent 97.6% of players, as most of the 

coaches and the referees, contrarily to handball that is largely feminized, so much with regard 

to players (35% are female players) that coaches and referees. Consequently, female soccer 

players, and more particularly those involved in the highest competitive level, are faced to a 

double conflict: that of traditional gender stereotypes giving little value to this sport for girls, 

challenging with the interest for this activity; the choice of their participation in this sport 

already goes against established norms. And on the other hand the conflict of efficiency 

requirement (highlighting the role of aggression, especially for national competitive level) 

compared with adopting socially non-desirable behaviors for girls (aggressive behaviors). 

Solving these conflicts is never satisfactory: Either they lose their feminine identity adopting 

behaviors not appropriate to expectations and social norms, but which are part of a 

performing game (aggressive behaviors: choice from handball female players). In this case, 

they are often treated as tomboys or accused to be lesbians (Young, 1997). Either they keep 

their feminine identity and adopt behaviors more compliant with social expectations (less 

aggressions: choice from soccer female players) and they are accused of not playing soccer, 
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but their “own kind of game”. In some sports, this choice is not even possible since an 

adjusted sport is imposed as in ice-hockey with adjusted rules for feminine practice (contacts 

and body-checking are limited). Theberge (1997) showed that if some female players 

accepted this state matter reducing contacts and aggressions, others on the contrary regretted 

they could not say they practice the same activity as men. 

Future research could explore how female soccer players involved in the highest 

competitive level perceive and are affected by this double gender role conflict and if some 

personal or environmental factors, such as ego-orientation, moral reasoning or coaches’ 

expectations affect these perceptions and orientations. Are all female players concerned with 

this double conflict or do some of them not feel it the same way? 
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Table  

Game Means (and Standard Deviations) of Instrumental and Hostile Observed Aggressive 

Behaviors According to Gender, Competitive Level and Sport Type for a 15-min Standard 

Period 

 
 

Gender 

Soccer  Handball 

Dept. L Reg. L Nat. L  Dept. L Reg. L Nat. L 

   
Instrumental aggressive behaviors 

Females 

 

Males 

1.71 

(0.43) 

3.80 

(0.69) 

4.90 

(0.73) 

 21.16 

(2.28) 

25.91 

(2.33) 

30.68 

(2.09) 

10.70 

(1.21) 

9.98 

(0.75) 

12.54 

(1.16) 

 33.40 

(2.52) 

30.38 

(3.49) 

37.86 

(3.04) 

  
Hostile aggressive behaviors 

Females 

 

Males 

0.81 

(0.43) 

0.49 

(0.36) 

0.85 

(0.34) 

 0.96 

(0.65) 

1.51 

(0.84) 

1.71 

(0.98) 

4.57 

(1.52) 

2.86 

(0.77) 

1.43 

(0.49) 

 1.88 

(0.33) 

2.36 

(1.35) 

3.43 

(1.02) 

 
Note. Dept. L = Departmental Level, Reg. L = Regional Level et Nat. L = National Level. 
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Figure 1. Factorial structure of observed aggressive behaviors emerging from confirmatory 

factor analysis in soccer (on the left) and handball (on the right). 
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Figure 2. Team means of instrumental and hostile observed aggressive behaviors as a 

function of competitive level in soccer for a 15-min standard period (* indicates a significant 

difference with the immediate lower competitive level). 
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Figure 3. Team means of instrumental and hostile observed aggressive behaviors as a 

function of competitive level in handball for a 15-min standard period (* indicates a 

significant difference with the immediate lower competitive level). 
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