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The sportsman’s personality
(by Gaston Malané)
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When considering all the scientific
research which has been carried out
on sport, we immediately notice that
the great majority of that research was
intended to assess the physical effects
of sport, that is to say the effects on
muscular development and physiological
processes. As a consequence, the benefi-
cial physical results are today taken for
granted. On the other hand, much less
effort has been made to find out how
those same sporting activities affect per-
sonality. If we examine the pre-scientific
theories which partly hold true even
today, we see that there are two major
contradictory schools of thought. Ever
since antiquity there have been people
who maintain that sports automatically
develop character, as suggested in the
maxim Mens sana in corpore sano. Even
today, to judge from the speeches of some
sports club notabilities, sport cannot but

which we are very grateful.

be of benefit from every point of view. On
the other hand, there have always been
some intellectuals who have nothing but
contempt for sport and who point out very
cleverly certain trifling or serious excesses
related to sporting activities.

This state of affairs leads us to conclude
that if we are to learn what influence sport
has on the personality of its practitioners,
we must resort to scientific enquiry. Most
of the research in this field purports to
draw a comparison between a sample of
athletes and a sample of people who do
not indulge in sports, by means of various
personality tests.

Before summarizing some definite results,
let us consider the comﬁlexity of the prob-
lem and the limits which methodology
sets. For example, while we have the
means of gauging personality, that is to



say personality tests, these do not have
the accuracy of instruments used in other
fields. In addition, there are a great many
tests for estimating various aspects of
personality which are not specifically
designed to evaluate the sporting person-
ality. Even if two tests determine a com-
mon feature, the concepts held by people
sharing that feature do not always coin-
cide. Then again, groups of athletes
chosen may produce a multitude of varia-
tions. A distinction can be drawn between
athletes of different age groups, different
levels in training, different kinds of sport,
and so forth. This all goes to show that it is
difficult to make a comparison of different
studies and that we cannot expect from
those studies a sporting personality por-
trait of perfect composition.

The first important observation we can
make when analyzing studies which com-
pare athletes in general (without making
any distinction in the different kinds of
sport) with people who do not go in for
sports is the following: almost all research
methods do find differences—some find
few, some find many—between the per-
sonalities of the two groups. Today, psy-
chology recognizes that personality
development is considerably influenced
by environment. As training and compet-
ing are part and parcel of the sporting
environment, they may to some extent
explain the different results obtained by
the testing of the two groups. If it is true
that sports constitute an advantage per-
mitting the satisfaction of a range of needs
which in modern society are difficult to
satisfy otherwise, the proposition that the
practice of sport has an effect on person-
ality becomes the more credible.
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As we expected, the differences revealed
by different research methods between
those who practise sports and those who
do not are not entirely coincidental.

Nevertheless, it is interesting to see that
certain definite characteristics common to
practitioners of sport are shown by a
relatively large number of research
methods. The characteristics concerned
are self-assertiveness, aggressivity, ex-
troversion, emotional stability, social
adaptability, and hypochondria. Aggres-
sivity is one of the features most frequent-
ly noted and in this respect the difference
between those who practise sports and
those who do not seems to be rather
significant. Some research even indicates
a relationship between the physical con-
dition achieved and the degree of aggres-
sivity. Warren R. Johnson, one of the
experts in this field whom | shall quote,
states that he has observed an extreme
degree of aggressivity in the champions of
sport whom he has studied.

Sports to reduce
or increase aggressivity?

This marked aggressivity, like other
characteristics found in practitioners of
sport, is at the origin of a series of new
questions and problems of which the
solutions are of capital interest. For in-
stance, some authors have asked whether
the practice of sports and the competing
in sporting events tend rather to reduce
aggressivity (catharsis theory) or to in-
crease it (theory of the frustration-aggres-
sivity cycle). It is a very complex question
and the answer has not yet been found.
However, it is to be expected that the
answer will to a great extent depend on
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various factors, particularly the intensity
of competitors’ ambition and the degree
of their success. Another crucial question
which may be raised concerning the
marked aggressivity and other charac-
teristics of those who practice sports is
this: are their aggressive and extrovert
tendencies due to their sporting activities
or are people with such characteristics
inevitably more strongly drawn to the
practice of sports? Research into the
question is still scant. Some writers are
inclined to favour the latter proposition,
which would imply a limitation to the
influence of sports on personality. The
same writers, however, recognize that the
question has not yet been definitively
answered.

As it has been shown that the practitioner
of sports is more socially adaptable, some
writers wonder whether this is not due to
a greater sociability of those who practice
team games. Contrary to what could have
been thought, tests comparing people
who practise sports individually and those
who are members of a team generally
show little difference between the two.
The reason seems to be that although the
individual athlete is judged on his own
performance, his achievements are nearly
always taken into account for a team’s
placing in a league; in other words, he is
indirectly also a member of a team.

Most studies reveal no difference in the
general intelligence of those who practise
sports and those who do not; provided
those tests are aptitude-oriented.

However, those who practise sports show
a clear superiority in achievement-orient-

ed tests, in which they score slightly high-
er points. This is due to the fact that prac-
titioners of sports are generally more am-
bitious. It should be pointed out that the
results referred to here are valid for a
theoretical average adept of sports.

In fact, each individual diverges from the
average to a greater or lesser degree.
Some writers report considerable differ-
ences in the intelligence levels of practi-
tioners of dissimilar sports, the best results
being obtained by swimmers and the
worst by wrestlers.

An actual example, however, shows to
what extent these results can be mislead-
ing. Schendel has shown that, on the
average, American university football
players are less intelligent than the rest of
the students. By analyzing this observa-
tion in greater detail, Berger and Littlefield
have found that this phenomenon was
due to a selective factor affecting football
players but not the other students, namely
that good football players can easily ob-
tain scholarships at American universities,
as a consequence of which the less intel-
lectually bright stars in the football team
have an opportunity to prolong their
studies, which is not the case with other
students who are also not gifted with
intelligence.

It should be observed that many studies
have been designed to compare the prac-
titioners of dissimilar sports. The results
are interesting in that they may provide an
individual with guidance in his choice of
discipline.

This suggests a practical purpose to
research of this kind, namely the orienta-
tion of a certain type of individual towards



a sporting career in which, according to
his personality, he has the greatest
chances of success. In general, it may be
said that some idea of personality in gen-
eral and of that of the practitioner of sports
in particular is of paramount interest for all
sports teachers and coaches. Like any
other branch of education, physical train-
ing and the teaching of sports is primarily
for people.

Apart from this general usefulness, the
results of the kind of studies we have
referred to can help in solving a number of
other problems, particularly in initiating
methodology which takes into account
the particular demands which can be
deduced from those results. We might
quote here the example of the non-swim-
mers who, despite lessons, never manage
to learn to swim. According to research
conclusions, such people tend to be neu-
rotic, introvert, inclined to worry and of
marked emotional instability. A method
taking such handicaps into account will
obviously have a greater chance of suc-
cess.

Finally, we might mention that although
research in recent years has achieved
some definite results, the number of new
questions and problems they have raised
has been constantly increasing.

G.M.
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The body in the service
of the mind

The Roman Catholic Church which
was for a long time violently op-
posed to sport has, over the last
fifty years, considerably modified its
attitude. During an audience grant-
ed to members of the International
Catholic Federation for Physical
Education and Sport, His Holiness
Pope Paul VI declared: “Sport can
and must become accessible for
everyone and contribute to the har-
monious development of young
people as well as to the physical
and moral well-being of adults...
It can teach one to eng‘oy effort,
self-control and respect for others.
In contributing to make the body
serve the mind, it has a place
among the cultural needs of any
civilisation”.




	LA84 Foundation Home Page��������������������������������
	LA84 Foundation Search Page����������������������������������
	Olympic Review No. 64-65 March - April 1973��������������������������������������������������
	Covers.��������������
	Table of contents. Masthead.�����������������������������������
	From the noble art of self defence to the noble ideals of Olympism.��������������������������������������������������������������������������
	Documents.�����������������
	Legends of Olympia.��������������������������
	The History of Excavations at Olympia.���������������������������������������������
	Olympia.���������������
	Birthday.����������������
	Olympic Solidarity is bBorn.�����������������������������������
	In the Archives.�����������������������
	Montreal 76.�������������������
	Innsbruck.�����������������
	International Olympic Academy.�������������������������������������
	In everything you do...������������������������������
	Journalistic requirements and the Olympic concept.���������������������������������������������������������
	The sportsmans personality.����������������������������������
	Within the International Federations.��������������������������������������������
	Within the National Olympic Committees.����������������������������������������������
	Equipment.�����������������
	Philately.�����������������
	Bibliography.��������������������
	Publications of the Comité International Olympique���������������������������������������������������������

