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Abstract 

Background: It is well known that successful sport participants differ from less successful sport 
participants regarding their sport psychological skills.  Despite the differences regarding the sport 
psychological skills, gender is also an important interpersonal factor in competitive sport that needs to 
be taken into account when dealing with male and female sport participants Objective: The aim of the 
study is to determine the difference in sport psychological skills between male and female adolescents 
sport participants. Method: A quantitative cross-sectional research design with a convenient sample 
was used in which the data was obtained by means of the ACSI-28 questionnaire. One hundred and 
sixty-two Grade 8 learners (77 boys and 85 girls) participated in the study.  Gender differences were 
analysed using an independent t-test, while effect sizes (d) were calculated to determine practical 
significance. Results: Male and female groups did not differ significantly or practically in any of the 7 
subscales for sport psychological skills. Conclusions: From the results of this study one can assume 
that 13-year-old males and females exhibit the same sport psychological skills and can therefore be 
treated as a homogeneous group and be subjected to the same mental skills training programme. 
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Introduction 

It is well known that successful sport 
participants differ from less successful 
counterparts regarding their psychological 
skills

1,2,3
. Psychological skills refers to cognitive 

skills and strategies which sport participants 
can learn in order to cope with the various 
demands of competition in sport

4,5
. Burton and 

Raedeke
6 
went further and distinguished 

between mental tools such as goal setting, 
imagery, self-talk and relaxation and 
energisation and mental skills, such as 
motivation, energy management, attention, 
stress management and self-confidence. 
Mental skills and mental tools have collectively 
been referred to as sport psychological skills. 
Despite differences between successful and 
less successful sport participants, gender is 

also an important interpersonal factor in 
competitive sport that needs to be taken into 
account when dealing with male and female 
sport participants

7
. Female adolescents need 

to deal with cognitive, social, emotional and 
biological puberty earlier than male 
adolescents

8
, which might contribute to female 

adolescents developing coping skills at a 
younger age compared to their male 
adolescent counterparts

9
. In addition, there is 

growing evidence that the maturational brain 
processes develop continuously during 
adolescence

10
. The development of the brain 

(behavioural and cognitive systems) matures 
at different rates as a result of general and 
independent biological processes

11
. Therefore 

male and female adolescent sport participants 
might experience situations differently and 
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respond accordingly on certain events. 
Furthermore, because of the different rates of 
cognitive development certain cognitive 
abilities and skills, such as reasoning, way of 
thinking and confidence, also differ in 
adolescent boys and girls

12
. Although there are 

a number of variables that influence how the 
sport participant copes with competitive stress, 
it is clear that gender might also be an 
important variable which can influence the way 
sport participants deal with stress

13,14,15
.  

 
Elferink-Gemser and co-workers

2
 found that 

sport participants of different genders of similar 
ages (14.8 years, sd=1.5) significantly 
outscored one another in different sport 
psychological skills, such as confidence, 
anxiety control and mental preparation, where 
the males scored higher values. Furthermore, 
female youth sport participants outscored their 
male counterparts regarding concentration

16
 

while male adolescent sport participants in field 
hockey, basketball, volleyball, speed skating, 
and swimming achieved a significantly higher 
score regarding the use of imagery compared 
to their female adolescent counterparts

2,9
. 

 
Due to the limited number of studies regarding 
gender differences in adolescents’ sport 
psychological skills, similar studies on adult 
sport participants are also reported. Adult 
female sport participants showed more 
cognitive anxiety than their male counterparts. 
Female sport participants are also more goal-
orientated and focus more on personal goals 
and performance, whereas males tend to be 
more outcome-orientated and more focused on 
competition and comparison

7,17
. Adult female 

track and field sport participants with a mean 
age of 18.9 ± 3.9 showed less emotional 
control than their male counterparts

7
. In 

addition, Nicholls et al.
9
 indicated that adult 

females are more likely to use coping driven by 
emotion, while males tend to make use of 
problem-orientated coping. 
 
Although a substantial amount of research 
exists with regards to the importance of sport 
psychological skills for successful performance 
in sport, only limited research focused on the 
differences in the sport psychological skills of 
male and female sport participants, especially 
during adolescence. To date, no research on a 
South African adolescent population regarding 
gender differences in sport psychological skill 
profiles could be traced. From the 
abovementioned literature, it seems that male 
and female sport participants experience and 
deal differently with stress and anxiety relating 

to competition, and also make use of different 
sport psychological skills. 
 
It is important for sport psychological 
consultants to know whether adolescent males 
and females perceive and cope with situations 
in sport in different or in similar ways. 
Therefore the aim of this study is to determine 
the difference in sport psychological skills 
between male and female adolescents sport 
participants. If there is an evident difference 
regarding the experience and coping of 
competition between genders it can help 
coaches and other sport practitioners to 
cognitively prepare the athlete according to 
their individual needs to cope better during 
competition, thus optimising performance. 

 
Methods 
Research design 

A quantitative cross-sectional research design 
based on convenient sampling was used in 
which the data were obtained by means of a 
set of questionnaires. For the purpose of this 
study, only the baseline data (2010) of a 3-year 
longitudinal study (2010-2012) were used. The 
aim of the larger longitudinal study was to 
determine growth, motor and psychological 
changes over a 3-year period during the mid-
adolescent period (Grades 8 to 10). 
 
Participants 

All the Grade 8 pupils (N=204) with a mean 
age of 13.2±0.33 years from a high school in 
Potchefstroom in the North-West Province of 
South Africa voluntarily participated in the 
study. The total group consisted of 99 boys 
and 105 girls. Only the results of the 
adolescents who participated in sport were 
used for the purpose of this study [bullet 4 on 
the demographic questionnaire (An indication 
of the participants’ involvement in an organised 
sport and training programme over the last six 
months)]. The data of the non-participating 
subjects were subsequently omitted from 
further analyses and resulted in 162 subjects, 
with 77 males and 85 females.  
 
Test procedures 

Ethical approval for this study was obtained 
from the Ethical Committee (NWU-00142-11-
A1) of the Potchefstroom campus of the North-
West University. The principal from the 
participating school also gave permission for 
the study. Consent was provided by the 
parents as well as from each participant. The 
testing was conducted in January 2010 during 
school hours at the testing laboratories of 
Phasrec at the Potchefstroom campus of the 
North-West University. Two questionnaires 
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were completed by the participants 
(demographic and sport psychological 
questionnaire). A detailed explanation was 
given on how to complete the questionnaires 
and the participants were ensured about the 
confidentiality of the results. The participants 
had the right to withdraw from the research 
project at any time without giving an 
explanation. The questionnaires were 
completed in approximately 30-45 minutes. A 
sport psychology consultant was present 
during the duration of the completion of the 
questionnaires to explain any unfamiliar terms 
and answer any questions.  
 
Questionnaires 

Demographic, general information, sport and 
training habits, physical activity and maturity 
questionnaires were required. 
 
A questionnaire was developed in which 
participants had to provide the following 
information: 

 Name and surname; 

 An indication of the participants’ 
general level of physical activity over 
the past three months; (Activity level: 
1=Inactive, 2=Not very active, 
3=Moderately active, 4=Active, 5=Very 
active) 

 An indication of the participants’ 
physical activity level in comparison 
with their friends’ levels of physical 
activity; 

 An indication of the participants’ 
involvement in an organized sport and 
training programme over the last six 
months; 

 An indication of the participants’ 
opinion with regards to his/her level of 
physical activity; 

 An indication of what the participant 
did physically the last seven days; 

 An indication of the reasons, if the 
participant felt he/she was not 
physically active enough; 

 An indication of the type of transport 
the participant uses to get to school; 

 An indication of the sport code/s in 
which the participant currently 
participates; 

 The best performance/s that the 
participant achieved in their sport (e.g. 
school team, provincial, national); 

 An indication of the participant’s three 
favourite sports; 

 An indication of any injuries the 
participant obtained during his/her 
sport participation. 

 
Sport psychological skills questionnaire  

The sport psychological skill level of each 
participant was measured by means of the 
Athletic Coping Skill Inventory (ACSI-28) 
developed by Smith et al.

18
. According to 

research to date, although scarce, the Athletic 
Coping Skill Inventory (ACSI-28) shows 
promise as a measure of mental skills in 
sport

19
. Two separate studies, one with 

baseball players and another with football 
players, are supportive of the ACSI-28 in 
assessing sport participants’ sport 
psychological skills

19
.One conclusion from the 

first study showed that the ACSI-28 predicted 
athletic performance as well as or better 
compared to physical skill ratings from the 
respective players’ coaches

20
. The study by 

Junge et al.
21

 indicated that the ACSI-28 
predicted positive attitudes towards fair play in 
their sample of competitive soccer players. 
This evidence has been used as motivation for 
using the ACSI-28 in this study. The ACSI-28 
questionnaire consists of 28 statements 
measuring 7 subscales, namely: coping with 
adversity, peaking under pressure, goal-
setting, concentration, freedom from worry, 
confidence, ability to be coached and an 
average coping score can also be derived 
(average value of the 7 subscales). Each of the 
7 subscales consists of a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (always). In some 
cases, reverse scoring applies and the 
subscale scores are expressed as a 
percentage in which higher values reflect 
better sport psychological skill levels. Smith et 
al.

18
 indicated satisfactory convergent and 

discriminant validity, high test-retest reliability 
(r = 0.8415) and a sound factor structure for 
the 7 subscales as determined by confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA). The Cronbach alpha 
coefficient for the current study was 0.81, 
which suggests good internal reliability for the 
scale with the sample in this study. 
 
Statistical procedures 

The Statistical Consultation Services of the 
North-West University determined the 
statistical methods and procedures for the 
analyses of the data. The descriptive statistics 
(standard deviations, means, minimum and 
maximum values) of each variable was 
calculated using SPSS for Windows (Version 
15.1). An independent t-test was used to 
determine the statistical significance of 
differences between the male and female 
adolescent sport participants. The practical 
significance of differences between the male 
and female group was determined by means of 
effect sizes (ES). Effect sizes were expressed 
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as Cohen's d-value and can be interpreted as 
follow: ES of ±0.8 is large, an ES of ±0.5 is 
moderate and an ES of ±0.2 is small

22
. 

Practical significance was used to determine if 
a difference is large enough to be of value in 
practice. Practical significance was also used 
because of the convenience sample that was 
used in the study.   
 

Results 

Table 1 presents demographic information of 
the sport participants. The demographic 
information consists of the number of 
participants, the mean age, physical activity 
level and the number of top performances in 
each group. The group consisted of 77 boys 

and 85 girls with a mean age of 13.59 years for 
the boys and 13.57 years for the girls. The 
average physical activity level of the male sport 
participants are 3.52 which revealed a 
moderately physically active to physically 
active level, whereas the female group 
revealed a 3.55 physical activity level which is 
slightly higher but also between the moderately 
physically active to the physically active level. 
The sport codes in which the subjects 
participated in were athletics, rugby (only 
males), hockey, netball (only girls), cricket 
(only boys) and tennis. In this study all the 
adolescents who participated in organised 
sport and training programmes over the last six 
months were included in this study. 

 
Table 1: Demographic information of the sport participants 

Group N 
Mean 
age 

Frequency distribution 
of physical activity level 

Mean physical 
activity level 

SD 

Boys 77 13.59 

1 0 

3.52 0.84 

2 2 

3 21 

4 29 

5 25 

Girls 85 13.57 

1 4 

3.55 1.05 

2 6 

3 23 

4 33 

5 19 

N=number of participants; Activity level: 1=Physically Inactive 2=Not very physically active 
3=Moderately physically active 4=Physically active 5=Very physically active; SD = standard deviation. 
 
The information in Table 1 furthermore 
indicated that the majority of the boys and girls 
were in general between physically active and 
very physically active.  
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Table 2 presents the descriptive results of the 
sport psychological skills of the male and 

female adolescent sport participants and the 
significant differences between the two groups.

 
Table 2: Descriptive statistics and significance of differences between genders in SPS  

Variable Group N 
Mean 
% 

SD t-value df p-value ES 

Coping with 
adversity 

M 77 69.02 17.67 
- 1.09 160 0.2754 0.17 

F 85 69.12 18.31 

Peaking under 
pressure 

M 77 57.90 25.07 
0.95 160 0.3420 0.15 

F 85 54.12 25.38 

Goal-setting 
M 77 58.33 21.33 

0.94 160 0.3480 0.15 
F 85 55.10 22.31 

Concentration 
M 77 67.75 17.80 

- 0.36 160 0.7202 0.05 
F 85 68.82 20.09 

Freedom from 
worry 

M 77 54.65 19.75 
1.14 160 0.2555 0.17 

F 85 50.78 23.06 

Confidence 
M 77 76.08 17.80 

0.23 160 0.8149 0.04 
F 85 75.39 19.50 

Coachability 
M 77 74.13 14.72 

- 0.76 160 0.4458 0.11 
F 85 76.27 20.19 

Average coping 
ability 

M 77 64.98 12.03 
0.37 160 0.7120 0.05 

F 85 64.23 13.68 

p<0.05 = statistically significant; M=Male; F=Female; N=number of participants; SD=standard 
deviation; df = degrees of freedom; ES = effect size; *= small effect size; ** = medium effect size; *** = 
large effect size 
 
Table 2 indicates that the male and female 
adolescent sport participants did not differ 
significantly in any of the 7 subscales or 
average coping ability. Furthermore, the effect 
sizes for all 7 sport psychological subscales, 
as well as average coping ability, revealed no 
practical significant differences between the 
groups.  

 
Discussion 
The aim of this study was to determine 
whether differences exist in the sport 
psychological skills of male and female 
adolescent sport participants. The main 
findings from the study indicated that there is 
no significant difference between the SPS of 
the two genders.  
 
When an athlete can stay emotionally stable 
and positive during a competition, despite 
changing situations, it can be said that the 
athlete effectively copes with adversity

23
. The 

results of this study indicate no statistical 
difference between the male and female 
groups regarding coping with adversity. 
Contradictory to this study’s results, Gábor et 
al.

24
 found that young elite male ice hockey 

players, between 16 and 20-years-old, 
obtained a statistically higher level of coping 
with adversity compared to the female ice 
hockey players. The contradictory results might 
be ascribed to the age difference and levels of 
participation between the subjects in this 
present study and those of others studies. 

Donaldson et al.
25

 suggest that children in 
early and middle adolescence have not yet 
developed ample abilities to effectively cope 
with the high number of stressors they have to 
face. Therefore, one can assume that the older 
sport participants have more comprehensive 
coping abilities compared to the younger 
participants thus coping generally more 
effectively with adversity. Regarding the level 
of participation, elite sport participants in other 
studies might have developed a better ability to 
cope with adversity, as one can assume that 
elite sport participants experience a higher 
level of stress and anxiety in high-level 
competitions compared to lower-level 
competitions, such as at school level. 
 
Peaking under pressure describes an athlete 
who performs well under pressure and who 
experiences the situation as a challenge rather 
than as a threat

19
. This is considered an 

important sport psychological skill that helps an 
athlete to cope in specific stressful situations. 
Consequently, effective coping in stressful 
situations and competitions will help an athlete 
reach top performance

26
. Gábor et al.

24
 found 

that young elite male ice hockey players, 
between 16 and 20-years-old, achieved a 
statistically higher score in peaking under 
pressure compared to their female 
counterparts, which is in contrast to the results 
of the current study. The higher score of the 
males might be ascribed to the males’ natural 
competitiveness and the urge to perform as 
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they are more ego-orientated than their female 
counterparts

27
. 

 
Goal-setting enables sport participants to set 
specific objectives in order to reach top 
performance in their sport

28
. A goal is an 

‘object or aim of an action that an individual is 
trying to achieve’

29
. Young elite male ice 

hockey players, between the age of 16 and 20-
years-old, obtained a statistically higher level 
of goal-setting compared to female ice hockey 
players

24
 which is in contrast to the results of 

the current study where no statistical 
significant difference was found between 
genders. In contrast to the study of Gábor and 
colleagues

24
, Von Guenthner et al.

30
 found that 

collegiate female sport participants, 
participating in various sports, significantly 
outscored their male counterparts in goal-
setting. These contrasting results might be 
contributed to various factors, such as type of 
sport, level of participation and age of the 
participants. Individual sports might also lead 
to the development of better goal-setting skills 
because the participant set personal goals. 
Furthermore, individual goals, such as times or 
distances in athletics, are sometimes more 
easily measured than team goals. It can be 
assumed that age will play a role because of 
the cognitive development that takes place 
with age and an athlete learns to set reachable 
and realistic goals. Intrinsic motivation might 
also contribute to a goal-orientated approach 
to sport.  
 
Concentration refers to when unexpected 
situations occur and the athlete has the ability 
to stay focused on the task at hand and not be 
distracted

19
. Concentration is regarded as a 

very influential SPS because of the effect and 
control it has on other psychological skills such 
as anxiety

31
. Therefore if an athlete can stay 

concentrated on the task at hand, negative 
reactions can be eliminated

31
. This present 

study indicates no statistically significant 
gender differences. Von Guenthner et al.

30
 ,on 

collegiate sport participants from various 
sports, found that females significantly 
outscored their male counterparts in their 
concentration skills. In contrast with this, Cox 
et al.

32
 found that male swimmers displayed 

higher levels of concentration compared to 
female swimmers. In line with the 
abovementioned results Gábor et al.

24
 also 

found that the male ice hockey players 
between 16 and 20-years-of-age, scored 
significantly higher in concentration compared 
to the female players. The contrasting results 
of the abovementioned studies might be 
ascribed to the level of participation, age and 
exposure to competition, where the amount of 

time and level of competition might lead to the 
development of better concentration.  
 
Bourgeois et al.

19
 defines freedom from worry 

as a skill that the athlete exhibit which helps 
him or her not to get anxious because of the 
pressure to perform, or simply stated, freedom 
from worry can be seen as the absence of 
anxiety. According to Dosil

33
 freedom from 

worry is a sport psychological skill that will 
contribute to top performance in sport because 
it supports the athlete to focus on his/her own 
ability and subsequently to ignore the external 
pressure. According to Cox et al.

34
 when an 

athlete is in an uncertain situation and 
situations are experienced as a threat, anxiety 
occurs. The results of this study indicated that 
freedom from worry did not differ statistically 
significant between the male and female 
groups. In accordance with our results, Gábor 
et al.

24
 also found no statistical significant 

differences between young elite male and 
female ice hockey players, between 16 and 20 
years old, regarding freedom from worry. In 
contrast with the abovementioned Von 
Guenthner et al.

30
 found with a group of 

collegiate sport participants in various sports 
that females significantly outscored their male 
counterparts in freedom from worry. These 
contradictory results might be ascribed to 
various cognitive developments which take 
place between adolescence and adulthood. In 
a pressure situation, anxiety might also be 
higher when the participant perceives his or 
her skill level to be lower than what is required 
by the challenge, which might be the case with 
non-elite sport participants.   
 
Confidence is a very important sport 
psychological skill

35
 which can help an athlete 

overcome the barriers that keep them from 
performing during pressure situations for 
example competition

31
. Low confidence levels 

might lead to tiredness and low energy levels 
which are the opposite of what is required for 
performance

31
. A meta-analysis done by 

Woodman et al.
36

 on 42 studies showed that 
76% of the studies showed a positive 
relationship between confidence and sport 
performance which highlights the importance 
of confidence to reach top performance in 
sport. In this study there were no statistical 
significant differences in the confidence levels 
of male and female sport participants. These 
results are supported by the study of Gábor et 
al.

24
 which indicated no significant difference 

between young elite male and female ice 
hockey players (16-20 years).  
 
Coachability is a significant predictor of 
performance in sport

34
 and refers to the skill 
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where an athlete is able to listen to instructions 
and learn the skills as well as using criticism 
constructively and not takes it personally

19
. In 

this
19

 study a statistically significant difference 
was evident regarding the coachability of male 
and female sport participants. A study done on 
various collegiate sport participants

30
 revealed 

similar results, with no statistical significant 
difference between the male and female sport 
participants. A study on male and female 
amateur golf players with a mean age of 
43.41±12.55 years, the male golfers revealed a 
statistical significant higher value in 
coachability

37
 which is contrary to the results 

previously discussed. These contradictory 
results might be ascribed to the differences 
between the subjects’ age and accompanying 
development which took place from 
adolescence to adulthood. Older sport 
participants might have higher scores in 
coachability because of better listening skills to 
interpret instructions, better skill levels to 
execute instructions, and they might be able to 
deal better with criticism. 
 
In conclusion, it is clear that there still exists 
much contradiction regarding gender 
differences in sport psychological skills which 
warrants further investigation in this regard. 
The results of this study could possibly be 
ascribed to the fact that most existing studies 
were done on elite-level sport participants, 
while the subjects in the current study 
participated at the school level. Furthermore, 
age could also have had an influence on the 
results, seeing that most of the existing 
research on this topic was conducted on 
participants in late adolescence to early 
adulthood, therefore indicating that gender 
differences might become more apparent in 
the later developmental stages of adolescent 
sport participants. Different sport codes and 
level of participation can also play a role in 
which psychological skills are more developed 
because of the different mental skill 
requirements of each sport code. In some 
sport codes, the level of competition is tougher 
than in others. Lastly, most sport psychological 
questionnaires test the same skills but have 
different questions for the same skill which 
might result in different answers and different 
outcomes.  
 

Conclusion 

The results from this study revealed that there 
are no statistical significant differences in the 
sport psychological skills profiles of male and 
female adolescent sport participants.  
 

At present, the literature contains insufficient 
data, as well as contradictory results, with 
regards to the gender differences in the SPSs 
of adolescent sport participants, which makes 
the results of this study a valuable contribution 
to the field of sport and exercise psychology, 
thereby providing greater clarity on the topic. 
However, more longitudinal research studies 
are needed on gender-specific development of 
sport psychological skills during adolescence. 
This is because the psychological changes 
occur against a background of rapid physical 
change and cognitive understanding, 
influencing the differences in psychological 
development during the adolescent phase of 
males and females

38
.  

 
The findings from this study can, however, 
enable coaches, sport psychological 
consultants and sport scientists to understand 
that although male and female adolescent 
sport participants differ significantly in 
anthropometrical, physical and motor abilities

39
 

no significant differences regarding the sport 
psychological skills were found in this group. 
Although the results are based on a small 
group of participants various sporting codes, 
the results might be an indication that 13-year-
old male and female adolescents, which exhibit 
similar characteristics to the group that was 
researched in this study, can be exposed to 
the same general mental skills training 
programmes. However, further research is 
required in this area. 
 
Regardless of the benefits of this study, 
limitations were also identified. The group was 
not randomly selected and therefore caution 
should be taken when generalising the results 
to other adolescent sport participants. 
Recommendations for future research 
regarding the sport psychological skills of 
adolescents thus include random selection of a 
group, making use of different sporting codes 
and including participants from various races. 
Studies done over longer periods of time which 
investigate the influence of growth on the 
development of the sport psychological skills of 
adolescents are also encouraged. Lastly, these 
authors would recommend comparing males 
and females in mid-adolescence, late 
adolescence and early adulthood in order to 
determine when the most significant 
differences regarding sport psychological skills 
between the genders occur. 
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