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Abstract 

It is observed that the appearance of aggression and violent anti-social behavior in sports 
contradicts the Olimpia culture inherent in sports. Therefore, this research was conducted in 
order to reveal the causes and consequences of negative behaviors observed in sports, to 
examine the empathy skills and moral decision-making attitudes of athletes in terms of 
different variables. The research was arranged by the screening survey model. A total of 319 
athletes, 180 men, and 139 women, engaged in individual and team sports in the city where 
the research was conducted, voluntarily participated in this research. Personal information 
form, “Prediction in Sports and Empathy in Sports” and “Attitudes to Moral Decision-making 
in Youth Sport Questionnaire” were applied to the participants. In the analysis of the data, the 
Manova test and the LSD test were used to determine the source of the difference. As a result 
of the research, while a significant difference was found in favor of men in terms of gender in 
empathy skills(p < .05); there was not found a significant difference in terms of sports branch 
and sports year(p > .05). In terms of the sports year variable, the moral decision-making 
attitude scores of individuals who have just started sports (0-2 years) compared to individuals 
who have been doing sports for a long time(9+ years) were found to be higher and this result 
was found to indicate a statistically significant difference(p < .05). There was not found a 
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significant difference in moral decision-making attitudes scores in terms of sports year and 
gender.  

Keywords: Sports, Empathy, Moral-decision making 

1. Introduction 

It is seen that aggression and violent behaviors emerge in athletes with the ambition to win 
brought by the competitive and success factor inherent in sports (Bull, 1991; Yücel, Atalay, & 
Gürkan, 2015).  

Morality is the shape of the distinction between good and bad behavior (Ministry of 
Education, 2013). Many developmental scientists agree that morality is not only related to the 
individual but also their behaviors and actions towards others (Killen & Smetana, 2015). For 
this reason, it can be said that racism, aggressive attitude, violent acts, and behaviors 
experienced in today’s sports environment are directly related to the moral attitude of the 
individual.  

In sports competitions, the competitive environment and ambition to win, which are evident 
in today’s conditions, make the action and moral attitude of the individual more visible (F. Ö. 
Kuter & M. Kuter, 2012). Moral attitude in sports, as well as abiding by the rules of the game; 
also refers to love, respect, honesty, helpfulness, sacrifice, and fair play towards teammates 
and opponents. It is observed that individuals who internalize moral attitude behaviors in 
sports reflect these values to their social lives (Popescu & Masari, 2011).  

Individuals may encounter different situations in the sports environment. In the face of these 
situations, the individual enters the decision-making process with a moral attitude. Moral 
decision-making means that the individual chooses the right thing as a result of his moral 
values (Daştan, Bellikli, & Bayraktar, 2015).  

In the sports environment, it has been stated that the motivational levels of the athletes have a 
significant relationship with the moral decision-making process, and the motivational climate 
initiated by the trainers on the athletes (Wagnsson, Stenling, Gustafsson, & Augustsson, 
2016), has a significant relationship between basic psychological satisfaction and moral 
decision making, and it has been reported that athletes with high levels psychological 
satisfaction have a positive contribution to moral decision-making (Hodge & Gucciardi, 
2015). In terms of the parental style model and its relationship with the moral 
decision-making process, athletes with authoritarian parents behave more carefully in making 
moral decisions than athletes without authoritarian parents (Yaffe, Levental, Arey, & Lev, 
2021), it was observed that moral-decision making processes were negatively affected by 
athletes having egocentric thinking in terms of egocentric thinking and moral-decision 
making process (Shrout, Voelker, Munro, & Kubitz, 2016). 

In the sports environment, the moral decision-making attitude of the individual can manifest 
itself with positive behaviors and actions towards their competitors and friends. Although 
these positive behaviors and actions are directly related to the empathy skills of the individual; 
it is said that empathy anxiety prevents anti-social behaviors (Feshbach & Feshbach, 1986; 
Kavussanu, Ring, & Kavanagh, 2014). As a matter of fact, Kavussanu et al.’s (2009) research 
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on male and female athletes aged 15-47 in 2009 revealed that individuals with high empathy 
skills avoid exhibiting anti-social behaviors that are common in the sports environment. 

Empathy is generally expressed in two ways as “cognitive empathy” and “emotional 
empathy”. The individual’s understanding of the “feelings and thoughts” of the other person, 
for example; Just as the conclusion that someone is sad is “cognitive empathy”, the individual 
experiences the “feelings” of the other person, for example; Just as when someone is sad, the 
state of being sad with him is defined as “emotional empathy” (Bloom, 2017). For this reason, 
it becomes an undeniable fact that the development of empathy skills of the individual not 
only contributes positively to the social life of the society but is also needed in the sports 
environment.  

It is observed that individuals with high empathy skills have lower violent and aggressive 
behaviors in the sports environment (Kavussanu, Stamp, Slade, & Ring, 2009). However, 
some trainers focus on success along with the ambition to win. For this reason, it is thought 
that the increase of anxiety levels for their teammates and rival players together with the 
development of empathy skills of athletes will create a mental and physical performance 
deficiency on their athletes (Shields & Bredemeier, 1994; Sezen, Balçikanli, & Sezen, 2017).  

It is stated that the individual develops his communication and empathy skills with the 
training programs applied for the development of physical, cognitive, and sensory skills in 
the sports environment and that the individual exhibits positive behaviors in the social 
environment with the development of these skills (Hermens, Super, Verkooijen, & Koelen, 
2017).  

It is a fact that individuals participating in sports are exposed to racism, aggressive attitude, 
and violent behaviors, especially in today’s sports environment, by their teammates or rival 
team athletes, which damage the concept of “moral person” intended in the sports 
environment. It is thought that one of the factors that will enable individuals to have morality 
is sports. For this reason, it is aimed to determine the moral decision-making attitudes and 
empathy skills of athlete students studying at the high school level. Thus, it will be 
understood to what extent participating in sports affects on moral decision-making attitude 
and empathy. 

2. Method 

2.1 Research Method 

This research, which examines the empathy skills and moral decision-making attitudes of 
high school students in the sports environment in terms of some variables, is in the screening 
survey model. Screening survey models are expressed as research approaches that aim to 
describe a past or present situation as it exists. In this model, the individual or object subject 
to the research is tried to be defined within its conditions, it is addressed as it exists and the 
opinions of the participants or interests, skills, attitudes, etc. features are tried to be 
determined (Karasar, 2019).  
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2.2 Research Group 

The research group of the research consists of students studying in-state high schools in the 
2020-2021 academic year. The research group was determined using the simple random 
sampling method. In this sampling method, all units have an equal and independent chance to 
be selected as sampling (Büyüköztürk et al., 2013). 319 high school students (male age = 
16.05±2.08, female age = 15.13±2.02) participated in the research. Within the scope of the 
research, a questionnaire was distributed to 349 high school students and after the missing or 
incorrectly filled questionnaires were removed, the research was carried out with the data of 
the remaining 319 students. The legal permission was obtained from the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Ethics Committee of Balıkesir University for the application of the research. 
Voluntary participation was taken as a basis in the execution of the application. The 
measurement tools described in the data collection tools section were applied to the students.  

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistical information 

  Frequency Percent 

Gender 
Male 178 55.8 

Female 141 44. 

Sports 
Individual 157 49.2 

Team 162 50.8 

Sports year 

0-2 years 41 12.9 

3-5 years 78 24.5 

6-8 years 81 25.4 

9 years and above 119 37.3 

 Total 319 100.0 

 

2.3 Data Collection Tools 

In the collection of research data, “Personal Information Form”, “Prediction in Sports and 
Empathy in Sports” and “Attitudes to Moral Decision-making in Youth Sport Questionnaire” 
were used.  

2.3.1 Personal Information Form 

In the personal information form created by the researcher based on the literature; There are 
age, gender, sports branch (team sports and individual sports), and sports year information.  

2.3.2 Prediction in Sports and Empathy in Sports 

In this research, “Prediction in Sports and Empathy in Sports” developed by Erkuş and 
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Yakupoğlu (2001) was used to determine the emphatic skill levels of athletes. The 
four-category Likert-type scale consisting of 32 items related to the emotional and cognitive 
aspects of empathy in the sports environment was applied to 278 athletes in the first trial 
application and the non-working items were removed as a result of the analyzes and reduced 
to 19 items. The second trial application was carried out on 242 athletes and as a result of the 
analysis, the final scale consisting of 2 factors (Prediction in Sports and Emotional Empathy 
in Sports) was created. The reliability of the scale is stated as 0.789; is at an acceptable level.  

2.3.3 Attitudes to Moral Decision-making in Youth Sport Questionnaire 

The “Attitudes to Moral Decision-making in Youth Questionnaire” developed by Lee, 
Whitehead, and Ntoumanis (2007) to measure the moral decision-making attitudes of athletes, 
and Gürpınar (2014) conducted a Turkish validity and reliability to collect data in the 
research was used. In the research, the Cronbach Alpha coefficient of the scale was 0.76, and 
the test-retest reliability coefficient was 0.855. The original scale is a 5-point Likert-type 
scale with 9 items and 3 sub-dimensions and scored between strongly disagree (1) and 
strongly agree (5). The sub-dimensions of the scale are to adopt a love of competition, to 
adopt cheating, and to protect fair winning. It is factored to measure moral decision-making 
attitudes. All of the items on the scale have a negative meaning. Higher scores on the scale 
mean that athletes are more likely to differ from morality. The reliability analysis of the scales 
used in the research is presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Values for the scales 

Scales N Cronbach’s Alpha Mean SD 

SEM 16 .87 3.54 .36 

AMDYSQ 9 .70 4.20 .55 

Note. SEM: Empathy in Sports Environment; AMDYSQ: Attitudes to Moral 
Decision-making in Youth Questionnaire. 

 

2.4 Analysis of Data 

The SPSS 25 package program was used to analyze the data in the research. While the 
frequency and percentage analysis were used to determine the descriptive characteristics of 
the students participating in the research, the arithmetic mean and standard deviation analyzes 
were used to determine the attitude levels of empathy and moral decision-making in the 
sports environment. Empathy and moral decision-making attitude levels in sports in terms of 
gender (male and female), sports branch (individual sports and team sports), and sports year 
(0-2 years, 3-5 years, 6-8 years, and 9 years and above) variables Manova analysis was 
carried out to determine whether it differs or not. The homogeneity of covariance matrices 
and variances were tested and according to the analysis result, it was determined that the 
covariance matrices were homogeneous (F = 1.106, p > .05). For this reason, Wilks’ Lambda 
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values were taken into consideration. In order to determine the source of the differences, the 
LSD test, which is one of the post hoc tests used when the variance distribution is 
homogeneous, was used. The level of significance in the research was determined as p < .05. 

3. Results 

The results of the analyzes conducted in order to determine the high school students’ level of 
empathy in the sports environment and the moral decision-making attitude in sports and the 
differences between the groups are given below. 

Manova analysis was conducted to examine the total scores of SEM and AMDYSQ scales in 
the research. SEM and AMDYSQ total scores were entered as the dependent variable to the 
model. The variables of gender (female, male), sports branch (team sport, individual sports), 
and sports year (0-2 years, 3-5 years, 6-8 years, 9 years and above) were entered as 
independent variables to the model. 

As a result of Manova analysis, gender*sports branch*sports year main effect (Wilks’ 
Lambda = .964, F(6, 604) = 1.869, p = .084, η² = .018) sports branch*sports year main effect 
(Wilks’ Lambda = .977, F(6, 604) = 1.175, p = .318, η² = .012), gender*sports year main effect 
(Wilks’ Lambda = .974, F(6, 604) = 1.328, p = .242, η² = .013), gender*sports branch main 
effect (Wilks’ Lambda = .999, F(2, 302) = .186, p = .830, η² = .001) and sports branch main 
effect (Wilks’ Lambda = .997, F(2, 302) = .502, p = .606, η² = .003) was not found significant. 
Gender main effect (Wilks’ Lambda = .962, F(2, 302) = 5.920, p = .003, η² = .038) and sports 
year main effect (Wilks’ Lambda = .946, F(6, 604) = 2.817, p = .010, η² = .027) were significant. 
A follow-up test was conducted on the main effects of sports branch, gender and sports year 
variables, and the results are presented in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. SEM and AMDYSQ Follow-up test for sports branch, gender and sports year 
variables 

Source Dependent Variable Mean SD F Sig. η² LSD

Sport Branch 
SEM 3.54 .37 .004 .951 .000 

 
AMDYSQ 4.20 .55 1.004 .317 .003 

Gender 
SEM 

Male 3.55 .37
11.692 .001* .037 

 Female 3.51 .36

AMDYSQ 4.20 .55 .000 .993 .000 

Sport Year 

SEM  3.54 .37 .085 .968 .001 

1 > 4
AMDYSQ 

0-2 years 4.33 .60

 .001* .051 
3-5 years 4.25 .50

6-8 years 4.17 .50

+9 4.11 .58

Note. * p < .05; SEM: Empathy in Sports Environment; AMDYSQ: Attitudes to Moral 
Decision-making in Youth Questionnaire; 0-2 = 1, 3-5 = 2, 6-8 = 3; +9 = 4. 
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As a result of the Manova follow-up test performed in Table 3, it was determined that there is 
a significant difference in the SEM averages of female and male students (F = 11.692, p < .05, 
η² = .037).When the averages obtained from the SEM scale were evaluated, it was 
determined that the scores of the male students (Mean = 3.55, SD = .37) were significantly 
different from the scores of the female students (Mean = 3.51, SD = .36). In addition, it has 
been determined that gender explains 3.7% of the empathy behavior in the sports 
environment. As the AMDYSQ scale was found to be significant in the sports year variable, 
LSD test was applied from multiple comparison tests, and the average scores of individuals 
who did sports for 0-2 years (Mean = 4.33, SS = .60) were found to be significantly higher 
than the average scores of individuals who did sports +9 years (Mean = 4.11, SS = .55). It has 
been determined that the sports year variable explains 5.4% of AMDYSQ. 

4. Discussion 

With this research, empathy skills and moral decision-making attitudes of athletes were 
examined in terms of some variables (gender, sports year, and sports branch). 

Depending on the gender variable, the empathy skill averages of males were found to be 
higher than that of females, and this change was found to be statistically significant. When 
looking at the literature, Murray (1998) found that females were more successful than males 
in terms of empathy skills in his research, but; he stated that males can be as successful in 
empathy as females as a result of supporting their empathy skills with necessary education 
(Murray, 1998; Özbek, 2015). Again, Cotton (2001) found that empathy skills make a 
statistically significant difference according to the age variable and this difference is in favor 
of individuals with advanced age. In this sense, it can be said that the empathy skill score in 
the research is in favor of males, due to the result that the average age of male athletes is 
higher than the average age of female athletes. Yiğiter (2008) stated in his research that the 
empathy skill scores of males are higher than females. The stated result is similar to this 
research. Garcia, Lopez, and Gutierrez (2015) stated in their research that gender factor does 
not make a significant difference on empathic tendency; according to some researches in the 
literature, it has been revealed that empathy skill scores show a significant difference in favor 
of females in terms of gender (Toussaint & Webb, 2005; Turnage et al., 2012; Carlo et al., 
2003; Hojat et al., 2014; Rueckert & Naybar, 2008). The results stated in this sense differ 
from the results of this research.  

There was not found a statistically significant difference in the empathy skills of the sports 
year variable in the research. When we review at the literature, while our research results are 
similar to some researches (Karabulut & Bahadır, 2013; Mutlu et al., 2014; Topçu, 2019), 
there are also results indicating that there is a significant difference between the sports year 
and empathy skills in different researches (Erkmen, 2017; Elik, 2017; Ayaş & Çoban, 2018). 

According to this research, it was concluded that empathy skills did not show a statistically 
significant difference in terms of sports branch. When the literature is examined, some 
researches show similar results with this research (Laborde et al., 2014; Kajbafnezhad et al., 
2012; Batinic et al., 2014), there are also researches in the literature stating that the empathy 
skill scores of individuals who are engaged in team sports are higher than those who are 
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engaged in individual sports and that reveal different results with these research results 
(Akelaitis et al., 2018; Soflu et al., 2011; Singh & Mili, 2015).  

There was not found a statistically significant difference in terms of moral decision-making 
attitudes among individuals engaged in sports, depending on the gender variable in the 
research. Arslan (2018) revealed similar results to our research in his research. In some 
researches, it was stated that female athletes’ moral decision-making attitude scores were 
higher than male athletes (Lee et al., 2007; Koul, 2012; Ponseti et al., 2012; Turan, 2020).  

According to the results of the research, when the moral decision-making attitude was 
examined in terms of the sports year variable, the scores of the individuals who started sports 
(0-2 years) were found to be higher than the individuals who did sports for 9 years or longer, 
and it has been determined that this result also creates a statistically significant difference. 
The reason for this can be stated as the increase in the anxiety of gaining financial gain by 
individuals who have been in the sports environment for a long time, and the feeling of 
struggle and ambition prevents the individual’s self-control mechanism. Görgülü et al. (2018) 
stated in their research that with the industrialization of sports, the phenomenon of 
winning-losing evolved into an all-or-nothing feeling, and as a result, anti-social and 
anti-sports behaviors emerged. In some studies in the literature, it has been observed that the 
moral decision-making attitudes of individuals who have just started sports are higher than 
those who have been engaged in sports for a long time, and this result is statistically 
significant (Lee et al., 2007; Coulomb-Cabagno & Rascle, 2006). These results are similar to 
the research conducted. In different researches, it was stated that there was no significant 
difference between the sports year variable and the moral decision-making attitude (Arslan, 
2018; Sağın & Akbuga, 2019).  

According to the sports branch variable, there was no significant difference between 
individuals engaged in team sports and individual sports in terms of moral decision-making 
attitudes. Lee et al. (2007) stated in their research that the moral attitude scores of individuals 
who are engaged in team sports are lower than those who are interested in individual sports. 
Again, when the literature is reviewed, it was observed that the athletes who are interested in 
sports branches with a high level of combat and physical contact have low moral 
decision-making attitudes (Tucker & Parks, 2001; Mouratidou, Chatzopoulos, & Karamavrou, 
2007). According to some researches, empathy skills were examined according to different 
branches of team sports and it was stated that athletes interested in volleyball attach more 
importance to sportive values than basketball (Tsai & Fung, 2005). The results of the 
researches mentioned and the results of this research differ.  

5. Conclusion 

According to these results, the empathic tendencies of athletic individuals; There was no 
statistically significant difference in terms of sports year and sports branch variable, but it 
was concluded that there was a significant difference in terms of gender variable; In the moral 
decision-making dimension, it was determined that only the sports year variable made a 
significant difference. 
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