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Abstract

Introduction: Aggression in sports, whether as an emotional response or a strategic behavior, can impact athletic
performance positively or negatively depending on context and the athlete’s capacity for emotion regulation.
Uncontrolled emotional aggression may disrupt concentration, impair teamwork, and elevate anxiety levels.
Understanding aggression types, underlying mechanisms, and their performance effects is crucial for developing
effective interventions.

Methods: A systematic literature review was conducted following PRISMA 2009 guidelines. Peer-reviewed studies
published between 2020 and 2024 were retrieved from PubMed, Scopus, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. Inclusion
criteria comprised empirical studies (quantitative or qualitative) examining the relationship between aggression and
athletic performance in amateur or professional athletes, published in English or Indonesian. Five eligible studies were
analyzed using narrative synthesis. The review protocol was not registered in PROSPERO.

Results: Findings indicate that aggression’s impact on performance is context-dependent. Instrumental aggression,
defined as goal-directed and regulated, may enhance performance in contact sports such as boxing or team-based
competitions, where strategic aggression is functional. Conversely, unregulated emotional aggression is associated with
performance decrements, particularly in non-contact sports requiring precision, focus, and emotional control. Intrinsic
motivation demonstrated a more consistent and stronger association with performance outcomes than aggression.
Conclusion: Controlled aggression can be performance-enhancing in contact sports, while unregulated emotional
aggression typically hinders performance, especially in precision-demanding sports. Integrating emotion regulation
training and fostering intrinsic motivation into athlete development programs may optimize adaptive aggression.
Limitations include the small number of studies and lack of formal methodological quality assessment.
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Introduction

Aggression is a significant psychological factor in sports that can influence athletic performance both individually
and in team-based contexts. It is commonly defined as behavior intended to cause physical or verbal harm to others."
In the field of sport psychology, aggression is typically categorized into two main types: instrumental aggression, which
is controlled and goal-directed (e.g., to win a match), and emotional aggression, which is impulsive and driven by anger.

While some argue that aggression may enhance athletic performance by increasing competitiveness, sport
psychologists often contend that aggression, particularly when uncontrolled, is frequently linked to frustration and may
hinder goal achievement.2 Recent studies have shown that unregulated aggression tends to negatively impact athletic
performance. Athletes with elevated levels of aggression are more likely to experience anxiety, reduced concentration,
impaired teamwork, and an increased risk of conflict and injury."

Athletic performance is influenced by a complex interplay of factors, including physical fitness, technical and
tactical skills, and psychosocial elements.* Aggression does not occur in isolation but is shaped by numerous variables
such as personality traits, social norms, sport type, and competition level. For example, Greitemeyer reported that dark
personality traits, including psychopathy and Machiavellianism, are associated with heightened aggression in sports.®
Similarly, Sofia and Cruz found that contact sports generally elicit higher levels of aggression compared to non-contact
sports.®

Kostorz and Sas-Nowosielski observed that athletes practicing traditional martial arts such as aikido and karate
demonstrated lower levels of aggression than those participating in combat sports like boxing and wrestling. This finding
highlights the role of sport-specific values and philosophies in shaping how aggression is expressed.”
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The relationship between aggression and athletic performance is not necessarily linear or uniformly positive. A
study conducted in Pakistan by Bibi et al. found that aggression did not significantly contribute to enhanced performance,
whereas motivation had a more substantial effect.® Likewise, Qureshi et al. reported that aggression among female
volleyball players could impair performance, particularly under emotional pressure during competition.® Marwat et al.
noted that although well-regulated aggression may increase courage and focus, uncontrolled aggression generally
impairs performance.

As competitive pressures in modern sports continue to intensify, it becomes increasingly important to
understand the dual nature of aggression and its impact on athletic performance. While controlled and goal-oriented
aggression may enhance competitiveness—especially in contact sports—emotional and unregulated aggression can
disrupt focus, undermine team cohesion, and elevate injury risk. Moreover, competitive stress can act as a trigger for
aggressive responses, potentially compromising both physical performance and mental well-being.

Therefore, effective management of aggression is essential to optimize performance and promote a healthy,
sportsmanlike atmosphere. Aggressive tendencies also vary by sport type, gender, and cultural background,
underscoring the importance of personalized and context-sensitive approaches to athlete training and development.

Although numerous studies have explored the association between aggression and athletic performance,
findings remain inconsistent due to variability in sport contexts, individual characteristics, and competitive environments.
To date, however, no comprehensive systematic synthesis has thoroughly examined how different forms of aggression
influence performance across a broad range of sports disciplines.

In light of these discrepancies, this systematic review aims to synthesize and clarify the relationship between
aggression and athletic performance more comprehensively. The objective is to critically examine literature that
evaluates the effects of both controlled (instrumental) and uncontrolled (emotional) aggression on performance
outcomes—whether individual or team-based—across various sports, using observational or experimental studies
published since 2020 and without requiring an explicit comparator.

Methods

This study adopted a systematic literature review design, following the PRISMA 2020 (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines. The objective was to synthesize empirical evidence on
the influence of aggression on athletic performance, drawing from peer-reviewed articles published since 2020. A
comprehensive online literature search was conducted in May 2025 using four internationally recognized databases:
PubMed, ScienceDirect, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Only articles published from 2020 onward, written in English or
Indonesian, and appearing in peer-reviewed journals were included.

The search strategy utilized the following keywords: ("aggression"[Title/Abstract] OR "agresi"[Title/Abstract])
AND ("sport performance"[Title/Abstract] OR "performa olahraga"[Title/Abstract] OR "athlete"[Title/Abstract]). The unit
of analysis was the article itself, rather than individual study participants. Only full-text articles presenting verifiable
empirical data were considered eligible. This review was not registered in any protocol registry, such as PROSPERO.

The inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) articles published in 2020 or later, (2) studies explicitly examining
psychological or behavioral aggression in relation to athletic performance, (3) research designs categorized as
quantitative, qualitative, or empirical reviews, (4) articles written in English or Indonesian, and (5) full-text availability.
Studies were excluded if they did not directly explore the relationship between aggression and performance, were not
available in full-text, or were published prior to 2020.

The PICOS framework was applied to structure the eligibility criteria: Participants (P) were athletes from various
sports disciplines; Intervention or Exposure (I) was aggression, including verbal, physical, emotional, or instrumental
forms; Comparison (C) was not explicitly defined; Outcome (O) was athletic performance; and Study Design (S) included
quantitative, qualitative, and empirical review methodologies.

The article selection process followed the four stages of the PRISMA flow diagram: identification, screening,
eligibility, and inclusion. During the identification stage, 1,360 articles were retrieved. In the screening phase, articles
were filtered based on publication year, topic relevance (aggression and athletic performance), and full-text availability,
yielding eight potentially relevant studies. After the removal of three duplicates, eight articles proceeded to the eligibility
stage. These were subjected to detailed abstract and full-text review to verify whether they examined specific forms of
aggression (verbal, physical, emotional, or instrumental) in relation to sports performance. Ultimately, five articles met
all inclusion criteria and were retained for final analysis.

Data extraction was performed independently by two reviewers. Any discrepancies were resolved through
discussion and consensus. Extracted data included article title, authors, year of publication, research design,
characteristics of study participants, type of aggression assessed, performance indicators, and main findings. These
data were then compiled into a synthesis table to facilitate pattern identification and cross-study comparison.

Due to the methodological heterogeneity of the included studies and the variability in measurement tools, a
narrative synthesis approach was employed. Statistical analyses such as risk ratios or mean differences were not
applied. The synthesis focused on identifying patterns in the relationship between aggression and athletic performance,
determining which types of aggression exerted the greatest influence, assessing the use of psychological interventions,
and deriving practical implications for aggression management in competitive sports contexts.

This review did not conduct a formal risk of bias assessment for individual studies. Additionally, inter-study
biases, such as publication bias or selective reporting, were not systematically evaluated due to the limited number of
included articles. Subgroup analyses or meta-regression were not performed, given the small sample size and
methodological diversity across the included studies.
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Results

This systematic review analyzed five eligible studies that examined the relationship between aggression and
athletic performance. The findings revealed diverse outcomes, shaped by sport type, gender, and psychological factors
(Table 1). Overall, aggression was not consistently linked with enhanced performance. Some studies reported no
significant effects, while others indicated that functional aggression could support competitive outcomes under specific
conditions.

Table 1. Summary of Included Studies

No Title & Author(s) Year Study Design  Sport Type Sample Aggression Relationship Key Findings
Focus with
Performance

1 A Comparative 2025 Quantitative, Volleyball 200 male Physical, verbal Gender- No significant
Analysis of survey, and female aggression, based differences (p > 0.05);
Aggression among independent athletes anger, hostility comparison similar aggression
Male and Female t-test (15-21 levels across genders
Athletes (Naheed years),
et al.) Pakistan

2 Effects of 2023 Quantitative, Various 300 young Emotional Impact on Aggression not
Aggression  and survey, sports athletes aggression and performance significant (p = 0.907);
Motivation on the logistic (unspecified)  (16-22 motivation motivation  significant
Sports regression years) (p = 0.001); focus
Performance  of recommended on
Athletes (Bibi et motivation
al.)

3 Aggression 2021 Quantitative, Martial arts 219 male Physical/verbal Comparison Martial arts athletes
Dimensions BPAQ, and combat and female aggression, by sport and less aggressive than
Among  Athletes parametric sports athletes anger, hostility gender combat sport athletes;
Practising Martial analysis women < men; training
Arts and Combat experience not
Sports  (Kostorz significant
and Sas-

Nowosielski)

4 Impact of 2020 Descriptive, Volleyball 52 female Total aggression Association Significant  correlation
Aggression on survey, linear athletes score with (r=0.587, p<0.05); R?
Sports regression (16-22 performance = 0.483; functional
Performance  of years) aggression may
Volleyball Female improve performance
Players (Qureshi
etal.)

5 Effects of 2022 Narrative Multiple Not Aggression and Ethical and Uncontrolled
Aggression  and review, sports specified violence in sport  social aggression  reduces
Violence in Sports, theoretical implications sportsmanship,

Its Effects on analysis increases injury risk,
Sports and harms the sport's
Performance image; recommends

ethical education and
strong officiating

Naheed et al. explored gender-based differences in aggression among male and female volleyball athletes.™
Their results indicated no statistically significant differences in physical aggression, verbal aggression, anger, or hostility
between genders (p > 0.05), suggesting that gender may not be a key determinant of aggression in this context.

Bibi et al. assessed the effects of aggression and motivation on the performance of young athletes.®2 While
motivation demonstrated a significant influence on performance (p = 0.001), aggression did not (p = 0.907). These
findings underscore the importance of prioritizing motivation over aggression control in athlete development strategies.

Kostorz and Sas-Nowosielski conducted a comparative analysis between martial arts and combat sports
athletes.” Their study revealed that martial arts practitioners exhibited lower levels of aggression than combat sports
athletes. Additionally, female athletes reported lower aggression levels than males, and training experience was not
significantly associated with aggression levels.

In contrast, Qureshi et al. reported a significant positive relationship between aggression and performance
among female volleyball players.® The correlation coefficient was r = 0.587 (p < 0.05), and the regression analysis
indicated R? = 0.483, meaning that approximately 48.3% of performance variance could be explained by aggression.
These results suggest that when appropriately managed, functional aggression may enhance performance, particularly
under emotionally intense competitive conditions.

Marwat et al. provided a theoretical review examining the social and ethical dimensions of aggression and
violence in sport.” The authors emphasized that uncontrolled aggression undermines sportsmanship, increases the risk
of injury, and tarnishes the public image of sports. They recommended promoting ethical education, responsible media
coverage, and strong officiating to mitigate these negative effects.

Three additional articles were excluded at the final stage of selection because they did not explicitly examine
the relationship between aggression and performance, or they addressed aggression in a broader social context without
incorporating performance-related variables.

(Marwat et al.)
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In summary, the reviewed evidence suggests that aggression does not universally enhance athletic
performance. Its impact appears to be highly context-dependent, influenced by sport type, aggression form (functional
vs. emotional), and individual athlete characteristics.

Discussion

This discussion addresses the central question of this systematic review: how does aggression influence athletic
performance, and how do sport type, form of aggression, and individual athlete characteristics moderate this
relationship? The findings are interpreted through the lenses of emotion regulation theory and the social-cognitive theory
of aggression, both of which posit that aggression can be either functional or dysfunctional depending on how emotional
responses are managed in competitive contexts.

Aggression in sports is a multifaceted phenomenon shaped by the nature of the sport, athlete personality traits,
forms of aggression (instrumental vs emotional), and the athlete’s ability to regulate emotions. Previous studies and
meta-analyses suggest that instrumental aggression—which is goal-directed and regulated—can enhance
performance, particularly in contact sports such as martial arts or team competitions, where it may serve as a legitimate
competitive strategy.’ In contrast, unmanaged emotional aggression often disrupts mental stability, concentration, and
emotional control, negatively affecting performance in precision-based disciplines such as gymnastics, archery, or
badminton.'37"°

Evidence suggests that well-regulated aggression can improve performance in physical contact sports. Athletes
are frequently more motivated when aggression is instrumental and directed toward achieving competitive goals. In
such contexts, aggression may contribute to greater endurance, courage, and emotional resilience. For example, martial
artists have been shown to exhibit lower levels of aggression than combat sport athletes such as boxers or wrestlers,
potentially due to the philosophical principles underlying martial arts practice.'® In contrast, sports like boxing often
incorporate aggression as a strategic component to secure victory."”

Controlled aggression may also help athletes enhance focus and resilience. In sports like boxing, where mental
toughness is critical, aggression may improve reaction time and facilitate strategic decision-making. However, the role
of coaches and sport psychologists is essential in ensuring that aggression remains functional and does not escalate
into destructive behaviors that increase anxiety or the risk of injury.

In contact sports, aggression is frequently perceived as a legitimate component of performance. Maharani and
Nurcahyo found that athletes in contact sports tend to exhibit higher levels of aggression, viewing it as a tool for achieving
competitive success.'® Similarly, Manalu et al. emphasized that high-stakes disciplines such as wrestling and boxing
often foster aggression as a survival mechanism and a winning strategy.'® Nonetheless, as Marwat et al. have
demonstrated, unregulated aggression can undermine performance, increase injury risk, and erode sportsmanship.*®

Meta-analytic studies indicate that short-term interventions involving non-contact sports (less than six months)
are more effective in reducing aggression among children and adolescents than longer-duration programs.?°~2' Yang et
al. further noted that non-contact sports more effectively reduce aggressive behavior in youth compared to contact
sports.??

In non-contact sports such as badminton, table tennis, and archery, poorly regulated aggression can disrupt
psychological composure and impair performance.?',> Excessive emotional aggression can elevate anxiety levels,
reduce concentration, and result in technical execution errors—all of which are detrimental to athletic outcomes.

Psychosocial factors also mediate the relationship between aggression and performance. Traits associated with
the "dark triad"—psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism—are significantly correlated with heightened
aggression in competitive contexts.? Marsha and Wijaya found that, under competitive pressure, aggression in female
athletes was positively associated with performance, suggesting that aggression can play an adaptive role if well
managed.** Aggression may also harm team dynamics, particularly in non-contact team sports. For example, in
volleyball, interpersonal conflict stemming from aggression can disrupt team cohesion and negatively affect match
outcomes.?®

From an emotion regulation perspective, an athlete’s capacity to identify, interpret, and regulate emotional
responses under pressure plays a central role in managing aggression.? Stankovi¢ et al. found that poorly managed
stress exacerbates aggressive behavior and diminishes performance. Accordingly, emotion regulation strategies—such
as biofeedback, progressive muscle relaxation (PMR), and mindfulness—are highly recommended for athletes in high-
stress environments.2873°

These techniques can be further supported by cognitive approaches, including Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
(CBT), which helps athletes reframe irrational beliefs that fuel aggression. CBT enhances emotional control and
facilitates the transformation of aggression into constructive competitive energy.

Recent studies also highlight the role of implicit aggression—subconscious or less overt forms of aggression—
in martial arts performance. When managed adaptively, implicit aggression may enhance focus and strategic intent.333
This finding underscores the need to consider subconscious psychological processes in the design of athletic training
programs.

Educational and sport-based emotional interventions, such as judo instruction, have also been shown to reduce
verbal aggression and improve emotional intelligence among adolescents.*®* Harwood-Gross et al. concluded that
martial arts may function as therapeutic modalities for managing aggression in children and adolescents.®®

From a theoretical perspective, these findings contribute to a deeper understanding of how aggression control
and emotion regulation affect not only competitive performance, but also mental readiness, team collaboration, and
decision-making. Practically, they advocate for transdisciplinary, psychophysiological approaches to athlete
development. Physiotherapists, as key members of the multidisciplinary sports team, can contribute significantly to
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aggression and stress management through relaxation training, biofeedback interventions, and education on
physiological signals of aggression.

Overall, the findings—supported by both meta-analyses and intervention studies—demonstrate that adaptively
managed aggression is critical, especially in contact sports. In contrast, emotional aggression consistently impairs
performance in non-contact sports, as indicated by cross-sectional and experimental studies. These insights are of
practical value to coaches, sport psychologists, and physiotherapists in designing holistic athlete training and
development programs.

Nevertheless, this review is subject to several limitations. At the study level, most of the included studies used
cross-sectional designs, limiting the ability to draw causal inferences between aggression and performance. At the
outcome level, there was considerable variation in the instruments used to measure aggression, ranging from self-report
questionnaires to implicit assessment tools. This methodological heterogeneity limited comparability and introduced
potential inconsistencies in interpretation.

At the review level, the diversity of sport types, participant characteristics, and measurement techniques
reduced the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the potential for publication bias must be acknowledged, as
most studies were conducted in specific sports or high-income countries, possibly limiting the relevance of the findings
to broader or underrepresented athletic populations. Moreover, the reliance on self-report instruments in several studies
may have introduced perceptual bias, affecting the objectivity of the data.

In practical terms, this review underscores the importance of integrating aggression management—particularly
emotion and stress regulation—into comprehensive training programs. Coaches, psychologists, and physiotherapists
should work collaboratively to develop tailored interventions aligned with the demands of the sport and the psychological
profiles of athletes.

These findings reinforce the need for integrated approaches that combine physical conditioning, psychological
development, and emotional education. Future research should incorporate longitudinal designs to explore the long-
term effects of aggression on performance and include qualitative methods to capture athletes’ lived experiences of
aggression and emotional control across diverse cultural settings.

Conclusion

The findings of this review highlight the complex impact of aggression on athletic performance, which varies
depending on the type of aggression (instrumental vs emotional), the nature of the sport (contact vs non-contact), and
the athlete’s ability to regulate emotions. Instrumental and controlled aggression has been shown to enhance
performance, particularly in contact sports such as martial arts or team games, where aggression is often part of a
legitimate competitive strategy. In contrast, unmanaged emotional aggression tends to hinder performance, especially
in non-contact sports that require high levels of concentration, mental composure, and precision.

Compared to aggression, intrinsic motivation has consistently emerged as a more reliable factor in promoting
optimal athletic performance. This supports prior literature suggesting that aggression is neither the sole nor primary
driver of athletic success. Instead, aggression must be managed adaptively to support motivation and mental readiness.
These findings align with meta-analytic and experimental studies indicating that while controlled aggression may play a
positive role in contact sports, it is generally maladaptive in non-contact sports.

From a practical standpoint, this review underscores the importance of emotional regulation and stress
management training in athlete development programs. Coaches and sport psychologists are advised to incorporate
emotional regulation strategies such as progressive muscle relaxation, mindfulness, and cognitive training into athlete
development protocols to foster adaptive and functional forms of aggression suited to the demands of both contact and
non-contact sports.

Future research should further explore the influence of aggression in relation to cultural context, gender
differences, and the role of implicit aggression in competitive performance. Longitudinal and qualitative studies are also
recommended to deepen understanding of the long-term effects of aggression management strategies on athletic
performance across diverse sports disciplines.
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