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Abstract  

This study investigated to what extent team membership predicts on-and off-
field antisocial and prosocial behavior in (pre)adolescent athletes. Effects of 
team-membership were related to characteristics of the team environment, 
such as relational support from the coach towards team members, fair play 
attitude and sociomoral reasoning within the team, and sociomoral climate. 
The sample consisted of N=331 male soccer players. Multilevel analyses 
revealed that 21% of the variance in off-field antisocial behavior, and 8% 
and 14% of the variance in on-field antisocial and prosocial behavior, 
respectively, could be attributed to characteristics of the sporting 
environment, including relational support from the coach, exposure to high 
levels of sociomoral reasoning about sports dilemmas, and positive team 
attitude toward fair play. The results highlight the importance of contextual 
factors in explaining both antisocial and prosocial behavior in adolescent 
athletes and emphasize the role of organized youth sports as a socialization 
context. 
 

Compared to family and school, the context of organized leisure activities has 
received scant attention with respect to its socializing potential and its 
influences on adolescent development (e.g., Duncan, Duncan, Strycker, & 
Chaumeton, 2002; McHale, Crouter, & Tucker, 2001). Yet, sports represent 
one of the most important organized leisure activities for school-aged 
children and adolescents. No less than 68% of Dutch (pre)adolescents 
participate in organized youth sports (CBS, 1999), a percentage that is 
comparable to percentages of youth sports participation in North America 
(NCYS, 2001). Participation in organized youth sports yields specific 
experiences for children and provides them with new opportunities. Young 
athletes not only get opportunities to acquire the specific skills and 
knowledge they need to perform their sports; they are also exposed to the 
moral values that are the foundation of sports-related rules and norms 
(Simon, 2000).  
 
 



Studies examining the degree to which sport exerts an influence on 
(pre)adolescent development have largely focused on athletes’ antisocial 
behavior (e.g., norm trespassing and externalizing behavior, such as 
aggression) and prosocial behavior (e.g., helping, sharing, and supporting 
others). These studies, however, have yielded mixed results. For example, 
Bartko and Eccles (2003) reported that adolescents highly involved in sports 
were rated low on externalizing behavior by their parents. Similarly, sport 
was associated with less antisocial behavior in a study conducted by 
McMahon (1990). On the other hand, Endresen and Olweus (2005) reported 
negative effects resulting from participating in power sports. In their 
longitudinal study, they found an increase of antisocial involvement outside 
the sports situation, which they attributed to both practicing power sports 
itself and repeated contact with ‘macho’ attitudes, norms, and ideals. 
Negative outcomes were also found in studies conducted by Barber, Eccles, 
and Stone (2001), Begg, Langley, Moffitt, and Marshall (1996) and Mutrie 
and Parfitt (1998). Rees, Howell, and Miracle (1990) found mixed results in 
their study of high school sports. They reported small positive effects not 
only on prosocial but also on antisocial behavior (e.g., aggression).  
 
 
Most studies have focused on athletes’ antisocial and prosocial behavior 
either within the sports context or in general. Our previous study of 
adolescent sports participation focused on antisocial and prosocial behavior in 
general (Rutten et al., 2007). In order to reach a better understanding of 
organized youth sports’ possible influences on antisocial and prosocial 
behavior, a distinction between on-and off-field behaviors in athletes within 
the sports context should be made. The aim of the present study is to 
examine factors contributing to adolescent athletes’ antisocial and prosocial 
behavior, both on-field (during the match or training, when there are sports-
related rules and supervision from the coach and eventually the referee) and 
off-field (before or after the match or training, when there are no sports-
related rules and less supervision from the coach and the referee).  
 
 
The study focuses on youth soccer as it is the sport with the highest 
participation rate among adolescents in Europe. But there is an additional 
reason to focus on soccer. It is a contact sport that is performed between 
teams, which means that on the one hand there is a greater risk for on-field 
instrumental and hostile aggression, whereas on the other hand sports-
related rules exist to prevent on-field antisocial behavior. Many other sports, 
especially individual non-contact sports, would not elicit on-field hostile 
aggression or other antisocial behaviors. In these sports there is little need 
for rules and referees regulating antisocial behavior.  
 
 
As soccer is a team sport, soccer players are exposed to team influences, 
while all team members share the same socializing factors, such as relational 
support provided by the coach, athletes’ and coaches’ attitudes toward fair 



play, athletes’ sociomoral reasoning about sports dilemmas, and sociomoral 
team atmosphere. Accordingly, not only personal characteristics and 
experiences should be studied as factors influencing athletes’ behaviors, but 
also contextual or team characteristics. In the present study, multilevel 
analysis is used in order to study the unique contribution of individual and 
team level characteristics to antisocial and prosocial behavior in 
(pre)adolescent soccer players. Effects at the team level should receive 
special attention, because interventions are most easily carried out at that 
level.  
 
 
An important feature of organized youth sports is the presence of non-
parental adults or natural mentors who may provide relational support, 
guidance, encouragement, advice, and serve as positive role models (Beam, 
Chen, & Greenberger, 2002; Rhodes, Bogatt, Roffman, Edelman, & Galasso, 
2002). Natural mentoring relationships have been studied from several 
theoretical orientations, including social learning theory, which emphasizes 
that human behavior is learned through modeling, that is, from observing the 
behaviors, emotional reactions, and attitudes of other people (Bandura, 
1977). According to social learning theory, supportive coaches are expected 
to serve as a positive role model for the interaction with peers, and are likely 
to teach their athletes social skills that may generalize to other relationships. 
Moreover, they may foster behavioral adjustment through offering athletes 
the opportunity to experience the effects of their own behavior, by providing 
contingent support, structuring learning activities and joint problem solving.  
 
 
Empirical support for the positive influence of natural mentoring on 
adolescent behavioral adjustment was found in several studies (Parra, 
DuBois, Neville, & Pugh-Lilly, 2002; Scholte, Van Lieshout, & Van Aken, 
2001; Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, & Notaro, 2002). Research in the context 
of organized youth sports revealed that supportive coach–athlete 
relationships were associated with less antisocial behavior in adolescent 
athletes (Rutten et al., 2007). Some studies point at negative outcomes 
when adolescents are confronted with ineffective mentors (e.g., Grossman & 
Rhodes, 2002; Slicker & Palmer, 1993). A qualitative study among young 
competitive swimmers and soccer players (Biesta et al., 2001) showed that 
supportive coach–athlete relationships may foster positive (pre)adolescent 
behavioral adjustment in terms of less antisocial and more prosocial 
behavior, whereas coaches who are hostile, rejecting, and unresponsive may 
even harm (pre)adolescent athletes’ behavioral adjustment, especially in a 
performance-oriented motivational atmosphere, where winning or losing a 
game is regarded to be more important than demonstrating mastery.  
 
 
In addition, it appears that coaches’ attitudes toward fair play may influence 
their athletes’ antisocial and prosocial behavior (Biesta et al., 2001). This is 
in line with results from a study among soccer players, showing that norms 



held by the coach regarding fair play and aggression were decisive for the 
players’ moral choices when confronted with moral sports dilemmas 
(Guivernau & Duda, 2002). Other studies, too, showed that the fair play 
attitude of the coach influences the extent to which athletes display or have a 
disposition to show on-field antisocial behavior, including aggression, 
cheating, and willingness to injure (Luxbacher, 1986; Shields, Bredemeier, 
Gardner, & Bostrom, 1995; Stephens, 2001).  
 
 
The fair play attitude of athletes has most frequently been the target for 
interventions to enhance the socializing impact of sports (Junge et al., 2000). 
Although unfair game tactics are penalized in sports, many transgressions go 
unnoticed and may be rewarded irregularly, which could produce antisocial 
behavior by means of intermittent reinforcement. Fairness, on the other 
hand, will only be reinforced if it is followed by social rewards. Research 
among soccer players showed that the use of fair game tactics was predicted 
especially by team values concerning fair play (Aziz, 1998; Stephens & 
Bredemeier, 1996). It is therefore imperative that fair play attitude be 
studied not only at the individual level but also at the team level.  
 
 
A more general process guiding on-and off-field behavior is moral reasoning 
about sports-related dilemmas. Shields and Bredemeier (1995) reported that 
boys were reasoning at lower moral levels—that is more egocentric and 
instrumental and less empathic and prosocial—when responding to sports-
specific dilemmas instead of general daily dilemmas (Bredemeier & Shields, 
1986a, 1986b). Stevenson (1998) found that student athletes reasoned at 
lower moral levels than students who did not participate in sports when 
issues of social responsibility were discussed. Rutten et al. (2007) showed 
that higher levels of moral reasoning about sports dilemmas were associated 
with more prosocial behavior in adolescent athletes.  
 
 
A positive sociomoral climate, as defined by the degree to which norms are 
created, shared, and justified through dialogue and have become part of the 
athlete’s self-articulation (Higgins-D’Alessandro & Sadh, 1998; Power, 
Higgins, & Kohlberg, 1989), appears to be important not just because it can 
stimulate moral awareness (cf. Boom, 1991), but also because antisocial and 
prosocial behavior have been shown to be determined to an important extent 
by the sociomoral climate of the environment both in schools (Brugman et 
al., 2003; Higgins, Power, & Kohlberg, 1984; Høst, Brugman, Tavecchio, & 
Beem, 1998; Power et al., 1989) and in the context of organized youth 
sports (e.g., Guivernau & Duda, 2002; Rutten et al., 2007; Stephens, 2000). 
Ommundsen, Roberts, Lemyre, and Treasure (2003) showed that a positive 
mastery-oriented sports climate proved to be associated with higher levels of 
sociomoral reasoning and a reduction of antisocial behavior in adolescent 
male soccer players.  
 



In sum, most studies of extracurricular or leisure activities have focused on 
the time youths spend in various activities in relation to behavioral outcomes. 
Only few studies have examined variations across activity contexts or have 
used indicators beyond participation to predict behavioral outcomes. More 
comprehensive research in the sports context provided evidence that a 
supportive coach–athlete relationship, fair play attitude of coaches and 
athletes, sociomoral reasoning, and sociomoral team climate affect antisocial 
and prosocial behavior in adolescent athletes. However, as a rule, only the 
effects of a single factor have been studied, leaving open the possibility that 
the effects of these factors might not be independent.  
 
 
The present study investigates on-and off-field antisocial and prosocial 
behavior in (pre)adolescent soccer players. Antisocial behavior is expected to 
be negatively associated with the quality of the relationship with the coach, 
coaches’ and athletes’ fair play attitude, moral reasoning about sports-related 
dilemmas, and the sociomoral climate, whereas prosocial behavior is 
expected to be positively associated with these factors. For both on-field and 
off-field behavior the same associations are hypothesized. A multilevel design 
is used to separately assess effects at the individual and team level. Effects 
at the team level can be difficult to interpret if team members not only share 
the team environment, but also a similar background that is associated with 
outcomes. Cultural background and socioeconomic status were therefore 
included as control variables. Because in youth sports, teams are composed 
of same-aged children, age was also added as a control variable. Sports-
related coach characteristics (formal education in sports and years of 
coaching in general and at the present club) were included, as these factors 
may account for differences in coach–athlete relationship quality as well as 
athlete conduct. Because the study relied on questionnaire self-report, the 
athletes’ tendency to give socially desirable answers and their verbal 
intelligence were also assessed. It is a repeated finding that verbal 
intelligence is more strongly associated with antisocial behavior than is non-
verbal intelligence (Jensen, 1998). Notably, studying aggressive behavior in 
boys from age 6–15 years, Nagin and Tremblay (2001) found low verbal IQ 
to be associated with a nearly two fold increase in the odds of a high 
aggression trajectory.  
 
 

Method  

Participants  

In total, N= 11 soccer clubs, including 43 teams, participated. These clubs 
were randomly drawn from all soccer clubs in the four largest cities in the 
Netherlands. In total, 331 boys, aged 9–19 years, completed questionnaires. 
Each soccer team was represented by 3–13 athletes (M = 7.7; SD = 2.9) and 
one or two coaches. The average age of the athletes was 14.0 years (SD = 



2.0). Their socioeconomic status was determined by combining the 
educational and occupational background of both parents (Van Westerlaak, 
Kropman, & Collaris, 1990) and was computed on the basis of sample-
specific factor loadings and standard deviations. Mean scores correspond to 
socioeconomic strata in the following way: 3–9, lower class; 9–12, middle 
class; and 12–16, upper class (Bernstein & Brandis, 1970). The internal 
consistency reliability of the scale for socioeconomic status was sufficient, α = 
.79 (four items). The mean score was 6.6 (SD = 2.2), which indicated that 
the sample could be considered as lower class.  
 
 
The percentages of athletes with a Caucasian white (indigenous) and ethnic 
minority (nonindigenous) background were almost equal, that is, 51% and 
49%, respectively. Athletes were considered to have an ethnic minority 
background if at least one of their parents had been born in a country that is 
or was part of the ethnic minority or integration policy of the Dutch 
government. On average, the athletes had been active in sports for 7 years, 
and they visited their soccer club approximately 3 days a week. Of the 
athletes 19% were active in sports less than 5 h a week, 38% between 5 and 
10 h a week, and 43% more than 10 h a week. On average, they had known 
their coach for 3 years and they were currently seeing him 5 h a week.  
 
 
In total N = 54 coaches participated in the present study. If teams had two 
coaches, we included both coaches and calculated their mean score. The 
average age of the coaches was 41 years. The socioeconomic background of 
the coaches was middle class: M = 9.8 (SD = 3.7). On average, they had 8 
years coaching experience, of which 5 years at the current soccer club: 51% 
of the coaches had attended formal coach education courses. All coaches 
were male. Only four coaches had a cultural minority background.  
 

Measures  

Verbal intelligence: The subtask Analogical Reasoning of the Groninger 
Intelligence Test (Luteijn & Van der Ploeg, 1983; Zwanepol, Berghuis, De 
Groot, & Luteijn, 2002) was used to estimate the level of the athletes’ verbal 
intelligence. This subtask consists of 20 multiple-choice items, in which the 
respondent is asked to make a logical connection between words. Two word 
combinations are given, the respondent is asked to fill in the third word (e.g., 
‘‘furnisher–work-shop’’, ‘‘accountant–office’’, ‘‘gardener–?’’, with the answer 
options: ‘‘grapes’’, ‘‘lettuce’’, ‘‘clay’’, ‘‘greenhouse’’ and ‘‘spring’’). The 
internal consistency reliability was α = .71 (14 items).  
 
 
Social desirability. The social desirability scale (15 items) measures the 
tendency to give socially desirable answers and is based upon the Marlowe–
Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). Examples of 



items are: ‘‘I am always honest’’, and ‘‘I never boast’’. Respondents indicate 
whether statements apply to them by using the answer categories ‘‘true’’, 
and ‘‘false’’. The internal consistency reliability was α = .82 (15 items).  
 
Sociomoral reasoning about sports dilemmas. The Practical Sociomoral 
Reflection Objective Measure—Sport (PSROM—Sport) was developed to 
assess practical sociomoral reasoning in the context of organized youth 
sports by Rutten et al. (2007). It is an adaptation of the Sociomoral 
Reflection Objective Measure—Short Form, the SROM—SF (Basinger & Gibbs, 
1987; Høst et al., 1998). The PSROM—Sport is a multiple choice 
questionnaire containing moral dilemmas in the context of organized youth 
sports (e.g., ‘‘You decide to help the best player in the team to get fit after 
an injury, so that he might be ready in time for the most important match of 
the year’’). Each question is followed by nine question arrays tapping the 
type of sociomoral norms the person uses, for example, ‘‘Without this player 
you might lose the important match’’ (Kohlberg’s stage 1: unilateral 
reasoning), ‘‘Because this player might help you too’’ (stage 2: instrumental 
reasoning), ‘‘If you do not, you are not acting as a real friend’’ (stage 3: 
mutualprosocial reasoning), ‘‘It shows that you feel responsible for your 
team’’ (stage 4: systemic reasoning). The internal consistency reliability of 
the PSROM—Sport was sufficient, that is, α = .63 (nine items).  
 
 
Rutten et al. (2007) found evidence for convergent validity by comparing 
moral scores on the PSROM—Sport with scores on semi-structured interviews 
assessing sociomoral reasoning competence (Gibbs, Basinger, & Fuller, 1992) 
and fair play attitude (Junge et al., 2000; Loland & McNamee, 2000; 
Tamboer & Steenbergen, 2000). The PSROM—Sport proved to be significantly 
and moderately associated with both sociomoral reasoning competence and 
fair play attitude in the expected direction. In the present study discriminant 
validity was established by computing correlations between sociomoral 
reasoning in the context of organized youth sports and both social desirability 
and verbal intelligence. No significant correlations were found, which 
supports discriminant validity of the PSROM—Sport.  
 
 
Attitude toward fair play (athlete and coach): The Fair Play Questionnaire 
assesses the extent to which athletes and coaches have respect for the 
opponent and the formal and informal rules of the game (Junge et al., 2000; 
Loland & McNamee, 2000; Tamboer & Steenbergen, 2000). The fair play 
attitude of the athlete was assessed by means of self-report (11 items, e.g., 
‘‘Winning is more important than respect for the rules of the game’’). The 
response categories (5-point Likert-type scale) varied from ‘‘totally disagree’’ 
to ‘‘totally agree’’. The fair play attitude of the coach was assessed by means 
of athlete report (12 items, e.g., ‘‘For my coach, hidden fouls are part of the 
game’’). The internal consistency for fair play attitude of athletes and 
coaches was .76, and .78, respectively. No significant correlations were found 
between attitude toward fair play and social desirability and verbal 



intelligence.  
 
Relational support: Relational support provided by the coach was measured 
using the Relational Support Inventory (RSI) from Scholte et al. (2001). This 
questionnaire measures relational support in terms of acceptance, emotional 
support, respect for autonomy, quality of communication, and convergence 
of goals. Athletes responded to 23 items (e.g., ‘‘My coach lets me solve my 
problems as much as possible, but he helps me out when I ask him to’’), on a 
5-point scale ranging from ‘‘totally disagree’’ to ‘‘totally agree’’. The alpha 
was .89. Relational support was not significantly associated with social 
desirability, and the association with verbal intelligence was significant, but 
modest, with r = .34, p <.001.  
 
 
Sociomoral team atmosphere. Sociomoral team atmosphere in terms of 
normative expectations, manners, communication, and possibilities for 
participation was measured by an adapted version of the School Culture 
Scale (SCS) (Higgins, 1995; Higgins-D’Alessandro & Sadh, 1998; Veugelers 
& De Kat, 1998), an instrument assessing culture as a system of integrated 
norms, which was derived from qualitative moral atmosphere interviews 
conducted during a study of Just Community programs in the United States 
(Power et al., 1989). The SCS was adapted by Rutten et al. (2007) for use in 
organized youth sports by making the items sports-specific and removing 
items that had no meaning in the context of organized youth sports. Athletes 
indicated on a 5-point scale the degree to which statements about the 
sociomoral atmosphere of their sporting environment were true or untrue 
(e.g., ‘‘In this team, you can rely on each other’’). The internal consistency 
reliability was α= .84 (15 items). Sociomoral team atmosphere correlated 
significantly and weakly with social desirability, r = .26, p < .001, but it was 
not significantly associated with verbal intelligence.  
 
 
On-and off-field antisocial and prosocial behavior: The dependent variables 
on-and off-field antisocial and prosocial behavior were assessed with the 
Sports Behavior Inventory (SBI), which was based upon the Anti Social 
Behavior Inventory (ASBI) from Wouters and Spiering (1990) and the 
Prosocial Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ) from Weir and Duveen (1981), 
respectively. Athletes indicated on 4-point Likert-type scales the degree to 
which they behave in a certain way (varying from ‘‘never’’ to ‘‘always’’). An 
example of an item representing on-field antisocial behavior is: ‘‘I shout 
abuse to others during matches’’. An example of an item representing off-
field prosocial behavior is: ‘‘If there’s an argument in the changing room, I 
try to do something about it’’.  
 
 
A principal components analysis revealed a 4-factor-solution, accounting for 
47% of the variance, which indicated that on-and off-field antisocial and 
prosocial behavior could be considered as separate dimensions. The 



moderate amount of variance explained in the factor analysis indicates that 
on-and off-field antisocial and prosocial behaviors were measured with a 
certain amount of error. However, each scale showed satisfactory reliability. 
We found internal consistency reliabilities of α= .80 for on-field antisocial 
behavior (eight items), α= .66 for on-field prosocial behavior (five items), α= 
.90 for off-field antisocial behavior (10 items), and α= .76 for off-field 
prosocial behavior (nine items). Only off-field prosocial behavior correlated 
significantly with social desirability, but the relation was weak, r = .25, p < 
.001. We found no significant associations between athletes’ behavior and 
social desirability. Only off-field antisocial behavior was significantly and 
moderately associated with verbal intelligence, r =.38, p <.001.  
 

 

Results  

Multilevel analyses  

Multilevel analysis (Goldstein, 1995) was used in order to examine the 
contribution of educationally relevant factors in organized youth sports to on-
and off-field antisocial and prosocial behavior among pre(adolescent) 
athletes. Table 1 shows simple correlations between independent general and 
sports-specific background variables of the athletes (age, socioeconomic 
status, cultural background, and years and extent of sports participation), 
background variables of the coach (formal education in sports, years active 
as a coach in general and at the present club), control variables (social 
desirability and verbal intelligence), explanatory factors (sociomoral 
atmosphere, fair play attitude of the athlete and coach, sociomoral 
reasoning, and relational support), and dependent variables (on-and off-field 
antisocial and prosocial behavior). The associations between the independent 
variables were generally low to moderate. We found significant associations 
in the expected direction between explanatory variables—including fair play 
attitude, sociomoral reasoning, sociomoral atmosphere, and relational 
support provided by the coach—and on-and off-field antisocial and prosocial 
behavior.  
 
 
The explanatory variables can be considered both as characteristics of 
individual soccer players (individual level) and as team characteristics 
(contextual level). Group-mean centering (Snijders & Bosker, 1999) was 
used to split explanatory variables into one variable at the team level and 
one at the individual level, calculating the mean score of the team 
(contextual level), and subsequently subtracting the mean score from the 
individual athletes’ scores (individual level). Whereas the contextual level 
reflects commonalities between team members (e.g., shared perception of 
the sociomoral team atmosphere), the individual level reflects differences 
between athletes within teams (e.g., the extent to which the individual 



perception of the sociomoral team atmosphere deviates from the team 
average).  
 
 
A hierarchical procedure was followed in analyzing the data. Firstly, we 
examined whether significant contextual effects could be distinguished (i.e., 
significant between team differences in on-and off-field antisocial and 
prosocial behavior) in the model without explanatory factors (the so-called 
null-model). Then, in six consecutive steps, the explanatory factors were 
entered blockwise, testing whether the contextual explanatory model (steps 
five and six) would be a significant improvement over the individual 
explanatory model (steps one–four). Whenever an inserted block did not 
result in a significant improvement of the model, the variables were 
removed. Thus, only the variables with statistically significant effects are 
represented in the final model.  
 
 
In the first step, we controlled for the athlete’s general background variables 
(age, socioeconomic status, and cultural background). In the second step, 
the athletes’ sports-specific background variables were controlled for (years 
and extent of sports participation). In the third step, we added the athlete’s 
social desirability and verbal intelligence. In the fourth step, the athlete’s 
individual level explanatory factors were entered in the model, indicating 
within team differences between individual team members (perceived 
sociomoral team atmosphere, fair play attitude of the athlete and perceived 
fair play attitude of the coach, individual sociomoral reasoning, and perceived 
relational support from the coach). In the fifth step we controlled for coach 
background variables (formal education in sports, years active as a coach in 
general and at the present club). Finally, in the sixth and final step we added 
explanatory variables at the contextual level (shared perception of the 
sociomoral team atmosphere, fair play attitude of the team and the coach, 
the team’s level of sociomoral reasoning, and the team’s experienced 
relational support).  
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Table 1

Means, standard deviations, and correlations between background variables of athletes and coaches, social desirability, verbal intelligence, explanatory variables, and

the dependent variables on- and off-field antisocial and prosocial behavior

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

Control variables

1. Age 14.01 1.96 1.00

2. Socioeconomic status 6.66 2.25 .11 1.00

3. Cultural backgrounda 1.51 .50 �.16 �.03 1.00

4. Extent of participation 10.89 7.20 .01 .03 .08 1.00

5. Years of participation 7.22 2.97 .57� .12 �.31� .00 1.00

6. Years coach in general 7.69 5.48 .01 .13 �.08 �.11 .07 1.00

7. Years coach at club 5.22 3.96 �.24� .00 �.08 �.11 �.08 .60� 1.00

8. Formal education in sports (coach) 1.36 .48 .39� .07 �.29� �.03 .27� .18 �.22� 1.00

9. Social desirability 1.47 .25 �.06 �.00 .08 .02 �.07 .03 .00 �.06 1.00

10. Verbal intelligence 7.86 2.89 .18 .01 �.20� �.12 .17 .03 .14 .06 �.15 1.00

Explanatory variables

11. Moral reasoning about sports dilemmas 2.83 .40 .01 .02 �.07 �.01 .08 �.06 .04 �.00 �.04 .18 1.00

12. Fair play attitude athlete 3.45 .67 �.25� �.04 .05 �.02 �.15 �.09 .17 �.25� .13 .07 .28� 1.00

13. Fair play attitude coach 3.63 .59 �.12 .05 �.05 �.06 �.02 .04 .15 �.12 .09 .18 .25� .45� 1.00

14. Relational support by the coach 3.73 .62 .02 .05 �.21� �.10 .08 .04 .10 .07 �.03 .34� .40� .26� .48� 1.00

15. Sociomoral team atmosphere 3.56 .70 �.29� �.06 .06 �.02 �.17 �.02 .20� �.26� .26� .02 .11 .36� .35� .26� 1.00

Dependent variables

16. On-field antisocial behavior 2.05 .61 .13 .00 .05 .01 .06 .02 �.16 .09 �.07 �.16 �.24� �.44� �.41� �.30� �.21� 1.00

17. On-field prosocial behavior 2.71 .58 �.11 �.04 .01 �.05 �.02 �.07 .04 �.04 .14 .09 .21� .29� .24� .30� .28� .00 1.00

18. Off-field antisocial behavior 1.75 .64 .06 �.11 .11 .03 �.07 .01 �.11 .05 �.00 �.38� �.35� �.31� �.51� �.54� �.22� .45� �.21� 1.00

19. Off-field prosocial behavior 2.69 .52 �.16 .00 .02 .06 �.11 .01 .06 �.01 .25� .01 .13 .24� .26� .26� .28� �.11 .50� .01 1.00

N ¼ 331 athletes, N ¼ 54 coaches.
�po.001.
a1 ¼ indigenous, 2 ¼ non-indigenous.



On-field antisocial behavior  

From the null-model in Table 2 it can be derived that 8% of the variance in 
on-field antisocial behavior could be attributed to between team differences 
(contextual effect), and 92% to differences between individual athletes 

(individual effect). The between team differences were significant, χ
2 
(1) = 

5.19, p < .05. The best fitting multilevel regression model, containing three 

additional predictors (χ
2 
(3, N = 331) = 86.70, p <.001), accounted for 24% 

of the variance in on-field antisocial behavior. The proportion of explained 
variance was 17% at the individual level (i.e., 18% of the differences 
between individual athletes within teams), and 7% at the contextual level 
(i.e., 88% of the between team differences). Athletes’ positive attitude 
toward fair play (b = -.25) and positive perception of their coach’s fair play 
attitude (b = -.22) were both related to less on-field antisocial behavior. 
Positive fair play attitude of the team was related to less on-field antisocial 
behavior (b = -.31). 

Table 2  
Multilevel regression model for on-field antisocial behavior  

 Null-model Explanatory model 

  b  t  

Intercept  2.04 (.04)   

Individual level 
Fair play attitude athlete  -.25 4.93*** 
Fair play attitude coach  -.22 4.31*** 

Contextual level  
Fair play attitude of the team  -.31 6.13*** 

Variance components  
Individual level  .338 (92%)  .275   
Contextual level  .031 (  8%)  .004   
 
Explained variencea  
Individual level   17%   
Contextual level     7%   
χ2   86.70***  
 
N = 331 athletes, N = 43 teams.  
*** p < .001.  
a Total amount of explained variance is 24%.  

 



On-field prosocial behavior  

On-field prosocial behavior was attributed to differences at the contextual 
and individual level for 14% and for 86%, respectively (see Table 3). The 

between team differences were significant, χ
2 
(1) = 16.73, p < .001. The 

best fitting multilevel regression model, with three additional predictors (χ
2 

(3, N = 331) = 36.30, p < .001), accounted for 18% of the differences in on-
field prosocial behavior. Most of the variance accounted for was distributed at 
the individual level, namely 13%. The explained variance at the contextual 
level was 5%. A stronger fair play attitude of the individual athlete as 
compared to his fellow team members (b = .17) and more relational support 
from the coach at the individual (b = .16) and team level (b = .22) were 
related to more on-field prosocial behavior.  
 
 

Table 3 
Multilevel regression model for on-field prosocial behavior 
 
 Null-model Explanatory model 

  b  t  

Intercept  2.72 (.04)   

Individual level 
Fair play attitude athlete   .17 3.33*** 
Relational support by the coach   .16 3.30*** 

Contextual level  
Relational support by the coach   .22 3.36*** 

Variance components  
Individual level  .284 (86%)   .259   
Contextual level  .045 (14%)   .031   
 
Explained variencea  
Individual level   13%   
Contextual level     5%   
χ2   36.30***  
 
N = 331 athletes, N = 43 teams.  
*** p < .001.  
a Total amount of explained variance is 18%.  

 
 
 



Off-field antisocial behavior  

Off-field antisocial behavior (see Table 4) was attributed to differences 
between teams and individual athletes for 21% and 79%, respectively. Here, 

too, the between team differences were significant, χ
2 
(1) = 3.43, p < .001. 

The best fitting multilevel regression model, with six additional predictors (χ
2 

(6, N = 331) = 154.80, p < .001), accounted for 43% of the variance in off-
field antisocial behavior: 22% of the explained variance was distributed at 
the individual level and 21% at the contextual level. Relational support 
provided by the coach was related to lower involvement in off-field antisocial 
behavior both at the individual (b = -.20) and team level (b = -.26). Positive 
attitude toward fair play of the coach, as perceived by the athletes (b = -
.24), higher socioeconomic status (b = -.11), higher levels of verbal 
intelligence (b = -.18), and higher levels of sociomoral reasoning within the 
team (b = -.19) were related to less off-field antisocial behavior.  

 

Off-field prosocial behavior  

Only 1% of the variance in off-field prosocial behavior could be attributed to 
differences between teams and 99% to differences between individual 

athletes. The between team differences were not significant, χ
2 
(1) = .16, ns. 

Thus, differences in off-field prosocial behavior can only be explained by 
individual level variables. As we were only interested in contextual effects, 
we decided not to further analyze off-field prosocial behavior.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 4  
Multilevel regression model for off-field antisocial behavior  

 Null-model Explanatory model 

  b  t  

Intercept  1.74 (.06)   

Individual level 
Fair play attitude coach  -.24 5.30*** 
Relational support by the coach  -.20 4.31*** 
SES  -.11 2.35* 
Verbal intelligence  -.18 4.20* 

Contextual level  
Relational support by the coach  -.26 4.71*** 
Sociomoral reasoning about 
sports dilemma 

 -.19 3.61*** 

Variance components  
Individual level  .089 (79%)  .001   
Contextual level  .328 (21%)  .234   
 
Explained variencea  
Individual level   22%   
Contextual level   21%   
χ2   154.80***  
 
N = 331 athletes, N = 43 teams.  
* p < .05. 
*** p < .001.  
a Total amount of explained variance is 43%.  

 
 
Discussion  

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the contribution of 
organized youth sports to antisocial and prosocial behavior in adolescent 
athletes. Using multilevel analyses, we investigated which factors uniquely 
predicted on-and off-field antisocial and prosocial behavior in male soccer 
players. The study revealed that 21% of the variance in off-field antisocial 
behavior and 8% and 14% of the variance in on-field antisocial and prosocial 
behavior, respectively, could be attributed to differences among the teams 
and among their coaches. These differences were characterized by relational 
support provided by the coach, attitude toward fair play, and sociomoral 
reasoning about sports dilemmas. The size of the contextual effect for off-



field antisocial behavior should be considered of practical importance, as it is 
comparable with the school effect on students’ achievements, which 
multilevel studies have estimated to be approximately 19% (Scheerens & 
Bosker, 1997).  
 
 
The contextual effect for off-field antisocial behavior was relatively large 
compared to the contextual effect for on-field antisocial behavior, which 
suggests that the socializing impact of organized youth sports on antisocial 
behavior may be larger before or after the match than during the sporting 
activity itself. A possible explanation may be found in the fact that there is 
more opportunity for off-field than on-field antisocial behavior. Whereas on-
field antisocial behavior is regulated and canalized by the formal and informal 
rules of the game, off-field antisocial behavior is more diverse and less 
constrained.  
 
 
Our study suggests that relational support provided by the coach may protect 
adolescents participating in competitive activities such as sports against 
developing antisocial behavior. Relational support was the only factor related 
to both antisocial and prosocial behavior. Athletes from teams experiencing 
more relational support from their coach reported more on-field prosocial 
behavior and less off-field antisocial behavior. Previous studies showed that 
relational support provided by the coach might even affect antisocial behavior 
outside the sports context. Rutten et al. (2007) found that coach–athlete 
relationships of a higher quality were related to less antisocial behavior. 
Whereas the effect for on-field prosocial behavior in the current study might 
be explained by the fact that the coach is physically present during the 
activity and thus able to reward such behavior, off-field behavior is often not 
seen by the coach and consequently not rewarded.  
 
If it is true that on-field antisocial behavior is primarily dependent on factors 
inherent in sports participation, it is not surprising that only fair play attitude 
proved to be associated with on-field antisocial behavior. According to Arnold 
(1994, 2001), fair play not only entails respect for the rules of the game, but 
also relates to respect for one’s opponents, equal opportunities to perform 
well, mutual co-operation, fairness, and sportsmanship. The present study is 
one of the first empirical studies showing the importance of fair play attitude 
for on-field antisocial behavior in adolescent athletes.  
 
 
Shields and Bredemeier (1995) hypothesized that if only competitive 
advantage counts, while morally relevant decisions are being made by the 
referee or the coach, then participation in sports may go along with 
temporarily closing down the obligation to take account of other people’s 
needs and desires. As such, Shields and Bredemeier refer (p. 113) to a 
‘‘bracketed morality that legitimizes a temporary, non-serious suspension of 
the usual moral obligation to equally consider the needs and desires of all 



persons’’. Nevertheless, the present findings indicate that sociomoral 
reasoning in the context of sports varies among athletes and teams, and that 
variations among teams partially account for off-field antisocial behavior.  
 
 
Although contextual effects are suggestive of an independent influence of the 
sports club on adolescents’ antisocial and prosocial behavior, an alternative 
explanation cannot be ruled out. Contextual effects might be the result of 
self-selection, in the sense that prosocial athletes choose to play sports with 
other prosocial athletes, while antisocial athletes join antisocial athletes. 
Another form of self-selection might occur when athletes with certain 
characteristics are assigned to specific teams or coaches. An argument 
against self-selection is that the contextual effects were still significant after 
controlling for variables that may be considered closely related to processes 
of self-selection, namely educational level of the athletes, cultural and 
socioeconomic background.  
 
 
There are some limitations to the current study that need to be taken into 
account. The contextual effects are possibly even stronger in reality than our 
research shows, as these effects are systematically underestimated in 
multilevel analysis. This is due to the fact that all measurement error is 
distributed at the individual level. Another explanation for the relatively 
strong individual effects is that contextual influences are filtered and colored 
by the personal perceptions and experiences of the athletes. Studies with 
reduced measurement error (e.g., using latent variables) as well studies 
using observational methods or data from coaches or outsider informants 
may therefore contribute to a more complete picture.  
 
 
The number of participating sports clubs was too small to conduct multilevel 
analyses at the club level also. Therefore, we were unable to distinguish 
sports club influences from team influences. Furthermore, the cross-sectional 
character of the study sets limitations to the causal interpretation of the 
results. Finally, the findings were based on self-reports exclusively. Self-
report instruments assessing antisocial and prosocial behavior, however, 
generally appear to be reliable and valid (Carlo & Randall, 2002; Junger-Tas 
& Haen Marshall, 1999).  
 
 
Rees et al. (1990) concluded that participation in sports may not positively 
influence the development of ‘character’ in any significant way, unless sports 
programs are designed to optimize opportunities for social and moral 
learning. The current study identified team-related factors that, if 
strengthened, might enhance the positive contribution of sports participation 
to social functioning in adolescent athletes. Our findings show that the coach 
may exert a positive influence on athletes’ on-and off-field antisocial and 
prosocial behavior, underscoring that the importance of the quality of 



relationships with adults for the socialization of adolescents (Steinberg, 
2001) also applies to leisure activities such as sports. Equipping the coach 
with the skills to maintain good relationships with the athletes should be a 
primary target in the curriculum of any coach training institute, and an 
important aim for sports clubs that want to take responsibility for the 
educational needs of their young athletes. Our findings also provide support 
for attempts to stimulate fair play attitude and sociomoral reasoning among 
team members. More research is needed to identify the group processes that 
are responsible for team level differences in fair play attitude and sociomoral 
reasoning.  
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