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Abstract

For a long time, relatively few studies have investigated sports from a gender perspective. Male
dominance was prevalent until the 1960s. By the 1960s, women had already been present in sports,
where male dominance and their achievements were unquestionable. At the same time, most
research has been prompted to take a more critical view, condemning women's sports as inferior.
The most typical reason for excluding women from sports is that they are less physically capable
than men. Female athletes may have suffered injuries that make them unable to perform various
social tasks. These social tasks may include aesthetic appearance, childbirth, and proper household
care. Metheny explored these ideologies, theories, and articles in her work 'Connotations of the
Sport and Dance Movements,’ published in 1965. The researcher attempted to divide sports into
three gender categories. Several Hungarian studies have recently been carried out regarding
sports and gender perception. This research investigates the perception of gender-related issues in
combat sport athletes. What is considered a distinctly masculine sport, and how does gender
determine this?
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INTRODUCTION

During the 20th century, female athletes had a profound impact on the field of male-
dominated sports. Thus, the issue of gender differentiation has also emerged in the field
of sport (BEKI, 2017). The development and the rise of women's sports have led to the
emergence of theoretical approaches to this area. Among these approaches, we focused
on Metheny's (1965) classification of sport, which examines the social acceptability of
sport in terms of gender.

Metheny investigated the social acceptability of sport. The results of this study focused
on acceptable versus non-acceptable sports for female athletes. These sports were
divided into three groups based on their characteristics. The first group included sports
not recommended for women, the second group incorporated neutral sports, and the
third group consisted of sports suitable for women. The theory was based on
stereotypes (RIEMER - VISIO, 2003).

The first category (unsuitable for women) included sports with direct physical contact
between opponents. This included most combat and ball sports involving physical
contact, such as football. According to Metheny, marathon sports involving continuous
intense physical exertion, such as long-distance running or cross-country skiing, are
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unsuitable for women. Metheny found strength sports such as weightlifting, shot-put,
and hammer-throw unacceptable for women.

The second category (neutral) is for sports where the weight of the object being moved
is not great, so it does not require much effort. This includes sports in which the rules
prohibit physical contact between athletes. This neutral category includes, for example,
basketball and handball (METHENY, 1965).

The third category (sports specifically for women) includes sports where the
equipment's and objects' weight is light and the size is not too large (e.g., tennis, table
tennis). Sports, where the female body provides an aesthetic experience for the
spectator (e.g., synchronized swimming), are also included. This category includes
sports where physical contact with the opponent is impossible (e.g., badminton, tennis)
and those that require joint mobility and flexibility (e.g., diving, gymnastics) (METHENY,
1965).

Metheny's theory was supplemented in 1980 by Postow. Postow (1980) states that a
successful athlete needs perseverance, competitiveness, discipline, and dedication to a
team or country. He considered sports in which aggressiveness is an element of the
sport (e.g., American football, ice hockey, martial arts, etc.) particularly masculine.
Sports that strengthen male identity and social recognition were also considered
particularly masculine (American football being an example).

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Subsequent research findings partly confirmed Metheny's classification. Koivula (1995)
examined athletes and non-athletes. The study sample was divided into categories
according to Metheny’s classification system.

The results showed that female athletes are more biased about which sports are entitled
to them. In 2001, Koivula elaborated and redesigned Metheny's and Postow's theories.
The researcher indicated that traditional social gender perceptions and stereotyping
are more pronounced for people with a strong gender identity. These individuals tend
to perceive masculine activities as more masculine and feminine activities as more
exclusively feminine.

Hardin and Greer (2009) conducted a study involving university students. The
questionnaire included classifying fourteen different sports based on Metheny's
classification system. In 2001, Fontaine and colleagues conducted a survey of teenagers'
attitudes toward sports. The research aimed to identify masculine, feminine, or neutral
sports. Results indicated that young people perceived boxing as predominantly
masculine. Sports that express emotions (e.g, dance, synchronized swimming,
gymnastics) were consistently described as feminine. Neutral sports, including

OMOM




Vol 8, No 1 (2025): Stadium —Hungarian Journal of Sport Sciences
https://doi.org/10.36439/shjs/2025/1/15838

swimming and tennis, were classified as rather masculine. There was considerable
consistency in the sports ratings between countries.

Domestic literature has also addressed this issue. Doros (1932) found no significant
spiritual differences between feminine and masculine sports. He considered women's
sports unfit for inclusion in the masculine hierarchy of sports. He recommended
aesthetic movements such as figure skating for women. According to the author,
feminine attitudes are negative factors in sports.

More recently, Kovacs (2011) questioned Doros’s outdated model. Her research
explored the qualities and expectations associated with assuming athletic roles. The
author investigated traditionally feminine and masculine activities and their
compatibility with other social roles of women athletes. The research suggested that the
public either has not tolerated women's performance in combat sports or is severely
neglected—male athletes perceived combat sports as incompatible with female gender
roles. The results of the study confirmed their perception.

Research by Béki (2017) identified gender stereotypes in sports in Hungary. The author
identified two distinct very feminine and very masculine categories. The strongest
generalization is related to men adhering to the traditional concept of gender roles,
which male athletes also adhere to. Thus, martial arts can be classified as a masculine
sport based on its achievements in our country.

Overall, previous research confirms that women and men tend to conform to gender
stereotypes in sports. They avoid gender-biased sporting choices, but these gender
stereotypes in sports are beginning to fade among women athletes.

THE SPORTS MEDIA AND SOCIAL GENDER

The phenomenon of lower media attention cannot be explained by the fact that women's
participation in competitive sports is lower or less successful than men's (GALDINE,
2007). Competitors in sports that are more acceptable to women (e.g.,, gymnastics,
swimming) receive more media attention than female athletes who are perceived as
masculine (BERNSTEIN, 2002). In sports that are perceived as masculine, female
athletes are underrepresented.

According to Lyth’s research in 1989, only 2% of sports articles in an Australian
newspaper were about women's sport. Research by Johnson and Crossman in 2009
found that the sports section of a popular Canadian newspaper had 18 times as many
articles about male athletes as female athletes over ten years. Similar results were
obtained in a study by Fasting and Tangen (1983) in Norway. Valgeirsson and Snyder
(1986) carried out an international comparative study. They found that in Western
societies, the media representation of athletes of both sexes was similar in the countries
studied, i.e., women's sports news was underrepresented compared to men's. Wensing
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and Bruce (2003), analyzing articles published by the print media during the 2000
Olympic Games, found that the proportion of women's representation during the Games
period had improved significantly compared to the previous period. Messner et al.
(1993) analysed the content of sports programs on three Los Angeles television
stations, with 94% of the airtime devoted to men's sports, with women's sports
accounting for 5% more. Toohey (1997) surveyed sports programs on Australian
television, and although women won 42% of the gold medals in the previous Olympics,
he concluded that women's sport was neglected.

Gal conducted a study in 2007 focusing on the gender aspects of sports media. She
looked at the issue of sports and gender media representation. She analyzed the extent
to which gender, appearance, and attractiveness play a role in the news coverage of
athletes in the Hungarian written press. The results show that female athletes are
underrepresented in the print media compared to their male counterparts. Thus, this is
a barrier to promoting female athletes and female figures in masculine sports, and the
media influences social recognition. In recent decades, norms and attitudes related to
gender roles have also changed a lot in sports, with the struggle of women's sports to
appear masculine still challenging the femininity of female athletes today (BEKI, 2017).

THE AIM OF THIS RESEARCH

In our research, we were looking to find out whether men and women, and martial
artists and non-martial artists, think differently about the gender perception of sports,
especially martial arts, about the gender of martial arts competitors, and the proportion
of success or enjoyment of fights between men and women. We based our research on
the earlier results, particularly regarding Metheny's (1965) adaptation of the category
system to martial arts.

METHODS
SAMPLE

For this research, we collected data using a social media platform. We used Google
Forms to ensure that the questionnaire created was anonymous and voluntary. The
condition for completing the questionnaire was that the person filling it out had to be at
least 18 years old.

Of those who completed the questionnaire, 147 were evaluated. The sex ratio of
completers was 84 women (57.1%) and 63 (42.9%) men. The average age of the study
sample is 35 years rounded up. Of the respondents, 106 (72.1%) were involved in
sports, of which 82 (55.8%) were involved in sports at hobby level and 24 (16.3%) in
competition. In total, 41 (27.9%) do not play sports, 22 (15%) do not play sports but
follow sporting events regularly, while 19 (12.9%) do not play sports and do not follow
sporting events. Regarding combat sports, a total of 85 persons do not participate in
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combat sports, 55 (37.4%) persons do not participate in combat sports and do not
follow combat sports events, while 30 (20.4%) persons do not participate in combat
sports but follow combat sports events regularly. A total of 62 persons are martial
artists, of which 41 (27.9%) are martial artists at hobby level and 21 (14.3%) are martial
artists at competitive level.

INSTRUMENTS

The first section of the questionnaire included seven demographic questions and items
related to their sporting habits, level of participation in sports, level of exposure to
combat sports, and the type of training they participate in (individual, co-ed, or same-
sex).

The next section of the questionnaire, based on Metheny's (1965) theory, included 12
sports, of which two were considered masculine (weightlifting, ice hockey) and two
were neutral (handball, swimming). Two were feminine (figure skating, rhythmic
gymnastics), and six martial arts (karate, judo, wrestling, boxing, kickboxing, and jiu-
jitsu), which are also considered masculine according to the theory. Respondents had
to decide which sports they thought were masculine, feminine, and neutral.

Six martial arts and other sports based on Metheny's (1965) masculine, feminine, and
neutral theories were compared in the second stage. Participants had to decide what
proportion of boys and girls would take up the two sports in comparison.

In the next stage of the questionnaire, five martial arts (karate, judo, wrestling, boxing,
and jiu-jitsu) were asked to rate on a five-point Likert scale how exciting and enjoyable
the male version of the sport was for the respondent, followed by the female version of
the same martial arts. Kickboxing was not included because, for people unfamiliar with
martial arts, its rules system may be very similar to other martial arts listed, so the
different items in those martial arts may be a problem.

The final section of the questionnaire included the results of 12 real-life martial artists,
and the respondents had to decide whether he or she thought the results were male or
female. After the last part of the questionnaire, the following open question was
answered voluntarily: "Do gender differences in combat sports pose a problem for the
perception of female combat athletes? If so, please give some suggestions on how or in
what ways you think this could be reduced”.

RESULTS

When categorizing the sports based on the respondents, four factors were created:
masculine, feminine, neutral (1), and neutral (2), where the number of respondents who
were considered masculine was high (there was not as much difference between
masculine and neutral) but overall neutral was higher. The results show that female
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respondents perceive more sports as neutral than male respondents, while women
perceive six sports as neutral, and men perceive four as neutral. Conversely, men
classified sports as masculine or neutral according to Metheny's (1965) theory.
According to the theory, they did not show a clear consistency with expectations for
sports categorized as feminine, as not all sports categorized as feminine were
considered feminine. Respondents who participated in martial arts at least at the hobby
level, regardless of whether they were male or female, on average perceived martial arts
as neutral; thus, the previous research findings of Kovacs (2011) (that men perceive
martial arts as masculine) were not supported by the present study.

According to research by Gal in 2007, female athletes are underrepresented in the
media compared to their male counterparts, an obstacle to promoting female athletes
and female figures in masculine sports (including martial arts). According to research
by Kovacs in 2011, female martial artists feel that the sport is incompatible with female
gender roles in the eyes of male athletes, which is confirmed by the opinions of male
martial artists. Based on the correlation of the two studies, the results confirmed that
male respondents perceive male fights in combat sports as more exciting. The mean
score for male respondents' responses to the excitement of male combat sports is 20.1
points. In comparison, the mean score for the enthusiasm of female combat sports is
15.8 points, indicating a significant difference between the enjoyment of fights between
the sexes (p<0.001). Women rated fights fought by men and women equally as exciting.
Female respondents' responses to the excitement of male combat sports averaged 17.4
points. In comparison, the average score for the enthusiasm of female combat sports
was 15.9 points, indicating no significant difference between the enjoyment of gender
combat sports (p=0.079) (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Respondents' perception of the enjoyment of combat sports by gender

The survey results show that respondents tend to believe that more boys than girls take
up combat sports, while more girls take up sports that Metheny (1965) considers
feminine or neutral. At the same time, other sports considered masculine, according to
Metheny's (1965) theory, are also taken up by more boys.

When reporting actual martial arts results, respondents, regardless of gender, more
than twice as many (68.2%) classified their results as male than female. While there is
no significant difference between the results attributed to men and women when
indicating Olympic sports (BEKI, 2017), there is a clear gender difference in the results
attributed to combat sports.

CONCLUSION

We aimed to explore the presence of gender stereotypes and differences in combat
sports within society. Our results show that, although there is a decreasing trend among
those who filled in the questionnaire, gender differences and gender stereotypes in
combat sports can still be found. Women are more accepting of their attitudes towards
gender preference in sports and within sports, regardless of their attitude towards
combat sports (thus, the part of Koivula's 1995 experiment concerning women was
confirmed in the present research). Contrary to the results of previous research (BEKI,
2017; HARDIN - GREER, 2009; KOVACS, 2011), male respondents also do not have a
male preference for combat sports. Interestingly, different combat sports were rated
differently. When judging the enjoyment of combat sports, men prefer male fights, while
women rate male and female fights equally.
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The gender distribution at the beginning of the sport clearly shows that the sports
considered feminine or neutral, according to Metheny's (1965) theory, are still present
in the public consciousness of the people who participate in them. At the same time,
martial arts are not perceived as masculine, so the gender distribution at the beginning
of the sport is not moved towards boys. In the real-life martial arts results, completers
gave twice as many answers labeled as male, so the real-life results are more male-
oriented.

Limitations

The amount of research on sports for men and women is constantly increasing. Such
studies and research are increasingly approaching the relationship between gender and
sport from many different angles and in many divergent ways. To ensure a complete
mapping, it would be worthwhile to carry out studies in the area of new grouping
aspects (e.g., gender differences in traditionally female sports) in addition to the
existing groupings of sports according to different elements and to repeat them every
few years to keep track of new changes.
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