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ABSTRACT 

Sports is a highly competitive field which is rampant with stressors both internal and external to 
the individual. Individual level stressors for the athlete may include deselection, injury, coping 
with training and competition demands, rehabilitation and mental health outcomes associated 
with playing under stress and strain. The current study is an exploration of restrictive 
emotionality, perceived stress and ideas of masculinity among young Indian athletes males, 
within the age group of 18-26 years, representing India at state-level athletic competition. A 
mixed-method approach that utilised a sequential exploratory design was adopted for the purpose 
of the current study and data was collected from 89 young male athletes. Within the quantitative 
phase, scales of gender role conflict and perceived stress were administered to 89 male 
participants. Followed by a second phase, where in-depth qualitative interviews, based on 
predetermined criteria were carried out with 4 of the participants to gain an understanding of 
their ideas of masculinity, stressors they encounter and coping resources they employ. The 
results revealed that the ideas of masculinity that these men hold determine to a great extent their 
perception of their male gender role and restrictive emotionality. Perceived stress moderately 
positively correlated with restrictive emotionality.  
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1. INTRODUCTION       
Gender influences our life choices and decisions, and much of its influence may come 

across as unconscious. While some individuals do acknowledge the force that gender exerts in 
the choices they make, such as the employment they seek, the foods they prefer and the lifestyles 
they adopt, a vast majority is often oblivious to this over-encompassing force that is often 
exerted by an individual’s gender. [ Mick (2008), Nu (1996) and Cook (2005)]. 

The conceptual understanding of gender has moved from a biological model to a cultural 
model.  (Jansz, 2000). Children, from an early age, are reinforced with phrases such as “men 
don’t cry” “take it like a man” “don’t be such a girl” or “girls like pink” that tend to dictate  rules 
as well as gender-specific behaviours that the individual must adhere to.  

The psychology of men, which developed as an undertone of the feminist movement in the 
1970s brought in its wake, an interest in the psychological and social life of men. Contemporary 
research shed light on these culturally prevalent models of masculinity. One of the most 
prominent theories within this domain is the gender role conflict theory proposed by O’Neil, 
which identified four dimensions of these masculine gender roles. These are Success, power and 
competition, Restrictive emotionality, Restrictive affectionate behaviour between men and 
conflict between work and family relations. The dimension of success, power and competition 
reflects how men are socialized to be the breadwinner at home and take on the role of a provider. 
Such pressure to achieve might lead to a developing fear of failure and a general obsession to 
achieve. (O’Neil, 1981). When it comes to restrictive emotionality, it indicates the challenges 
men might face in expressing their emotions and vulnerabilities. This again may stem from a 
generalised belief in society that being too open with one’s feelings is a sign of weakness and 
should not be exhibited by men. Restrictive affectionate behaviour between men refers to 
feelings of hesitancy exhibited by men to engage with each other affectionately, as it tends to 
starkly differ from the “aggressive” gender role ascribed to men. Of all of these dimensions, 
restrictive emotionality has been the most widely studied. The general result of research in this 
domain has indicated that men tend to overall conceal their emotions more than women. (Brody 
and Hall 1993; Fisher 1993).  

The stress or strain experienced by individuals due to the operation of these idealized 
versions of masculinity had been elaborated upon by Joseph Pleck, who put forth that men 
experience three varieties of gender role strain, as a result of these idealized versions of 
manhood, namely the discrepancy strain, the dysfunctional strain and the trauma strain 
Significant research has pointed out that men experience considerable stress as an operation of 
their gender role. (Reidy et al 2016; Cohen A. et al 2006). 

In the Indian context, there exists a significant dearth of research literature that focuses on 
the gender role conflict or stress that may be experienced by young Indian males as a result of 
the operation of their male gender norms.   

There may also be certain ideas of masculinity that the men may hold. These ideas of 
masculinity may be rooted within the cultural or socio-political environment of these men. These 
ideas of masculinity may comprise concepts such as ‘achievement’ “aggressiveness” and 
“bearing the tribulations of life with a stiff upper lip, not admitting dependence on others” 
(Jansz, 2000).  
Rationale for the current study  

Gender role studies particularly in the context of sports, adopting a cultural, grounded lens 
to understanding men and their unique challenges has constituted a significant gap in literature. 
There is a need to understand the person in the sport, who experiences and copes with unique 
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demands of their profession. A lot of prior literature has focused on female athletes and the 
unique adversities they counter and ways they adopt to cope with these significant adversities. 
(Tamminen et al. 2013), a similar investigation has been missing in the context of Indian male 
sportspersons, who constitute a vast majority of our sporting population. Thus, there is a greater 
need to investigate the unique ways that men in the athletic world experience their gender role, 
and the unique ways that they experience and adapt to their male gender role. Understanding the 
same, will enable practitioners and sports psychologists to develop better training programmes, 
interventions and support services for the athletes.  
2. METHOD   

A mixed method study, at its most basic level, combines both qualitative and quantitative 
methods of data collection and analysis within a single study.  

The research paradigm adopted for the current study will be Social constructivism and 
interpretivism. According to this worldview, an attempt is made to understand the subjective 
meanings that individuals ascribe to their unique experiences. Within the mixed method 
approach, a sequential explanatory design was adopted for the present study, within which data 
collection progresses in specific stages.   

Two scales were used for the current study, the restrictive emotionality scale (Subscale of 
the GRC scale) developed by O’Neil and the Perceived stress scale (developed by Sheldon 
Cohen, 1994).      

A google form was constructed after much deliberation about its content and structure 
which communicated to the participants the requirements for participating in the study, 
information about the ethics of the study as well as the purpose and objectives.    
2.1 Sampling method    

Non-probability sampling is when items or elements that are to be included in the sample 
are deliberately selected by the researcher. (Kothari, 2004 ).  

For the current study, purposive and snowball sampling was utilised, within the non-
probability sampling procedures. Purposive sampling technique in which the participants 
fulfilling the inclusion criteria for research are themselves selected by the researchers. They are 
selected on the basis of the qualities of the sample that the researcher desires.  The inclusion 
criteria consisted of athletes within the ages of 18-16 years, residing in Delhi-NCR, and currently 
engaged in at least some form of competitive sports, at the state, regional or national level and 
had completed at least one academic degree. The education based criteria was kept to enable 
participants to cognitively understand and respond to the research questions.  

Snowball sampling involves building a sample through referrals. At first, an initial 
respondent is identified and that respondent may be asked to identify others who meet the study 
criteria. This method does not contribute much to the representativeness of the sample but may 
ease the process of data collection. (Leary, 2017).   
2.2  Procedure     

In the study at hand, the first quantitative data is collected through google forms from 
young men within the age group of 18-26 years who were either enrolled in or had completed at 
least one academic degree, on the restrictive emotionality subscale of the gender role conflict 
scale and the perceived stress scale. 

On the basis of the quantitative data obtained, top scorers and moderate scorers on the 
scale of restrictive emotionality were recognized and semi-structured qualitative interviews 
would be conducted with such participants which constitute Phase – II of the study.  
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Only the top 5 and bottom 5 scores would be included in phase - II, that is, the qualitative 
phase of data collection, keeping in mind the aim of the study, as we were interested in the extent 
to which restrictive emotionality of the participants would be influenced by their ideas of 
masculinity and the participants who are top and bottom scores would enable the researcher to 
look at the differences in the ideas of masculinity that these participants have, which is 
contributing to their widely different scores    

After the successful completion of phase - II of the study, the researcher would conduct a 
detailed thematic analysis to look at the various themes that emerged from the interview 
pertaining to the participants' ideas of masculinity. The results of both the quantitative and the 
qualitative stages of the data collection would be triangulated at the stage of interpretation and 
analysis. 
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION       

The broad aim of the current study was to understand restrictive emotionality and 
perceived stress among young Indian males and how this emotional expression is influenced by 
their ideas of masculinity.    

For the purpose of this study, a mixed-method approach to research was adopted, with a 
sequential exploratory research design, which proceeded in specific steps. Data was collected 
from men, who fall within the ages of 18-26 years, who were fluent in both Hindi and English 
and who had completed at least one academic degree. Data collection and analyses proceeded in 
two stages, a quantitative phase and a qualitative phase. In the first phase of data collection, 
which was the quantitative phase, the men were required to fill out an online questionnaire, 
which consisted of the restrictive emotionality scale and the perceived stress scale. After the 
quantitative phase of data collection was over, and the data was cleaned and entered into SPSS, 
some 86 responses were finally included in the study.  

The recorded demographic details of the participants revealed that some participants fell 
within the age range of 21-23 years (61.6%), and most of them were graduates (79.1%). When it 
came to relationship status, most of the participants were single (72.1%). 

Through the quantitative analysis, we could see that restrictive emotionality scores had a 
range between 0-60, it had a mean of 37.24, with a standard deviation of 8.922. This shows that 
most of the participants displayed more restrictive emotionality.   

When it comes to perceived stress, the obtained score falls within the range of 6-38 with a 
possible obtained range of 0-40, the mean came out to be 22.30 and a standard deviation of 
6.702. This shows that most men also experienced more than average stress. The level of  

stress experienced by men can also be derived from the scores on the perceived stress 
scale, which has been, developed by Sheldon Cohen, the level of stress experienced can fall 
within three ranges, zero to thirteen indicates low stress, fourteen to twenty-six indicates 
moderate stress, twenty-seven to forty indicates a high level of perceived stress. (Cohen, 1983).  

Out of the total of 86 participants, nine participants fall within the category of low level of 
stress, fifty-five participants fall within the category of moderate level of stress and twenty-two 
participants fall within the category of high level of stress. 

TABLE 1 
SCORES OF PARTICIPANTS ON RESTRICTIVE EMOTIONALITY AND 

PERCEIVED STRESS. 
Variable Possible Range Obtained Range Mean Median SD 
Restrictive emotionality 0-60 10-58 37.24 37.50 8.922 

Perceived stress 0-40 6-38 22.30 22.00 6.702 
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To understand the relationship between restrictive emotionality and stress, the Pearson 
correlation coefficient was calculated for both variables, the correlation coefficient value came 
out to be .308, which indicates a positive moderate correlation between the two variables. This 
indicates that as the scores on restrictive emotionality increase, it impacts the amount of stress 
experienced by males. The scores on restrictive emotionality for all men could be understood in 
light of the ideas of masculinity that they hold. Table 1, represents the scores of participants on 
the two scales of restrictive emotionality and stress.  
When it comes to the ideas of masculinity, a total of nine major themes emerged from in-depth 
qualitative interviews with the participants. These themes are detailed below -  

TABLE 2 
MAJOR THEMES EMERGING FROM THE QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 

Major Themes  Sub-themes  Verbatim from the participants   

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A 
MAN IN INDIA  

-To earn a living and to 
provide for others 
-Maintain a standard of 
behaviour  
-Being emotionally 
restrained  

 “A man has to earn, a man has to make a living 
for himself”- J.P (21-23 years) 
“Earn a good amount of money” - A.P (21-23 
years) 

 

 REASONS FOR THE 
EXISTENCE OF 
MASCULINE GENDER 
ROLES   

-Historical, cultural and 
familial reasons  
-Lack of Awareness   
 

 “We are a patriarchy by default, men used to be 
providers ” - R.S  
 “Family is one perpetuating gender norms in 
society” - A.P   

 

PERSONAL NEGATIVES 
OF THE MALE GENDER 
ROLE  
  

Restraints and burden of 
responsibility   
Guilt    
Settling behaviour  

 “Men can’t cry, openly in society” - J.P  
“As a result of society's expectation of you, you 
tend to experience a lot of guilt”  

 

IMPORTANCE OF 
EXPRESSING EMOTIONS  
    

Feeling better  
Forming connections and 
communicating with 
others  

 “You are better able to process your emotions”- S.
  
“Expressing emotions are better for our own 
health”- R.S  

 

BARRIERS TO 
EMOTIONAL 
EXPRESSION    

Judgment Lack of support 
and awareness  

 “There is also a hesitance, to talk about your 
emotions”-S.S 
“Some people are not aware enough and there is a 
hesitate to talk about your emotions” - J.P 

 

STRESSORS  
   
  
 

Family stress 
Career stress    

 “Earning a good amount of money is important for 
you ” -J.P   
“The process should be valued over outcome” - S.S 
    

 

ACHIEVEMENT RELATED 
PRESSURE IN SPORTS 
   
  
   

Financial achievement  
Nature of achievement  
Process over outcome 
Athletic identity  

 “Earning a good amount of money is important ” - 
J.P    
“This kind of achievement also leads to 
competition” - R.S 
“It is important to make it in this field” 
“I need to be the best in my field and keep 
persisting” 
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As we can see, seven major themes emerged out of in-depth qualitative interviews with 
participants conducted to understand ideas of masculinity among young Indian male athletes 
These seven major themes were - what it means to be a man in India, reasons for the existence of 
masculine gender roles, personal negatives of the male gender role, the importance of expressing 
emotions, barriers to emotional expression, stressors and achievement. As we can see a variety of 
sub-themes also emerged which were explored further with the participants.  

As we can see from Figure 1, participants recognized the importance of expressing 
emotions and could also reflect subjectively where their unique ideas of masculinity come from. 
Family and cultural values seem to be influencing these participants' own ideas of what it means 
to be a man in India. More, in-depth research is required to fully understand the process of 
socialization and how it unfolds within the Indian socio-cultural context.  

We can also see through these qualitative interviews that themes such as achievement and 
financial stability were valued over emotional expression by the participants. This is in 
confirmation of widely accepted gender norms when it comes to masculinity. This pressure to 
earn and make a living for themselves could also be understood in light of the male gender role 
of success, power and competition, which states that men are encouraged to be the breadwinners 
at home and have the responsibility to be able to provide for others. (O’Neil, 1981).  

These pressures can be particularly understood in the context of sports, where there may be 
unique stressors on the individual such as performing to the best of their capability, of enduring 
the pressure and to keep persisting. One of the most significant themes to emerge from the 
current data, was also the theme related to ‘athletic identity’ which involves identifying as an 
athlete and giving your best in competitive situations and ‘never giving up’ come what may. In 
popular literature, athletic identity refers to the degree to which an individual identifies with the 
athlete role and sees sport as central to their self-concept (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993). 
It reflects how strongly an individual defines themselves in terms of athletic participation and 
performance. This internalisation of this athletic identity, constitutes a significant finding of this 
study.  
4. CONCLUSION    

The current study sheds light on important concepts related to athletes such as 
emotionality, stress and ideas of masculinity that they may have and which influence them 
significantly. There is a need to study more these dimensions related to athletes who are engaged 
in competitive sports and ways to foster their growth and resilience.   
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