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10.18573/mas.141 In this qualitative study, we explored the experiences of 10 

adults who trained in mixed martial arts (MMA) to understand 

the meaning they ascribed to attaining the black belt and their 

martial arts journey overall. Using a conventional content 

analysis, four themes were derived from the data: importance 

of the black belt, benefits of training in MMA, dealing with 

injuries, and being part of the MMA community. Training 

in MMA was very positive, with both individual benefits 

(improved physical and mental health, skill development, and 

personal growth) and interpersonal benefits (relationship 

development and sense of community) being reported. Self-

determination theory [Ryan & Deci 2000] and goal setting 

theory [Locke & Latham 2002] are used to discuss participants’ 

motivation in their pursuit of the black belt and continued 

training.
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and a group of non-practicing controls and found the non-practicing 

controls to show higher levels of overall aggression.

There have also been several benefits identified as a result of participat-

ing in martial arts. For example, many traditional approaches to teach-

ing martial arts use meditation and mindfulness techniques [Harwood 

et al. 2017; Milligan et al. 2015; Vertonghen & Theeboom 2010], which 

has been linked to improved self-regulation and performance in MMA 

fighters [Massey et al. 2015], as well as increasing self-understanding 

and calmness, and better tolerating discomfort in youth with learn-

ing disabilities [Milligan et al. 2015]. Additionally, Bird and colleagues 

[2019] found that offering MMA training, in combination with psycho-

therapy, resulted in improved mental health, as well as having a positive 

impact on other aspects of their life due to an increase in confidence and 

self-reflection. In fact, Vertonghen and Theeboom [2010] and Harwood 

and colleagues [2017] reviewed the literature on the impacts of involve-

ment in martial arts for youth, and though their inclusion criteria were 

different, both reviews found that consistent involvement in martial 

arts improves mental and physical well-being, and also decreases ten-

dencies to respond aggressively or with violence.

Most disciplines of martial arts have a ranking system. While rank and 

belts are not fully equivalent across disciplines, they all start at the white 

belt level and ultimately progress to a black belt (and higher degrees of 

black belts). The length of time or training required to achieve a black 

belt also differs across disciplines, with some disciplines, such as Brazil-

ian jiujitsu often taking 10 years of dedicated training to achieve a black 

belt [MMA Guru n.d.]. The process of attaining a higher rank or belt 

level is called a promotion and is achieved through a testing of technical 

and practical skills, which may include sparring, that the trainee has 

learned through the training process. Obtaining a black belt in any form 

of martial arts requires perseverance and dedication by the trainee, and 

few people who begin training in martial arts will progress to this level, 

making the attainment of a black belt a substantial accomplishment 

[Layton 1988].

The purpose of this narrative study was to use qualitative methods to 

explore the experiences of adults who engage in mixed martial arts. 

Participants needed to have a black belt in a discipline of martial arts, 

or needed to have trained in a discipline of martial arts for a minimum 

of five years and were near to having a black belt. The sample included 

both those who were high-level competitors and those who engaged 

in martial arts at a recreational level. The first objective of this study 

was to gain a better understanding of the meaning that those training 

in martial arts ascribed to the black belt and attaining the black belt. 

During the course of the study, a second objective was added to explore, 

more broadly, the meaning that trainees ascribed to their entire martial 

arts journey, as it became clear that the black belt was only one small 

element of this journey.

 Like if I didn't have this [jiujitsu], I don't know who I’d be as 

a person. I got asked when I joined the [job], I got asked if 

I’d be willing to give up fighting for work, in my interview. 

And I didn't have an answer to the question because I've been 

doing this [jiujitsu] for so long. I don't know what I would do 

if I didn't have this. I can't picture my life not doing this. It’s 

just part of me now, it's like you're tied to this. This is part 

of your identity… Like to me, this is the same as eating. It’s 

the same as f***ing drinking water. You just do it and you go 

every day. You do it. [M5]

Mixed martial arts, or MMA, is a physical combat sport that combines 

techniques and theories from a variety of disciplines. Striking-oriented 

disciplines, such as boxing, kickboxing, and karate, focus on using 

punches, kicks, knees, elbows, and blocks to attack and defend oneself 

from a standing position. Grappling-oriented disciplines, such as 

jiujitsu, wrestling, and judo focus on taking an opponent to the ground 

through throws and takedowns, and using clinch fighting, pinning or 

controlling techniques, and submission holds [Rousseau 2018]. While 

MMA derived from the combat sport of Pankration at the Olympic 

Games in 648 B.C [Stenius 2014], in our more modern era it has been 

commercialized into a professional league of competitive fight events, 

such as the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) [Walters 2015]. 

The last two decades has seen considerable growth in participation in 

MMA [Mierzwinski et al. 2014]; however, this participation can be 

competitive or recreational in nature and not all martial arts practition-

ers will engage in competitions (at a professional or amateur level).

MMA has often been presented in a negative light, with these be-

liefs primarily being endorsed through the media and entertainment 

industry, which promotes MMA as a media spectacle [Smith 1999; van 

Bottenburg & Heilbron 2006]. MMA has been portrayed or stereotyped 

as consisting largely of physical combat and cage fighting in which com-

petitors represent a masculine archetype, like a modern gladiator, and 

participation in the sport is full of violence and aggression [Abramson & 

Modzelewski 2011; Channon & Matthews 2015; Cynarksi & Litwiniuk 

2006; Green 2015; Mierzwinski et al. 2014; Rosario et al. 2014; van Bot-

tenburg & Heilbron 2006]. Some studies have shown an increase in ag-

gression [Reynes & Lorant 2002] and antisocial behaviour [Endresen & 

Olweus 2005] among male boys and youth as a result of participating in 

martial arts and combat sports. However, Rosario and colleagues [2014] 

note that some forms of aggression are acceptable and can be healthy 

and appropriate within this sport context. For example, aggression can 

be seen positively as a form of self-assertion, or negatively as a form of 

hostility, with combat sports tending to be more associated with the 

latter [Basiaga-Pasternak et al. 2020]. In a study that compared various 

type of aggression between amateur and professional-level combat sport 

athletes, Basiaga-Pasternak and colleagues [2020] found that aggression 

tended to be slightly lower among the professional athletes, and sur-

mised it could be a result of learned self-control over the length of their 

training. Moreover, Kuśnierz and colleagues [2014] compared aggres-

sion levels among men practicing MMA (capoeira, boxing, or jiujitsu) 
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METHODS

Ethical approval was granted by the institutional research ethics board 

[REB # 2020-31].

Participants

A total of 10 participants (9 male, 1 female) were recruited for this 

study. Participants were recruited through contacts of the first author 

(who is also involved in MMA) and through snowball sampling. Seven 

of the participants had achieved one or more black belts in a discipline 

of martial arts (Brazilian jiujitsu = 4; Hap Do Sool = 2; Uechi-Ryu 

Karate Do = 1; Taekwondo = 1) and three of the participants were one 

belt level away from a black belt (one each in Jeet Kune Do, Hap Do 

Sool, and Brazilian jiujitsu). All participants had trained in a variety of 

disciplines of martial arts: Brazilian jiujitsu = 9; boxing = 8; kickboxing 

= 7; wresting = 6; Kung Fu = 2; Taekwondo = 2. In terms of the experi-

ence levels, participants had been practicing martial arts for a minimum 

of four years to a maximum of 35 years; only one participant was not 

currently still involved in martial arts. Participants ranged in age from 

28 to 51 years, with an average age of 36 (SD = 8.48). The majority of 

participants were White (n = 7), one was Asian, one was South Asian, 

and one was mixed White, Black, and Native.

Interview schedule and procedure 

All data were collected through individual interviews conducted by the 

first author. Electronic consent was obtained through Qualtrics prior 

to conducting the interview. With the consent of each participant, we 

audio recorded each session and then transcribed these sessions ver-

batim. We used a semi-structured interview format whereby a set of 10 

open-ended questions were asked regarding their experiences in mixed 

martial arts (e.g., how they got involved in martial arts; highlights and 

challenges of their training; their views on achieving a black belt on and 

competitions; the impact of martial arts on their well-being). Interviews 

ranged from 25 minutes to one hour and forty minutes, with most 

interviews taking approximately 40 minutes. All participants were of-

fered a $5 Starbucks e-card as a thank you for their participation.

Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using QSR International’s NVivo (ver-

sion 12; NVivo, 2018) and followed a conventional content analysis 

approach [Hsieh & Shannon 2005]. This approach was selected as it is 

suitable for exploration in an area that is understudied and could benefit 

from further exploration. To begin, the first author (SR) read through 

the first eight transcripts several times to allow for data immersion and 

to get an understanding of the data as a whole. Next, SR took notes 

on her first impressions, thoughts, and initial analyses, and developed 

codes directly from the text for each unit of meaning identified. These 
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codes were then organized into themes and subthemes based on similar-

ities. Each of these themes and subthemes was then defined to clarify 

their meaning and a coding book was developed. All transcripts were 

then reviewed again and coded based on themes/subthemes in the cod-

ing book, with adjustments being made to the coding book as needed. 

Exemplars reflective of each theme/subtheme were also selected. Two 

more interviews were then conducted, transcribed, and coded based 

on the coding book. As a reliability check, three of the transcripts were 

coded again by the second author (AD), which resulted in an intercoder 

reliability of 79% agreement with the first author’s codings [Miles & 

Huberman 1994]. Cases of disagreement were discussed to reach a final 

consensus. Memos were then written for each of the themes.

The following strategies were used to ensure the trustworthiness and 

credibility of our findings: (a) member checking where each participant 

was provided with a summary of the findings and asked to confirm 

the accuracy of the synopsis—six of the participants responded to this, 

confirming the accuracy, (b) writing memos throughout the analytical 

process in order to document the evolution of codes, analytical ideas 

and decisions, and (c) using descriptive quotation exemplars as evidence 

of our findings [Hsieh & Shannon 2005; Lincoln & Guba 1985].

RESULTS

There were four overarching themes that were derived from this analy-

sis: (1) importance of the black belt, (2) benefits of training in martial 

arts, (3) dealing with injuries, and (4) being part of the martials arts 

community. There were six subthemes within the benefits of training 

in martial arts theme and one subtheme within the being part of the 

martial arts community theme that will be further described below.

Importance of the black belt

The participants had some mixed, and inconsistent, feelings about how 

important it was for them to have achieved a black belt. For the seven 

participants who had a black belt, four of them stated that getting the 

black belt was a goal for them right from the start, or that it became a 

goal as they started to progress through the belt levels, and that when 

they got their black belt it was one of the biggest highlights of their 

training.

I got my black belt in 2018, which was actually a massive high-

light. And that was in Brazilian jiujitsu which takes forever to 

get a belt in. [M9]

I felt on top of the world and it was just amazing. It truly was 

because there were so many years, so much sweat, so much 

everything … it meant a lot to me. [M6]



MARTIAL  
ARTS STUDIES

74 Winter 2022-23

The other three participants reported that their ultimate goal was more 

about skill development than achieving the black belt. However, even 

though they had initially said the black belt was not important to them 

when asked directly, in continued conversation it clearly did hold mean-

ing for them when they had achieved it. Given that they had achieved 

their black belts many years ago, perhaps they were currently more fo-

cused on their continued skill development and did not remember their 

former drive for the black belt before they had actually attained it.

I didn’t even think of black belts at all when I started, like it 

was all just to do it to be proficient … I actually kinda hated the 

idea of belts. I’m really not all that sold on the idea of belts to 

tell you the truth. I don’t know. I think it’s kind of like a North 

American, like impatient kid, kinda just needing to be told 

they’re doing well … well, when I got it, it was kind of a bigger 

deal than I though it would have been. But I don’t know. I like 

go back and forth with it now because like now, like I do see it 

as a pretty cool thing to be able to achieve. [M10]

When further asked about what the black belt signified for them, the 

participants reported that it represented a long-term accomplishment, 

credentials for running or instructing at a gym, the development of 

long-term relationships, and/or a way to identify skill levels among 

different belt ranks.

It means proficiency and it means that you, you haven’t given 

up and that you have a sound understanding of that martial art 

in question. [M7]

For the three participants who did not yet have a black belt, getting 

their belt was an important goal because, for them, it signifies having 

put in the effort to master something and earning the respect of their 

peers.

It shows that I basically went from a complete scrub in the be-

ginning to like someone that has basically mastered everything. 

[M2]

It symbolizes how much effort, how much work you put it. 

[M5]

Benefits of training in Martial Arts

The most dominant theme from the interviews was the many benefits 

that the participants had received from their training and journey in 

martial arts. For nearly all of the participants, they viewed martial arts 

as an integral part of their lives and plan to continue in martial arts for 

as long as they are able. There were six types of benefits that partici-

pants identified from their involvement in martial arts: learning and 

maintaining their skills, self-defence, physical health benefits, mental 

health benefits, personal growth, and learning how to win and to lose 

through competitions.
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Learning and maintaining skills

All participants discussed that one of the main reasons that they enjoyed 

martial arts and continued training, often for decades or more, was 

because they were constantly developing their skills and learning new 

skills. They noted that martial arts are always evolving and that nearly 

every training session offers something new. They compared this 

against other activities, such as running or weightlifting, which they 

remarked was very repetitive.

But I think what I love with martial arts is that there’s no limit 

to what you can learn. Like everybody always has something 

new. It’s always evolving. And I think that’s just what I really 

like. [F8]

For me it’s about learning. Just getting better, always improv-

ing. [M1]

Additionally, many of the participants expressed that they plan to stay 

in martial arts, with some saying that it is a life-long endeavour. This 

was particularly expressed by those training within Brazilian jiujitsu. 

The participants who were initially, or primarily, involved in boxing 

and kickboxing commented that they had either switched to jiujitsu or 

that they plan to eventually switch to only jiujitsu because they felt it 

was easier on the body and was something they could do into old age.

I would like to keep doing jiujitsu. And the other thing about 

jiujitsu is the older you get, the less you want to get punched in 

the head … And I think jiujitsu is a good way to age through, to 

be able to train forever. [M1]

I feel like martial arts will always, it will always be part of my 

life. [M7]

Self-defense

Another benefit that six of the participants mentioned was that their 

training and skill development made them feel confident that they could 

defend themselves, and even others, if needed.

[I’m] not looking for a fight, and I know most people are just 

generally minding their own business, but at least in the back of 

my head I know that I have tricks up my sleeve. [F8]

And I like having the skills to know I can protect myself or my 

family. [M7]

Physical health benefits

Six of the participants talked about the physical benefits of training in 

martial arts. This included being physically in shape, both in terms of 

cardiovascular health and the tone and shape of their body. They also 
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spoke about how physically challenging their training can be.

And I like pushing myself. Honestly, it’s one of the best ways 

to keep in shape. It just kinda hits everything in terms of really 

good cardio, building natural muscle, agility, everything. [F8]

Mental health benefits

Nine participants talked about benefits related to their mental health, 

explaining that the physical exercise was an effective way to reduce 

stress, tension, and anxiety and to feel more energized.

Actually, my anxiety gets really bad if I don’t train … but I think 

just having that hour or two where everyone leaves me alone 

and you’re doing one thing. There is nothing else to worry 

about … for that one hour everything just kind of goes away. I 

think that’s really important. [M1]

I find that when, after I’m done training, it’s the worries of my 

day or my life aren’t there anymore. [M7]

Seven of the participants also discussed feeling more self-confident 

because of their training and the skills they had developed.

As far as self-confidence, I feel incredibly powerful. You know 

it just makes me feel good that I have abilities. It makes me 

feel good that I can feel strong. It makes me feel good that I am 

technically sound … it just really makes me feel good about my-

self. Like as far as confidence, you know to, to, it allows you to 

believe in yourself. And it gives you a real-life situation where 

you can justify believing in yourself. [M6]

And, for some of these participants, they reported that this confidence 

extended into other areas of their lives, such as work or school.

What training helped me with accomplishing is that every time 

I was able to do a move that kind of gained my confidence. And 

every time I do that skill more and more and more I become 

more confident. And that translated to my lifestyle to where I 

think ok, I think I can do this, and I do it. And it works because 

I was more confident about it. [M2]

Additionally, one participant talked about how their training helped 

them focus and assess situations more clearly, both in and out of the 

gym.

I think jiujitsu helped me learn to really calm down and assess 

the situation a lot better... It’s not going to help you in a situa-

tion to s**z out and to waste energy really. You just need to 

calm yourself down, take a breath, and think. And I think that 

really works its way into all aspects of life really well. [M10]
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Personal growth

Nine of the participants spoke to the ways in which participating in 

martial arts had contributed to their growth as a person – beyond just 

the learning and development of skills – and that this impacted all 

aspects of their lives.

And it’s all about like personal growth, like you just need to 

focus on getting better yourself. Don’t focus on everybody else, 

it’s all about you. [F8]

And then just like the growth that you get and the knowledge 

itself that you get from experience that you, that you gain in 

martial arts and in competition I find to be, I found to be very 

valuable. [M9]

Three participants specifically noted that martial arts helped keep them 

out of trouble and gave them something to focus on as both an outlet 

for aggression and stress and as a goal to keep them motivated.

And without all the lessons that I learned, I don’t know what 

I would be. It’s almost terrifying to think of it. I’d probably be 

where a lot of my other friends were when I started fighting, 

where a lot of my other friends that I had then ended up now 

is like a lot of people in jail, a lot of people on drugs, a lot of 

people are dead. So I feel that I’ve really become a whole differ-

ent person because of it… and I’m really grateful. [M9]

I feel like if I hadn’t had the martial arts in my life I would have 

had more, I would have been more of a troublemaker. Like I 

enjoy fighting. I thoroughly enjoy fighting. And if I didn’t do it 

there, I’d probably do it somewhere else. [M5]

Several participants also spoke to martials arts helping them to identify 

their own weaknesses and overcome these weaknesses, such as their 

own ego, claustrophobia, getting upset about trivial things, and anger 

issues.

You’re constantly overcoming things you didn’t think you’re 

possible of and that transcends into everyday life. And it chan-

ges your perception of what you think you can do. [M3]

I used to be a cry baby. I’d cry about the little things. Like even 

when it’s not supposed to be a big deal, I make it a big deal…. 

This is kind of a weird thing, but I always think that, you know 

what, this is not as bad as getting punched in the face. Like 

if I’m getting punched in the face and I can take it, I can take 

someone calling me stupid or idiotic, calling me names. It’s like 

I’m not going to cry about that. [M2]

The participants also noted that in order to succeed in martial arts and 

achieve a black belt, certain traits are required, such as persistence, 

drive, self-motivation, and discipline.
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You need discipline because you can’t just show up once or 

twice a week and expect to get it. If you don’t put the time in 

you won’t get it… So if you want to achieve anything you need 

to be self-motivated. You need to be able to get up and want to 

do it. And if you don’t, you’re not going to go very far in martial 

arts or in life. [M4]

Learning to win and to lose through competition

When asked about whether they had competed as part of their training, 

nine of the participants had competed; this ranged from one tourna-

ment to hundreds of matches. These nine participants also indicated 

that sparring and competition were important parts of their training 

and/or that they had an important role in MMA training generally. 

Many of the participants talked about sparring and competition as 

a highlight of their training, particularly when they won a match or 

competition. There were two key benefits that the participants received 

from this. One was that it allowed them to test their skills.

The training, you know it’s satisfying if you’re training for a 

fight, and especially if you win. Being able to hold your own 

against somebody who used to be able to beat you is inspiring. 

[M1]

I got to learn what hard work really is. And how rewarding 

hard work can be when you do the hard work. So I would train 

probably two months before the tournament and after that 

tournament time I go in and I fight and I get medals and that’s 

all from the hard work I’ve done. [M2]

The second benefit was that it allowed them to overcome challenges 

within themselves, including learning how to take a loss.

You just get hungry for this challenge [competition]. Even if 

you fail, it’s what you learn in the process. That’s what martial 

arts is to me. The fact that you brought yourself in, you brought 

yourself in to the challenge. [M3]

I think competition is super important to anyone’s develop-

ment. I think it really is like learning how to lose, learning 

how to accept that you need to go back and work on what you 

messed up. Uh, developing yourself and not putting the blame 

on other people when you do lose. [M5]

Dealing with injuries 

There was only one recurring negative aspect of martials training that 

was mentioned by the participants: dealing with injuries. Nine of the 

participants commented on injuries they had received while training 

or competing. Only one participant reported not having any injuries 

beyond some bruises.
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Obviously for the amount of time that I’ve been in it, I’ve been 

very lucky [no injuries]. The amount of times that I have been 

hit in the nose, like come on (laughs) … But you know that’s 

just the game. [F8]

Injuries were raised when the participants were asked about challenges 

they have faced during their martial arts training. Shoulder and knee 

injuries were the most commonly reported injuries (aside from bruises 

and scratches), with broken or sprained toes and fingers also being quite 

common (particularly for those involved in jiujitsu). Some participants 

did mention some fairly serious injuries, such as concussions and frac-

tured facial bones, and a few have had surgeries related to their injuries.

Torn knee twice, torn shoulders, primarily with jiujitsu. Not to 

steer anybody clear of it … I’m more thankful for what jiujitsu 

has given me positively than any other art. But the injuries 

come regularly, just tears and stuff … over the course of ten 

years, over a year for sure has been down on injuries. I wouldn’t 

trade a minute of it. [M3]

Interestingly, several participants noted that it was not the injury itself 

that was the negative aspect, but rather that the injury prevented them 

from training. This often led them to feeling frustrated at not being able 

to train and losing any progress they had been making in their training.

And I’m not, again, not really the person to take time off. I’ve 

trained through almost every injury I’ve ever had… The injury 

itself is nothing, like it’s ok to be injured. In a sport like this, 

you’re going to get injured at some point. It’s going to happen. 

But not being able to train is like, it’s like, jiujitsu, even if I’m 

having a bad day anywhere I can go do jiujitsu and have at least 

an hour or two of good day. [M5]

When you get an injury you know suddenly all your progress 

is gone. And then you also start going backwards, right, you 

start losing your skill and your time and, and you can’t train and 

that’s frustrating too. [M6]

Being part of the Martial Arts community 

The last theme that emerged centered on the martial arts community 

and the sense of belonging that the participants felt within this com-

munity. Nine of the participants talked about the friendships that they 

had formed, which were often built on trust and respect because of the 

level of physical intimacy that is involved in training in martial arts, and 

particularly jiujitsu. Many of these friendships have been formed over a 

long period of training together.
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The camaraderie of being with like-minded people. We would 

have students come and go, but it was the people that stuck 

around, and then we would train together and we would learn 

from each other and it made it a lot more fun. [M4]

The friendships I’ve made along the way. Like there’s, you 

don’t get, the way you’re close with someone you’ve beaten up 

or been beaten up by, it’s so different to like the way a normal 

friendship is. There’s like a huge amount of intimacy in that. 

And like me, one of my best friends, I’ve only known for like a 

year, but we are super close because we train six, seven days a 

week together, try to hurt each other every day, just builds that, 

there’s like a trust to it. [M5]

Three of the participants also commented that within the jiujitsu 

community there is a world-wide acceptance of martial artists and that 

someone who trains in jiujitsu can walk into another jiujitsu club any-

where in the world and be welcomed and invited to train.

Take it [martial arts gi] always with the team patch and you’re 

welcome anywhere in the world… what else does that for you? 

The ability to connect with other humans on the other side of 

the world. [M3]

With BJJ you can go anywhere, anywhere in the world … as 

long as you know this art, you have this language. And you can’t 

even speak the same language, but everyone that you know in 

this place they speak jiujitsu so you can train with them and 

speak a language with them. And it’s a beautiful thing. [M6]

Role of teaching

Within the theme of the martial arts community was a subtheme 

related to teaching. Seven of the participants are currently, or have 

previously been, involved in teaching. All these participants loved 

teaching and felt very passionate about their teaching. And when asked 

what some of the most rewarding aspects of being involved in martial 

arts was, they responded it was the teaching. There were two primary 

factors that motivated these individuals in their teaching. One was that 

it helped them to improve and refine their own skills because teaching it 

forced them to learn and understand the techniques themselves so they 

could teach it to others.

Having to think things through, how you do something or why 

you’re doing it and having to explain it to someone actually re-

inforced the technique and the principles with yourself … made 

me a better practitioner. [M7]

It helps when I’m instructing because I get to show everybody 

how, how to do the moves and how I was taught the moves. 

It also helps remind me how to do the moves and stuff when I 

show it to other people. [M3]
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The second factor had to do with the more interpersonal aspects of 

working with kids and adults and how the participants felt rewarded by 

being in a mentorship role. They enjoyed seeing the progress and gains 

that their students would make and developing long-term relationships 

with their students.

The really rewarding stuff is the coaching … walking around 

town and seeing kids that you taught when they were little … 

it makes you feel old, but it’s cool. That’s the really rewarding 

part. [M1]

Even now owning a gym I really love the transformative aspect 

of it and how we can, how we can really help to change people 

with it [martial arts]. [M9]

A couple of these participants also noted that this was a way to pay it 

forward and give back in a way that they had experienced as a student.

And how I can kind of explain all of the lessons and the journey 

that I’ve experienced to them. [M9]

They tell me, ‘oh thank you for teaching me’. And I just smile. 

I smile because, you know, I tell them this, I go, you remember 

that first guy I told you about, I called him my grandpa and stuff 

like that? [referring to a mentor when first starting in martial 

arts] I go, you know what, someone taught me when I first 

started. So I’m happy to teach you. I’m happy because you know 

I was a 16-year-old kid who didn’t know anything and this guy 

came and he taught me. So hey, you know, if I can teach you, it’s 

a blessing to me. It makes me very happy. [M6]

DISCUSSION

In this study, we qualitatively explored the meaning that participants 

ascribed to achieving a black belt and to their involvement in martials 

arts as a whole. Being involved in martials arts was overwhelmingly 

seen in a positive light, with both individual benefits (improved physical 

and mental health, skill development, and personal growth through 

both training and competitions) and interpersonal benefits (relationship 

development and developing a sense of community within martial arts) 

reported by all participants. The findings from this study are consistent 

with the results of previous studies. Overton [2017] also found that par-

ticipants in his study spoke of personal growth and skill development as 

a result of participating in martial arts. Additionally, these participants 

spoke of the value of martial arts for self-defence, physical benefits, 

mental health benefits, and relationship formation. Chinkov and Holt 

[2016] interviewed men and women involved in Brazilian jiujitsu and 

found that all participants reported positive benefits of being involved 

in the sport, including physical and emotional changes, skill develop-

ment, a sense of commitment and dedication, and personal growth, 
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including increased self-confidence inside and outside of the gym. Peer 

support and a sense of community was also identified by these partici-

pants as important to their training and development. Studies focusing 

on the use of a mixed martial arts program for at-risks youth and young 

men reported physical benefits, improved mental health (confidence 

and emotion regulation) and relationship development [Bird et al. 2019; 

Milligan et al. 2017]. Additional benefits outside of the program, such 

as improved academic performance and their own sense of personal 

growth were also found [Milligan et al. 2017]. A study involving older 

adults found that involvement in karate improved mental health among 

older adults [Jansen et al. 2016]. Finally, a quantitative study of over 900 

men in Brazil that were engaged in martial arts (Brazilian jiujitsu, judo, 

karate, kung-fu, or taekwondo) reported an overall higher quality of life 

compared to a normative sample based on national data [Schwartz et al. 

2021].

Being injured, and the resulting break in their training, was the only 

consistent negative aspect that was mentioned as a result of participat-

ing in this sport. Injuries have been commonly associated with involve-

ment in martial arts, with a systematic review of injuries sustained in 

this sport finding an incidence rate of 246 per 1000 athletic encounters 

[Thomas & Thomas 2018]. Jensen and colleagues [2017] found an in-

cidence rate of 23-29 per 100 fight-participations, with disciplines such 

as boxing, kickboxing and karate having higher rates of head and facial 

injuries, and disciplines such as Brazilian jiujitsu, judo, and wrestling 

having higher rates of joint injuries. However, despite the risk of injury 

as a result of this sport, this has not been a deterrent to anyone that 

participated in this study to discontinue their training.

Role of motivation in Martial Arts

Each of the participants in this study has shown high levels of dedica-

tion and motivation in their pursuit of a black belt and in choosing 

to continue to train in mixed martial arts. Self-determination theory 

(SDT) [Ryan & Deci 2000], which seeks to explain human motiva-

tion, can be drawn upon to explain this long-term commitment. SDT 

proposes that, within a social context, individuals have three basic needs 

that must be met to help fuel their self-motivation: autonomy, related-

ness, and competence [Ryan & Deci 2000]. An individual is autono-

mous to the extent that their behaviour is willingly enacted and that the 

actions and values related to the behaviour are fully supported by the 

individual [Chirkov et al. 2003]. Relatedness refers to the sense of be-

longing and cohesion that an individual feels within the social environ-

ment [Calvo et al. 2010]. Competence, which is particularly influential 

to motivation in a sport context [Reinboth & Duda 2006], relates to an 

individual’s ability to perform well in the sport.

SDT also distinguishes between three distinct types of motivation and 

their effects on learning, performance, and well-being [Ryan & Deci 

2000]. Intrinsic motivation is an individual’s innate tendency to seek 

out and participate in activities that they find interesting and enjoy-

able for their own sake and satisfaction. Extrinsic motivation is when 

an individual engages in an activity because there are certain outcomes 

that they value or are looking to achieve. These outcomes could include 

rewards or acknowledgements. A third type of motivation is amotiva-

tion which refers to having no intention to be actively involved in the 

activity or just going through the motions of the activity with no real 

intent.

We found that the participants in our study demonstrated elements 

of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation throughout their years of 

training. We can see their intrinsic motivation through their talk about 

wanting to continue to learn and develop their skills, even after achiev-

ing their black belt. Many participants spoke of their intentions to 

continue to be involved in marital arts, and jiujitsu in particular, for the 

foreseeable future, which clearly demonstrates a strong level of intrinsic 

motivation. The development of relationships with their peers and in-

structors, the sense of community they feel – and the role of mentorship 

for those who teach – may also contribute to their intrinsic motivation. 

The goal of achieving the black belt and in engaging in competitions 

demonstrates the influence of extrinsic motivation. They have been 

rewarded, or are on the road to be rewarded, with the black belt for the 

hard work and dedication they have put in. In the case of competitions, 

the incentives are the social acknowledgments and medals/trophies that 

they get through competition and winning. Overall, research supports 

that those who experience higher levels of satisfaction and the attain-

ment of the needs of autonomy, relatedness and competence demon-

strate higher levels of motivation and achieve greater overall well-being 

[Chirkov et al. 2003; Ryan & Deci 2000; Sheldon & Kasser 1998].

Another theory relating to human motivation that we can draw upon 

is goal setting theory [Locke & Latham 2006]. As defined by Locke and 

Latham [2006], ‘a goal is a level of performance proficiency that we 

wish to attain, usually within a specific time period’ [332]. According 

to goal setting theory, if individuals set realistic goals, such as achiev-

ing a specific standard of achievement (like a black belt or entering a 

competition), this will increase motivation through a desire to attain 

the goal, which will, in turn, improve performance. By setting a goal, 

an individual draws their attention and effort towards the goal. This 

then helps them to focus on actions that will lead to the attainment of 

the goal and away from actions that would reduce their likelihood of 

achieving the goal [Latham 2004].

One’s level of commitment toward achieving a goal is influenced by 

two key factors: importance and self-efficacy [Locke & Latham 2002]. 

Goal importance relates to the purpose and value in achieving the goal 

and the expected outcomes in achieving the goal. Self-efficacy reflects 

the belief that one has in being able to attain the goal. Self-efficacy is 

key because if one believes they can attain the goal, they will be more 

motivated to do so. Furthermore, through the achievement of the goal, 

one can experience many positive outcomes such as an increased inter-

est in the activity, pride in performance, an enhanced sense of personal 

satisfaction, greater happiness, and a higher level of satisfaction and 

well-being [Latham 2004; Latham & Locke 2006].
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Setting goals have a number of important psychological benefits [La-

tham 2004]. One, in selecting and committing to a goal, an individual 

focuses their attention and energy on the goal and away from other 

goal-irrelevant activities. Two, having a goal can serve to energize an 

individual and keep them focused on success and on staying commit-

ted to the goal. Three, goals can encourage individuals to use their 

prior knowledge and experience to help them in achieving their goal or 

strategizing how to achieve their goal. While goals can be performance-

based, such as achieving a black belt, they can also be learning-based. 

We see this in the way that nearly all of the participants who had 

attained their black belt have continued on in their training. Only one 

participant quit martial arts after earning their black belt. By having a 

goal to continue to develop their skills, to learn new skills, and to teach 

others, they continue to stay motivated and engaged in their martial art, 

and continue to assign importance and value to their training.

LIMITATIONS

There are four key limitations of this study to note. One, it is likely that 

the views expressed by the participants in this study, who have stayed 

involved in martial arts for years, and even decades, are different from 

the views of those who choose to leave the sport early. Two, there 

was only one female participant in this study and, although her views 

were aligned with the male participants, there are also likely important 

aspects of participating in martial arts that are gender-based. Further 

research with a larger female sample would be of great value. For 

instance, as a female involved in the sport myself (first author), I believe 

that there may be some differences regarding acceptance in the martial 

arts community for women who train in gyms that are largely male 

dominated. Additionally, as a female interviewer, there is a chance that 

the male participants may have refrained from discussing some aspects 

related to martial arts involvement, such as masculinity or violence 

[Green 2015]. However, given that many of the participants were per-

sonally known to the first author or were known acquaintances of other 

participants, we feel that participants were quite open in these discus-

sions of their involvement in this sport. Fourth, this study was based on 

a relatively small sample size and short duration and would benefit from 

a more in-depth consideration of this topic.

CONCLUSION

In sum, this study shows that, for those who have stayed committed to 

the sport of martial arts, there are numerous physical and psychological 

benefits: improved cardiovascular endurance and muscular strength; 

skill development, including self defense; improved mental health, 

including increased self-esteem and confidence and reduced anxiety 

and stress; and a sense of belonging within the martial arts community. 

There are also high levels of intrinsic motivation among these individ-

uals as they have been involved in the sport for years, and even decades, 

and many choose to continue their training long after achieving the 

black belt and to engage in life-long learning and skill development. 

Research has shown that engagement in sport has been positively linked 

to overall mental health [Snedden et al. 2019]; thus, having long-term 

involvement in this sport may positively influence one’s mental well-

being across decades. Martial arts is a sport that is welcoming of people 

of all ages from young children to older adults. This not only allows 

for individuals to get involved in this sport in their youth and remain 

involved for decades, but also provides the opportunity for multiple 

generations to interact with, learn from, and mentor one another. One 

benefit enjoyed by many of our participants was the ability to pay it 

forward to those starting out in martial arts. Finally, these findings may 

also make a meaningful contribution to the sociology of sport and have 

demonstrated the importance of friendships, mentorship, and the sense 

of belonging that one feels as part of the martial arts community. We, as 

humans, are social animals and social interaction is another important 

element for our health and mental well-being [Snyder-Mackler et al., 

2020].
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