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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to compare the sgfiegeof coping with stress among elite

athletes in Iran national individual sports and @alsnale and female athletes in different age
groups. The sampling approach was census repogimd) of 340 national athletes in 23 sport

fields, 276 athletes (81% of the statistical sgQigtarticipated in the research. The instrument
for the study was a standard questionnaire (copgsesl) specialized for measuring the coping
styles with stress in elite athletes. This questiame included 40 questions in Likert's 4 value
measurement (from never=1 to always=4), and siatibtests of Friedman, Wilcoxon, Mann-

Whitney and Kruscal Wallis were used in significkevel of <0.05 to analyze the data. The

results indicated that athletes used accommodat@proach, self-punishment, self-help and
avoidance strategies, respectively. Although, tidetes older than 30 years used approach and
self-punishment coping strategies more than othegsp there was no significant difference
between athletes according to their experience.e@aly, the problem-focused strategy was
more prevalent than emotion-focused one among thletes. Also, the male athletes used
emotion-focused style more than female athletes.

Key words: Coping Styles with Stress, Individual sports, é&thletes.

INTRODUCTION

In professional sports, there is high stress orathketes that can disturb their emotional balance
in a long-term or short-term period [1]. Accorditg Daniel (2000), professional sports are

always stressful and many stressing factors haga Hescovered so far [2]. Factors such as the
game result, negative understanding of capabibtganizational and team issues, expectations,
defeat probability, fatigue, game pressure, injurgyeling, etc. have been introduced as the
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stressing factors of athletes [3-10]. Since theeplanty of stressing factors and resources,
athletes use stress coping strategies for handiegoressure. These strategies include all the
cognitive and behavioral attempts used for confngntdecreasing and balancing the negative
effects and consequences of stress [11,12]. The s“coping with stress” from the 1980s and
with the writings of Pearlin & Schooler (1978), M0¢1980) and Lazarus &Folkman (1980)
became known. In sport studies, Lazarus & Folkn@84) also were the first people to
investigate the issue in case of athletes [13]. &ltays, various patterns and strategies of coping
with stress is recognized [1]. These patterns aey \diverse and sometimes completely
individual, but have created many useful theoréticaunds for investigating various aspects of
stress, cognitive assessment of stress, copinggiga, support sources, environmental factors,
individual differences and any strategies’ funcality. Pearlin & Schooler (1978), first
presented the three coping strategies as negatieéians control, changing the meaning and
value of the event, and changing the stress situdti]. Lazarus & Folkman(1984), named the
two main strategies, concentrating on fedeling ©#won-focused) and concentrating on the
problem ( problem-focused) [13]. The problem-focusm®mping strategy is the cognitive and
behavioral attempts by which the athlete triestiange the stress source. But in the emotion-
focused coping strategy, the athlete tries to deserehe unwanted bodily and emotional effects
and consequences related to stress [15]. Otherarots®s, according to the theoretical
framework of Lazarus and Folkman (1984), regaraedesof the coping strategies efficient (like
problem-focused) and some other strategies ineffic{like avoidance-focused). In avoidance-
focused strategy, the athlete ignores the stresecascand by getting physically or mentally
further from the stress source, tries to decrdasaegative effects of the stress source [16].

Anshel (2008), the famous sport psychologist, dgidicéach of the two strategies, the problem-
focused and the emotion-focused, into two cognidind behavioral subsidiary coping strategies.
In his point of view, the athlete uses these giateactively (direct) and inactively (avoidance)
[16]. In active cognitive coping, the athlete engmgn a positive self-talking or a positive
assessment and attitude of the stress stimulusn bbbé inactive or avoidance cognitive coping,
the athlete ignores the situation transiently.dtive behavioral coping, the athlete seeks for the
others’ help and support and finally in avoidaneddvioral coping, the athlete engages himself
in another activity to distance himself from thegagve consequences of stress [15,17]. Yoo
(2000) according to the Korean athletes” cultureaddition to the problem-focused, emotion-
focused and avoidance-focused , has discoveredhemstrategy called transcendence strategy
that is relate to trust, hope, optimism and religideliefs [16]. Recently, EndlerandParker
(2003) in another classification of strategies, hegarded the problem-focused strategy as a
task-focused strategy that is against the two gppirategies of emotion-focused and avoidance-
focused [18]. In new studies, various strategiesetmeen known that do not have the limitations
of problem-focused and avoidance-focused copirajegies.Respectively,Gagne & Zuckerman
(2003) , have put five coping strategies into timehsions of “ emotion-focused and problem-
focused” and in fact have divided the mentionedtsgies into subsidiary and special strategies
which include self-help , approach, accommodatamaidance and self-punishment. In self-help
coping strategy, the person directly gets intocacin order to balance the stressing factors’
effects and tries to place himself under the othgrgporting umbrella and be interactive in case
of the problem with the others [15]. In approadiatelgy, the athlete considers only one aspect of
the situation or stimulus and in time of encountepproaches it, checks the previous
experiences, accepts the reality and reorganizeswvént to find a positive and proper point out
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of it [19]. In accommodation or adaptation, thegoer deals with the change of stressing factor’s
meaning and tries to be optimistic toward all thessing issues and events and challenges to
accept them. In avoidance strategy,the athleteolee she problem, ignores the problem and
regards it as unimportant and focuses all his &tteron the athletic activities [20]. In self-
punishment, the athlete controls his emotions weadese the impacts of unwanted physical or
emotional stimuli [20]. Gagne and Zuckerman havemet the first three strategies, problem-
focused and the other two, emotion-focused [15]ingyghese strategies in many athletic
occasions can lead to the athlete’s higher ratermaftionality and performance [2]. Although ,
there have been many studies on coping stratedieéfferent athletic groups [8, 19-22], in
recent years , there have been much focus on rbg&sstoping strategies of individual and team
elite athletes [1,23-25]. A group of researchergwad that the approach strategy is prevalent
among the athletes, but another group regarde@vbielance strategy more common [16, 26-
29]. Of course, some researchers have reportedsteof both strategies (19,30). Some other
researchers, showed the problem-focused and cogrstrategies in professional athletes of
individual fields [1,7,15]. Giacobbi et al (2004¢lkeve that the approach strategies is more
common for overcoming all sorts of stressing fastovhile the avoidance strategies are used by
some of the athletes [9]. Lazarus and Folkman (L98&ieve that the athletes use the
accommodation model more than the others [31],evhié Grad (1995), demonstrated that the
problem-focused strategy is a compatible way that aghlete can use considering the
environmental condition [20]. Many studies haverbdene in case of coping strategies that all
of them have presented various strategies to owexdbe athlete’s stress [4,7,34]. By studying
these researches, one can recognize the variousgcsfrategies and classify them by their
functionality [31,35]. In case of Iranian athletsstess coping there have been some researches
but they were few. These researches, have discosdgtivo types of stress coping strategies in
amateur athletes, but it has not been clear thdteémmain two strategies of problem-focused or
emotion-focused, which subsidiary strategies weedlby the athletes [20-22]. Also, this issue
has not ever been investigated in high levels affgssional sport of Iran. The results of
comparative studies of Yoo (2000) and Anshel (2G0®)w the role of cultural differences in the
athletes of Malaysia, China, Mexico, Australia P4, and the study of Adegbesan (2007) show
the cultural differences in French and Americarleddts [2]. Therefore, since the sport fields in
Iran have developed and professionalized, it ises®aEry to investigate the particular cultural
differences. Also, in interviewing with many of tlehampions of individual fields, who are
studying in one of the state universities of theintoy, conducted by the first author of this
research, it was illustrated that the stress isngportant disturbing factor , influencing the
athletes’ performances in international levels.iSis, required that the coping strategies be more
considered, to overcome the stressing factors efatiletic events. Despite the paradoxical
results in different researches and the impacheftype of the athletic field and the cultural
factors, it seems that other situations and cambtisuch as experience, championship and
athletic record can influence the selection of oype of coping strategy. This issue has been
investigated in the team sports [19, 23, 25& 37Mjlevthe individual athletes experience more
stress as they are the only one bearing the bwofleampetition and results. So, it is probable
that individual athletes use various stress copgingtegies to overcome the stress. Hence, the
main question of the researcher is that, do theomalt athletes in individual fields use special
coping strategies? Do their strategies; dependcem age, sex and athletic record? And finally
how is the priority of the coping strategies inioaal athletes in individual fields?
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

According to the athletic federations statistic40 &thletes of the national teams (82 females,
258 male) from the 23 athletic field of Wushu , &, Cycling, Kayaking, Ping-Pong,
Badminton, Wrestling, Boxing, Swimming, Diving, Pte, Public, Scuba diving, Skiing, Track
and Field, Synchronized Swimming, Judo, Billiardeightlifting, Taekwondo, Shooting, Muay
Thai have been present in the national teams cahipgssampling method was census reporting
and all the athletes were in the statistical sample modified and standard (cope-revised)
guestionnaire of Gagne and Zuckerman (2003) wethriternal stability of r=0.92 was used with
40 questions, in the Likert'svaule scale (from 1wereto 4=always) which measured the five
strategies of Self-help, Approach, Accommodatiompidance and Self-Punishment [15]. The
first three strategies are called problem-focusadl the other two are named emotion-focused.
This new questionnaire, is especially for the pssienal sports which after translation,
correction and commenting of 10 experienced schpldre internal stability of the entire
guestionnaire on 40 athletes was r= 0.82 and tfeenial stability of each strategy was between
r= 0.65 and r= 0.70. The questionnaire was distedblamong the athletes at the time of teams
camping, with all sport federations’ cooperatioheTanswering time of 30 minutes that from the
340 distributed questionnaire, 276 complete questoe (81% of statistical society) were
gathered and then analyzed with the Kolmogorov—&mir Friedman, Wilcoxon, Mann-
Whitney and Kruskal-Wallis statistical test in aanangful level of R0.05 .

RESULTS

The description of individual characteristics obggets showed that 50.2 percent of them were
under 20 years old and of 276 subjects, 206 wete arad 70 were female. Also 50.8 % of the

subjects had less than two-year of national re@d only 9.5 % had more than 8-year of

national record. By using the Kolmogorov—Smirnostt¢he supposition of the normality of data

was rejected. As it is observed in Tab.1, natiathletes used the accommodation, approach,
self-punishment, self-help and avoidance copingtetiies and by using the Friedman Test, it
became known that there is a meaningful differdpesveen the coping strategy and athletes
stress. It can be expressed that the problem-fdcsisategy (the first three strategies) is more
common than the emotion-focused strategies (thevasones).

Tablel: Comparing the Stress Coping Strategies in&ional Athletes

——

Indexei/ //\.’;;l;s. Average LRI sz:an TesLhi—Square
Self-help 4,04 20,34
Approach 377 23/98
Accommodation 3/64 24,06 0000 | 4 482,534
Avoidance 379 15/88
Self-punishment 3/96 20/39
P<0.05
138
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The results of the post-hoc test of Wilcoxon in paming the pair of each strategies, showed that
there is a meaningful difference between self-halpl approach, accommodation and

avoidance, among approach , avoidance and sel§ipon@int, among accommodation,

avoidance and self-punishment, and between avoédanping strategy and self-punishment
coping strategy. Generally a meaningful differem@s observed between the problem-focused
and emotion-focused coping strategies in natiotdétes (table 2)

Table 2: Wilcoxon Test

Feeling-Focused Self-punishment Avoidance| Accommodation| Approach

0/804 "0/000 "0/000 "0/000 | Self-help
"0/000 "0/000 0/772 | Approach
"0/000 *0/000 | Accommodation

*0/000 | Avoidance
*0/000 | Problem-Focused

* P<0.05

The information of Table (3) shows that the maldedés use the avoidance and self-punishment
strategies more and this difference is meaningBdnerally, male athletes used the emotion-
focused strategies more than the female ones,nboase of problem-focused coping strategy
there was not any meaningful difference.

Table 3: Male & Female Stress Coping Strategies

Vg]r(ijaet))(le Number| Group | Average| SD UQ/Iann ngi;ney
Self help 27(;)5 ,\j 22(?_'471 ;‘:g 093 | 0.35
approach 27005 I\Ijl gjié gé 1.32 0.18
Accommodation 27005 I\Ijl ;jéé gg 0.22 0.81
Avoidance o182 3 543 o012
Self punishment ;8 I\Ijl ;géi 22 3.12 | 0.002¢
Problem focused 205 F 22.56 | 3.6 0.84 0.39

70 F 22.87 | 2.8
Emotion Focuseg 27%5 '\é 2222 gg 2.60 | 0.009
*. P<0.05

According to the information of table (4), only he approach and self-punishment strategies,
there was a meaningful difference in case of diffiéage groups.

The results of post-hoc Mann-Whitney Test showeat the athletes older than 30, used the
approach and self-punishment strategies more ttheam age groups (table 5). Also, according to
the rate of Chi-Square (average 2.32) and the mghuilevel of Kruskal-Wallis Test, a
meaningful difference was not observed in all tiness coping strategies of athletes with various
national records.
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Table4: Stress Coping Strategies in Different Age Bups

. . L Kruskal Wallis test
strategies Variable Group Average Number $P5ig DFl Chi s
-21 20.16 138 4.22
21-25 20.05 88 4.08
2
Self Help 56-30 5107 36 3.430.166 3| 5.083
+30 21.61 13 3.52
-21 21.81 138 3.7(
Problem 21-25 23.69 88 4.02
Focused | APProach 26-30 | 24.47 36 | 3.65 007 | 3| 768
+30 26.37 13 2.46
-21 24.24 138 3.44
. 21-25 23.24 88 4.00
Accommodation 56-30 54,61 36 364 0.193 | 3| 4.728
+30 23.63 13 2.48
-21 15.67 138 3.77
. 21-25 15.96 88 4,18
Avoidance 56-30 1638 36 2.630'561 3| 2.057
Emotion +30 15.84 13 4.09
Focused -21 19.85 138 3.98
. 21-25 20.64 88 4.08
Self- Punishmen 56-30 50.69 36 3_“0.009‘ 3 | 11.53
+30 23.5 13 3.88

* P<0.05

Table5: Post-hoc tests results in different age gups

Self-punishment | «——Age Groups —#pproach
Sig Z z Sig
0/262 | -1/122| ~20 comparedto 21-28— /05575 50
0/19 |-1/311 | -20 comparedto 26-30| -1/149 | 0/250
*0/002 | -3/154 -20 compared to +30 | - 2/556 | *x0/011
0/623 | -0/492 | 21-25 compared to 26-30- 1/123 | 0/261
*0/008 | -2/666 | 21-25 comparedto + 30 -2/453 | *0/014
*0/009 | -2/619 | 26-30 compared to +3Q - 2/605 | *0/004
*: P<0.05

DISCUSSION

The resulted Information from the analyses, showeat there is a meaningful difference
between the stress coping strategies of athletas$,d@monstrated that the athletes use the
problem-focused strategy more often than the emdboused ones. These findings is
inconsistent with the research results of Balidgil((7) , Giaccobi (2004) , Malika et al (2005)
and Gould et al ( 1993), since in these resear¢hescommonest strategy among the athletes
was the emotion-focused stress coping strategy1 96,33, 38, 39]. These inconsistencies are
probably because of using different questionnaliéerent athletic levels and the participants’
types of athletic fields, since in the aforemengidnmesearches, the two-dimensional measuring
guestionnaire for coping strategies was used, whilhe current research, the five subsidiary
strategies were investigated in two main dimensiéusthermore, the current study is done on
the individual athletes in national level , whileetaforementioned studies , were done in one

140
Scholars Research Library



Mehriyeh Panahiet al Annals of Biological Research, 2011, 2 (6):135-144

particular sport field or among the team athletes ia amateur level. However, in the researches
of Mark (2006), Will (2002), Noblet( 2002), Wilkesthe emotion-focused strategy was in the
last place which is in harmony with the currentegesh [40]. In addition, the result of this
research is harmonious with the Endler and ParK@083) classification, because they regard
the emotion-focused and avoidance-focused strateggeignoring the stress which causes the
self-punishment, anger and anxiety. But in the -faskised strategy, like the problem-focused
strategy, the athlete is seeking for time and S8dnamanagement [18]. So, as the national
athletes of Iran, use the problem-focused strasegiere often, we can conclude that they
confront the stress, rather that ignoring it anelytfocus on their task or performance analysis.
The research’s findings has been contrasted tohtéaretical models of coping with stress, for
instance in point of view of Endler&Parker (2008)e coping strategy of task-focused or as in
this research the problem-focused strategy is apetible way for handling the situations.
Therefore, the national Iranian athletes have yseger techniques to overcome their stress. It
seems that, as of the individual fields’ natures tognitive assessments and focusing on the
problem is more essential.

Also the results of this research is in accordamitle the Lazarus ‘theory (1984) which regarded
the accommodation strategies (focusing on the ipesitspects), focusing on the problem, self-
help and attracting social support, and relatignstith others as the efficient style. Also, the
self-punishment, avoidance and concealing the pmbirom others, ignoring the stress and
forgetting it are regarded as inefficient. So aunydhe inefficient strategy is the proper decision
[13]. According to this classification and becauseaccommodation and self-help strategies’
priority in national individual athletes, they hapeeferred the efficient styles to the inefficient
ones.

In another division, Moos &Billings (1980) dividebe strategies into two active and avoidance
group in which the problem and emotion is focusedAxccording to this division, we can say
that the athletes in this research have had matmations to the active coping strategies. This
issue is more cleared considering the priorityheffirst three coping strategies. For instance, the
precise checking of questionnaire show that in-iselp strategy gaining support , in approach
strategy thinking and planning , and in the accouhation strategy optimism and acceptance can
be regarded as the active coping strategies [19].

Apparently, as in the individual sports, the pariance depends on the individual capacities and
the group dynamism is less interfering, the a#lsidocus on the internal factors and their own
performance more than the environmental or extdawbrs, in that case the problem-focused
stress coping strategy is more needed. For preoigstigation of the reasons behind the
inconsistency of this research to the aforementdamees, it is better to check and compare the
results of the researches on elite athletes irvidhaal fields. According to Karaker (1989), as
these athletes experience different sources dsstse they learn different strategies to overcome
them. Therefore, one cannot say that the copiragegfies are just these five mentioned ones. In
the studies of Gould & Jackson(1993), Dale (208@)t & Hogg ( 2003) and Gerad (1995), the
problem-focused strategies has been viewed asrtipeipstrategy in individual sport fields and
the emotion-focused strategy was regarded as tieeaH the intense decline of the performance
[7,41]. However , the results of most researcheslaged to a certain individual field , while in
the current research , several individual spottiidhave been investigated and about 70 percent

141
Scholars Research Library



Mehriyeh Panahiet al Annals of Biological Research, 2011, 2 (6):135-144

of the athletes were form 6 athletic field. Thssue caused that the researchers withdraw
comparing the strategies in different sport fieklace the number of the samples in each of the
fields were not statistically sufficient for compsam.

The results of the research showed that, male tathlase the emotion-focused strategy
(avoidance and self-punishment) more than the pmldbcused one. This result is in line with
the studies of Tasaddoghi (2008) , Sifj& Kereng903), Carter et al (1998), Mcintyre (1995)
and Anshel (2001) [38,42]. But Mark (2006), demaoststid that both male and female athletes
use the problem-focused more often. However, KnaékeGraham (1995), Jafari& Balighi
(2007), Michael et al (2000) and Stern et al (198i8) not observe any meaningful difference
between the strategies of male and female ath[é®s21, 43, 44]. Also , the results of the
researches of Pensgaard (2003), Reid et al (18y, et al (1996) showed that the female
athletes, use the emotion-focused strategy mordhanchale athletes used the problem-focused
one more often [10, 45, 46]. It is not clear tHage results and differences are related to the
gender differences or other variables such as kki#l, individuals’ capacities or the culture.
Generally, most of these researches have emphasizthee lack of difference in case of coping
strategies used by male or female athletes or #mephasis was on the male athletes’ preference
of emotion-focused strategy.

The outcome of this research showed that the athlgder than 30, use the approach and self-
punishment strategies more than the other age graug this difference is meaningful.
Probably, the athletes older than 30, because af #xperience, when they encounter the
problems and stressing factors, check their praviexperiences, and by accepting the reality,
manage and organize their emotions to decreastrébssing factors and their effects. Also, there
were not any meaningful differences in other comtrgtegies. This finding is in contrast with
the results of Jafari (1999) and Folkman et al @9 which the adult athletes used the
emotion-focused coping strategy and the youngdetathused the problem-focused more often
[19, 21]. While , in opinions of Williams ,Anshel497), Aflatuni (2001) and Stam (1993) , the
student athletes in oder age groups use the prelolemsed coping strategy [19, 31]. Tasadoghi
(2008) also showed there is a meaningful relatignbbtween the age and coping strategy [20].
While Balighi (2007) and McKera(1982) showed thhe told and the young uses similar
strategies [19]. Reviewing the researches demdastrénat the previous researchers, have
compared the problem-focused coping strategy amedethotion-focused coping strategy in
different age groups, while in the current reseaeelth one of the subsidiary factors of problem-
focused coping strategy and emotion-focused cogiregegy was compared separately and one
by one among the different age groups. In additiba, inconsistency in different age groups’
coping strategies is related to age classificafibosit is not exactly clear in different reseagsh
which groups were named old, adult and younger.

The current research’s findings show that therisany meaningful difference in case of using
coping strategies among athletes with differentonal records. This result is approximately in
accordance with Tasadoghi’'s results (2008) whichrait observe any meaningful relationship
between the athlete’s record and emotion--focuseping strategy and reported a weak
relationship with the problem-focused coping sg&tf20]. In addition, Anshel et al (1997) and
Giaccobi (2004) showed that the experienced athlese problem-focused coping strategy and
the inexperienced ones use emotion-focused copiategy [31, 47]. Probably, the reason for
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these inconsistent results was that the athletegirds differences were not high and 61 % of
them had less than 2-year of record as well.

Investigating the many paradoxical results in caketress coping strategies show that it is
possible in comparing the coping strategies ofed#ls, other than the age, gender and record,
factors such as character, occupational statusopalr experience and sport field traits are
influential. For example, in this research, theietgr of the athletic fields was great and
considering the subjects, 40 % of the participardgse martial athletes. Therefore, it is possible,
these strategies be influenced according to the typthe sport field, type of situation and
conditions of stressing stimuli. However, the pteaae and priority of problem-focused coping
strategy is a good a sign for the future when théetes’ experiences should be transformed to
the younger, inexperienced athletes. In additiothero coaches can be acquainted to the
efficiency of these strategies, so that they cakenthe athletes aware of the emotion-focused
coping strategy’s inefficiency.
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