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Abstract: The aim of this research was to examine the contribution of a
predictor variable (self-concept) in predicting the criterion of loneliness as well
as the gender differences among football players — cadets. This cross-sectional
study included a pertinent sample of Serbian football players (N = 218), 111 of
which were male, and 107 female. Two measuring instruments were used: the
Self-liking/Self-competence Scale-Revised Version (SLCS-R; Tafarodi &
Swann, 2001) and the adapted short version of The UCLA Loneliness Scale
(UCLA; Lackovi¢-Grgin, Penezi¢ and Neki¢, 2002). The internal consistency
and reliability of the scales was defined by using the Cronbach alpha coefficient,
which was satisfactory when applied on the given sample. The results of this
two-way/multi-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) imply that there is no
statistically significant gender difference in evaluating the perceived loneliness,
while the significant difference was found with the dimension self-concept
where female adolescents experience the lower level of negative self-image
unlike their male peers. The findings of this hierarchical regression analysis
indicate that there is a possibility that the negative partial predictor global self-
concept is statistically significant and that it accounted for 33% of the variance
of the criterion loneliness (p =-0.40, p<0.01). Also, the male and female football
players who manifested lower scores on the global self-concept perceive
loneliness to a higher degree. In accordance with the expectations, it can be
concluded that the hypothesis has been confirmed, meaning that a statistically
significant contribution of the subjective experience of self-concept in
explaining the latent dimension of loneliness was determined. The results of the
regression equation indicate that there is a match with the findings of previous
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international studies. The results of previous studies were commented upon in
this research, as well as the methodological limitations of schools,
recommendations for future empirical research in this area and the research
implications on adolescent cadet football players.
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INTRODUCTION

The latent dimension self-concept and its correlation with the construct of
loneliness has increasingly been a subject of psychological research all over the
world, as it is very important for social and emotional development during early
adolescence. Still, there is a clear deficit of studies on this phenomenon among
the sports population in Serbia.

Loneliness is as old as the human species, as human developed
consciousness of their relationship with each other, and with the self. Despite the
universal need for belonging and forming close, stable relationships, most
people experience loneliness during their lifetime, regardless of age, gender,
cultural of geographical boundaries. The perception of loneliness is very
unpleasant and can have numerous negative consequences for an individual.
Despite the fact that loneliness is a phenomenon that is often researched within
many transversal and longitudinal studies, there is still no consensus regarding
the definition of the term.

Most authors believe that loneliness is a subjective experience
accompanied by unpleasant and painful emotional states which are the result of
a lack of social interactions (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Lackovi¢-Grgin (2008)
defines four types of loneliness (physical loneliness, loneliness, isolation and
solitude). Physical loneliness assumes spatial and temporal separation form
others and it most often implies an emotionally neutral state. Loneliness is
generated by unpleasant emotions of the person who is rejected by the people
with whom they want to spend time. The third type of loneliness includes
isolation which the individual cannot transform since it is generated by
unpleasant political, professional, religious, legal or other obstacles. The fourth
type of loneliness implies a state of loneliness which is accepted, desired and
appreciated.

Most authors point out that loneliness is most present during adolescence.
The authors Abatkun and Mohan (2017) and Tod (2014) made attempts to
contribute to the findings by naming and describing the most significant factors
which contribute to the phenomenon of loneliness among athletes in the period
of adolescence (Abatkun & Mohan, 2017; Tod, 2014). It is usually considered
that the core cause of visible loneliness in adolescence is intense expectations
that correlate with the establishment and keeping up of social relations, which
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athletes occasionally cannot satisfy (Kerketta, 2015). Based on the great number
of studies on loneliness, one can determine five areas of developing
transformations which cause the risk of loneliness among athletes: puberty
changes, cognitive changes, social relationships, establishment of autonomy,
individualization and development of identity. The greatest number of
transformations during adolescence occurs through the process of loneliness and
individualization, which imply a successive acceptance of responsibility for
emotional, behavioral and cognitive functioning. It should also be mentioned
that the intensity of developing transformations of male and female athletes
during adolescence is not equal in every period, and thus loneliness is not
manifested to the same degree in each phase of adolescence. Elbe and Wikman
(2017) and Mouloud and Elkader (2016) believe that younger adolescents are
more lonely than older adolescents because they have higher standards and
expectations which often cannot be achieved.

Adolescence implies the critical phase in development during which
physiological and mental functions change occur, causing faster development of
cognitive and social competences which can be relevant for developmental
outcomes, including the key multi-dimensional construct of self-concept
important for understanding personality and human behavior (Zhang et al.,
2011). Self-concept (self-respect, self-perception, self-consciousness and self-
image) marks the subjective view of one’s own personality, and it was
introduced into psychology by William James (Vasta, Haith and Miller, 1998).
Even though self-concept (the set of beliefs about oneself) was much researched,
there is no commonly accepted definition, and therefore different authors define
it differently depending on the theoretical standpoint, the used measuring
instruments, methods, participants, etc.

In his theory of personality, Gordon Allport attributes the central role to
the self in the development of individual personality which possesses one sense
of self that correlates with the self of others, emotional security and acceptance
of one’s own self (Hair & Graziano, 2003). In the psychology of self, this term
refers to the self-perception of differentiating the aspects of one’s own
personality which includes body schema, views, self-value, self-esteem and self-
competence (McLeod, 2008). Self-concept represents the stable core sign of the
term which originated on the basis of a person’s experience of their own
physical, intellectual and social competences, and which has a great role in
understanding the self, and is thus sensitive to internal and external influences
during adolescence (Moksnes & Espnes, 2013). Van Maarseveen, Oudejans &
Savelsbergh (2017) consider the self-concept to be a sense of one’s own worth,
the appreciation of the self and one’s own affective reaction to that appreciation.
Therefore, self-concept/self-respect is a significant component of the healthy
development of an athlete and their transition into the world of adults.
Middlemas and Harwood (2018) and Forsman, Blomqvist, Davids, Liukkonen
and Konttinen (2016) postulate that this latent dimension includes two important
components: self-acceptance (a socially dependent variable) and self-
competence which is conditioned by a successful manipulation of the social
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environment and achievement of the given goals. Gledhill and Harwood (2014)
emphasize that the differences among football players in the perception of
loneliness are partly caused by self-concept as well. They have determined that
the low level of self-concept blocks adolescent ability to adjust and explain their
own experiences, meaning that athletes with low self-concept use internal
attributions for negative social relationships, and external attributions for social
events. Therefore, a low score of self-concept can motivate athletes to use
internal characteristics which can cause loneliness.

The research on self-concept is of a particular importance to the
psychology of sport. Athletes with a positive self-attitude tend to explain
negative social influences by situational latent dimensions in order to keep the
matching self-image. That is why athletes who have a positive self-image
possess a higher motivation to battle loneliness, while for athletes with a
negative self-image it is harder to determine the state of loneliness, continuously
and forever (Schorer, Wattie, Cobley & Baker, 2017). At the same time, self-
respect will probably not shield athletes from loneliness, but rather, enable a
transformation of the existing state. Baker, Cobley, Schorer and Wattie (2017)
and Henriksen and Stambulova (2017) emphasize that a high level of self-
concept among athletes correlates with the total sensual experience of well-
being during adolescence, while a low level correlates with their risky behavior
and negative developmental outcomes. Athletes with a high level self-concept
achieve better school success and are more successful in dealing with
difficulties, while those who have a negative self-image are more susceptible to
the danger of developing emotional (anxiety and depression) behavioral
difficulties (eating disorders, delinquency, drugs). The findings on the construct
self-concept are relatively consistent in the phase of middle and late childhood,
and start to decline with puberty (Feichtinger & Honer, 2015). Research by
Ivarsson and associates (2015), Miller, Cronin and Baker (2015), Prpa (2017),
and Stambulova (2017) point to the fact that the individual dimension (low level
of self-concept) is a significant predictor of loneliness among athletes, especially
during adolescence.

Keeping in mind the indisputable significance of the problem discussed
in this research, and that these kinds of studies have not been conducted on the
Serbian adolescent sport population, the aim of this research was to examine to
which degree the latent dimension of the self-concept of both male and female
football players explains their loneliness. In accordance with the aim of this
research, the hypothesis was postulated that the construct of self-concept will
significantly contribute to explaining loneliness on the sample of male and
female football players in the period of mid adolescence.
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METHOD
Participants and procedure

The research was conducted on a pertinent sample of 218 football players
of both genders from six male clubs in the Kolubara-Ma¢va league: FC
“Buduénost-Krusik 2014” (Valjevo), FC “Jedinstvo” (Ub), FC “Zeleznicar”
(Lajkovac), FC “Macva” (Sabac), FC “Drina” (Ljubovija) and FC “Jedinstvo”
(Mali Zvornik), and six female clubs from the Super league and the Serbian first
league: FC “Sloga” (Zemun), FC “Kalemegdan” (Beograd), FC “Napredak”
(Krusevac), FC “LASK Crvena zvezda” (Beograd), FC “Trijumf” (Kragujevac)
and FC “Magva” (Sabac). Statistical analyses were conducted by analyzing the
answers (N = 111 male football players, i.e. 50.91%) and (N = 107 female
football players, i.e. 49.08%). Three participants were excluded from the
research because they had over 5% of missing data, while six participants, with
significant Mahalanobis distance on the level of p<0.01 were excluded as
multivariate outliers (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2001). The average age of participants
was AM = 17.58 (SD = 1,26). The chi-square test did not determine statistically
significant demographic differences (y (1/628) = 0.395; p > 0.05), and therefore
it is assumed that the causes belong to demographically identical population. All
participants had at least two years of systematic and organized football training,
at least three times a week.

The research was conducted in collaboration with professional associates
— psychologists, in January 2018. Before beginning the research, the participants
were given detailed instructions about answering the questions on the given
measuring instruments (example of an answered question), as well as
information in written form regarding the aim of the research. In addition, they
were told that the data would be analyzed solely on a group level. The whole
process was completely voluntary and anonymous, and was conducted using the
pen-and-paper method in groups of 30 participants. Before the research, the
participants signed a consent to participate, and gave answers by circling the
number which represented their level of agreement with each item on the scale.
It was also emphasized that they could quit the research at any point. The
answering process lasted approximately 30 minutes, and afterwards the
participants put the answers in envelopes and handed them to the main
researcher.

Measuring instruments

Self-liking/Self-competence Scale-Revised Version (SLCS-R, Tafarodi
& Swann, 2001). SLCS-R examines the global self-concept which includes two
important dimensions: self-acceptance (for example, | feel good about who | am)
and self-competence (for example, | am talented). The scale consists of 16
items, eight on each subscale, where four have positive and four have a negative
direction. After decoding the negatively worded items, a higher score means a
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higher self-acceptance and self-competence. The participant evaluated each item
on a five-point scale (1 — strongly agree, 5 — strongly disagree), deciding to
which degree individual items are true for him/her. The total score on the
subscales was calculated as the mean value. The theoretical range on each
subscale was from 1 to 5.

The reliability of the scale (Cronbach’s alpha) in this research for the
subscale self-acceptance ranged from o = 0.82 to a = 0.86, and for the subscale
self-competence from a = 0.79 to a = 0.83, while the reliability of the entire
scale ranged from o = 0.90 to o = 0.94. That indicated that the values of the
internal consistency coefficient are satisfactory.

The UCLA Loneliness Scale: invariance of social structural
characteristics (UCLA, Allen and Oshagan 1995, translated and adapted to
Croatian by Lackovi¢-Grgin, Penezi¢ and Neki¢, 2002). UCLA is the one-
dimensional construct which measures total loneliness, defined as an unpleasant
emotional and motivational state generated by the inability to satisfy the need
for intimacy, love and acceptance. The scale includes seven items (for example,
My social relationships are superficial, Nobody knows me well, | miss
company), and the answers are given on a Likert scale from 1 (does not apply to
me at all) to 5 (fully applies to me). The total score is formed as a linear
combination of evaluations of each item and ranges from 7 to 35 (high level of
loneliness), whereupon the theoretical range of scores is from 1 and 5. A higher
score on the scale indicates a higher level of loneliness.

The reliability coefficient, meaning Cronbach’s alpha internal
consistency coefficient on the examined sample is 0.85, which is quite
satisfactory considering the small number of items.

Statistical analysis

After applying the methods of descriptive statistics in data processing and
statistical data interpretation, a two-way/multi-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was used to determine the significance of the score difference
between the variables. In addition, hierarchical regression analysis was
conducted in order to determine to which degree self-concept influences the
construct loneliness. The initial degree of statistical significance was on the level
p < 0.05. Statistical analysis was conducted using the software package SPSS
for Windows Microsoft (version 18.0).

[ 33



SPORT - Science & Practice, Vol. 8, Nel, 2018

RESULTS

Basic descriptive parameters of the examined variables

Table 1 shows the descriptive parameters for individual items of the
scales SLCS-R and UCLA, as well as the indicators of normal distribution
(skewness and kurtosis) of the measuring instruments.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the used scales

Variables | AS | sD [ TUR ] Sk [ Ku
Male football players

Loneliness 292 [ o047 ] 1-5 | o012 | -054
Self-concept

Self-competence 2,77 0,35 1-5 -0,26 -0,33
Self-acceptance 2.96 0,16 1-5 0,63 0,57
Global self-concept 3.04 0,42 1-5 -0,35 0,79

Female football players

Loneliness 301 [ 049 ] 1-5 [ 035 | 0726
Self-concept

Self-competence 2.69 0,42 1-5 -0,34 0,65
Self-acceptance 2.88 0,36 1-5 0,27 0,44
Global self-concept 2.95 0,27 1-5 -0,16 0,36

Legend. AM — Arithmetic mean; SD — Standard deviation; UR — Uncut range; Sk —
Skewness = Coefficient of skewness distribution (standard error of skewness = 0.10); Ku — Kurtosis
= Coefficient of kurtosis distribution (standard error of kurtosis = 0.08).

The obtained positive and negative values of the shape of distribution do
not deviate significantly from normal (Gaussian) distribution because they range
within the acceptable limits of conducting parametric analyses: skewness < 1,
kurtosis < 3 (Kline, 2016).

Having an insight into the obtained descriptive indicators, one can notice
that the mean values with male participants range from 1-5, with a standard
deviation (0.16 < SD > 0.47). Maximum mean value of the evaluations was
found with the variable Loneliness (AM = 3.01), and minimum with the variable
Global self-concept (AM = 3.04). On the other hand, mean values with female
participants range from 1-5, with a standard deviation (0.27 < SD > 0.49).
Maximum mean value of the evaluations was found with the variable Loneliness
(AM = 2.92), and minimum with the variable Self-competence (AM = 3.04).

A visual representation of the results shows a satisfactory discrimination
of the analyzed variables which in their range have at least six standard
deviations, which indicates data reliability and sensitivity of the applied scales.
However, seeing how the used scales measured different constructs, it is not
suitable to compare descriptive parameters used on the measuring instruments.
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Gender differences between loneliness and self-respect

The differences between the examined independent variable self-concept
and dependent variable loneliness in regards to gender were tested using a two-
way/multi-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). The results are presented in
Table 2.

Table 2. The results of a two-way analysis of variance of the examined variables

Variables Effects F df P
Loneliness gender 0,49 2 0,14
Self-concept

Self-competence gender 9.22** 2 0,05
Self-acceptance gender 4.16** 2 0,01
Global self-concept gender 7.94* 0,03

Legend: F — Fisher’s test; df — degree of freedom; p — significance level F statistics; ** p < 0.01; * p
<0.05.

The obtained sum of squared deviation from the total arithmetic mean
shows that there is no statistically significant interaction between male and
female football players in evaluating loneliness (F = 0.49; p = 0.14). On the
other hand, as predicted, the obtained Fisher’s variance ratio revealed a
significant difference between male and female participants on both subscales of
self-concept: self-competence (F = 9.22; p < 0.05) and self-acceptance (F =
4.16; p < 0.01).

Loneliness as a predictor of self-respect

Hierarchical regression analysis was conducted with the aim of
examining to which extent the construct of self-concept contributes to the
prediction of loneliness among football players.

Table 3. Contribution of predictors to the egression function

Predictor Step 1 Step 2

Gender B SE B SE

Global self-concept 0.09 1.78 0.09 1.78

R

RZ

4R?

Predictor Step 1 Step 2

Gender 0.09 1.78 0.10 1.43

Global self- 0.-40 1.78
concept

R 0.05 0.72

R? 0.01 0.66

4R? 65

Annotation: f = Standardized partial regression coefficient; SE = standard error of regression; R =
Multiple correlation coefficient; R = coefficient of determination or squared multiple correlation;
AR = contribution of individual group of predictors to the percentage of the explained variance; *p
< 0.05; **p <0.01
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In the first step of the analysis, the control variable of footballers gender
(8 =0.10, p > 0.01) was introduced into the regression equation as the predictor,
and it explained a very small and marginally significant part of the criterion
variance, thus it did not contribute to the prediction of participant loneliness.

In the second step of the linear regression model, the additional variable
global self-concept made up from two components, was introduced as the
predictor: self-acceptance and self-competence, and it explained 33% of the
criterion variance proportion. That points to the fact that 1/3 of the points lie on
the regression line, which means that the chosen measuring instruments are
reliable and representative. On the other hand, 67% of the proportion of the
residual variability, which is the deviation of empirical data from regression
line, was not identified because it is the consequence of accidental error and
cannot be explained by the chosen variables. Besides, the insight into the
relatively small values of standard error of regression, meaning the variance
around the regression line, showed a satisfactory representativeness of the
regression model.

Analyzing the data matrix, the variable global self-concept (B = -0.40, p <
0.01) proved to be a significant predictor of loneliness among participants. The
calculated negative value of the standardized partial regression coefficient
indicates the possibility that the lower level of footballers’ global self-concept
manifests his/her loneliness probably to a higher degree.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this research indicate that there are no statistically
significant gender differences in the perception of loneliness, meaning that the
level of loneliness is somewhat lower regardless of gender, which is not in
accordance with the results of similar studies (Decamps, 2012; Wood, Harrison
& Kucharska, 2017). However, the findings from some studies (Jooste, Steyn &
Van den Berg, 2014; Kurt, Catikkas, Miirlii & Atala, 2012; Weinberg & Gould,
2015) point out that there are no significant gender differences in the perception
of loneliness, and even if there were, the athletes would likely be more lonely.
The aforementioned authors regard distinct loneliness among adolescents in
terms of their less developed social competences, unsuitable strategies for
dealing with loneliness or weak competences in manifesting emotions.

It was determined in the conducted research that adolescents manifest a
marginally weaker sense of their own worth, meaning a lower self-concept.
Despite the fact that statistically significant differences in self-resect in regards
to gender were obtained, maybe one should be careful with taking this
difference into account because the mean values range from AM = 2.77 for male
adolescents and from AM = 3.01 for female adolescents. Still, even with this
uncertainty, the findings of earlier studies show that female participants in mid-
adolescence, unlike their male peers, have a less positive self-image and lesser
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sense of their own worth (Cabrita, Rosado, Leite & Sousa, 2014; Eime, Young,
Harvey, Charity, & Payne, 2013; Mills, Butt, Maynard & Harwod, 2012; Nesti,
2013). The obtained differences can be explained with factors such as social
competences at which female athletes are better to the different socialization of
males and females.

Analyzing the connection between the used constructs, as well as the role
of self-concept in explaining the loneliness of football players in this research,
the predictor variable self-respect, as presumed, gave a significant contribution
to predicting loneliness among adolescents. In addition, Baris and Kocaeksi
(2013), as well as Healy, Ntoumanis, Veldhuijzen and Paine (2014) emphasize
that the relations between these variables are stable, and therefore the construct
self-concept, with gender control, is a statistically significant determinant of
athlete loneliness in adolescence.

A positive self-image is important for athletes because it implies self-
respect and self-worth, the right attitude towards positive traits and belief in own
competences. With this in mind, the athletes who have a high level of self-
concept experience life management more successfully, meaning they are better
in dealing with loneliness or better at preventing loneliness (Zagorska &
Guszkowska, 2014; Ntoumanis, Healy, Sedikides, Smith & Duda, 2014). On the
other hand, Stambulova (2017) determined that athletes with a negative self-
image often act in a way that repels their peers, which can cause an unpleasant
experience of communication with them and loneliness. Therefore, one can
assume that the athlete failed to fulfill the main developmental tasks (Najah &
Rejeb, 2015; Weinberg, 2013).

From a theoretical point of view, Fletcher and Sarkar (2013) believe that
the relations between the constructs of loneliness and self-concept have a
positive and negative direction. Namely, just like the feeling of being of less
worth influences athlete loneliness, constant loneliness can also cause a fall in a
positive self-attitude. To a small degree and in the long run, self-concept is the
latent dimension which can cause certain behaviors and cognitive processes that
disable the creation of suitable social relations and that intensify the feeling of
loneliness (Brown, Webb, Robinson & Cotgreave, 2018).

The conducted research, despite its many advantages, is characterized by
certain methodological limitations. The first limitation is the pertinent and
regionally homogenous sample which diminishes the possibility to generalize
results. The second limitation of this research is the method of self-evaluation
which, due to the individual differences in the ability of introspection, can
probably lead participants to give socially desirable answers. The third
limitation is a relatively significant amount of the unexplained variance and
correlational draft of the research which enables the defining of cause-effect
relationship between variables.

With the aim of improving the methodology of this transversal research,
future studies should focus on a more heterogeneous and representative sample
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of football players in other districts of Serbia as well. In addition, instead of
using the method of self-evaluation, independent evaluators should be
employed. That could increase the reliability of the obtained data. To add, the
obtained parameters should be checked using additional longitudinal and
experimental research, based on which general conclusions about causal aspect
of variables could be reached. Such upgraded research methodology could have
significant implications in regards to identifying significant predictors which can
additionally explain loneliness among adolescent athletes.

CONCLUSION

The results of the research conducted on the pertinent sample of karate
practitioners confirm the theoretical and statistical reliability criteria of SLCS-R
and UCLA (o > 0.70), which points to their validity and the need to be used in
everyday practice in Serbia on the sample of adolescent athletes.

The findings of two-way/multi-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
indicate that significant gender differences in subjective experience of loneliness
were not determined. However, a statistically significant gender difference was
determined in the latent variable self-concept (self-competence and self-
acceptance), showing that female adolescents self-perceive a lower level of self-
concept when compared to their male peers. The results of the hierarchical
regression analysis point to the fact that, based on the latent dimension of self-
concept, it is possible to perceive its relative contribution in explaining criterion
variable loneliness. It was also determined that a statistically significant negative
partial predictor global self-concept explained 33% of the criterion variance of
loneliness (B =-40, p =0.01). That means that both males and females who
realize lower results of global self-concept are at a greater risk of demonstrating
loneliness in the period of mid-adolescence. After discussing the obtained
results, one can conclude that the postulated hypothesis is confirmed, based on
which the construct self-concept contributes significantly to the explanation of
loneliness. On the other hand, the control variable gender failed to show a
statistical significance in predicting a subjective sense of loneliness among
adolescents.

Summing up the correlational findings of the sample, one can conclude
that the obtained empirical results enable the more exact insight into the
complex and up until now insufficiently explored relations between the
examined latent dimensions, their relative interpretation, as well as the important
implications for neutralizing and eliminating the contemporary model of
loneliness among football players cadets of both genders.
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