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Abstract

This paper concerns issues in the field of sport psychology. The purpose of the study
was to determine the personality profile of athletes practising endurance disciplines — an
individual one and a team one. The five-factor NEO-FFI personality inventory was used. The
study involved senior-age men (N=60) engaged in the competitive practice of long-distance
running (n=30) and football (n=30). It was demonstrated that long-distance runners are
characterised by an average level of neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience and
agreeableness and a high level of conscientiousness, while football players are different from
the former, to a statistically significant degree, with regard to neuroticism and extraversion
(higher in football players) and conscientiousness (higher in runners). The personality profile
of long-distance runners differs from that of football players. The biggest discrepancies were
revealed on the conscientiousness scale. A significant impact of the sport discipline practised
on the personality profile of athletes was confirmed.

Key words: sport psychology, personality profile, endurance disciplines, long-distance
running, football
Introduction

Long-distance running includes individual track and field events, covering 3000-
metre, 5000-metre and 10,000-metre runs, marathon (42,195 metres) and a 3000-metre
steeplechase (Nielsen, 2013). All of the above are regarded as endurance disciplines in
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competitive sport (together with middle-distance 800-metre and 1500-metre runs). They are
(apart from the 3000-metre steeplechase) Olympic Game events (Williams, 2009). In
addition, road running competitions are held, which (except marathon) are not included in the
programme of any of the largest sporting events of the four-year period (Matthews, 2018).

Football is considered a strictly endurance team discipline and shares many
characteristics with long-distance running (Reilly, 1996), as the aerobic capacity occupies an
important place in the motor preparation of athletes. It not only constitutes the physiological
basis for long-term effort, but also significantly facilitates acceleration and results in more
effective functioning of regeneration processes that accompany intense intermittent effort
(Davis and Brewer, 1992; Davis and Brewer, 1993). A high level of aerobic endurance
enables a player to achieve higher intensity during a match and to maintain it for an extended
period of time, which directly translates into his or her play effectiveness. The leading players
of the world’s best teams cover a distance of 11 to 14 kilometres during a match, which
depends on, among other things, the level of training or the player’s position in the field
(Eston et al., 2005).

Competitive sport is very demanding of an athlete. The higher the level of
competition, the more subtle factors determine his or her success. It would seem that, in the
process of selection for a particular discipline, the physical predispositions will be the
decisive factor. However, only a comprehensive assessment of a given person, including his
or her psychological profile, can provide a full picture of that person’s potential and, as a
result, increase the chances of it being actually utilised (Piedmont et al., 1999; Blecharz and
Siekanska, 2005). The issue of personality in sport occupies quite a significant area in the
literature on the subject. The trait theory is considered the most appropriate in the field of
sport psychology (Brewer, 2009), as it pays particular attention to the impact of genes on a
person’s individuality. It assumes the existence of key traits or certain immutable
characteristics. Exhibiting such traits or characteristics depends, to a significant degree, on
one’s genetic features and they are expressed by means of frequency, intensity and the range
of circumstances in which they can be used (Backmand et al., 2003; McKelvie et al., 2003;
Anghel et al., 2009; Shrivastaval et al., 2010; Allen et al., 2011). The purpose of this study
was to attempt to determine the personality profile of athletes practising endurance
disciplines.

Methodology

The best Polish long-distance runners were purposefully selected for the study (n=30;
see Table 1). That group included medal winners at World, European and Polish
championships — members of the Polish national team. The second sample consisted of
football players (n=30) from 2 LOTTO Ekstraklasa (top Polish football league) clubs,
including four Polish national team players (see Table 2).

The tests were carried out on the athletes, using the NEO-FFI Personality Inventory,
during training camps and sparring tournaments (Costa Jr and McCrae, 2007). The NEO-FFI
questionnaire was characterised by internal consistency. A correlation was demonstrated
between the Inventory results and observations made by bystanders and the heredity of traits
as well as their relationship to other personality and temperamental dimensions (Wiggins,
1996). Moreover, the authors also confirmed in their study the relevance of the factors
considered, their realness, invariance, universality and biological character (McCrae and
Costa Jr, 2003). The statistical analysis was performed using the Statistica 13.1 program. The
Mann-Whitney U test was used, where the central tendency measure is the median. The level
of significance was set as the probability of p<0.05. The study received the approval of the
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Senate Committee for Ethics of Scientific Research at the University School of Physical
Education in Wroclaw No. 20/2019.

Table 1. Basic descriptive statistics of long-distance runners.

Lower Upper

Variable Mean  Median Min. 5 :
- quartile quartile
AGE 25.8 26 19 36 22 29 4.33 16.8
Neuroticism — raw 143 13 6 37 9 17 7.35 | 5143
score
Neuroticism — sten 377 35 1 10 7 5 2.08 552
score
Extraversion — raw 29 .83 31 13 40 26 33 5.9 19.76
score
Extraversion — sten 63 6.5 1 10 5 8 1.99 31.51
score
Openness to
experience — raw 25.37 23 14 41 20 29 6.8 26.81
score
Openness to
experience — sten 4.7 4 1 10 3 6 2.14 45.44
score
Agreeableness — raw
28.83 31 13 40 24 33 6.57 22.79
score
Agreeableness — sten 59 65 1 10 4 8 2.52 42.77
score
Conscientiousness — 38 39 28 47 34 42 5.44 14.31
raw score
Conscientiousness — 793 8 4 10 7 9 1.7 21.44
sten score
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Table 2. Basic descriptive statistics of football players.

Lower Upper

Variable Mean Median Min. . :
e quartile quartile
AGE 223 22 16 31 22 23 2.65 11.9
Neuroticism — raw 17.87 18 0 37 11 25 8.84 49.49
score
Neuroticism — sten 473 5 1 10 3 6 2.38 50.22
score
BUBEBONSTEN || g g 34 18 41 30 37 545 | 16.39
score
Extraversion — sten 74 8 3 10 6 9 1.79 24.23
score
Openness to
experience — raw 24.53 25 13 32 21 28 4.84 19.73
score
Openness to
experience — sten 4.43 5 1 7 3 6 1.55 34.89
score
Agreeableness — raw
28.47 29 16 41 25 32 6 21.07
score
Agreeableness — sten 59 6 b 10 5 7 2.26 3838
score
Conscientiousness — 3113 34 9 45 27 36 8.49 27.26
raw score
Conscientiousness — 633 7 1 10 5 ] 2.47 38.97
sten score
Results

As a result of a statistical analysis using the Mann-Whitney U test — nonparametric
and comparing two independent groups — values below the significance level adopted were
obtained on the following three scales (both when examining raw scores and those converted
into sten scores): neuroticism, extraversion and conscientiousness. The lowest scores are those
related to conscientiousness, which means that it is this personality dimension that revealed
the greatest differences between the groups studied. The exact values of the test probabilities
obtained are shown in Table 3. The statistically significant scores are marked red.

Table 3. Values of test probabilities for individual personality traits.

raw
sten scores
scores
neuroticism 0.0425 0.0471
extraversion 0.0171 0.0257
openness to 0.9586 0.9880
experience
agreeableness 0.6246 0.8345
conscientiousness 0.0009 0.0114
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Presented below is a compilation of the mean values of raw scores for football players
and long-distance runners (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Compilation of the mean values of raw scores for personality traits with regard to
long-distance runners and football players.

Next the mean scores were compiled in the form of a chart (Fig. 2) after being
converted into sten scores.
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Fig. 2. Compilation of the mean values of sten scores for personality traits with regard to
long-distance runners and football players.

According to the assumptions made by the authors of the NEO-FFI questionnaire, sten
scores in the 1-3 range should be treated as low, those in the 4-6 range reflect an average
result and those in the 7-10 range indicate a high intensity of the trait examined. Table 4
presents the interpretation of the results obtained.
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Table 4. Interpretation of the results obtained for the groups examined.

Openness to | Agreeablenes

Neuroticism | Extraversion . Conscientiousness
experience S
Long-distance .
Runners Average Average Average Average High
Football players Average High Average Average Average
Discussion

The results obtained by runners (average level of neuroticism, extraversion, openness
to experience and agreeableness and high level of conscientiousness) are strictly consistent
with the psychological profile of a sport master (Zdebski and Blecharz, 2004; Ekinci and
Hosany, 2006; Fuller, 2011; Allen et al. 2013, Boostani et al., 2013, Tomczak et al., 2013,
Allen and Laborde, 2014; Piepiora and Piepiora, 2015; Piepiora et al., 2016a, 2016b;
Piskorska et al., 2016; Piepiora et al., 2017). Long-distance running requires a large amount of
conscientiousness on the part of athletes, as they work for their success on their own, without
being able to count on assistance from their teammates in the case of a weaker disposition at a
given moment and, thus, having a greater personal responsibility for the result. Patience and
humility are extremely important in events of a typically endurance nature. One cannot rely
solely on luck during a competition and the greatest battle often takes place in the athlete’s
head. However, given the importance of aerobic capacity in football, it must be admitted that
these disciplines show similarities with respect to many aspects of personality. As regards the
NEO-FFI scales this conclusion is justified by the level of openness to experience and
agreeableness.

A different point of reference for the interpretation of the results obtained are studies
on personality in relation to a type of sport situation (Kajtna et al., 2004; Shipley et al., 2007;
John et al., 2008; Soto et al., 2008; Hill et al., 2010; Ilyasi and Salehian, 2011; Tok, 2011;
Binboga et al., 2012; Tolea et al., 2012; Mirzaei et al., 2013; Terracciano et al., 2013; Piepiora
and Witkowski, 2018; Piepiora et al., 2018). On their basis, it was found that athletes
participating in non-contact events are significantly more neurotic and less conscientious than
those engaged in contact disciplines, which introduces a certain dissonance to the
interpretation of the results obtained, as an exactly opposite picture emerges from an analysis
of the relationship between football players (contact sport) and long-distance runners (non-
contact sport). Runners turned out to be significantly less neurotic and, at the same time, more
conscientious. These differences must be due to the specific nature of the disciplines and the
dissimilarities within the groups of athletes surveyed, which included bodybuilders, volleyball
players, karatekas and football players. When looking at the descriptive statistics of raw
scores for the football players in both studies, one clearly sees a significant discrepancy in the
neuroticism and conscientiousness scales. It can be presumed that it was these individual
differences that resulted in the contradictory findings. A significant impact of the sport
discipline practised on the personality profile of athletes was confirmed. Sport psychologists
have been trying, for some time now, to identify traits that distinguish athletes from non-
training people and successful athletes from mediocre ones. There is no doubt that personality
significantly affects sport performance and determines the choice of discipline. It is, however,
worth emphasizing that personality is also shaped by the sport discipline practised, which
contributes to an increase in one’s self-confidence or overcoming of fears.
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Conclusions

Long-distance runners differ in their personality profile from football players.
Statistically significant differences were demonstrated in the levels of neuroticism,
extraversion and conscientiousness. It is, however, worth emphasizing that the discrepancies
in both the neuroticism and the extraversion scale are not large and the area in which the
greatest disproportions were revealed is conscientiousness. This results from the specific
nature of the sport discipline — individual or team — practised.
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