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The aim of this research is to contribute to the understanding of the concept of satisfaction with life by determining the relationship between personality traits and the subjective experience of satisfaction with life in students—recreational athletes. This research is based on the biological theory of personality by Hans Eysenck and it attempts to offer explanations of a possible change in satisfaction with life in the period of great social deprivation caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. The sample of subjects consisted of 120 undergraduate students (N = 120) of all years and both sexes, 55 (45.8%) males and 65 (54.2%) females, at the Faculty of Sport and Physical Education, the University of Nis. The average age of the subjects was 23.63 years (SD = 2.070). Eysenck's personality questionnaire (Eysenck Personality Questionnaire, EPQ: Eysenck et al., 1885, adapted and translated by Šipka, 1985) was used for the operationalization of personality structure. The SWLS scale (Satisfaction With Life Scale, Diener et al., 1985) was used for estimating satisfaction with life. A significant regression model, which explains 11% of variance in the subjective experience of satisfaction with life in recreational athletes, was obtained. In the model, extraversion stands out as a significant predictor from the group of personality traits (β = 0.279). Neuroticism (β = −0.160) and psychoticism (β = −0.122) did not prove to be significant predictors of satisfaction with life in the structural model regardless of there being a significant negative correlation between neuroticism and satisfaction with life. The more extraverted participants had a keener subjective sense of satisfaction with life.
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INTRODUCTION

According to a popular metaphor, the processing of information in the human brain is analogous to the processing of information inside a computer. Our mental states can, therefore, be considered as “algorithms” of information which vary in respect of entrance and exit, whereas there is no essential difference in the processing itself (Bender and Beller, 2011). However, it is an undeniable fact that there are enormous differences in how and what we perceive, how we think about the perceived, how we feel afterwards, whether or not we are basically satisfied. Our general satisfaction, as well as the satisfaction with our own lives, is a combination of cognitive, affective and behavioral dimensions. Different personality features/dimensions determine to what extent we will be psychologically adapted to the world we live in and also how satisfied with our own life we will feel. Today's digital society offers young people numerous possibilities, but at the same time, brings frequently implicit risks, which can have consequences on personal well-being and also affect the self-evaluation of one's own satisfaction with life (Mascia et al., 2020). Certain studies have confirmed that personality traits in young people significantly contribute to the explanation of the variance of one's satisfaction with life (Tuce and Fako, 2014). It has been determined by meta-analysis of numerous studies of the relationship between personality traits and satisfaction with life that the contribution of personality traits in the explanation of satisfaction with life varies from 39 to 63% (DeNeve and Cooper, 1998). It is known that satisfaction with life is not only influenced by numerous stable personality traits but also by social environment factors. A new “variable,” which has been present in our lives since 2019, the Covid-19 pandemic, has led to a number of consequences in context of mental health of the general population. As its common denominator, it includes anxiety, depression, problems with sleeping, diseases of the muscle-bone tissue due to reduced movement, abuse of alcohol and other psychoactive substances, etc. In reference to the self-protective behavior, there have been a large number of various emotional and behavioral responses to the new situation (Lep et al., 2020). Basically, it was often the case of the need to avoid loneliness because some studies have shown that a higher degree of loneliness was connected to reduced satisfaction with life (Begčević, 2021). An enhanced need for movement, going out for a walk, recreational running, going to gyms and fitness centers, was a common behavioral response to the crisis in a certain group of young people with an interest in sport. However, even before the pandemic, doing sport was not a full guarantee that mental health would remain safe from episodes of anxiety and depression. Meta-analysis which examines anxiety among athletes has pointed to an association in the 75% of the included research (Rice et al., 2016). It is a widespread opinion that athletes and “non-athletes” differ in many personality traits (Geron et al., 1986). A large number of studies have clearly shown that athletes are more independent, more objective and less anxious than those people who do not do any sport. This was confirmed by Morgan (1980) who reached a conclusion that athletes are basically extraverted and with low anxiety. With regard to determinants of satisfaction with life during the Covid-19 pandemic, we had in mind a large number of research findings which have confirmed that personal reactions to life events take predominance over the events themselves and that personality traits impact the kind of reactions one will have (Diener and Diener, 1996; Schimmack et al., 2004). Involvement in pleasant activities during the pandemic could have had an indirect effect on the feeling of satisfaction with life both on the affective and cognitive level (Gutiérrez-Cobo et al., 2021). As Pavot and Diener (2013) point out in their study, despite the many research findings, a relationship between personality traits and satisfaction with life, significant and frequently consistent as it may be, has still not been completely investigated. Based on Eysenck's theory of personality, and the social deprivation caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, we hypothesized that the structure of the subjective self-evaluation of satisfaction with life can be explained by extraversion-introversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism personality traits in recreational athletes. Since these premises indicate the need to investigate the factors which might affect the feeling of satisfaction with one's life in recreational athletes, this study will investigate multivariate relationships, the connection as well as the effects of personality traits on self-evaluation of satisfaction with one's life within the specified part of the population. This research was conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic while various epidemiological measures were in power.


Personality Traits

Among other things, in Eysenck's theory of personality (Hall and Lindzey, 1978), the importance of external, manifesting forms of behavior for the appropriate understanding of personality has been emphasized. We explain the habit of going to individual training sessions to fitness centers or gyms with the second level in the structure of personality which Eysenck named “common reactions, habits or actions inherent in one personality.” The third level of organization of personality represents features or traits of personality, while the fourth and the highest level of organization of personality, Eysenck names types of personality. This descriptive aspect of Eysenck's biologically founded model of personality refers to hierarchical taxonomy obtained through factor analysis in which three dimensions of personality were extracted: introversion–extraversion (IE), neuroticism (N), and psychoticism (P). Eysenck names these dimensions types of personality (Hall and Lindzey, 1978). Eysenck described dimensions of personality considering their causal aspect. Thus, he determined that extraversion is based on cortical arousal which can be measured with skin irritation, brain waves or sweating. By theoretical assumption, there is an optimal level of arousal over or under which the performance gets worse. Extraversion is connected with interest in companionship and positive feelings. Diener and Larsen (1993) did not confirm the assumption that extroverts have an increased interest in companionship and positive feelings based on the length of time they spend with other people. One of the possible explanations is that dopamine effects the interest in companionship and positive feelings, making people highly sensitive to rewards. Neuroticism is based on activation threshold in sympathetic nervous system or visceral nervous system. This is the part of the brain that is responsible for the “hit or run” response while facing danger. Activation can be measured with the heart rate, blood pressure, cold hands, sweating, and muscle tension (especially in the forehead area). Neurotic people, who have a low activation threshold, experience a negative feeling (hit or run) even in the least stressful situations, they are easily triggered (Servaas et al., 2013). Emotionally stable people with a high activation threshold, experience a negative feeling only in highly stressful situations, they keep their heads even under pressure. It is interesting to point out that physiological indicators of neuroticism do not correlate highly between each other. Namely, people react differently in stressful situations. Some sweat, others get a headache. This is called an individual specificity of response. It is also interesting that different stressors provoke a different response. This is called stimulus specificity of response. Psychoticism is connected with a tendency for psychotic episodes (or disconnecting with reality) and aggression (Nederlof et al., 2011). Although less research was done on psychoticism than on extraversion and neuroticism, researchers are completely assured that the basis of psychoticism is biological and that it is caused by increased levels of testosterone (Tajima-Pozo et al., 2015; Lodha and Karia, 2019).



Satisfaction With Life

Satisfaction with life is a construct from a domain of positive psychology. It is defined as a cognitive component of subjective well-being (Diener et al., 1999). Satisfaction with life is commonly used as a synonym for happiness (Diener and Ryan, 2009). The main focus in a large number of studies of satisfaction with life was in correlation with other psychological and social variables. A series of studies in literature indicate that many factors affect self-assessment of the quality of life in young people (Jovanović, 2016). In attempts to theoretically explain the concept of satisfaction with life, various models were developed. These models can be sorted in two categories considering the fact whether they emphasize an ascending or a descending perspective in studying the factors that have an effect on satisfaction with life (Diener and Ryan, 2009). Thus, theories based on the descending perspective, the so-called top-down models, rest on the assumption that the satisfaction with life is something that is relatively stable. In other words, there is a general tendency to experience different situations positively or negatively. This approach is commonly directed at personality traits and different cognitive evaluations as factors that affect satisfaction with life (Diener and Diener, 1996; Diener and Ryan, 2009). In contrast to this, theories based on the ascending perspective, the so-called bottom-up models, rest on the assumption that the global feeling of satisfaction forms on the basis of adding satisfactions from different domains of life, such as marriage, job and family. In contrast to the descending perspective, objective circumstances have a more important role here, and the satisfaction with life is generally seen as something relatively unstable, depending on shifts in positive and negative experiences (Diener and Diener, 1996; Diener and Ryan, 2009). The contemporary perspective of the determinants of satisfaction with life rejects an exclusive focus on either the descending or ascending perspective and points to a necessity for a kind of synthesis and integration of the previous two models. In this context, Dynamic Equilibrium Model or, as the author calls it in more recent times, Set-Point Theory (Headey, 2006a,b, 2008), represents a dominant contemporary model of the determinants of satisfaction with life. It includes both the effect of different dimensions of personality on an evaluation of satisfaction with life and specific objective indicators and subjective changes, as factors that affect satisfaction with life (Headey, 2008). Therefore, according to the contemporary understanding of determinants of satisfaction with life, dimensions of personality should certainly be viewed as the most important predictors of satisfaction with life, not disregarding the impact of different life experiences which should be considered as well (Diener, 2013; Headey et al., 2013).



Personality Traits and Satisfaction With Life in Recreational Athletes

Numerous studies have confirmed a connection between doing a physical activity and satisfaction with life as one of the components of subjective well-being. Diener et al. (1999) recognized a dramatic increase in the interest in determinants of subjective well-being as well as in scientific research of these determinants. The research shows a proven distinction between the affective and cognitive component of the subjective well-being. Also, one group of scientific papers confirmed that socio-demographic characteristics (age, gender, educational and marital status), health and income have a negligible role in explaining the variance in satisfaction with life (Campbell et al., 1976). Another group of scientific papers showed that satisfaction with life is stable through time and that it is often in correlation with similarly stable personality traits (DeNeve and Cooper, 1998; Diener et al., 2003). A study conducted by Steel et al. (2008) showed that personality traits explain the variance in subjective well-being of up to 39% or 63%, corrected from the error of measure. An integrative study which studied the stability of satisfaction with life (Schimmack et al., 2002) showed that tree personality dimensions—extraversion, neuroticism and conscientiousness—can explain 65% of the variance of satisfaction with life. Some studies showed that satisfaction with life can be viewed as the result of satisfaction with different life domains (Andrews and Withey, 1976; Campbell et al., 1976).

Sport is a very important life domain and can be viewed as a domain of satisfaction with life unrelated to work. In sports literature, the subjective point of view of an athlete is largely neglected either in favor of the objective performance score, the physical and technical qualities or is otherwise based on the concept of achievement and the goal theory (Sit and Lindner, 2005). In one study (Baudin et al., 2011), the main goal was to replicate relationships between dimensions NEO PI-R and satisfaction with life as were established in previous research (DeNeve and Cooper, 1998; Schimmack et al., 2004; Steel et al., 2008) on the sport-oriented sample; the hypothesis that extraversion and neuroticism were significant predictors of satisfaction with life was tested and confirmed here (Diener et al., 2003). In the research of subjective well-being conducted in recent years, emphasis was placed on sport, exercise and physical activity because previous studies consistently showed their connection with satisfaction with life (e.g., Huang and Humphreys, 2011; Höner and Demetriou, 2012; Richards et al., 2015; Sigvartsen et al., 2016; Dolan et al., 2017). Positive correlations between physical activity and subjective well-being were found in all age groups, including young ones (McMahon et al., 2017), students (Jetzke and Mutz, 2020), adults (Downward and Dawson, 2016; Marques et al., 2016), and the elderly (Lera-Lopez et al., 2019). One of the more significant findings (White et al., 2017; Wiese et al., 2018; Zhang and Chen, 2019) is that even small amounts of additional physical activity lead to an increase in well-being. Recreational sports activities and spending more hours on these activities are related to higher well-being (Oishi et al., 2007; Diener and Ryan, 2009; Vinson and Ericson, 2014). Practicing sport voluntarily may also contribute to the well-being and its component life satisfaction.



Research Question

Taking into consideration the fact that Eysenck's theory of personality is biologically based and the social deprivation of all people caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, we have formulated a research question: Can the structure of the subjective self-evaluation of satisfaction with life be explained by extraversion-introversion, neuroticism and psychoticism personality traits in students- recreational athletes?




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Particpitants

One hundred twenty undergraduate students of all years at the Faculty of Sport and Physical Education, the University of Nis (N = 120) were surveyed. The sample consisted of 55 (45.8%) males and 65 (54.2%) females of the average age of 23.63 years (SD = 2.070), the mode of age being 23. The surveyed students were non-competitors and did individual sports, such as karate, judo, jiu-jitsu, kick box, taekwondo, power lifting, HIIT, etc. for recreational purposes. On average, they trained these sports for 11.03 years (SD = 3.42). Inclusion criteria were as follows: the subjects were healthy without having Covid-19 infections during the first wale of the pandemic; before the first wale of the pandemic, they were physically active at least three times a week, at least 1 h per session, participating in the recreational activities. The exclusion criterion was participation in competitive sports.



Instruments

Eysenck's personality questionnaire, which measures dimensions of neuroticism, extraversion and psychoticism (Eysenck Personality Questionnaire, EPQ: Eysenck et al., 1885, adapted and translated by Šipka, 1985) was used for operationalization of personality structure. EPQ consists of 90 dichotomous items arranged in 4 scales: E-extraversion (21 items), N-neuroticism (23 items), P-psychoticism (25 items), and L-scale (21 items). The results of research on the student population (Emić et al., 2015) showed that the reliability of the questionnaire according to Gutman-Cronbach's alpha is: P-scale = 0.61, E-scale = 0.86, and N-scale = 0.85.

SWLS-satisfaction with life scale was used as an instrument for estimating satisfaction with life (Satisfaction With Life Scale, Diener et al., 1985). The scale is made of five claims and a respondent estimates their level of agreement with the stated claims on a seven degree scale of Likert type. Scores can vary in the range of 5–35, where higher scores indicate higher satisfaction with life. SWLS-scale measures the cognitive component of personal well-being.



Procedure

The research was carried out during May 2020, with previously obtained approvals from the ethical committees of the Faculty of Sport and Physical Education, the University of Nis and voluntary consents of the students. We have provided the anonymity of the collected data. All subjects gave written informed consent in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. The testing was conducted in the classroom, in a paper-and-pencil test form and it lasted for 20 min.



Data Analysis

In the data analysis, descriptive measures, mean differences, and structural equation modeling were used. Statistical processing was done using the statistical packages SPSS and Amos (Arbuckle, 2014. Amos (Version 23.0) [Computer Program]. Chicago: IBM SPSS) (Table 1).


Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlation between variables.
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RESULTS

Statistically important correlations between satisfaction with life and extraversion (positive) and neuroticism (negative) were established. More extraverted recreational athletes were more satisfied with life than introverts. Also, recreational athletes with low neuroticism were more satisfied with life.


Research Question

Can the structure of the subjective self-estimation of life satisfaction in students- recreational athletes be explained with personality traits, such as extraversion-introversion, neuroticism and psychoticism?

In the modeling process, an assumed direction of the relationship between the XY variables was chosen whereby X represents personality traits as an independent variable and Y represents life satisfaction as a dependent variable. Interrelationships between personality traits were also defined. After defining the model, its testing was conducted in accordance with the hypothesis. Re-specification of the model was conducted through the analysis of statistical significance of regression coefficients and the analysis of the residuals whose high values indicate the existence of correlations which were not included in the model. The model also included relationships which were indicated by the higher residual values between variables. The best model that we established includes three dimensions of personality–neuroticism, extraversion, psychoticism and residual correlations between neuroticism and extraversion and between extraversion and psychoticism. Fitting parameters of this model proved to be best of all models tested. This model explains 11% of the variance in the life satisfaction variable (Figure 1).


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Model–life satisfaction explained with personality traits.


From the value of the indicators of the model's goodness of fit which was rated as the best of all done in the analysis given in Table 2, it can be seen that all fit indices exceed critical values (Milas, 2009), and that χ2 is statistically significant. However, as the connections that were not statistically significant were excluded in the previous step, it has been estimated that it would be more accurate to keep this model.


Table 2. Fitting parameters.
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By analyzing regression coefficients (Table 3), it has been observed that in this combination of relationships between variables, another connection becomes irrelevant (Neuroticism (β = −0.160, p = 0.06), but it has been decided not to modify the existing model any further with an assumption that on a larger sample that connection may be of statistical importance, as has been established in a number of previous studies. On the basis of regression coefficients it can be concluded that all correlations are low or are in between low and medium intensity.


Table 3. Regression weighs.
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DISCUSSION

A change in life circumstances which has occurred due to the Covid-19 pandemic has particularly affected, apart from physical health, people's functioning in the social segment which is the most significant factor in explaining mental health and well-being. In these altered life circumstances caused by the application of various measures for the prevention of the spread of the virus, all aspects of health, including physiological, psychological and social, were put to the test. These new circumstances on the world level have raised a large number of questions. One of these questions is the topic of interest of this work which discusses whether personality determinants such as extraversion, neuroticism and psychoticism, can overpower the confusion with the information related to the Covid-19 pandemic in young people who do spots recreationally and thus increase their subjective feeling of satisfaction with life. Based on this open question, the basic assumption of this work has been formulated–personality traits can be significant predictors of satisfaction with life regardless of the external circumstances. A negative association between neuroticism and satisfaction with life was established (Bratko and Sabol, 2006), which proves its irrelevance in the model and goes in favor of the researchers' claim about the uncertain role of personality dimensions in satisfaction with life (Sato et al., 2018). Low neuroticism is associated with higher satisfaction with life. Extraversion in our sample is positively associated with satisfaction with life and this finding is in accordance with all former research (Campbell et al., 1976; Emmons and Diener, 1985; Eddington and Shuman, 2004; Schimmack et al., 2004). However, as opposed to neuroticism, the role of extraversion in the tested model of satisfaction with life is also significant. Scientific evidence confirms that leisure time physical activity represents an important correlate with satisfaction with life (Sato et al., 2018). Individual differences in personality, established by psychological instruments, can not only be indicators of the presence or absence of psychopathology, but can also indicate other significant aspects of an individual's condition, e.g., their feeling of satisfaction with their own life. If increased neuroticism can be connected with mental health problems, does a decrease in neuroticism lead to an increase of satisfaction with life? A model of impact of personality traits on satisfaction with life proposed by Costa and McCrae (1980) emphasizes the positive impact of extraversion and a negative impact of neuroticism on satisfaction with life. Bratko and Sabol (2006) confirmed in their research an association between extraversion, neuroticism and conscientiousness with life satisfaction. Campbell et al. (1976) according to Eddington and Shuman (2004) established that demographic factors (sex, age, education, race, income, marital status) explain <20% variance in the feeling of satisfaction with life. Furthermore, it was established that satisfaction with life has a relative stability over time although it can be moderately changed as a reaction to altered life circumstances (Pavot and Diener, 1993). Achieving positive subjective well-being includes positive experiences, like satisfaction with life and positive emotions (Diener, 1984). Personality traits, extraversion and neuroticism, impact affective experiences and a direction in the thinking process, and people rely on affective experiences and cognitive processes in their evaluation of satisfaction with their own life (Schimmack et al., 2002). One of the most common definitions of personality says that personality is a set of organized, proportionately permanent psychological traits and mechanisms within a person, which affects their interactions with the environment and adaptation to the environment (Larsen and Buss, 2005). Persistent patterns of behavior and experiencing of a person can be predicted from their personality traits. Hans Eysenck (1916–1997) claimed that certain personality models (for example, Cattell's model) contain too many similar factors and that a simple three-factor model can include all personality traits. Of all personality models, his had the strongest reliance on biology. He considered personality traits inheritable and having psycho-physiological basis. He stated three main personality features: extraversion/introversion (E), neuroticism/emotional stability (N), and psychoticism (P). It was the reliance of Eysenck's theory on biology that confirmed that the optimal level of arousal of an organism can be the cause of subjective experience of life satisfaction in young people engaged in recreational sports, even in difficult social conditions. It can be said that in this way they save themselves and show that there is hope for the humankind to remain in its original form.



CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it can be said that the results are similar to the findings of other researchers which have established a significant predictive power of extraversion in the subjective experience of life satisfaction. Neuroticism and psychoticism are not significant predictors in predicting subjective feeling of life satisfaction in recreational athletes. The results represent a contribution to the understanding of the process of self-evaluation of satisfaction with life and can have a number of implications on different aspects of human life. They can also be a starting point in subsequent research of this construct. Furthermore, the results encourage people, regardless of demographic characteristics, to engage in physical activity in order to increase personal satisfaction with life.
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