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ABSTRACT

This study explored stress in Balkan parents of children with developmental
disorders (DD), taking into account the type of child’s DD, sociodemographic
factors, and coping strategies. Sample comprised 139 mothers from Serbia (42%),
Montenegro (27%), Bosnia and Herzegovina (14%), Croatia (16%), and Slovenia (2%),
whose children were diagnosed with specific developmental disorders of speech
and language (37%), autism spectrum disorders (39%) and mixed specific
developmental disorders (24%). Mothers completed the Parenting Stress Index-SF
and Brief COPE, and provided information on sociodemographic characteristics. The
one-way ANOVA revealed that mothers of children with ASD reported the highest
stress intensity. Linear regression suggests that having a child with autism spectrum
disorder, lower education, and the use of Self-blame contribute to the prediction of
stress. The results of several mediation analyses indicate that Religion and
Behavioral disengagement mediate the relationship between parental stress and
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the child’s age: parents of older children with DD show a greater tendency to use
these coping strategies, which consequently leads to higher stress levels.
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Introduction

The scientific community increasingly recognizes the importance of
observing developmental disorders through a system, family perspective.
Receiving a diagnosis of a developmental disorder in a child represents an
extraordinary crisis to which family members need to adapt. Due to their nature,
crises of this type tend to evolve into chronic stress that family members must
learn to live with (Kosic et al, 2021; Weiss & Lunsky, 2011; Weiss et al,, 2014).

Children with developmental disorders (hereafter referred to as DD) and
their parents undergo numerous evaluations and medical examinations before
receiving a diagnosis (Pistoljevic et al, 2021), which contributes to prolonged
exposure to increased stress intensity (Negri & Castorina, 2014). Furthermore,
learning about a child’s diagnosis often elicits mixed emotions, a heightened
sense of burden, and a feeling of unresolved grief (Negri & Castorina, 2014; Stoll-
Egger, 2019; Stuart & McGrew, 2009). While all parents experience stress when
caring for a child, it can be particularly pronounced in parents of children with
DD. Numerous studies have shown that stress is the most common
consequence of raising a child with a DD (Bhushan Gupta, 2007; Lopez et al,
2008). The typical parenting styles, skills, and approaches recommended for
children with typical development often prove ineffective, making raising a child
with a DD a significant challenge for parents (Preece & Almond, 2008).
Additionally, many studies indicate that the quality of the partner relationship
(Gau et al, 2012; Harper et al, 2013; May et al, 2015; Sim et al,, 2017), as well as
general family functioning (Gau et al,, 2012), may be impaired.

Parenting stress, as delineated by Abidin and colleagues (2022),
encompasses stressors inherent in fulfilling the parental role, intertwining
psychological phenomena with physiological responses. It emerges from a blend
of internal and external factors, shaping interactions within the parental role and
with children. This unique stress type arises when perceived parenting demands
exceed available resources, comprising both child-related and parent-related
domains (Abidin, 1995). Notably, parental stress strongly correlates with
parenting practices, distinguishing it from other forms of stress (Abidin, 1992).
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Some studies indicate that both mothers and fathers report elevated
levels of parental stress associated with caring for a child with DD
(Shtayermman, 2013), while others suggest that fathers report less stress than
mothers (Herring et al, 2006; Tehee et al, 2008). Parental stress tends to be
higher among older parents (Duarte et al, 2005; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000),
those with lower levels of education (Smith et al,, 2001), unemployed individuals
(Sinha et al, 2016), and divorced or widowed parents (Norizan & Shamsuddin,
2010), as well as those with a larger number of children (Duarte et al, 2005;
Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000).

Despite growing international interest in DD, there remains a dearth of
information regarding the situation of children with DD in developing countries.
Specifically, in most Balkan countries, services for child and adolescent
psychiatry are underdeveloped and lack integration with other services for
children and youth, leading to insufficient intersectoral cooperation (SluZbeni
glasnik, 2019). For instance, in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, there is no
official reqgister of persons with disabilities due to a lack of systematic collection
of statistical data (UNICEF, 2017).

In Montenegro, the recent establishment of the Center for Autism
suggests that concrete outcomes from its operations are anticipated in the near
future (Ministry of Health - Government of Montenegro, 2018). Meanwhile, data
from Croatia reveal that the predominant reasons for child hospitalization
include specific mixed developmental disorders, specific developmental
disorders of speech and language, and pervasive developmental disorders
(Croatian Institute of Public Health, 2022). The results of a study conducted in
the Balkan countries, specifically in Serbia, Montenegro, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina, further support the concerns mentioned above - the study reports
high percentages of children who screened positive for cognitive, language,
sensory, and motor disabilities (Bornstein & Hendricks, 2013).

Global studies indicate that the intensity of parental stress can vary
depending on the child’s diagnosis (type of DD). Research suggests that parents
of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) face the highest risk of
experiencing elevated stress levels (Brobst et al, 2008; Giovagnoli et al,, 2015;
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Harper et al, 2013; Pastor-Cerezuela et al, 2016; Rao & Beidel, 2009; Smith et al,
2010). Similar results were found in research conducted in Serbia and Croatia -
parents of children with DD reported medium to high-stress levels (Matisic, 2021;
Milaci¢ Vidojevic, 2008). Also, parents of children with ASD reported higher
levels of stress compared to parents of typically developing children (Bunijevac
& Canadanovi¢-Marinkovi¢, 2023; Carakovac & Milaci¢ Vidojevi¢, 2019a).

In addition to ASD (a group of disorders characterized by qualitative
abnormalities in reciprocal social interactions, patterns of communication, and
a restricted, stereotyped, repetitive repertoire of interests and activities) (ICD-
10, 2071), the other two most frequent disorders of psychological development
in our region (Croatian Institute of Public Health, 2022) are Specific
developmental disorders of speech and language (disorders in which normal
patterns of language acquisition are disturbed from the early stages of
development; these conditions are not directly attributable to neurological or
speech mechanism abnormalities, sensory impairments, intellectual
impairments, or environmental factors) (ICD-10, 2011) and Mixed specific
developmental disorders (a residual category for disorders in which there is
some admixture of specific developmental disorders of speech and language,
scholastic skills, and motor function, but in which none predominates
sufficiently to constitute the prime diagnosis; these disorders are usually, but
not always, associated with some degree of general impairment of cognitive
functions) (ICD-10, 2011).

However, while research on parental stress in parents of children with
ASD has indicated the particularly stressful nature of raising these children,
studies comparing the stress experienced by parents of children with other DDs
are lacking in the Balkans.

When considering other child factors, research has shown that the
intensity of parental stress is related to the child’s age (Barker et al,, 2011; Milacic
Vidojevi¢, 2008; Tehee et al, 2009), but not to the gender (Herring et al,, 2006)
of a child with DD.

Previous research indicates that the strongest predictors of parental
stress are individuals' coping responses, defined as attempts to prevent or
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reduce threat, harm, or loss, and to alleviate distress (Cramer, 2003). While some
authors argue that so-called emotion-focused strategies, aimed at minimizing
stress-induced distress (such as self-pacing, expressing negative emotions,
focusing on negative thoughts, attempting to avoid stressful situations,
acceptance, humor, and positive redefining), are maladaptive (Piazza et al, 2014;
Sivberg, 2002; Vernhet et al, 2019; Wang et al, 2011), others contend that
maladaptive strategies are actually those that are problem-focused, such as
planning, active coping, and seeking instrumental support (Cooper et al, 2008).
On the other hand, researchers generally concur that avoidance strategies
(aimed at evading threats or related emotions, including avoidance, substance
use, denial, self-blame, and emotional venting) contribute to increased stress
levels, while task-oriented strategies (such as planning, acceptance, and positive
reframing) are associated with resilience (Hastings et al, 2005; Whitehead et al,,
2015). However, data on the relationship between so-called engagement
strategies (which involve dealing with stressors or emotions and include seeking
support, emotional regulation, acceptance, and cognitive restructuring) and
stress intensity remain limited (Skinner et al,, 2003).

Unfortunately, there is limited research on coping strategies in the
Balkan countries. For example, a study from Bosnia and Herzegovina showed
that parents of children with ASD use problem-focused coping strategies
(Gosto, 2016). Additionally, a study conducted in Serbia and Bosnia and
Herzegovina indicates that in stressful situations, parents mostly use the
strategy of redefining the problem, differing from parents of children with
typical development only in their more frequent use of seeking help from
experts (Carakovac & Milaci¢ Vidojevi¢, 2019b). Another study from North
Macedonia showed that increased usage of distraction and disengagement
heightened the level of parental stress, while family support acted as a buffer
for managing stress in parents of children with ASD (Nolcheva & Trajkovski,
2015).

Despite the extensive literature on stress and coping strategies in other
countries, no such trend has been observed in the Balkans. The Balkan countries
share a culture distinct from both Western and Eastern countries. Specifically,
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since the 1990s, the Western Balkan region has been marked by severe conflicts,
including the war and disintegration of Yugoslavia and NATO bombing, leading
to economic collapse. Additionally, the global financial crisis further slowed
economic growth and exacerbated high unemployment (Dabrowski &
Myachenkova, 2018). While some Western Balkan countries, like Slovenia and
Croatia, are already EU members, most of them are in the early stages of the
accession process, necessitating accelerated reforms and resolution of key
issues in family laws and education. However, patriarchal gender norms still
dominate the region, making it challenging for both men and women to depart
from traditional gender roles (PeSi¢, 2009). Consequently, women often bear the
primary responsibility for childcare.

The crises experienced in the Balkans have had significant consequences
that affect children with DDs and their families. While the system of early
intervention has been established in much of the world since the last century,
the Balkans still face systemic deficiencies and lack general system support
(Nedovic et al,, 2016).

For example, in Slovenia and Croatia, there have been strides in
developing comprehensive healthcare systems and increasing access to early
intervention services for children with DDs. However, despite this, a recent
study in Croatia showed that knowledge of DDs was inconsistent and
inaccurate understandings were common. Additionally, the researchers found
that attitudes regarding the inclusion of learners with DDs were ambivalent, and
that training in ‘good practice’ approaches was extremely limited (Stosic et al.,
2022). Countries like Serbia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina face challenges related to limited resources, fragmented
healthcare systems, and insufficient funding for services and support programs.
For example in Bosnia and Herzegovina, despite parents typically reporting
developmental problems in their children around the age of 17 months,
diagnoses of DDs are often delayed by an average of one and a half years,
prolonging stressful circumstances for these families (Pistoljevic et al, 2021). In
some cases, DDs go unnoticed or are misinterpreted by parents, preschool
teachers, or professional associates (lli¢ et al, 2020; Pistoljevic et al, 2021).
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Furthermore, a chronic lack of standardized tests and adequate assessment
instruments further complicates the diagnostic process, resulting in late
identification of children with DDs (lli¢ et al, 2020) and unsystematic,
inappropriate intervention programs (lbrahimagic et al, 2015). Parents of
children with DDs from Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina express frustration
with accessing professional services (Pejovic-Milovancevic et al, 2018) and
receive minimal government assistance (Coli¢, 2023), often relying on
centralized, limited non-governmental organizations for support (Gosto, 2016).
However, there are insufficient adequate and diverse community-based
services for those families (DZamonja Ignjatovic et al, 2017), and the parents of
children with DDs bear the burden of care on their own, which creates immense
pressure on these families (May & Hansen, 2016). Because of the difficulties with
the availability of services and getting appointments, as well as the problems
with accessing public healthcare services, parents from Serbia, Croatia, and
North Macedonia report that they have to pay for private services (Medakovic
et al, 2024), even though they are also facing social isolation, economic crisis,
and poverty (DZamonja Ignjatovic et al,, 2017).

The opportunities regarding policies, resources, and treatment
possibilities for children with DDs vary across Balkan countries, and disparities
exist due to differences in healthcare systems, funding, and infrastructure.
However, while efforts have been made to improve services and support for
children with DDs in these countries, there are still challenges. It seems that,
despite country differences, disparities in access and service utilization speak to
common regional needs.

In order to obtain significant data to improve practices in Balkan mental
health clinics, deepen knowledge on this topic, and address gaps and
contradictions in existing literature, we have set the following aims for this
study: 1) compare the intensity of stress among Balkan parents in relation to the
type of developmental disorder in their children; 2) explore the
sociodemographic factors and coping strategies that contribute to parental
stress among Balkan parents; 3) examine whether the relationship between
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sociodemographic variables and parental stress is mediated by specific coping
strategies.

Based on previous findings (Brobst et al., 2008; Harper et al,, 2013; Rao &
Beidel, 2009; Smith et al,, 2010), we hypothesized that parents of children with
ASD will report the highest stress intensity (H1). We predict that certain
sociodemographic factors will contribute to parental stress, consistent with
previous research. Specifically, we expect parental stress to be higher in older
(Duarte et al, 2005; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000), less educated (Smith et al, 2007),
and unemployed parents (Sinha et al, 2016), as well as those with a larger
number of children (Duarte et al, 2005; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000) (H2a).
Additionally, based on previous research (Hastings et al, 2005), we anticipate
that avoidance strategies (such as substance use, denial, self-blame, and
emotional venting) will predict increased stress levels (H2b). Furthermore,
research indicates that parental stress is higher in those with a larger number of
children (Duarte et al, 2005; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000), while research on the
impact of a child's age on parental stress yields inconsistent results. While some
authors suggest higher stress in parents of younger children (e.g., Barker et al,
2011), others report increasing stress with age (e.g., Milaci¢ Vidojevi¢, 2008;
Tehee et al, 2009). Moreover, one study (Peters-Scheffer et al, 2012) found no
relationship between children’s age and maternal stress. Considering that
certain coping strategies mediate the relationship between parental stress and
factors like parental quality of life (Ni'matuzahroh et al,, 2022), child's symptoms
severity (Miranda et al,, 2019), and child externalizing behavior (Chen et al,, 2024),
we hypothesize that some coping strategies may act as mediators between
parental stress and sociodemographic variables (such as child’s age and number
of children), potentially explaining the inconsistencies in previous research
findings (H3).
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Method

Participants and procedure

Taking into account that the predominant reasons for child
hospitalization in the Balkans include Specific Developmental Disorders of
Speech and Language (SDDSL), Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), and Mixed
Specific Developmental Disorders (MSDD) (cf. Bornstein & Hendricks, 2013;
Croatian Institute of Public Health, 2022), and that these DDs are highly
correlated with parental stress (cf. Bunijevac & Canadanovi¢-Marinkovi¢, 2023;
Carakovac & Mila¢i¢ Vidojevi¢, 2019a; Matisi¢, 2021), we wanted to focus the
study specifically on parents who have children diagnosed with these three
conditions.

Therefore, this research was conducted as a cross-sectional study using
a convenience sample. The participants in this study were 139 mothers of
children with DDs. The maternal age ranged from 24 to 54 years (M= 36.44, SD
= 5.40). Less than 1% of mothers had completed elementary school, while 36%
had a high school education. The majority of mothers held a university diploma
(42%), and 20% had postgraduate education. Almost one-third of mothers in
the study were unemployed (29.5%), while the rest of them were employed
(70.5%). The majority of mothers in the study were married or cohabitating
(93%), while 7% were divorced. More than half of the mothers (52.5%) had two
children, while 29.5% had only one child, and 18% of mothers had three or more
children. The mothers were from Serbia (42%), Montenegro (27%), Bosnia and
Herzegovina (14%), Croatia (16%), and Slovenia (2%).

Their children were diagnosed with Specific Developmental Disorders of
Speech and Language (SDDSL) (37%), Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (39%),
and Mixed Specific Developmental Disorders (MSDD) (24%) by a qualified child
psychiatrist, within a clinical assessment, prior to this research.

The children's ages ranged from 2 to 12 years (M= 534, SD=2.09). The
majority of the children were male (77%).
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Mothers were recruited within the Institute for Experimental Phonetics
and Speech Pathology (IEPSP) "Borde Kosti¢" in Belgrade, Serbia, where their
children received speech and language therapy. All mothers completed the
questionnaire while their children were receiving therapy at the IEPSP.

While some parents self-financed their child's treatment (e.g. parents
from Serbia, Croatia, and Slovenia), others received funding from their health
insurance funds (e.g,, parents from Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina)'.

It is important to note that all the mentioned countries were once part
of the former Republic of Yugoslavia. Therefore, we can infer that participants
in our study come from similar linguistic regions, which enables them to
understand the questionnaire in the Serbian language. This linguistic similarity
contributes to the consistency of responses and minimizes potential language-
related biases.

This study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki
and complied with APA ethical standards. This study was also approved by the
Ethics Committee of the Institute for Experimental Phonetics and Speech
Pathology in Belgrade, Serbia (No 2/19, date: 19.9.2019.).

Mothers voluntarily completed the questionnaire and did not receive
any payment. The purpose of the research was briefly explained to all
respondents, and they were given instructions on how to use the questionnaire.
Mothers provided their informed consent to participate in the study.
Confidentiality of data was guaranteed, and it was ensured that they would not
face any consequences regarding their children’s treatment if they refused to
participate in the research.

Bartlett’s test of sphericity was not significant, indicating that the
assumption for conducting ANOVA was satisfied. Statistical comparisons
showed that maternal subsamples (in terms of child s diagnosis) were matched
with respect to maternal age (Fone = .03, p=.973), number of children (Foms =
2.03, p=135) and child’s age (Fpue = 3.01, p = .053). Furthermore, no more than

' Due to the lack of specialists, system support, and insufficient capacities,
health insurance funds send children to obtain treatment in other institutions.
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20% of the expected counts were less than 5 and all individual expected counts
were 1or greater. These conditions indicate that the requirement for conducting
a Chi-square analysis was also satisfied. Statistical comparisons showed that
maternal subsamples (in terms of child"s diagnosis) were matched with respect
to education (x4 = 5.36, p=.252) and child’s gender (x*y = 5.32, p = .070).

Instruments

Parenting Stress Index-Short Form (PS/-SF)

PSI-3/SF? (Abidin, 1995) is a self-report inventory comprising 36
statements designed to measure stressful behaviors and feelings related to
parenting. Parents rate their agreement with each statement on a five-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (/ do not agree at all) to 5 (/ completely agree). The
items are loaded on three 12-item factors (subscales): 1) Parental distress (PD) -
refers to the stress experienced by an individual as a parent, stemming from
various parenting-related factors (items examples: “/ find myself giving up more
of my life to meet the needs of my child than | ever expected’ and “/ feel trapped
by my responsibilities as a parent”); 2) Parent-child dysfunctional interaction
(PCDI) - refers to the parental perception of the existence or non-existence of
dysfunctional interaction with their child (items examples: “/ expected to have
closer and warmer feelings for my child than | do, and this bothers me” and “My
child rarely does things for me that make me feel good"); 3) Difficult child (DC) -
assesses some characteristics of the child that make them more or less
demanding (items examples: “My child seems to cry or fuss more than most
childrer?’ and “My child makes more demands on me than most childrer’). The
individual subscale scores are added up to form a total score, which indicates
the intensity of Total Stress (TS). All three scales in the Parental Stress
Instrument have reliability above the recommended .80 level (PCDI: a=.818, DC:

2 For the purposes of this study, an unauthorized translation of the PSI/SF was
utilized. The permission letter to use this unauthorized translation was obtained. For
additional information on authorized versions of PSI/SF, please contact PAR
(https://www.parinc.com/).
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a=.912, PD: a=.928). Research conducted in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina
examining the stress of parents of children with DDs, as well as studies
comparing the stress of parents of children with DDs and typically developing
children, have demonstrated the utility of this instrument. Indeed, this
instrument has demonstrated its capability to not only detect elevated levels of
stress in parents of children with DDs but also to discern differences between
various groups of parents. Specifically, it can differentiate between parents of
children with DDs and those of typically developing children (cf. Carakovac &
Milaci¢ Vidojevi¢, 2019a; Kosti¢ et al, 2017; Milaci¢ Vidojevic, 2008; Sudimac,
2017).

Brief COPE (BC)

The Brief COPE (Carver, 1997) is an instrument consisting of 28
statements, scored on a four-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (/ have not
used this strategy at all) to 4 (/ have used this strategy often). The questionnaire
assesses 14 coping strategies for dealing with stress: Self-distraction, Active
coping, Denial, Substance use, Emotional support, Instrumental support,
Behavioral disengagement, Venting, Positive reframing, Planning, Humor,
Acceptance, Religion, and Self-blame. Each coping strategy is measured by two
items. The reliability of the instrument ranges from .42 to .89, with some
subscales exhibiting lower reliability due to having only two items per scale.
Considering that the instrument's author notes that there is no general coping
index, as different samples exhibit different patterns of relations (Carver, 1997),
we decided to follow the author's suggestion and separately use scores from
the 14 subscales. The Brief COPE has been used in our region not only with
parents of children with DDs but also to examine the relationship between
coping strategies and stress (cf. Nolcheva & Trajkovski, 2015).

Sociodemographic data

Mothers were asked to provide sociodemographic data for themselves
and their children. They could select from offered options or provide written
answers for the following variables: their age, level of education, marital status,
employment status, and number of children. Additionally, mothers provided
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information about their child with DD, including the type of DD, age, and gender.
While the parents provided information about the diagnosis, it was based on
assessments by qualified clinicians - the data provided by the mothers were
additionally confirmed and verified by official medical documentation.

Statistical methods

Descriptive statistics were calculated to analyze and describe the
sample. One-way ANOVA was used to examine differences between three
maternal subsamples in terms of maternal age, number of children, child's age,
and stress intensity. Linear regression analyses were conducted to further
examine which sociodemographic factors and coping strategies contributed the
most to predicting parental stress. To explore whether the relationship between
sociodemographic variables and parental stress was mediated by some coping
strategies, a series of mediation analyses using the PROCESS macro (Hayes,
2012) for SPSS was conducted.

Results

Descriptive measures

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the PSI-SF and Brief COPE
questionnaires. The results are presented for each subgroup of mothers
individually.
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Table1

Descriptive measures

ASD SDDSL MSDD
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

PS| Total stress 110.68 (23.97) 8238 (26.71) 92.61(2179)
PSI PD 3975 (1198) 3092 (11.55) 33.45 (12.13)
PSI PCDI 3115 (7.91) 2338 (7.66) 26.06 (6.53)
PSIDC 39.51(9.54) 27.02 (9.99) 32.84 (9.96)
Self-distraction 5.18 (1.88) 4.69 (1.64) 4.68 2.1)
Active coping 7.24 (99) 7.08 (1.08) 7.23 (113)
Denial 4.41(2.09) 332 (156) 327 (177)
Substance use 2.85 (1.79) 235(72) 2.68 (1.65)
Self-blame 5.00 (2.21) 4.47 (187) 482 (222)
Behavioral disengagement 2.56 (1.14) 2.28 (.93) 2.50 (111)
Venting 4.89 (174) 4.23 (1.66) 450 (1.80)
Instrumental support 6.06 (1.64) 5.89 (1.81) 6.22 (1.74)
Emotional support 5.87 (2.04) 5.96 (1.81) 5.81(1.91)
Humor 4.87 (210) 474 (212) 4.53 (2.36)
Acceptance 7.02 (137) 6.43 (1.28) 6.76 (1.39)
Positive reframing 711 (130) 6.44 (120) 6.49 (148)
Planning 7.04 (121) 7.08 (1.04) 6.85 (115)
Religion 5.83 (2.28) 451 (213) 594 (2.44)

Note. ASD: Autism Spectrum Disorders; SDDSL: Specific Developmental Disorders of
Speech and Language; MSDD: Mixed Specific Developmental Disorders; PSI PD:
Parenting Stress Index — Parental Distress; PSI PCDI: Parenting Stress Index - Parent-
Child Dysfunctional Interaction; PSI PD: Parenting Stress Index — Difficult Child.
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The intensity of maternal stress in relation to the type of child’s

developmental disorder

One-way ANOVA revealed significant differences between maternal
groups in terms of stress intensity (7otal stress: Fony = 6,33, p < .001, partial n*=
2%; Parental distress: For= 7,44, p< .05, partial n? = 10; Parent-child disfunctional
interaction: Fp = 13,97, p <.001, partial W= 17; Difficult child: Fone = 19,64, p <
001, partial n? = .24).

Furthermore, the post-hoc Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean
score on the Total stress for the ASD group was significantly higher than the
score for the SDDSL group (p < .001) and for the MSDD group (p < .01). Similar
results were also obtained at the subscale level. Specifically, the mean score on
the Parental distress subscale for the ASD group was significantly higher than
the score for the SDDSL group (p < .01) and for the MSDD group (p < .05). The
mean score on the Parent-child dysfunctional interaction subscale for the ASD
group was significantly higher than the score for the SDDSL group (p<.001) and
for the MSDD group (p < .07). And finally, the mean score on the Difficult child
subscale for the ASD group was significantly higher than the score for the
SDDSL group (p < .001) and the MSDD group (o < .01), and the mean score for
the SDDSL group was significantly lower than the mean score for the MSDD
group (p <.05). All descriptive measures are shown in Table 1.

Considering that the distribution of certain dependent variables was not
normal, the Kruskal-Wallis test was employed as a replacement for the
between-subject ANOVA. The results of the Kruskal-Wallis test for all three
subscales of parental stress are significant, aligning with the results of ANOVA.
Therefore, since ANOVA provides more detailed insight into the results and the
possibility of determining the effect size, those results are interpreted.

Taken together, the presented results suggest significant differences
between maternal groups in terms of stress intensity. Specifically, our results
suggest that mothers who have a child with ASD report the highest stress
intensity.
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Sociodemographic variables and coping strategies as predictors of

parental stress

First, we aimed to determine whether the conditions necessary to
conduct the regression analysis were satisfied. The minimal sample needed to
conduct a regression analysis with 22 predictors was determined using
G*Power, employing a priori analysis for linear multiple regression with an R? of
44, a power of 95, and an alpha error of .05. This analysis indicated a minimal
sample size of 60 participants, which is less than the collected. Additionally, all
variables exhibited VIF values lower than 5, indicating no issues with
multicollinearity. Autocorrelation was also found to be non-significant (DW? =
174, p=.094), and the Breusch-Pagan test revealed no heteroscedasticity (BP =
30.3, p=.1M). Therefore, all conditions were met to proceed with the regression
analysis.

Furthermore, we conducted confirmatory factor analyses to determine
if a one-factor solution for PSI-SF could be accepted. We utilized the ULS
estimator due to the small sample size, and the model test was based on the
Satorra-Bentler scaled test statistic. The model (x?ssqp = 175103, p < .007)
demonstrated a good fit in terms of the Comparative Fit Index (CFl = 0.944) and
the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI = 0.941). The cut-off values were as follows: poor <
0.859 < fair < 0916 < close, indicating that the model showed a good fit.
However, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation indicated a less
satisfactory fit (RMSEA = 0.152). Given that these two measures of fit may
provide divergent results (Lai & Green, 2016), and considering the already
established and suggested factor structure, we opted to accept this solution
and utilize the total score in our study.

Regression analyses with Total stress as the outcome variable were
conducted to further examine which sociodemographic factors and coping
strategies  contribute to predicting parental stress. Categorical
sociodemographic variables were transformed into dichotomous variables so

3 Durbin-Watson statistic used to detect the presence of autocorrelation.
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that they could be used in linear regression analysis. In other words, we created
indicator and dummy variables according to Lunt (2015).

Thus, the three-level categorical variable “diagnosis” was transformed
into three separate variables: SDDSL, ASD, and MSDD (SDDSL with levels 0-
other diagnosis and 1-SDDSL, as well as for ASD and MSDD). The same was done
with the “parental education” variable: the three-level categorical variable for
education was transformed into three separate variables: Elementary and high
school education, University education, and Postgraduate education
(Elementary and high school education with levels 0-other levels of education
and 1-Elementary and high school education, as well as for University education
and Postgraduate education). Hence, the prediction shown in Table 2 involves
contrasting the two presented categories of variables with the third category
for both “diagnosis” and “education” variables. More specifically, the third,
reference value for the variable “diagnosis” was “ASD”, while the reference value
for the variable “education” was “Elementary and high school education”.

Regression was conducted in two steps. In the first step, only
sociodemographic variables were included, and in the second step, coping
strategies were added. Both models were significant, and since the increase in
prediction from the first to the second model was significant (Fchange (14, 88 = 3.47,
p <.01), a second model with all variables was kept (F @3 sy = 4.84, p < .01). This
model explains 44.4% of the variance in Total stress. Variables that show a
significant contribution to the prediction of stress in the model are SDDSL,
MSDD, Self-blame, and Elementary and high school education. Coefficients for
all variables are shown in Table 2.

The obtained results indicate that parents of children with SDDSL and
MSDD report lower stress in comparison to parents of children with ASD.
Furthermore, parents with elementary and high school education, as well as
those who use the coping strategy of Self-blame, report higher stress intensity.
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Table 2

Sociodemographic factors and coping strategies as predictors of parental stress

Variable B SE Beta (B) t P
Child’s age -119 1.04 -10 -114 255
Number of children 237 253 .08 94 352
Parental age 42 43 .09 99 326
Employment -6.85 4.63 -12 -148 142
SDDSL -17.35 5.09 -3 -3.41 .0071*
MSDD -1.84 533 -19 -2.22 .029*
University degree -13.61 474 -26 -2.87 .005**
Postgraduate education -8.72 5.83 -13 -1.50 138
Self-distraction 140 134 J0 1.05 298
Active coping -224 2.63 -09 -85 398
Denial 162 125 12 130 198
Substance use 245 150 15 164 105
Self-blame 3.01 127 24 236 .020*
Behavioral disengagement 2.68 2.21 12 122 227
Venting -85 134 -05 -63 530
Instrumental support -66 1.60 -04 -4 683
Emotional support -2.65 155 -19 171 091
Humor 97 112 .08 .87 389
Acceptance 128 229 .06 .56 577
Positive reframing -30 193 -02 16 875
Planning 2.84 2.02 13 141 163
Religion 118 96 10 123 224

Note SDDSL: Specific Developmental Disorders of Speech and Language; MSDD: Mixed
Specific Developmental Disorders. * p <.05.** p< .01.
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The mediation effect of coping strategies on the relationship

between parental stress and sociodemographic factors

To examine whether the relationship between sociodemographic
variables and parental stress is mediated by some of the coping strategies,
several mediation analyses using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012) for SPSS
were conducted. The outcome variable was always Total stress, while predictor
variables were either the number of children or the child’s age, as these
significantly correlated with stress. To satisfy the conditions for mediation
analysis, only coping strategies that significantly correlated with both predictors
were considered. Consequently, for the child’s age as a predictor, the mediators
tested were Self-distraction, Substance wuse, Self-blame, Behavioral
disengagement, and Religion. For the number of children, the tested mediators
were Behavioral disengagement and Emotional support.

The results have shown that only Religion and Behavioral
disengagement mediate the relationship between total stress and a child’s age,
while the relationship with the number of children is not mediated. The direct
effect of a child’s age on total stress is not significant (b=176, t =155, p =124,
bootstraped 95% CI [-0.49, 4.02]). The indirect effect of Religion as a mediator is
significant, as the confidence interval does not include zero (b = 0.57, 95% Cl
[0.024, 1.384]). Having a significant indirect effect and a non-significant direct
effect implies that this is a case of full mediation. The same applies to Behavioral
disengagement. The direct effect of a child’s age on total stress is not significant
(b=126, t=119, p=.236), while the indirect effect is (b =116, 95% CI [0.27, 2.33]).
The obtained results indicate that the significant correlation between a child’s
age and total stress is fully explained by religion and behavioral disengagement.
There is no inherent connection between stress and these demographic
variables; this connection is explained through coping mechanisms used. In
other words, parents of older children are more stressed because they are more
prone to using these coping strategies, which increase their stress.
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Discussion

Our study indicated that the type of child’s DD has a significant effect
on maternal perceptions of stress intensity. It was determined that mothers of
children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) report the highest intensity of
stress. Such findings are in line with previous research from other countries
(Brobst et al, 2008; Giovagnoli et al., 2015; Harper et al, 2013; Pastor-Cerezuela
et al, 2016; Rao & Beidel, 2009; Smith et al, 2010), as well as from the Balkans
(Bunijevac & Canadanovi¢-Marinkovi¢, 2023; Carakovac & Milaci¢ Vidojevic,
2019a), indicating that parents of children with ASD are under the most stress.

Our results indicate that mothers of children with ASD experience high
levels of stress in their parental role. They have impaired awareness of their
parental competence, feel stress as a result of limitations in other areas of life,
conflict with another parent, and lack of social support. Additionally, these
mothers perceive their children as more demanding, as they feel that their
children do not meet their expectations, and interaction with the child does not
empower them in their parental role. They potentially feel separated or rejected
by their children, which indicates that the relationship with the child is
compromised or has never been properly established (Pinjatela, 201M).
Considering the disorder’s clinical picture and the challenges it brings, the
obtained results are not surprising. Numerous studies have shown that raising
children with ASD is full of everyday challenges and can lead to a decreased
sense of parental competence (Preece & Almond, 2008) and self-efficacy (May
et al, 2015). ASD symptoms, such as difficulties in achieving social
communication and interaction, can affect the establishment of attachment
(Rutgers et al, 2007), so we are not surprised by the result that these mothers
feel that their relationship with their children is compromised.

Also, sensory difficulties, as well as stereotypical and repetitive patterns
of behavior, which are also part of the disorder’s clinical picture (DSM-5, 2013),
can be particularly pronounced - usually, when ASD is accompanied by
intellectual disability, children can also exhibit hyperactive and impulsive
behaviors (McClain et al,, 2017).
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Indeed, the challenges associated with autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
often lead parents to prioritize spending their free time at home, which can
significantly alter their social lives and contribute to feelings of social isolation
(Benderix et al, 2007). This combination of factors, including the clinical features
of ASD and their associated consequences, appears to contribute to heightened
maternal stress intensity in caring for children with ASD. The parents who
participated in our study do not seem to differ significantly from those in
Western contexts in terms of the stress they experience (Brobst et al, 2008;
Giovagnoli et al, 2015; Harper et al, 2013; Pastor-Cerezuela et al, 2016; Rao &
Beidel, 2009; Smith et al, 2010) - despite geographical and cultural differences,
the experience of having a child with ASD appears to be a universal stressor.

Mothers of children with ASD experience higher stress levels compared
to parents of children with SDDSL and MSDD, probably due to the complex
nature of ASD symptoms. These symptoms significantly impact daily functioning
and necessitate specialized support services, including speech therapy and
behavioral interventions (Gillberg & Fernell, 2014), in comparison to children
with SDDSL or MSDD, who may require fewer specialized interventions.
Moreover, the pervasive challenges of ASD, such as difficulties in social
interactions and academic performance, contribute to parental stress. Stigma
and social isolation surrounding ASD exacerbate this stress (Daniels, et al,, 2017),
as parents may feel isolated and face negative perceptions from others.
Additionally, the lifelong nature of ASD and uncertainty about the child's future
needs further heighten parental stress, including concerns about independent
living, employment, and long-term support.

To enhance the well-being of mothers of children with ASD and improve
outcomes for both mothers and their children, we propose several practical
implications based on our study. Firstly, early access to intervention services is
crucial. These services can proactively address ASD-related challenges, reducing
parental stress and fostering positive parent-child relationships. Secondly,
tailored support for mothers is essential. Targeted programs focusing on stress
management and coping strategies specific to ASD-related challenges can
alleviate maternal stress. Additionally, comprehensive parental education
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programs can equip mothers with the necessary skills to manage stress
effectively and enhance their sense of competence in caring for children with
ASD. Thirdly, facilitating connections with other parents and providing
opportunities for social interaction can mitigate feelings of isolation and offer
valuable emotional support. Lastly, recognizing the universality of stressors
associated with raising a child with ASD, support programs should be culturally
sensitive to diverse caregiving practices and beliefs.

The study revealed no significant differences in the mean scores on the
Total Stress, Parental Distress subscale, and Parent-Child Dysfunctional
Interaction subscale between parents of children with SDDSL and parents of
children with MSDD. However, a significant difference was observed on the
Difficult Child subscale. This indicates that parents of children with SDDSL
perceive their child's behavior as less challenging compared to parents of
children with MSDD. This finding suggests that children with SDDSL may exhibit
less severe behavioral patterns or difficulties than those seen in children with
MSDD. Considering the symptomatology of these disorders, the results are
unsurprising: while SDDSL disrupt normal language acquisition patterns from
early development stages, MSDD involve not only language issues but also
distorted motor function acquisition and typically some level of cognitive
impairment (ICD-10, 2011).

When considering predictors of maternal stress, it's been observed that
mothers with elementary and high school education report the highest stress
intensity, aligning with previous research findings (Smith et al, 2001). It's
reasonable to assume that parents with lower education levels also have lower
socioeconomic status, which may result in a greater focus on meeting the child’s
basic and material needs (Brezis et al, 2015). Additionally, they often report
inadequate access to information about professional support services (Pickard
& Ingersoll, 2016). Conversely, more educated parents of children with ASD likely
possess a greater capacity to recognize and understand their child’s difficulties,
thereby having better opportunities to provide appropriate treatment. Previous
research suggests that parents of children with ASD from higher-income
households may demonstrate a stronger commitment to their parenting roles
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and interaction with the child (Brezis et al,, 2015). Moreover, their children tend
to receive more professional evaluations and receive diagnoses at an earlier age
(Thomas et al, 2011). Mentioned structural barriers can impede the diagnostic
process, depriving the child of timely treatment and the parents of the ability to
provide effective care, consequently leading to heightened stress levels.

Our results stress the need for tailored support services for mothers with
lower education levels. Recognizing the impact of socioeconomic status on
parental stress, and early access to evaluations and diagnoses is crucial,
especially for children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Efforts to
address socioeconomic disparities and improve access to resources could
alleviate stress and promote better outcomes for these families. Programs
focusing on stress management, providing information about support services,
and offering assistance in funding treatments could help ease maternal stress.
Empowering parents with comprehensive information about available
resources can help them better understand their child's needs and access
appropriate support.

Furthermore, our study contributes to the discourse surrounding the
efficacy and adaptability of various coping strategies. We found that a more
frequent use of Self-blame predicts higher stress intensity, suggesting that
heightened usage of this strategy correlates with increased parental stress. Self-
blame is classified as an avoidance strategy (Hastings et al, 2005; Whitehead et
al, 2015) and is considered maladaptive, a finding supported by our study.
Essentially, mothers who engage in self-criticism regarding past events tend to
report higher stress levels. While avoidance coping aims to mitigate distress, it
generally proves ineffective in the long term and fails to address the underlying
threat and its impact (Skinner et al,, 2003), thereby contributing to heightened
stress intensity.

The findings suggest that mothers from our study exhibit similarities
with Western parents, as our results align with Western studies indicating that
avoidance strategies contribute to higher stress levels (Hastings et al, 2005;
Whitehead et al, 2015). These results imply that despite geographical and
cultural differences, similarities in stress profiles among families of children with
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DDs persist. Furthermore, the results suggest a potential inclination among
mothers who participated in our study to attribute their children's
developmental difficulties to themselves. This could imply a cultural influence,
as well as a lack of comprehensive information among mothers regarding the
etiology and symptomatology of DDs. More specifically, parents who engage in
self-blame may feel a sense of responsibility for their child's DD, perceiving that
they somehow contributed to its development or could have done more for
their child. This sense of self-blame may stem from a belief that they are being
punished for past wrongdoings or inadequacies (Nixon, 1993). Additionally,
frequent criticism directed at parents of children with DDs, who may outwardly
appear similar to their typically developing peers, may contribute to feelings of
inadequacy and self-blame, as the cause of the child's behavior is often
attributed to parental shortcomings rather than the disorder itself (Francis,
2012). In the Balkans, societal attitudes towards disability and DDs may play a
significant role in shaping parental sense of stigma (Daniels, et al, 2017).
Furthermore, cultural norms regarding family roles and responsibilities may also
influence the prevalence of Self-blame among parents in the Balkans. Traditional
gender roles and expectations within families (Pesi¢, 2009) may place undue
pressure on parents, particularly mothers, to fulfill caregiving duties and assume
responsibility for their child's developmental challenges.

We suggest healthcare professionals and support programs prioritize
identifying and addressing maladaptive coping strategies among parents of
children with DDs. Educational programs aimed at parents and the general
public can dispel misconceptions and reduce stigma, thus easing feelings of self-
blame and inadequacy. Parents who experience self-blame may benefit from
interventions addressing feelings of responsibility and guilt, promoting self-
compassion and resilience. Raising awareness and fostering acceptance can
support parents, reducing external judgment and improving well-being and
parental stress levels. Collaboration among researchers, clinicians, and support
organizations is key to developing more effective interventions and support
systems for families of children with DDs.
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The results suggest that Religion and Behavioural disengagement play a
mediating role in the relationship between Total stress and a child’s age. Parents
of older children may experience higher stress levels because they are more
likely to utilize coping strategies that ultimately exacerbate their stress. They
may turn to work or other activities to distract themselves from the challenges
they face or seek solace in religious or spiritual beliefs. As children grow older,
families may experience increased stress due to heightened parental concerns
about their child's ability to navigate developmental and educational milestones
during various phases of the family life cycle (Connolly & Gersch, 2016). Studies
have shown that religious coping strategies, such as prayer and seeking solace
in spiritual beliefs, are commonly utilized by individuals facing challenging
circumstances (Pargament et al, 1998). In the Balkans, religion often plays a
significant role in individuals' lives, influencing various aspects of coping with
stress and adversity (Pratto et al,, 2017). In the context of parenting children with
DDs, parents in the Balkans may turn to religious practices as a means of finding
comfort and strength in the face of stress and uncertainty.

Additionally, behavioral disengagement, which involves mentally
withdrawing from stressful situations and disengaging from problem-solving
efforts, may also be observed among parents in the Balkans. Cultural factors,
such as stigma surrounding disabilities (Daniels, et al, 2017) and limited access
to support services (Medakovic¢ et al, 2024), may contribute to feelings of
helplessness and resignation among parents, leading to the adoption of
avoidance coping strategies. Given the lack of systemic and professional
support for older children and adults with DDs in the Balkans (Gosto, 2016),
parents may resort to avoidance coping mechanisms more frequently. They may
feel disillusioned with seeking assistance and instead turn to prayers and
spiritual practices, perhaps because they perceive a lack of available support
from existing systems.

Understanding the impact of Religion and Behavioral disengagement on
parental stress in relation to a child's age is crucial. Recognizing heightened
stress among parents of older children emphasizes the need for tailored support
across various family life stages. Addressing the lack of professional assistance
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for older children and adolescents with DDs underscores the urgent need for
enhanced access to resources in the Balkans, including occupational therapy
centers, accommodation and daycare facilities for children and youth, and
support centers for parents and family members. Encouraging parents to seek
assistance from professional networks beyond religious avenues can enhance
stress management strategies. Collaborating with policymakers and community
organizations is essential for improving systemic support, and advocating for
increased resources and services.

The limitations of our sample should be acknowledged. Firstly, only
mothers participated in our study, indicating a potential gender bias. Future
studies should aim to include parents of both genders to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of parental stress in families of children with DDs.
Additionally, the inclusion criteria for our sample involved mothers who had
already sought treatment for their children's developmental issues. This may
have influenced their coping strategies and stress levels, as they may have been
more proactive in seeking support and resources. Moreover, the majority of
participants in our study had higher levels of education and some self-financed
their children's treatments. This suggests a potential bias towards individuals
with higher socioeconomic status. Future research should aim to include a more
diverse sample that encompasses individuals from various socioeconomic
backgrounds to capture a broader spectrum of experiences related to parental
stress and coping strategies. It's important to note that our study was
conducted using a convenience sample of parents, which may limit the
generalizability of our findings to the broader population of parents in the
mentioned countries. Indeed, future studies should explore parental stress in
older children as well. Longitudinal studies could offer valuable insights into how
stress intensity and coping strategies evolve over time for both parents and
children. Additionally, including parents of children with various DDs would
enrich our understanding of how different conditions impact parental stress and
coping strategies.
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ABSTRACT

Since the 1990s, women appear to have become more left-wing or liberal-oriented
compared to men (Dassonneville, 2020). In this paper, we examine whether this
observation holds in the more recent survey data from Europe. We show that the
exclusive focus on differences in average scores provides an incomplete picture of
gender differences in ideology. Since both men and women tend to be centrist, the
observed gender differences in averages may be due to differences in the relative
popularity of the middle point of the scale. The analysis uses the ninth wave of the
European Social Survey data (ESS 9.3), which covers 29 European countries. The
results show that European women are, indeed, on average, positioned to the left
compared to men. However, additional analyses revealed that these differences are
partly due to men's preference for rightist ideological positions and partly to
women's relatively more frequent positioning on the scale midpoint.
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Introduction

A considerable research effort has been spent on the question of gender
differences in ideology. Not only because it is an interesting and provocative
question but also because it is a moving target. Those gender differences and
similarities vary over time and space. Hence, new evidence is always a useful
addition to the ongoing, perhaps never-ending, research endeavor. Examining
the changes over time and differences across contexts is necessary in order to
better understand - and explain - the factors behind the observed tendencies.

In this paper, we analyze the gender differences in left-right ideology in
29 European countries, available in the ESS 9 dataset (2018). We consider this
study as an update to Dassonneville's (2020) analysis of trends in gender
differences in left-right ideology over time. In her analysis based on data
covering the period from the 1970s until 2018, and a number of European
countries, she concluded that since the 1990s, women have become more left-
wing compared to men in their subjective ideology.

This impressive analysis of changing trends over time shows that gender
differences in ideology are not fixed but change over time and that theoretical
accounts need to evolve accordingly. Moreover, this implies that continued
research on the ideological gender gap and a comparative approach are needed.

Dassonneville's (2020) study focuses on trends in average scores on the
left-right scale. However, while averages provide important information, it is
actually minimal information. Gender differences may appear in other aspects
of the distribution of left-right scores and could be overlooked if the attention
remains focused on averages.

This paper contributes in three directions, as implied in the previous
paragraphs. We present findings from more recent surveys, we include a larger
number of European countries, and we present a more detailed analysis of
gender differences - including the comparison of distributions. Our analysis
starts with a very brief presentation of the previous research and relevant
theoretical background. Next, we present the data and research method. We
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continue with the results and finish with the discussion and the overall
conclusions.

Theoretical background

The 'traditional gender gap', meaning a more conservative or right-wing
orientation of women, has been first described in the US - women tended
disproportionally to support conservative candidates and policies (e.g., Manza &
Brooks, 1998; Shapiro & Mahajan, 1986). Studies in Europe from the same period
revealed similar gender differences, though with significant variation between
countries (e.g., Baxter & Lansing, 1983). More recently, researchers in Europe and
elsewhere have written about the 'modern gender gap', the situation "in which
women offer disproportionate support to the left side of the political spectrum.”
(Giger, 2009, p. 475; Abendschén & Steinmetz, 2014; Dassonneville, 2020).

Explanations of ideological gender differences that researchers
observed in different periods are diverse. The literature often emphasizes
sociological factors as influencing the observed ideological differentiation
among the genders. In the US, the current gap originated from the Reagan erg,
when men moved to the conservative side, but women separated, and a
significant proportion remained attached to liberal positions (Norrander &
Wilcox, 2008). According to Norrander and Wilcox, "The increasing number of
liberal women comes primarily from changing demographics. Well-educated
and single women have always been more liberal than their less educated and
married counterparts, and over time they have become more numerous in the
population." (2008, p. 521).

A similar socio-structural explanation has been examined in the
European context. According to Nathalie Giger, for instance, the formation of
the new gender gap in voting behavior in Europe is an ongoing process: "Women
tended to vote more for conservative parties in the 1970s, while in the new
millennium, they have given higher support to left parties. The speed of this
development differs cross-nationally, and not all countries reached the state of
a modern gender gap (where women lean left)." (2009, p. 474). The author,
however, did not reach a reliable conclusion regarding the explanation of the
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new gender gap. She concluded that at the macro level, the "increased female
labor force participation explains the emergence of a modern gender gap"
(Giger, 2009, p. 486). Yet, at the individual level, it appeared that structural
factors were not successful in explaining the modern gender gap.

The literature also suggests that modernization, and especially post-
modernization, has contributed to women's leftward political and ideological
transition (e.g, Inglehart & Norris, 2000, 2003). Summarizing the extant research,
Dassonneville suggests that the increased labor market participation combined
with commonly encountered pay disparity, increased education, and
secularization are factors quoted in the literature as affecting the women's left-
ward ideological transition (Dassonneville, 2020; Giger, 2009; Inglehart & Norris
2000; Iversen & Rosenbluth 2006).

Some authors argue that even more fundamental forces may be at play
in the recently observed women's left-ward political transition. According to
Sidanius and his coworkers, psychological and evolutionary forces are relevant.
In their own words, "The invariance hypothesis from social dominance theory
maintains that, everything else being equal, males will have higher levels of
group dominance orientation than women." (Sidanius et al. 1995, p. 381). In the
political vocabulary, this means that women's 'natural’ political position is on the
left relative to men. The liberation of women that has spread globally
(incompletely, though) simply allowed these, so to say, natural tendencies to
manifest!

Finally, there are also more mundane factors that seem to be
contributing to the observed gender differences. According to Burden (2008),
for instance, methodology matters - in particular, how the relevant questions
are asked. In the context of the USA, if a respondent is asked: "Generally

! Egalitarian societies in fact may allow the expression of gender differences in
some cases. According to Lippa (2010, p. 619), for instance, “United Nations indices of
gender equality and economic development were associated with larger sex differences
in agreeableness, but not with sex differences in other traits”, which led the author to
the conclusion that “culture plays a negligible to small role in moderating sex differences
in personality.”
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speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat..." the
usual gender gap is observed. However, if the question asks, "Generally speaking,
do you usually fee/that you are a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or
what?" the gender gap is reduced. The word 'feel' reduces the gap, leading
Burden to conclude, somewhat contrary to the common stereotype, that
"altering the party identification questions to mention feeling rather than
thinking causes a shift among women in the Republican direction" (Burden,
2008, p. 69).

Regardless of the methodological challenges, the overall weight of
recent evidence is that recent decades witnessed the changing gender
differences in ideology. This trend, or, in her words, realignment, is nicely
outlined in Dassonneville's (2020) paper - as the shift in women's average
position towards the left side of the spectrum compared to men.

Her analysis includes data from 36 OECD countries (mostly West
European and North American) and covers the period from 1973 until 2018.
Surveys from the 1970s and 1980s depict women as being, on average,
somewhat more on the conservative or right-wing side. Since the 1990s, women
have become more left-wing or liberal-oriented compared to men. The change
affected women's position mostly, while men, on average, did not change their
own ideological position much. However, significant cross-country variations
have been observed.

It is worth noting that both genders, on average, occupy centrist
positions. On a 1-10 scale, the estimated average for women at the end of the
study period (2018) was 5.08, while in the 1970s, it was around 5.60. For men, the
change was only approximately 0.10, from around 5.40 in the 1970s to 530 four
decades later.

We would like particularly to draw attention to the magnitude of the
main change. Among women, the change involves about 0.5 points on the 10-
point scale. The difference between genders over most of the 2010s is around
0.1 points, while around 2018, it grew to about 0.2 points. So, the observed
'‘gender gap' is actually a tiny gap but statistically significant and certainly
noteworthy given the diversity of the analyzed studies and countries covered.
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While this very sketchy overview of the literature lists a variety of
explanations for the observed trend - political, social, and psycho-biological -
this paper is concerned with a more descriptive task. Since the 'gender gap' in
ideology has been changing over time and is not constant cross-culturally, the
need for continued descriptive research, which would include a larger number
of countries, is obvious. If the description of a phenomenon is insufficiently
accurate, explanations are likely to be imperfect.

While in this study we simply expect the continuation of the observed
tendencies - slightly higher average left-right scores among women, we argue
that the issue of gender differences in ideology deserves a slightly more
appropriate analytic approach than has commonly been the case. We are, in
particular, concerned with the way gender differences are observed. Namely,
the literature typically compares arithmetic means. However, as it is well known,
phenomena may have different distributions while having the same averages.
Likewise, averages can statistically differ, and yet the significance of those
differences may be substantively inconsequential.

In this paper, we propose that, in addition to examining differences in
averages, it may be fruitful to pay attention also to the potential gender
differences in distributions of the left-right ideclogical dimension. This extension
of the focus may provide some additional insight relevant to the understanding
of the observed differences in the averages, which in turn may require fresh
revision of the common theoretical accounts.

In particular, we believe that the observation that the left-right self-
placement scale indicates prevalent "centrism" (Rodon, 2015; Knutsen, 1998) in
most countries needs to be given due attention. Although the exact meaning of
self-placements in the middle of the scale (not just this particular scale but more
generally) is not clear, it may be relevant when formulating research conclusions.
Rodon (2015), for instance, found that ideological ‘centrism' often means a lack
of political sophistication. Since the relative 'popularity' of the scale mid-point
may affect the gender differences in averages, the differences in sophistication
may be interpreted as ideological differences. Even if the centrist placements
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do represent 'genuine' positioning, it is important to be aware of the
contribution of ideological centrism to the overall gender differences.

According to the directional model of spatial voting, it is the side of the
dimension relative to the neutral point that matters (e.g, Macdonald &
Rabinowitz, 1993; Macdonald et al, 1995; Rabinowitz & Macdonald, 1989;
Tiemann, 2022). From the directional angle, the middle of the left-right
dimension is not so much 'centrist' but rather neutral, undecided, or "spatially
indifferent" in Rodon's (2021) words.

Method

We begin the analysis by comparing the basic distribution of responses
to the left-right self-placement scale among men and women. The aim here is
to check whether the gender differences in ideclogy observed by Dassonneville
still hold. We expect that they do, as our data continue the timeline where the
latest Dassonneville cases end.2 Thus, our study has a confirmatory dimension
concerning their descriptive conclusions about the ideological gender gap in the
2010s.

In the second and more innovative part of the analysis, we examine the
gender differences in more detail — by comparing the distributions rather than
simply comparing averages. We also examine country cases in more detail in
order to have a better picture of the Europe-wide presence of the modern
gender gap. Note also that we include some European countries that were not
part of Dassonneville's analysis.

2 Most of their data series end in 2016 and 2017, while some end already in 2013
(Japan) and 2014 (Iceland and New Zealand). Only two cases have the latest data
collected in 2018 - Hungary and Italy (see Dassonneville, 2020, Appendix, Table 1). In the
ESS 9 dataset that we use, Hungarian data are collected entirely in 2019, while the Italian
data collection started in December 2018, so there is basically no time overlap between
our and Dassonneville’s data).
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Data and samples

The paper utilizes data from the European Social Survey (Round 9). The
interviews were conducted in 29 European countries during 2018 and 2019, using
the CAPI interview mode? In each country, the ESS surveys are based on
nationally representative random samples. The complete ESS 9 dataset (Edition
3., Production date: February 7, 2021) includes around 49,000 respondents
(unweighted).* Some analyses in this paper are based on the entire ESS sample,
and some analyses are limited to individual countries.

Variables

The ESS study uses an 11-point scale left-right scale, which, according to
Kroh (2007), is methodologically superior to alternative versions of the scale
(e.g., 10-point, 7-point, etc.). Distribution of this variable by gender is given in the
Results section (see Figure 4). In ESS9 data, gender is coded as a binary variable
(female and male), where 51.45% of the gross sample is coded female (weighted

by pspwaght).
Data weighting

In the analyses of the integral ESS 9 sample, unless otherwise noted, we
use the weight wcpsp. This weight combines the ESS-provided pspwaght, which
corrects for sampling and demographic biases, and our own weight designed to
equalize the sample sizes for all included countries. Namely, the relevant
aggregate unit here is a political system, i.e, a country. Since the goal is not to
generalize to an abstract 'European population’, and the arbitrary differences in
the sizes of the samples need to be eliminated, we have to ensure that countries
have equal contributions towards the final results.

3 In most countries, the data collection spanned across 2018 and 2019, and in
several cases extended into 2020. In eight countries data collection started in 2019, while
the earliest study begun in September 2018.

4 For more information about the dataset and the ESS project, see
doi:10.21338/NSD-ESS9-2018.
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The benefit of focusing on a single project is clear - ESS studies are
characterized by methodological rigor and focus on securing high-quality data
specifically designed for comparative research.

Results

Average left-right scores in Europe

Our first research question is: Are there any systematic differences
between men and women in their average left-right self-positioning in different
countries? According to the results presented in Figure 1, European women are
indeed slightly more leftist compared to men (as represented by the ESS sample
of countries). Male respondents, on average, place themselves in the position of
5.17, while the average women's position is 4.95.

Figure 1

Averages and confidence intervals of male and female respondents on the left-right
self-placement scale

Averages and confidence intervals on the left-right scale by gender

5.2 %

5.1

4.9+

Self-placement on left right scale

Male Female
Respondent gender
95% confidence intervals

Note Data source: ESS 9.3 data; weighted by wcpsp.
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Obviously, both genders are quite centrist ideologically, yet the
difference is statistically significant. The size of the absolute difference between
the means is 5.165-4.950=.215, which is similar to the findings presented by
Dassonneville (2020) and Hatem (2021), for instance. The observed difference
corresponds to Cohen's d of the magnitude .09, which is, as a 'rule of thumb,’
considered a small effect, equivalent to the correlation of r=.05. Still, it is highly
statistically significant due to the overall sample size. Thus, we can conclude
that the modern gender gap in ideology continues to thrive in Europe - on
average, European (meaning ESS 9) women posit themselves as slightly more
left-wing compared to European men. The realignment observed by
Dassonneville in the 2000s is continued, as testified by the ESS 9 data from 2018
and 2019.

Gender differences in left-right ideology within European countries

Dassonneville's data also showed notable differences between
countries. Hence, the next question we address is: does this gender gap
characterize all examined countries in 2018 and 20197 (Figure 2; see also Figure
3) plots the average scores separately for male and female respondents in each
of the 29 countries in the ESS 9 sample (the exact numbers are presented in
Table1,in Supplementary materials). Countries on the horizontal axis are ordered
according to the size of the gender gap (a larger gap is on the left).”

> Here, data are weighted with the original ESS weight pspwght, which is
suitable for obtaining individual country estimates.
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Figure 2

Average left-right scores by gender in Europe

Mean left-right scale scores for men and women in different European countries

——Male ——Female

CH IS SE NO DK NL RS LT HR FI LV DE BG BE AT IT EE ES IE CZ FR ME GB HU CY PT SI PL SK

Note. Data source: ESS 9.3 data; weighted by pspwaght.

By examining Figure 3, we can also see that on the single-country level,
the magnitude of the gap previously observed on the aggregate sample (around
.2 points) is typically below the magnitude that the difference needs to achieve
to be statistically significant in a typically sized country sample. Thus, the largest
difference is observed in the Swiss sample, and it is three times the size of the
'European-level' difference between the gender averages.
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Figure 3

Gender differences in left-right scores by country

GENDER DIFFERENCE IN LR SCORES: FEMALE-MALE
-0.70 -0.50 -0.30 -0.10 0.10

CH, -0.65 N
1S, -0.56 I
SE, -0.45 I
NO, -0.44 I
DK, -0.42 I
NL, -0.36 I
RS, -0.36 I
LT, -0.35 I
HR, -0.34 I
FI, -0.34 I
LV, -0.27 [
DE, -0.25 I
BG, -0.24 I
BE, -0.23 I
AT, -0.20 I
IT, 019 C—————————
EE, -0.1S I
ES,-0.19 C———
IE,-0.15 ———————
CZ,-0.14 C———
FR,-0.12 C————
ME, -0.10 ————
GB,-0.09 /————
i HU, 0.00
- CY,0.02
—1 PT,0.03
—15sl,0.04
/1 PL,0.04
1 8K,0.17

Note. Dark-colored bars represent statistically significant differences (o < .05); Data
source: ESS 9.3 data; weighted by pspwaht.
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The conclusion of this part of the analysis is that the 'modern gender
gap' in ideology that seems to characterize Europeans is observed in about half
of the included countries (the gap is statistically significant in 14 out of 29 cases).
Yet, in not a single case, it appeared that men, on average, score more left-wing
compared to women. It seems that if there is some ideological gender gap, it is
as described under the label of the 'modern gender gap' - women are slightly
more left-leaning. Nonetheless, it should be remembered that, within the ESS9
dataset, European countries without any gender gap in ideology, whether
modern or ancient, are equally frequent.

Distribution of the left-right scale in comparative context

Thus far, we have focused on differences in averages. But what is
happening behind the average scores? As indicated in probably every statistical
introduction textbook, similar averages can mask large differences in
distributions.

The distribution of responses to the left-right self-placement scale by
gender in the entire ESS sample (data from 29 countries) is shown in Figure 4.
We can notice that the distribution is heavily centered - the single most popular
answer on this 11-point scale is the mid-scale value of 5 -similarly among both
genders. In fact, around 33% of the entire sample chose this response. The least
popular responses are 1and 9. Thus, the left-right centrism observed more than
three decades ago (Knutsen, 1998) is still a notable feature of the European
public.
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Figure 4
Distribution of left-right self-placement responses among men and women

Left-right self-placement by gender
ESS 9

WMale W Female

Percent (weighted)
3

10
., Il mm TH ||
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

0 Left 9 10 Right
Left-right self-placement

Note. Data source: ESS 9.3 data; weighted by wcpsp.

Nonetheless, it should be noted that women are even more centrist
compared to men (see the peak on the middle scale point at 5), while men are
slightly more frequent in the moderate right (responses 7, 8, and 6). On the left
from the scale midpoint, the distributions are virtually identical.

So, are the European women more leftist? Yes, if we focus on the
differences in the average scores. If we look at the distribution of the responses,
women appear to be less rightist and more centrist compared to men, at least
using this "eyeballing method". Whether this is equivalent to being 'more leftist'
is @ matter of interpretation. However, the mid-scale responses on the left-right
scale could mean ideologically 'neutral' or perhaps undecided responses (e,
Knutsen, 1998). In any case, whatever the meaning of this may be, the point is
that the conclusion "women are more leftist" may be misleading, as there are no
relatively more women on the left side of the ideological dimension.
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So, perhaps the more appropriate conclusion might be that women are
not more left-wing but are more centrist and less rightist compared to European
men. This distinction is theoretically important - especially if we take into
account the directional model of voting, which states that it is the position
relative to the scale center (neutral position) that matters, rather than the
ideological closeness in absolute terms (e.g, Macdonald & Rabinowitz, 1993;
Macdonald et al,, 1995; Rabinowitz & Macdonald, 1989; Tiemann, 2022).

Hence, the modern gender gap, based on the difference in averages,
might be politically inconsequential if it reflects differences in ideological
centrism, especially if interpreted in a directional sense - as ideological
indifference. From the directional perspective, those in the ideological scale
center are not highly motivated to support any side in the electoral struggle.
Thus, it may actually be the men on the moderate right that determine the
relative power of the two political camps (left and right).

Note that Figure 4 shows just the so-called valid responses. In the
aggregate sample, 11.29% of respondents answered 'Don't know' to the question
about left-right self-placement. It is the most numerous category after the scale
middle point. Scholz & Zuell (2016) showed that including an explicit option for
respondents to express no opinion concerning their left-right positioning can
improve the quality of the left-right scale. Our results show that there are
gender differences in this domain: in the overall sample, female respondents are
indeed more frequently represented in the DKN category compared to men.
While in the overall sample, there are 51.4% of women, in the left-right DKN
response category, 59.5% of cases are female (the difference is highly
statistically significant (x2(1, NV = 42089) 134.26, p < .001; weighted by the
combined weight for equal country representation wcpsp).

The size of the difference is particularly large in Germany (74.7% of the
DKN responses belong to female respondents), Denmark (69% of the DKN
category is female), and in British and Dutch samples (in both cases around 68%
of the category are female respondents). The smallest difference is observed in
Latvia and Slovenia (53% and 54% of females in the DKN category, respectively).
Only in the Norwegian sample male respondents are relatively more numerous
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among those who didn’t know what to respond to the LR scale (nearly 60% of
respondents in this category are of male gender). However, it should be kept in
mind that in single-country analyses, the number of cases in the DKN category
can be rather low, so not all observed differences are statistically significant.
Still, given the rather uniform tendency, the overall picture is clear - European
women are relatively more frequently choosing the DNK category when
responding to the LR scale question.

While the analysis of the "Don't know" responses is not directly relevant
to our point about certain gender differences in distributions of responses to
the left-right scale, it is indirectly relevant. It is part of the responses to that scale
and may be relevant for further research on the meaning of the midpoint
responses and help answer the question of to what extent those responses also
perhaps reflect uncertainty and lack of opinion.

Country-level analysis

To what extent the described difference in ideological centrism is
observable within individual countries? In order to examine to what extent
women tend to be more frequently on the left wing or rather on the scale
midpoint, we collapsed the left-right scale into three categories. The left-wing
category is represented by merging answers on the left side from the midpoint
(scores 0-4). The right-wing category is defined by collapsing responses to the
right side of the midpoint (scores 6-10). This categorization would fit the
directional conception of political preferences, as it emphasizes the side of the
political divide compared to the middle or neutral position.

The relatively left-wing position of average women's score may reflect
their relative concentration on the left compared to men, but also on the center
of the scale if men are more present on the right side. If in most cases there is
no difference between genders in their concentration on the scale midpoint,
that would mean that the difference in averages is due to women being more
present in the left wing.

Figure 5 shows the gender differences (men's percentage minus
females' percentage) in their relative presence on the left-wing, right-wing, and

488 1}



PP (2024) 17(4), 473-503 Gender differences in left-right ideology

scale midpoint across different ESS 9 countries. Positive values on the vertical
axis mean that males are more frequent in that position. For instance, looking at
the first country case (LV-Latvia), we can read from the graph that men are more
frequently on the right wing (nearly ten percentage points difference), there is
little difference in their relative frequency on the left-wing side, while women
are more concentrated on the scale midpoint (nearly 11 percentage points
difference; minus sign denotes that women are relatively more present in that
category). The detailed table on which the graph is based is included in the
Supplementary materials (see Table 2a and Table 2b).
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Figure 5

Gender differences in the relative frequency on the left-wing, right-wing, and midpoint

of the left-right scale
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Note Points represent the difference in percentage points between men and women
on the left wing (scores 0-4), right wing (scores 6-10), and the midpoint of the left-right
scale per country. The asterisk denotes countries where significant difference in
averages between genders is observed (see Table 1); Data source: ESS 9.3 data; weighted
by ESS weight pspwaght.

By examining this graph, we can make several observations. First,
women are more frequent on the scale midpoint - in 20 cases, the difference is
larger than 1% point. The largest differences are in Latvia, Switzerland, and the
Netherlands - nearly ten percentage point difference. In Latvia, nearly 33% of
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men chose the middle point, while nearly 44% of women chose the same
position. On the other side, men are relatively more frequent in the scale
midpoint in 7 cases, but the difference is larger than three percentage points in
just 2 cases (Slovakia - 5.8 percentage points, and Denmark - 3.4 percentage
points). Among women, the difference is larger than three percentage points in
15 cases.

Men are relatively more frequently positioned on the right-wing side
(scores 6-11) of the ideological scale in 25 cases (the difference of at least 1
percent points). This difference is the largest in Switzerland - nearly 18
percentage points, the Netherlands - 13.6 percentage points, Latvia, Czech
Republic, Belgium, etc. In only a single case, women are more frequent on the
right wing (Slovakia, the difference being 3.33 percentage points).

Men are relatively more frequent on the left side of the scale in 5 cases
(the difference larger than one percentage point, the largest being 3.9). Women,
on the other side, in 20 cases are more concentrated on the left wing. Women
seem particularly leftist (compared to men) in north-western countries -
Sweden, Iceland, Denmark, and Lithuania, Norway, and also Switzerland.®

On the horizontal axis, the country abbreviations are marked with an
asterisk if, in that particular case, we observed statistically significant gender
differences in the mean scores on the left-right scale. We can observe now that
in some cases, this difference is mainly due to women indeed being more
frequently on the left wing (while men are on the right wing). The best examples
are Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden. In other cases, both women's relative
prevalence on the left wing and on the midpoint contributed to the differences
in averages. Here, the examples are Switzerland, Finland, Norway, and Serbia.
However, there are also cases where the females' left-leaning is mainly due to

5 Table 2b (In Supplementary materials) shows the results of the Pearson Chi-
square tests of the association between gender and the three-category left-wing, right-
wing, and centrist placements. This test is non-directional - it just shows whether the
frequency distribution statistically differs between genders, not if it is due to men of
women being more leftist or rightist. However, by examining the frequency
distributions, we can obtain a rather clear image of the associations.
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them being relatively more concentrated in the middle of the scale. The
representative cases are Belgium, Estonia, Croatia, and Germany.

Discussion

In this paper, we set out to investigate if the effects of "ideological
realignment" (Dassonneville, 2020; Norrander & Wilcox, 2008), i.e,, the tendency
for women to hold somewhat more left-wing or liberal ideological positions and
electoral preferences (Giger, 2009) compared to men, are still observable in the
more recent data from Europe. For this purpose, we examined differences
between average scores of men and women on the left-right self-placement
scale, both analyzing the aggregate 'European’ ESS sample as well as 29
individual country samples.

We also wanted to provide a 'higher resolution' picture of the gender
differences (or similarities) than is possible by simply focusing on differences in
the averages. Therefore, we compared distributions of the left-right scale
among the two genders.

While the literature, based on comparing the averages, suggested that
women are more liberal or left-wing oriented compared to men, we thought
that this conclusion was premature because the data is not analyzed sufficiently
in-depth. In particular, we wondered if the proportion of respondents (of both
genders) located at the center of the scale might be relevant. Virtually all studies
show that the left-right scale distribution is heavily centered (e.g., Knutsen, 1998;
Dassonneville, 2020). Thus, small differences in the distribution of men and
women in the center and wings of the scale might be relevant.

Literature suggests several interpretations of ideological centrism:
genuine centrist location, lack of opinion, cognitive limitation, and irrelevance.
The role of the ideological center has a particularly important role in the
directional model of political preferences (e.g, Macdonald & Rabinowitz, 1993;
Macdonald et al, 1995; Rabinowitz & Macdonald, 1989; Tiemann, 2022). In this
view, what matters is the s/ide of the political divide on which a person is, while
the position in the center is seen as ideologically neutral or undecided rather
than 'centrist'. Moreover, the evidence shows that political parties are usually
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not located at the ideological center (despite the 'median voter theorem' and
its implications). Hatem (2021, p. 84, Figure 3.), for instance, on the basis of
Chess’ data, shows that European political parties are located more on
moderate left and right than strictly in the center. Also in line with the
directional perspective, Zur concludes that "Empirical evidence suggests that
most parties in Western Europe do not take centrist policy positions, despite
the centripetal force of the voter distribution." (2021, p. 1755).

A quarter of a century ago, Knutsen (1998) noticed increasing centrism
among the European publics. He observed that "The centrist increase is not
concentrated among those with little political involvement, but is somewhat
larger among those with less education and women." (Knutsen, 1998, p. 292).
Although it may appear that this implies that centrism reflects not ideclogy but
a lack of opinion or interest, Knutsen wrote, somewhat contrary to the
directional view, that "We are then inclined to conclude that the centrist
tendency is genuine." (Knutsen, 1998, p. 314). Giger (2009) also finds that centrism
is not just a superficial subjective ideology, but also has repercussions on voting
behavior. Yet, more recently, Hatem concludes that "centrists are shown to be
less sensitive to ideology than other voters when casting their ballots" (2021, p.
iX).

Thus, although it is not entirely clear how to interpret ideological
centrism, there is some support for both the genuine ideological position and
the lack of opinion. However, one implication is certain: it is important to take
ideological centrism into account when trying to understand the modern
ideological gender gap.

The present results provide some support for the conclusion that
women tend to lean more towards the left wing. Not in a single country did men
appear more leftist, on average, than women. Overall, men appeared more right-
wing-oriented in most European countries. This is evidenced not only by the

7 The Chapel Hill expert surveys estimate party positioning on ideology and
various policy issues for national parties in a variety of European countries
(https://www.chesdata.eu/).
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differences in the mean scores but also in their relatively higher concentration
on the right-wing scale points compared to women.

However, the picture is more complex when it comes to the female
gender. Their average position on the left compared to men reflects two
underlying characteristics. One is that women are indeed relatively more
frequent on the left wing compared to men, but not to the degree to
completely account for the differences in the averages. The other one is that
women, more often than men, tend to choose the scale midpoint.

This distinction is theoretically important because it may reflect
different underlying processes. One may be the real (conscious) ideological shift
of women in the leftward direction. And this is where almost all theories of the
ideological gender gap claim to be relevant. However, being more left-wing
because of the greater tendency to choose the scale midpoint may reflect
ideological centrism, ideological neutrality (whatever that might be), but also a
lack of opinion.

Explaining the tendency to choose a scale midpoint requires a
somewhat broader explanatory model than when dealing with the modern
gender gap. In addition to, for instance, examining the factors that may account
for higher leftism among women (e.g., value orientations), researchers need to
elaborate models that would account for higher centrism among women. Here,
important factors might be political interest, competence, efficacy, issue
salience, and so on.

Future research should investigate the obvious question stemming from
the presented findings: what accounts for the observed ideological centrism of
women? This means examining the association of ideological 'centrism' and
political sophistication and interest on the one side and with political attitudes
and policy preferences on the other. Of course, it remains important to continue
descriptive research on gender differences and similarities in left-right ideology
in order to be able to ask really relevant questions in explanatory studies.

Another topic that future research should focus on concerns cross-
country differences. As in previous studies, this paper documented large
differences between countries, both in the averages and in the distribution of
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the left-right scale. Clearly, female leftism is more visible in north-western
Europe and relatively rare in Southern and Eastern Europe, similar to
Abendschén & Steinmetz (2014). Future research should study the regional
differences and the role of contextual, macro-level factors (e.g, Abendschén &
Steinmetz, 2014).

Specifically, factors such as education, religiosity, and labor market
participation, known to impact women's ideological positions, may not have the
same effect across various countries. In the early 1990s, Inglehart and Norris
(2000) showed that socio-structural and attitudinal factors have a unique
contribution to voting preferences in advanced industrialized, postcommunist,
and developing societies. While the economic progress of postcommunist
countries has been relatively rapid, the pace of cultural and attitudinal shifts,
which also play a significant role in voting preferences, has been considerably
slower (Abendschén & Steinmetz, 2014). And those broad cultural and
attitudinal factors could vary significantly by country. Furthermore, it may simply
be that the meaning of the left and right varies between countries too much to
make the results based on the left-right scale generalizable (Zuell & Scholz,
2019).
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Supplementary materials

Table1

Mean scores on the left-right self-placement scale in different Furopean countries

Country Male Female Difference t p
CH 5.41 476 0.65 6.20 0.001
IS 510 454 0.56 375 0.001
SE 541 496 0.45 375 0.001
NO 526 4.82 044 337 0.001
DK 524 4383 0.4 3.51 0.001
NL 535 499 036 3.61 0.001
RS 463 427 036 250 0.013
LT 510 475 035 252 0.012
HR 5.02 468 034 2.68 0.007
Fi 578 5.44 034 334 0.001
LV 599 572 0.27 157 017
DE 4.53 428 0.25 3.06 0.002
BG 5.60 536 024 179 0.074
BE 5.08 4.85 0.23 242 0.016
AT 472 452 0.20 243 0.015
T 537 518 0.19 1.82 0.069
EE 5.48 529 0.19 212 0.034
ES 4.50 431 0.19 159 012
IE 5.02 4.87 0.15 177 0.078
Ccz 557 544 014 152 0129
FR 490 478 0.12 119 0.233
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ME 444 434 010 50 0.620
GB 492 4.83 0.09 1.05 0.295
HU 542 542 -0.001 -01 0.996
cy 543 545 -0.02 -09 0.930
PT 488 491 -0.03 -.21 0.836
Sl 4.87 490 -0.03 -24 0.8M

PL 574 578 -0.04 -31 0.760
SK 514 531 -0.17 -1.08 0.280

Note Weighted by pspwaght, data source: ESS 9.3 dataset.
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Table 2a

Distribution of left-wing, right-wing, and centrist placements on the left-right scale

Gender differences in left-right ideology

Left-right self-
placement - Males

Left-right self-
placement - Females

Difference between M and F
percentages (Male-Female)

Country L.eft Mid@le Right L?ft Miqdle Right L§ft Mid.dle Right
wing point  wing wing point  wing wing point wing
LV 147 329 524 134 437 429 12 -10.8 9.6
GB 345 353 302 306 43.0 264 39 =77 38
cz 251 239 510 255 331 14 -04 -9.2 9.6
BE 319 307 374 328 39.0 28.2 -0.9 -8.3 9.2
cY 227 382 391 19.6 414 390 31 -32 0.1
IE 312 36.8 320 30.8 423 269 0.4 -54 5.0
EE 18.3 435 381 194 50.0 306 -11 -6.5 76
SI 338 380 282 324 421 256 1.4 -40 2.7
NL 295 23.6 46.9 337 330 333 -4.2 -94 13.6
HR 349 307 344 361 37.0 26.8 -12 -6.3 76
PL 251 29.7 453 226 321 453 25 -2.5 -0.1
DE 113 342 245 437 414 14.9 -24 =72 9.6
HU 283 277 440 286 300 415 -03 -23 26
RS 374 376 250 409 430 16.1 -35 -54 89
CH 274 268 458 355 364 281 -8.2 -97 17.8
ME 410 312 277 426 342 232 -16 -3.0 46
AT 370 335 295 40.2 380 219 -32 -4.5 7.7
FI 22.7 26.5 50.8 27.2 317 411 -4.5 -5.2 9.7
FR 340 337 323 359 353 289 -18 -16 34
IT 316 242 442 349 251 401 -33 -0.9 42
ES 475 256 270 501 245 254 -26 11 15
NO 36.8 19.6 436 433 222 345 -6.5 -2.6 91
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BG 244 312 444 278 299 423 -34 13 21

PT 338 367 295 363 343 295 -24 24 0.0
LT 279 390 332 354 39.2 254 -76 -0.2 7.8
SK 29.2 358 351 318 30.0 383 -2.6 5.8 -3.2
DK 344 25.0 40.6 417 216 36.8 -7.2 34 38
IS 345 286 369 441 262 297 -96 24 72
SE 30.6 217 477 40.0 18.9 410 -94 2.8 6.6
Average 316 307 376 340 346 314 -2.6 -33 59

Note Table entries are percentages of responses within each election study. For
statistical significance see Table 2b. Weighted by pspwght Data source: ESS 9.3 dataset.

Table 2b

Results of Pearson Chi-square test of the association between gender and political self-
placement (left-wing, right-wing, and centrist placements)

Country X2 ar p N
LV 836 2 .015* 657
GB 12.51 2 .002** 2004
(o4 2698 2 000*** 2157
BE 19.39 2 000*** 1684
cy 1.04 2 594 541
IE 775 2 021* 1919
EE 144 2 .003** 1728
Sl 197 2 373 1069
NL 3190 2 000*** 1543
HR 2.4 2 .002** 1606
PL 1.41 2 495 1231
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DE
HU
RS
CH
ME
AT
Fl
FR

ES
NO
BG
PT
LT
SK
DK
S
SE

344

123

1513

48.69

238

17.42

15.88

256

379

1.00

1.5

204

74

n

3.69

8.40

834

14.40

2

2

Gender differences in left-right ideology

000
540
0071
000
304
000 **
.000***
278
J51
605
.003**
361
690
.003**
158
.015*
.015*

007>

2234

1400

1294

1420

779

2280

1677

1812

1983

1444

1357

1343

94

1240

961

1497

808

1480

Note Table entries correspond to frequency tables on which the results in Table 2a are
based. Weighted by pspwaght. Data source: ESS 9.3 dataset.

*p<.05.*p<. 01 **p< 00
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ABSTRACT

Integration of refugees and receiving community members (RCMs) has been an
expanding topic in research on group dynamics in the past fifteen years. A higher
level of integration is indicated by lower levels of the perception of intergroup
threat felt between refugees and RCMs. The Integrated Threat theory defines two
types of threat - realistic and symbolic. Realistic relates to resources and interests

such as socio-economic and physical safety, while symbolic relates to cultural and
social elements such as norms, values, and way of life. The goal of this study is to
explore whether some socio-demographic and socio-economic characteristics and
socio-psychological indicators of integration predict the levels of realistic and
symbolic threat perception in Croatian RCMs.

A sample of 600 RCMs participated in the study, collected using the random walk
technique. Data were analysed using SEM, and the two final models showed a good
fit. More than a fifth of the variance of realistic threat and more than a third of the
variance of symbolic threat was explained by the models. RCMs with lower levels
of education, right-wing orientation, lower household income and less support for
the rights of refugees showed higher levels of realistic threat. Higher levels of
symbolic threat were shown by older RCMs, right-wing oriented, those who
perceived refugees to be a part of the society in Croatia to a lesser degree, and
showed less support for the rights of refugees. Political orientation and support for


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4581-0800
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9223-360X

Kiralj Lackovic¢ & Ajdukovic PP (2024) 17(4), 505-549

the rights of refugees are particularly highlighted as predictors of both types of
threat.

Keywords: integration, refugees, receiving community, threat, attitudes
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Introduction

Integration of receiving communities and refugees is a dynamic and
two-way process of mutual accommodation, multidimensional and with
emphasis on responsibilities and challenges in both groups (European
Commission, 2005). It is one of the forms of acculturation which is a process by
which individuals learn about the norms characteristic of the other culture
(Hogg & Vaughan, 2005). Integration is characterised by the lowest levels of
unpleasant socio-emotional consequences in comparison to other acculturation
forms: assimilation, separation, and marginalisation (Berry et al, 1986; 1987).
Within these three acculturation forms the responsibility for expected
adaptation in behaviour and/or social norms and values lies exclusively on the
newcomer group, while the receiving community remains passive. In contrast,
integration presumes active and mutual accommodation of both groups. This
results, theoretically, in boosting social harmony and stability, with the retention
of respective social identities and cultural practices, and with the potential of
expanding the social identity to include the members of both groups (Hogg &
Vaughan, 2005). Such social re-categorisation is one of the dimensions of
integration, alongside the socio-economic and legal aspects of refugee
integration, as well as facilitating factors such as language acquisition (Ager &
Strang, 2008; Ndofor-Tah et al, 2019). It depends on both social and
psychological factors and can be defined as a socio-psychological dimension of
integration (Kiralj Lackovic et al, 2023).

Throughout integration, the social and psychological well-being of the
receiving community members (RCMs) and refugees (REFs) can be monitored
by the indicators of integration - measures of constructs that are relevant in the
study of intergroup relations in general, and in the context of integration in
particular. These include attitudes, contact, social distance, social networks,
discrimination, support for refugee rights in the receiving country, perception of
intergroup threat, behavioural intentions, etc. (Kiralj Lackovic et al, 2023). For
each of these indicators, we can expect a direction and strength indicating a
level of integration of the two groups. The perception of intergroup threat
(sometimes also referred to as ‘perception of threat” and ‘threat perception’) is
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an uncomfortable and socially determined combination of emotions and
reasoning that emerges in the context of intergroup interactions. Scholars have
been trying to understand threat perception since the 1960s, starting with the
Realistic group conflict theory (Sherif & Sherif, 1969), across Symbolic racism
theory (Kinder & Sears, 1981), until the probably most influential theory of threat
perception, the Integrated Threat Theory (ITT; Stephan & Stephan, 2000).
Combining the premises of the former two theories, authors of ITT postulated
that intergroup attitudes can be influenced by the perception of a struggle for
resources and the difference in core values at the same time. Recently revised
ITT defines two types of threat perception: realistic and symbolic (Stephan &
Stephan, 2017). Perception of realistic threatis a sense that the members of the
other group have the potential to harm one’s palpable or impalpable interests
such as access to socio-economic resources or political influence, or harm them
physically. Perception of symbolic threat is a sense that the other group can
harm one’s system of values, norms, or way of life. In the context of integration,
the perception of realistic threat is related primarily to the fear of unjust re-
division of socio-economic resources and physical danger the other group might
cause, while the perception of symbolic threat is related to the idea that other’s
different cultural values are opposed and dangerous to one’s own.

The ITT suggests that there are several causes and effects of threat
perception. Personal characteristics, attitudes and beliefs, past experiences,
intercultural (intergroup) contact, and situational and societal factors are
thought to be the antecedents of the threat perception which in turn impacts
emotions, cognition, and behaviours (Stephan & Stephan, 2017). In other words,
the ITT proposes that threat perception is related to the individual's
interpretation of observable, i.e. social context and interactions, as well as the
unobservable - their inner psychological processes.

Some studies considered personal characteristics influencing the threat
perception of RCMs about asylum seekers and REFs. Of socio-demographic
characteristics, age and level of education were negatively related to perceived
threat (Hartley & Pedersen, 2015; Sunhan et al, 2012). Personality traits and
cognitive tendencies were also related to the threat perception, such as right-
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wing authoritarianism, conservatism, social dominance orientation, exclusivist
belief systems, and political attitudes (Matthews & Levin, 2012; Newman et al,
2012). Along the same lines, those RCMs who were right-wing-oriented
expressed more anxiety related to the “refugee crisis” than left-wing-oriented
ones (Van Prooijen et al, 2018). Additionally, religious fundamentalism of RCMs
was a predictor of the perception of symbolic threat related to REFs (Kang,
2018). These studies suggest that age, level of education, political orientation,
and strong religious affiliation could help explain the threat RCMs perceive
about REFs. With regards to attitudes and beliefs, intergroup contact, intergroup
identification, differences in social status, and negative stereotypes were found
to be significant predictors of intergroup threat (Aberson, 2019; Aberson &
Gaffney, 2008).

The ITT suggests that the history of prior relations between the
members of two cultures influences the anticipated valence of future
interactions (Stephan & Stephan, 2017) which is in line with the contact
hypothesis stating that intergroup contact can influence prejudice towards
members of the other group (Allport, 1954). The evidence supporting this
hypothesis is systematic and shows that intergroup contact reduces prejudice
most effectively when it is deep, meaningful, voluntary, and pleasant (Pettigrew
& Tropp, 2006; Pettigrew et al, 2011). Meta-analytic studies find that contact is
associated with a decrease in prejudice and an increase in positivity towards the
other group in various contexts (Van Assche et al, 2023). The same authors
found that the effects of contact on prejudice are at least equally strong for
persons experiencing low vs. high threat (Van Assche et al, 2023). Intergroup
contact can be viewed in two dimensions: how often it occurs (frequency or
quantity) and how it is perceived (valence or quality). The quantity of contact
did not predict prejudice in RCMs towards asylum seekers, but the quality did
(Barlow et al,, 2012; Healy et al, 2017; Turoy et al,, 2013). The interaction between
frequency and valence was also significant, showing that frequent interaction
with the asylum seekers and evaluating such experiences as pleasant had the
strongest impact on reducing prejudice (Barlow et al, 2012). Interestingly, the
RCMs do not have to interact with REFs directly to experience a prejudice
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reduction — both personal and extended contact were negatively related to
prejudice, discrimination, and negative group emotions towards REFs (Geschke,
2007).

The research focused on the external influences related to threat
perception has shown that societal factors such as power relations could play
an important role in its formation. Groups with higher social power were more
likely to strongly react when feeling threatened, trying to prevent the loss of
their power of influence (Corenblum & Stephan, 2007). This was further
supported by evidence suggesting that the relation between threat perception
and intergroup attitudes is stronger for groups with higher social power (Riek et
al, 2006). In the migration context, RCMs are a group with a stronger social
power in comparison to REFs. Perception of realistic threat also depends on the
perceived motivation for migration of migrants. Threat was found to be higher
in RCMs who were responding to questions about unauthorised immigrants
versus the authorised ones (Murray & Marx, 2013). In another study, RCMs
expressed higher levels of threat when asked to think about asylum seekers, as
opposed to thinking about REFs (Hartley & Pedersen, 2015). They also
dehumanised immigrants more than refugees (DeVaul-Fetters, 2014). Another
factor that impacts threat perception is the perceived size of the other group,
most probably due to the idea that larger groups have more influence and could
make a greater impact (McLaren, 2003).

Croatian context

Croatia is a country with very limited experience of inward migration.
During the migration from Syria and surrounding countries towards the north-
west of Europe in 2015 and 2016, Croatia was primarily a transit country and a
temporary location for REFs, with the current population of REFs mostly living in
Zagreb, Sisak and Karlovac (Ministry of Internal Affairs, 2022). Before being
granted the legal status of a refugee (person under international protection),
they are accommodated in shared housing in reception centres. Upon receiving
refugee status, they relocate to state-owned housing or privately owned
housing with rent covered by the state for a set period. The number of REFs in
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Croatia is very small - a total of 1,085 persons were granted international
protection between 2006 and 2023, which includes REFs from Syria as well as
other countries (Ministry of Internal Affairs, 2023). The integration process rests
on the legal foundations of the EU and Croatia, further detailed in the local
action plans (Office for Human Rights and Rights of Minorities, 2017).

Several studies explored the threat perception of RCMs from REFs,
migrants, and asylum seekers in Croatia. At the end of 2015 and the start of 2016,
RCMs expressed mixed feelings about migrants (Henjak, 2018). Their positive
attitudes included viewing migration as a way to resolve demographic and
workforce problems, and those expressing a positive stance supported an open
society. Negative attitudes included perceiving migrants as a cultural and
economic threat and were backed up by the preference to close the borders
and fence out the source of the threat. In another study, asylum seekers were
seen as a security and economic threat, putting more emphasis on the realistic
threat (Gregurovic¢ et al, 2016). Croatian RCMs on average expressed neutral
attitudes towards persons granted asylum and REFs, but also showed mid-levels
of realistic threat and a bit stronger symbolic threat (Ajdukovic et al,, 2019; Kiralj
Lackovi¢ et al, 2023). RCMs also related the arrival of REFs from Syria to the
increased competition in the job market and believed that they should not be
helped by the government “too much” as there is “quite a lot of [Croatian]
population that needs to be taken care of” (Kiralj & Ajdukovic, 2021; pp. 673).
Some RCMs strongly believed that refugees should only practise their religion
in their own homes and personal time, or pay a higher tax due to their religious
affiliation (Kiralj & Ajdukovic, 2022).

Studies of integration in Croatia show a general lack of intergroup
contact as experienced by the RCMs, which is not surprising considering the
numerical ratio of REFs and RCMs (Ajdukovic et al, 2019; Kiralj Lackovi¢ et al,
2023). This creates a particular setting for integration, one in which contact
doesnt have a systematic effect on other indicators of integration, mainly
attitudes, prejudice, social distance, or threat perception. Though many refugees
passed through Croatia on their way to their destination countries, only a small
number of RCMs have interacted with them first-hand.
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Goal of the study

Given the specificities of the Croatian context to study REF and RCMs
integration and the documented influence that threat perception has on
intergroup relations, we explored the potential predictors of threat perception
to better understand what makes RCMs feel uneasy about the arriving group.
The goal of this study was to test whether a set of chosen socio-demographic
and socio-economic characteristics of the RCMs and socio-psychological
indicators of integration can predict the levels of realistic and symbolic threat
perception. Based on previous research, we expected that lower levels of both
types of threat would be predicted by younger age, higher level of education,
left-wing political orientation, perception of refugees as a part of the
community to a greater degree, and higher support for the rights of refugees.
We additionally expected higher household income and a positive perception
of the impact of migration to predict lower levels of realistic threat perception.
Lastly, we expected that less importance of religion and less frequent religious
practices would predict lower symbolic threat perception.

Research of threat perception often tests the assumptions of ITT
regarding the antecedents (predictors), and effects of intergroup threat
(Stephan & Stephan, 2017). Due to the complex nature of the phenomena, the
authors of the theory postulated that the links between the antecedents,
threat, and its effects are reciprocal. They emphasized that in many situations,
antecedents such as intergroup attitudes can cause threat perception, with
such perception further strengthening the initial negative attitudes, and
creating a loop. Indeed, in the context of integration, threat perception was
meta-analytically found to be the strongest predictor of negative attitudes of
RCMs towards REFs, further supporting the reciprocity of the elements of the
ITT (Cowling et al,, 2019). Simply put, the ITT states that the relations between
causes and effects of threat are not straightforward. Therefore, perceiving
refugees as a part of the community, perceiving a positive impact of migration,
and supporting the rights of refugees can be considered as types of attitudes
and beliefs defined by ITT as antecedents of threat (Stephan & Stephan, 2017).
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We, therefore, decided to further define them as predictors in our models and
test their potential in explaining realistic and symbolic threat perception.

Method

The present study is a part of the international, multidisciplinary research
project Forced Displacement and Refugee-Host Community Solidarity (FOCUS),
financed by the European Commission (Horizon 2020 Programme for Research
and Innovation') to explain socio-economic and socio-psychological indicators
of integration and the interrelations of dimensions of integration in REFs from
Syria and RCMs in Sweden, Germany, Croatia, and Jordan. This study was
approved by the Ethics Board of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
University of Zagreb.

Participants

Participants were recruited based on the predefined criteria: had to be
between 18 and 65 years of age, living in the country for at least six years and
with a permanent residency or Croatian citizenship. They were approached face-
to-face in three cities with the highest population of REFs from Syria at the time
of the data collection - Zagreb, Karlovac, and Sisak. The sample was created
using the Random Walk Technique, with 1228 households contacted and a 48%
response rate.

A total of 600 RCMs participated in the study (55.2% women, compared
to 52% in the national census; Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2024), with two-
thirds living in Zagreb (66.7%). On average, RCMs were 44 years old (5D = 13.5;
range 20 - 65, compared to 44.3 years based on the national census; Croatian
Bureau of Statistics, 2024), and most of them had a middle level of education
(74.7%, compared to 54.6% compared to the national census; Croatian Bureau
of Statistics, 2024). A total of 93.7% of respondents declared as Christians, but
only a small number stated that religion is “quite important” or “very important”
to them (1.8% and 0.8%, respectively). A third of respondents stated that they

' Dataset available upon request.
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are not politically committed (35.5%), others declared as “Centre” (22.8%), and
equally across left and right poles (“Left centre” and “Left” a total of 21.3%; “Right
centre and “Right” a total of 20.3%). The average household income was 1292 €
(SD = 561,3€).

Instruments

Soclo-economic and socio-demographic characteristics

Age, sex, importance of religion, frequency of practising religion, and
political orientation were measured as socio-demographic characteristics, while
level of education and household earnings were measured as socio-economic
characteristics of RCMs. The importance of religion was measured with one
item: How important is religion in your life? with participants responding on a 5-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at a/) to 5 (very). The frequency of
practising religion was measured using one item: “How often do you attend
religious meetings? with a response format ranging from never (1) to severa/
times a week (5). Political orientation was measured using one item: “What /s
Yyour political orientation? with the responses ranging from 1 (/ef?) to 5 (righ).

Perception of the socio-economic impact of migration scale

This scale was constructed for the study. RCMs estimated the degree to
which they themselves believed migration impacts the socio-economic
situation in the country using six items formed as statements regarding increase
of competition in the job market, reduction of shortage of workers, general
positive impact on the economic growth, ratio of cost and benefit of accepting
refugees, risk of tax burden increase, and reduction of state financial support for
Croatian citizens as a consequence of REF arrival. The responses on a Likert-type
scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The sample was
split at random, the scale was revised based on the exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) on half the sample, and the model was cross-validated by confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) on the other half (see Supplementary materials). The first
four items showed good factor loadings and impact on the reliability of the scale
and were therefore retained. The modification indices and residual variances
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indicated the necessity to respecify the model by including a covariance
between the first two items, and because their content is related to the
perception of the impact of migration on the job market, this covariance was
introduced in the model. The reliability of the final format of the scale was
adequate (k= 4, w = 766, Cl 95% [736, 796]; a = 753, C| 95% [.719, .784]).

Support of rights of refugees scale

The scale was previously constructed and used in Croatia (Ajdukovic et
al, 2019). Contains 11 items which state the rights of REFs when they receive
asylum status, which are guaranteed by Croatian law. Participants chose the
degree to which they agreed with each statement on a 5-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). An exemplary item is
“Refugees and their families should have the right to primary, secondary and
higher education same as Croatian citizens'. The scale previously showed
excellent reliability (a = .95; Ajdukovic et al, 2019), comparable to the present
study (kK =1, w = .918, Cl 95% [.908, .928]; a = 918, Cl 95% [.908, .927]). For this
analysis, and due to the high number of items, the scale was reformed into three
parcels of roughly equal factor loadings and means based on the results of EFA
(Little, 2013; see Supplementary materials).

Community

RCMs were asked to estimate to what degree they feel REFs are a part
of the community they live in Croatia, using one item “How much do you feel
refugees are a part of the Croatian community?, with answering options
ranging from 1 (not at al) to 5 (a /o).

Realistic and symbolic threat scale

The scale was previously constructed and used in a study in Croatia,
showing good metric characteristics (o = .78 to .83; Ajdukovic et al, 2019). In the
present study, a shortened version of six items with best metric properties was
used. Three items measured realistic threat perception (e, “Refugees take
places at universities or jobs from Croats’), and three measured symbolic threat
perception (e.g., “Refugees could endanger our values and our way of life"). Each
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item was assessed on a five-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree). Both sub-scales showed adequate reliability (Realistic: k=3,
w =779, Cl 95% [749, 810]; a = .741, Cl 95% [703, .775]; Symbolic: k=3, w =.804,
Cl 95% [.776, .831]; a = 792, Cl 95% [.763, .819)).

Data analysis

Data were analysed using JASP v. 0.18.1.0. Structural equation modelling
was used to test the hypotheses with a Maximum likelihood estimation method
with robust error estimation, and a Full information maximum likelihood method
of handling missing data. One variable showed missing data - household
income, with /=533 valid cases. Other variables had no missing cases.

The criteria for good model fit used in all analyses were TLI = 0.95, CFl =
0.95, RMSEA < 0.06 to 0.08 with a confidence interval, and SRMR = 0.08
(Schreiber et al, 2006). For reliability, we interpreted the alpha reliability
coefficients around .90 as “excellent”, around 0.80 as “very good”, and around
0.70 as “adequate” (Kline, 201).

Results

Correlations between the variables are presented in Table 1, and detailed
descriptive statistics of individual items and scales are available in
Supplementary materials. On average, RCMs believed that migration impacts
the socio-economic situation in Croatia to a lesser degree, as the mean of the
sample falls in the bottom half of the possible range (M= 8.92; SD = 3.46; range
4 - 18). RCMs felt moderate levels of perception of realistic and symbolic threat
(M =949, SD= 278 and M =10.27, SD = 2.88 respectively, range 3 - 15). They
showed moderately high support for the REF rights (M = 3718, SD = 9.73, range
1 - 55) and estimated that REFs are a part of the community to a small degree
(M=205, SD=0.89, range 1- 5).

Structural equation modelling was used to test the research hypotheses.
Two separate analyses were conducted, one for each type of threat as a
criterion. The sets of predictors per model differed and were chosen based on
theory and previous research. The socio-economic characteristics of the RCMs
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and the perception of the impact of migration were exclusive to the model
predicting realistic threat, and the frequency of religious practices and the
importance of religion were exclusive to the model predicting symbolic threat.

The same socio-demographic and socio-psychological predictors were included

in both models.

Table1

Correlations between the variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Age -
2. Level of
. -02 —
education
3.Income - 2T 26% -
4.FRM .04 A3** J0o* —
5.IRM 2% .01 .01 66*** —
6. Political
. ) -07 -08 10 32xrx g%k —
orientation
7. Impact of
. . -04 -05 -09* -09* -09* -16** —
migration
8. Support
) -05 N .08 -04 -.05 -1 32xxx —
REF rights
9.
. .05 -03 .01 -07 .01 .03 .06 AT —

Community
10. Realistic

.09* -20%** -13** .07 .05 207+ -2 =374 =27 —
threat
11. Symbolic

J0* -13** -1 .08 07 grrr q7ARR B3R _30%F pQRHH
threat

Note. Income = Household income (in thousands); FRM = Frequency of Religious

Meetings; IRM = Importance of Religious Meetings.

* p<.05.** p<.01.*** p<.001
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Realistic threat perception

The model predicting the realistic threat in RCMs was made up of two
latent predictors with adjacent indicators (Impact of migration, and Support for
refugee rights), and five observed predictors (Age, Level of education, Total
household income, Political orientation, and Refugees as community members).
Covariances between observed predictors were allowed. Model showed
unsatisfactory fit (x? (7, V= 600) = 501746, p < .001; CFl = .859; TLI = .827; RMSEA
=.096, Cl 90% [.088, .104]; SRMR = .096). Residual covariances and modification
indices showed that the model would fit better if Support for refugee rights and
Refugees as community members covaried. Because such covariance is
theoretically justified, it was included in the second model which showed a
better fit (x* (79, N=600) = 329.637, p <.007; CFI = 917; TLI = .896; RMSEA = .073,
Cl 90% [.065, .081]; SRMR = .071). The model explained a total of 21% of the
criterion variance (R = .210). Age, Total household income, Political orientation,
and Support for refugee rights were significant predictors of the Perception of
realistic threat in RCMs (Table 1, Figure ).

Symbolic threat perception

The model predicting the realistic threat in RCMs was made up of two
latent predictors with adjacent indicators (Impact of migration, and Support for
refugee rights), and five observed predictors (Age, Level of education, Total
household income, Political orientation, and Refugees as community members).
Covariances between observed predictors were allowed. Model showed
unsatisfactory fit (x* (7, N=600) = 501.746, p < .007; CFl = .859; TLI = .827; RMSEA
=.096, Cl 90% [.088, .104]; SRMR = .096). Residual covariances and modification
indices showed that the model would fit better if Support for refugee rights and
Refugees as community members covaried. Because such covariance is
theoretically justified, it was included in the second model which showed a
better fit (x* (79, V= 600) = 329.637, p < .001; CFl = 917; TLI = .896; RMSEA = .073,
Cl 90% [.065, .081]; SRMR = .071). The model explained a total of 21% of the
criterion variance (A = .210). Age, Total household income, Political orientation,
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and Support for refugee rights were significant predictors of the Perception of
realistic threat in RCMs (Table 1, Figure 1).

The model for the symbolic threat was defined with a single latent
predictor and adjacent indicators (Support for refugee rights), and six observed
predictors (Age, Level of education, Political orientation, Importance of religion
in life, Frequency of practising religious customs and Refugees as community
members). Covariances between observed predictors were allowed. The model
showed satisfactory fit (x* (38, V= 600) = 254925, p < .001; CFl = 908; TLI = .876;
RMSEA =.098, Cl 90% [.086, 109]; SRMR =.092). In line with the tested model for
perception of a realistic threat, residual covariances and modification indices for
this model also showed that covariance between Support for refugee rights and
Refugees as community members significantly improved the model fit, and such
change is theoretically justified. The model with this addition showed a good fit
(X* (42, N=600) =148.849, p <.001; CFl = 955; TLI = 939; RMSEA = .065, Cl 90%
[.054, .077]; SRMR = 046) and explained nearly 38% of the variance of the
criterium (R = 378).

Age, Political orientation, Refugees as community members and
Support for refugee rights proved to be significant predictors of the Perception
of symbolic threat in RCMs (Table 2, Figure 1).
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Table 2

Regression coefficients in models predicting perception of realistic and symbolic threat

PP (2024) 17(4), 505-549

in RCMs

Perception of realistic threat b B z 95% Cl
Age 0.00 .06 145 [-0.00, 0.01]
Level of education -0.08 -1 -2.58** [-0.01,-0.02]
Household income -0.02 -1 -2.32* [-0.04, -0.00]
Political orientation 014 22 4.26*** [0.07,0.20]
Impact of migration -0.02 -01 -0.12 [-0.21, 0.18]
Support for REF rights -0.29 -31 -5.52%** [-0.39, -0.19]
REFs as community members -0.08 -.09 -178 [-0.18, 0.01]

Perception of symbolic threat b B z 95% Cl
Age 0.01 1 2.70** [0.00, 0.01]
Level of education -0.06 -.06 -173 [-0.13, 0.01]
Frequency of religious practices 0.05 04 0.80 [-0.07, 0.16]
Importance of religion -0.02 -02 -0.43 [-0.13, 0.08]
Political orientation 012 15 31 [0.05, 0.20]
Support for REF rights -0.62 -52 -10.56*** [-0.73,-0.50]
REF as community members -014 -12 -2.52* [-0.21, -0.03]

Note. Cl = confidence interval.
*p<.05.* p<.01.***p<.001.
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Figure 1
Conceptual overview of two models of predictors of the perception of realistic

and perception of symbolic intergroup threat

Personal characteristics; socio-demographic and socio-
economic characteristics

.\Q‘: Age ]\-\_‘, Usp

Uhé'{ Level of education

\57» Political orientation
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the society
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g )
SUPPORT FOR THE RIGHTS
OF REFUGEES

Attitudes and beliefs; indicators of socio-psychological
integration

Note Latent variables are noted in capitals. Solid lines represent relations at p <.05 or
lower, dashed lines represent non-significant relations

Discussion

Croatia is a country in which the integration of REFs from other
countries, and specifically from other ethnical groups, is a relatively new
process, intensified in the previous decade by the massive migration of REFs
from Syria and surrounding countries in the mid-2010s. At the time, several
studies captured the feelings of threat RCMs experienced concerning the arrival
of REFs and asylum seekers. Guided by the premises of the ITT and the findings
of the aforementioned studies, we tested a set of socio-demographic, socio-
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economic, and socio-psychological predictors of perception of realistic and
symbolic intergroup threat in RCMs in Croatia.

The two prediction models tested in this study described the data well
and highlighted several predictors for each type of threat. Quite a large share of
the threat perception was explained: more than a fifth of realistic threat, and
more than a third of symbolic threat. RCMs with lower levels of education,
politically right-wing oriented, who had lower household income and showed
lesser support for the rights of REFs also showed higher levels of realistic threat.
Older RCMs, those who were politically right-wing oriented, who perceived
REFs to be a part of the society in Croatia to a lesser degree and showed lesser
support for REF rights also showed higher levels of symbolic threat.

Age was significantly related to the perception of threat towards
migrants and asylum seekers in other studies as well, and in the same direction
as found here (Ajdukovic¢ et al, 2019; Hartley & Pedersen, 2015; Korol &
Bevalander, 2022; Sunhan et al, 2012). Here, age significantly predicted the levels
of symbolic, but not realistic threat. It seems that RCMs of all ages were equally
likely to feel that their job or education prospects were in danger, as well as
their physical integrity and the possibility of rising criminal activities caused by
REFs. On the other hand, symbolic threat was more prominent in older
participants. During the Croatian Homeland War in the 1990s, both national and
cultural belonging was strongly highlighted. The views of older RCMs may be
shaped by their experience of the war which has now manifested in the
eagerness to preserve the cultural, historical and religious homogeneity in the
country. It was previously shown that both RCMs and REFs in Croatia see their
shared experience of war as a topic which could promote empathy and
understanding. Nevertheless, RCMs believed that this war fostered negative
attitudes towards Muslim REFs, emphasising the differences between the local
and Middle Eastern cultures (Kiralj & Ajdukovi¢, 2022). This is in line with ITT
which states that the nature of previous interactions with members of the other
group has the power to shape expectations of future encounters (Stephan &
Stephan, 2017). It is also possible that younger RCMs are more culturally and
socially open to other groups and therefore feel less of a threat to their own
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norms and way of life, as it was shown that socio-cultural conservatism
increases with age, via a decrease in the personality factor Openness to
Experience (Cornelis et al,, 2009).

Better educated RCMs showed lower realistic threat, with no difference
in the levels of threat found for the symbolic threat. RCMs with lower levels of
education may perceive REFs as a greater threat in the job market and believe
they are competing for jobs of similar complexity. On the other hand, those with
higher education possibly believe that the jobs they are aiming for (or have) are
beyond the reach of REFs, and thus do not feel that they are competing for the
same positions. Other studies also showed that the level of education is related
to threat perception in the same direction (Ajdukovic et al, 2019; Hartley &
Pedersen, 2015; Sunhan et al, 2012). Generally, the studies of negative social
views such as anti-democratic attitudes, political attitudes, and
authoritarianism, indicate that education and such views of social groups could
be related (Feldman, 2021).

As expected, political orientation significantly predicted both types of
threat perception with right-wing-oriented RCMs experiencing higher levels of
threat than left-wing-oriented ones. These findings are in line with previous
research which showed that those who identified as right-wing were more
prone to perceiving asylum seekers as a threat, and in turn supported more
exclusionary policies (Canetti et al, 2016), and had higher levels of intergroup
anxiety and other types of threat (Koc & Anderson, 2018; Landmann et al,, 2019).
The importance of religion and adherence to religious practices did not
significantly predict the levels of symbolic threat, contrary to our expectations.
This might be because the items used to measure symbolic threat emphasised
culture, values, and way of life more than religious beliefs. Additionally, political
orientation as a strong predictor could have outshined the role of religion, as
these variables showed high covariances between each other (see
Supplementary materials), which has been also found previously (Ajdukovic¢ et
al, 2019, Koc & Anderson, 2018). Household income significantly negatively
predicted the perception of realistic threat, in line with the previously found role
of the standard of living (Ajdukovic et al., 2019), and perceived personal wealth

i 523



Kiralj Lackovic¢ & Ajdukovic PP (2024) 17(4), 505-549

(Celikkol et al, 2022). Similarly to the significance of the level of education, a
higher household income probably leads to more security that one’s socio-
economic position is safe regardless of the arrival of migrants.

Regarding the role of socio-psychological indicators of integration, we
focused on three which we theorised might explain the variability in threat
perception. We hypothesised that perceiving migration as harming the
economy might predict a higher realistic threat. However, the results did not
support this hypothesis. While perception of the impact of migration didn't
predict realistic threat, it had a significant covariance with Support for the rights
of REFs - the best predictor of lower realistic threat in the model (see
Supplementary materials), which could have diminished the potential of the
Perception of the impact of migration to predict realistic threat. Given the
limited first-hand experience of intergroup contact of RCMs with REFs, at the
time of data collection, most of the participants may have not felt a threat to
their jobs, economic prosperity, or access to other resources. At the same time,
their clear support for the rights of REFs who have been granted asylum and
which are guaranteed by the government, reflect their humanistic position
towards people who fled their country due to war and persecution. In a broader
sense, this is consistent with the neutral attitudes towards REFs in the country,
which were found in previous studies (Ajdukovi¢ et al, 2019; Gregurovic et al,,
20171; Henjak, 2018).

Support for the rights of REFs significantly predicted lower threats and
had the highest regression coefficients in both models. Support for humanitarian
policy predicts lower threat perception (Hercowitz-Amir et al, 2017), and
supporting migrant rights is related to perceiving migration as involuntary,
citizens, and having a

|//

perceiving people living in the receiving country as “rea
sense of common belonging (Verkuyten et al,, 2018).

Perceiving REFs as a part of society was related to lower levels of
symbolic threat, which is consistent with the social re-categorisation process
(Hogg & Vaughan, 2005). This indicates that the sense of who is a part of the
society is more closely related to perceiving cultural closeness and similarities in
the way of life, which is an important practical indicator of intergroup
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integration. From a practical perspective, fostering openness of RCMs for the
integration of REFs can be facilitated by providing various opportunities to
meet, interact and get to know each other as individuals and group members in
safe and pleasant circumstances, as argued by the intergroup contact
hypothesis and the premises of the ITT.

Strenghts and limitations

Several characteristics of this study are crucial for the interpretation and
generalisation of the findings on the population of RCMs in Croatia. The sample
was formed randomly and in those cities in which the concentration of REFs
from Syria was the highest at the time of the data collection. These cities were
chosen because they represent the areas in which integration takes place and
in which the thoughts, feelings and behaviours of RCMs are most relevant to
the integration process. The majority of the instruments were adapted from
previous studies in Croatia and were chosen due to their good properties which
were replicated here. Data were analysed using advanced statistical and
psychometric methods, with the structural models based on the pre-existing
research and strong theoretical frameworks. The models fitted the data and
pointed at several significant predictors of two types of threat. Because the
ratio of parameters to sample size would be unfavourable, we were unable to
test a single model specifying both types of threat as criteria. Instead, we
defined two models based on prior knowledge and our expectations of the
socio-demographic, socio-economic and socio-psychological predictors that
could explain each type of threat individually. In future studies, larger samples
should allow for testing of all these predictors in a single model, gaining further
insight into the covariances of socio-economic, socio-demographic and socio-
psychological predictors of intergroup threat in the context of integration.
Moreover, the RCMs should have more first-hand and rich interaction
experience with REFs who stay in the country which would allow further
exploration of the role of contact in the dynamics of threat and other indicators
of intergroup relations between RCMs and REFs.
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Conclusions

Integration of REFs and RCMs is a process which poses many challenges
to both groups, and those challenges which are related to establishing pleasant
intergroup relations and sentiments between them can be viewed as a socio-
psychological dimension of integration. With the arrival of REFs in the receiving
country, the interaction or expectations of this interaction with the members of
the two groups are influenced by psychological characteristics and social
processes. Perception of threat is an unpleasant feeling based on personal
characteristics, attitudes, experiences, history of intergroup relations and other
factors. We showed that some socio-economic, socio-demographic, and socio-
psychological characteristics of RCMs can predict the levels of perceived
symbolic and realistic threat from the REFs. Two were particularly highlighted -
political orientation and support for the rights of REFs, whereas more liberal
political orientation and support for the rights are related to a lower perception
of the threat due to the arrival of REFs. In a context of scarce intergroup contact,
where breaking through prejudice and threat perception is more difficult,
understanding their potential antecedents can be beneficial in detecting those
subgroups of RCMs that might be particularly prone to negative sentiments.
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Table A

Descriptive statistics of interval variables

N
Valid  Missing M SD  Skew.  Kurt.  Min. Max.
Age 600 0 4414 1348 -0.14 -4.09 20 66
Household income
) 533 67 9.74 4.23 0.29 -317 0.8 25
(in thousands)'
Frequency of religious
. 600 0 205 089 0.56 -3.21 1 5
meetings
Importance of religious
. 600 0 144 105 2.06 -0.51 1 5
meetings
Political orientation 600 0 191 175 0.30 -4.28 5
Impact of migration 600 0 1027 260 0.53 -3.06 19
Rights of refugees 600 0 3409 875 -0.85 -2.54 10 50
Community 600 0 2.05 0.89 0.56 -3.21 1 5
Realistic threat
. 600 0 9.49 2.78 -0.13 =371 3 15
perception
Symbolic threat
. 600 0 1027 288 -0.10 -3.65 3 15
perception

Note. Skew. - Skewness; Kurt. - Kurtosis; Min = Minimum; Max - Maximum.

' During the data collection, Croatia was still using HRK as a currency. The results
presented here are in HRK, and in the main text the descriptives have been recalculated
into Euro which is the current currency of the country.
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Table B

Results of the exploratory factor analysis (Principal component analysis; Maximum
likelihood factoring method) of Perception of the socio-economic impact of migration
scale

Model g af P
30.16 4 <.001

[tems Factor loadings'

1 2 Uniquity

In general, the refugees in /country/ will increase the competition 47 n 75
on the labor market.

In general, the refugees will reduce the shortage of labor in 73 04 46
/country/.

In general, the refugees will have a positive impact in economic 88 -08 25
growth in /country/.

The refugees in /country/ will bring more revenues that costs for 65 -n .60
the govermnement.

Due to the government spending for refugees, my taxes will have 17 63 .53
to be increased.

Due to the government spending for refugees, there will be less -23 102 .01
government benefits for the other population.

Factor characteristics 1 2

Non-rotated solution

Sum of factor loadings 205 136
Proportion of explained variance 034 023
Cumulative proportion of explained variance 034 057

Rotated solution

Sum of factor loadings 198 143
Proportion of explained variance 033 024
Cumulative proportion of explained variance 033 057

"rotation method = Promax
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Table C

Fit indicators for the CFA model of Perception of the socio-economic impact of
migration scale

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

N. of latent variables 2 1 1 1
N. of items 6 6 4 42
X 67.45 182.51 28.65 0.05
ar 9 9 1 1
p <.001 <.001 <.001 0.826
CFl 0.880 0.643 0.916 1.000
TLI 0.799 0.404 0.747 1018
RMSEA 0147 0.253 0.21M 0
RMSEA Cl 90%

Lower 0ns 0.222 0147 0.000

Upper 0181 0.286 0.282 0.092
SRMR 0.076 0123 0.054 0.002

Note. N=300.CFl - Comparative Fit Index; TLI - Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA - Root
mean square error of approximation; Cl - Confidence Interval; SRMR - Standardized
root mean square residual.

Estimation method: Maximum likelihood (ML); missing data handling: Full information
maximum likelihood (FIML).

a - covariances between items 1and 2.
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Table D

Factor loadings and descriptive statistics of the items of the Support for refugee rights
scale with the parcel forming method

Items A M SD  Parcel
Refugees should have access to health care sameas  0.84 3.61 118 A
Croatian citizens.
Refugees in Croatia should have the right to get a 0.81 364 112 B
job.
Refugees should have access to employment 0.80 315 1.21 C

incentives (e.g. training. retraining) same as Croatian
citizens.

Refugees and their families should have therightto ~ 0.80 358 m A
primary. secondary and higher education same as
Croatian citizens.

Refugees should be helped to integrate in our 0.74 389 116 B
society (e.g. by learning Croatia. learning about our
culture. psychological and social support).

If refugees cannot pay for legal aid. it should be 07 310 131 C
provided to them free of charge.

Refugees should in no case be returned to their 0.67 362 112 A
country if it would endanger their lives or freedom.

If refugees do not have documents confirming their 0.62 322 127 B
educational qualifications. they should be

recognized if they meet the conditions of the

relevant authorities.
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Refugees who entered Croatia illegally should not 0.62 320 134 C
be prosecuted if they were subjected to
persecution in their own country.

The state should provide free housing to refugees 0.61 278 124 A
who cannot afford it themselves.

Refugee families should be allowed to join them in 0.60 341 104 B
Croatia

Refugees should have the right to raise their 0.26 377 082 /
children according to their culture and beliefs. @

Mean m SD
of
items’
A per

parcel

Parcel A 0.73 340 092

Parcel B 0.69 354 090

Parcel C 071 315 1.08

Note. a - the item showed very low factor loading and was therefore excluded from
the parcelling and further analyses.
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Table E

Fit indicators for the SEM model predicting the perception of realistic threat in receiving
community members (RCMs)

Model 1 Model 2

AIC 27940.60
BIC 28195.62
X 50175 32964
ar 77 79
p <.001 <.001
CFI 0.859 0.917
TLI 0.827 0.896
RMSEA 0.096 0.073
RMSEA Cl 90%

Lower 0.088 0.065

Upper 0.104 0.081
SRMR 0.096 0.071
R 0189 0.210

Note. N = 600. AIC - Akaike's Information Criteria; BIC - Bayesian Information Criteria;
CFI - Comparative Fit Index; TLI — Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA - Root mean square error
of approximation. CI — Confidence Interval; SRMR - Standardized root mean square
residual.

Estimation method: Maximum likelihood (ML); missing data handling: Full information
maximum likelihood (FIML).
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Table F

Factor loadings in SEM model for perception of realistic threat for final model (model 2)
in RCMs

. Latent variable
Latent variable o A SE z p 95% Cl
indicator

Lower  Upper

Perception of the Increase of 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00
impact of migration on competition in the

the socio-economic job market

situation in Croatia

Reduction of 177 0.21 838 <.001 136 219
shortage of workers

General positive 273 036 7.49 <.001 2.01 344
impact on economic
growth
Positive ratio of 196 027 7.32 <.001 .44 249

cost-benefit

Support for the rights Parcel A 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00
of refugees

Parcel B 0.89 0.03 3217 <.001 0.83 0.94
Parcel C 1.09 0.03 38.06 <.001 1.04 115
Realistic threat Fear of increased 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00
crime rates due to
refugees
Fear of terrorist 133 0.09 1431 <.001 115 151

attacks by refugees

Refugees take 0.68 0.06 11.00 <.001 0.56 0.81
places at
universities or jobs
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Table G

Regression coefficients in SEM model for perception of realistic threat for final mode/
(model 2) in RCMs

Predictor b B SE z P 95% Cl

Lower  Upper

Age 0.00 06 0.00 145 147 -000 001
Level of education -0.08 -1 0.03 -2.58 .010 -0.14 -0.02
Household income -0.02 -1 0.01 231 021 -004  -000
Political orientation 014 22 0.03 426 <001 007 020

Refugees as a part of the
community in Croatia
Perception of the impact of
migration on the socio-
economic situation in
Croatia

Support for the rights of
refugees

-0.08 -.09 0.05 -1.78 076 -0.18 0.01

-0.02 -01 0.0 -0.17 868 -0.21 0.18

-0.29 -32 0.05 -552 <.001 -0.39 -0.19
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Table H

Variances and covariances of latent variables in SEM model for perception of realistic
threat for final model (model 2) in RCMs

) Parameter
Variable ) SE z p 95% Cl
estimate
Lower Upper
Realistic threat 0.51 0.06 9.27 <.001 0.4 0.62
Perception of the impact of
migration on the socio-
o 0.15 0.04 406 <.001 008 0.23
economic situation in
Croatia
Support for the rights of
0.73 0.05 1390 <.001 063 0.84
refugees
Perception of the impact of
migration - Support for the 0.01 0.02 5.57 <.001 0.06 013

rights
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Table |

Residual variances and covariances of observed variables in SEM model for perception
of realistic threat for final model (model 2) in RCMs

. Parameter
Variable i SE z P 95% Cl
estimate
Lower Upper
Increase in crime rates? 0.46 0.06 831 <.001 035 0.57
Terrorist attacks by refugees?® 036 0.07 5.09 <.001 0.22 0.51
Refugees taking places at 094 006 1622 <.001 0.82 1.05
universities or jobs?
Increase of competition on the 1.06 0.06 17.41 <.001 0.94 118
job market®
Reduction in shortage of 071 006 1278  <.001 0.60 0.82
workersP
General positive effect on 014 0.07 202 043 0.00 027
economic growth®
Positive ratio of costs and 092 0.08 130 <.001 0.76 1.08
benefits®
Parcel Ac 010 0.02 532 <.001 0.07 014
Parcel B¢ 022 002 1098 <.001 0.18 0.26
Parcel C¢ 0.27 0.03 9.91 <.001 0.21 032
Refugees as a part of the 0.80 004 1833  <.001 07 0.88
community in Croatia
Age 181.46 7.05 2575 <.001 16765 195.28
Level of education 125 0.07 1739 <.001 m 139
Household income 17.92 104 17106 <.001 1587 1997
Political orientation 163 009 1879 <.001 146 1.80
Increase of competition on the 0.29 0.05 6.55 <.001 0.20 038
job market - Reduction in
shortage of workers
Age - Level of education -0.32 060 -053 594 -151 0.86
Age - Household income -12.28 2.52 -487  <.001 -17.23 -733
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Age - Political orientation -124
Level of education - Household 120
income

Level of education - Political -0Mm
orientation

Household income - Political 0.63
orientation

0.83
022

0.07

028

-149
547

-1.67

224

138
<.001

.096

025

-2.87
0.77

-0.24

0.08

Predictors of threat in receiving community members

0.40
163

0.02

118

Note a - factor is Realistic threat; b - factor is the Perception of impact of migration

on socio-economic situation in Croatia; ¢ - factor is the Support for the rights of

refugees.
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Table J

Fit indicators for the SEM model predicting the perception of symbolic threat in
receiving community members (RCMSs)

Model 1 Model 2

AIC 20582.92 2046884
BIC 20811.56 20679.89
X 25493 148.85
ar 38 42
p <001 <001
CFl 0.908 0.955
TLI 0.876 0.939
RMSEA 0.098 0.065
RMSEA Cl 90%

Lower 0.086 0.054

Upper 0.109 0.077
SRMR 0.092 0.046
R 0337 0378

Note N = 600. AIC - Akaike's Information Criteria; BIC - Bayesian Information Criteria;
CFI - Comparative Fit Index; TLI — Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA - Root mean square error
of approximation. CI — Confidence Interval; SRMR - Standardized root mean square
residual

Estimation method: Maximum likelihood (ML); missing data handling: Full information
maximum likelihood (FIML).
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Table K

Factor loadings in SEM model for perception of symbolic threat for final model (mode/
2) in RCMs

Latent . o
. Latent variable indicator A SE z p 95% Cl
variable
Lower Upper
Support
for the
. Parcel A 100 0.00 1.00 1.00
rights of
refugees
Parcel B 089 003 3311 <.001 084 0.95
Parcel C 110 003 3972 <.001 104 115
Symbolic  Refugees endanger our
. 100 0.00 1.00 1.00
threat values and way of life

Religious and moral
beliefs are opposedto 064 0.04 1452 <.001 055 0.73
ours
Beliefs of refugees about
how society should 087 005 1893 <.001 078 0.95
function oppose ours
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Table L

Regression coefficients in SEM model for perception of symbolic threat for final mode/
(model 2) in RCMs

Predictor b B SE z p 95% Cl

Lower  Upper

Age 0.01 m 0.00 270 .007 0.00 0.01
Level of education -0.06 -06 0.03 -1.73 .084 -013 0.01
Frequency of religious meetings 0.05 04 0.06 0.80 421 -0.07 0.16
Importance of religion -0.02 -02 0.05 -043 670 -013 0.08
Political orientation 012 15 0.04 an .002 0.05 0.20
Perception of refugees as a part -0.14 -12 0.06 -2.52 012 -0.21 -0.03
of the community in Croatia

Support for the rights of -0.62 -52 0.06 -10.56 <.001 -0.73 -0.50
refugees
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Table M

Variances and covariances of latent variables in SEM model for perception of symbolic

threat for final model (model 2) in RCMs

Parameter

Variable ) SE z p 95% Cl
estimate
Lower Upper
Symbolic threat 0.65 006 1084 <.001 054 0.77
Support for the rights of 0.74 0.05 13.67 <.001 063 0.85

refugees
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Table N

Residual variances and covariances of observed variables in SEM model for perception
of symbolic threat for final model (model 2) in RCMs

Parameter

Variable estimate SE z p 95% Cl
Lower Upper

Refugees endanger our values and 0.73 0.08 970  <.001 0.58 0.88
way of life?
Religious and moral beliefs are 0.52 005 M22 <.001 043 0.61
opposed to ours?
Beliefs of refugees about how the 035 0.04 841 <.001 027 043
society should function oppose
ours?
Parcel A® on 002 550 <.001 007 014
Parcel B® 0.21 002 1076 <.001 0.17 0.25
Parcel C° 0.27 003 1004 <.001 022 032
Refugees as a part of the 0.80 004 1833 <.001 07 0.88
community in Croatia
Age 18146 705 2575 <.001 16765 19528
Level of education 124 007 1740 <.001 110 139
Frequency of religious meetings 091 006 1543 <001 080 103
Importance of religion 124 006 2005 <.001 112 136
Political orientation 162 009 1871 <.001 145 179
Age - Level of education -033 061 -055 582 -152 0.85
Age - Frequency of religious 0.44 059 074 459 -0.72 159
meetings
Age - Importance of religion 176 066 265 .008 0.46 3.06
Age - Political orientation -0.57 082 -070 485 -218 1.03
Level of education - Frequency of 013 005 263 .009 0.03 023
religious meetings
Level of education - Importance of 0.00 006 0.05 960 -0Mm oM
religion
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Level of education - Political -0.11 007  -167 096 -0.24
orientation

Frequency of religious meetings - 0.70 006 1248 <.001 059
Importance of religion

Frequency of religious meetings - 037 006 622 <001 026
Political orientation

Importance of religious meetings - 054 008 700 <.001 039

Political orientation

0.02

0.81

0.49

0.70

Note a - factor is Symbolic threat; b - factor is the Support for the rights of

refugees.
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ABSTRACT

Understanding the psychological characteristics of video game players provides
game designers with greater opportunities to develop personalized gaming
experiences. In this light, this study examined the relationships between preferred
roles and positions in the video game League of Legends (LoL) and players’
indicated basic personality traits, empathy, and social rank styles. The study involved
3220 Lol players from around the world. Canonical covariance analysis was applied,
with the left set of variables comprising preferences for positions and roles in LoL
(Top, Mid, Jungle, Bot, Support positions; Tank, Fighter, Assassin, Mage, Marksman,
and Support roles), and the right set representing personality traits from the
HEXACO model, dimensions of empathy, and social rank styles. Three pairs of
significant quasi-canonical functions were extracted. The structure of the first pair
of quasi-canonical functions suggests that preferences for the Fighter and Assassin
roles and, to a lesser extent, the Jungle position, as well as for avoidance of the
Support role, are associated with a lack of affective resonance and honesty/humility
and high affective dissonance, emotional stability, ruthless self-promotion, coalition
avoidance, and uncooperativeness. The second pair of quasi-canonical functions
indicates that preferences for the Jungle and Support positions and the Support
role, as well as for avoidance of the Top position, are linked to dominant leadership,
coalition building, extraversion, cognitive empathy, and openness to experience.
The third pair of quasi-canonical functions implies that preferences for the Mid
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position and the Mage and Marksman roles are associated with ruthless self-
promotion, emotional instability, a lack of honesty/humility, and affective
dissonance. The results of this study suggest that personality characteristics are
grouped differently in the latent space depending on which style of play individuals
prefer, indicating that there are gaming patterns associated with specific
psychological personality profiles.

Keywords: League of Legends, HEXACO, empathy, social rank styles

UDK: 159.923:795 Cgpyright © 2024 The Agthor(s). .
DOI: 10,19090/pp.v17i4.2535 BY This is an open access article distributed

) under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
Received: 23.022024. License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
Revised: 02.10.2024. reproduction in any medium, provided the original
Accepted: 05.11.2024. author and source are credited.

¥ Corresponding author email: sajinovicnemanja@gmail.com

552 l


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:sajinovicnemanja@gmail.com

PP (2024) 17(4), 551-576 Psychological traits of players of the video game League
of Legends

Introduction

The global prevalence of video games is currently best illustrated by
data documenting that there are over 2.9 billion players in the world and that
the market value of video games has been recently estimated at 178.73 billion
dollars (in 2021), with 85% of the revenue generated through games that are
free, a category in which League of Legends (abbr. LoL) is included (Video Game
Industry Statistics, Trends and Data In 2023, nd). Resultantly, this ever-
expanding segment has become an increasing focus of research in numerous
fields, including Psychology. Yet this growth of research into video games in
recent years has not led to a consensus on how to approach researching video
games.

In psychological research, video games are often divided into: actions,
role-playing, simulations, and strategies (Arsenault, 2009; Krzywinska & Brown,
2015; Qin, Rau, & Salvendy, 2009 according to Braun et al, 2016). The problem
with such classification is that the division is made according to the most basic
mechanics of video games, with other essential elements that differentiate
video games at the core, as well as the players themselves, left out and merged
into one category. For example, according to this classification, the genres
known as massively multiplayer role-playing game (abbr. MMORPG) and role-
playing game (abbr. RPG) are typically classified into one category called role-
playing games despite being fundamentally different. MMORPGs inherently
imply internet connection, competition with other players, and often necessary
cooperation with other players since, due to the essential mechanics of the
games, the individual player is not able to do certain functions independently.
In contrast, RPG games, as a rule, are played independently and do not require
an Internet connection, while the player depends exclusively on him/herself and
does not interact with other players.

Multiplayer online battle arenas (abbr. MOBAs) are currently one of the
most popular and successful types of computer video games (Clement, 2023).
Due to their popularity, competitive nature, and complex team strategies, they
have many similarities with traditional sports and as such form a suitable ground
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for psychological research. Currently, the most popular MOBA in the world is LoL
and for this reason it was chosen as the subject of this study. Accordingly, the
primary goal of this research was to examine the relationships between
preferred positions and roles in LoL and the corresponding players’ indicated
social rank styles, empathy, and basic personality characteristics.

League of Legends

League of Legends is a team-based, strategy game where two teams of
five players each control different heroes who fight to destroy each other's base
to win the match. Each hero that players choose has their own weaknesses and
strengths, as well as distinctive abilities, and therefore choosing a specific hero
is an important aspect of the game. Towards achieving victory, teams must
select and manipulate heroes whose different abilities allow them to fulfill a
specific role according to the strategy and tactics they have decided or judged
to have the best chance of winning the current match. The MOBA genre is itself
a combination of action game, role-playing game, and real-time strategy game,
which means that Lol, belonging to this genre, has elements of several genres
of video games. This makes it highly suitable for initial analysis in the context of
videogame research, as it allows for comparisons involving seemingly very
different video game types, their mechanics, and elements.

As previously expressed, the archetypes found in multiplayer games are
not only characteristic of LoL and the larger MOBA genre - in different games
there are different, unique, archetypes. Yet the authors” assumption is that no
matter how many roles, positions, or archetypes there are in different video
games, they can be fundamentally reduced to three essential team roles, and
that players who prefer one of these three, regardless of the genre and type of
game, exhibit, and may possess, similar characteristics. The basic, primary roles,
i.e, archetypes, are: Tank - the tank's role is to take damage instead of his party
and to protect his teammates from enemy attacks; Healer - the role of the healer
is to heal the group when they are injured or when they receive damage that
the Tank failed to contain and their primary job is to keep their teammates alive
until the enemy is defeated; Damage dealer (damage dealer, more often called
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DPS - damage per second) — the DPS's job is to kill the enemy. In LoL, the Tank
role is played by the characters Tank and Fighter, the Healer role is played by the
Support character, and the role of DPS is played by all other titles - Mage,
Assassin, and Marksman. Because Lol is designed as a game that involves
complementary positions and roles, it can be reasonably assumed that a Tank or
Fighter would typically represent the Top position, that the Mid position could
be occupied by a Jungle Assassin, Tank, or Fighter, that in the position of Bot
would be the character types Mage or Assassin, and that in the position of
support would be found the titles Marksman and Support.

This paper starts from the assumption that there is a relationship
between the preference of the above positions and roles in video games and
the corresponding players’ indicated social rank styles, empathy, and personality
traits.

Empathy and League of Legends

Contemporary research on empathy (Shamay-Tsoory et. al, 2009)
distinguishes two components of empathy - affective and cognitive. The
cognitive aspect refers to the ability to recognize and understand other people's
emotions, while the affective element refers to an adequate emotional
response to those perceived feelings and thoughts (Dadds et al,, 2008). Vachon
& Laynam (2016) have claimed that empathy involves the cognitive processing
of emotional arousal, as well as the ability to respond to, or resonate with,
another's emotions. However, the capacity for empathy can also be determined
by specific aberrations of empathy, or dissonance, which implies a paradoxical
experience in the expression of emotions. Therefore, Vachon & Lynam (2016)
introduced the ACME model into psychology, which also includes affective
dissonance as a domain of empathy. Thus, the ACME model implies three
components of empathy: cognitive empathy, which is defined as the ability to
understand the emotional state and perspective of other people; affective
empathy, which is defined as an individual's ability to vicariously feel the
emotions of others (Reniers et. al, 2011); and affective dissonance, which is
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defined as feeling a valence-incongruent emotional response, such as feeling
pain when other people feel pleasure, or feeling pleasure when other people
feel pain (Levitan & Vachon, 2027).

Empathy has already been linked to video game playing in the broadest
sense and research has shown that playing violent video games reduces
empathy (Funk et al, 2003). Relatedly, Greitemeyer (2010) conducted an
experimental study in which he found that playing prosocial games leads to an
increase in interpersonal empathy and a decrease in the feeling of pleasure
caused by another's misfortune (Greitemeyer et. al, 2010).

As it is apparent that no previous research has been carried out directly
linking LoL and empathy, the authors” assumption was that all three domains of
empathy from the ACME model play a significant role in individuals’ preference
for positions and roles in LoL. For example, players who prefer to play the Jungle
position would likely benefit more from possessing developed cognitive
empathy than players who prefer to play the Top position, as those in the Jungle
position are generally expected to cooperate more with the team.

Social Rank Styles and League of Legends

Competitive behavior is usually not driven by an underlying desire to
harm others, yet at the same time, the realization of one person's intention
usually prevents the realization of another person's intention (Miti¢, 2017). In
contrast, cooperation, which is also an essential part of team games, is defined
as joint work to achieve goals shared by all participants; individuals work
collaboratively to maximize their own productivity and achievement, as well as
the productivity and achievement of other people (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). In
this context, Zuroff et al. constructed a social rank style questionnaire (abbr.
RSPQ; Zuroff et al,, 2010), which contains three nearly independent dimensions:
Dominant leadership - a competitive style of behavior, indicative of a person's
disposition to strive for leadership positions and to do so in a dominant,
assertive, and confident manner; Coalition-building — a cooperative style of
behavior, implying a disposition towards fostering coalition, partnership
relations, cooperation, respect for other people's points of view, consultation
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when making decisions, and creating compromises; Ruthless self-advancement
- an individualistic style of behavior, with a tendency towards personal
advancement without regard for others. A series of confirmatory factor studies
confirmed that the RSPQ has a robust factor structure and that it is grounded in
theoretical expectations (Ronen & Zuroff 2017; Miti¢ et al,, 2018). Also, research
on the connection of RSPQ with features of the five-factor model has shown
that the dimensions of RSPQ are not redundant with these traits (Miti¢, 2017),
which is particularly significant in the context of the goal of this study as it
implies that these two phenomena do not have considerable overlaps.

In a game like LoL, players have the choice to exhibit all three social rank
styles, and the researchers hypothesized that players who prefer different roles
and positions would associate with different, corresponding social rank styles.
The amount of resources players can collect during the relevant match itself is
proportional to the strength of their hero, while the essential design of the game
leaves the players themselves to decide on the amount and manner of
interaction with their teammates. It is possible to insist that all resources go to
one player, and it is also possible to share these resources.

Personality traits, HEXACO model and the League of Legends

In video game research, personality differences between players and
non-players have been widely examined (Abbasi et al., 2022; Braun et al,, 2016),
as well as differences among players who favor specific game genres (Peever et
al, 2012; Zeigler-Hill & Monica, 2015). Wang et al. (2019) examined the relationship
between MOBA users play styles and the Big-5 personality traits. His results
indicate that in MOBA games, high Agreeableness correlates with better
cooperation, leading to fewer deaths and higher winning rates. Conscientious
players favor champions with strong control abilities, aiding in effective
management of risky situations. Emotional stability is associated with selecting
champions with high control and utility ratings, resulting in more kills and lower
death rates. Extroverted players are inclined towards champions with high
damage and mobility ratings, leading to successful kills and an interest in
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exploring a broad range of champions. Lastly, high Openness is linked to
curiosity and creativity, reflected in the selection of versatile champions with
strong control, damage, and utility ratings (Wang et al,, 2019).

In this study, we chose to rely on the HEXACQO personality model, which
has a notable overlap with the Big Five/FFM. Thielman et al. (2022) suggest that
while there are some differences, these models capture much of the same core
personality characteristics The HEXACO model is a lexical personality
framework that includes six basic personality traits: Honesty-Humility,
Emotionality, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Openness to
Experience (Ashton & Lee, 2007; 2009). The choice of the HEXACO model for this
study is based on its inclusion of Honesty-Humility, a trait not encompassed by
traditional models like the Five-Factor Model, which allows for a broader
examination of personality (Lozic et. al, 2022) in relation to in-game roles and
behaviors. For instance, we could assume that players who prefer the Marksman
archetype would likely exhibit low levels of Honesty-Humility, characterized by
a strong sense of self-importance, as gameplay strategies often revolve around
protecting the Marksman as the primary late-game carry. However, no studies
have specifically investigated the association between HEXACO traits and the
roles players prefer in League of Legendss.

Research aims

The aim of this study was to determine whether players who prefer
different positions and roles in the League of Legends game are characterized
by certain domains of empathy from the ACME model, social rank styles,
and personality traits from the HEXACO model. Based on the description of
what each position and role in the game entails and the theoretical definitions
of the phenomena measured in this study, the following hypotheses were
formulated:

H1: It was expected that a pattern of associations would be found
between the preference for the Bot and Mid positions, Marksman, Mage, and
Assassin roles, (which correspond to the general DPS archetype) and the
following elements: positive associations with affective dissonance from the

558 |



PP (2024) 17(4), 551-576 Psychological traits of players of the video game League
of Legends

ACME model; positive associations with ruthless self-advancement and
avoidance of coalition building from the social rank styles; and low honesty-
humility and low cooperativeness from the HEXACO model.

H2: A preference for the position of Supporter and the role of Support,
corresponding to the general archetype of Healer, would display the following
associations: positive associations with cognitive empathy and affective
resonance from the ACME model; positive associations with coalition building
from the styles of social rank; and positive associations with extraversion,
conscientiousness, and cooperation as personality characteristics from the
HEXACO model, alongside low emotionality.

H3: A preference for the Jungle and Top positions and the role of Tank
and Fighter, corresponding to the general archetype of Tank, would associate
as follows: positively with cognitive empathy from the ACME model; positively
with dominant leadership and coalition building from the styles of social rank;
and positively with the personality characteristics of extraversion and
cooperation from the HEXACO model, alongside low emotionality and
openness to experience.

Method

Sample

The survey was conducted in July 2021 via the Internet. A set of
questionnaires was created through the SoSci survey website and shared on the
Reddit website, more precisely on the League of Legends subreddit. The
questionnaires were in English, and there were a total of 8,967 clicks from
different parts of the world on the link leading to the battery, including
accidental clicks. Out of 8,967 respondents, 3,232 submitted their answers. The
minimum age reported by respondents was 0, due to a data entry error, and the
maximum age was 44. Although it was necessary for the respondents to confirm
that they were 18 years old (or if not, that they had been given parental consent)
to access the questionnaires, the researchers decided to exclude all

! 559



Sajinovi¢ & Bodroza PP (2024) 17(4), 551-576

respondents who identified themselves as under the age of 13, as the general
terms and conditions when accessing this game require users to be 13 or older.
The final sample consisted of 3,220 respondents with an average age of 23 years
(range 13—44; SD= 4.17). The data on gender was not collected. The research was
approved by the ethics committee of the Department of Psychology at the
University of Novi Sad.

Instruments

Position and role preference in League of Legends

The preference for positions and roles in League of Legends was
measured through two surveys developed by the authors for this research. Both
surveys contained five-point Likert-type questions, ranging from 1 (Strongly
Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). For instance, participants were asked to rate
statements such as, "When I'm playing alone, | prefer to play top lane" and "When
I'm playing alone, | prefer to play tank." The full list of survey items included
preferences for specific positions (e.g., top, mid, jungle, bot, support) and roles
(e.g, tank, fighter, assassin, mage, marksman, support). Based on these
responses, individual preferences for certain positions and roles were
determined, without calculating total scores.

HEXACO-PI-R scale

To measure basic personality traits, the HEXACO-PI-R scale (Ashton &
Lee, 2009) was used. This scale comprises 60 five-point Likert-type statements,
with 10 statements measuring each personality dimension: Honesty-Humility,
Emotionality, Extraversion, Cooperativeness, Conscientiousness and Openness
to experience (Lee & Ashton, 2004). The HEXACO personality inventory on this
sample displayed satisfactory internal consistency: a,=.74; ae=.80; 0x=.82; a,=.76;
ac=.78; ao=.73.

Affective and Cognitive Measure of Empathy - ACME

Empathy was measured by the scale Affective and Cognitive Measure
of Empathy - ACME (Vachon & Lynam, 2016), which contains 36 five-point
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Likert-type statements, operationalized by the subscales cognitive empathy
(a=.93), affective resonance (a =.86), and affective dissonance (a=.85).

Rank Style with Peers Questionnaire - RSPQ

Social rank styles were measured by the Rank Style with Peers
Questionnaire — RSPQ (Zuroff et al, 2010), which is a five-point Likert-type scale
that is divided into three scales - Dominant leadership (a=.87), Coalition-building
(a=.78), and Ruthless self-advancement (a=.70). A higher score on the scale
means that a given style of social competition is expressed to a greater extent.

All scale scores were calculated by averaging the sum of all items (where
applicable, reversely worded items were first recoded), providing composite
scores for each variable.

Data Analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using the program SPSS 26. Syntax
QCCR version 1.0 for quasi-canonical correlation analysis (QCCA) was used for
data analysis (KneZevi¢ & Momirovic¢, 1996). QCCA (also known as the canonical
analysis of covariance) allows researchers to examine the relationship between
two sets of variables, by extracting the pairs of latent variables — quasi-canonical
functions (QCF), which are extracted so as to optimize the explained variance
from both sets of variables. Since in this study we have two sets of variables -
one consisting of preference for Lol positions and role and the other consisting
of personality variables, QCCA was a method of choice. As opposed to canonical
correlation analysis, QCCA allows pair of QCF to be mutually correlated i.e. for
the next extracted pair of functions to explain the portion of variance already
explained by the previous pair(s) of functions. In the context of LoL, that means
that we did not expect players to have a preference for only one player
archetype while discarding all other archetypes. It is more common for players
to try and play different positions and roles, but to prefer one of the archetypes
best. Allowing for mutual correlations between the QCFs enabled us to capture
the players’ exploration of different roles while still having a primary preference.
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Results

Descriptive statistics of the questionnaires and scales used in this
research were shown in Table 1. Table 1 demonstrates that the skewness and
kurtosis levels of all variables do not exceed # 15, indicating no significant
deviation from the normal distribution. Table A in the Supplementary materials
provides the intercorrelations among the study variables.

Table1
Descriptive indicators of variables
Variables Min. Max. M SD Skew. Kurt.
Top 1.00 5.00 3.04 146 -0m -1.38
Mid 1.00 5.00 318 138 -0.26 <117
Jungle 1.00 5.00 248 148 0.45 -1.25
Bot 1.00 5.00 270 144 020 -136
Support 1.00 5.00 an 150 -0.15 -1.41
Tank 1.00 5.00 3.01 135 -0.13 -1.21
Fighter 1.00 5.00 337 130 -0.45 -0.91
Assassin 1.00 5.00 274 136 017 -1.22
Mage 1.00 5.00 342 123 -0.51 -0.67
Marksman 1.00 5.00 294 143 -0.01 -135
Support 1.00 5.00 315 145 -0.20 -1.31
Cognitive empathy 1.00 5.00 353 0.78 -0.62 0.17
Affective resonance 1.08 5.00 398 0.61 -0.74 0.74
Affective dissonance 1.00 5.00 197 0.68 0.73 0.29
Dominant leadership 1.00 5.00 335 092 -0.42 -0.18
Coalition-building 1.00 5.00 4.03 053 -0.53 124
Ruthless self-advancement 1.00 5.00 2.86 073 017 0.05
Honesty-humility 110 5.00 337 0.67 -0.26 -0.07
Emotionality 1.00 490 297 0.70 -0.02 -0.34
Extraversion 1.00 5.00 276 0.75 0.14 -0.35
Agreeableness 1.00 5.00 320 0.65 -0.21 -0.27
Conscientiousness 120 5.00 325 0.65 -0.10 -0.25
Openness to experience 140 5.00 349 064 -0.24 -0.26

Note. Min. — Minimum; Max. — Maximum; Skew. — Skewness; Kurt. — Kurtosis.
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To test the hypotheses, QCCA was applied, where the left set variables
consisted of the preferences of positions and roles in LoL, and the right set
included the personality traits from the HEXACO model, the three dimensions
of empathy, and social rank styles.

Table 2

Quasi-canonical correlations and significance tests of extracted pairs of quasi-canonical

functions
Function ro ro? F p
1 22 .05 155.99 .00
2 16 .02 79.02 .00
3 10 01 3492 .00

Note. Rho (ro) - quasi-canonical correlation coefficient; Squared Rho (ro?) - the
proportion of variance explained by the pair of quasi-canonical functions.

The QCCA identified three significant QCFs (Table 2). Table 3 presents
the quasi-canonical coefficients (B) and saturations (r) for the three extracted
QCFs. While a cut-off value of 30 is typically recommended (Costello & Osborne,
2005), this study employed a stricter threshold of .40. This higher cut-off was
chosen due to the large number of variables, ensuring that only the most
significant contributors to each function were highlighted for clearer
interpretation. The first QCF shows that players who prefer the Jungle position
and the Fighter and Assassin roles, while avoiding the Support position and role,
tend to avoid cooperation, pursue ruthless self-advancement, exhibit low
emotionality and honesty, and display higher affective dissonance and lower
affective resonance. The second QCF indicates that players who prefer both the
Jungle and Support positions as well as the Support role, while avoiding the Top
position, exhibit higher cognitive empathy, extraversion, openness to new
experiences, and a tendency toward coalition-building and dominant leadership.
The third QCF reveals that players favoring the Mid position and the Mage and
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Marksmen roles are characterized by low honesty-humility, high emotionality, a
drive for ruthless self-advancement, and greater affective dissonance.

Table 3

Quasi-canonical coefficients (B) and quasi-canonical saturations (r) on three extracted
quasi-canonical functions

Function 1 Function 2 Function 3
Variable
B r B r B r
Left set
Top 13 37 -34 -43 .05 -03
Mid a7 33 .06 .01 .56 76
Jungle 31 44 72 65 -41 -38
Bot -14 -30 A7 20 18 37
Support -38 -79 30 44 .04 -05
Tank -25 -23 A7 15 -15 -33
Fighter 36 64 n -02 -01 -10
Assassin 49 66 27 28 40 40
Mage -20 -15 .20 25 47 70
Marksman -1 -21 n a7 27 44
Support -46 -80 29 43 .09 -03
Right set
Cognitive empathy 12 .03 39 .60 29 16
Affective resonance -29 -67 12 37 -06 -.05
Affective dissonance 39 n -01 -17 23 40
Dominant leadership 30 33 43 74 -20 -20
Coalition-building -23 -43 32 52 24 07
Ruthless self-advancement 31 .62 .07 .04 .54 62
Honesty-humility -40 -65 .04 .03 -28 -50
Emotionality -39 -45 -06 -09 43 45
Extraversion 20 24 A7 7 -40 -37
Agreeableness -22 -46 .00 .10 .08 -12
Conscientiousness -24 -22 30 40 -06 -19
Openness to experience -25 -22 A48 .56 .20 14

Note Values = .40 are marked in bold.
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Discussion

The aim of this study was to determine whether players who prefer
different positions and roles in the game League of Legends are characterized
by certain domains of empathy from the ACME model, social rank styles, and
personality traits from the HEXACO model. Based on the design of this game,
representative of similar multiplayer games, it was expected that three
archetypal roles in multiplayer video games would be distinguished from the
domain of preferences for different positions and roles, which would be
characterized by a specific set of personality characteristics.

According to H1, a positive pattern of association was expected
between the Bot and Mid positions, the Marksman, Mage, and Assassin roles,
which correspond to the general DPS archetype, and affective dissonance,
ruthless self-advancement, avoidance of coalition building, and the personality
characteristics of low honesty-humility and low cooperation (agreeableness).
This hypothesis is supported by the third QCF, which indicated that players
reporting a preference for the position of Mid and the roles of Mage and
Marksmen were distinguished by the following personality characteristics:
pronounced affective dissonance, ruthless self-advancement, emotionality, and
low honesty-humility. It is important to note that the preference for the Bot
position is mostly found in the latent space of this function, but due to the
stricter cut-off criteria for quasi-canonical saturation adopted in this study, this
position did not belong to the distinct profile in this context.

Inflicting damage in Lol is correlated to the amount of resources a
player can collect during a match. Therefore, in order for these players to fulfill
such a primary role on their team, they must gain the largest amounts of
resources possible, which can often be obtained by greedily stealing resources
from teammates, behavior that is consistent with ruthless self-advancement
and low honesty-humility (Ashton & Lee, 2008; Mitic et al,, 2018). Here, it should
be highlighted that one of the essential differences between the Fighter,
Assassin, and Tank roles, on the one hand, and the Mage and Marksman roles,
on the other, is the way they deal damage - more precisely, from what distance
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they deal damage to enemy heroes. Traditionally, the Marksman and Mage deal
ranged damage, while the other roles deal melee damage.

The association of emotionality with the roles of Mage and Marksman
can be explained by the fact that these roles suffer the most when receiving
damage, often being quickly removed from the playing field, even with a small
amount of damage. Therefore, players in these roles might be afraid to receive
damage and they heavily depend on their teammates to protect them. Ashton
et al. (2014) suggest that those with high emotionality often experience fear of
physical danger, anxiety in stressful situations, and a need for emotional and
social support from their teammates, which aligns well with the behaviors
observed in these in-game roles. From the description of these roles, it is also
clear that their essence is to remove the enemy heroes from the playing field as
soon as possible and to save the lives of their heroes while performing that task.
Based on this, the pronounced affective dissonance found to be associated with
these roles makes theoretical sense, for if these heroes do their job well enemy
heroes are prevented from doing their job. Essentially, the nature of the game
itself inclines those who prefer these roles to feel the opposite way from how
their enemies feel, i.e, they rejoice in the misfortune of their opponents (Vachon
& Laynam, 2016).

H1is also supported by the first QCF, which describes the player profile
characterized by a preference for the Jungle position and the Fighter and
Assassin roles, while avoiding the Support position and Support role. The results
indicate that such player profiles were characterized by pronounced affective
dissonance and ruthless self-advancement and low honesty-humility, which can
likely be explained as operating in much the same way as those positions in the
third QCF, as in these preferred roles we also found a negative association with
affective resonance, avoidance of building coalitions, and a lack of
cooperativeness. From the description of the role of the Assassin, it should be
noted that their task in the match is to independently remove the primary
enemy target before the team fight actually begins, therefore the Assassin
heroes do not cooperate directly with their team or build coalitions (Ashton &
Lee, 2008; Zuroff et al,, 2010).
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These findings align with Delhove and Greitemeyer’s (2020) observation
that more aggressive hero choices, such as OverwatcHs Offense role, are linked
to darker personality traits, including lower empathy and higher aggression. The
preference for roles like Assassin and Fighter in League of Legends, which are
similarly aggressive in nature, also reflects a lack of cooperation and a tendency
toward ruthless self-advancement. Conversely, Support heroes in Overwatch
showed higher empathy and agreeableness, similar to the characteristics
associated with the Support role in Lol in this study (Delhove & Greitemeyer,
2020).

This could also explain why individuals who showed preference for this
role also showed a non-preference towards the position and the of Support,
which are fundamentally characterized by the relatively opposite characteristics
of personality, empathy, and social rank styles, which will be discussed more in
the next section. The Fighter belonging to this grouping can be explained by this
role’s general proclivity to not need teammates to keep them alive while they
do damage to enemy players, unlike the Mage and the Marksman who saturate
the third function. What the Fighter and Assassin heroes have in common is
that their damage is dealt at close range, requiring them to engage in hand-to-
hand combat. Individuals with low emotionality are not easily deterred by the
prospect of physical harm, feel little worry in stressful situations, and are less
likely to share concerns with others, aligning with the demands of facing close-
range combat without fear. Additionally, these traits imply emotional
detachment and independence, further reflecting the nature of characters that
engage in high-risk combat without hesitation (Ashton & Lee, 2008). Players
who prefer these roles often thrive in life on the knife's edge, embracing the all-
or-nothing nature of fights where they either eliminate the priority target or
leave their team at a disadvantage.

H2 hypothesizes that the preference for the Support position and role,
which align with the general archetype of the Healer, will be characterized by
cognitive empathy, affective resonance, coalition-building, and the personality
traits of extraversion, conscientiousness, and agreeableness, alongside low
emotionality. H2 is supported by the first and second QCF. The second QCF
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describes the profile of the player who expresses the preference for the position
and role of Support, as well as the preference for the Jungle position and the
avoidance of the Top position.

Conscientious players are more likely to choose champions with strong
control abilities, allowing them to manage high-pressure situations effectively.
This finding supports the association between the conscientious trait and roles
like Jungle and Support, where players must manage neutral objectives, disrupt
the enemy’s strategy, and help their team strategically. Although these roles
might not receive the same recognition as damage-dealing roles, they often
secure victories through disruption and control (Wang et al,, 2019).

It seems theoretically logical that the Jungle position belongs to this
space, as players in this position, by the design of the position, do not have their
own lane, but help other lanes to win. On the other hand, Top players are
typically playing farthest afield from the other teammates, and thus were
included in this grouping as a position typically avoided by those with a
preference for the archetype of Healer.

This finding is also consistent with Worth and Book's (2014) research on
World of Warcraft (WoW), where helping behaviors were found to correlate
strongly with traits like high Agreeableness and Emotionality. In WoW, players
who engage in cooperative and helping roles are often outgoing, patient, and
empathetic, much like the League of Legends Support role. The role requires
both emotional and social support skills, as players must seek out situations in
which they can assist their teammates. These shared traits across games reflect
the underlying personality characteristics that align with cooperative playstyles,
emphasizing the importance of coalition-building and empathy in such roles
(Worth & Book, 2014).

As already stated, while the Jungle position is not traditionally to
strengthen and keep friendly heroes alive, their role is to help teammates,
through removing or assisting in the removal of the enemy player from the game
rather than having their teammate removed, or through providing additional
resources through neutral objectives. Essentially, they make a fight which would
be a one-against-one battle into a two-against-one affair and thus provide a
better chance for their teammate to win. This aligns with the characteristic of
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coalition-building (Zuroff et. al, 2010) with their teammates, which was shown
to characterize the players who prefer this position.

The Jungle and Support positions, by game design, have the smallest
source of resources and therefore the vitality and impact of their heroes’ neutral
objectives that give various bonuses to the entire team are of special
importance. In order to ensure their own relevance in the match, they are most
likely the ones who initiate when and how to assume a neutral objective, which
is in line with the traits of dominant leadership and extraversion (Zettler et. al.,
2020; Zuroff et. al,, 2010). Another consequence of their possessing the smallest
source of resources is that it opens up additional space, and the inclination and
even obligation, to bring advantage to their team in creative, innovative, and
unconventional ways, which is in line with the emphasis on openness to
experience (Zettler et. al,, 2020).

H2 was additionally confirmed by the first QCF and these results create
space for additional theoretical considerations of video game playing style.
Namely, the results of this research indicate that the characteristics of those
players who reported preferring the positions and roles characteristic of the
archetypal role of the Healer are quite opposite to those of the players who
indicated preferring the positions and roles characteristic of the archetypal role
of the DPS, not only in terms of the style and way of playing of these two
archetypal roles but also regarding personality traits. In H2, we assumed that
associations between the preference for the position and role of Support and
cognitive empathy, affective resonance, coalition-building, extraversion,
conscientiousness, agreeableness, and low emotionality. The first QCF indeed
supports this, but primarily through the negative associations observed: instead
of these traits aligning with a preference for these positions and roles, they were
associated with their avoidance: instead of aligning with high affective
resonance, these positions and roles were aligned low scores; instead of
building coalitions, they demonstrated a tendency to avoid building coalitions;
and instead of agreeableness/cooperation, a lack of cooperation stood out.
Relatedly, cognitive empathy, extraversion, and conscientiousness were not
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negatively associated with the Support function, while low emotionality was
shown to be characteristic of both types of player preference.

According to H3, the preference for the Jungle and Top positions, and
the Tank and Fighter roles, which correspond to the general Tank archetype, is
expected to be related to cognitive empathy, dominant leadership, and
coalition-building, alongside the personality traits of extraversion,
agreeableness, emotionality, and openness to experience. This hypotheses,
however, was refuted in its entirity. Not only was the association of these
positions and roles not distinguished in the latent space of these variables, but
the preference for the role of Tank and the preference for the position of Top
were not shown to significantly saturate any function. The results of this study
indicate that there is no typical psychological profile that could be associated
with a preference for these roles and positions. In LoL, the function of Tank and
Fighter in the team is very similar, so, essentially, there is not much difference
between the two roles, as it appears in other games.

To summarize, the second QCF in this research aligns with the
archetypal Healer role commonly seen in multiplayer video games. In contrast,
the first QCF reflects the opposite of this archetype, while the first and third
QCFs together cluster player styles and preferences typically associated with
the DPS archetype. In other games such as World of Warcraft and Final Fantasy
IX there is a clear difference between melee DPS and ranged DPS roles, but the
researchers had assumed that this difference would not be significant to
register in the LoL game, which is part of the MOBA genre. However, this
difference did prove to be significant, as two separate functions corresponding
to these roles were singled out.

The results of this study indicate that personality characteristics are
grouped differently in the latent space depending on which game style a person
prefers; that is, there are patterns of playing video games that are associated
with specific psychological personality profiles. The significant contribution of
this research is reflected in that it stands as a different approach to video game
research and represents aninitial step in the further development of hypotheses
and potential taxonomies of video game playing styles.
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Limitations and future directions

A key limitation of this research is its focus on a single video game and
genre, limiting the generalizability of the findings. Until these results are
replicated in other MOBAs, such as Dota 2, or across different video game
genres like MMORPGs, they cannot be extended beyond the scope of League
of Legends. Future research should explore similar dynamics in other games and
genres to validate these findings. Additionally, considering the global nature of
video gaming, examining cultural differences in the relationship between game
preferences and personality traits could provide valuable insights. Different
cultures may emphasize individual performance or teamwork, influencing role
preferences and gameplay approaches. Cross-cultural studies could further
explore how personality traits, such as extraversion and agreeableness, manifest
across different regions and cultural contexts. Incorporating more objective,
data-driven methods by analyzing in-game behavioral data, such as role
selection, win rates, and cooperation levels, could also enhance future research.
These metrics, combined with self-reported personality measures, would
reduce bias and provide more accurate behavioral insights. Additionally,
exploring role-switching behavior may reveal whether players who frequently
change roles possess distinct personality traits compared to those who
consistently play one role, shedding light on the flexibility and adaptability of
players in team-based games. Finally, in this study we did not consider gender
differences in playing styles in relation to personality characteristics. As many
research findings indicate that men and women approach gaming differently
(see e.g. Vetri et al, 2014), the moderating role of gender in game playing should
be taken into account in future studies.
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Supplementary materials
Table A

Intercorrelations for the subscales of empathy, social rank styles, and HEXACO

personality traits
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1
1. COG
2.RES -05
3.DIS 27" -537
4.DL 28" 077 05"
5.CB 21" -307 48" o1
6.RS 002 42" -327 18" -107
7.H -03 -47 24 5T 197 -517
8.E -04°  -137 407 187 127 -09” 01
9.X 32" -05" w3 e o1 07" -10° =207
10. A 06" -377 347 5T 337 207 277 077 067
1n.C 2 -t 09t 227 a4 -04 16" -05” e -01
12.0 0 w787 220 267 197 -06" 05" 07" s° o4 o7

Note. COG - Cognitive Empathy; RES - Affective resonance; DIS - Affective Dissonance;
DL - Dominant Leadership; CB — Coalition-building; RS - Ruthless self-advancement; H
- Honesty-humility; E - Emotionality; X - Extraversion; A -Agreeableness; C -
Conscientiousness; O - Openness to experience.

*p<.05.* p<.0l
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SAZETAK

IstraZivanje je provedeno s ciljem utvrdivanja jesu li interpersonalne kognitivne
distorzije u podlozi odnosa socijalne anksioznosti i depresivnih simptoma s
usamljenos¢u u studentskoj populaciji. Prikupljeni su podaci 228 studenata s
razli¢itih studija na podru¢ju Republike Hrvatske, medu kojima prednjace studijski
programi drustvenog usmjerenja (72.8%) te studenti preddiplomskog studija (74.1%).
IstraZivanje je provedeno online, a sudionici su ispunjavali Skalu depresivnost
anksioznostii stresa, Skalu usamijenosti, Skalu interpersonalnif kognitivnih distorzija
i Skalu interakcijske anksioznosti Kroz dvije medijacijske regresijske analize
usamljenost se zasebno predvida temeljem socijalne anksioznosti i temeljem
depresivnih simptoma uz provjeru medijacijskog ucinka interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija. Dodano su provedene jo5 dvije medijacijske regresijske analize radi
kontrole ucinaka depresivnih simptoma u modelu u kojem je socijalna anksioznost
prediktor te kontrole ucinaka socijalne anksioznosti u modelu u kojem su prediktor
depresivni simptomi. Socijalna anksioznost uz interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije
objasnjava 26.8% varijance usamljenosti, a depresivni simptomi uz interpersonalne
kognitivne distorzije objasnjavaju 29.7% varijance usamljenosti. Utvrdena je
djelomi¢na medijacija, odnosno socijalna anksioznost i depresivni simptomi
predvidaju usamljenost izravno, i neizravno putem interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija. Rezultati su raspravljeni u kontekstu postojece literature, uz prijedloge
prakti¢nih implikacija u savjetodavnom radu.
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Uvod

Uz sve bioloSke, psiholoSke, kognitivne i socijalne promjene koje
razvojno prate razdoblje studiranja (Danneel et al, 2019; Hochberg & Konner,
2020), suvremena istraZivanja (Auerbach et al, 2018; Lipson et al, 2022) biljeze
porast internaliziranih problema mentalnog zdravlja u studentskoj populaciji.
Ovo istraZivanje fokusira se na tri u€estala tipa internaliziranih problema, a to su
socijalna anksioznost, depresivni simptomi i usamljenost (Danneel et al,, 2019;
Reitz et al, 2005). lako se Cesto javljaju u komorbiditetu, radi se o odvojenim
konstruktima (Danneel et al, 2019; Fung et al, 2017; Lieberz et al, 2022), ali
dinamika njihova odnosa nije dovoljno istrazena (Danneel et al., 2019).

Tjeskoba koja se javlja u zamisljenoj ili realnoj situaciji u kojoj postoji
mogucnost evaluacije od strane drugih obiljeZje je socijalne anksioznosti.
Mogucnost da ¢e nas drugi negativno evaluirati u socijalnom kontekstu moZze
dovesti do straha i anksioznosti (Leary, 1985), a stupanj doZivljenog straha u tim
situacijama naziva se strahom od negativne evaluacije (Watson & Friend, 1969).
Strah od negativne evaluacije pokazao se i potpunim medijatorom veze distresa
i socijalne anksioznosti u situacijama javnih nastupa (Sigurvinsdottir et al,, 2023).
Socijalna anksioznost se moZe javiti tijekom komunikacije s drugima ili kao
odgovor na socijalnu situaciju poput javnih nastupa (Leary, 1985), pri Cemu je
strah od procjene i potencijalnog ishoda te procjene njezino dominantno
obiljeZje (Tovilovi¢, 2004). Kada socijalna anksioznost svojim intenzitetom
znacajno ometa svakodnevni Zivot radi se o poremecdaju socijalne anksioznosti
ili socijalnoj fobiji (The American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2022; Morrison
& Heimberg, 2013), te je ta dva pojma vazno razlikovati. Socijalna anksioznost u
ovom radu odnosi se na sklonost doZivljavanju anksioznosti u socijalnim
interakcijama (Leary, 1985) na supklini¢koj razini, koja ne udovoljava kriterijima
za dijagnozu poremecaja socijalne anksioznosti ili socijalne fobije. Tjeskoba u
socijalnim interakcijama povezana je s depresivnim simptomima (Danneel et al,
2019), koji mogu imati znatne negativne ulinke za vrijeme studija, odnosno u
razdoblju rane odrasle dobi (Bertha & Baldzs, 2013). Pasivnost, pesimizam i
osjecaj beznada koji se javljaju uz depresiju oteZavaju traZzenje pomodi i
povecavaju rizik trajnijih i ozbiljnijih problema, medu kojima su i problemi u
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socijalnim odnosima (Sontag-Padilla et al, 2018; Ziv¢&i¢-Becirevic et al, 2021). Jod
jedan simptom distresa u neklini¢koj populaciji koji je Cesto prisutan u studenata
je usamljenost (Hamamci & Duy, 2007; Pelzer & Pengpit, 2017). To je neugodno
iskustvo koje proizlaziiz subjektivne kognitivne procjene postojanja nesrazmjera
izmedu pojedinCevih olekivanja od socijalnih odnosa te kvantitete i kvalitete
postojecih socijalnih odnosa (Periman & Peplau, 1981). Weiss (1973) razlikuje
socijalnu i emocionalnu usamljenost, pri ¢emu se emocionalna odnosi na
nedostatak bliskih veza (prijateljskih ili partnerskih), a socijalna na nedostatak
Sirih socijalnih mreZa (obiteljskih, prijateljskih ili susjedskih). Usamljenost ima
Siroke zdravstvene posljedice. U krossekcijskom istraZivanju studenata iz 25
zemalja pokazala se povezanom s problemima spavanja, kra¢im trajanjem
spavanja, uporabom duhana, pretjeranom uporabom interneta, agresivnim
ponasanjem, ozljedama i rizicnim seksualnim ponasanjima (Pelzer & Pengpit,
2017), $to dodatno naglasava vaznost istraZivanja usamljenosti u studentskoj
populaciji.

Smjer povezanosti usamljenosti, socijalne anksioznosti i depresivnih
simptoma nije sasvim jasan (Danneel et al, 2019). Moguce je da simptomi jednog
od internaliziranih problema postaju medijator za razvoj drugog problema. Tako
su primjerice adolescenti s internaliziranim problemima cesto podloZni
pristranom negativhom interpretiranju socijalnih situacija, tj. kognitivnim
distorzijama u interpretaciji druStvenog konteksta (Danneel et al, 2019;
Spithoven et al, 2017), Sto moZe posredovati razvoju socijalne anksioznosti. Osim
toga, odredeni rizican Cimbenik moZe biti u podlozi vise poteskoca mentalnog
zdravlja, te je razvoj sekundarnog internaliziranog problema zapravo zakasnjela
reakcija na vec ranije prisutan ¢imbenik rizika (Danneel et al, 2019; Schleider et
al, 2014). Longitudinalni rezultati pokazuju recipro¢nost odnosa, odnosno
socijalna anksioznost predvida razinu usamljenosti i depresivnih simptoma
(Danneel et al, 2019), a razina usamljenosti i razina depresivnih simptoma
predvidaju socijalnu anksioznost (Danneel et al, 2019; Lim et al, 2016) te nije
jasno koji od internaliziranih problema je prethodnik, a koji se razvija sekundarno.
Usamljenost moZe biti trajno stanje kojem doprinose genetski ¢imbenici i rani
nepovoljni utjecaji na razvoj, a koji stvaraju ranjivost na probleme mentalnog
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zdravlja. Za neke ljude usamljenost proizlazi iz drugih ¢imbenika vezanih uz
mentalno zdravlje, poput prisutnosti kognitivnih distorzija i depresije, a za neke
je proizvod traume, stigme, socijalne izolacije, ili kombinacije svega navedenog
(Matthews et al, 2016; Pitman et al, 2018). Pokazalo se da kognitivne distorzije
vezane uz doZivljavanje odbacivanja u socijalnim odnosima doprinose osjecaju
usamljenosti (Hamamci & Duy, 2007). Ipak, vazno je naglasiti da snaZna veza
socijalne anksioznosti i usamljenosti ostaje i uz kontrolu uinaka depresije
(Danneel et al, 2019), Sto ukazuje na potrebu za zasebnim promatranjem odnosa
anksioznosti i depresije s usamljenosti.

Podloga povezanosti socijalne anksioznosti, depresivnih simptoma i
usamljenosti nije dovoljno istraZzena, a moZe se traziti u kognitivnoj komponenti
koju posjeduju sva tri konstrukta (Lieberz et al, 2022; Nasir et al, 2016; Ota et al,
2020; Persons et al, 2023). U sve tri skupine internaliziranih problema iz ovog
istraZivanja javlja se kognitivha komponenta u formi pogresnih predodzbi i ideja
proizaslih iz vjerovanja i shema (Beck, 1976), a koje ukljuuju i procjene vezane
uz interpersonalne odnose. Takve pogresne predodZzbe koje se pojavljuju kod
neucinkovitog ili pogresnog procesiranja informacija uslijed osobnih vjerovanja
i shema nazivaju se kognitivne distorzije (Beck, 1976), a njihova je prisutnost
utvrdena kod socijalne anksioznosti, depresivnih simptoma i usamljenosti
(Batmaz et al, 2015; Ota et al, 2020; Nasir et al, 2016). Kognitivne distorzije
opcenito doprinose internaliziranim problemima te su ujedno transdijagnosticki
proces u njihovoj podlozi (Batmaz et al, 2015). Beck (1976) definira Sest tipova
kognitivnih distorzija (proizvoljno zakljucivanje, mentalno filtriranje, pretjerano
generaliziranje, umanjivanje pozitivnog, personalizacija i crno-bijelo misljenje)
koje drugi autori (npr. Burns, 1999) proSiruju i nadopunjavaju.

Internaliziranim problemima koji su u fokusu ovog istraZivanja (socijalna
anksioznost, depresivni simptomi i usamljenost) zajednicka je prisutnost
kognitivnih distorzija kao kognitivhe komponente problema, ali i podlozZnost
ucincima socijalnih odnosa, sto moZemo smatrati socijalnom komponentom
problema. Kognitivne distorzije Ciji sadrZaj je usmjeren na socijalne odnose
nazivaju se interpersonalnim kognitivnim distorzijama (Hamamci & Buyukdzturk,
2004). Interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije obuhvacaju pogresnu percepciju
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odnosa, percepciju odbacivanja u socijalnim odnosima te nerealna olekivanja
od odnosa (Hamamci & BUyUkoztlrk, 2004), a povezane su sa socijalnom
anksioznosti (Batmaz et al, 2015; Kuru et al, 2018; Wong et al, 2017), depresijom
(Batmaz et al, 2015; Ota et al, 2020; Persons et al,, 2023) i usamljenosti (Hamamci
& Duy, 2007; Nasir et al,, 2016). lako se uz razlicite internalizirane probleme javljaju
razliCite kognitivne distorzije, zbog kognitivhe komponente i naglaska na
socijalne odnose ovo istraZivanje proucava ulogu interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija kao posrednika veze usamljenosti sa socijalnom anksioznosti i
depresivnim simptomima.

Kognitivne distorzije doprinose nastanku i odrZzavanju socijalne
anksioznosti (Kuru et al, 2018; Tovilovic, 2004). Neki od potencijalnih nacina na
koji kognitivne distorzije doprinose internaliziranim problemima su bazirani na
nacinu videnja socijalnih odnosa i socijalnog konteksta. U podlozi pojavnosti
socijalne anksioznosti je snazna Zelja pojedinca da ostavi pozitivan dojam te
izrazena nesigurnost u vlastite sposobnosti da to realizira (Clark & Wells, 1995).
Na kognitivnom planu socijalna anksioznost Cesto ukljuuje negativne izjave o
sebi vezane uz socijalne odnose, selektivnho pamdcenje samo negativnih
informacija o socijalnim kontaktima uz ignoriranje pozitivnih i postavljanje vrlo
visokih standarda o vlastitom socijalnom ponaSanju (Edelman, 1987; Tovilovic,
2004). Disfunkcionalna vjerovanja o sebi vezana uz socijalne odnose obuhvacaju
automatske misli (npr. ,Nitko me ne voli."), neadaptivne pretpostavke (npr. ,Ako
sada pogrijesim, mislit ¢e da sam nesposoban.’) i neadaptivna temeljna uvjerenja
(npr. ,Nesposoban sam.”) 5to vodi do razvoja dubljih problema (Clark & Wells,
1995; Kuru et al,, 2018). Kognitivne distorzije te strahovi i negativna olekivanja od
socijalnih odnosa prisutni kod socijalne anksioznosti povezani su s percepcijom
odbacivanja u interpersonalnim odnosima sto doprinosi usamljenosti (Kuru et al,,
2018; Nasir et al,, 2016). Programi intervencija za socijalnu anksioznost Cesto su
bazirani na promjeni straha od evaluacije kao jedne od klju¢nih komponenti u
podlozi tog procesa (Lieberz et al,, 2022).

Neke kognitivhe distorzije u depresiji povezane su sa socijalnim
strahovima te negativnim ocekivanjima od socijalnih interakcija (Nasir et al,
2016), uz nisko samoposStovanje, nisku samoefikasnost, osjecaj bezvrijednosti i
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vanjski lokus kontrole (Nasir et al, 2016; Wardle et al, 2004). Promjena
kognitivnih distorzija u tretmanu depresije je reciprocno povezana s afektivnim
promjenama i depresivnim simptomima (Persons et al, 2023). Kognitivne
distorzije koje ukljuCuju ideje odbacivanja u interpersonalnim odnosima
doprinose usamljenosti, odnosno percepcija odbacenosti i izoliranosti vodi
osjecaju samoce (Hamamci & Duy, 2007; Nasir et al,, 2016) te moZe Ciniti zacarani
krug s depresijom (Nasir et al,, 2016).

Ranije spomenuti nalazi govore u prilog socijalno-kognitivnoj
komponenti podloge veze usamljenosti sa socijalnom anksioznostii depresivnim
simptomima. Tako su kod socijalne anksioznosti prisutne kognitivne distorzije
pojedinca o sebi i nainima na koje drugi procjenjuju njegovo ponasanje (Kuru
et al, 2018). Na njih se nadovezuju s depresijom povezani socijalni strahovi i
negativna ocekivanja od socijalnih odnosa, a percepcija odbacivanja u socijalnim
interakcijama doprinosi usamljenosti (Nasir et al,, 2016).

Bududi da se socijalna anksioznost, depresivni simptomi i usamljenost
Cesto javljaju u komorbiditetu, a nije jasna podloga njihove povezanosti,
istrazivanje kognitivnih distorzija kao potencijalnog medijatora tih povezanosti
glavni je doprinos ovog istraZivanja. Socijalno anksiozne osobe imaju
disfunkcionalna vjerovanja o sebi i nainima na koje drugi procjenjuju njihovo
ponasanje, Sto vodi kognitivnim pogreSkama, stoga je jedna od kljucnih
komponenti kognitivho-bihevioralnih terapija prepoznavanje i promjena
kognitivnih distorzija (Kuru et al, 2018). Buduci da su ranija istraZivanja (npr.
Danneel et al, 2019) pokazala kako veza socijalne anksioznosti i usamljenosti
postoji neovisno o depresiji, testirana su dva teorijska modela u kojima se
usamljenost zasebno predvida temeljem socijalne anksioznosti i temeljem
depresivnim simptomima, uz provjeru medijacijskog ucinka interpersonalnih
kognitivnih distorzija. S obzirom na ulestalost komorbiditeta internaliziranih
problema (Danneel et al, 2019; Lieberz et al,, 2022), dodatno su testirana jos dva
modela u kojima su uvedene kontrolne varijable - kontrolirani su ucinci
depresivnih simptoma u medijacijskom modelu u kojem je prediktor socijalna
anksioznost te ucinci socijalne anksioznost u medijacijskom modelu u kojem su
prediktor depresivni simptomi. Vazno je napomenuti da se ovo istraZivanje ne
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bavi klinickim poremecajima depresije ili socijalne anksioznosti (APA, 2022) vec
depresivnim simptomima i simptomima socijalne anksioznosti koji su u razli¢itim
razinama prisutni u opcoj populaciji. Potvrdivanje interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija kao potencijalnog posrednika odnosa simptoma socijalne anksioznosti
i depresivnosti s usamljenoscu ponudilo bi prakti¢an doprinos za planiranje
preventivnih intervencija namijenjenih zastiti mentalnog zdravlja studenata.

Cilj ovog istraZivanja je provjeriti je li u podlozi odnosa usamljenosti sa
socijalnom anksioznosti i depresivnim simptomima socijalno-kognitivna
komponenta, odnosno jesu li kognitivne distorzije vezane uz socijalne interakcije
medijator povezanosti socijalne anksioznosti i depresivnih simptoma s
usamljenosti.

Metoda
Sudionici

U istraZivanju je sudjelovalo 228 studenata s podrucja Republike
Hrvatske, uglavnom Zenskog spola (82%) s razli¢itih studijskih podrucja (Tabela
1). ViSe od dvije trecine studenata pohada preddiplomski studij (74.1%), a ostali
pohadaju diplomski studij (259%). Vecina studenata procjenjuje svoj
socioekonomski status prosje¢nim (67.5%), 24.1% iznadprosjecnim, a 83%
ispodprosjecnim.
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Tabela 1

Prikaz sociodemografskih podataka sudionika (N=228)

% (9
Drustveno podrucje 72.8% (166)
Prirodne znanosti 7.5% (17)
Humanisti¢ko podrucje 4.4% (10)
Podrugje studija Tehni¢ko podrugje 7.5% (17)
Biomedicina i zdravstvo 57% (13)
Umjetnic¢ko podrucje 0.9% (2)
Biotehnic¢ko podrucje 13% (3)

Instrumenti

Skala interakcifske anksioznosti

Kao mjera socijalne anksioznosti koristena je Skala interakcijske
anksioznosti (Leary, 1983, preveo Burusic, 2009) koja kroz 15 Cestica, uz Likertovu
procjenu od 1 (Uopce se ne odnosi na mene) do 5 (U potpunosti se odnosi na
mene), predstavlja mjeru anksioznosti doZivljene u ovisnim interakcijskim
situacijama. Ukupan rezultat je suma rezultata na Cesticama, nakon rekodiranja
Cestica obrnutog smjera. Skala posjeduje dobru pouzdanost unutarnje
konzistencije koja u ovom istraZivanju iznosi a = .91. Radi validacije instrumenta
u ovom istraZivanju provedena je konfirmatorna faktorska analiza (CFA) u
programu Mplus 811 (Muthén i Muthén, 1998-2011). Samo jedan pokazatelj
pristajanja modela podacima (SRMR) ukazuje na jednofaktorsku strukturu skale
(SRMR = .07, CFl = .84, TLI = .81, RMSEA = 1, 90% ClI [1, 12]). Provedba
eksploratorne faktorske analize metodom PAF (eng. principal axis factoring) uz
kosokutnu rotaciju (oblique oblimin) u JASP-u (JASP Team, 2024) temeljem
vrijednosti karakteristi¢nog korijena prije ekstrakcije i uvida u scree plot dijagram
ukazuje na dva povezana faktora (r = .64) u podlozi skale. Prema podacima PAF
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jedan faktor prije ekstrakcije objasnjava 41.3% varijance, a drugi 6.3% varijance
konstrukta. Rezultati paralelnih analiza zasnovanih na faktorskoj analizi
minimalnog ranga (MRFA) takoder ukazuju na dva medusobno korelirana faktora
(r=.59). Uvidom u faktorska zasicenja Cestica uocava se tendencija da se Cestice
koje ukazuju na generalnu anksioznost u socijalnim situacijama rasporeduju na
prvi faktor, a one koje ukazuju na anksioznost u komunikaciji s autoritetima na
drugi faktor. S obzirom na visoku korelaciju medu faktorima, kao mjera simptoma
socijalne anksioznosti koristen je ukupan rezultat na Skali interakcijske
anksioznosti. Originalna skala je javno dostupna, a dobiveno je odobrenje
prevoditelja (Burusi¢, 2009) za koriStenje u istraZivanju.

Skala depresivnost], anksioznosti i stresa (DASS-27)

Kao mjera simptoma depresije koriStena je subskala depresije iz Skale
depresivnosti anksioznostii stresa (DASS-21, Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995; preveli
SuSac et al, 2018). DASS-21 je skracena verzija originalne DASS-42 skale te se
sastoji od 21 Cestice sa odgovorima na skali procjene, od 0 (Uopce se ne odnosi
na mene) do 3 (U potpunosti se odnosi na mene). Ukupan rezultati na tri subskale
(depresija, anksioznost i stres) formira se kao suma odgovora po skalama. DASS-
21ima zadovoljavajuce metrijske karakteristike (Susac et al, 2018), a pouzdanost
subskale depresije u ovom istrazivanju iznosi a = .88. CFA u ovom istraZivanju
potvrduje trofaktorsku strukturu skale (CFl =.92, TLI =.90, SRMR = .06, RMSEA =
.07, 90% CI [.07, .08]). Skala je javho dostupna te je dobiveno odobrenje za
koristenje prevedene verzije (Susac et al, 2018).

Skala usamijenosti

Kao mijera usamljenosti koriStena je Skala usamijjenosti (De Jong-
Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 1999; preveli Trbus & Petak, 2024). Skala se sastoji od 11
Cestica te nudi ukupan rezultat i rezultate na subskalama emocionalne i socijalne
usamljenosti. Autori predlaZu viSe formata odgovora (moguci odgovori su npr.:
,Dal” ,Da” Vise-manje.” ,Ne.” ,Ne!” i bodovanja (De Jong-Gierveld & Van Tilburg,
1999). Primijenjeni format odgovora je Likertova skala, od 1 (Uopce se ne siazem)
do 5 (U potpunosti se slaZzem), a rezultat je formiran kao zbroj odgovora na
Cesticama, nakon rekodiranja Cestica obrnutog smjera. Skala posjeduje
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zadovoljavajuce metrijske karakteristike (De Jong & Van Tilburg, 2006), a
pouzdanost u ovom istraZivanju je .89. CFA u ovom istraZivanju potvrduje
dvofaktorsku strukturu skale (CFI = .93, TLI = .92, SRMR = .05, RMSEA = .09, 90%
CI [.07, 1)).

Skala interpersonalnih kognitivnih distorzija

Mjera kognitivnih distorzila u odnosima je Skala interpersonalnih
kognitivnih distorzija (Hamamci & Buyukoztirk, 2004, preveli Petak et al., 2023).
Skala je namijenjena mjerenju kognitivnih distorzija u romanti¢nim odnosima, no
primjenjiva je i na druge interpersonalne odnose. Sastoji se od 19 Cestica,
Likertova procjena, od 1 (Uopce se ne siaZem) do 5 (U potpunosti se slaZem), pri
¢emu je ukupan rezultat suma odgovora na Cesticama. Rezultat je moguce
promatrati i kroz subskale interpersonalno odbacivanje, nerealno olekivanje u
odnosima i interpersonalna pogresna percepcija. U ovom istraZivanju CFA
grani¢no potvrduje trofaktorsku strukturu skale (CFl = .81, TLI = .78, SRMR = .06,
RMSEA = .07, 90% Cl [.05, .07]). Pouzdanost unutarnje konzistencije u ovom
istrazivanju iznosi o = .76.

Postupak

Istrazivanje je provedeno online putem platforme SurveyMonkey,
tijekom rujna/listopada 2023. godine. Poveznica s upitnikom distribuirana je
studentima razli¢itim kanalima (grupnim mailovima studenata, studentskim
grupama na drustvenim medijima). Sudjelovanje u istraZivanju bilo je
dobrovoljno, anonimno, bez prikupljanja osobnih podataka ispitanika. Nakon
upoznavanja s ciljem istrazivanja, sudionici su kroz informirani pristanak
dobrovoljno odlucili o sudjelovanju u istraZivanju te su informirani o pravu na
odustajanje od sudjelovanja u bilo kojem trenutku. Ispunjavanje upitnika trajalo
je oko desetak minuta.

Rezultati

Rezultati iz Tabele 2 prikazuju deskriptivhe podatke te interkorelacije
socijalne anksioznosti, depresivnih simptoma, interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija i usamljenosti. Normalnost distribucija provjerena je Kolmogorov-
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Smirnovim testom te z-statistikom zakrivljenosti (Zsew). Apsolutna vrijednost
Zsew VECA 0d 1.96 ukazuje na odstupanje distribucije od normalnosti (Kim, 2013).

Tabela 2

Prikaz deskriptivnih podataka i korelacjja izmedu myera socijalne anksioznost,
depresivnih simptoma, interpersonalnih kognitivnih distorzija i usamifenosti (N=228)

zakrivijenost
M SD Zswew K-Sz 1 2 3 4
(5E)
-288
1. SA 4995 1212 179 .072** 1
(161
760
2. DASS-D 1319 477 472 A57**  292** 1
(161
-153
3. IKD 56.56 929 095 .046 362** .460** 1
(161
313
4. U 27.84 1012 161 194 .094** 388** A478** A460** 1
161

Note. SA - socijalna anksioznost; DASS-D - depresivni simptomi; IKD- interpersonalne
kognitivne distorzije; U-usamljenost.

*p<.05.** p< .0

Prema Kolmogorov-Smirnovom testu samo se rezultati interpersonalnih
kognitivnih distorzija raspodjeljuju po normalnoj distribuciji, no za ostale
varijable apsolutna vrijednost z-statistika zakrivljenosti (omjer statistika
zakrivljenosti i standardne greske) ukazuje na prikladnost gotovo svih podataka
za parametrijsku obradu. Jedino se rezultati depresivnih simptoma raspodjeljuju
po pozitivho asimetri¢noj distribuciji, odnosno grupiraju se oko niZih vrijednosti
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skale. Depresivni simptomi, socijalna anksioznost, usamljenost i kognitivhe
distorzije su u medusobnim pozitivnim interkorelacijama (Tabela 2).

Za provjeru prediktivhe uloge socijalne anksioznosti i depresivnih
simptoma na usamljenost te posredujucu ulogu interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija provedene su ukupno Cetiri zasebne medijacijske regresijske analize u
programu PROCESS (Hayes, 2013), uz bootstrap metodu (1000 uzoraka)
odredivanja intervala pouzdanosti. U prvoj medijacijskoj regresijskoj analizi
ispitano je posreduju li interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije povezanosti
socijalne anksioznosti i usamljenosti, a u drugoj analizi provjereno je ostaju li
rezultati jednaki ako se u model uvedu depresivni simptomi kao kovarijat. U
trecoj medijacijskoj regresijskoj analizi ispitano je posreduju li interpersonalne
kognitivne distorzije povezanosti depresivnih simptoma i usamljenosti, a analiza
je ponovljena i uz kontrolu ucinaka socijalne anksioznosti.

Posreduju li interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije povezanosti socijalne
anksioznosti i usamljenosti ispitano je u prvoj medijacijskoj regresijskoj analizi
(Slika 1).

Slika1

Shema i prikaz rezultata medjjacijske regresifske analize interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija kao medjjatora povezanosti socijalne anksioznosti i usamjjenosti

ab=m2

Interpersonalne

=280 kognitivne distorzije \Ab =398

»
»

Socijalna

. Usamljenost
anksioznost c'=213

Uz interpersonalne kognitivhe distorzije, socijalna anksioznost
objasnjava 26.76% varijance usamljenosti. U prvom medijacijskom modelu
utvrden je znacajan direktan ucinak socijalne anksioznosti na usamljenost (¢'=
213, B = 255, SE = .051, 95% CI [11, 31]). Utvrden je i indirektni ucinak socijalne
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anksioznosti na usamljenost posredovan kognitivnim distorzijama (@b = 112, SE
= .03, 95% CI [.07, .20]), odnosho visa socijalna anksioznost dovodi do vise
interpersonalnih kognitivnih distorzija (a = 280, B =.363, S£=.048, 95% CI [19,
38]), sto dovodi do vece usamljenosti (b = 398, $ = 367, SE = .07, 95% Cl [27,
53]). MoZemo zakljuciti da je potvrden model djelomi¢ne medijacije, odnosno
da socijalna anksioznost doprinosi usamljenosti direktno, ali i indirektno putem
interpersonalnih kognitivnih distorzija. Djelomi¢na medijacija potvrdena je i u
ponovljenom medijacijskom regresijskom modelu u kojem su kontrolirani ucinci
depresivnih simptoma (¢'=.176, SE=.05, 95% CI [.08, .27]; ab=.048, SE=.02,95%
ClI [.02,.09].

Posreduju li interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije povezanosti
depresivnih simptoma i usamljenosti ispitano je u slijedece dvije medijacijske
regresijske analize (Slika 2).

Slika 2

Shema i prikaz rezultata medjjacijske regresijske analize interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija kao medjjatora povezanosti depresivnih simptoma i usamjjenosti

ab =315

Interpersonalne

2=972 kognitivne distorzije \Ab ha

> Usamljenost

Depresivni

simptomi =733

Uz interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije, depresivni simptomi
objasnjavaju 29.73% varijance usamljenosti. Utvrden je znalajan direktan ucinak
depresivnih simptoma na usamljenost (¢'= 733, B = 334, SE = 14, 95% Cl [46,
1.009]). Znacajan je i indirektni ucinak depresivnih simptoma na usamljenost
posredovan kognitivnim distorzijama (ab = 315, SE = .08, 95% Cl [15, .48]),
odnosno vise depresivnih simptoma dovodi do vise interpersonalnih kognitivnih
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distorzija (a = 972, B = 480, SE = 18, 95% Cl [.74, 1.204]), Sto dovodi do vece
usamljenosti (b = 324, B =.299, SE = .07, 95% Cl [188, .46]). | u ovom slucaju je
potvrden model djelomi¢ne medijacije, odnosno depresivni simptomi doprinose
usamljenosti direktno, ali i indirektno putem interpersonalnih kognitivnih
distorzija. Djelomi¢na medijacija potvrdena je i u posljednjem medijacijskom
regresijskom modelu, uz kontrolu socijalne anksioznosti (¢'= .655, SE =14, 95%
Cl [38,.928]; ab =.215, SE= .08, 95% CI [.07, .37].

Rasprava

Glavni cilj istraZivanja je bila provjera socijalno-kognitivne komponente
u pozadini odnosa usamljenosti sa socijalnom anksioznosti i depresijom,
odnosno utvrdivanje jesu li kognitivne distorzije vezane uz socijalne interakcije
medijator povezanosti socijalne anksioznosti i depresivnih simptoma s
usamljenosti. Postavljena su dva temeljna modela u kojima se usamljenost
predvida zasebno na temelju socijalne anksioznosti i na temelju depresivnih
simptoma, pri ¢emu su interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije testirane kao
medijator tih odnosa. Dodatno je provjerena postojanost tih odnosa ako se
kontroliraju ucinci depresivnih simptoma u modelu u kojem je socijalna
anksioznost prediktor te ucinci socijalne anksioznosti u modelu u kojem su
depresivni simptomi prediktor.

Rezultati ovog istrazivanja pokazuju da socijalna anksioznost predvida
usamljenost izravno, ali i neizravno putem interpersonalnih kognitivnih distorzija.
Nastanku i odrZavanju socijalne anksioznosti doprinose kognitivne distorzije
(Kuru et al,, 2018; Tovilovic, 2004), a kognitivne distorzije vode i do usamljenosti
(Nasir et al, 2016), stoga je nalaz indirektnog ucinka socijalne anksioznosti na
usamljenost putem kognitivnih distorzija vezanih uz socijalne odnose ocekivan.
Kao 3to je u obrazloZeno u uvodu, pogredna uvjerenja o sebi i selektivna paznja
prisutni kod socijalno anksioznih osoba povezuju se s percepcijom odbacivanja
u druStvenim odnosima te doprinose usamljenosti (Kuru et al, 2018; Nasir et al,
2016; Tovilovi¢, 2004).

Direktan ucinak socijalne anksioznosti na usamljenost ocekivan je s
obzirom na prethodna istraZivanja (Danneel et al, 2019; Lim et al, 2016) te se
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moZe objasniti na nekoliko nacina. Socijalna anksioznost se dosljedno povezuje
s percepcijom niske socijalne podrske (Rapee et al, 2015) i loSije kvalitete
prijateljstava (Rodebaugh et al,, 2015), 5to su obiljeZja usamljenosti (Lieberz et al.,
2022). Tjeskoba, nervoza i iritacija vezane uz anksioznost mogu voditi
problemima u interpersonalnoj komunikaciji. Socijalno anksiozni pojedinci manje
komuniciraju s drugima, Sto ih <ini usamljenima (Subasi, 2007). Uz to, iako
usamljenost proizlazi iz motivacije za povezivanjem s drugima, smatra se i da
usamljeni pojedinci preferiraju izbjegavanje socijalnih situacija, a izbjegavanje
socijalnih situacija jedan je od klju¢nih elemenata socijalne anksioznosti
(Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018; Lieberz et al,, 2022).

Depresivni simptomi predvidaju usamljenost izravno, ali i neizravno
putem interpersonalnih  kognitivnih  distorzija. OcZekivano je da (ce
interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije posredovati vezi depresivnih simptoma i
usamljenosti. Negativna oCekivanja i strahovi vezani uz interpersonalne odnose
sadrZaj su kognitivni pogresaka kod depresivnih simptoma (Nasir et al, 2016), a
osjecaj odbalenosti u socijalnim odnosima doprinosi usamljenosti i moze
recipro¢no poticati depresiju (Hamamci & Duy, 2007; Nasir et al, 2016). Uz to,
tretman usmjeren na promjene kognitivnih distorzija pokazao se ucinkovitim za
depresivne simptome (Persons et al, 2023).

Nadalje, depresivni simptomi su i direktho povezani s usamljenosti.
Recentni rezultati nalaze direktnu vezu usamljenosti i depresije kada je
usamljenost prediktor depresije (Kraav et al,, 2021) te kada je depresija prediktor
usamljenosti (McHugh Power et al,, 2020). Ipak, McHugh Power i suradnici (2020)
autoregresijskim kriznim modelom potvrduju samo da depresija vodi do
usamljenosti, no ne i obrnuto. Depresivni simptomi mogu voditi do povlacenja
iz socijalnih odnosa radi preosjetljivosti na percepciju prijetnje u socijalnim
situacijama (Allen & Badcock, 2003), Sto radi smanjenja socijalnih kontakata
djeluje na usamljenost. Moguce je i da usamljenost stimulira depresivne
simptome (Demir & Kutlu, 2016), $to je jo$ jedan potencijalni put njihova
direktnog odnosa.

Osim direktne veze depresivnih simptoma i usamljenosti, potencijalni
medijatori tog odnosa su i neke druge varijable, poput bazi¢nih vjerovanja,
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automatskih negativnih misli (Kuzu et al,, 2020) ili ovisnosti o internetu (Demir &
Kutlu, 2016) koje su se pokazale vaZznima, a nisu obuhvadene ovim istraZivanjem.
lako rezultati nude doprinos objasnjenju odnosa depresivnih simptoma i
usamljenosti, potrebna su daljnja istraZivanja kako bi se utvrdili pozadinski
procesi tih meduodnosa.

Djelomi¢na medijacija interpersonalnih kognitivnih distorzija na vezu
socijalne anksioznosti i usamljenosti postoji i uz kontrolu ucinaka depresije, te je
prisutna i kada su depresivni simptomi prediktor, a socijalna anksioznost
kovarijat. S obzirom na prethodna istraZivanja (Danneel et al, 2019) olekivano je
da veza socijalne anksioznost i usamljenosti perzistira i uz kontrolu depresivnih
simptoma. Unatoc¢ Cestom komorbiditetu radi se o teorijski i empirijski razlicitim
konstruktima (Daneel et al, 2019; Fung et al, 2017; Lieberz et al, 2022), koji
vjerojatno imaju i razlicite puteve djelovanja na usamljenosti. U ovom se
istraZivanju pokazalo kako je jedan od zajednickih puteva njihove veze s
usamljenosti  socijalno-kognitivna komponenta, odnosno interpersonalne
kognitivne distorzije. lako su rezultati doprinos postojecoj literaturi, potrebno je
imati na umu da ti &mbenici objaSnjavaju tek manji udio varijabiliteta
usamljenosti. Potrebno je istraZiti ostale puteve njihove povezanosti kao bi se
utvrdilii drugi potencijalni transdijagnosticki procesi na koje se moZe preventivni
djelovati.

Bududi da su kognitivne distorzije rijetko istrazivane u podlozi odnosa
socijalne anksioznosti, depresivnih simptoma i usamljenosti, rasvjetljavanje
njihove uloge u tom odnosu je glavni doprinos istraZivanja. Kroz nalaz da su
interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije medijator veze socijalne anksioznosti i
depresivnih simptoma s usamljenosti, istraZivanje je doprinos literaturi o
tretmanima internaliziranih poremecaja. Strucnjaci koji pruZaju psihosocijalnu
podrsku trebaju uzeti u obzir kognitivne distorzije pri planiranju preventivnih
programa i intervencija za studente. Informiranje studenata o ucincima
disfunkcionalnih vjerovanja i kognitivnih distorzija na njihove osjecaje i
ponasanje moZe biti ucinkovito za promjenu ponasanja (Kuzucu et al, 2020).
Dodatno, za suolavanje s usamljenosti preporuka je i planiranje grupnih
savjetodavnih susreta u kojima usamljeni i socijalno anksiozni pojedinci mogu

i 593



Petak PP (2024) 17(4), 577-601

ucinkovitije uciti suoavanje s negativnim emocijama kroz interakcije s drugima
(Chrismore et al,, 2011; Kuzucu et al,, 2020). Socijalna podrska znacajno smanjuje
razine usmaljenosti (Zhang & Dong, 2022), ali i drugih problema mentalnog
zdravlja (Harandi et al, 2017). Osobe s vise pozitivnih socijalnih odnosa i viSom
socijalnom podrskom imaju ujedno bolje komunikacijske vjesStine te bolju zastitu
od stresa, dobivaju viSe emocionalne paZnje, podrske te povratnih informacija
na izvedbu, Sto ih Stiti od problema mentalnog zdravlja (vise u Harandi et al,
2017).

Bududi da su kognitivne distorzije rijetko istraZivane u podlozi odnosa
socijalne anksioznosti, depresivnih simptoma i usamljenosti, rasvjetljavanje
njihove uloge u tom odnosu je glavni doprinos istraZivanja. Kroz nalaz da su
interpersonalne kognitivne distorzije medijator veze socijalne anksioznosti i
depresivnih simptoma s usamljenosti, istraZivanje je doprinos literaturi o
tretmanima internaliziranih poremecaja. Stru¢njaci koji pruzaju psihosocijalnu
podrsSku trebaju uzeti u obzir kognitivne distorzije pri planiranju preventivnih
programa i intervencija za studente. Informiranje studenata o ucincima
disfunkcionalnih vjerovanja i kognitivnih distorzija na njihove osjecaje i
ponasanje moZe biti uc¢inkovito za promjenu ponasanja (Kuzucu et al, 2020).
Dodatno, za suocCavanje s usamljenosti preporuka je i planiranje grupnih
savjetodavnih susreta u kojima usamljeni i socijalno anksiozni pojedinci mogu
ucinkovitije uciti suoavanje s negativnim emocijama kroz interakcije s drugima
(Chrismore et al,, 2011; Kuzucu et al, 2020). Socijalna podrska znacajno smanjuje
razine usmaljenosti (Zhang & Dong, 2022), ali i drugih problema mentalnog
zdravlja (Harandi et al, 2017). Osobe s viSe pozitivnih socijalnih odnosa i visom
socijalnom podrskom imaju ujedno bolje komunikacijske vjeStine te bolju zastitu
od stresa, dobivaju vise emocionalne paznje, podrske te povratnih informacija
na izvedbu, Sto ih Stiti od problema mentalnog zdravlja (viSe u Harandi et al,
2017).
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Interpersonal cognitive distortions as a
mediator for the effects of social anxiety and
depression on loneliness among college
students

Ana Petak "2

"Faculty of Education and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Zagreb, Croatia
2 Faculty of Croatian Studlies, University of Zagreb, Croatia

ABSTRACT

The aim of the research was to verify whether interpersonal cognitive distortions
underlie the relationship of social anxiety and depression symptoms with loneliness
among student population. The data of 228 students from various studies in the
Republic of Croatia were collected, mostly students who attend programs in social
sciences (72.8%) and undergraduate students (74.1%). The research was conducted
online. Participants completed 7he Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale, The

Loneliness Scale, The Interpersonal Cognitive Distortion Scale and The Interaction
Anxiety Scale Through two mediation regression analyses, loneliness is separately
predicted based on social anxiety and depressive symptoms, with the verification
of the mediation effect of interpersonal cognitive distortions. In addition, two more
mediation regression analyzes were conducted to control the effects of depressive
symptoms in the model in which the predictor was social anxiety and to control the
effects of social anxiety in the model in which the predictor was depressive
symptoms. Social anxiety in addition to interpersonal cognitive distortions explains
26.8% of the variance of loneliness, and depressive symptoms in addition to
interpersonal cognitive distortions explains 29.7% of the variance of loneliness.
Partial mediation was established in both analyses, i.e. social anxiety and depressive
symptoms predict loneliness directly, and indirectly through interpersonal cognitive
distortions. The results are discussed in the context of the existing literature, along
with suggestions for practical implications in counseling work.

Keywords: loneliness, social anxiety, depressive symptoms, cognitive distortions,
students
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