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ABSTRACT 

Background: The purpose of this study is to examine the coping strategies used by college 

students who are simultaneously making the transition out of competitive sport, the effects that 

an individual’s athletic identity has on the utilization of various coping strategies, and the 

influence of both of these factors on perceptions of stress among this population of students. 

Method: After conducting a thorough literature review, a structural model was developed and 

empirically tested using a 48-item questionnaire comprised of three different Likert-type scales. 

The sample population consisted of undergraduate students at three public southwestern 

universities. Of the students sampled, 554 met the target criteria and were subsequently analyzed. 

Results: Results from three confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) resulted in a respecified model. 

Structural equation modeling (SEM) indicated a strong model fit, including a significant 

correlation between various factors of athletic identity and coping, as well as a significant 

correlation between coping and stress. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

Definitions 

Athletic identity – “the degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete role” (Brewer, 

Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993, p. 237). 

Avoidant coping – “attempts to avoid actively confronting the problem or to indirectly reduce 

emotional tension by behavior such as eating or smoking more” (Billings & Moos, 1981, p. 141). 

Chronic strains – “persistent or recurrent demands which require readjustments over prolonged 

periods of time” (Thoits, 1995, p. 54). 

Coping – “any response to external life strains that serves to prevent, avoid, or control emotional 

distress” (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978, p. 3). 

Coping efficacy – “the extent to which a coping response attenuates the relationship between the 

life strains people experience and the emotional stress they feel” (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978, p. 

8). 

Emotion-focused coping – coping efforts intended to alter the emotional distress felt as a result 

of the source of stress (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). 

Exercise – “physical activity that is planned, structured, repetitive, and purposive in the sense 

that improvement or maintenance of one or more components of physical fitness is an objective” 

(Caspersen, Powell, & Christenson, 1985). 

Identity – “individual’s conceptions of themselves in terms of the social roles they enact” 

(Thoits, 1991, p. 101). 

Identity foreclosure – a failure to explore alternative identities on the basis of a strong devotion 

of time and energy to one particular identity (Marcia, 1966). 
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Life events – “acute changes which require major behavioral readjustments within a relatively 

short period of time” (Thoits, 1995, p. 54). 

Mediators – the resources (e.g., coping strategies and social support) that individuals employ in 

attempts to mediate the effects of stressors, eventually leading to stress outcomes (Pearlin, 1989). 

Non-normative transitions – transitions that take place under involuntary and unexpected 

circumstances (Schlossberg, 1981). 

Normative transitions – transitions that take place under voluntary and anticipated circumstances 

(Schlossberg, 1981) 

Perceived stress – an individual’s appraisal or subjective perception of the degree of stressfulness 

associated with an objective stressor or life event (Cohen, Kamarck & Mermelstein, 1983). 

Problem-focused coping - coping efforts aimed at altering the source of the stress itself (Folkman 

& Lazarus, 1980). 

Psychological resources – the characteristics inherent in an individual’s psychological make-up 

(e.g., sense of personal control, self-esteem) that may be relied upon in attempts to cope (Pearlin 

& Schooler, 1978). 

Resources – “objects, personal characteristics, conditions, or energies that are valued by the 

individual or that serve as a means for attainment of these objects, personal characteristics, 

conditions, or energies” (Hobfoll, 1989, p. 516). 

Social resources – networks of family members and friends that can potentially be utilized for 

support (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). 

Stress –a perception of the threat of or actual loss of resources, or the failure to gain expected 

resources after the devotion of current resources (Hobfoll, 1989). 



	

3	
	

Stressors – situations or circumstances that give rise to stress, or the perception of stress (Pearlin, 

1989). 

Stress outcome – a final subjective perception of stress felt by an individual as a result of an 

initial stressor (Pearlin, 1989). 

Transition – “an event or non-event [resulting] in a change in assumptions about oneself and the 

world and thus requires a corresponding change in one’s behavior and relationships” 

(Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5). 

 

Introduction 
 

Organized sport participation at the high school level is profuse, however after 

matriculating, many athletes with aspirations of continuing their sport participation at the 

collegiate level are faced with the sudden reality that they are not talented enough to continue 

their competitive careers at the next level (Downs & Ashton, 2011). Athletes transitioning out of 

competitive sport often face difficulties in adapting to this change on both an emotional and 

social level (Baillie & Danish, 1992; Brand, Wolff, & Hoyer, 2013; Brown & Potrac, 2009; 

Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997; Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996; Warriner & Lavallee, 

2008; Wippert & Wippert, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 2010). For those who strongly and 

exclusively identify with the athlete role at the time of the transition out of competitive sport, this 

conversion can be very difficult and often leads to immense amounts of stress, in addition to 

other difficulties (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993; Erpič, Wylleman, & Zupančič, 2004; 

Grove et al., 1997; Murphy et al., 1996; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994). 

Similarly, these athletes often primarily rely on the use of ineffective coping strategies in 

unsuccessful attempts to cope (Grove, et al., 1997). 
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Those students and now former competitive athletes who are able to graduate from high 

school and move on to further academic pursuits at the collegiate level are faced with even more 

stressors (Berman & Sperling, 1991; Compas, Wagner, Slavin, & Vannatta, 1986; Dyson & 

Renk, 2006). These students are already in an inherently stressful stage of biological 

development known as early adulthood (Arnett, 2000). Stress levels can seem overwhelming 

when biological development is coupled with the additional changes at the social, environmental, 

and psychological levels that occur during the transition to college life (Berman & Sperling, 

1991; Compas et al., 1986; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Hudd et al., 2000). 

Many who have failed to develop healthy coping mechanisms and struggle with high stress 

levels may turn to less healthy behaviors when faced with such difficulties (Buckworth & Nigg, 

2004; Clements, 1999; Downs & Ashton, 2011; O’Malley & Johnston, 2002; Striegel-Moore, 

Silberstein, Frensch, & Rodin, 1989; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Castillo, 1995; Wechsler 

et al., 2002; Weitzman, Nelson, & Wechsler, 2003). Therefore, it is not surprising that during 

this developmental stage, there is an increase in the use of unhealthy coping outlets, such as 

binge-drinking and using recreational drugs (Clements, 1999; O’Malley & Johnston, 2002; 

Wechsler et al, 1995; Wechsler et al., 2002; Weitzman et al., 2003), practicing sedentary 

electronic behaviors (e.g., watching television, using computer, playing videogames; Buckworth 

& Nigg, 2004; Downs & Ashton, 2011), and making poor dietary choices (Buckworth & Nigg, 

2004; Huang et al., 2003; Hudd et al., 2000; Lowry et al., 2000; Racette et al., 2005), while 

participation in organized sport and vigorous physical activity decrease (Buckworth & Nigg, 

2004; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Huang et al., 2003; Kwan, Cairney, Faulkner, & Pullenayegum, 

2012; Lowry et al., 2000; Racette et al., 2005). Similarly, students who fail to adjust 

academically have shown a propensity to rely in large part on avoidant and emotion-focused 
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coping strategies in dealing with the stresses of college life (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Kariv & 

Heimann, 2005; Struthers, Perry, & Menec, 2000). For many of these students, the result is the 

manifestation of a number of mental and physical health issues, including stress and anxiety, 

depression, and weight gain (Berman & Sperling, 1991; Buckworth & Nigg, 2004; Compas et 

al., 1986; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Eisenberg, Gollust, Golberstein, & 

Hefner, 2007; Huang et al., 2003; Hudd et al., 2000; Kwan et al., 2012; Racette, 2005; Rosenthal 

& Schreiner, 2000). 

Given that there is an association between strong and exclusive athletic identities and the 

utilization of poor coping mechanisms during the transition out of competitive sport among such 

former athletes, this population is particularly vulnerable to experiences of high levels of stress 

(Brand et al., 2013; Brewer et al., 1993; Erpič et al., 2004; Brown & Potrac, 2009; Grove et al., 

1997; Murphy et al., 1996; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994; Wippert & 

Wippert, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 2010). Also, college students are prone to high levels of 

stress as they make the transition to higher education, and those who fail to adjust academically 

often rely on the use of ineffective means of coping (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Berman & 

Sperling, 1991; Compas et al., 1986; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Hudd et al., 

2000; Kariv & Heimann, 2005; Struthers et al., 2000). That is to say, college students who are 

simultaneously making the transitions to college and out of competitive sport are extremely 

susceptible to exposure to immense amounts of stress, warranting a closer examination. In doing 

so, this study aims to better understand this population as a whole by examining the influences of 

their athletic identities on the coping strategies that they employ in response to aforementioned 

stressors, their subjective experiences of perceived stress, and how effective or ineffective 

various coping strategies are in terms of lowering their perceptions of stress. 
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Research Question 
 

1. Does the level of athletic identity of college students who are simultaneously 

transitioning to college and out of competitive sport correlate with the use of certain 

coping strategies and how do these factors interact to impact their perceived stress levels? 

 

Limitations 

       The study included the following limitations: 

1. There is a reliance on self-report measures, which may lead to recall error and/or social 

desirability bias. 

2. Screening items are used to indicate stress levels, as opposed to clinical diagnoses. 

3. The study examines only perceived stress in terms of mental issues among college 

students and does not take into account other mental illnesses. 

4. The study is not of a longitudinal design, and thus, provides only a limited view of the 

coping processes among the sampled students. 

5. There may be other sources of stress in individuals’ lives that were not accounted for in 

the study. 

6. The sample was taken in the spring semester, rather than the fall semester, when students 

are more likely to initiate enrollment. 

7. Causation may not be able to be conferred from the results. 
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Delimitations 

The study was completed with the following delimitations: 

1. Only college students who participated in high school varsity athletics were surveyed in 

this study.  

2. Former high school varsity athletes who matriculated to careers outside of college are not 

examined in this study. 

3. Former high school varsity athletes who are current student-athletes are not analyzed in 

this study. 

4. Students who may have already failed out or dropped out of college after their first 

semester are not explored in this study. 

5. Students who elected to go to community colleges are not examined in this study. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 
 

Social structure of stress 
 

Hobfoll (1989) conceptualizes the occurrence of stress using his model of conservation of 

resources, based on the notion that “people strive to retain, protect, and build resources and that 

what is threatening to them is the potential or actual loss of these valued resources” (p. 516). 

Hobfoll (1989) defines resources as “objects, personal characteristics, conditions, or energies that 

are valued by the individual or that serve as a means for attainment of these objects, personal 

characteristics, conditions, or energies” (516). In Hobfoll’s (1989) model, stress occurs when one 

is faced with the threat of or actual loss of resources, or the failure to gain expected resources 

after the devotion of current resources.  

Pearlin (1989) conceptualizes the process of stress from a sociological perspective on the 

basis of three main components, including stressors, mediators, and outcomes. From this point of 

view, the structure of a person’s life influences the stressors, mediators, and outcomes that he or 

she may be exposed to. Stressors can be equated to situations or circumstances that give rise to 

stress, or the perception of stress (Pearlin, 1989; Pearlin, Menaghan, Lieberman, & Mullan, 

1981). Mediators (e.g., coping strategies and social support), as the term implies, mediate the 

effects of stressors, which in turn lead to a stress outcome (e.g., perceived stress), or a result of 

the initial stressor on the individual experiencing the stress (Aneshensel, 1992; Pearlin, 1989; 

Pearlin et al., 1981).  

Within the realm of social stressors, there are three main types or categories of stressors: 

life events, chronic strains, and daily hassles (Thoits, 1995). However, most social stress research 

examines the impact of life events and chronic strains as stressors (Aneshensel, 1992; Pearlin, 

1989; Pearlin et al., 1981; Thoits, 1995). Thoits (1995) defines these particular types of stressors, 
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writing, “Life events are acute changes which require major behavioral readjustments within a 

relatively short period of time (e.g., birth of a first child, divorce). Chronic strains are persistent 

or recurrent demands which require readjustments over prolonged periods of time (e.g., disabling 

injury, poverty, marital problems)” (p. 54). Of major concern when discussing chronic stress, are 

the societal roles of an individual and strains on such roles (Aneshensel, 1992; Pearlin, 1989; 

Pearlin et al., 1981). Humans highly prioritize the maintenance and enlargement of a sense of 

self and when faced with a chronic role strain often begin to view themselves as failures, 

resulting in negative consequences such as lowering self-esteem (Pearlin et al., 1981). Often 

times, people highly value their major roles (e.g., job, marriage, etc.), and many of their daily 

activities and relationships revolve around these roles (Pearlin, 1989). From Hobfoll’s (1989) 

perspective, we must take into account the strong likelihood of a person’s resources being linked 

to such roles. The disruption of these roles can result in prolonged high levels of stress, 

depending on the number of resources taxed as a result of such strains (Aneshensel, 1992; 

Hobfoll, 1989; Pearlin, 1989; Pearlin et al., 1981). 

Furthermore, when analyzing stress from a sociological perspective, Pearlin (1989) 

emphasizes the importance of grouping the various life events and chronic strains occurring at a 

given point in a person’s life into a “constellation” of different “clusters” of stressors, calling for 

the classification of both “primary stressors” and “secondary stressors” that take place as a result 

of an initial stressor. Pearlin (1989) posits that by taking into account each individual’s 

“constellation” of “clusters,” explanations can be offered as to the differences in “secondary 

stressors” experienced by individuals exposed to the same “primary stressor,” allowing for more 

insight as to why these individuals may experience different outcomes to the same stressful 

events or circumstances. Another possible explanation for the differences in outcomes upon 



	

10	
	

exposure to the same stressor can be explained by social values that “regulate the effects of 

experience by regulating the meaning and importance of the experience” (Pearlin, 1989, p. 249). 

Pearlin (1989) cites “loss, unfulfilled needs, violations of self-image, and blocked aspirations” 

(p. 249) as conditions likely to be perceived as stressful. A person’s values can determine the 

level of stress (e.g., perceived loss) associated with the occurrence of a particular stressor 

(Aneshensel, 1992; Pearlin, 1989). Hobfoll (1989) reinforces this notion with his conservation of 

resources model. From this point of view, an individual’s positive values or personal 

characteristics are a resource that can be utilized in response to stress and that an individual 

strives to maintain (Hobfall, 1989). Additionally, a person’s social values maintain a strong 

relationship with their social identity (Thoits, 1991). 

 

Social stress and identity 

Thoits (1991) classifies identities as “individual’s conceptions of themselves in terms of 

the social roles they enact” (p. 101). As has been previously discussed, growing combinations of 

negative life events and chronic strains can bring about overwhelming levels of stress to the 

individual experiencing them (Aneshensel, 1992; Hobfoll, 1989; Pearlin, 1989; Pearlin et al., 

1981; Thoits, 1995). We also know that an individual experiencing distress often feels threatened 

in some way (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Hobfoll, 1989). Thus, it follows naturally that when an 

individual is exposed to a stressor that threatens one of his or her identities, that individual 

experiences levels of stress in relation to the importance of that particular identity and the 

number of resources linked to the identity being threatened (Aneshensel, 1992; Hobfoll, 1989; 

Pearlin, 1989; Thoits, 1991). An individual’s successes or failures in adhering to normative 

expectations attached to his or her various identities results in subjective experiences of stress 
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(Aneshensel, 1992; Pearlin, 1989) and psychological well-being (Thoits, 1991). The more 

important, or “salient,” one views a particular identity, the greater the impact that identity and the 

adherence to expectations revolving around that identity will have on a person’s psychological 

make-up (Thoits, 1991). What Thoits (1991) has presented in “identity-relevant experiences” is a 

sub-section of particularly impactful life events and chronic strains, drawing on what Pearlin 

(1989) has referred to as social values, in order to better account for the variances in the levels of 

perceived threat in reaction to the same stressor.  

Burke (1991) further emphasizes the relationship between identity processes and stress, 

adding to the picture the interruption theory. He describes the identity process as involving the 

constant adjustment of behaviors in order to “keep [one’s] reflected appraisals congruent with 

[one’s] identity standards or references” (p. 840). Within the framework of interruption theory, 

Burke (1991) proposes numerous ways in which identity can be interrupted, leading to high 

levels of stress. Such situations may include lack of control over appraisals by others, leading to 

a loss of self-identity, or interruptions of one identity, while trying to maintain another (Burke, 

1991). Some identities may be more impactful than others and can even affect other identities, 

causing the disruption of a number of identities and, in turn, extremely high levels of stress 

(Burke, 1991; Pearlin, 1989). By Burke (1991) combining the identity process with the 

interruption theory, he provides supporting evidence for the notion made by Thoits (1991) 

concerning the idea that disruptions to a person’s most salient identities cause immense amounts 

of stress. These “identity disruptions” can cause adaptations within current identities, 

abandonment of old identities, or the enlistment of new identities (Burke 1991; Thoits, 1991). 

Similarly, factors such as the nature of the disruption itself, the importance of the source of 

disruptive input (e.g. family member – high importance), and commitment to or dependence on 
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the identity, play a major role in the level of distress felt by the individual experiencing the 

identity disruption (Burke, 1991). Also of importance, is the consideration of evaluation in 

relation to stress. When a person is being evaluated or anticipates being evaluated, they are 

known to experience higher levels of stress (Burke, 1991). If one receives a negative evaluation, 

or an evaluation that does not mesh with the identity standard they hold for themselves (i.e., they 

do not meet the normative expectations of their social role), this can lead to high stress levels 

(Aneshensel, 1992; Burke, 1991; Pearlin, 1989). When a person anticipates being evaluated in 

relation to an identity, they may strictly focus on doing everything they can to adhere to this 

identity, neglecting to maintain alternative identities for the time being (Burke, 1991). Clearly, 

identity processes and interruptions to them are extremely impactful on experiences of stress 

(Aneshensel, 1992; Burke, 1991; Pearlin, 1989).  

When measuring stress, many researchers have utilized objective measures of stress that 

form stress scores based on the number and presumed weights of various life events that occur in 

a person’s life over a given period of time (e.g., Holmes and Rahe, 1967). However, these 

objective measures fail to account for the individual variances in reaction to the same stressors 

noted by prominent sociologists (Aneshensel, 1992; Pearlin, 1989). Therefore, a subjective 

measure of perceived stress levels is most appropriate for this particular study (i.e., Perceived 

Stress Scale; Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). Subjective measures of perceived stress 

offer the measurement of stress outcomes by assessing individuals’ appraisals of objectively 

stressful events in terms of how they experience potentially threatening events given available 

coping resources (Cohen et al., 1983). The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen et al., 1983) is 

one such valid and reliable instrument, containing a 14-item scale for doing so. In order to gain a 
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better understanding of the stressful life events highlighted in this particular study, a look at 

transitional theory and research is necessary. 

 

Life transitions 

Transitions can be defined as “changes in status that are discrete and bounded in duration, 

although their consequences may be long-term” (George, 1993, p. 358). In order to best account 

for transitions that take place throughout an individual’s life, George (1993) argues that a 

combination of social stress theory, role theory, and life course perspectives must be utilized. 

George (1993) recognizes that the connection between life transitions and role theory is 

relatively straightforward in that the entry to or exit from a role constitutes a life transition. One 

of the primary tenets expressed via role theory is the notion of entry or exit from a role in 

relation to time. In this sense, an unexpected transition encountered before one expects the 

change to take place is likely to be more distressing than an expected, so called “on-time” 

transition (George, 1993). However, the attempt for role theory by itself to serve as an 

explanation for adaptation to life transitions fails to account for the individual differences among 

people entering or exiting the same role. In order to better account for such variances, one must 

also add to the picture social stress theory. In this sense, social contexts before and after a 

transition can be distinguished in terms of mediating transitional adaptation, in order to provide 

more information as to the transitional process as a whole (Pearlin, 1989). One of the reasons 

George (1993) underlines the importance of the “cross-fertilization” of role theory, social stress 

theory, and life course perspectives is to account for the varying outcomes, or adaptations, in 

relation to transition.  
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Schlossberg (1981) utilizes a model of human adaptation to transition providing a 

framework for analyzing life transitions on the basis of a number of factors.  Schlossberg (1981) 

defines transition as “an event or non-event [resulting] in change in assumptions about oneself 

and the world and thus requires a corresponding change in one’s behavior and relationships” (p. 

5). Not only do the characteristics of the particular transition taking place impact the adaptation 

that follows, but so do the individual characteristics of the person navigating through the 

transition (Schlossberg, 1981). Also influential on the successful or unsuccessful adaptation 

during transitional times, are the pre- and post-transition environments (Schlossberg, 1981).  

Thus, based on varying combinations of these three factors, follow varying degrees of adaptation 

to transition. Essentially, Schlossberg’s (1981) model of human adaptation to transition provides 

a framework to examine one’s resources in comparison with deficits, in order to predict an 

outcome in response to a transition. The more one’s resources outweigh their deficits, the more 

likely it will be that a successful adaptation to transition will occur. The first of the three factors 

in Schlossberg’s  (1981) model, describing the nature of the transition itself accounts for 

variables including role change (gain/loss), affect (positive/negative), source (internal/external), 

timing (on-time/off-time), onset (gradual/sudden), duration (permanent/temporary/uncertain), 

and degree of stress. The degree of stress felt is related to the combination of the other variables 

with role loss, negative affect, external sources of change, off-time and sudden changes, and 

permanent or uncertain changes being associated with the highest levels of perceived stress 

(Schlossberg, 1981). In terms of the pre- and post-transition environments, Schlossberg (1981) 

considers interpersonal support systems, institutional supports, and physical setting. Especially 

vital, are interpersonal support systems, which include family members and friends. Lastly, when 

focusing on the characteristics of the individual attempting to adapt to transition, Schlossberg 
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(1981) cites psychosocial competence, sex, age, state of health, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic 

status, values, and previous experience with a similar transition as particularly important traits. 

As one would expect, each factor and the aspects inherent in each factor vary in their salience 

with regard to adaptation to transition. Ergo, Schlossberg (1981) has provided a basic 

framework, allowing for analysis of varying degrees of human adaptation to transition, in 

reference to individual differences among these fundamental factors. Before discussing 

transitions specific to the athlete context, it is important to first be familiar with athletic identity 

and its potential impact on transition. 

 

Athletic Identity 

Athletic identity is defined as “the degree to which an individual identifies with the 

athlete role” (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993, p. 237). Athletic identity can be 

conceptualized and measured based on three associated factors: social identity, exclusivity, and 

negative affectivity (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993; Brewer & Cornelius, 2001). 

Numerous benefits have been linked with strong athletic identities, including increased athletic 

performance and greater adherence to participation in physical activity throughout the lifespan 

(Downs & Ashton, 2011). Athletic identity has proven to be a crucial factor in the transition out 

of competitive sport among retiring athletes (Brewer et al., 1993; Erpič, Wylleman, & Zupančič, 

2004; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997; Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996; Pearson & Petitpas, 

1990; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994). Grove et al. (1997) have shown that those with strong and 

exclusive athletic identities at the time they are faced with retirement from competitive sport 

often face more social and emotional difficulties in adapting to the transition out of competitive 

sport, including identity crises, low self-esteem, and depression and anxiety (Brown & Potrac, 
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2009; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990). One possible explanation for difficulties among these athletes 

in adjusting to life after competitive sport is the failure to establish alternative identities outside 

the realm of sport on the basis of identity foreclosure (Marcia, 1966; Murphy et al., 1996). 

Athletes with strong and exclusive athletic identities who are vulnerable to identity foreclosure 

are highly committed to sport participation from a young age and tend to spend less time 

exploring and developing alternative identities (Good, Brewer, Petitipas, Van Raalte, & Mahar, 

1993). When these athletes with strong and exclusive athletic identities who have failed to 

establish alternative identities are faced with athletic retirement on the basis of involuntary 

circumstances, such as injury or deselection, they may be even more susceptible to experiencing 

emotional difficulties (Pearson & Petitipas, 1990; Brown & Potrac, 2009). All in all, it is vital to 

take into consideration the strength and exclusivity of an individual’s athletic identity when 

analyzing their transition out of competitive sport. 

 

Coping with stress: sociological perspective 

In Pearlin’s (1989) discussion of the sociological process of stress, he uses the term 

mediators (e.g. coping, social support) in order to describe the resources people employ in 

attempts to moderate the effects of stressors, eventually leading to stress outcomes. From a 

sociological standpoint, coping can be defined as “any response to external life strains that serves 

to prevent, avoid, or control emotional distress” (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978, p. 3). Components of 

coping can be learned by a person from his or her social reference groups, and individuals that 

regularly interact and share similar lifestyles often display similar coping traits (Pearlin, 1989). 

One can analyze the effectiveness of a particular coping response based on coping 

efficacy, or “the extent to which a coping response attenuates the relationship between the life-
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strains people experience and the emotional stress they feel” (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978, p. 8). 

Coping efficacy offers a more detailed explanation as to why individuals experiencing the same 

stressor can experience different levels of perceived stress. When examining coping efficacy, one 

must consider the stressors an individual experiences, his or her psychological resources, the 

coping responses elicited by the individual in the particular situation, and the amount of stress 

felt by the person as an end result (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). With that in mind, it is imperative 

to be able to define and differentiate between these variables. 

Pearlin and Schooler (1978) note the importance of distinguishing between social 

resources, psychological resources, and coping responses. On one hand, social resources refer to 

interpersonal networks of family members and friends that can be potentially utilized for support, 

while psychological resources allude to the characteristics inherent in an individual’s 

psychological make-up (e.g., sense of personal control, self-esteem) that may be relied upon 

during attempts to cope. On the other hand, coping responses call attention to the behaviors an 

individual actually employs in response to life-strains or stressors (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). As 

Pearlin and Schooler (1978) outline, coping responses serve to function in the following ways: 

(1) to alter the situation causing the stress; (2) to alter the meaning of the stressful situation; and 

(3) to mediate the stress felt as a result of the stressful situation.  

Folkman and Lazarus (1980) describe and measure coping processes, or responses, 

within two broad categories: (1) problem-focused coping aimed at altering the source of the 

stress itself; and (2) emotion-focused coping intended to alter the emotional distress felt as a 

result of the source of stress. Problem-focused coping is typically adopted when one perceives 

that their actions may be able to alter the stressful situation, while emotion-focused coping is 

usually enlisted in reaction to stressful situations that a person feels must be endured (Folkman & 
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Lazarus, 1980). Carver, Scheier, and Weintraub’s (1989) COPE Scale expanded upon Folkman 

and Lazarus’ Ways of Coping Scale (1980) and is one of the most commonly used methods for 

measuring coping strategies. The COPE Scale posits thirteen (five problem-focused, five 

emotion-focused, and three “other”) individual scales for doing so (Carver et al., 1989). 

However, other studies have identified a third dimension of coping responses, labeled avoidant 

coping strategies (Billings & Moos, 1981; Endler & Parker, 1990). Avoidant coping describes 

“attempts to avoid actively confronting the problem or to indirectly reduce emotional tension by 

behavior such as eating or smoking more” (Billings & Moos, 1981, p. 141). Endler and Parker 

(1990) have put forth a measure known as the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS), 

providing a means for assessing avoidant coping strategies (e.g., distraction, social diversion), in 

addition to problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies. The CISS contains 48 items 

with three 16-item scales, one for each of the three categories of coping strategies (Endler & 

Parker, 1990).  

Additionally, a number of studies have attempted to demonstrate the ability for certain 

health behaviors to serve as coping mechanisms, separate from the three dimensions of coping 

that have already been mentioned (Ingledew. Hardy, Cooper, & Jemal, 1996; Thome & 

Espelage, 2004). Most pertinent to this study is the dimension of coping labeled “exercise 

coping” (Ingledew et al., 1996; Thome & Espelage, 2004).  

Exercise can be defined as “physical activity that is planned, structured, repetitive, and 

purposive in the sense that improvement or maintenance of one or more components of physical 

fitness is an objective” (Caspersen, Powell, & Christenson, 1985). Research has indicated that 

there is an association between exercise and numerous health benefits, including reductions in 

stress (Berger, 1994; Scully, Kremer, Meade, Graham, & Dudgeon, 1998) and anxiety (Berger, 
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1994; Goodwin, 2003; Paluska & Schwenk, 2000; Scully et al., 1998; Taylor, Sallis, & Needle, 

1985), lowering of depression (Berger, 1994; Goodwin, 2003; Harris, Cronkite, & Moos, 2006; 

Paluska & Schwenk, 2000; Scully et al., 1998; Taylor et al., 1985), as well as enhancements in 

psychological well-being (Berger, 1994; Scully et al., 1998; Taylor et al., 1985) and self-esteem 

(Berger, 1994; Scully et al., 1998). These studies serve to demonstrate the potential for exercise 

to be used as a coping asset, dependent on the type, duration, frequency, intensity, and social 

environment in which the exercise is regularly conducted (Berger, 1994; McNeill, Kreuter, & 

Subramanian, 2006; Taylor et al., 1985). However, exercise can also create negative physical and 

psychological effects when taken to the point of overtraining or exercise addiction, which can be 

motivated by obsessive attempts to maintain a body image or lose weight (Paluska & Schwenk, 

2000; Scully et al., 1998; Taylor et al., 1985 Thome & Espelage, 2004).  

In order to specifically examine the use of exercise as a coping strategy, Thome and 

Espelage (2004) added three exercise coping items to the original CISS and established that 

exercise coping can be distinguished from the commonly utilized problem-focused, emotion-

focused, and avoidant coping dimensions. By doing so, they have established a valid and reliable 

means for analyzing exercise coping efforts, along with problem-focused, emotion-focused, and 

avoidant coping mechanisms (Thome & Espelage, 2004). 

Nevertheless, both the COPE Scale (Carver et al., 1989) and the CISS (Endler & Parker, 

1990) serve to measure coping traits, or predispositions to cope in certain manners. In order to 

account for the ways in which individuals cope on a situational basis, one must consider the 

measurement of situational coping responses (state-trait coping; Endler, Kantor, & Parker, 1994; 

Endler & Parker, 1994). Folkman and Lazarus (1980) have noted that it is of the utmost 

importance to measure situational coping with regards to determining how people cope with 
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specific stressors, as what people say they do is often inconsistent with their actions in a 

particular situation. With this in mind, Endler and Parker (1994) created the CISS-SSC, a 

modified 21-item version of the original CISS with three 7-item scales assessing task-focused, 

emotion-focused, and avoidant coping. In order to account for situation-specific coping, the 

instructions for the CISS-SSC were amended, asking participants to record the coping responses 

they utilized in reaction to a particular stressful situation (e.g., taking an exam; Endler et al., 

1994; Endler & Parker, 1994). Given that the CISS-SSC (Endler & Parker, 1994) is able to 

distinguish between task-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidant coping strategies, can be 

amended to include exercise coping items (Thome & Espelage, 2004), and possesses the 

capability to measure situational coping responses, it follows that this method for assessing 

coping strategies is best suited for this particular study.  

 

Transition out of competitive sport and coping with athletic retirement 

Transitions in sport can entail both normative and non-normative changes (Wylleman & 

Lavallee, 2004). While normative transitions are described as voluntary and anticipated, non-

normative transitions are often involuntary and unexpected (Schlossberg, 1981). Multiple models 

have attempted to explain normative and non-normative athletic transitions (e.g., Taylor & 

Ogilvie, 1994; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). Wylleman and Lavallee’s (2004) developmental 

model on transitions faced by athletes is useful in that it analyzes athletic transitions on the basis 

of four areas of simultaneously occurring developmental changes, bringing to light the need to 

analyze athletic transitions on the athletic level, psychological level, psycho-social level, as well 

as the academic-vocation level. However, Wylleman and Lavallee’s (2004) model is, perhaps, 

not best suited for this study, as it fails to provide the necessary framework for analyzing non-
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normative transitions that may take place during the terminations of athletic careers. In this 

sense, the conceptual model of athletic retirement proposed by Taylor and Ogilvie (1994) is best 

suited for examining both normative and non-normative transitions and the adaptations to 

retirement from competitive sport among athletes. 

Taylor and Ogilvie’s (1994) model posits that each athlete on an individual level may 

incur differing levels of difficulty in facing retirement from sport based on causation of 

retirement (e.g., age, deselection, injury, free choice), personal factors relating to adaptation to 

retirement (e.g., athletic identity, athlete’s perceived control over the situation, diversity of 

athlete’s social identity, and other social and environmental factors), and number of adaptation 

resources (e.g., effective coping mechanisms, social support, pre-retirement planning) that may 

be utilized for successfully adapting to the transition out of competitive sport. Some researchers 

have argued that the transition out of sport can be viewed as a relief to many elite athletes who 

were constantly under immense pressure to perform at a high level and serves as an opportunity 

to devote more time to alternative interests (Coakley, 1983; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993). On the 

other hand, numerous researchers have cited that the termination of an athletic career has proven 

difficult for many retiring athletes and correlates with numerous symptoms of emotional and 

social disturbance, including identity loss (Baillie & Danish, 1992; Warriner & Lavallee, 2008), 

high levels of stress (Grove et al., 1997; Wippert & Wippert, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 2010), 

anxiety and depression (Brand, Wolff, & Hoyer, 2013; Brown & Potrac, 2009; Wippert & 

Wippert, 2010), eating disorders (Brand et al., 2013; Warriner &Lavallee, 2008;), substance 

abuse (Pearson & Petitpas, 1990), and career immaturity (Murphy et al., 1996). Those who are 

involuntarily forced into terminating their competitive athletic careers earlier than they may have 

wished due to circumstances such as deselection (Brand et al., 2013; Brown & Potrac, 2009; 
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Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Wippert & Wippert, 2010) or injury (Pearson & Petitpas, 1990), have 

come to develop strong and exclusive athletic identities (Alfermann, Stambulova, Zemaityte, 

2004; Brewer et al., 1993; Brown & Potrac, 2009; Erpič et al., 2004; Grove et al., 1997; Murphy 

et al., 1996; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Stambulova, Stephan, & Jäphag, 2007), have failed to 

pre-plan for retirement from competitive sport (Alfermann et al., 2004; Stambulova et al., 2007), 

and have yet to establish healthy coping resources outside of sport (Alfermann et al., 2004; 

Coakley, 1983; Grove et al., 1997; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993; 

Stambulova et al., 2007) are likely to be at greater risk for unhealthy adaptations to transitioning 

out of competitive sport.  

However, those who have left sport by free choice, pre-planned for retirement, 

established a social identity outside of sport, and developed healthy coping skills will be likely to 

successfully adapt to the transition out of competitive sport with little difficulty (Coakley, 1983; 

Sinclair & Orlick, 1993). In a study conducted by Stambulova et al. (2007), athletes who had 

pre-planned for athletic retirement more often used active coping strategies and demonstrated 

less usage of emotion-focused and avoidant coping strategies during the transition out of 

competitive sport. These athletes also showed more positive and less negative emotions 

pertaining to sport career termination and were able to adapt to post-career life more quickly than 

those who had not pre-planned for retirement (Alfermann et al., 2004; Stambulova et al., 2007). 

Multiple studies have also found that athletes with strong and exclusive athletic identities upon 

transitioning out of competitive sport elicited less positive and more negative emotions in 

response to sport career termination, necessitating the usage of a greater number of coping 

strategies in order to adjust to retirement from competitive sport and spending greater amounts of 

time adjusting to post-career life (Alfermann et al., 2004; Grove et al., 1997). More specifically, 



	

23	
	

Grove et al. (1997) cite that those exhibiting strong and exclusive athletic identities upon 

retirement from competitive sport demonstrated an increased reliance on several ineffective 

coping strategies including denial, mental disengagement, behavioral disengagement, and 

venting of emotions in adjusting to the transition. Through results such as these, it becomes more 

clear that any athlete faced with involuntary retirement from competitive sport, in combination 

with the possession of a strong and exclusive athletic identity and failure to pre-plan for 

retirement, is likely to face extreme difficulties in adjusting to this particular life transition 

(Brewer et al., 1993; Brown & Potrac, 2009; Erpič et al., 2004; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Taylor 

& Ogilvie, 1994; Warriner & Lavallee, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 2010). Unfortunately, many 

entering college freshman and former varsity high school athletes who had hopes of continuing 

their competitive sport careers likely face this transition when they are no longer evaluated as 

talented enough to participate in competitive sport at the collegiate level (Brand et al., 2013; 

Downs & Ashton, 2011). Moreover, these students are simultaneously exposed to another one of 

the most difficult life transitions as they attempt to adapt to the adjustment of college life 

(Berman & Sperling, 1991; Compas, Wagner, Slavin, & Vannatta, 1986; Dyson & Renk, 2006; 

Hudd et al., 2000). The need for the implementation of effective coping strategies for these 

particular subjects is apparent, given the overwhelming levels of stress that result from these co-

occurring transitions. 

 

Social transitions to college and coping behaviors of students 

As mentioned previously, Schlossberg’s (1981) model of human adaptation to transition 

emphasizes the impact of the characteristics of the transition itself and the person involved in the 

transition, as well as the natures of the pre- and post- transition environments as being crucial 
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factors in the process of human adaptation to transition.  The transition from high school to 

college for many students marks a period of extremely high levels of stress (Berman & Sperling, 

1991; Compas et al., 1986; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Hudd et al., 2000). Undergraduate college 

students are typically at an age representing a vulnerable stage of biological development, which 

Arnett (2000) coins “emerging adulthood.”  These students are at a point in their lives in which 

they are working to discover who they are and to establish an identity for themselves. For the 

first time, students are often separated from their social networks comprised of close friends and 

family members that they may have relied on in the past, leading to high levels of stress (Berman 

& Sperling, 1991; Compas et al., 1986).  Thus, students are faced with molding new social 

identities and social networks in what is often a new and unfamiliar environment, along with 

being susceptible to extremely high levels of academic pressures to which they are not 

accustomed (Compas et al., 1986; Dyson & Renk, 2006). The successful or unsuccessful 

navigation through the unprecedented social, emotional, and psychological adjustments elicited 

by students’ transitions to college is met by drastic individual differences in the implementation 

of various coping strategies for dealing with such stressors, resulting in a variety of outcomes. 

 Aspinwall and Taylor (1992) found that the utilization of active coping strategies by 

students predicted successful adjustment to college. On the other hand, the use of avoidant 

coping strategies indicated greater difficulties in adjusting to college life (Aspinwall & Taylor, 

1992). College students experiencing high levels of subjective stress have demonstrated a heavy 

reliance on both avoidant and emotion-focused coping strategies (Kariv & Heimann, 2005; 

Struthers, Perry, & Menec, 2000). In a study conducted by Struthers et al. (2000), students with a 

propensity to rely on problem-focused coping in dealing with academic stressors exhibited better 

academic performance, as opposed to students who relied mainly on emotion-focused coping 
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efforts in dealing with stress. Kariv and Heimann (2005) break down coping efforts implemented 

by college students with evidence supporting that students often initiate task-oriented (i.e. 

problem-focused) coping efforts in dealing with a heavy academic workload, yet rely on 

emotion-oriented coping strategies in order to deal with the perceived stress associated with the 

pressures of college life. A possible explanation for these results is the notion that students may 

feel that they have the ability to do something about their academic workload, leading to the 

adoption of problem-focused coping strategies, while they may feel that the stress attached to 

college life cannot be altered and must be endured, resulting in the recruitment of emotion-

focused coping attempts (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Kariv & Heimann, 2005). Unfortunately, 

the inability for many students to effectively cope with the stressors affiliated with the transition 

to college has been met with a steep decline in a number of healthy coping behaviors and a vast 

increase in a variety of unhealthy coping behaviors. 

 College life is often associated with uptakes in binge- and problem drinking (Clements, 

1999; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Castillo, 1995; Wechsler et al., 2002; Weitzman, 

Nelson, & Wechsler, 2003) and unhealthy dietary choices (Huang et al., 2003; Hudd et al., 2000; 

Lowry et al., 2000; Racette et al., 2005), along with copious amounts of time spent on sedentary 

electronic behaviors (e.g., television, computer, video games: Buckworth & Nigg, 2004; Downs 

& Ashton, 2011). On the other hand, physically healthy behaviors such as exercise and eating 

healthy foods tend to decrease dramatically among students upon entering college (Buckworth & 

Nigg, 2004; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Huang et al., 2003; Kwan, Cairney, Faulkner, & 

Pullenayegum, 2012), especially among those experiencing higher levels of stress (Hudd et al., 

2000). More specifically, Downs and Ashton (2011) cite that many entering college students 

experience decreases in organized sport participation and weakening of athletic identities. These 
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changes in organized sport participation and disruptions of self-image pertaining to the athlete 

role were independently associated with decreased levels of vigorous physical activity and more 

poor dietary choices, and this decrease in physically healthy behaviors was linked to higher 

levels of perceived stress and lower indications of self-esteem (Downs & Ashton, 2011). 

Similarly, Hudd et al. (2000) found that college students possessing high levels of stress 

practiced healthy behaviors (e.g., exercising) less often, while partaking in unhealthy behaviors 

(e.g., eating unhealthy foods, drinking alcohol) more often than students under low levels of 

stress. Furthermore, the transition to college has not only been linked with numerous physical 

health problems, but a number of mental health problems among the college student population 

as well (Berman & Sperling, 1991; Compas et al., 1986; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Dyson & 

Renk, 2006; Eisenberg, Gollust, Golberstein, & Hefner, 2007; Huang et al., 2003; Hudd et al., 

2000; Kwan et al., 2012). Physical symptoms are manifested in the form of weight gain and 

obesity (Buckworth & Nigg, 2004; Huang et al., 2003; Racette et al, 2005), while psychological 

aspects can be observed in a number of mental disorders including aforementioned stress 

(Compas et al., 1986; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Hudd et al., 2000), anxiety 

and depression (Berman & Sperling, 1991; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Eisenberg et al., 2007; 

Rosenthal & Schreiner, 2000), eating disorders (Eisenberg, Nicklett, Roeder, & Kirz, 2011; Pyle 

et al., 1983; Striegel-Moore, Silberstein, Frensch, & Rodin, 1989) and substance abuse 

(Clements, 1999; Deykin, Levy, & Wells, 1986; Knight et al., 2002; O’Malley & Johnston, 

2002; Wu, Pilowsky, Schlenger, & Hasin, 2007).  The mental and emotional setbacks caused by 

such psychological disorders among college students have been associated with decreased 

academic performance (Eisenberg et al., 2007). All in all, the transition to college can be a 
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difficult period of adjustment for many students based on these factors, creating a substantial 

need for effective coping efforts in order to successfully adapt.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

Purpose 

The primary purpose of this study is to examine the coping strategies used by college 

students who are simultaneously making the transition out of competitive sport. Of particular 

interest to the proposed model (Figure 3-1), are the effects that an individual’s athletic identity 

has on the utilization of various coping strategies and the influence of both of these factors on 

perceptions of stress among this population of students. Gaining a better understanding of these 

topical areas will allow for a greater comprehension of a large population of particularly 

vulnerable college students. More specifically, this study will provide insight as to the stress and 

coping processes of these students and how those who are successful at navigating through 

aforementioned transitions are able to do so. Being equipped with this type of information will 

assist those attempting to enhance the academic adjustments of these students. 

 

Questionnaire 

The variables to be surveyed in this study include: 1) athletic identity (Athlete Identity 

Measurement Scale; Brewer & Cornelius, 2001 – Table 3-1); 2) problem-focused, emotion-

focused, and avoidant coping (Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations – Situation Specific 

Coping; Endler & Parker, 1994 – Table 3-3), as well as exercise coping (Thome & Espelage, 

2004); 3) perceived stress (Perceived Stress Scale; Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983 – 

Table 3-2); and 4) demographic items.  

The version of the Athlete Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS; Brewer, Van Raalte, & 

Linder, 1993; Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) used in this study is a 7-item modified version (Brewer 
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& Cornelius, 2001) of the original 10-item AIMS (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993) 

designed to measure the extent to which an individual identifies with the athlete role based on 

three factors. These factors include social identity (e.g., “Most of my friends are athletes.”), 

exclusivity (e.g., “Sport is the most important part of my life.”), and negative affect (e.g., “I 

would be very depressed if I were injured and could not compete in sport.”). The AIMS (Brewer, 

Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993; Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) asks participants to agree or disagree 

with statements based on a 7-point Likert type scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to 

“Strongly Agree.” The original 10-item AIMS (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993) has been 

utilized in several studies analyzing the participation in and transitions out of competitive sport 

(Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 

1997). These studies, for the most part, have relied on the use of ANOVA and MANOVA testing 

for group differences. The original AIMS (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993) has been proven 

to be both valid (convergent validity: correlation of r = .83 between AIMS and PIP-Sport - 

Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993) and reliable (Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .81 to .93; 

test-retest reliability of r =.89 over two-week period - Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993). The 

7-item version of the AIMS (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) has also been established as valid 

(convergent validity: highly correlated to original 10-item AIMS - Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) 

and reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = .81 - Brewer & Cornelius, 2001). 

In order to measure coping in response to the stressful transitions out of sport and to 

college among first year students, this study utilizes the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations 

– Situation Specific Coping (CISS-SSC, Endler & Parker, 1994). The CISS-SSC (Endler & 

Parker, 1994) is a 21-item scale measuring four factors of coping: 1) problem-focused coping 

(e.g., “Focus on the problem and see how I can solve it.”); 2) emotion-focused coping (e.g., 
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“Feel anxious about not being able to cope.”); 3) avoidant coping distraction (e.g., “Go buy 

myself something”); and 4) avoidant coping social diversion (e.g., “Spend time with a special 

person”). In order to examine a fifth dimension of coping, labeled exercise coping, three exercise 

coping items were added to the original scale, as Thome and Espelage (2004) have done in a 

previous study. The CISS-SSC (Endler & Parker, 1994) asks respondents to indicate how often 

they engaged in various coping strategies over the previous month in response to a particularly 

stressful situation. In Endler and Parker’s (1994) study, the CISS-SSC was administered to 

college students and “taking an exam” was cited as the stressor eliciting the need for coping 

responses. Similarly, Thome and Espelage (2004) administered their modified version of the 

CISS (Endler & Parker, 1994) to college undergraduates in order to better understand the 

relationship between exercise coping and eating pathology. The CISS-SSC (Endler & Parker, 

1994) is a 5-point Likert type scale with responses ranging from “Not at all” to “Very much.” 

The CISS-SSC (Endler & Parker, 1994) highly correlates (i.e., convergent validity) with the 

CISS (Endler & Parker, 1990) and reports reliability coefficients (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha) ranging 

from .72 to .87. The version of the CISS utilized by Thome and Espelage (2004) reports 

Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .79 to .89 for each of the subscales. In terms of interfactor 

correlations, Thome and Espelage (2004) also report factor loadings > .80 for each of the three 

exercise items added to the original CISS (Endler & Parker, 1990) with no cross factor loadings 

> .21. 

Student’s resulting subjective perceptions of stress due to a combination of factors, 

including the initial stressors of transitioning out of competitive sport and to college, athletic 

identity at the time of the transition, and the use of various coping strategies are analyzed with 

the use of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen, Kamarck, and Mermelstein, 1983). The PSS 
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(Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) includes 14 items (e.g., “In the last month, how often 

have you felt that you were unable to control something important in your life?”) designed to 

assess participants’ feelings and thoughts over the previous month with possible answers ranging 

from 0 (“Never”) to 4 (“Very often”). In Cohen, Kamarck, and Mermelstein’s (1983) study, the 

PSS was administered to two groups of college students and a third group of participants 

attempting to quit smoking. The PSS (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) was deemed valid 

(concurrent and predictive validity: strong correlation with other self-report and behavioral 

scales - Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) and reliable (alpha coefficients of .84, .85, and 

.86 in three different samples; test-retest reliability correlation of .85 in sample of 82 college 

students - Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983).  

Lastly, demographic items will assess students’ competitive sport participation in high 

school, as well as current competitive sport participation. Other demographic information asked 

of participants includes gender, race/ethnicity, and age.  

 

Participants/Procedures 

All undergraduate students who are 20 years of age and under within a public university 

in Texas or Louisiana and participated in competitive high school sports are eligible for this 

study. Instructors of large undergraduate courses at public regional universities, including The 

University of Houston, LSU, The University of Texas at Austin, and Texas A&M, will be 

contacted via e-mail. In the e-mail, instructors will be notified of the purpose and background of 

the study and provided a copy of the questionnaire. Upon permission from instructors willing to 

participate, I will attend their classes and provide the questionnaires face-to-face during the first 

couple months of the Spring 2016 semester. Students will be administered a cover letter, 
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recruitment announcement, and blank name page for extra credit purposes, along with the 

questionnaire. Anonymity will be provided for students’ responses by separating identification 

forms and questionnaire results. The survey will take approximately 15 minutes to complete. The 

instructors who choose to provide extra credit incentive to students will be given information as 

to students’ participation from the identification forms. All completed questionnaires will be kept 

in the office of Dr. Michael Cottingham at The University of Houston for three years and then 

destroyed.  Data from the questionnaires will be kept on a password-protected computer and will 

also be destroyed in three years. 

 

Data Analyses 

 Descriptive statistics pertaining to gender, race/ethnicity, age, living arrangements, high 

school sport participation, and current sport participation will be calculated. Assumptions, 

including, normality and heterogeneity will be assessed. 

Next, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) will be conducted in order to confirm the 

validity and reliability of the model. Then, Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) will be used to 

evaluate the measurement model and the structural model. In analyzing the measurement model, 

validity coefficients (i.e., factor loadings) and reliability coefficients (i.e., measure of error 

variance) will be calculated. Internal consistencies will be calculated for all factors with an 

acceptable alpha coefficient being equal to or greater than .70 (Cronbach, 1951). To establish 

discriminant validity related to coping factors, interfactor correlations will be assessed to ensure 

that each factor of coping is its own distinguishable factor (correlation > .90 between factors or 

VIF > 10 indicates multicollinearity – Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998).  
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After confirming that the measurement model accurately measures the latent variables, 

the structural model will be analyzed to explore the relationships between the latent variables. In 

doing so, a commonly used five step process for conducting SEM will be utilized; 1) model 

specification; 2) model identification; 3) model estimation; 4) model testing; and 5) model 

modification (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010).  

A thorough literature review was conducted in order to first specify a theoretical model, 

in which each parameter will be specified as free, fixed, or constrained. After this is done, the 

model-implied variance-covariance matrix Σ will be formed (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). 

Model identification (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010) will be evaluated on the basis of the 

order condition by ensuring that the number of free parameters to be estimated is less than or 

equal to the number of distinct values in the sample variance-covariance matrix S. If the model is 

just-identified or over-identified, then the rank condition will be assessed. If the model is under-

identified, then additional parameters will need to be added to the model.  

Next, estimation of the model parameters will be executed through the use of several 

methods, including generalized least squares (GLS), maximum likelihood (ML), and weighted 

least squares (WLS) (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). 

Then, the model will be tested for model-fit using the χ2 over df statistic (value < 3.0 

indicates acceptable fit - Kline, 2005), root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), 

goodness-of-fit index (GFI), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). Schumacker 

and Lomax (2010) have reported acceptable fit interpretations for these model-fit indices 

(RMSEA - value < .05 indicates close fit; GFI – 0 (no fit) to 1 (perfect fit) with a value > .90 or 

.95 indicating a good fit; and SRMR < .05 indicates good model fit). 
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If the theoretical model displays model-fit indices that do not meet the satisfactory 

criteria, then a specification search will be conducted. This may lead to the elimination of or 

addition of parameters, in order to establish a better fitting model. With regard to the 

determination as to whether a parameter that is not significantly different from zero may be 

eliminated, the “t” statistic associated with each parameter will be compared to a tabled “t” value 

(e.g., “t” > 1.96 or 2.58).  To decide on the inclusion of additional parameters, the modification 

index (MI) and expected parameter change statistic (EPC) will be utilized, and the residual 

matrix will be examined (residual values > 1.96 or 2.58 reflect that a relationship between 

variables is not well accounted for by the model). The model will be adjusted one parameter at a 

time until the modification indices produce satisfactory results (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). 
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Figure 3-1. Model of the effects of athletic identity and coping strategies of former athletes     
                    transitioning to college on perceptions of stress. 
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Table 3-1. Athletic identity items 
 
 
7-item version of the Athlete Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS; Cornelius & Brewer, 2001) 
 
 
Factor 
 
 
Social identity 
 I consider myself an athlete. 
 I have many goals related to sport. 
 Most of my friends are athletes. 
 
Exclusivity  
 Sport is the most important part of my life. 
 I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else. 
 
Negative affect 
 I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport. 
 I would be very depressed if I were injured and could not compete in sport. 
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Table 3-2. Perceived stress items 
 
 
Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) 
 
 
In the last month, how often have you been upset because of something that happened 
unexpectedly? 
 
In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the important things in 
your life? 
 
In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and “stressed”? 
 
In the last month, how often have you dealt successfully with irritating life hassles? 
 
In the last month, how often have you felt that you were effectively coping with important 
changes that were occurring in your life? 
 
In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your personal 
problems? 
 
In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way? 
 
In the last month, how often have you found that you could not cope with all the things that you 
had to do? 
 
In the last month, how often have you been able to control irritations in your life? 
 
In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things? 
 
In the last month, how often have you been angered because of things that happened that were 
outside of your control? 
 
In the last month, how often have you found yourself thinking about things that you have to 
accomplish? 
 
In the last month, how often have you been able to control the way you spend your time? 
 
In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not 
overcome them? 
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Table 3-3. Coping items 
 
 
Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations – Situation Specific Coping (CISS-SSC; Endler & 
Parker, 1994) 
 
 
Factor 
 
 
Task oriented coping / Problem-focused coping 
 Focus on the problem and see how I can solve it 
 Think about how I have solved a similar problem. 
 Determine a course of action and follow it. 
 Work to understand the situation. 
 Take corrective action immediately. 
 Think about the event and learn from my mistakes. 
 Analyze the problem before reacting. 
 
Emotion oriented coping 
 Blame myself for having gotten into the situation. 
 Feel anxious about not being able to cope. 
 Blame myself for being too emotional about the situation. 
 Become upset. 
 Blame myself for not knowing what to do. 
 Wish that I could change what had happened or how I felt 
 Focus on my general inadequacies 
 
Avoidance oriented coping – Distraction  
 Treat myself to a favorite food or snack 
 Go out for a snack or meal 
 Buy myself something 
 Take time off and get away from the situation 
 
Avoidance oriented coping – Social diversion 
 Visit a friend 
 Spend time with a special someone 
 Phone a friend  
 
Exercise oriented coping (Thome & Espelage, 2004) 
 Go to the gym to work out 
 Do something active, such as running 
 Get some exercise 
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Chapter Four: Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

Sample Demographics 

Data collection took place at three southwestern public universities beginning on 

February 25, 2016 and ending on April 14, 2016. In terms of overall participation, 1,147 students 

completed the questionnaire. However, only students who participated in high school varsity 

sport and were either first year students or under the age of 21 were included in the analyses. 554 

students met these particular criteria.  

For these 554 students, descriptive statistics, pertaining to age, race, gender, living 

arrangements, and high school/current sport participation were calculated using SPSS 23.0 

(Table 4-1). The sample population was made up of 59.2% females (N = 328) and 40.8% males 

(N = 226). Of these students, 88.8% were between the ages of 18-20 years old (M = 19.376; SD = 

.988). In terms of race, the sample consisted of 56.3% Caucasian, 20.5% Hispanic, 10.1% 

African American, 7.1% Asian, 3.6% biracial, and 2.4% other. Most of the participants (82.2%) 

do not live with family members. Also, the majority of students (54.6%) indicated that they 

currently participate in recreational sport. 

 

Athletic Identity 

Descriptive statistics for athletic identity variables were also calculated (Table 4-2). The 

mean score of all seven athletic identity items was 3.841 (SD = 1.858). Among the athletic 

identity items, “I consider myself an athlete” demonstrated the highest mean score (M = 4.805; 

SD = 1.768), while “I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else” was associated 
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with the lowest mean score (M = 2.460; SD = 1.727). In terms of the three factors of athletic 

identity, negative affect demonstrated the highest mean score (M = 4.374; SD = 1.832), while the 

exclusivity dimension held the lowest mean score (M = 2.696; SD = 1.751). 

To assess data normality, skewness and kurtosis values were calculated (Table 4-2). All 

skewness and kurtosis values were below the maximum threshold, and thus deemed acceptable 

(values within +/- 2 for skewness and +/- 3 for kurtosis are considered acceptable; Chou & 

Bentler, 1995). 

 

Coping 

Descriptive statistics, pertaining to coping variables are presented in Table 4-3. The mean 

score for all 24 coping items was 3.228 (SD = 1.155). Of the coping items, the highest mean 

score was associated with the item “Focus on the problem and see how I can solve it” (M = 

3.902; SD = .828, while the lowest mean score was linked to the item “Buy myself something” 

(M = 2.550; SD = 1.340). In terms of the five factors of coping, problem-focused coping 

demonstrated the highest mean score (M = 3.608; SD = 0.924), while emotion-focused coping 

held the lowest mean score (M = 2.884; SD = 1.241). 

Skewness and kurtosis values (Table 4-3) were within the acceptable range (values within 

+/- 2 for skewness and +/- 3 for kurtosis considered acceptable; Chou & Bentler, 1995). 

 

Perceived Stress 

Table 4-4 depicts the descriptive statistics for the perceived stress variables. The mean 

score for all 14 perceived stress items was 2.909 (SD = 0.973). Of the 14 perceived stress items, 

“How often have you found yourself thinking about the things that you have to accomplish?” 
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demonstrated the highest mean score (M = 4.422; SD = .792), while the item asking “How often 

have you felt confident about your ability to handle your personal problems?” held the lowest 

mean score (M = 2.155; SD = .972). The seven negatively worded perceived stress items held a 

mean score of 3.419 (SD = 1.041), while the positively worded items held an average mean score 

of 2.399 (SD = 0.904). 

All skewness and kurtosis values (Table 4-4) were within the acceptable range (values 

within +/- 2 for skewness and +/- 3 for kurtosis are considered acceptable; Chou & Bentler, 

1995). 

 

Measurement Model 

First, missing values were replaced utilizing the expectation-maximization (EM) 

algorithm, available via the missing values package in SPSS 23.0. This imputation technique was 

chosen because of its ability to factor into its calculations the relationships a particular variable 

maintains with other variables, rather than relying on mean imputations that fail to do so (Enders, 

2001). After this was done, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted with AMOS 

23.0 in order to assess the measurement model. 

 

Athletic Identity 

A CFA was conducted to evaluate the three-factor, 7-item athletic identity construct 

(Figure 4-1). Goodness of fit indices confirmed that the three-factor, 7-item measurement model 

for athletic identity fit the data well (Table 4-5; Figure 4-1). The χ2 over df value (1.890) was 

well within the acceptable range (< 3.0; Kline, 2005). The RMSEA (.040), SRMR (.047), and 

GFI (.990) values all indicated that the model fit the data well (RMSEA - value < .05 indicates 
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close fit, GFI – 0 (no fit) to 1 (perfect fit) with a value > .90 or .95 indicating a good fit, and 

SRMR < .05 indicates good model fit; Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). 

Validity and reliability coefficients were analyzed for the three-factor, 7-item model for 

athletic identity. All factor loadings exceeded .71 (.55-good, .63-very good, .71-excellent; 

Comrey & Lee, 2013), indicating convergent validity. Factor loadings ranged from .76 (“Most of 

my friends are athletes”) to .90 (“Sport is the most important part of my life”). Interfactor 

correlations ranged from .723 (AI exclusivity ßàAI negative affect) to .811 (AI social ßà AI 

exclusivity), establishing discriminant validity (correlation > .90 between factors indicates 

multicollinearity – Hair et al., 1998). All Cronbach’s alpha values for the various factors of 

athletic identity exceeded the .707 threshold (Cronbach, 1951), ranging from .823 (AI – negative 

affect) to .878 (AI – exclusivity). This demonstrated the adequate internal consistency and 

construct reliability of the measurement model.  

 

Coping 

Another CFA was conducted to evaluate the five-factor, 24-item coping construct. 

Goodness of fit indices produced mixed results (Figure 4-2). The normed chi-square (2.315) and 

RMSEA (.049) were deemed acceptable, but the GFI (.920) and SRMR (.070) produced 

unsatisfactory results (RMSEA - value < .05 indicates close fit, GFI – 0 (no fit) to 1 (perfect fit) 

with a value > .90 or .95 indicating a good fit, and SRMR < .05 indicates good model fit; 

Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). There was a need for model respecification.  

Based on the suggested cut-offs for factor loadings (.55-good fit, .63-very good, .71-

excellent - Comrey & Lee, 2013; ≥ .60 - MacCallum et al., 1999), any item with a factor loading 

<.60 was removed one item at a time, until all factor loadings were ≥ .60. Of the original 24 
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items, six items were removed. Three items were removed from the problem-focused coping 

factor (CPF2 – “Think about how I have solved a similar problem,” CPF6 – “Think about the 

event and learn from my mistakes,” and CPF7- “Analyze the problem before reacting”). One 

item was removed from each the emotion-focused coping factor (CEF7 – “Focus on my general 

inadequacies”), the avoidant coping distraction factor (CA7 – “Take time off and get away from 

the situation”), and the avoidant coping social diversion factor (CA5 – “Spend time with a 

special person”). The carrying out of this process established convergent validity.  

Interfactor correlations ranged from -.222 (emotion-focused coping ßàproblem-focused 

coping) to .443 (avoidant coping distraction ßà avoidant coping social diversion), establishing 

discriminant validity (correlation > .90 between factors indicates multicollinearity – Hair et al., 

1998).  

Reliability coefficients were also examined. Cronbach’s alpha values for the five factors 

of coping ranged from .662 (avoidant coping social diversion) to .918 (exercise coping). Four of 

the factors demonstrated adequate construct reliability (>.707; Cronbach, 1951).. 

The respecified model resulted in a five factor, 18-item model for coping (Figure 4-3). 

Goodness of fit indices for this model produced better results. The normed chi-square (2.255) 

and RMSEA (.048) indicated good fit, but the GFI (.945) and SRMR (.060) still needed minor 

improvement (RMSEA - value < .05 indicates close fit, GFI – 0 (no fit) to 1 (perfect fit) with a 

value > .90 or .95 indicating a good fit, and SRMR < .05 indicates good model fit; Schumacker 

& Lomax, 2010). Thus, the modification indices and expected parameter change statistics were 

examined and it was determined that the error terms for two emotion-focused coping items 

(CEF1 and CEF5) could stand to be specified as covarying. After this relationship was specified 

in the model, the final goodness of fit indices for this model produced satisfactory results. The 



	

44	
	

normed chi-square (2.063), RMSEA (.044), GFI (.951), and SRMR (.059) indicated that the 

model was a good fit to the data (RMSEA - value < .05 indicates close fit, GFI – 0 (no fit) to 1 

(perfect fit) with a value > .90 or .95 indicating a good fit, and SRMR < .05 indicates good 

model fit; Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). Chi-square difference tests produced significant results, 

confirming that the two models were significantly different from each other. 

 

Perceived Stress 

A final CFA was conducted to evaluate a two factor, 14-item perceived stress construct. 

Goodness of fit indices showed that the initial two factor, 14-item model of perceived stress fit 

the data poorly (Figure 4-4). The χ2 over df value (4.179) was over the cut-off value (< 3.0; 

Kline, 2005). Similarly, the RMSEA (.076), GFI (.916), and SRMR (.060) values all indicated 

poor fit (RMSEA - value < .05 indicates close fit, GFI – 0 (no fit) to 1 (perfect fit) with a value > 

.90 or .95 indicating a good fit, and SRMR < .05 indicates good model fit; Schumacker & 

Lomax, 2010). It was concluded that the model was in need of respecification. 

Based on the suggested cut-offs for factor loadings (.55-good fit, .63-very good, .71-

excellent - Comrey & Lee, 2013; ≥ .60 - MacCallum et al., 1999), any item with a factor loading 

<.60 was removed one item at a time, until all factor loadings were ≥ .60. Of the original 14 

items, 4 items were removed. Three items were removed from the perceived stress positive factor 

(PS5Reverse – “In the last month, how often have you felt that you were effectively coping with 

important changes that were occurring in your life?,” PS4Reverse – “In the last month, how 

often have you dealt successfully with irritating life hassles?,” and PS13Reverse – “In the last 

month, how often have you been able to control the way you spend your time?”). One item was 

deleted from the perceived stress negative factor (PS12 – “In the last month, how often have you 
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found yourself thinking about things that you have to accomplish?”). After these items were 

removed, convergent validity was established. 

The reliability coefficients (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha values) were also examined. The 

Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from .770 (perceived stress positive) to .836 (perceived stress 

negative) for the perceived stress factors (>.70 acceptable; Cronbach, 1951), indicating adequate 

construct reliability. 

The respecified model resulted in a two-factor, 10-item model for perceived stress 

(Figure 4-5). The normed chi-square (3.317), RMSEA (.065), GFI (.960), SRMR (.038) 

indicated that the model was a reasonable fit to the data, but still in need of minor improvement 

(RMSEA - value < .05 indicates close fit, GFI – 0 (no fit) to 1 (perfect fit) with a value > .90 or 

.95 indicating a good fit, and SRMR < .05 indicates good model fit; Schumacker & Lomax, 

2010). Thus, the modification indices and expected parameter change statistics were examined 

and it was determined that the error terms for two emotion-focused coping items needed to be 

specified as covarying (PS8 and PS14). After this relationship was specified in the model, the 

final goodness of fit indices for this model produced sufficient results. The normed chi-square 

(2.838), RMSEA (.058), GFI (.968), and SRMR (.036) indicated that the model was a good fit to 

the data (RMSEA - value < .05 indicates close fit, GFI – 0 (no fit) to 1 (perfect fit) with a value > 

.90 or .95 indicating a good fit, and SRMR < .05 indicates good model fit; Schumacker & 

Lomax, 2010). Chi-square difference tests produced significant results, confirming that the two 

models were significantly different from each other. 
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Structural Model 

Given that the measurement model demonstrated the adequate validity and reliability of 

the proposed model, the structural model was assessed using AMOS 23. 

First, the relationship between the five proposed factors of coping and perceived stress 

was assessed (Figure 4-6). This was done in order to determine whether each of the five factors 

of coping had a significant relationship with perceived stress (outcome variable), before even 

considering a model that also included the three factors of athletic identity. As illustrated in 

Figure 4-6, it was determined that three of the five factors of coping had almost no relationship at 

all with the perceived stress outcome variable. These coping factors were avoidant coping 

distraction (ACDistract à PS =   -.012), avoidant coping social diversion (ACSocial à PS = 

.009), and exercise coping (EXC à PS = .009). Based on the insignificant results, these three 

coping factors were removed from the model in order to achieve a more parsimonious fit. 

After these respecifications to the model, the final structural model was constructed 

(Figure 4-8). The normed chi-square (2.367), RMSEA (.050), GFI (.910), CFI (.939), and SRMR 

(.092) indicated that the model was a reasonably good fit to the data (RMSEA - value < .05 

indicates close fit, GFI – value > .90 or .95 indicates a good fit, SRMR - < .05 indicates good 

model fit, CFI - , NFI - value > .90 or .95 indicates a good fit; Schumacker & Lomax, 2010).  
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Table 4-1. Frequency distributions for demographic variables (N = 554) 
Variable Category Frequency Percentage 

Gender Male 
Female 
 

226 
328 

40.8% 
59.2% 

Age 18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
29 
 

87 
215 
156 
56 
1 
1 

16.9% 
41.7% 
30.2% 
10.9% 
0.2% 
0.2% 

Race Caucasian 
African American 
Hispanic 
Asian 
Other 
Biracial 
 

311 
56 
113 
39 
13 
20 

56.3% 
10.1% 
20.5% 
7.1% 
2.4% 
3.6% 

Live with family Yes 
No 

98 
454 

17.8% 
82.2% 

Current sport participation Yes 
No 

302 
251 

54.6% 
45.4% 
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Table 4-2. Descriptive statistics for athletic identity variables (N = 554) 

Variable Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
 
  Skewness      Kurtosis 

 

 Social 

I consider myself an athlete. (AIS1) 

 

 

4.805 

 

 

1.768 

 

 

-.459 

 

 

-.727 

I have many goals related to sport. (AIS2) 3.713 1.915 .182 -1.111 

Most of my friends are athletes. (AIS3) 4.227 1.814 -.195 -.991 

 
Negative Affect 
 
I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport. 
(AINA1) 
 

 
 

4.451 
 

 
1.934 

 
-.321 

 
-1.073 

 I would be very depressed if I were injured and could 
 not compete in sport. (AINA2) 
 

4.296 2.073 -.216 -1.236 

 
Exclusivity 
 
Sport is the most important part of my life. (AIE1) 

 

 
 

2.931 

 
 

1.775 

 
 

.687 

 
 

-.484 

I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else. 
(AIE2) 2.460 1.727 1.084 .192 
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Table 4-3. Descriptive statistics for coping variables (N = 554) 
  Variable Mean Std. 

Deviation 
Skewness Kurtosis 

Problem-focused coping 
Focus on the problem and see how I can solve it (CPF1) 
Think about how I have solved a similar problem (CPF2) 
Determine a course of action and follow it (CPF3) 
Work to understand the situation (CPF4) 
Take corrective action immediately (CPF5) 
Think about the event and learn from my mistakes (CPF6) 
Analyze the problem before reacting (CPF7) 
 
Emotion-focused coping 
Blame myself for having gotten into the situation (CEF1) 
Feel anxious about not being able to cope (CEF2) 
Blame myself for being too emotional about the situation (CEF3) 
Become upset (CEF4) 
Blame myself for not knowing what to do (CEF5) 
Wish that I could change what happened or how I felt (CEF6) 
Focus on my general inadequacies (CEF7) 
 
Avoidant coping – distraction 
Treat myself to a favorite food or snack (CA1) 
Go out for a snack or meal (CA2) 
Buy myself something (CA3) 
Take time off and get away from the situation (CA7) 
 
Avoidant coping – social diversion 
Visit a friend (CA4) 
Spend time with a special person (CA5) 
Phone a friend (CA6) 
 
Exercise coping 
Go to the gym to work out (CEX1) 
Do something active, such as running (CEX2) 
Get some exercise (CEX3) 

 
3.902 
3.517 
3.739 
3.738 
3.299 
3.692 
3.366 

 
 

2.989 
2.966 
2.694 
2.610 
2.638 
3.508 
2.781 

 
 

3.434 
3.197 
2.550 
3.063 

 
 

3.336 
3.211 
3.089 

 
 

3.265 
3.430 
3.462 

 

 
.828 
.902 
.886 
.879 
.919 
.997 
1.060 

 
 

1.155 
1.208 
1.405 
1.297 
1.281 
1.225 
1.117 

 
 

1.168 
1.223 
1.340 
1.184 

 
 

1.202 
1.317 
1.301 

 
 

1.316 
1.266 
1.250 

 
-.450 
-.348 
-.262 
-.346 
.019 
-.506 
-.223 

 
 

.113 

.060 

.315 

.435 

.415 
-.386 
.221 

 
 

-.248 
-.173 
.454 
-.130 

 
 

-.294 
-.199 
-.105 

 
 

-.178 
-.355 
-.347 

 
.006 
-.015 
-.506 
-.161 
-.341 
-.214 
-.593 

 
 

-.863 
-.948 
-1.226 
-.932 
-.945 
-.815 
-.574 

 
 

-.830 
-.929 
-.989 
-.885 

 
 

-.816 
-1.042 
-1.085 

 
 

-1.102 
-.932 
-.922 
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Table 4-4. Descriptive statistics for perceived stress variables (N = 554) 
Variable Mean Std. 

Deviation 
Skewness Kurtosis 

 
In the last month, 
 
How often have you been upset because of something that 
happened unexpectedly? (PS1) 
 
How often have you felt that you were unable to control the 
important things in your life? (PS2) 
 
How often have you felt nervous and “stressed”? (PS3) 
 
How often have you found that you could not cope with all the 
things that you had to do? (PS8) 
 
How often have you been angered because of things that 
happened that were outside of your control? (PS11) 
 
How often have you found yourself thinking about things that 
you have to accomplish? (PS12) 
 
How often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that 
you could not overcome them? (PS14) 
 
How often have you dealt successfully with irritating life 
hassles? (PS4Reverse) 
 
How often have you felt that you were effectively coping with 
important changes that were occurring in your life? 
(PS5Reverse) 
 
How often have you felt confident in your ability to handle 
your personal problems? (PS6Reverse) 
 
How often have you felt things were going your way? 
(PS7Reverse) 
 
How often have you been able to control irritations in your 
life? (PS9Reverse) 
 
How often have you felt that you were on top of things? 
(PS10Reverse) 
 
How often have you been able to control the way you spend 
your time? (PS13Reverse) 

 
 

3.235 
 
 

3.224 
 
 

4.071 
 
2.779 
 
 
3.166 

 
 

4.422 
 
 

3.038 
 
 

2.294 
 
 

2.338 
 
 
 

2.155 
 
 

2.664 
 
 

2.505 
 
 

2.576 
 
 

2.258 

 
 

1.004 
 
 

1.149 
 
 

1.014 
 

1.065 
 
 

1.103 
 
 

.792 
 
 

1.160 
 
 

.841 
 
 

.926 
 
 
 

.972 
 
 

.950 
 
 

.853 
 
 

.901 
 
 

.886 

 
 

-.085 
 
 

-.166 
 
 

-.916 
 

.269 
 
 

-.097 
 
 

-1.341 
 
 

.017 
 
 

.426 
 
 

.448 
 
 
 

.669 
 
 

.093 
 
 

.246 
 
 

.315 
 
 

.504 
 

 
 

-.292 
 
 

-.776 
 
 

.153 
 

-.555 
 
 

-.749 
 
 

1.353 
 
 

-.832 
 
 

.125 
 
 

-.025 
 
 
 

.074 
 
 

-.274 
 
 

-.046 
 
 

-.099 
 
 

.115 
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Table 4-5. Goodness of fit statistics for each model 
 

Model 
 
χ2 

 
df 

 
χ2/df 

 
RMSEA 

 
SRMR 

 
CFI 

 
GFI 

 
NFI 

 
CFA for AI 
variables 

 
20.789 

 
11 
 

 
1.890 

 
.040 

 
.047 

 
.996 

 
.990 

 
.991 

 
CFA for initial 
coping variables 
(24 items) 

 
560.234 

 
242 

 
2.315 

 
.049 

 
.070 

 
.937 

 
.920 

 
.895 

 
CFA for 
respecified 
coping variables 
(18 items) 

 
255.811 

 
124 

 
2.063 

 
.044 

 
.059 

 
.967 

 
.951 

 
.939 

 
CFA for initial 
perceived stress 
variables (14 
items) 

 
317.617 

 
76 

 
4.179 

 
.076 

 
.060 

 
.900 

 
.916 

 
.873 

 
CFA for 
respecified 
perceived stress 
variables 
(10 items) 

 
93.662 

 
33 

 
2.838 

 
.058 

 
.036 

 
.968 

 
.968 

 
.952 

 
SEM for athletic 
identity, coping, 
and perceived 
stress 

 
731.347 

 
309 

 
2.367 

 
.050 

 
.092 

 
.939 

 
.910 

 
.900 

Note: (RMSEA - value < .05 indicates close fit, GFI – value > .90 or .95 indicates a good fit, 
SRMR - < .05 indicates good model fit, CFI - , NFI - value > .90 or .95 indicates a good fit; 
Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). 
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Table 4-6. Cronbach’s alpha values (α) 
______________________________________________________________________________	
Factor               α 
______________________________________________________________________________	
 
Athletic Identity 

Social identity         .850 
Exclusivity          .878 
Negative affect        .823 

 
Coping 
 Problem-focused coping       .781 
 Emotion-focused coping       .865 
 Avoidance coping – distraction      .763 
 Avoidance coping – social diversion      .662 
 Exercise coping        .918 
 
Perceived Stress 
 Positive            .770 
 Negative         .836  
       
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

53	
	

Table 4-7. Correlation for initial measurement model 

  PSP PSN EXC ACS ACD EFC PFC AINA AIE AIS 
PSP 1 

         PSN 0.72 1 
        EXC 0.12 0.02 1 

       ACS -0.05 0.17 0.24 1 
      ACD 0.08 0.22 0.11 0.44 1 

     EFC 0.62 0.8 0.01 0.22 0.27 1 
    PFC -0.55 -0.32 0.19 0.24 0.03 -0.23 1 

   AINA -0.01 0.07 0.36 -0.07 -0.02 0.06 -0.02 1 
  AIE -0.11 -0.02 0.37 -0.07 -0.05 -0.03 -0.02 0.72 1 

 AIS -0.17 -0.13 0.5 0.02 -0.12 -0.1 0.05 0.79 0.81 1 
*p <  .05 
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Table 4-8. Correlation for respecified measurement model 

  PSP PSN EFC PFC AINA AIE AIS 
PSP 1 

      PSN 0.72 1 
     EFC 0.62 0.8 1 

    PFC -0.54 -0.32 -0.23 1 
   AINA -0.01 0.07 0.06 -0.02 1 

  AIE -0.11 -0.02 -0.03 -0.02 0.73 1 
 AIS -0.17 -0.13 -0.1 0.05 0.79 0.81 1 

*p <  .05 
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Figure 4-1. CFA for athletic identity variables 

  
  
 chi-square = 20.789 
 p-value = 0.036 
 df = 11 
 chi-square/df = 1.890 
 RMSEA = .040 
 SRMR = .047 
 GFI = .990 
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Figure 4-2. CFA for initial coping variables 

chi-square = 560.234 
p-value = .000 
df = 242 
chi-square/df = 2.315 
GFI = .920 
RMSEA = .049 
SRMR=.07 
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Figure 4-3. CFA for respecified coping variables  

 

 

Chi-square = 255.811 
p-value = .000 
df = 124 
chi-square/df = 2.063 
GFI = .951 
RMSEA = .044 
SRMR = .059 
χ2diff = 304.423 
dfdiff = 118 
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Figure 4-4. CFA for initial perceived stress variables 

chi-square = 317.617 
p-value = .000 
df = 76 
chi-square/df = 4.179 
GFI = .916 
RMSEA = .076 
SRMR = .060 
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Figure 4-5. CFA for respecified perceived stress variables 

chi-square = 93.662 
p-value = .000 
df = 33 
chi-square/df = 2.838 
GFI = .968 
RMSEA = .058 
SRMR = .036 
χ2diff = 223.955 
dfdiff = 43 
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Figure 4-6. Structural model for coping and perceived stress variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 chi-square = 728.594 
 p-value = .000 
 df = 331 
 chi-square/df = 2.201 
 GFI = .911 
 RMSEA = .047 
 SRMR = .062  
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Figure 4-7. Respecified structural model for coping and perceived stress variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        chi-square = 462.776 
p-value = .000 
df = 163 
chi-square/df = 2.839 
GFI = .921 
RMSEA = .058 
SRMR =.057 

                 χ2diff = 265.818 
dfdiff = 168 
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Figure 4-8. Model of athletic identity, coping, and perceived stress 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 chi-square = 731.347 
 p-value = .000 
 df = 309 
 chi-square/df = 2.367 
 CFI = .939 
 GFI = .910 
 RMSEA = .050 
 SRMR = .092 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 

Discussion/Results 

Overview 

There is an abundance of research addressing the subjective experiences of stress 

impacting college students, as well as the methods in which these students cope (Berman & 

Sperling, 1991; Compas, Wagner, Slavin, & Vannatta, 1986; Dyson & Renk, 2006). Similarly, 

recent research has begun to examine the retirement experiences of professional athletes in terms 

of stress, coping, and the role of athletic identity in these processes (Baillie & Danish, 1992; 

Brand, Wolff, & Hoyer, 2013; Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993; Brown & Potrac, 2009; 

Erpič, Wylleman, & Zupančič, 2004; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997; Murphy, Petitpas, & 

Brewer, 1996; Warriner & Lavallee, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 

2010).  However, almost no research has focused on the interaction of all three of these factors 

among athletes transitioning out of competitive sport in order to examine the impacts of athletic 

identity and coping processes on subjective stress outcomes.  

Athletes are often faced with a number of social and emotional difficulties upon the 

transition out of competitive sport (Baillie & Danish, 1992; Brand, Wolff, & Hoyer, 2013; 

Brown & Potrac, 2009; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997; Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996; 

Warriner & Lavallee, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 2010). More 

specifically, the results for those with strong and exclusive athletic identities upon the transition 

out of competitive sport are often immense amounts of stress, in addition to other difficulties 

(Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993; Erpič, Wylleman, & Zupančič, 2004; Grove et al., 1997; 
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Murphy et al., 1996; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994). Similarly, these athletes 

often primarily rely on the use of ineffective coping strategies in unsuccessful attempts to cope 

(Grove et al., 1997). 

The sport management research related to aforementioned topics has largely focused on 

the transitions out of competitive sport made by professional athletes. The scope of research 

focusing on this population of athletes examines an extremely limited demographic and leaves 

the majority of athletes, those who will make the transition out of competitive sport prior to 

reaching a professional career, unaccounted for (Downs & Ashton, 2011). While participation in 

competitive sport is profuse at the high school level, most athletes end their competitive athletic 

careers upon graduation (Downs & Ashton, 2011). Many of these former high school athletes 

will also simultaneously initiate another stressful major life transition when they begin college 

(Berman & Sperling, 1991; Compas, Wagner, Slavin, & Vannatta, 1986; Dyson & Renk, 2006).  

Those who are transitioning out of competitive sport after high school and transitioning 

college students are faced with even more stressors (Berman & Sperling, 1991; Compas, 

Wagner, Slavin, & Vannatta, 1986; Dyson & Renk, 2006). Stress levels can seem overwhelming 

when biological development is coupled with the additional changes at the social, environmental, 

and psychological levels that occur during the transition to college life (Berman & Sperling, 

1991; Compas et al., 1986; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Hudd et al., 2000). 

Many of those who fail to develop healthy coping mechanisms and suffer from high stress levels 

often turn to less healthy behaviors (e.g., sedentary electronic behaviors, alcohol/drug use, 

unhealthy dietary choices) when faced with such difficulties and often display poor academic 

adjustment (Buckworth & Nigg, 2004; Clements, 1999; Downs & Ashton, 2011; O’Malley & 
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Johnston, 2002; Striegel-Moore, Silberstein, Frensch, & Rodin, 1989; Wechsler, Dowdall, 

Davenport, & Castillo, 1995; Wechsler et al., 2002; Weitzman, Nelson, & Wechsler, 2003).  

The intent of this study was to examine a largely unobserved population of former 

athletes and current college students who are in the midst of simultaneously making two major 

life transitions. These former athletes were not only making the transition out of competitive 

sport, but also the transition to college. As a result, the high levels of stress experienced by these 

students and the necessity for coping responses is undeniable (Berman & Sperling, 1991; 

Compas, Wagner, Slavin, & Vannatta, 1986; Dyson & Renk, 2006). Hence, a model was 

proposed in order to answer the following research question: 1) Does the level of athletic identity 

of college students who are simultaneously transitioning to college and out of competitive sport 

correlate with the use of certain coping strategies and how do these factors interact to impact 

their perceived stress levels? 

Multiple confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were conducted in order to establish that 

the measurement model was both valid and reliable. Factor loadings were observed in order to 

establish convergent validity, and interfactor correlations were examined in order to distinguish 

discriminant validity. Cronbach’s alpha values were calculated in an effort to verify internal 

consistency and adequate construct reliability. Goodness of fit indices were calculated to 

establish that each measurement model was a good fit to the data. After these processes were 

carried out and all validity and reliability coefficients and goodness of fit indices met their 

respective criteria, the measurement model was determined to be valid and reliable.  

Next, the structural model was assessed using SEM. First, a model examining only the 

structural relationship between the five factors of coping and perceived stress was assessed in 

order to determine whether each factor of coping had a significant relationship with the outcome 
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variable. It was discovered that three factors of coping had almost no relationship at all with 

perceived stress: 1) avoidant coping distraction (ACDistract à PS =   -.012), 2) avoidant coping 

social diversion (ACSocial à PS = .009), and 3) exercise coping (EXC à PS = .009). Given this 

information, these three factors of coping were removed in order to achieve a more parsimonious 

model, and the three factors of athletic identity were then added to the model in order to assess 

the interaction of athletic identity, coping, and perceived stress. The structural model proved to 

be a reasonably good fit to the data. As expected, coping strongly correlated with perceived 

stress (Problem-focused Coping à Perceived Stress = -.31; Emotion-focused Coping à 

Perceived Stress = .82). Similarly, athletic identity proved to have a significant relationship with 

coping, but each individual factor of athletic identity varied in its correlation with the coping 

variables. Athletic identity social positively correlated with problem-focused coping (AIS à 

PFC = .39) and negatively correlated with emotion-focused coping (AIS à EFC = -.54). On the 

other hand, athletic identity negative affect positively correlated with emotion-focused coping 

(AINA à EFC = .42) and a negatively correlated with problem-focused coping (AINA à PFC 

= -.22). Similarly, athletic identity exclusivity positively correlated with emotion-focused coping 

and negatively correlated with problem-focused coping, though these relationships were not 

significant. 

 

College students: stress and coping 

The model in this study suggested that problem-focused coping negatively correlates with 

perceived stress levels among the sample population of students (PFC à PS = -.31). On the 

other hand, emotion-focused coping positively correlated with perceived stress levels (EFC à 

PS = .82). The students sampled in this study relied heavily on the use of both factors of coping. 
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Consistent with this finding, Kariv and Heimann (2005) found that students often initiate task-

oriented (i.e. problem-focused) coping efforts in dealing with a heavy academic workload, yet 

rely on emotion-oriented coping strategies in order to deal with the perceived stress associated 

with the pressures of college life.  

Contrary to the findings in this study, previous literature has also demonstrated proof of a 

correlation between students’ high stress levels and a heavy use of avoidant coping strategies 

(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Kariv & Heimann, 2005; Struthers, Perry, & Menec, 2000). Yet, the 

structural model utilized in this study provided evidence for the absence of such a relationship. In 

fact, the results of this study suggest that there is almost no correlation at all between perceived 

stress levels and avoidant coping techniques among this population of college students. This 

might serve to indicate that avoidant coping strategies are ineffective in the sense that they do not 

necessarily reduce stress, yet the utilization of such coping techniques do not seem to add to 

subjective stress levels, unless used in combination with emotion-focused techniques.  

As exemplified in previous studies, the social, environmental, and psychological 

transitions to college are characterized by high subjective stress levels, especially for those who 

rely on the use of ineffective coping strategies, such as emotion-focused coping (Aspinwall & 

Taylor, 1992; Berman & Sperling, 1991; Compas et al., 1986; Downs & Ashton, 2011; Dyson & 

Renk, 2006; Hudd et al., 2000; Kariv & Heimann, 2005; Struthers, Perry, & Menec, 2000). The 

reliance on such ineffective techniques among these students is troubling when considering that a 

transition to college marked by high subjective stress levels, in combination with the use of 

ineffective coping efforts, has been linked to such difficulties as poor academic performance and 

mental health issues (Berman & Sperling, 1991; Compas et al., 1986; Downs & Ashton, 2011; 
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Dyson & Renk, 2006; Eisenberg, Gollust, Golberstein, & Hefner, 2007; Huang et al., 2003; 

Hudd et al., 2000; Kariv & Heimann, 2005; Kwan et al., 2012; Struthers, Perry, & Menec, 2000).  

 

 

Transition out of sport: athletic identity, coping, and stress 

Concurrent with the results of this study, previous literature has represented the potential 

for the transition out of competitive sport among athletes to produce high levels of stress and the 

necessity for coping outlets (Grove et al., 1997; Wippert & Wippert, 2008; Wippert & Wippert, 

2010). Additionally, numerous studies have demonstrated that the strength and exclusivity of an 

individual’s athletic identity is a crucial factor in his/her transition out of competitive sport 

(Alfermann, Stambulova, Zemaityte, 2004; Brewer et al., 1993; Brown & Potrac, 2009; Erpič et 

al., 2004; Grove et al., 1997; Murphy et al., 1996; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Stambulova, 

Stephan, & Jäphag, 2007).  

Furthermore, Grove et al. (1997) established that those exhibiting strong and exclusive 

athletic identities upon retirement from competitive sport demonstrated an increased reliance on 

several avoidant and emotion-focused coping techniques. The results of this study did align with 

prior research in some sense. However, previous studies focusing on the relationship between 

athletic identity and coping efforts have interpreted athletic identity as a single factor. Yet, the 

results of this study bring to light the need to examine the influence of athletic identity based on 

a three-factor structure.  

The findings in this study proved that certain factors (exclusivity and negative affect) 

indicative of the possession of a strong athletic identity do exhibit a positive relationship with the 

utilization of emotion-focused coping strategies. However, to generalize these results as meaning 
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that a strong and exclusive athletic identity correlates with the use of emotion-focused coping 

may be incorrect. This study has demonstrated that the athletic identity social factor actually has 

a significant negative relationship with the utilization of emotion-focused coping efforts. In other 

words, this study brings to light the need to evaluate athletic identity based on this three-factor 

structure, rather than simply grouping these factors in a single overall score representing the 

strength of one’s athletic identity (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001).  

This notion is further demonstrated by the results of this study when analyzing the 

relationships between various factors of athletic identity and problem-focused coping. Once 

again, the need to distinguish the relationship between athletic identity and coping through each 

factor of athletic identity is apparent (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001). This structural model 

demonstrates this disparity through the significantly positive relationship between the athletic 

identity social factor and problem-focused coping, while on the other hand, the exclusivity and 

negative affect factors possess negative relationships with problem-focused coping.  

 

Practical implications 

 The findings of this study can be useful to scholars and practitioners in fields ranging 

from sport management to college health. The results have shed light on the interactions among 

athletic identity and coping with perceptions of stress for a particularly vulnerable sector of the 

population. The importance of this understanding of a population prone to mental health issues 

and poor academic adjustment cannot be understated.  

This study has gone beyond current literature by gaining an understanding of the impact 

of various factors of athletic identity on the utilization of different coping strategies. In turn, this 
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study has provided knowledge, pertaining to which factors of athletic identity should be 

encouraged or discouraged due to their impact on effective/ineffective coping mechanisms.  

Based on the results of this study, assessing the athletic identities of competitive athletes 

at all levels could serve to identify those that may be susceptible to difficulties upon transitioning 

out of competitive sport and prone to a reliance on ineffective coping efforts. Catching this at an 

early stage may provide sport management and health professionals with the opportunity to 

allocate resources towards assisting such athletes with exploring and establishing alternative 

identities, developing healthy coping outlets, forming social support networks, as well as pre-

planning for retirement from sport. This could be accomplished by enhancing such resources 

available at these institutions, including enlisting the services of sport psychologists, hosting 

speakers and seminars on relevant topics (e.g., decision-making, coping, transition), promoting 

instructive interactive platforms online, and facilitating workshops (e.g., life skills, alternative 

careers, building relationships). At the high school and college levels, this would in turn lead to 

enhanced academic performance and better overall mental and physical health for these students.  

 

Limitations and future directions 

There were a number of limitations associated with the results of this study. First, the 

sample population consisted of college students at three public southwestern universities from a 

single state. Thus, the sample may not be generalizable on a national scale, or to all transitioning 

athletes.  

Second, the study was limited in its assessment of mental health issues among these 

students, given that only perceived stress levels were assessed. Future studies should take into 
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account the entire landscape of mental health issues that are prevalent among college students, 

including depression and anxiety.  

Third, this study was limited in that it was not of a longitudinal design. Future research 

would benefit from a longitudinal design following athletes prior to and throughout their 

transitions out of sport and to college. Future research should also take into account the 

circumstances and conditions surrounding sport career termination for each individual athlete. 

Lastly, this study did not explore the potential for mediation via various demographic 

variables, including gender, ethnicity, type of sport participated in, and level of participation. 

Future research would benefit from analyzing data through the model proposed in this study 

based on these factors, among others. 

Future athletic identity research could benefit from a longitudinal design examining the 

periods prior to, during, and after a student’s transition out of competitive sport. Similarly, future 

studies should examine the nature of and circumstances surrounding the transition out of 

competitive sport and account for the full spectrum of mental health issues among such subjects. 

Additionally, it is of the utmost importance for future researchers to examine the impacts of 

subjects’ athletic identities based on the three-factor structure emphasized in this study. For those 

institutions that do decide to reallocate resources towards assisting these students, efficacy 

studies should be conducted in order to determine whether such devotions of resources result in 

enhanced well-being for the students and are thus warranted. 
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Appendix 

7-Item Version of the Athlete Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) 
 

Please circle the number that best reflects the extent to which you agree or disagree with 
each statement regarding your sport participation. 

 
1. I consider myself an athlete. 

Strongly 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Strongly  
            Disagree                                                                                              agree 

 
 

2. I have many goals related to sport.  
   Strongly  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Strongly 

       disagree        agree 
 
 

3. Most of my friends are athletes. 
Strongly  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Strongly 
disagree        agree 
 
 

4. Sport is the most important part of my life. 
Strongly 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Strongly 
disagree        agree 
 
 

5. I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else. 
Strongly  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Strongly 
disagree        agree 
 
 

6. I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport. 
Strongly 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Strongly  
disagree        agree 
 
 

7. I would be very depressed if I were injured and could not compete in sport. 
Strongly 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Strongly   
disagree        agree 
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Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 

 The questions in this scale ask you about your feelings and thoughts during the last month. 
In each case, you will be asked to indicate how often you felt or thought a certain way. Although 
some of the questions are similar, there are differences between them and you should treat each 
one as a separate question. The best approach is to answer each question fairly quickly. That is, 
don’t try to count up the number of times you felt a particular way, but rather indicate the 
alternative that seems like a reasonable estimate. 
 For each question choose from the following alternatives: 
 
 0. never 
 1. almost never 
 2. sometimes 
 3. fairly often 
 4. very often 
 
1. In the last month, how often have you been upset because of something that happened 
unexpectedly?  0  1  2  3  4 
            
 
2. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the important things in 
your life?  0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
3. In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and “stressed”? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
4. In the last month, how often have you dealt successfully with irritating life hassles? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
5. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were effectively coping with important 
changes that were occurring in your life? 
   0   1  2  3  4 
 
 
6. In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your personal 
problems?  0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
7. In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
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8. In the last month, how often have you found that you could not cope with all the things that you 
had to do?  0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
9. In the last month, how often have you been able to control irritations in your life? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
10. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
11. In the last month, how often have you been angered because of things that happened that were 
outside of your control? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
12. In the last month, how often have you found yourself thinking about things that you have to 
accomplish? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
13. In the last month, how often have you been able to control the way you spend your time? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
 
 
14. In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not 
overcome them? 
   0  1  2  3  4 
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CISS-Short (Situation Specific) 
 
Instructions: The following are ways people react to various difficult, stressful, or upsetting 
situations.  We are particularly interested in how you reacted to the following situation: transitioning 
from high school to college. Please circle a number from 1 to 5, for each item, to indicate how much 
you engaged in these types of activities when you encountered this situation. 
 
 
            Not at all                  Very much 
                                                                    
 1. Focus on the problem and see how I can solve it 1 2 3 4 5 

 2. Blame myself for having gotten into this situation 1 2 3 4 5 

 3. Treat myself to a favourite food or snack  1 2 3 4 5 

 4. Think about how I have solved similar problems 1 2 3 4 5 

 5. Feel anxious about not being able to cope  1 2 3 4 5 

 6. Go out for a snack or meal    1 2 3 4 5 

 7. Determine a course of action and follow it  1 2 3 4 5 

 8. Blame myself for being too emotional 

 about the situation     1 2 3 4 5 

 9. Buy myself something     1 2 3 4 5 

10. Work to understand the situation   1 2 3 4 5 

11. Become very upset     1 2 3 4 5 

12. Visit a friend      1 2 3 4 5 

13. Take corrective action immediately   1 2 3 4 5 

14. Blame myself for not knowing what to do  1 2 3 4 5 

15. Spend time with a special person   1 2 3 4 5 

16. Think about the event and learn from my mistakes 1 2 3 4 5 
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17. Wish that I could change what had happened  1 2 3 4 5 
 or how I felt       
 
18. Phone a friend      1 2 3 4 5 

19. Analyze the problem before reacting   1 2 3 4 5 

20. Focus on my general inadequacies   1 2 3 4 5 

21. Take time off and get away from the situation  1 2 3 4 5 
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Demographic Questions 
 
 

Gender:    Male_____ Female_____ 
 
 
Race/Ethnicity: 
 
Caucasian_____     African American_____      Hispanic_____      Asian____      Other____ 
 
 
Age: _____ 
 
 
Are you a first year student (first year in college)? Yes______ No______ 
 
 
Did you compete in a high school varsity sport? Yes______ No______ 
If so, what sport/s did you compete in?  
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Do you currently participate in any sporting activities (e.g., Intramurals, club sports, 
CrossFit, etc.)?    Yes______ No_________ 
If so, what sporting activities do you participate in?  
 
Intramural sports_____ Club sports_____ Community Sports_____ Other______ 
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