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Personality correlates of the strategy of avoidance handling difficult social

situations

Difficult situations are not rare in human life. @e contrary, they accompany people from
early childhood, so the knowledge about the actiaken by people in order to handle difficult
situations and the conditioning factors is of cdesable importance.

Difficult situations are not homogeneous, but ratteem an internally diversified group. In
life-time situations a person may experience varitygpes of difficulties at the same time. An
important subgroup of difficult situations are sy difficult situations, i.e. situations which
threaten the cherished values, as well as thdmdfit of the individual needs and social aspiration
These are situations in which an individual is qidéd, severely criticised, involved in an
interpersonal conflict or forced by the requirenseahd demands of others to change the aim of
aspirations or resign from important things. Itesdent that this category of difficult situations
encompasses situations of social exposure, assgsanme criticism, as well as circumstances of
social conflict and social pressur8uch situations are encountered by the young leeopite
frequently on a daily basis. Research findingsimdxdaby, among others, B. Lohman and P. Jarvis
(2000%, M. Krzysko (1999¥, L. Pufal-Struzik (1997) R.Sikora and E.Pisula (2003)roved that
adolescents commonly regarded school as a soutoe gifeatest threat. Difficult social situations
in the school environment include: oral answerfsant of the teacher, teacher's critical remarks an

disapproval, graded tests, exams and other mettfgusrformance assessment, public speaking and
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being an object of ridicule in the circle of schoakes. School is also connected with the teachers
authoritarian pressure and the rigidity of theiguieements, which gives rise to conflicts between
teachers and pupils. Other sources of difficuliagibns are relations with the family and peerse Th
latter, connected with the lack of friends' loyalty disagreements with schoolmates or a
girlfriend/boyfriend, were considered the major meuof personal threat by a mere few percent of
interviewees. Conflicts with parents are an impdrtesource of tension in adolescence. A great
proportion of them are everyday problems - diffeemnin opinions, taste, as far as e.g. clothes,
music, free time activities are concerned. The gmgwneed for independence in young people
clashes with the norms, commands and bans impagspdrbnts and their tendency to control the life
and activities of their growing up children. thme light of those studies it turns out that yoyegple
experience the majority of everyday life problems.

Difficult situations cannot be ruled out from humlge. From the moment of birth everyone
has to learn how to handle difficulties and chajkes Without doubt, children find it more difficult
since they have considerably smaller control ovesumstances causing negative emotions, and
therefore - smaller possibilities of exerting arfliance on them. Moreover, their chances of
cognitive assessment of a problematic situationexd aining it in a logical way differ from adults'
chance$ Therefore it is worth observing how children hianeveryday pressures. Those minor, but
numerous daily problems are particularly burdenséonsome adolescents. The activities they take
when faced with a difficult situation are pondenedhe very specific circumstances, as a stratégy o
handling a current difficult situation. Numerousidies and everyday observation indicate that
adolescents present quite large repertoire ofegfies of handling difficult social situationsAmong
them, there are defence strategies in form of avgidonfrontation with a problem (e.g. taking up
absorbing occupations unrelated with the problem).

A key role in explaining changes in human behaviaudifficult situations is played by the
concept of the psychological mechanism of humaratehr in difficult situations developed by
M. Tyszkowa (1986) In the psychological mechanism of behaviour iffialilt situations a

particularly important role - according to that et (1986) - is played by basic cognitive strucsure
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of personality, i.e. the picture of the world (stwre of the world) and the picture of oneself
(structure of ‘myself’). How people perceive thendp what are their attitudes and expectations
towards themselves, others, tasks and the outcofrtbsir activities determine the way of cognitive
and emotional perception and interpretation oficiff situations, which, in turn, has an influerme
their behaviour in that situation. Negative, pooolganised and inaccurate structure of 'myself is
particularly vulnerable in a difficult situation,hich - according to M. Tyszkowa (1977)results in
shifting the purpose of activities towards selfetefe. Behaviour in difficult situations is negalwe
influenced by low self-esteem. In a difficult sitioa, low self-esteem leads to increasing a peilsona
feeling of threat or a growing tendency to resigmf reaching the aim of activities and to withdraw
from social interactiof?.

How an individual functions in difficult situations also determined by other elements of
personality. M. Tyszkowa (1978)draws atlention to some mechanisms of controlcrilsiag the
way they function to the control over a situatibhose mechanisms of control determine how human
behaviour changes in difficult situations. The sehje confidence that it is possible to contra th
world around is an important variable which regegabehaviours in difficult situations. Not being
confident of the ability to influence life occurieas leads to resignation, withdrawal and giving up

efforts to solve the probleth

The reflection of the disturbed state of relatianth the environment, which takes place in a
difficult situation, increases the level of actieat Emotional activation caused by a difficult
situation has a negative variance. Fear is onhepossible emotional reactions of a negative value
caused by a situation which is perceived and reghes difficult and threatenity Fear is usually
unpleasant for an individual, hence attempts te tmeself from it. Methods of dealing with fear can

be found among the strategies of dealing with &cdit situation. The strategies of dealing with a
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difficult situation are activated upon the aroustlnegative emotions and used until the stressful
event ceases to exit Fear, as it reaches the peak of its intensivermaskes it impossible to
overcome difficulties efficiently, hampers spontang human activity, reduces
motivation to transgressive actions, causes ladonfrol over one's own behaviour and prompts the
escape from the situatibh

Generally, in the psychological mechanism of hurbahaviour in difficult situations as
presented by M. Tyszkowa (1988)a special role in changing behaviour in difficsituations is
played by the general system of regulation, nampehgonality. Therefore, this dissertation presents
studies of the personality-based premises of ttategly of avoidance used by the young to handle
difficult social situations. The most important tifem seem to be: self-assessment, the sense of

control localisation and fear.

Variables, problem and research hypothesis
In the conducted research, self-assessment, tlse sncontrol localisation and fear were

considered independent variables, while the styatdgavoidance in dealing with difficult social
situations - a dependent variable.

Self-assessment is defined as a group of judgenastopinions, which individuals treat as
describing themselvés These judgements and opinions refer to the ptegealities of an
individual, among which it is possible to distingluifeatures of physical, moral and ethical, persona
and social nature. The impact of self-assessmertiuoman behaviour in a psychological situation
depends on its type. The subject of the researchtimalevel of detailed self-assessment regarding
the particular qualities of a given individual athe level of global self-assessment, which is tira s
of detailed self-assessment volutfies

The sense of control localisation is a constantegdised expectation referring to the

localisation of reinforcements. If individuals reithat reinforcements depend on their own actions

14 Lazarus, R (2000). How Emotions Influence Perfarosain Competitive Sports. The Sport
Psychologisto 14,229-252.

15 Harwas-Napierata, B. (1987). Czynniki spoteczndzinne w ksztattowaniu dicku u mtodziey,Poznan: Adam
Mickiewicz University Publishing Office. Leary, M& Kowalski, R. (2001). kk spoteczny,Gdansk: GWP
Publishing House., Eysenck, M. (2001). Sprasvabje kki , Charaktery [Characters], 1, 29-30., Nitendefdkowa,
E. (2001). leki szkolne jako wyznacznik funkcjonowania dziecRapblemy poradnictwa psychologiczno-
pedagogiczneg, 1, 15-37.

18 Tyszkowa, M. (1986). Zachowaniegrieci w sytuacjach trudnych, Warsaw: PWN

" Kulas, H. (1986). Samoocena mlodzieWarsaw: WSiP. Kulas, H. (1988). Stabiétiozmiana poczucia kontroli
we wczesnej fazie okresu dorastania, Psychologiehdyawcza, 3, 257-269.

18 Fitts, W. (1975). Podrznik do Skali Badania Obrazu Wtasnej Osoby (SEalmooceny), Warsaw.



or their relatively constant qualities, they haveease of internal control localisation. On theeoth
hand, if a reinforcement is perceived as subsedeone's own actions, but not entirely dependent
on them, the sense of control localisation is exft.

The term 'fear' applies to two classes of referdnts a specific state, lasting for a certain
period of time, or way of individual's reactionacsituation of threat. Among situations updating th
state of fear, it is possible to distinguish sdyidlifficult situations. The term ‘fear' is alsoegsto
describe a relatively constant feature of personataking into account e.g. the frequency with
which states of fear occur and their average iftieitscase of a given individuzl

In the conducted research, the strategy of avoidandealing with difficult social situations
was considered a dependent variable. Strategies/a@tiance in difficult situations are typically
defensive behaviours, allowing only to reduce tmpleasant emotional tension, but the initial
purpose is replaced with achieving a good dispmsitit is possible by avoiding confrontation with a
difficult situation, by taking up additional actiMs focusing attention and distracting one's &ttan
from the problem (watching TV, gorging oneself,efiimg) and by looking for contacts with other
people*.

Studying the impact of self-assessment, the sehsentrol localisation and fear on shaping
the strategy of avoidance in dealing difficult sdaituations, the following research question was
formulated: Which personality variables form thesibdor the strategy of avoidance in dealing with
difficult social situations in case of young people

The question allows putting forward the followingplothesis, which will be verified by the
analysis of findings of the conducted empiricalkegsh studies: Adolescents who present low level
of self-assessment, external sense of control &yidlavel of fear use the strategy of avoidance in

difficult social situation more frequently.

Method
Measurement. The variables in the research study were measurtd thhe help of the author's

questionnaire assessing how the young people hdiftitailt situations of social contacts (RT$%)
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Self-assessment scale (TSCS) by W. Fitts, the iquestire assessing the sense of control (KBPK)
by G. Krasowicz and A. Kurzyp-Wojnarska, as welltlas Inventory of the State and Properties of
Fear (ISCL) by C. Spielberger, Strelau, M. Tysarczyk and K. Wradewski.

The author 's questionnaire RT8Xesignated to examine the strategy of handliffgpult
social situations used by young people at an aeesabool age. It consists of a description of 30
difficult social situations. Three types of behawievere provided for each situation - the firsiersf
to handling a difficult situation in an aggressiway, the second to avoiding it, and the third to
dealing with it reasonably.

Self-assessment Scale (TSCS) by Edgtssists of 100 descriptive statements about dhese
with which the interviewer may perform a self-asseent, using the phenomenological system of
classifying statements. Ten of them create theafled selfassessment rate (SC). The remaining
ninety statements comprise the Scale proper. Tloeypose 8 rates of detailed self-assessment
forming a grid of three verses (“This is how | arfiThis is how | feel about myself’, “This is how |
behave”) and five columns (“I physically”, "I - morally and ethically”, "I - peesally”, "I - family" and
"l - socially"). Apart from the rates of detailedlsassessment, the Scale enables to calculatebalgl
positive rate (P.Glob.).

The questionnaire KBPIS used to measure a personality variable called $nse of control
localization”. It consists of 46 questions of fadcehoice; 36 of them are diagnostic items, while th
remaining 10 are buffer questions. Diagnostic qaestregarding simple situations taken from eveay-d
life of the school young people, compose two scdles scale of successes (S) and the scale ofdailu
(P). The questions regarding favourable events osmpghe scale of successes (S), while questions
regarding unfavourable events - the scale of faduiP). The sum of results achieved in the scdles o
successes and failures composes a rate of gerdraigse of control localisation (S+P).

The Inventory of the State and Properties of F@8C[) byC. Spielberger,J Strelau, M
Tysarczyk and K. Wrzeiewskibasically consists of two separate scales, onehafhn(XI) is designated
to measure the state of fear, while the other, ethikith the symbol (X-2), to measure the Propenies
Fear. Both scales are presented on the same stmtited on both sides "The Self-assessment
Questionnaire". The test items are below the iostvas in the number of 20 for each scale. Theyhav
form of short statements referring to the subjecfeelings of an individual.

Sample of interviewees. The study covered 376 girls and 404 boys aged 13i®rall, 780 people
participated in the conducted research. One irdamil pupils of the first and second year of middle

school from Wroctaw and its surroundings. All iniervees were adolescents.

Analysis of the research findings



In order to find out which set of personality fa&tsiis connected with the fact that in the course
of difficult social situations some people use 8imtegy of avoidance more intensively, a stepwise
regression analysis was conducted, with the styatdgavoidance as a dependent variable and the
following independent variables: the glob al rateself-assessment level (P.Glob.), self-assessnates
connected with the assessments regarding varielassfiof self-functioning in social roles ('l - pigally'
(PA), 'l - morally and ethnically' (PB), 'l persdiya(PC), 'l - family' (PD) and 'l - socially' (BB, self-
assessment rates connected wit h experiencing encegiping oneself (‘This is how lam' (PWI), 'Thss i
how | feel about myself (PW2) and 'This is how hbee' (PW3)), the sense of control localisationtler
situation of success (S), the sense of controllikatéon for the situation of failure (P), the geslesed
sense of control localisation (S+P), fear as a nmbang state experienced in connection with a diffic
situation (X-1) and fear as a relatively constaatdire of personality. (X-2). The findings weregamted
in Table 1.

Table 1 Stepwise multiple regression of the avoidancéesfiadings (U) of RTSS against the scales of
the questionnaire: the findings of Self-assessmeate, KBPK and the Inventory ISCL for the whole
group (N=780) and for girls (N=376) and boys (N=404

Interviewees| Variable Beta B Standard t Level
error B p<
Total PA -0.16 -0.06 0.02 -4.39 0.001
S -0.13 -0.16 0.04 -3.69 0.002
residual 13.26 1.07 12.44 0.000000

Coefficient of multiple correlation: R=0,23
Coefficient of multiple determination 2R0,05
Equation importance: F(2,777)=20,69; p<0,00000
Standard error of estimation: 3,56

Girls PE -0.17 -0.07 0.02 -3.39 0.0008
P -0.13 -0.17 0.07 -2.59 0.01
residual 13.86 1.58 8.76 0.000000

Coefficient of multiple correlation: R=0,23
Coefficient of multiple determination :°R0,05
Equation importance: F(2,373)=10,53; p<0,00004
Standard error of estimation: 3,67

Bovs PA -0.18 -0.07 0.02 -3.54 0.0005
y S -0.16 0.18 0.06 -3.27 0.001
residual 13.67 1.38 9.92 0.000000

Coefficient of multiple correlation: R=0,26
Coefficient of multiple determination 2R0,07
Equation importance: F(2,401)=14,87; p<0,000000
Standard error of estimation: 3,44




Key: PA — ‘I — physically’, PE — ‘I — socially’, Sscale of successes, P- scale of failures

The findings show that the strategy of avoidindiclifit social situations by the young people
(the interviewed, overall) is strongly influencedthe assessment of one's own appearance (PA) and
the sense of control localisation in the situatarsuccesses (S). The percentage of the explained
variance for the strategy of avoidance amount4q&= 0,05). The remaining variables considered
in the research turned out to be insignificant cheteants of the strategy of avoidance in the grolp
young people. The Beta value indicates that thetself-assessment of one's own physical features,
external appearance and health and the strongerction that successes are externally controlled,
the more frequently adolescents use the strategpvofdance in dealing with difficult social
situations. Shifting responsibility for one's owrcsess onto the sphere of chance or luck, partlgula
when lacking an attractive physical appearance, caage unwillingness to take charge of one's own
fate and passive behaviour in difficult situations.

Will the same properties turn out equally importaoth for girls and boys who apply the
strategy of avoidance more frequently in dealinthwdifficult social situations. The answer to this
question is given in the findings of the next regien analysis , which is presented in Table 1.

Out of 14 independent variables, two proved impuria the regression equation; in case of
girls, it is the self-assessment in relations Wit general social environment (PE) and the sehse o
control localisation in a situation of failures (A)he coefficient of multiple determination for the
strategy of avoidance in the group of girls amouat§% and proves that those variables explain a
very small proportion of dependent variable varear@ther independent variables provided for in the
research turned out to be insignificant determisanit the strategy of avoidance in the group dégir
The Beta value indicates that the lower self-assessof an individual as a participant in the pssce
of interaction with other people or a partner ia tompany of people and the stronger convictioh tha
failures can be externally controlled, the moregfiently girls apply the strategy of avoidance in
difficult social situations. It turned out that Igir lack of self-acceptance in the field of social
functioning and responsibility for failures resuits their lack of motivation to make attempts to
change their situation. They try to come to terwith the existing situation and usually turn toeth
activities, so as to distract the attention from éxisting problem.

On the other hand, the parameters of regressioatiequincl. its significance, prove that the
level of findings in the field of 'l - physicallf{PA) and the sense of control localisation in the
situation of successes (S) has a serious impattietevel of the strategy of avoidance as a way of
dealing with difficult situations in a group of b®ycf. Table 1). It can be interpreted as follote

lower assessment of one's own body, external appearand physical fitness and the stronger



conviction that positive events are independennfane’'s own actions and that getting involved in
activities is purposeless, because the final redalts not depend on those actions, the more
frequently boys will withdraw from difficult phenogna in their environment. The coefficient of
multiple determination is very low {R0,07),which means that onlye of variability in the strategy

of avoidance can be explained on the basis oftibeeamentioned variables.

To sum up, the findings of the conducted analysdiate that self-assessment and the sense
of control localisation are connected with the tefggt of avoidance in handling difficult social
situations. It is interesting that the cited datavple information about the indirect impact of fead
its type on the strategy of avoidance in handliifficdlt social situations. Generally, it can bddsa
that, in the light of statistical verification, thabtained findings enabled a partial verificatidnttee

hypothesis presented in the theoretical part.

Summary of the research findings

The findings of the conducted research studiesvale following conclusions:

1. Adolescents (both all the interviewed and therinewees as broken down into gender)
using the strategy of avoidance in difficult sog#bations have lower assessment of themselves and
the particular aspects of ‘themselves' which armected with the sphere of interpersonal relations.
Individuals willing to use strategies of avoidanice difficult situations regard themselves as
occupying a lower social position, have lower assesnt of social attitudes and feel that they are
perceived negatively by others. Generally, the gop®ople of decreased self-esteem more frequently
apply defensive strategies based on immature foo$ehaviour (avoidance) which reduce
emotional tension, regardless of the type of engstlifficulties. Similar findings were obtainedtime
research conducted by D. Kubacka-Jasiecka (¥988) Ogiiska-Bulik (20013* and D. Borecka-
Biernat (2001%°.

2. It must be also noted that a stronger convictlwat others influence positive and/or
negative results of one's own actions (externatronis conducive to increasing the strategy of
avoidance in dealing with difficult social situat®among the young peoples (overall and in terfn s o

gender). It also seems probable that lack of fiaitthe possibility of obtaining the desired resuts
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one's own actions or lacking sense of responsilftit failures is conducive to revealing the stggte

of avoidance in difficult social situations amorge tyoung people. These findings indicate that the
young people who are convinced of a difficult ditora being impossible to change apply defensive
strategies in the form of an escape from the proplgithout attempting to solve it. Similar results
were obtained in the study conducted by J. RolaEarRisula (1993 and T. Rostowska (20074)

3. The study analysis also revealed that the |aWwerlevel of assessment referring to the
‘external reference system’, which is connectedh wicial roles performed, the related way of
functioning in the environment and the "shift oeteense of control localisation separately for
successes and failures, the more frequently adoies¢both generally, and as broken down into
genders) apply the strategy of avoidance in hagddifficult social situations. These findings
indicate that the lack of self-acceptance in tleddfiof social functioning and lack of young peaple’
confidence that it is possible to control positimad negative outcome of events suppress the
motivation to make attempts to change the situayonng people try then to come to terms with the
existing situation and usually turn to other atidg, so as to distract their attention from thisteng
problent®.

4. Fear (state, quality) did not come out as ectlipredictor of the strategy of avoidance in
dealing with difficult social situation. This resileems to correspond with the conclusion formdidig
M. Tyszkowa (1986§° that the structure and qualities of the persopalitan individual, and above all -
the set of habits (learned methods) of reactingnagalifficult situations that are shaped in specif
educational conditions - determine how emotionasiten will be perceived by an individual in a diffit
situation (as information and compensation in r@fato the purpose of the activity, or as a sigofal
personal threat).

To sum up the above-mentioned findings, it cantheed that young people who present low
self-assessment in different roles and social systand particularly those aspects of themselvashwh
are directly connected with social interactiongplgghe strategy of avoidance in difficult situatgo It

cannot be overlooked that a characteristic feaifithe structure of “myself”’ is information abouteself

% Rola, J., & Pisula E. (1993). Style radzenia sakistresem rodzicéw dzieci z mézgowym perdem dziecicym
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Lodz Publishing Office.

2 Rola, J., & Pisula E. (1993). Style radzenia saeistresem rodzicéw dzieci z mézgowym perdaem dziegicym
i z zespotem Downa, Zdrowie Psychiczne, 3-4, 94-101

Borecka-Biernat, D. (2001). Zachowaniesnate mtodziey w trudnej sytuacji spotecznej, Cracow: "Impuls"
Printing House.

29 Tyszkowa, M. (1986). Zachowaniegrieci w sytuacjach trudnych, Warsaw: PWN



and one' s own possibilities to influence the eseehhe obtained findings suggest that strong coiovic
that others influence positive and/or negative ltesof events plays a role in choosing the stratefyy
avoidance in handling difficult social situatiorls.proves that young people under study, using the
strategy of avoidance in handling difficult soc&uations, are not convinced of their ability tedly
influence the events in their environment and acapable of assuming responsibility for their seses

and failures.
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