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ABSTRACT 

Coping has been thought t o  be determined by the joint effects of stressful 

situations' characteristics and the personality of the person who is coping. This 

study attempted t o  show how ten forms o f  coping fo l low f rom features o f  

situations and from personality characteristics, and to  show the relationship 

between situation and personality effects on coping. Two hundred and sixty 

undergraduates f i l led out Locus o f  Control, Flexibility, and Sociability scales, 

selected three stressful situations experienced by them recently, rated these on a 

series o f  scales, and reported how they coped. The consistency with which they 

used various forms of coping varied with the type o f  coping. Sociability and 

Locus o f  Control were weakly related to  three forms o f  coping. Flexibility 

moderated the effect o f  situations on coping: the coping o f  highly flexible 

people was more responsive to  situation characteristics than that o f  less flexible 

people. Six canonical correlations described the relationship between situation 

characteristics and coping. Stressful change elicited adaptation and efforts at 

control. Disastrous events elicited primarily wishful thinking. Undesirable situations 

for which the person was responsible elicited self-blame. People responded to 

failure situations with self-blame, to  challenge wi th wishful thinking, adaptation, 

and control, and to  lack or loss with expression o f  emotion. There was an 

inverse relationship between the degree to  which people were consistent in the 

use o f  a form o f  coping and the extent its use could be predicted f rom 

situation characteristics. Separate factor analyses o f  continuous situation variables 

and situation categories showed that stressful situations have a complex rather 

than simple structure. I t  was concluded that both personality and situation factors 

are important in the determination of coping, and they have both individual and 

interacting effects on coping. There appears to  be a trade-off between the 



contingency and consistency o f  use o f  different forms of coping. Lastly, people 

respond in complex ways to stressful situations, and tend not t o  have a single 

simple "style" of response. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The study o f  coping and stress is rooted in the existential fact that l i fe  

involves suffering and attempts to  overcome suffering. This in  itself is enough 

to  make i t  interesting and relevant. There are also historical psychological 

reasons fo r  current interest in the area, some of which w i l l  be explored later in 

the paper. First, I would like to  examine the ideas o f  coping and stress in their 

professional and casual use. This w i l l  be fol lowed by  a review of available 

literature regarding the effects o f  personality on coping and o f  situation variables 

* 
on coping, and by  a critical discussion o f  situation analysis. An empirical study, 

which addresses some o f  the problems identified in the review, w i l l  then be 

reported. 

Defininq C o ~ i n q  

The concept "coping" is widely used, though somewhat vague. Most 

definitions share a core idea that coping involves acts which relieve distress, 

remove problems, or aid adaptation to  change. Differences among definitions can 

be understood in terms o f  differing emphases on the f ive crucial concepts o f  a) 

time of effect, b) area o f  outcome, c) goodness o f  outcome, d) intentionality 

and e) effort .  Once these concepts are explored a little, they w i l l  be used to  

describe and then criticize two classes o f  definitions of coping. 

Some o f  the many effects of coping acts are seen immediately, while 

others are manifest much later. The apparent eff icacy o f  an act is dependent, 

therefore, on the time at which is evaluated. An act which seems beneficial in 



the short term may  be^ harmful later, and vice versa. A definition which uses 

good outcome as a criterion o f  coping would have to  account for  this. 

Acts have effects in different areas as well as at different times. Effects 

may be purely personal, social, or environmental. Personal effects include changes 

in emotion, attitude, and understanding, decision formation, and planning. Broadly, 

personal effects involve thought and feeling. Other effects extend into the 

persons' social and physical world. A social ef fect is a change in relationship 

between the person and others or a change in a social environment. Resolution 

o f  a conflict, change in social activities, or change in the emotional climate o f  a 

work environment .are examples o f  social effects. Lastly, environmental effects 
63 

involve changes to  the physical world. Pragmatic concerns such as automobile 

repair, physical fitness, and assuring sufficient and regular income would be 

involved in this area o f  effect. A coping act might affect any or all o f  these 

areas at some time. 

\!!hatever their area 9: time frame, sutcomes can be  eval0ated in terms of 

their desirability. An act can have beneficial or harmful results. I t  may also in 

theory have no effect in particular, since the eventual outcome o f  a situation 

may not be contingent on the actions o f  the person involved. In this case the 

goodness o f  the outcome is logically distinct f rom the eff icacy o f  the act. 

Where the outcome is most ly contingent on actions, eff icacy and outcome wi l l  

be intimately connected. 

Whether or not acts' outcomes are in fact desirable, they may be intended 

. t o  be desirable. Intentionality varies in that some acts are clearly intended to 

improve matters, while others are carried out without any explicit intention about 

outcome. Intended outcomes can bDe thought o f  in terms of timing and area as 



before. For example, regardless of its actual effects, an act may be intended to 

make one feel better in the short term. Outcomes are probably intended to be 

good, so the issue of goodness is probably not as relevant. 

The final parameter of  coping is the effort required. Acts require varying 

amounts of emotional and physical effort. This effort may imply intention, as 

when someone tries very hard to improve matters. Effort and intention could 

also be independent. A person may struggle blindly without the explicit intent to 

improve things, may act routinely to  clear up a problem, or may take a passive 

role believing this to be a successful strategy. 

The issues of outcome, intent, and effort can be used to  distinguish the 

two sorts of acts which are usually considered to  be "coping". 

In the first sort of definition, we tend to  call 'coping' those acts which 

cause or are likely to  cause long-term and beneficial outcomes in the social or 

physical environment. Effort may or may not be involved. Exemplars of this sort 

of coping are looking for work after being laid off ,  working out a marriage 

difficulty, or any sort of problem-solving. Emotionally based acts (e.g., taking 

your mind o f f  your unemployment) are not usually thought of as coping unless 

they improve later performance. Relaxing for a day so that you can search for 

work with renewed vigour would be considered coping bacause it seems likely to 

enhance the chances of overt success. Because the outcomes of all acts are not 

known, acts with probable good overt outcomes are most often included in this 

definition. 

In the other sort of definition, acts are called 'coping' i f  they are merely 

intended to improve things, especially in social or environmental spheres. I f  you 

think that a problem can be resolved by throwing tantrums, then you are 



engaged in coping when you do this no matter how others evaluate your actions. 

If the act has the appropriate effect in the long term, we call i t  'successful 

coping'; i f  not it is 'unsuccessful'. Effort  is probably . . involved. A dictionary 

definition, 'to contend or strive, especially successfully', reflects this usage (Avis, 

Defensive behaviour, though often contrasted with coping, can be considered 

in the same conceptual framework. In this system, defenses would usually be 

considered involuntary, routine, and emotionally focussed acts geared to  the 

short-term which produce a bad outcomes in all spheres in the long term. 

(although recent work b y  Lazarus on the benefits o f  denial is an exception) (see 

Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Such acts have been labelled 'immature' and contrasted 

with mature 'coping' acts by  some (see, for  example, Andrews, Tennant, Hewson, 

& Vaillant, 1978, or Haan, 1965). This idea is opposite the pragmatic, management, 

conception o f  coping discussed earlier. 

Problems definitions. 

Implicit in pragmatic conceptions of coping is the idea that a problem 

exists in the social or physical environment and that successful resolution 

involves removal o f  the problem. This raises a di f f icul ty in that some problems 

really are intractable to  solution by  individuals. In such instances, the sort o f  

active, problem-focussed coping held as a model would likely be ineffective and 

exhausting. For example, problem solving is probably not very helpful with 

. intra-psychic problems such as grief. The loss is final. "Person-environment f i t "  

(see, e.g., Caplan, Naidu & Tripathi, 1984) is a recent version o f  the idea that 

problems exist in  the environment. The "person" part o f  this model says only 



that a situation needs a subject t o  be a problem. The model does not 

acknowledge that distress (such as grief) could be a problem itself. To account 

for the emotional end o f  problems, the concept o f  coping should be broad 

enough t o  include acts geared to emotional tasks as well. 

The pragmatic conception o f  "coping " also falls short because the success 

o f  acts can only be known after the fact. Its classification therefore could 

change depending on its consequences, which may depend partly on factors 

unrelated to  the act. Another problem with this conception is that an act can 

have many consequences a t  once and more which unfold over time. Some may 

be good, others bad, others ambiguous. The act's eff icacy wi l l  depend on when 

and how you look at it. 

The problem of identifying coping with intent (the other usual approach) is 

that it has not been demonstrated that people undertake an action with the 

explicit idea that i t  wi l l  be a "coping" action. People often simply act without 

r.""^+ k ii8'j; ledg2 6f +L'-:.. --+:--- --A "':&h 
G A ~ C .  L L I I G I I  I I I V L I V G D  CIIIU V V I L I I O ~ ~ ~  explicii iiiient. A' beauiifui eminp ie  

o f  this principle in literature is Dostoyevsky's Ivan Karamazov, whose motives in 

leaving the scene of his father's future murder are clear to  him only well after 

the event. For a more mundane example, you may cry on a friend's shoulder 

without having planned t o  do so. When you do, you may not be intending t o  

'cope' per se -- it  may just seem to  be the only thing, or the most compelling 

thing, to do, at the time. The idea o f  intent is probably most relevant for  

coping with problems in the social or physical environment, especially where a 

plan is needed improve things. It seems least useful with the less concrete and 

more spontaneous emotional coping. 



The variety and ambiguity of coping definitions is reflected in coping 

inventories which list many behaviours which might or might not be considered 

coping depending on the context and interpretation. A l l  sorts o f  reactions are 

listed, only some of which are beneficial ef forts geared t o  the long-term, overt 

situation. One of the most extensive item lists (McCrae, 1983) includes items 

ranging f rom 'hoped for  a miracle' and 'went along with fate' t o  'took direct 

action' and 'stood your ground'; f rom 'had temper tantrum' t o  'had no emotional 

reaction'. Some o f  these items do not fal l  into either o f  the t w o  popular coping 

conceptions outlined previously. For example, 'had temper tantrum' lacks 

connotations o f  intent or ef for t  to  improve matters, and provides the 

complication that the behaviour wi l l  not usually help in either the short or long 

term. The items represent legitimate class o f  reactions t o  difficulties, but it is 

not clear that they are 'coping', as the word is usually used, although they might 

be considered "immature" or "defensive" acts. 

Another problem o f  some items in coping inventories is that it is not clear 

which sort o f  coping would be entailed by the action. For instance, the bare 

behavioural description "went fo r  a walk in the park" does not give the 

information needed to know which (if any) sort o f  coping is involved. I t  might 

or might not be intended t o  accomplish aims such as restoring calm, giving a 

chance to  think about a problem, or escaping f rom the scene o f  trouble. I f  there 

was intent, then "went for a walk" is attempted coping. I f  there was no intent, 

but the walk provided a chance to cool down and think about the issue, there is 

inadvertent coping. I f  there was neither intent nor success, then in this one 

instance the item would not belong in a coping inventory. The existence of a 

problem is not enough to identify subsequent acts as "coping", since to  be 

thought o f  as "coping", an act has to  have one of a set of other properties, 



such as being intended t o  help or actually helping. Studies o f  coping which use 

mere behavioural descriptions of acts w i l l  inevitably produce somewhat ambiguous 

results, since one w i l l  know what people did, but not whether or how they 

coped. 

While there is as yet no common, clear, and problem-free concept o f  

"coping", given the ut i l i ty o f  i ts various uses, the term should be retained. I t  

might make sense, though, t o  consider coping t o  be one variable property o f  

acts, rather than to  consider i t  t o  be their defining feature. One could decide to 

what extent any act conforms to either concept o f  coping rather than assign it 

t o  'coping' or 'non-coping' categories. A t  the same time, given the limitations of 

existing definitions (especially regarding the issue o f  intent), study o f  coping 

should probably be broad e ~ o u g h  to  include a variety o f  reactions t o  distressing 

situations. 

Definitions of stress 

The concept of "stress" has no more coherence or unanimity o f  use than 

that of "coping". The term has at present three main uses which di f fer in terms 

o f  where they locate stress. 

In the f irst usage, "stress" is located outside the body. This use borrows 

f rom mechanics, where stress is "a force or system o f  forces that tends to 

produce deformation in a body"  (Avis, 1980). "Force" in psychosocial phenomena 

is obviously only analagous to  mechanical force, and "deformation" must be 

emotiorlal pain or changes in behaviour rather than physical deformation (although 

physiological correlates o f  stress could be thought o f  as a sort o f  deformation). 

People say that they have "been under a lot o f  stress" when they experience 



many emotional and behavioural demands. Lazarus has cast this concept in 

psychological language as fol lows: "Psychological stress is a particular 

relationship between the person and the environment that is  appraised b y  the 

person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her 

well-being." (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, pg. 19). This definit ion connects stress 

with the placing o f  strain on people b y  the environment. 

The second sort o f  definition looks at the deformation rather than the force 

and calls this "stress". Selye (1956) defined stress as the 'general adaptation 

syndrome': a bodily state which is non-specifically induced. Stress in this sense 

is a bodily reaction t o  a "stressor". A stressor, in turn, is anything which 

produces non-specific physiological changes. The general adaptation syndrome is 

characterized by  adrenal secretion, shrinkage of lymphatic organs, gastrointestinal 

ulcers, among many other reactions. Not only are noxious events stressful, but 

even such benign acts such as playing tennis or kissing increase the rate o f  

wear and tear on the body and are therefore stressful. A stream o f  research 

based on this assumption wi l l  be discussed later. For now it i s  enough t o  note 

that in this scheme the environment receives l i t t le analysis. It is thought t o  vary 

simply in the degree to  which i t  produces the general adaptation syndrome. 

The third way o f  thinking of stress locates stress in consciousness and ties 

i t  t o  emotion. 'Stress' is this sense is very much like 'anxiety', but may involve 

strong and unpleasant emotions such as rage. I t  can also include milder but 

more chronic feelings such as fatigue or frustration. The end-of-exam comment 

of the student, "I'm feeling a lot of stress", reflects this sort o f  definition. 

The term "stress" may not be very useful in the long run. Older words 

have a richness which 'stress' lacks. For example, English has a fair ly rich 



lexicon of emotion labels. The stress-as-emotion meaning seems to  add l i t t le t o  

"anxiety" or "work-overload" and is less precise. Selye's "stress" may be useful 

in medicine, but it adds l i t t le t o  psychological discuss.ion. Definitions which 

locate stress in psychosocial forces, as with those which equate stress and 

emotion, are too vague. To call a whole, complex, situation "stress" obscures the 

elements which are upsetting or which provoke response. Lazarus' definition, 

which emphasizes a strain on personal resources and personal danger, lacks these 

problems. In this case, though, the older word "strain" seems equally applicable 

and reflects the same concept. 

Relevance of c o ~ i n q  research 

As  noted initially, people are interested in coping for  several reasons. 

Recent research was spawned by  an initial interest in the connections between 

stressful l i fe  events, disease and psychological disturbance. Studies in the late 

i960s and eariy i970s snowed that such events often aid precede iiiness (see, 

for example, Dohrenwend & Dohrenwend, 1974, fo r  a series of such studies). 

Because not everyone becomes i l l  fol lowing a crisis, factors which mediate the 

stress-outcome relationship were sought. 

Tnree sorts o f  mediators have been examined. One set includes the 

personality characteristics of those who are not severely affected by l i fe  events. 

Such traits as hardiness (Kobasa & Puccetti, 1983), Type A perso~al i ty ,  social 

conformity, liberal intellectualism, emotional sensitivity (Garrity & Marx, 1985), 

easy-goingness (Holohan & Moos, 1985, 1986), self confidence (Holohan & Moos, 

1986), locus o f  control (Husaini & Von Frank, 1985; Lefcourt, 1979; Nelson & 

Cohen, 1983; Krause, 1985) mastery, trust (Folkman & Lazarus, 1986; Wheaton, 



1985), and flexibil i ty (Antonovsky, 1979; Wheaton, 1985), have all been connected 

with physical or psychological outcome after l i fe  events. In some instances, 

mediating effects were shown; in others, i t  seemed that l i fe  events were 

responsible for one main effect, while personality characteristics were responsible 

for another. 

A second mediating factor which has received much attention is social 

support obtained or available during the crisis (see, for example, Andrews, 

Tennant, Hewson & Vaillant, 1978; Burks & Martin, 1985; Cohen, McGowan, 

Fooskas, & Rose, 1984; Eaton, 1978; Husaini & Von Frank, 1985; Lin, Simeone, 

Ensel, & Kuo, 1979; Mitchell, Cronkite, & Moos, 1983; Monroe, 1983a; Moos, 1984; 

Sarason, Sarason & Johnson, 1985; Schradel & Bougher, 1985; and Thoits, 1982). 

In theory, people w i l l  feel less impact f rom events i f  they have support. 

Whether or not mediating effects o f  support are seen seems to  depend in part 

on the research methods and measures used and the statistical analysis used. 

There is as yet no clear consensus in the literature about the effects o f  social 

support. 

The final mediator is coping. This is related to  outcome as well as the 

other two  sets of mediating factors. People have different reactions t o  problems, 

and i t  makes sense that some o f  these responses remove the problem, remove 

distress over the problem, cause successful adaptation, or have all three effects 

(see Wong & Reker, 1984, for  a more detailed discussion about what "successful" 

coping ought t o  accomplish). The success of the response in producing these 

outcomes should in turn affect later distress. The relation o f  coping to  outcome 

has received much empirical attention (see, for example, Andrews et al., 1978; 

Billing & Moos, 1985; Dowd, Clairborn & Milne, 1985; Folkman & Lazarus, 1986; 

Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis & Gruen, 1986; Folkman, Lazarus, 



Gruen, & DeLongis, 1986; Foster & Gallagher, 1986; Hinkle, 1974; Holohan & 

Moos, 1985, 1986; Husaini & Von Frank, 1985; Mitchell et al., 1983; Pearlin & 

Schooler, 1978, Vogel, 1985; and Wheaton, 1983, 1985). In some cases, coping has 

main effects, in others interactive effects with l i fe  events on outcome. Some 

studies have also shown that people who are depressed cope differently f rom . 
those who are not (see, e.g., Parker, Brown, & Blignault, 1986, for an analysis of 

how coping behaviors predict the course o f  clinical depression). 

Because o f  such results, i t  would be interesting to  know what consitutes 

"successful" coping, and t o  know this one needs to  explore several other areas. 

I t  would be useful, for example, t o  know the structure o f  coping: how do 

different coping acts relate to  one another? How many different ways o f  coping 

are there? What classes o f  effects are there? Just how should we conceptualize 

coping? It would also be useful t o  know how coping relates t o  features o f  the 

problematic situations. I f  some coping is appropriate or inappropriate in given 

situations, there must be some correspondence between situational features and 

coping responses. 

T o  know how coping relates to  situations requires knowledge of the 

structure o f  problematic situations, and o f  how this in turn relates to  coping 

patterns. To this end i t  would also be useful t o  know how much people match 

their coping with the situation, or to  what extent their coping efforts are 

consistent and trait-like. I f  coping is somewhat trait-like, then i t  is not solely a 

function of situations, but depends also on the characteristics of the person in 

the situation. This too would make sense: that what you do depends partly on 

who you are and partly on where you are. I f  this is the case, then effective 

coping has to meet the needs of the person as well as the requirements o f  the 

environment. 



From the variety o f  questions raised here, i t  should be obvious that coping 

could be an interesting subject in  i ts own right, and need not be examined 

merely as a mediator o f  some other process. Coping can be considered a class 

o f  human behaviour like any other class, deserving the same investigation. Here 

is a behaviour: what is i t?  what causes i t?  what are i ts effects? 

This paper's task is t o  attempt to  answer some o f  these many questions. 

Some answers come f rom published sources, and some wi l l  come f rom an 

empirical study reported later. Hopefully, i t  w i l l  add to  the existing body o f  

research and clear up some of the puzzles of coping. The twin thrusts of both 

the review and empirical sections w i l l  be the relationship o f  coping to personal 

characteristics and t o  characteristics of situations. 



CHAPTER II 

PERSONALITY AND COPING 

Research on the relationship between personality traits and coping styles 

shows that we need to  consider the role o f  both personality and situation 

characteristics in the determination o f  coping. Reviews of pers.onality and 

situation research w i l l  be fol lowed by  a critical discussion of situation analysis 

and the ways in which situations have been characterized in  stress research and 

in non-clinically oriented work. 

Personality and ao~ra isa l  

Since i t  is the product o f  idiosyncratic cognitive and emotional processes, 

knowledge, and skills, coping ought t o  be tied t o  personal characteristics. bazarus' 

work on appraisal as a determinant o f  emotions and coping shows how this 

might be. H i s  idea, now widely echoed in +L-- LIIC; ---.-- i.vV;lly / I L G I ~ L U I C ,  :*---A*---' ' is h i  ~ ~ ~ i i i g  

depends on two  appraisals. One appraisal evaluates situations as irrelevant, 

benign-positive, and stressful. Stress appraisals include harm/loss, threat, and 

challenge, according to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), although other dimensions are 

probably also important. More wi l l  be said of this later, however. The other 

appraisal concerns availability of coping options, likely outcome o f  each, and 

personal capacity t o  carry each out. 

Since personality affects both appraisals, it must also affect coping. For 

example, attitude may be very important in  initial appraisal. One who believes 
6 

that "the world is a cold and cruel place where the important thing is to  

destroy competitors before they destroy you" w i l l  make more appraisals of 



threat in rather benign situations than one who believes that people are basically 

good and cooperative. He or she w i l l  have t o  cope with more threats than 

others, therefore. The belief may also shape the eventual coping style used. 

Cooperative solutions t o  interpersonal problems would not be acceptable to  him 

or her because trust is impossible. An acceptable solution would be t o  w in  at 

all costs, ensuring that the other person(s) know that they have lost. Thus, the 

attitude helps t o  determine the requirements o f  a "successful" resolution. I f  such 

a person were fired f rom a job, then he or she might have to  salvage face (an 

emotional task) as wel l  as f ind new employment (an environmenal task). In short, 

an attitude can shape both the requirements o f  success and the acceptable means 
0 

of  attaining it. 

Beliefs about oneself can be as important as beliefs about the environment. 

Most obviously, beliefs about one's abilities wi l l  shape what one does. For 

example, belief in one's competence ought t o  lead t o  action rather than refraining 

f rom action. Beliefs about oneself can also affect initial appraisals o f  situations. 

For example, i f  you believe that you are boring, then lack o f  attentiveness by 

others might be understood as "they're bored", rather than, say, "they're tired". 

I f  beliefs are grounded in such personal characteristics as ability or prior 

experiences, there are even stronger reasons why they should shape coping. I f  

belief in one's ability is matched by a special set o f  skills, then i t  would be 

natural to  use these skills where appropriate. Competence can fo l low from, as 

well as create, attitude. An attitude may lead to exposure to  situations which 

may then be mastered. For example, those who enjoy company may seek others 

out and thus gain social skills. Empirical support for part of  this idea comes 

from Garrity and Marx (1985), who found that Type A people report more l i fe  

changes than other groups. 



Values, as well as attitudes a,nd beliefs, may also be important in 

determination o f  reactions. The features o f  situations which match one's values 

w i l l  receive more attention than irrelevant features in the initial appraisal. Later, 

values w i l l  guide the response. For example, a person who is not concerned 

about material well-being would not be as distressed by  a pay cut as someone 

who values money and fears its loss. I f  laid-off, the f i rs t  person would not 

have to  f ind a new job as urgently as the second. 

In conclusion,. attitude, belief, values, and skills are all personal 

characteristics which in  theory ought t o  affect coping directly, or affect it 

indirectly through appraisal. LitRle i f  any research has been done to  show i f  this 

theory is sound. Available research shows correlations between various 

personality traits and specific coping acts, but their cause can in  most cases 

only be inferred. The review which fo l lows documents some of the correlations 

to  show the nature and strength o f  the association o f  personality and coping as 

well as to  show which questions remain unanswered. 

Traits and c o ~ i n g  -- 

Researchers have studied self-esteem, mastery, self-denial, and 

non-disclosure (Fleishman, 1984), locus o f  control (Folkman et al, 1986; Parkes, 

1984; Tanck & Robbins, 1979), easygoingness, self-confidence (Holhan & Moos, 

1987), ego strength (Hunter & Goodstein, (1967), introversion/extraversion, 

neuroticism, psychoticism (Rim, 1986), assertiveness (Tanck & Robbins, 1999). and 

trait anxiety (Olah, Torestad & Magnusson, 1984) in relation to coping. Some of 

'these traits are related. For example, internal locus o f  control, mastery and 

possibly assertiveness all reflect the tendencyDor abil i ty t o  take control of 



diff icult situations. Non-disclosure and extraversion involve degrees o f  relatedness 

to people. Self-confidence, self-esteem (which are related in turn with mastery) 

. and trait anxiety concern feelings o f  competence and self-worth. Most o f  these 

studies have showed that personality characteristics do correlate with some 

coping acts, in varying degrees. 

Fleishman (1984), for  example, found that mastery, self-esteem, self-denial, 

non-disclosure, stress, sex, age, education, and income, accounted for between 5% 

and 24% of  the variance o f  22 individual coping variables. The effects o f  

personality were not consistent across the role areas o f  marriage, parenting, 

finance, and work. However, it seems that self-denial affects emotion-focussed 

coping such as resignation or selective ignoring. Similarly, non-disclosure affects 

advice seeking: the more people avoid disclosing their problems to  others, the 

less they seek advice. Mastery is related to  problem solving with work-related 

but not interpersonal problems, and is not related to advice seeking in marriage 

or parenting. Further, those who are high in mastery use l i t t le denial or 

reinterpretation o f  problems. 

Parkes (1984) examined locus of control rather than mastery. Again, 

correlations between generalized control beliefs and three types o f  coping depend 

in part upon the type o f  situation. For example, people with more internal locus 

o f  control tend t o  use direct coping and less suppression only with changeable 

situations. This is not due to any relationship between between locus o f  control 

and the perceptions o f  controllability. 

Tanck and Robbins (1979) looked at students' locus of control in relation to  

coping with academic pressures. Their results are hard to  interpret because the 

locus o f  control and assertiveness effects obtained varied with sex o f  respondent 



and not with situations. Nine of 22 coping behaviours were significantly 

correlated w i th  assertiveness (in the entire sample), while 4 o f  the 22 behaviours 

were correlated with locus o f  control. Some o f  the sex differences may be 

accounted for  by the differences in use o f  marijuana use and sexual comfort 

(males reported more) and in becoming irritable, rumination, eating, and ceasing 

effective functioning (females reported more). 

Holohan and Moos (1987) looked at self confidence and easy-goingness and 

active cognitive, active behavioural, and avoidance coping. Self confidence is 

negatively related to avoidance and posit ively related t o  active behavioural coping 

(4% variance accounted for) and active cognitive coping (1% variance accounted 

for). Easy-going disposition is negatively related to  avoidance (4% variance in 

common) but no other coping. As wi th the other studies, active coping was done 

with high frequency by  all respondants, and i t  was the avoidant, more 

emotionally oriented coping which was related most t o  personality variables. 

Fnn S t r n n n t h  q f i , , v ~ + : C ; C m  --A ar\r:s.e., - I - -  -=," C , U , , Y L , , ,  I ~ U I V L I C . I J I I I ,  all" L l a l L  CII IAIGLY CIIW seem t o  he reiated to  

coping. Hunter and Goodstein (1967) found that people with high ego strength 

used more logical .analysis after a staged failure. Those with low ego strength 

were more defensive and used more rationalization. Denial did not vary wi th ego 

strength. Neuroticism is related to  problem-focussed coping, wishful thinking, self 

blame, and tension reduction (Rim, 1986). The relationships between extraversion 

and coping are smaller and sex specific. Personality variables accounted for 

between 5% and 16% of the variance in coping styles when significant. Olah et 

al. (1984) showed that trait anxiety is posit ively related to escape coping and 

negatively t o  constructive coping. Further, Magnusson and Olah (1983) found that 

individuals with low state anxiety are characterized by  a high sense o f  

behavioural control and constructive coping strategies. 



A review o f  personality and coping would not be complete without mention 

o f  the work of  Sidle, Moos, A d a m ,  and Cady (1969). Although their coping scale 

was not arranged around theoretical dimensions o f  coping, they did obtain 

significant Individual x Strategy effects. Their data suggested that 

(1) persons with .high feelings o f  self-worth may be more likely t o  
cope b y  talking with others and by  drawing on their past experience, 
while persons o f  low self-worth are more likely t o  cope by  trying t o  
reduce tension; (2) persons who expect the worst tend to  view 
themselves as passive, slow, and changeable, and (3) people who draw 
on past experiences in coping see themselves as internally controlled. 
(pg. 230). 

The ANOVA showed that some individuals prefer t o  use certain strategies over 

others, regardless o f  the specific problem at hand. 

Though these studies show in general that measured personality traits can 

account for  small amounts o f  the variance in individual coping categories in 

single situations, they do not in general account for the effect of the 

characteristics o f  situations on coping. As a result, we have no way o f  knowing 

whether the interactions between personality and situation are a potent source o f  

variance. Such interactions may be quite important, however. Sarason, Smith, and 

Diener (1975) showed that situation x person interactions were significant in 60% 

of  a sample of studies, while personality variables alone were significant in just 

31% of  the sample. Including the interaction component added 4.6% to  variance 

accounted for by  situations (1 0.3%) and personality (8.7%) alone, Others (e.g., 

Bowers, 1973, cited in Sarason et al., 1975) have found that the interaction can 

account for  more variance (21%) than either situation or personality variables (10% 

- and 13%). Though many of the above studes show that personality effects are 

- situation specific, situations were not analyzed in enough detail t o  define the 

relationship. I t  would be valuable to  know how traits' influence on coping would 

vary across different sorts of situations. It would also be interesting t o  know 



how much stability o f  effect there is within persons. 

A recent study by  Folkman et al. (1986) has addressed the stability 

question. In this study, people described their coping with f ive different stressful 

situations. The auto-correlations of the different coping types across situations 

show that certain sorts o f  coping are linked to  the coper, hence, t o  some 

unknown personality variables. Self-controlling, positive reappraisal, and 

escape-avoidance coping efforts had mean autocorrelations over .40. Distancing 

and accepting responsibility were the next most stable (coefficients = -32 and 

.26), while planful problem solving, confrontive coping, and seeking social support 

were the least consistent. Once again, the coping efforts which were the most 

closely linked to the personality of the coper were emotionally oriented acts, 

while acts aimed at the overt problem were the least consistent within persons. 

In conclusion, personality traits such as locus o f  control, mastery, and 

anxiety account for  modest amounts o f  coping variance. The effects seem to  

A ~ . . ~ . . A  UFipGllU OR both the forms of mpiiig zons id~ ied  and iiie charadteristics sf the 

situation to  be coped with. 



CHAPTER Ill 

SlTUATlONS AND COPING 

Common sense as wel l  as prior research suggests that people change their 

coping according to  the demands o f  the situation. Although some research shows 

that $his is generally true, there is no consensus about how situations should be 

described. This hinders discovery o f  underlying principles or relationships between 

coping and situations. We lack an adequate system o f  understanding situations 

and have not yet ful ly determined which dimensions o f  situations are relevant t o  

coping. The rather inchoate body of research presented next shows which 

! 
characteristics o f  situations are most relevant t o  coping and reveals the general 

magnitude o f  effects. 

Situations have traditionally been described by  one of two  major 

approaches. They can be looked at in terms o f  a set o f  continua or dimensions. 

For example, situations vary in their controllability, desirability, or seriousness (cf. 

Stone & Neale, 1984; Pilkonis et al., 1985). They can also be classified by  type. 

For instance, some (e.g., Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980) have 

used role areas such as finance, marriage, parenting, or work as types. Others 

(e.g., McCrae, 1983, Folkman & Lazarus, 1985, Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, 

DeLongis, & Gruen, 1986) have focussed on the meaning of the event for the 

person. McCrae used loss, threat, and challenge categories, while Folkman et al 

(1986) used the personal stakes of physical well-being, self esteem, goal at 

work, financial strain, loss o f  respect for another, and a loved one's well-being. 

One o f  the f i i s t  attempts to look at situations' influence on coping was 

also one of the f irst attempts t o  develop a coping typology. Sidle et al. (1969) 

presented students with three different scenarios and a coping checklist and 



asked them how they would respond. A three-way analysis of variance 

(Situations x Coping x Individuals) showed that some scenarios tended to  elicit 

the use of certain coping types regardless of individuals characteristics. 

I t  is hard to generalize from the Sidle et al. study for three reasons. First, 

the students responded to  scenarios which they may never have experienced. 

They might not, therefore, know how they would respond. Second, what they 

expect they would do in a given situation may be quite different f rom what 

they actually do in the turmoil of  the experience. Third, the scenarios involved 

many elements which were inter-related and present simultaneously. For example, 

one scenario presented loneliness, a sexual problem, di f f icul ty discussing problems 

with the spouse, and trouble with in-laws, all within the f irst two  months o f  a 

marriage. Although this combination makes the scenario believable, it makes i t  

diff icult t o  know which elements affect coping. As a result it is hard to  know 

what to  make of the finding beyond noting that there was an effect for 

situations. 

Folkman and Lazarus (1985), in contrast, examined coping in a real and 

ongoing situation and studied its impact at three stages. Students f i l led out 

coping scales while preparing for an exam under uncertain conditions, while 

waiting for the outcome, and after learning the results. The students changed 

their use o f  six of the eight ways o f  coping across the different phases o f  the 

exam. One finding was that problem-focussed coping was high initially, dropped, 

during the waiting stage, and then increased when the marks were revealed. 

Folkman and Lazarus also related coping to  the experience o f  threat, 

challenge, harm, and benefit emotions. Wishful thinking and seeking social support 

were related to  threat emotions, while problem-focussed coping and self-isolation 



went with challenge emotions. Knowing which emotions were evoked makes it 

easier t o  understand how the situations were perceived by  the individual students 

and hence to understand the relation between coping and situations. Those who 

fel t  a challenge may have isolated themselves and studied, while those who fe l t  

threatened may have hoped for the best with their friends. This is a nice 

example o f  the principle that, even though the overt situational characteristics 

have an effect, it st i l l  matters how people perceive them personally. 

Individual differences in perception break up the consensually seen situation 

into as many facets as there are viewpoints. Where one student has a challenge 

or opportunity in an exam, another may face an ordeal without hope o f  benefit. 

Although this principle has been enunciated by psychologists as early as 1938, 

with Murray's distinction between alpha and beta press, a surprising number o f  

researchers tacitly assume that the only influences on a person are the ones 

visible to  impersonal observers. Yet people enter new situations with many 

different perspectives and values, and it would be surprising i f  situations had the 

same appraised meaning to all participants. Even Holmes and Rahe (1967), who 

pioneered a method of assessing stress without relying on individual viewpoints, 

noted that individuals gave different meanings and interpretations t o  the l i fe  

events listed in the Social Readjustment Rating Scale. 

The fact that many researchers prefer to  ignore individual differences in 

perceptions o f  situations may be a misplaced relic o f  positivism. In the case of 

such personal events as judgments, there can be no impersonal witness to veri fy 

reports of experience. In the interests o f  good science and empiricism (in the 

broad sense o f  gaining knowledge through the data of experience) (Robinson, 

1986), we should study what we can in the way most appropriate to the subject 

matter, rather than reject certain data and thereby fetter our understanding o f  



human beings simply because we do not believe we should study certain 

phenomena, such as attitude and evaluation, which people, researchers included, 

experience in and out o f  the laboratory. We ought t o  reject such factors only 

after we have examined them and concluded that they contribute nothing t o  our 

understanding o f  human behaviour and experience. 

The case for subjectivism is supported by empirical evidence which suggests 

that individuals' perception o f  situations correlates with their subsequent 

behaviour. McCrae (1984) and Folkman et al (1986), for  example, have both looked 

at the personal significance o f  stressful situations in even more depth than the 

Folkman and Lazarus (1985) study. Their results test i fy  t o  the importance o f  

personal perceptions of situations in coping. 

McCrae classified situations into threat, loss, and challenge categories. Threat 

is defined as anticipated damage. Loss is damage which has already occurred. 

Challenges are situations which require exceptional efforts but which have a 

'genera!!\; pcsitive tme',  and tend to csntrsllable. MeCrae suggs'sts that ehaiienges 

and threats tend to  be chronic stressors, while losses are acute stressors. 

Only some of the effects wi l l  be described here because McCrae used 28 

different coping scales. Situations had the most powerful effects on humour, self 

adaptation, wishful thinking, escapist fantasy, rational action, seeking help, posit ive 

thinking, faith, and perseverance, (in order of effect size). Of the scales which 

differed in  use across situations, faith and expression o f  feelings wsre most 

common with a loss. Fatalism, wishful thinking, and seeking help were most 

frequent in threat situations. Positive thinking, rational action, and restraint were 

most typical o f  challenges. 



Situation types accounted for between 8% and 16% of  the variance o f  the 

above coping variables. Interestingly, o f  the nine coping variables which were not 

responsive to  situation types, most would be considered defensive or emotionally 

focussed. Examples of these are denial o f  affect, distraction, avoidance, 

withdrawal, substitution, passivity and indecisiveness. Most o f  these neither 

improve the situation very much nor make one feel better in the end. I t  may be 

that these sorts of responses to  trouble are habitual and personal, rather like 

Shapiro's neurotic styles (1965), and so do not vary across different situations. 

This idea has not yet been tested empirically t o  my  knowledge. 

Folkman et al. (1986) classified situations by  the stakes o f  the situation , 

rather than by  threat, loss, or challenge. They report different use of coping in 

different stake conditions. The stakes were self esteem, loved one's wel l  being, 

loss of respect for another, goal at work, financial resources, and one's own 

physical health. One example of their findings is that "when threat t o  self 

esteem was high, subjects used more confrontive coping, self-control coping, 

accepted more responsibility, and used more escape-avoidance compared t o  when 

threat t o  self esteem was low"  (pg. 997). 

Though there were differences, self-control, escape-avoidance, and seeking 

social support were done in all high stake conditions. I t  may be that these 

highly popular responses are effective in many different situations, and are used 

indiscriminately, therefore. McCrae's study, which contrasted the frequency of 

endorsement o f  different coping options across categories, rather than just within 

a category as here, tells us more about situation-specific effects. 

Folkman et al. (1986) also considered the four appraised dimensions of 

controllability, need for information, need to  accept, and need to  hold back f rom 



action. These dimensions and stakes are just a few o f  those which might be 

relevant to  coping. Others, such as Stone and Neale (1984) have included more 

extensive assessments o f  situations. 

Stone and Neale (1984), in their development o f  scales for daily coping and 

daily experiences, have shown relationships between eight ways o f  coping and 

the seven dimensions o f  situations. These dimensions are control over event's 

occurrence, desirability, degree o f  l i fe  change stemming f rom the event, how 

much i t  was expected, how meaningful it was, whether it was a single event or 

a longer lasting, chronic situation, and whether it has happened before. Al l  of  

these were related to  one or more o f  eight coping variables. Desirability affected 

f ive ways o f  coping; change, meaningfulness, and length affected four, prior 

experience three, control two, and anticipation just one variable. As in the 

Folkman et al. (1986) study, several o f  the coping variables were affected by] 

four or more of the situation variables, showing a lack o f  specificity again. 

These variables were catharsis, social support, relaxation, and religion. In general, 

c ~ p i n g  increases with the potency o f  the situation variables; that is, with 

decreased control, much change, more meaningfulness, longer duration, prior 

exposure, and extremes of desirability/undesirability. Direct action, as in other 

studies, was the most commonly used strategy and was used by about 50% o f  

respondents across all levels o f  all situation variables. 

Stone and Neale suggested that the controllability o f  the situation should be 

considered in future studies. Magnusson and Olah (1983) have used this variable 

together with predictability t o  predict coping. More predictability and 

controllability were related to  fewer passive and escape and more constructive 

solutions for both sexes. The more anxiety produced by the situation, also, the 

fewer constructive and the more escape solutions were produced. Olah, Torestad 



and Magnusson (1984) subsequently found that scenarios which were not familiar 

t o  the students were associated with less constructive and more escape coping. 

Unlike other researchers, who decided on a priori coping, situation, and/or 

personality typologies, Kjerulff and Wiggins (1976) used "hree-mode factor 

analysis t o  discover relevant person, situation, and coping dimensions in the data. 

This technique ideally could show what sorts o f  coping are done by  which types 

o f  people in which situations. 

Kjerulff and Wiggins had graduate students rate their reactions to  a variety 

o f  graduate school problems. They obtained three situation dimensions: academic 

failure, interpersonal problems, and situations which are not ;leady anyone's fault. 

The three reaction dimensions were anger at self vs. anger at others, probability 

of occurrence, and general anxiety. The f i rst  subject dimension represented 

students who did not desire professional respect, did not plan to do important 

research, saw themselves less as competent than others, and were making slower 

progress towards a doctoral degree. The second dimension represented more 

ambitious and successful students. Subject factors may have been poorly 

interpreted because there was insufficient information about the students. 

The core matrix shows that unsuccessful students blame themselves for 

academic failure, others for interpersonal problems, and are quite undisturbed by  

situations where no-one is clearly at fault. The successful students, though, feel 

anxious in all types o f  situations. Two very different types o f  graduate students 

were found. The method used allows these types to be understood in terms o f  

their coping styles in different situations. 

Though the above studies show that coping varies with some characteristics 

o f  situations, few o f  them examined situations in much detail and fewer st i l l  



studied the same set o f  characteristics. This problem may stem f rom the fact 

that we lack a psychology o f  situations. There is no unified body o f  research 

showing which dimensions are crucial determinants o f  behaviours such as coping. 

Our formal understanding is st i l l  in its infancy. The next section has two  

purposes: one, t o  review the characteristics which have been examined in the 

past, and two, t o  show which o f  these are likely t o  be relevant t o  coping. 



CHAPTER IV.  

SITUATION DIMENSIONS 

Though psychologists have recognized the importance o f  situations ("stimuli") 

since the early days o f  behaviourism, they began to  study situations in detail 

only recently. Some valuable work has been done b y  researchers attempting to 

determine the characteristics o f  situations ("life events") which predict disease 

and psychological distress. This work on distressing situations is relevant t o  

research into coping, since coping can be thought of as people's attempts t o  

survive and overcome such situations. Further, correlations between situations and 

illness show which aspects o f  situations are poterg, in that they relate to some 

change in the state of the person who experiences them. I t  may help us to  

better understand situations, as well as improve our ability to  predict 

psychological distress. 

Research on l i fe  events prompted people to  ask which aspects of situations 

were distressing and "stressful". Lazarus' appraisal theory, on another front, makes 

one wonder which attributes are appraised. Research stemming f rom these t w o  

questions give us much of what we know about situations. 

Li fe events research -- 

Recent research into the essential characteristics o f  stressful situations 

started with an influential paper by  Holmes and Rahe in 1967. They measured l i fe  

stress by counting the number of major l i fe  events experienced in the prior year. 

The events (such as marriage or divorce) were weighted b y  the amount degree 

o f  l i fe  change each typically involves. Holmes and Rahe cbnsidered l i fe change 



t o  be the most important aspect o f  l i fe  events: 

The occurrence o f  each [ l i fe event] usually evoked or was associated 
with some adaptive or coping behaviour on the part o f  the involved 
individual. Thus, each item has been constructed to  contain l i fe events 
whose advent is either indicative o f  or requires a significant change in 
the ongoing l i fe pattern o f  the individual. The emphasis is on change 
f rom the existing steady state, and not on psychological meaning, 
emotion, or social desirability. (pg. 217) 

Later research showed that l i fe change did indeed correlate with physical 

illness and/or psychological disorder (Aakster, 1974; Billings & Moos, 1984; Cohen 

et al., 1984; Eaton, 1978; Flannery, 1986; Holohan & Moos, 1985, 1986; Husaini & 

Von Frank, 1985; Kuiper, Olinger & Lyons, 1986; Lefcourt, Miller, Ware & Sheik, 

1981; Lin et al., 1979; Mitchell, Cronkite & Moos, 1983; and Nelson & Cohen, 

The Holmes and Rahe study was one attempt to  isolate a critical feature o f  

stressful situations. Following Selye (1955), they purposely included events which 

were "socially desirable and consonant with American values of achievement, 

success [and] rnateriaiism.'! They emphasized change, o f  whateve'r desirability. This 

study is extensively cited and the scale it reports (the Schedule of Recent Li fe 

Events, or SRE) has had wide popularity. I t  has also ignited much controversy. 

One set of research questioned the importance o f  change over desirability; the 

other challenged the identification o f  stress with only major events. 

The f i rst  challenge was the assertion that that the desirability o f  a situation 

matters. Life events are not therefore simply non-specific stimuli with the same 

linear and additive impact on all people (Perkins, 1985) as Selye had said. Apart 

f rom our own experience with desirable and undesirable events, empirical study 

shows that undesirable events predict later illness and psychological disturbance, 

while desirable events do not. Mueller, Edwards and Yarvis (1977) correlated 



desirable and undesirable items from the SRE with psychiatric symptoms, anxiety, 

and general feelings o f  well-being. They found that undesirable events had much 

higher correlations with distress (squared correlations in the order of .20 or .25) 

than did desirable events (squared correlations .O1 or .02). Furthermore, when the 

effect o f  undesirable l i fe  events was partialled out, there was l i t t le relationship 

between the SRE change score and outcome. 

Some (cf. Lazarus, Kanner & Folkman, 1980, cited in Cohen et al., 1984) 

suggested that desirable events have a buffering effect on undesirable events 

even i f  they have no main effect. Positive events, like a vacation, may provide 

a breathing space and a chance to restore one's esteem and coping resources. 

Cohen et al. (1984), like Mueller et al. found that only undesirable events were 

correlated with psychological symptoms. The squared correlations were again in 

the .20 t o  .25 range. Another finding, consistent with the buffering hypothesis, 

was that the interaction between desirable and undesirable events accounted for  

another 7% of the variance in depression, in a cross-sectional design. As the 

number of desirable events decreased, the relationship between undesirable events 

and depression became stronger. This finding is also consistent with Mueller et 

al.'s (1977) finding that when desirable events were controlled statistically, the 

correlations between change and outcome were increased slightly. 

unfortunately, prospective data did not contain desirable x undesirable event 

interactions, and a second set o f  cross-sectional data contained only weak 

interaction effects. Taken as a whole, their results show that desirable events 

have no direct effect on outcome, and that their buffering effects are either 

negligible or non-existent. The conclusion which fol lows, then, is that only 

certain types o f  change affect symptoms, and that Holmes and Rahe were wrong 

in adopting Selye's notion that non-specific change is the core of situations 



which cause later disorders. 

Though research using l i fe  events scales showed the importance of the 

dimension o f  desirability, i t  could not assess the importance o f  change. Recall 

that all SRE items either require change or indicate change. Chronic problems are 

not represented in the scale. However, experience and reason suggest that the 

stressfulness of, say, being short o f  money or living with a physical handicap 

does not evaporate as the situation persists. Instead, such situations may be 

quite stressful, and the stress may actually become worse as the problem 

persists. 

Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer and Lazarus (1981) were the f i rst  t o  measure the 

frequency o f  chronic and minor problems ("hassles"). Their measure allowed them 

to  examine the effect o f  non-change situations. I f  these situations have the 

same effects as major l i fe  events, then some characteristic other than change 

must be responsible. Hassles, "the irritating, frustrating, distressing demands that 
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et al., pg. 3) were thought t o  be this characteristic. Life events were thought t o  

change the pattern o f  daily hassles. Thus, hassles could explain the effects o f  

l i fe  events (Eckenrode (1984) has since supported this hypothesis) but could also 

account for distress in the absence o f  l i fe  events. 

Kanner et al. had 100 adults recount the l i fe  events and typical hassles o f  

the prior month for each of 10 months. Participants also f i l led out the Hopkins 

Symptom Checklist in the f i rst  and tenth months and the Bradburn Morale Scale 

for the f i rst  nine months. 

As predicted, hassles frequency correlated with later psychological 

symptoms, and l i fe events added nothing to the prediction. An unfortunate 



ambiguity in the analysis makes i t  di f f icul t  t o  conclude that hassles are uniquely 

predicting symptoms. Hassles frequency correlated with prior symptoms (r=.60), 

as well as with later symptoms (r=.49). This may be because some of the 

hassles could reflect psychological problems (e.g., trouble making decisions, not 

getting enough sleep), because some symptoms make certain hassles more likely, 

or because symptomatic people report and/or recall more hassles (Monroe, 

1983b). Despite the strong correlation between initial symptoms and later hassles, 

Kanner et al. did not control for initial symptom level when predicting 

symptoms. Therefore the correlation between hassles and later symptoms could 

easily be a function of overlap between initial symptoms and hassles. Initial 

symptoms would be expected to  correlate with later symptoms, and hassles 

could have been serving as a surrogate measure o f  initial symptom level. 

Both the major finding anc! the confound were replicated in subsequent 

studies by DeLongis, Coyne, Dakof, Folkman, and Lazarus (1982), and by  Burks 

and Martin (1985). A l imited study b y  Flannery (1986) also produced correlations 

between hassles and anxiety and depression (r=.57). Strong gender effects hinder 

interpretation and none o f  the analyses controlled for  initial symptom level or 

the effects of hassles (in l i fe  event analyses) or l i fe events (in hassles 

analyses). 

One unconfounded study (Monroe, 1983b) also showed that minor events are 

stronger predictors o f  distress than major events. Monroe found that hassles 

predicted later symptoms even when prior symptom level was controlled for, that 

initial symptom level was strongly related to later symptoms, and the interaction 

between hassles and initial symptoms was insignificant. Li fe events added nothing 

to  the prediction of symptoms by  hassles. 



In conclusion, the hassles research shows that something other than change 

precedes distress and illness. Undesirability o f  situations is a strong candidate, 

since undesirable change and undesirable minor events both predict symptoms. 

Multivariate research 

Another way t o  f ind relevant aspects of situations is t o  factor analyze a 

group o f  variables t o  get at essential features which account for  situation 

variance. This method, of course, relies on the researcher t o  come up with the 

right set o f  variables initially. Factor analysis cannot reveal dimensions which 

0 

researchers neglect t o  measure. 

Change and desirability are obvious candidates for inclusion. Controllability 

and famil iarity are others: t o  Freud, it was obvious that the 'objects and 

situations about which anxiety is fel t  w i l l  . . . depend to a great extent upon 

the state o f  the person's knowledge and feeling of power regarding the outer 

world' (1923/1963) [italics added]. Some other possible characteristics are 

meaningfulness, felt responsibility for  the situation, duration, and role area (Stone 

& Neale, 1982; Pilkonis, lmber & Rubinsky, 1985; Marziali & Pilkonis, 1986; 

Redfield & Stone, 1979; and Ruch, 1977). Three mulitivariate analyses confirm that 

change and undesirability are different aspects of stressful situations. They reveal 

other dimensions also. The f i rst  analysis is described mostly because i t  

illustrates so many problems and shows why higher quality studies are needed. 

The others are included for  more substantive reasons. 

Pilkonis et al. (1985) had 'outpatients complete event checklists, and then 

rate events on 11 scales. The scales were: personal importance o f  the event, 

readjustment necessitated by  the event, control over occurrence of event, prior 



experience with similar events, desirability, social support available (more a 

context variable than a situation variable), stressfulness, importance o f  the event 

in determining the future, undesirability, degree t o  which the event was expected, 

and the responsibility the patient fel t  for the event. The authors did not explain 

how "control over event's occurrence" and "responsibility for the event" reflect 

different concepts. Similarly, they did not distinguish between the "personal 

importance o f  the event", the "importance o f  the event in determining the future" 

or Yeadjustment necessitated by the event". Chronic strains were not assessed, 

so the data represent only l i fe  change events. The raters suffered affective, 

anxiety, adjustment, or personality disorders, and so probably saw the world 

Q 

differently f rom non-disordered people. 

Three factors were reported, but no indication is given about how the 

authors arrived at this number o f  factors. I t  is likely that additional factors were 

needed, since two items did not load on any factor. The f i rst  factor reflected 

desirability and stressfulness. The second reflected control over' events' 

occurrence. She two items loading on this factor were 'control' and the parallel 

'responsibility' items. Items loading on the third factor were the t w o  'importance' 

items and 'readjustment required', items with considerable conceptual overlap. No 

factors accounted for variance in social support or prior experience. 

The study contained several potential methodological problems. Observations 

were not independent, since the data included an average o f  7.5 events f rom 

each o f  only 64 patients. Detailed recall o f  events could have been a problem 

since patients were asked to  describe events as much as two  years old. Even 

simple recall for major l i fe  events declines by 5% for every month before the 

recall date (Stone & Neale, 1982). Another potential problem is that the anxious 

or depressed patients' mood could have biased ratings o f  l i fe  events (see 



Sarason, Potter & Sarason, 1986). 

Given the methodological problems with the study, the most parsimonious 

explanation o f  the results is that the factors which 'emerged' reflect simple 

language rules. Stressfulness and desirability may have loaded on the same 

factor because in ordinary language, stress implicates desirability. For example, 

the Funk and Wagnall Standard College Dictionary (Avis, 1980), defines the verb 

'to stress' as "to put into straits or diff iculty; distress" (pg. 1325). Similarly, 

responsibility and control are linked, and questions of importance are correlated. 

Pilkonis et al. used too few different situation variables t o  thoroughly describe 

situations. Having chosen variables with three general meanings, they obtained 

63 

three factors. 

Redfield and Stone (1979) attempted to  assess the extent t o  which 

individuals differ in their ratings o f  l i fe  events on several dimensions. They used 

a rather short l ist o f  16 l i fe  events, and had 85 students rate each on six 

-. 
scaies. I ne scaies were desirability/undesirability, gain/loss, stability/change, 

rel iefhtress, reassurance/worry, and meaningful/meaningless. The ratings were 

analyzed using three-mode factor analysis, which produced three event factors, 

three scale factors, and three person factors. The scale factors were characterized 

by desirability (dafined by  gain, relief, and reassurance), meaning, and change, 

respectively. The event factors were named 'personal catastrophe' (e.g., death o f  

spouse or jail term), 'achievement' (e.g., graduation, better relations with others), 

and 'domesticity' (e.g., pregnancy, birth of child, and retirement). Interestingly, the 

three person types gave different scale ratings t o  the different event types. 

While events were not appraised the same way by all people, the existence o f  

three person factors shows that the entire process is not totally idiosyncratic 

either. As wi th the other studies, the number and scope of scales used is a 



l imit ing factor in the situation dimensions created. On the other hand, analysis of 

events yielded new factors which were not dependent on scales. 

Another method o f  analysis which is not dependent on selection o f  rating 

variables is multidimensional scaling. Ruch (1977) analyzed the SRE with this 

technique. Students evaluated the usual intensity and length o f  t ime needed to  

adjust t o  various l i fe  events. Life change was not enough t o  account for 

variance in the data; wi th desirability and area o f  l i fe  change, she obtained a 

better f i t  t o  the data. The latter dimension was not as well defined as the 

former two, but there seemed t o  be one group o f  events which are personal and 

interpersonal (such as marital reconciliation or change in habits) and another 

which concerned finance and work, (such as obtaining a mortgage or change in 

responsibilities at work). This dimension is suggestive, yet frustratingly vague. 

The domain o f  situations is hard to  describe, yet is probably important 

also. The Ruch, and Redfield and Stone studies both found that events grouped 
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data showing that coping varies with the role area also support this idea. 

Though l i t t le other research has been done on situation domain or type, 

many people have developed lists o f  interesting types. Cobb (1974), for instance, 

suggested that change in workload, role ambiguity, future ambiguity, change in 

responsibility, and personal loss would be useful categories. Magnusson (1985) 

sorted situations by  the person involved (self, parents, other related adults, 

siblings, authorities, equals, 'dangerous people', people in general) and type 

(achievement or medical situations, accidents, common phobias, animals, archaic 

(inanimate) situations, supernatural-horror, and macrosocial. He also classified 

situations b y  expected consequences, such as bodily pain, injury, uneasiness, 



unrealistic, personal inadequacy, loss o f  self control, death, punishment, guilt, 

shame, rejection, and separation. Ekehammer and Magnusson's (1973) factor 

analysis of situations produced f ive factors: ego threat, desirable, neutral, social, 

and pain factors. 

Some other possible characteristics include complexity, clarity, strength, 

tasks, rules, roles, physical settings, goals, perceived controllability, expectancies, 

and emotions evoked by  or needs and motivations linked t o  the situation 

(Magnusson, 1981). Block and Block (1981) suggested that structure, convergency 

(i.e., problem has one solution), divergency (open-ended problem), evaluation 

(person is evaluated by others) feedback provided, presence o f  barriers, need for  

exertion (mental or physical), malleability, desirability o f  outcome, and famil iarity 

are aspects o f  problems. Argyle (1981) has used goal structure, repetoire o f  

elements, rules, sequences o f  behaviour, concepts, environmental setting, roles, and 

skills and diff icult ies to  guide his analysis of situations. Sarason, Sarason & 

Johnson (1985) considered physical illness, failure, loss o f  attachment, 

interpersonal change, victimization, and natural disaster t o  be useful categories of 

events. Relevant dimensions were thought t o  be change, desirability, predictability, 

controllability, personal significance, timing, and appraised meaning. 

Finally, Murray (1938) and colleagues suggested classifying situations by  the 

kind o f  effects they exert or are expected to exert on the person. These 

tendencies they called the 'press' (plural: 'press') of  the situation. Press are 

roughly split into those which are beneficial and those which are threatening or 

harmful. The latter are conceptually linked to  situations which require coping and 

so are quite germaine for a study o f  situations and coping. Although the press 

were described with reference to children's situations, many of them have adult 

equivalents, and so could be used to  study the sorts o f  situations adults 



encounter. For example, while lack or loss were discussed in terms o f  loss o f  

toys or nourishment due t o  parents' poverty, adults are subject t o  lack or loss 

o f  possessions and may want materially also. Adults, as well as children, lose 

companions and can feel loneliness. 

Murray's system is appealing because the press are linked explicitly t o  

effects on the person and subsequent acts or experiences. Examples of reaction 

t o  the various press are affil iation, seclusion, self blame, passivity, retaliation, 

leadership, activity, emotionality, persistence, inhibition and elation. The relevance 

o f  these to  coping should be apparent. 

This overview of different taxonomies of situations may leave an 

impression o f  chaos. This would not be quite accurate. I t  should be apparent 

that the dimensions of change, desirability, control, meaningfulness, and chronicity 

are likely to  be important in any description o f  stressful situations. It seems 

that situation types are also important, although i t  is less clear how they should 

be organized. 

This issue o f  organization is quite important. Characteristics of systems 

should be carefully selected for  their relevance to the human acts or experiences 

studied. Situations are so complex, and human imagination so fertile, that 

situations can be described any number of ways. I f  situations are to be used to  

account for behaviour and experience, the aspects o f  the situation singled out for  

study ought t o  be the ones which people respond to, which are therefore 

psychologically salient as well as conceptually meaningful. Murray's system, 

consisting of attributes of situations which give rise to certain reactions, 

exemplifies this. This principle has been used informally for decades in single 

variable experimental designs in which the researcher picks a situation (say a 



staged social interaction in a lab) which varies along a dimension which is 

thought to  affect some behavioural dependent variable. In the single variable case 

it is usually not diff icult to  pick a relevant dimension o f  situations. When the 

task is expanded so that a description system is produced, i t  is much more 

diff icult. The characteristics chosen must not only be relevant t o  the behaviour 

to  be explained, but the characteristics must also complement each other. 

Dimensions must not overlap too much, must have a similar conceptual basis, 

and together should be sufficient to  describe most o f  the psychologically 

meaningful features o f  the situation. 

The empirical section of this study wi l l  develop an account o f  situ5tions 

which emphasizes independent dimensions and types o f  situations which are 

defined in part by the types and patterns of coping they elicit. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND REMAINING QUESTIONS 

When I introduced coping as a topic t o  be studied, I noted several 

questions which have since been partially answered f rom prior research. Coping 

does vary somewhat wi th different situations. Phases o f  an exam, presence o f  

threat, loss, or challenge, different personal stakes, and features such as 

controllability, change, and meaningfulness, all influence coping. I t  is hard to  

summarize the exact connections between situation characteristics and coping 

because there is so l i t t le agreement about how situations ought t o  be described. 

e 
However, available research has pointed out several dimensions which are 

probably important to  coping. The meaning or type o f  the situation probably is 

important also, although there have been few systematic efforts t o  organize 

meanings into a system. Effects o f  role area or personal stakes as well as 

different coping with loss as compared with challenge show that type o f  

situation matters. f i e  await a tnorougn description o f  types ana meanings. 

The question o f  how personality and coping are related also remains 

incompletely answered. Various personality traits predict a portion of the coping 

variance, but there does not seem to be a consensus as to  which traits are 

theoretically important. The possible f ield o f  traits has not been greatly explored. 

Studies have been largely limited to  fel t  mastery and self-worth, although single 

studies have examined extraversion or anxiety, for example. 

The different coping behaviors seem to  be determined in different degrees 

by situation characteristics and personality traits. Some are more sensitive to  

influence than others. Once again, no global conclusions are possible because the 

structure of coping seems to  vary so across studies. Studies have used between 



2 and 28 different coping types. Factor analysis has been .l i t t le help, revealing 

between 3 and 28 different factors (see, for example, Vitaliano, Russo, Carr, 

Maiuro & Becker, 1985; Jalowiec, Murphy & Powers, 1984; Parker et at., 1986; 

Rim, 1986; Beckham & Adams, 1984; Folkman & Lazarus, 1985; and McRae, 1984). 

Further confusion results from the fact that even a single scale (Ways o f  

Coping) does not produce the same factors in different samples (contrast the 

Vitaliano et al., Rim, and Folkman & Lazarus analyses, which do not even show 

the same number o f  factors, although use o f  different factoring techniques might 

explain some of the discrepancy). 

The relationship between personality and situation predictors remains 
e 

uncertain. Because so few  studies have examined both situations and personality 

factors together, we cannot conclude yet whether there are interactions, main 

effects, or both, and the relative influence o f  each on different coping styles is 

st i l l  a mystery. Indeed, the relative importance of the two  sets o f  factors in 

general is not known, although researchers have been saying for decades that 

both are important and interact in the influence of behaviour (see, for example, 

Mischel, 1976, Endler & Magnusson, 1976, Pervin & Lewis, 1978 for  exhortations 

o f  the use o f  interactional research paradigms). 

Another problem in the study o f  these puzzles is t o  describe multivariate 

data succinctly and meaningfully. This can obviously be diff icult when many 

relationships are to  be described between multiple sets o f  variables. A reflection 

of this problem is that there are many, many descriptions of trees in the 

literature but very few  maps o f  forests. This too makes i t  di f f icul t  t o  grasp 

overall relationships and t o  generate global theories and hypotheses. 



The present study - 

The empirical study reported here is an attempt to  remedy some o f  these 

problems. The state of current knowledge about coping seems to  call more for 

description rather than the formal hypothesis testing which would be appropriate 

were there interesting and testable theories about coping. A currently useful 

description w i l l  be thorough and concise. Thoroughness requires that there be an 

adequate sampling of variables f rom the subject domains. That means that 

situations should be described by more than just loss, threat, or challenge 

categories, for example, and that coping variables cover a good range o f  

possible responses t o  diff icult situations. The situation variables chosen ought t o  

include those which have had demonstrable effects on coping in prior research 

and/or those with theoretical relevance. I f  the relationships between personality 

and coping were to be examined in detail also, then personality ought t o  be 

assessed on several measures. Conciseness may be achieved by  looking primarily 

at iarge patterns, using microanaiytic techniques oniy to inform' the overaii 

description. This is easiest using multivariate techniques to  look at the 

relationships between clusters of variables rather than taking variables one and 

two at a time. 

Because the literature shows that different results are obtained f rom 

different groups of people and different situations, it would be useful t o  obtain 

information on more than one situation. So often i t  is not clear whether the 

results obtained are a product of the particular scale used, or the type of person 

surveyed, or the particular situations which were assessed. Repeated measures 

would allow any interesting results t o  be replicated to  ensure that they are not 

a mere function o f  a peculiar set of data. Repeated measures also allow 



assessment o f  consistency in coping across situations, which is another way of 

assessing the importance of person-specific rather than situation-specific effects 

on coping. 

Although i t  would be interesting t o  relate a great many personality traits t o  

coping, the practical requirements o f  a study may require that only a few are 

measured. I t  is fair ly easy t o  obtain assessments of a variety o f  situation 

characteristics and to  use these to  find out which subsets are particularly 

relevant t o  coping. Personality assessment is typically a drawn-out matter by 

contrast. I f  self-report formats are used, then many questions are needed to get 

a reliable measurement. Every added scale places an extra substantial t ime 

demand on participants. Because o f  this practical limitation, just three personality 

traits were assessed. One of these, Locus of Control, has been used in several 

studies already, and is usually found to  relate to  coping. Flexibility is a trait 

which is conceptually important, but which has not as yet been examined in 

relation to  coping. Finally, sociability was included because it ought t o  influence 

forms of coping related t o  social support, such as getting practical and 

emotional help. 

Why might these particular traits be associated with coping? Internal locus 

of control ought t o  be associated with taking responsibility for  situations' 

occurrence and resolution. i f  beliefs translate into action, then it should fo l low 

that belief in one's abil i ty t o  control the environment would correlate with actual 

control attempts and less passivity and relying on others, other things being 

equal. Such beliefs might also translate into a tendency to  assess situations as 

being controllable. More obliquely, the strong relationship between locus of 

control and self-esteem (see Folkman et al., 1986, and Fleishman, 1984) may 

mean that those with internal compared to external locus o f  control are not as 



easily personally threatened by  difficulties. They would not, therefore, have t o  

deal with .as much emotional disturbance. This should be reflected in less coping 

relating to emotional management. Locus o f  control might also reflect skil l  in 

controlling the environment, and control would be expected o f  those with the 

skills. 

Flexibility has long been touted as characteristic o f  the mature personality. 

Neurotic people have been said t o  have rigid defenses, while integrated and 

healthy people are reality-oriented and adapt their behaviour (coping) t o  the 

reality principle. Flexibility has been shown by Wheaton (1983, 1985) to moderate 

the effects o f  some sorts o f  stress on depression, anxiety, and schizophrenia 

symptoms. Wheaton suggests that lack o f  f lexibil i ty is related t o  a narrowing o f  

coping strategies, favouring a few in all situations. Antonovsky (1979) considers 

f lexibil i ty to  be one of the three major variables which enter into the overall 

plan to  overcome stressors. Flexibility, in his terms, "refers to the availability o f  

contingency plans and tactics and o f  a willingness to consider them" (pg. 113). 

This 'readiness to  change one's course' ought t o  be reflected in the different 

patterns o f  coping across situations. Antonovsky (1974) has suggested that this 

ability reduces stress. Garrity and Marx (1983) too  found that the related trait, 

social conformity, together with l i fe  change, predicted later strain. Thus, f lexibil i ty 

should be reflected in increased variance in use o f  coping, unlike the locus of 

control, which ought to  predict increased use of a particular set o f  strategies. 

Sociability is a candidate for inclusion on theoretical grounds. Receipt o f  

social support ought to be related to coping acts such as getting help or 

discussing feelings with others. Receipt o f  social support probably depends on 

personal characteristics. For example, warm, and outgoing people would be 

expected to  have more contacts to draw on when troubled than recluses without 



the patience for people. They may also desire such contact more. Hence, there 

ought t o  be a relationship between sociability and social sorts of coping. 

These three characteristics are not intended to  exhaust the pool o f  

interesting and relevant characteristics. Two have received l i t t le attention before, 

even though there are reasons to  think that they might affect coping. The other 

has been documented more thoroughly, and i t  would be useful t o  contrast prior 

results with those obtained with a different measure o f  coping and another 

sample. This would allow different research to  converge on a set o f  common, 

scale and population independent, findings. 

S ~ e c i f i c  auestions 

This study examines some of the broader relationships between 

characteristics of situations, personality traits, and coping acts. The data are 

based on people's reports o f  their responses to  recent situations which they 

found stressful at the time. Four broad questions guide the inquiry as they 

guided the review. 

First, what are the patterns o f  relationship between personality and coping? 

Which traits are related t o  which forms of coping? How strong are these 

relationships? Given that personality, in the broad sense, can be considered t o  be 

personal consistency across a variety o f  situations, how consistent are people in 

the use o f  various forms of coping across different situations? 

Second, what are the patterns of relationship between dimensions and types 

o f  situations and coping? Which characteristics determine which forms of coping? 

How strong are these relationships? Which characteristics are most and least 



important in determining how people cope? Which forms o f  coping are most and 

least contingent on situational characteristics? 

Third, what are the relative roles o f  situation and person characteristics in 

the deterrrlination of coping? Is there a pattern which decribes the relationship 

between these two  sets of predictors? 

Fourth, and last, what is the structure o f  situations? Are there discrete 

types? Are there broad dimensions which characterize stressful situations? 

I noted earlier that concise yet thorough descriptions are needed currently. 

Multivariate techniques such as canonical correlation and factor analysis w i l l  be 

used to  show the broad patterns o f  relationships between groups o f  variables. 

Multiple regression w i l l  serve t o  describe the strength, rather than the nature, o f  

the relationships between the variables. Hopefully this w i l l  produce a clearer 

description o f  the relationships between the many variables. Because thoroughness 

is important, situations w i l l  be described in more detail than has been attempted 

previously, and ten, rather than just t w o  or three, ways o f  coping w i l l  be 

assessed. 



CHAPTER VI 

METHOD 

Participants 

Participants were 253 undergraduate volunteers drawn from undergraduate 

psychology classes at Simon Fraser University. Their mean age was 24.9 yrs, 

(standard deviation = 8.3 yrs). The median age was 22 years, and the range was 

f rom 16 years to  69 years. Thirty-two percent of the participants were male, 

68% were female. Informed consent was obtained f rom all. 
v 

Measures 

Personality 

The personality measures selected were the California Personality Inventory 

(CP!) (Gough, 1975) f!exibi!ity and sociability scales, and the R ~ i i b i  (1SGGj Locus 

of  Control scale. 

The CPI is a self-report personality inventory designed to  assess 

"characteristics of personality which have a wide and pervasive applicability to  

human behaviour, and which in addition are related to  the favourable and positive 

aspects o f  personality rather than to  the morbid and pathological." (Gough, 1975, 

pg. 5). I t  is often used t o  assess personality in non-clinical populations. The 

inventory consists of a series of statements. For each statement, respondents 

. note whether or not it is true about them. 

According to the CPI manual, the sociability scale identifies persons "of 

outgoing, sociable, participative temperament" (pg. 10). High scorers tend to  be 



seen as "outgoing, enterprising, amd ingenious; as being competitive and forward; 

and as original and fluent in thought" (pg. 10). Low scorers tend t o  be seen as 

"awkward, conventional, quiet, submissive, and unassuming; as being detached and 

passive in attitude; and as being suggestible and overly influenced by  others' 

reactions and opinions" (pg. 10.) One year test-retest reliabilities in high school 

students are .71 (females) and -68 (males). One t o  three week test-retest 

reliability was .84 in a prison sample. The 36 item scale produces a single score 

ranging 0 t o  36. 

The flexibil i ty scale is intended t o  indicate the "degree o f  f lexibil i ty and 

adaptability of a person's thinking and social behaviour" (Gough, 1975, pg. 11.) 
'a 

Low scorers tend to  be seen as "deliberate, cautious, worrying, industrious, 

guarded, mannerly, methodical, and rigid; as being formal and pedantic in thought; 

and as being overly deferential t o  authority, custom, and thought" (pg 11.). High 

scorers tend t o  be seen as "insightful, informal, adventurous, confident, 

humourous, rebellious, idealistic, assertive, and egoistic; as being sarcastic, and 

cynical; and as highly concerned wi th personal pleasure and diversion" (pg. 11). 

One year test-retest reliabilities in high school students are .67 (females) and .60 

(males). One to  three week test-retest reliability was .49 in a prison sample. The 

22 item scale produces a single score ranging 0 to  22. 

The Rotter Locus o f  Control scale is intended t o  assess people's generalized 

beliefs regarding the degree t o  which consequences are tied t o  their own 

behaviour. "Internal locus" signifies a belief that consequences are tied to their 

own actions, while "external locus" signifies that outcomes o f  events are not 

tied to  their own action. The scale uses a self-report format. Each o f  the 23 

items consists of a pair of  statements. Respondents indicate which of the 

statements is most similar t o  their personal beliefs. Test-retest reliability (one 



or two  months between administrations) ranges between .49 and .78. lnternal 

consistency is about .70 (Rotter, 1966). The scale produces a single score ranging 

between 0 and 23, where a high score indicates internal locus o f  control, and a 

low score indicates external locus o f  control. 

Coping 

A coping scale, modelled after a scale developed by  Wong and Reker 

(1984), was developed specifically for this study (see Appendix A). The new 

coping scale is intended to  be a shorter measure o f  the same ten coping 

constructs. 

The f i rst  three sub-scales are different forms of problem-focussed coping. 

lnternal control is coping by  taking personal action to change the situation, and 

is the same basic construct as Lazarus' problem-focussed coping. External control 

involves change to the situation also, but this change is effected by second 

parties. Relying on others for advice or assistance are examples o f  external 

control. Secondary control (see Rothbaum, Wiesz & Snyder, 1982) is effected by  

changing one's own behaviour or attitudes in order t o  remove the problem, rather 

than trying to  act om the situation. 

The next four sub-scales are forms o f  emotion focussed coping. Included in 

this group are wishful thinking, avoidance, emotional expression, and self -blame. 

Wishful thinking includes wishing the situation were different and wishing for a 

miracle. Avoidance involves engaging in distracting activities or avoiding thinking 

about the situation. Emotional expression is releasing pent up emotions or 

expressing feelings to a confidante. Self blame is feeling sorry for what was 

done and blaming oneself. 



The last three coping sub-scales tap preventative, religious, and existential 

coping. Preventative coping is coping which does not change the immediate 

problem, but which prevents further problems from occurring. Knowing one's own 

limits, maintaining relationships with close friends and family, and taking care o f  

oneself physically and mentally during the crisis are examples o f  preventative 

coping. Religious coping involves fol lowing religious principles or relying on God 

to  help in the situation. Finally, existential coping is a form of coping which 

emphasises the creation o f  meaning and the acceptance o f  the inevitability o f  a 

certain amount suffering in life. Antonovsky (1979) has written at length about 

the health implications o f  this sort o f  response to  trouble. Wong and Reker 

(1984) report that they were able to correctly classify nearly all open ended 

coping responses using these ten categories. Furthermore, this system includes 

types o f  coping which differentiate successful and unsuccessful agers. 

The Wong and Reker coping constructs were used as the basis o f  the new 

scale because o f  their breadth. Their scale includes most o f  the constructs 

commonly used in coping inventories and revealed in factor analyses, and 

includes several more interesting scales. In no other scale, for example, are the 

components o f  problem-focussed coping so carefully articulated. Existential and 

preventative coping are assessed in this measure alone. A new measure was 

needed because the l o ~ g  scale would have taken participants too long to  repeat 

several times. This repetion was a necessary task in my particular research 

design. 

The original scale has 57 items wi th between 4 and 11 items per sub-scale. 

The new Coping Scale has 20 items, two  per sub-scale. Items consist o f  a 

statement about a form o f  coping (e.g., "depended on advice f rom others") and a 

7 point scale used to  indicate the degree to  which the participant used the 



described form o f  coping. The anchors used were "very much" at one and and 

"not at al l "  at 'the other. 

The scale was designed as fol lows. A ten item coping scale was created 

first. Each item reflected one of the constructs described above. Pilot testing 

indicated that most o f  the ten items contained too many concepts t o  be easily, 

reliably, and validly used. A revised 15 item scale (5 one-item sub-scales and 5 

two-item sub-scales) was then pilot-tested, but the single item sub-scales were 

st i l l  a problem. Eventually, each o f  the original single complex items was broken 

down into t w o  simpler items reflecting a single simple concept. This resulted in 

their having increased convergent validity with the Wong and Reker scales and 

increased divergent validity among the scales, after the Campbell and Fiske (1959) 

method o f  multitrait-multimethod instrument analysis. 

The final convergent validity coefficients (correlating the new sub-scales 

with the Wong & Reker subscales) ranged between .23 and .73, with an average 

va!ue of -55. These figures are minimum e s t i ~ a t s s  of the "tiu8" ~ ~ i i e t a t i o ~  of 

the two  sets of concepts, because the obtained validity coefficient is l imited b y  

the reliability of both scales. The lower the reliability of the original instruments, 

the lower the validity coefficients must be. Validity coefficients corrected for 

attenuation ranged were .72 (internal control), 1.00 (external control), .38 

(secondary control), 1.00 (avoidance), .95 (wishful thinking), .72 (emotional 

expression), .78 (self-blame), .80 (preventative coping), .82 (religious coping), and 

.58 (existential coping), for an average value o f  .78. One week test-retest 

reliabi I ities o f  the revised scales were between .43 and .87 (mean Pearson 

correlation = .67). Appendix B documents the scale development in more detail. 



Situation rating I :  dimensions 

A second questionnaire (Appendix A) was created to  al low the participants 

t o  rate stressful situations. The f i rst  part asked questions relating to  dimensions 

o f  situations, including the controllability of the situation's onset and resolution; 

the desirability, meaningfulness, familiarity, and duration o f  the situation as well 

as the amount of l i fe  change and overall stress caused by  the situation. These 

questions include the issues o f  change and desirability that have been pursued in 

the stress literature over the past twenty years. They also examine certain 

aspects of the situation which could on the one hand affect i ts stressfulness 

(eg, desirability and meaningfulness), and on the other relate t o  coping (eg, 
B 

controllability and duration). Participants used seven point scales to  rate the the 

situations. The wording o f  the anchors varied f rom scale t o  scale, but reflected 

in most cases the idea o f  "very much" to "not at all". For example, the anchors 

with the question, "How much control did you have over the situation's 

occurrence?" were "total control" and "no control at all." The 9 variables 

measured with this scale w i l l  be referred to  as situation dimension variables. 

Situation rating 2: types 

The second part o f  the situation questionnaire assessed the content type of 

the situation. This was done because a situation may have a quite different 

meaning, (hence emotional impact, hence coping), depending on its content even 

though other factors may be the same. For example, a person might rate a f lat  

tire and a refusal for  a date both as acute, minor, unexpected, novel, undesirable, 

. and moderately stressful events, yet the meaning of these two  events is quite 

different. The first situation might be a simple misfortune, but the second 

involves rejection and possible threats t o  self esteem. McCrae (1984) and 



Folkman et al. (1986) support this conclusion with their findings that events 

classified b y  type elicited different patterns o f  coping. Because there is likely 

more t o  situations than McCrae's categories o f  loss, threat, and challenge, and 

because the Folkman et al. classification o f  personal stakes was not available, a 

more detailed l ist o f  characteristics was sought. 

A possible typology was found in Murray's (1938) work on environmental 

press. The press of a situation is its tendency to  induce a certain type o f  

action in the person. This is exactly what is studied here. 

Nine of Murray's press applied to  stressful situations, and four new press 

v 
were added after pi lot testing. A l l  items finally used were endorsed by at least 

one third of the pilot groups. Relevant items which participants frequently wrote 

in were added. The 13 items used were: danger or misfortune, lack or loss, 

something being withheld, rejection, aggression, dominance, coercion, deception, 

illness, personal failure, added responsibility or work, physical discomfort, and 

anticipated parts of the situation at the time. The scores, therefore, are 

dichotomous. Anticipated as well as actual characteristics were included because 

the anticipation of some events could be stressful. For example, anticipated 

failure may be as stressful, though in different ways, perhaps, as accomplished 

failure. The 13 variables assessed in this scale wi l l  be referred to  as situation 

type variables. 

One week test-retest correlations for Dimension and Type sub-scales were 

- between .95 and .57, with an average of .79. 

A list o f  stressful situations (see Wong & Reker, 1984) was provided to 

help participants recall which stressful situations they had experienced in the 



previous six months. This l ist contained a set o f  events typical of l i fe events 

inventories, (e.g., Sarason, 1978) and a set o f  chronic stressors and stressors of 

the "daily hassles" variety (cf. Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer & Lazarus, 1981). I t  was 

selected because i t  is very extensive and includes stressors which are not 

included in other inventories. I t  was not used to  measure l i fe  stress; rather, i t  

was simply a l ist f rom which participants could choose personally experienced 

stressful situations. Since it was used as a memory-aid rather than a measure, 

its reliability and validity are not important for the purposes o f  this study. 

Procedure 

e 

Participants f irst f i l led out the three personality scales described. Then they 

indicated which of a variety o f  stressful situations had befallen them in the 

prior six months, and selected the most recent three o f  these for  the analysis. 

They rated each situation using the Dimension and Type scales, and reported 

tneir reaction using the Coping scaie. The coping qustionnaire aiso asi<ed them t o  

describe anything else about their reaction which they deemed relevant. This was 

done t o  make sure that they were able t o  describe important aspects o f  the 

situations and coping which were not anticipated by  the questionnaires. 

I was available t o  answer questions while participants f i l led out the 

questionnaire. They were given the opportunity t o  ask questions about the 

research afterward. A handout explained further the study's focus and design and , 

informed them how, where, and when they could learn the results o f  the 

research. 



CHAPTER VII 

RESULTS 

The data were pre-processed using several procedures in order t o  prevent 

potential problems with outlying cases, missing data, and strongly skewed 

variables. 

Multivariate outliers can be a problem in multivariate analyses because they 

have undue influence on correlations. outl iers were identified b y  noting cases 

with Mahalanobis' distances which were both extreme and separate f rom the rest 

o f  the distribution o f  distances. These extreme distance values were identified 

using a box-and-whisker plot and a histogram of the distances. The three sets 

of data, corresponding to  the three situations identified by  participants, were 

analyzed separately. Seven cases were removed f rom the 1st set, 4 f rom the 

2nd, and 7 f rom the 3rd. Because some o f  the same cases were deleted in all 

three instances, only 9 cases were entirely or partially deleted. In addition, one 

case was removed because the respondant marked "not at al l" on all but one of 

the scales. Another case was deleted because the questionnaire was fi l led out 

incorrectly. Eight people did not provide information on any situations at all, and 

were not included in any analyses. 

Missing data can be problematic because a few scattered missing 

observations can reduce the size of the entire data set considerably in analysis: 

all values in an otherwise complete case may be ignored because of a single 

missing value. In the present study, missing data resulted from participants 

overlooking an entire page o f  questions or not responding to  the occasional 



question. Missing f rom situation 1 data were 70 observations, representing 0.7% 

o f  the total. Missing f rom situation 2 and 3 were 0.5% and 0.5% o f  the points, 

respectively. 

Missing points were estimated to  allow the data set t o  remain as complete 

as possible. The first step in the estimation procedure was t o  delete outliers 

previously identified. Then further cases were deleted i f  more than 50% of their 

values were missing. I f  the missing item was f r o m  the Coping or Situation 

scales, missing sub-scale scores were estimated. In  the case o f  personality 

scales, i f  more than 5 items were unmarked, the score was considered missing 

and was estimated. Missing data points were estimated using the BMDP PAM 

twostep regression procedure (Dixon, 1985). Estimators were drawn f rom the same 

situation data as the missing value. This maintained the distinctness o f  the three 

data sets. 

The final number o f  complete cases from each data set were 253, 238, and 

220, respectively, f rom initial pools o f  260, 242, ~ i i d  227 eases.' Because of the 

length of the questionnaire, some groups o f  participants ran out o f  t ime and so 

could only complete one or two  situations. This accounts for  the difference in 

the sizes o f  the three sets of situation data. 

Skewness can be a problem in that correlations between severely and 

oppositely skewed variables have a range less than -1 t o  + I ;  thus, correlations 

between such variables are attewated. Because the analyses used (mainly multiple 

regression and canonical correlation) were based on correlational data the 

soundness o f  the initial correlation matrix is important. 

Two o f  the variables (self-blame and religious coping) were skewed in the 

opposite direction f rom other skewed variables, and were reverse scored for the 



purpose o f  analysis, thus preventing artificial attenuation o f  correlations. Reports 

o f  analyses w i l l  omit this reversal, however, so that all coping variables can be 

read the same way in tables. No skew was sufficiently serious t o  have any 

substantial effect on correlations, so further transformations were deemed 

unneccesary. Dichotomous data for the most part had standard deviations in the 

.5 range. The most skewed dichotomous variables were endorsed in 17% o f  

cases. Most other dichotomous variables were endorsed in 30% to  50% of  the 

cases. A l l  skews were in the same direction. Because the standard deviations 

were in the moderate range and because the skews were in the same direction 

and not severe in most cases, the correlations between dichotomous variables 

should not have been attenuated. The final matrices o f  correlations are presented 

in Appendix C. 

Relationship of personalitv variables copinq 

-?I- - 
I rle persvnaiiiy variabies s f  iocus sf cvntroi, suciabiiity, and i iexibii i ty were 

generally poor direct predictors o f  coping. A canonical correlation analysis was 

done between the three personality scores and the ten ways o f  coping. This 

analysis produced one significant canonical correlation (.31) x 2  (30) = 53.89, p = 

.0047. (see Table l)(loadings greater than or equal to .30 are shown in bold 

face). This was defined by high sociability and external locus of control on one 

side and high use o f  preventative coping, emotional expression, and not wishful 

thinking on the other. The pair of canonical variates accounted for 41% of the 

personality variance and 11% o f  the coping variance, respectively. The redundancy 

(the predictability of the coping variables from personality information) was 4%. 

Regression of the coping variables on the personality variables produced very 

small adjusted RZs (.04, .04, and .02 for sociability, locus o f  control, and 



Table 1. 

Canonical Correlations Between Personality variables and C o ~ i n q  

Personal itv 

Sociability 
Locus of  control 
Flexibility 

Correlation 
between 

variable and 
canonical 

variate 

% of  variance 
Redundancy 

Canonical correlation: 

Correlation 
between 

variable and 
canonical 

variate 
Copinq 

Prevention .62 
Wishful thinking - .50 
Express emotion .43 
Internal control .29 
Secondary control .29 
External control -.06 
Distraction - 2 2  
Self blame 2 6  
Religious coping . I 3  
Existential coping -10 

% of variance 11% 
Redundancy .O 1 



flexibility, respectively). These values are not significantly greater than zero. Only 

t w o  o f  the coping variables were predicted by personality at above conventional 

chance levels. Personality variables accounted for 4% o f  the variance in both 

wishful thinking and preventative coping (Fs (3, 249) = 4.9 and 4.7, p = .003). 

Flexibility, which was not related to  coping directly, had indirect effects which 

are discussed later. 

Consistency o f  coping strategies across different situations provides 

evidence of other person effects. Consistency analysis does not rely on 

measured 'traits', but rather uses patterns o f  behaviour which are consistent 

across and independent o f  2ituations as an indicator o f  the power o f  the effect 

o f  latent personal characteristics. Consistency in coping was assessed using the 

Hoyt reliability index (Brown, 1976), defined as 1 - (MS person x situation 

interaction / MS persons), where within-subject analysis o f  variance is used t o  

determine the variance in persons, situations, and the interaction. Situation 

variables were partialled out so that any measured similarity between situations 

could be controlled. The partial correlations represent, as nearly as possible, 

trait-like coping effects. The fol lowing values were obtained for coping residuals 

across independent situations: internal control (.28), secondary control (.35), 

external control (.36), self blame (.43), distraction (.43), wishful thinking (.59), 

emotional expression (.70), preventative (.70), existential (.72), and religious coping 

(.91). These findings support the idea that some forms of coping are used 

consistently by  people regardless o f  situations. They also suggest that other 

forms of coping are not used so consistently. 

I t  is possible, of course, that consistency could b4e due to similarity in 

situations which was not measured, although the breadth o f  the questionnaire and 

the rarity o f  "other" responses argues against this. It is also possible that 



consistency reflects response bias rather than real reactions. Responses may be 

based less on recall o f  real behaviour than on the beliefs o f  the respondants o f  

the sorts o f  things they are likely t o  do or ought t o  do. This possibil i ty cannot 

be ruled out without resort t o  direct observation o f  coping and comparison o f  

these observations with self-report. There are four reasons to  believe that overt 

bias was not a major problem. First, there were few  obviously desirable answers 

to  coping items. Second, the participants' anonymity was assured. Third, 

participants were encouraged t o  report their responses as honestly and 

thoughtfully as they could. Finally, many o f  the written responses were extremely 

frank and very personal, evidence that people were responding to  the task with 
0 

sincerity. 

Relationship of situation variables with copinq 

Canonical correlation analysis was performed to  assess the relationships 

Lr,*..,,...,, :*..,*:,, ..^-:,LI^^ 
"GLvvGGtl S I L U ~ L I V I I  v a I I a u I e a  ~ i i d  espiiig variables i i i  the ".--' lira1 a i ~ u a ~ i o n  data set. 

Situation variables were divided into those which apply t o  all situations and are 

continuous (situation 'dimensions') (e.g., controllability) and those which reflect 

types o f  situations and are present or absent (situation 'types') (e.g., presence o f  

failure or aggression). A principal component analysis of the f i rst  situation's data 

showed that these two  sorts of variables loaded onto different factors. Factors 

defined by  'type' variables had low loadings by  'dimension' variables, and vice 

versa. (Appendix D contains factor loading matrices which illustrate this). Hence, 

these two  sets of situation variables were analyzed separately. 

When situation Dimensions were studied in relation to  coping efforts, three 

canonical correlations were significant, using Bartlett's test at the .O1 probability 



level. With t w o  canonical correlations included, x2(56) = 108.31, 0, < .OOOl), while 

with three, x2(42) = 63.05 0, = .019). Table 2 shows the analysis of the three 

pairs of canonical variates. Correlations between variables and canonical variates 

greater than or equal t o  .30 are shown in bold face. 

The first pair o f  variates shows that stressful change in l i festyle (somewhat 

enduring and meaningful) is reflected in adjustment o f  behaviour and attitude, 

taking direct control and getting help and t o  a lesser extent expressing feelings 

and not blaming self. This might be labelled a l i fe  transition dimension. 

The second situation variate involves a stressful situation which was 

uncontrollable, no$ initiated by  the person, undesirable and somewhat unexpected. 

The primary coping response t o  this is wishful thinking and not taking direct 

control, or using preventative and existential coping. This may be interpreted as 

a personal disaster dimension. 

The third situation dimension seems to  reflect personal fortune or failure. 

One pole of this dimension involves an uncontrolled yet desirable event which is 

not stressful. The other pole involves an undesirable and somewhat stressful 

event, the occurrence o f  which was controlled. The main coping response at this 

pole is self blame. Along with this is taking control, distraction, wishful thinking 

and not telling others or expressing feelings. Those who met good fortune, at 

the other pole, express their feelings and tell others, and not blame themselves, 

wish i t  were different or avoid thinking about it. In two  identical analyses in the 

two remaining data sets, the transition dimension was replicated both times, and 

the disaster and failure dimensions were approximately replicated once each. 

Three canonical correlations between situation types and coping were also 

significant, using Bartlett's test at the .O1 level. With two  canonical correlations 



Table 2. 

Canonical Correlations Between Situation Dimensions and C o ~ i n q  

Situation dimensions 
Change 
Stressfulness 
Meaningfulness 
Duration 
No control start 
Undesirability 
No control end 
Unanticipated 
Unfamiliarity 

Percent of variance 
Redundancy 

Coping 
Secondary control 
Internal control 
External control 
Self blame 
Express emotion 
Wishful thinking 
Prevent ion 
Existential coping 
Distract ion 
Beiigisiis c"pi"g 

Percent o f  variance 
Redundancy 

Canonical correlation 

Correlations between variables and 
canonical variates 

1st variate 2nd variate -- -- 
.8 7 -.I0 
.66 .55 
3 6 .14 
.35 .14 

-.I4 .82 
.OO -66 
. I3  5 9  
.ll 3 5  
.06 -.08 

17% 2 1 % 
6% 6% 

3rd variate -- 
-26 - -30 
-.07 

-2 1 
.4 1 

-38  
-. 1 1 
.08 
-06 



included, xZ(88) = 124.67, p = .006; with three, ~2(70)  = 89.32, p = .06. Table 3 

shows the analysis o f  the three pairs o f  canonical variates. The first situation 

variate is largely defined by failure, though danger or misfortune, deception and 

physical discomfort have moderate loadings. The coping response to  this is a 

combination o f  self blame, wishful thinking and distraction. This pair o f  canonical 

variates is easily labelled "failure". 

The second situation type variate reflects mostly challenge or opportunity, 

with elements o f  increased workload and rejection. The main coping response 

associated with this is changing o f  attitudes and beliefs with attendant attempts 

to  control the situation through one's own acts or by relying on others. Religious 

and existential coping and non-blame have lower loadings. An appropriate label 

for  these variates would be challenge or opportunity. 

The last situation type construct is  slightly more complex, but can be 

interpreted as a personal lack or loss. This event type is characterized by lack 

or !ass, with 2 degree ~f aggression,, deception, non-failure, clxigei o i  misfsitune 

and something being withheld. These might all be present when being jilted, for  

example. The main coping response associated with this type of situation is 

emotional expression, with some wishful thinking and direct action and l i tt le 

self-blame. 

The robustness o f  these pairs of situation-coping dimensions was tested in 

replication analyses in two further data sets. The failure-blame dimension is 

. quite robust, as it was clearly present in both replications. The 

- challenge-adaptation dimension was also repeated, but only in the second 

situation set. The lack/loss dimension was not clearly present in either 

replication. 



Table 3. 

Canonical Correlations Between Situation Tvpes and C o ~ i n g  

Situation types 
Failure 
Danger/misfortune 
Discomfort 
Challenge 
Rejection 
Workload 
Lack/loss 
Withheld 
Aggression 
Deception 
Dominance 
Coercion 
Illness 

Percent of variance 
Redundancy 

Self blame 
Distraction 
Wichfu! thinking 
Secondary control 
Internal control 
External control 
Religious coping 
Existential coping 
Express emotion 
Prevention 

Percent of variance 
Redundancy 

Canonical correlation 

Correlations between variables and 
canonical variates 

Ist variate 2nd variate 3rd variate 
3% -.29 .3 1 



Flexibility as a moderator of the situation-coping relationship 

Unlike sociability and locus o f  control, it may be argued that f lexibil i ty 

ought t o  moderate the relationship between situations and coping, rather than 

influence coping itself. To assess this, the respondents were divided into high 

and low flexible groups about the median, and separate canonical correlations 

between situation variables and coping were performed. I f  people who are 

flexible respond to  the features of the situation rather than rely on a l imited 

strategy in all cases, their coping ought t o  be better predicted by  the 

characteristics of the situation than the coping o f  the less flexible people. More 

coping variance accounted for in the more flexible group and more significant 

canonical correlations would support this hypothesis. 

There was one significant canonical correlation in the low flexible group 

(correlation = .73) (x2 (220) = 317.59, p < .0001), but three in the high flexible 

group (correlations = .73, .72, .65) (x2 (220) = 379.04, p < .0001; x 2  (189) = 

nnnl . ,,A ,,7 / e l e n \  = - * 7  c e  296.22, p < . U U ~  i ,  at~u A -  (~uu, L ,,.a", p = .002j. The i e s i u n d a i i ~ ~  sf s i i u a i i ~ i i  

variables on coping was .04 in the l ow  flexible and . I2  in the high flexible 

group. The average variance accounted for in coping by situations was 10% in 

the low but 15% in the high flexible group. These results are consistent with the 

hypothesis that the coping of flexible people is more responsive to  the features 

of the situation than that o f  inflexible people. 

Resuonsivitv of couinq variables situation variables 

As the previous canonical correlations show, coping types vary in their 

responsiveness to situations. The l ow  loadings o f  religious, existential, and 

preventative coping on canonical variates show that these forms o f  coping, for 



example, are not contingent on the characteristics of the situation. In contrast, 

the high loadings of secondary control and self-blame indicate that these are 

more dependent on situation variables defining the companion canonical variate. 

To make the differences more explicit, all situation variables were regressed 

on each coping variable in all situation data sets. Table 4 shows the adjusted R2 

values obtained in each situation, as wel l  as the average of these values. 

Self-blame, secondary control, wishful thinking, and internal control are thus 

shown to  be the most predictable, fol lowed by  external control, expression o f  

emotion and distraction. Finally, preventative, religious, and existential coping were 

predicted the most poorly. Essentially the same pattern is produced when 

situation dimensions and types are considered separately. 

Relative roles of consistencv and continqencv coping 

The prior analysis shows that some forms o f  coping are more contingent 

on situational characteristics than others. Other data show that some forms of 

coping are also used more consistently by  a given individual than others. I f  a 

form of coping is highly contingent, people should use i t  only in selected 

situations, and it would not be a part o f  their routine coping style. Conversely, 

i f  a form o f  coping is used with some consistency, then the exact features o f  

the situation faced should have l i t t le influence on its use. As a result, an 

inverse relationship might be expected between consistency and contingency in 

the use of various forms o f  coping. 

9 This idea may be readily tested in the data described earlier. The 

consistency index reflects the tendency of people to cope in similar ways 

whatever the situation. The adjusted R2 figures in Table 4 above reflect the 



Table 4 

Adiusted Sauared M u l t i ~ l e  Correlations of C o ~ i n q  Variables on Situations 

1 st 2nd 3rd Average 
situation situation situation 

Self blame 
Secondary control 
Wishful thinking 
Internal control 
External control 
Express emotions 
Avoidance 
Prevent ion 
Existential 
Religion 



contingency o f  coping on situations. Figure 1 is a plot o f  consistency against 

mean contingency. Each point represents a different form o f  coping. There is an 

obvious inverse relationship betweeen consistency in the use of coping and the 

degree t o  which coping depends on situation characteristics. The correlation o f  

these is -.61. This number is used only as a measure o f  association t o  aid 

description of the scatter o f  the points. 

Relevance of situation variables coping 

Just as some forms of coping are more contingent than others on situation 

characteristics, some o f  the situation variables measured are more predictable 

f rom coping variables than others. Most variables had significant squared multiple 

correlations with coping variables. Those with the consistently highest multiple 

correlations were: amount of l i fe  change (27% variance accounted for), control 

over the start of  the situation (23%), stress (18%), control over the outcome o f  

the situation (17%), desirability (16%), potential or actual failure (2 1%) and 

challenge or opportunity (11%). I t  can be inferred that these variables, therefore, 

are relatively important in the determination of coping. 

The situation variables that had insignificant multiple correlations with coping 

in two  or three data sets were famil iarity or novelty, degree to  which the 

situation was expected, and the presence of dominance, aggression, deception, and 

coercion. The latter four variables may not have been related to  coping because 

they were rarely endorsed (less than 20% of situations). Restriction o f  range of 

this sort would be expected to  attenuate correlations. The f i rst  two, though, were 

not unduly skewed, so it is likely that the lack of effect is not an artifact. 



Figure 1 : Coplng var lables  consistency vs ,  cont  lngency 
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Structure of situations 

As was noted earlier, increased information about situations' structure and 

essential characteristics is needed for a better understanding of how people cope 

with stressful situations. The group o f  students who participated in this study 

reported 711 different situations, yet these situations varied within a clear 

structure. The 9 situational dimensions and 13 situational types were subjected to 

common factor analysis (varimax rotation) in order t o  describe this structure. See 

Tables 5 and 6 for the results of the analyses o f  the f i rst  set o f  data. 

Situation types and situation dimensions were eventually analyzed separately. 

An initial component analysis performed on all variables together showed that 

type and dimension variables did not load on the same factors. When fewer 

factors were extracted, in accordance with a scree test o f  the eigenvalues, this 

was sti l l  the case, interpretation was not made easier, and the structure was 

more complex. Conceptually, as well, the two  sets o f  variables 'do not conform. 

Separate analyses produced simple and interpretable structures. Replications of 

both dimension and type analyses in the second and third situation sets produced 

similar structures, and so are not reported. 

When just the dimensions of situations were studied in this manner, two 

factors were eventually retained. The three-factor model f i t  the data marginally 

better, but the t w o  factor model was more interpretable. Fit was defined in 

terms o f  the average squared residuals of the initial correlation matrix. Smaller 

numbers indicate better f i t .  The f i t  was .72 in the one factor solution, . I 5  in the 

two  factor solution and .04 in the three factor solution. The first factor, defined 

by lack o f  control over either initiation or outcome o f  the situation, 

undesirability, unexpectedness, and stress, may be interpreted as a disaster 



Table 5 

Rotated Factor Loadinqs gcJ Communalities Two-Factor Common Factor 

Analysis of Situation Dimensions 

Variable 

No control start 
Undesirability 
Unanticipated 
No control end 
Stress 
Change 
Duration 
Meaningfulness 
Unfamiliarity 

Factor 1 Factor 2 Communal ity 

Label Disaster Transition 



dimension. The second factor (defined by  stressful, meaningful, enduring change 

and some novelty) may be labelled a l i fe  transition dimension. 

A similar procedure was followed to  identify factors o f  the situational type 

variables, and four factors were retained. The measures o f  f i t ,  as defined 

previously, were .82, .29, .20, and . I2  for the one, two, three, and four factor 

solutions respectively. The four-factor solution f i ts  the data slightly better than 

the three-factor solution and is easier t o  interpret. Table 6 shows the loadings 

o f  the variables on factors. The first factor represents victimization: coercion, 

dominance, and aggression are all featured. The second is rather complex, and 

seems to represent loss o f  either an object or o f  self-esteem or both. 

Rejection, witholding, and lack suggest object loss, while rejection, failure, and 

deception suggest loss o f  esteem. This set o f  features might all be present 

during a betrayal of a close relationship. The third factor consists of situational 

characteristics related to  physical harm: physical discomfort, illness, and danger 

or misfortune are salient features in such situations. The final type dimension 

involves a challenge or opportunity involving increased work or responsibility, but 

with the potential for  failure also. A promotion is one example which would f i t  

this class, as is the end-of-term scenario familiar to  a l l  o f  the student 

participants o f  this study. 



Table 6 
Rotated Factor Loadinss Comrnunalities Four-Factor Common Factor 

Analvsis of Situation T v ~ e s  
- - 

Variable Factor Factor Factor Factor Communality 
1 2 3 4 

Coercion .69 .14 .06 .07 .50 
Dominance .62 .I9 -.03 . I  1 .42 
Aggression .44 .I4 -06 .07 .30 
Rejection .24 5 8  -.07 -02 .40 
Withholding .15 .42 . I  1 .03 .2 1 
Failure .06 .4 1 -.03 -3 8 .3 1 
Deception -24 3 9  .I8 -.I3 .25 
Lack/loss .04 .35 3 4  -.I6 .27 
Danger .I3 3 0 5 8  -.05 .45 
Discomfort .09 .O 1 .48 -.O 1 .24 
l l lness -.06 -.03 .5 6 -.Q9 .32 
Challenge .08 .05 -.I7 .6 6 .36 
Workload -.01 -.09 .OO -49 .25 

Label Victim- Loss Physical Challenge 
ization harm 



CHAPTER Vlll 

DISCUSSION 

The previous analyses reveal some o f  the broader patterns and strengths o f  

the relationships between personality, situation characteristics, and coping. A 

summary o f  the basic findings is as fol lows. 

One useful finding involved the specific relationships between qualities o f  

situations. and the coping which fol lowed f rom them. The existence o f  multiple 

canonical correlations between situation variables and coping supports the idea 

that stressful situations vary along several dimensions and that patterns o f  
0 

coping are contingent on the qualities o f  the stress involved. Certain situational 

characteristics seem to  pull for certain types o f  responses. Though Sidle et al. 

(1969) were able to  say this much, they were unable to  make connections 

between specific situational characteristics and coping acts. The present study, in 

contrast, allows us to  identify the aspects o f  situations which do the "pulling" 

and the associated coping efforts which are "pulled". 

Some o f  the relationships found are not surprising: stressful changes are 

met with adaptation and personal and delegated attempts to  control the change, 

while uncontr~l lable personal disasters result primarily in wishful thinking and few 

control attempts. People blame themselves and avoid thinking about failure, and 

express feelings when they experience a personal loss. 

The approach used in this study is helpful since i t  assesses the situation 

- characteristics directly and does not rely on inference based on, for example, 

role area, as has been done in some studies (e.g., Pearlin & Schooler, 1978, 

Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). Pearlin & Schooler, t o  quote Folkman & Lazarus, (1980) 
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"were puzzled by the infrequent use o f  strategies directed at changing the 

situation and b y  the resistance of problems at work t o  amelioration through 

coping efforts. They suggested that this might be due to  the impersonal and 

chronic nature o f  problems in the work area" (pg. 230). Had Pearlin and Schooler 

assessed the impersonality and chronicity o f  work- related problems, they might 

not have been puzzled. Although the current results support the idea that 

situations can be classified by  type, there was .no indication that role areas 

represent discrete and unambiguous types o f  situations, especially with respect t o  

coping. Indeed, i t  is quite easy to  suppose that some work-domain problems are 

quite different. Surely problems with a direct superior experienced as an 

employee would be very different f rom problems experienced as a manager o f  a 

subordinate, since these involve quite different interpersonal roles on the part of  

the person with the problem. The fact that prior studies demonstrated some 

differences in coping across role areas indicates that there must be some 

similarities in situations within domains so that, on average, work problems are 

different from c t ~ i i i e s i i c  problems. Howe'v'ei, the fact that a g i v h  prvbiertl i ies 

within a domain gives the researcher relatively little, and then only probabalistic, 

information about the characteristics o f  the problem. In the present study, though, 

most of the relationships between situation dimensions and coping dimensions 

were very easy to interpret because important qualities o f  the situation which 

were correlated with subsequent coping were known. 

The complexity o f  the coping done in response to  the different situations 

shows that people cope on many different levels. For example, in situations o f  

challenge or opportunity, people use wishful thinking (emotional level), attempts 

to  control the situation and personal adaptation (pragmatic level), and existential 

coping (meaning level). This complexity is consistent with the existence o f  many 



levels o f  the interaction between a person and a problem. A problem exists as 

an arrangement of elements in an environment, has an emotional impact which 

may need attention, and may induce changes in thought and attitude as well. The 

existence of a meaningful pattern in the coping across these levels shows that 

coping is a coordinated activity. For instance, failure is both painful and 

irrevocable, and it fol lows that one would feel sorry for one's failure, wish i t  

had not happened, and t ry  not t o  dwell on it. In this case, there is a 

coordinated response to  the reality o f  the failure (sorrow), the helplessness to  

change the situation (wishful thinking) and the pain (distraction). 

The collective abil i ty o f  situation variables to  predict coping efforts varies 

across different types o f  coping. Some forms of coping are fair ly predictable 

f rom situational characteristics, while others are less predictable. Self blame and 

adaptation are the most dependent on situation characteristics, and it is hard to  

imagine that they would not be so. One can hardly blame oneself i f  nothing has 

gone wrong, nor can one adapt t o  an unchanging situation. On the other hand, 

religious and existential coping were largely independent o f  the situation 

characteristics measured in this study. I t  appears that these sorts o f  coping are 

more dependent on the personal characteristics of the coper than the features of 

the situation. The personal characteristic responsible may be a sense of meaning 

and coherence in life, which Antonovsky (1979) suggested is a fundamental 

personal resource. Religious and existential coping are the obvious correlates of 

this resource, and so would be expected to be somewhat stable. Two prior 

studies (Aldwin, Folkman, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1980, cited in Folkman & 

- Lazarus, 1981, and Folkman et al., 1986) have also found something similar. 

Aldwin et al. found that the most consistent coping factor involved strategies 

used to interpret stressful events as opportunities for personal growth. Folkman 



et al. found that the form o f  coping which was the most consistent was 

"positive reappraisal". These strategies involve efforts t o  seek personal meaning 

in otherwise noxious events reflected in the definition o f  existential coping used 

in the present study. 

One o f  the most interesting findings was the relationship between situation 

and person variables in the determination o f  coping. Some coping variables were 

mostly determined by  person variables and were not at all responsive to  

characteristics o f  the situation, others were primarily determined by  the situation, 

and the rest were under joint influence. There seemed t o  be a trade-off between 

situation and personality influence. It is likely that some coping strategies are 

integral to  the personality structure o f  the coper, and t o  be used must be used 

consistently or not at all; they cannot be simply called up on occasion in 

certain situations. For example, religious coping requires a pre-existing belief and 

value structure i f  it is t o  be used. Some people have such a structure, others 

lack it. Those who lack i t  w i l l  be unlikely t o  rely on the advice of a priest or 

look for  spiritual guidance in any situation. Their religious coping would not be 

contingent on situations, since they have no place for religion in their lives at 

all. For those who do have religious beliefs, and for whom religion is an 

important part of  their everyday lives, i ts precepts seem to  be applicable to  

many problems. This would again result in a lack o f  specif i ty in terms o f  

situations. 

In contrast with the highly consistent but non-contingent coping are the 

coping efforts which seem to  have high situational specif icity and are not used 

consistently across situations. These forms o f  coping seem to be a part of  

everyone's repertoire and are used only when appropriate. Adaptation was already 

used as an example of a fo rm of coping which simply would not apply to 



certain situations, namely, situations which do not involve a lot o f  change. As a 

result, within-person consistency would not be expected unless the situations 

faced were very similar. 

To my knowledge, no-one has ever suggested that there is an inverse 

relationship between the effects of person and situation variables on different 

forms o f  coping. The data shown here suggest that such a relationship does 

exist. There is also a plausible explanation for the effect which would bear 

further scrutiny and empirical exploration. I f  there does turn out t o  be a reliable 

continuum on which different sorts o f  behaviours fall, i t  would be interesting to  

sort many different behaviours on this continuum and t ry  t o  f ind out what it is 

about each behaviour which accounts for  i ts location. This would help t o  reveal 

i ts connections with personality variables on the one hand and the context o f  

the situation on the other. 

The personality traits o f  locus o f  control, sociability, and flexibil i ty are 

-, weakiy reiated t o  coping benaviours. ine reiarionsnips are both' direct, in rhat a 

trait may be correlated with some specific pattern of distinct coping efforts, and 

indirect, in that the trait changes the relationship between situation variables and 

coping. More specifically, high sociability and external locus o f  control were 

associated wi th maintenance o f  relationships with others, looking after self, 

emotional expression, and less wishful thinking. People who were high in 

f lexibil i ty did not use one form of coping more than another, but rather let the 

characteristics of the situation have more influence over the form o f  coping 

used. This is consistent with Folkman & Lazarus' (1981) speculation that f lexibil i ty 

as a trait is t ied to  variability in coping. 



The high consistency wi th which people used several o f  the coping 

behaviours (e.g., religious coping) across situations is evidence that some 

unmeasured person variables were at work. A sense o f  coherence, as suggested 

b y  Antonovsky (1979) is one possible trait relating to  existential and religious 

coping. Other characteristics, relating to  the consistent use of preventative coping, 

and emotional expression, are as yet unknown. I t  is apparent that personal 

factors were more important for some types of coping than others, since 

consistency o f  use o f  different types o f  coping varied widely. Religious, 

existential, and preventative coping, and emotional expression, forms o f  coping 

which might be applicable to  any situation, were used most consistently, while 

taking direct control, control though adaptation, and delegated control were all 

used the least consistently. The question "how important is personality in 

determining coping?" cannot, therefore, be answered in one statement. Personality 

w i l l  l ikely be quite important in some behaviours, less so in others. 

The final question o f  this study concerned the structure o f  stressful 

situations. Factor analyses showed that there are several distinct and meaningful 

dimensions o f  stressful situations. Situations may vary along dimensions relating 

to  the degree to  which they involve personal disaster and l i fe  transition. 

Situations may also represent types, such as those that involve victimization, lack 

or loss, physical harm, and challenge. These categories seem to  be essentially 

independent, though i t  is quite possible that a situation might fal l  into two or 

more o f  them at once. 

Results of the present study have several implications for both future 

research dn coping and stress and for interpretation o f  research already 

completed. Since stressful situations are defined by several dimensions, and since 

there are meaningful differences in people's responses to  these, stressors should 



be evaluated in a compound measure. Specifically, l i fe transition and calamity are 

distinct dimensions, as suggested by prior research. Moreover, as different types 

of situations evoked different coping responses, i t  is likely that different 

emotional reactions were evoked by  the situations. This has implications for 

research linking stressful situations and psychological disorder. There is less 

reason to  suppose that stress is a non-specific precipitant o f  distress as 

suggested in the conventional literature (e.g., Selye's G.A.S.) when different types 

of stress are shown in this study to  have quite different effects. Some research 

has linked depression with loss, (see Rabkin, 1982), but the general trend of 

epidemiological research is t o  consider stress to  be a simple rather than a 

compound factor. 

Research linking coping efforts t o  psychological outcome should also 

consider the complexity o f  coping, and specifically, the association between 

coping and situation characteristics. One practice in research into the effects o f  

coping on outcome during stress is t o  ask people how they usually cope (see, 

e.g., Andrews, Tennant, Hewson, & Vaillant, 1978; Miller, Surtees, Kreitman, Ingham, 

& Sashidharan 1985; Robbins & Tanck, 1978; Schill, Ramanaiah, & O'Laughlin, 1984; 

and Tanck & Robbins, 1979) But this approach is flawed, i f  the present results 

are sound, since there does not seem to be one single and consistent way that 

people cope. Instead, how people cope wi l l  depend to  some extent on what 

problem they face. Thus, studies which have looked at what they thought were 

predominant coping styles were probably assessing those aspects o f  ccping 

which are unrelated t o  situations, which therefore are closely linked to  

- personality, which may in turn be associated with the disorder. Coping which is 

much more contingent on situation characterisiics cannot be assessed by  such 

methods. Another research approach has been to  correlate people's coping with a 



recent l i fe  event (or recent coping without reference t o  any situation) with 

outcome (e.g., Beckham & Adams, 1984; Billings & Moos, 1984; Foster & 

Gallagher, 1986; and Parker, Brown & Blignault, 1986). This approach is equally 

flawed, given, first, that the eff icacy or appropriateness o f  the coping is apt t o  

depend on characteristics o f  the situation, and second, that such characteristics 

are not assessed. Any future invesigation o f  the relationship between coping and 

outcome wi l l  have t o  consider coping in its situational context. The question 

ought to  be not "how is coping related t o  outcome", but "how is this sort of 

coping with this type o f  situation related t o  outcome." Obviously this is a much 

more diff icult question to  deal with, but in the light o f  the present study seems 

a more meaningful one. 

This issue o f  the relationship between coping and situations should also 

inform research into the structure of coping. The present study suggests that 

there is not one structure, but several, depending on the situation. This might 

account for the variety o f  numbers and types of coping factors in factor 

analyses of coping scales. 

Some studies (e.g., those assessing repression/sensitization, or those which 

define style as the profi le of a set o f  coping efforts -- cf. Folkman & Lazarus, 

1980) have looked at coping style, but this style is apt t o  mean less "how you 

tend to  cope" and more "how you tend to  cope given this or that situation." 

Although the present study did not investigate any sort o f  complex consistency 

o f  this form (ie, the consistency o f  coping given different situation 

characteristics), such consistency would be of considerable interest. It could be, 

for  example, that a certain sort of  person is consistently deferential to  superiors 

who criticize but is very assertive with peers who criticize. There is a form o f  

consistency here which is not manifest in a simple look at coping with generic 



criticism, but which would be an important part o f  the person's response style. 

The present study has answered some questions about the relationship 

between stress and personality and coping, but i t  raises others. For example, I 

did not assess the outcome o f  the situations or the coping efforts reported, but 

it would be interesting to  know which patterns o f  responses t o  the different 

situation dimensions and types were associated with beneficial outcomes (or, 

better yet, t o  trace the pattern o f  the various consequences over time). I f  the 

outcomes of coping acts were assessed, then the question of appropriateness of  

coping could be addressed. I t  may be that appropriate copers have better health 

and psychological outcomes fol lowing stressful experiences than others, but this 

can only be discovered using longitudinal research that considers personality, 

coping and situation factors. 

It would also be interesting to  know how coping and situations change over 

time. Because situations and coping were both treated in  snapshot, rather than 

.v . i~BO L-.. ~ d i i ~ i i  iii this s t i i d ~ ,  i had no way of knowing how coping changed as 

the situations unfolded. I f  the study had assessed dynamic characteristics o f  

situations and coping, the relationships between situations and coping could be 

expressed much more completely. 

Because flexibil i ty was shown to  moderate the situation-coping relationship, 

the study also raises the question o f  which other personality variables are I 

moderators as well. I t  certainly indicates that personality, stressful situations, and 

coping have complex interrelationships. As an example o f  how this might be 

- important, coping has been thought t o  be a mediator between stressful situations 

and outcome; as well, some personality traits such as hardiness have been 

thought t o  have a mediating role themselves between stress and health outcome. 



Now, a personality trait seems to be a mediator between the situation and 

coping as well. I t  is less obvious what is mediating what, given such a scenario. 

Despite the t r ~ u b l e  such findings cause, they should not be ignored, because 

these interactions are probably only a dim reflection of the actual complexity o f  

the real world. 
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Appendix A 

Coping and Si tuat ion Scales 



Situat ion:  

S ITUATION CHARACTERISTICS. 

Please put  an X i n  the b o x  w h i c h  best  represents your  understanding o f  the 
s i tuat ion.  

H o w  much cont ro l  did you have over  the situation's occurrence? 

1-1-1-1-1-1-11 
t o t a l  con t ro l  modera te  n o  con t ro l  at a l l  

How desirable was the situation f o r  you? 

I-I-I-I-I-1-11 
ve ry  desirable neutra l  ve ry  undesirable 

How much cont ro l  did you have over  the outcome o f  the situation? 

I-I-I-I-I-1-11 
n o  con t ro l  at a l l  modera te  to ta l  con t ro l  

How personally meaningful was  the situation f o r  you? 

I - I - - I I I I I I  
n o t  at a l l  modera te l y  ve ry  meaningfu l  

meaningfu l  
How much had you been expecting the situation be fo re  i t  occurred? 

I I I I I I I 
! - I - I - I - I - I ~ I  

expect ing ve ry  modera te l y  n o t  at a l l  
much  expect ing 

How long did the situation last? 

I - I I I I I I I  
a f e w  minutes  a f e w  days  mon ths  t o  years 

How familiar o r  novel  was the situation t o  you? 

I - I - I I I I I I  
very  fami l iar  modera te l y  - ve ry  nove l  

How much did this change your lifestyle, home situation, work ,  etc? 

I-I-I-II.II.I 
n o  change at a l l  modera te  changed very  much  

Overall, h o w  stressful was this situation f o r  you? 

I - I -1-1-1-I l l  
very  s t ress fu l  (eg. modera te l y  no t  a1 al l  s t r e s s f l ~ l  

death o f  f a m i l y  (eg, los t  a do l la r )  
member )  



Did the s i t ua t i on  i n v o l v e  actr~al or  anticipated: 

danger or  m i s f o r t u n e  t o  y o u ?  

lack o r  l oss?  (o f  a p e r s o n  o r  th ing)  

someth ing  b e i n g  w i t h h e l d  f r o m  y o u ?  
\ 

r e j e c t i o n  o f  y o u  b y  other(s)? 

aggress ion  b y  o thers?  

dominance  by others'? 

coe rc ion  by o thers?  

tlecepr ion'! 

i l l ness?  

persona l  fa i lure? 

added respons ib i l i t y  o r  w o r k ?  

phys i ca l  d i s c o m f o r t ?  

cha l lenge/oppor tun i ty?  

Other ( spec i f y )  

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

In your  v i e w ,  what  w a s  i t  about  the  s i t ua t i on  that m a d e  i t  s t ress fu l  f o r  
y o u ?  



YOUR REACTION 

T o  what extent d i d  y o u  react the f o l l o w i n g  w a y s  t o  the event at the time'! 

Took direct act ion t o  change the situation myself. 

I l l - I - I I I I  
Very much modera te l y  n o t  at a l l  

Thought about h o w  I could solve ,the problem. 

I-1-1-I-I-1-1-1 
n o t  at a l l  modera te l y  Very much 

Depended o n  advice f rom others. 

I I I I I - 1 - 1 1  
Very much moderately not  at a l l  

Changed my behaviour o r  l i festyle t o  adjust t o  the situation. 

1-1-I-1-1-Ill 
n o t  at a l l  modera te l y  Very much 

Changed my attitudes o r  prior i t ies in v iew o f  the circumstances. 

I I I I - I - 1 - 1 1  
Very much modera te l y  n ~ t  at a l l  

Avoided thinking about the situation. 

I l l - I - I - I l l  
n o t  at a l l  modera te l y  Very much 

Distracted myself w i th  some activi ty (eg, TV, reading, eating, drinking). 

I - I - I - I - I - I l l  
Very much modera te l y  no t  at a l l  

Wished that the situation were  dif ferent. 

1 - 1 - I I - I - I l l  
no t  at a l l  rnoderatel y Very much 

Expressed my feelings o r  thoughts t o  a confidante. 

1 - 1 - I I - I - I l l  
Very much modera te l y  not  at a l l  

Felt sorry fo r  what I hitd done. 

1-1-I-I-I-1-11 
no t  at a l l  n,ot lcratel y Very much 

Took care o f  myself (eg, relaxation, k n o w  my limits, keep good feelings allout self). 

I - I - I - I - I I I I  
Very much moderat  o l  y not  at a l l  
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Maintained my relationships w i th  others t o  prevent future confl ict.  

I I I I I -  
n o t  at a l l  

I I 
moderar e l  y 

I 
Very much 

Sought o r  found spiritual comfor t  o r  support. 

I-I-I-I-1-1-1-1 
Very much modera te l y  n o t  at a l l  

b 

Accepted the fac t  that suf fer ing and problems are unavoidable. 

I - I - I - I - I - I l l  
n o t  at a l l  modera te l y  Very much 

Believed that there is meaning and purpose in  the things that happen t o  me. 

I - I I I I I I -  
Very much moderat  e l  y 

I 

Had others help me out  o f  the situation. 

I-I-I-I-1-1-1-1 
n o t  at a l l  modera te l y  

Wished that something fantastic wou ld  happen. 

I - I l l - I - I l l  
Very much modera te l y  

Released my pent up emotions. 

I - I- I I- I-1-11 
n o t  at a l l  modera te l y  

Blamed myself. 

1 - 1 - I I I I I I  
Very much moderat  e l  y 

Fol lowed religious principles. 

I - I - I - I I I I - I  
not  at a l l  modera te l y  

n o t  at a l l  

Very much 

n o t  at a l l  

Very much 

no t  at a l l  

Very much 

Other: 

I - I - 1 - 1 - I I I I  
not  at a l l  rnoderately Very much 

IS  there anyth ing e lse  about your react ion  w h i c l ~  i s  relevant or  rnigt i l  I)(? 
impor tant?  



Appendix B 

Multitrait-multimethod matrices 
for Coping Scale 
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Correlation matrices 
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Appendix D 

Component analyses of situation 
dimensions and situation types 
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