
INTRODUCTION

Coping in simple terms is defined as “facing and

finding effective means of overcoming problems and

difficulties” (Kimble, Germeny, and Zingner, 1984). This

definition implies any effort taken up by an individual to

face his/her problem and find solutions to it (Cited in

Viego, 2006). The vast repertoire of human responses to

stress and a person’s ability to modify the environment in

response to stress are not merely individual behaviors

but are products of social life and culture. Coping primarily

refers to action taken with the aim of minimizing the

adverse impact of a problematic or stressful situation. It

does not specify the precise nature of the goal attempted,

the means adopted or the effect achieved on the

desirability of the effect.

Coping style has been identified as an important

moderator of perceived experience of stress and

facilitator of adjustment. Adaptive coping strategies of

problem-focused coping and reappraisal are found to aid

better adaptation and reduce the experience of stress. In
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contrast, employing predominantly emotion-focused

coping and distraction has been found to be associated

with high levels of anxiety, depression, poor overall

adjustment and deterioration in physical health.

Maladaptive coping strategies like avoidance (denial,

procrastination), distraction (use of substances) lead to

maintenance/exacerbation of distress (Moffat et al.,

2004). Seeking social support may serve the function of

both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping

strategies.

A number of studies indicate that individuals typically

use multiple tactics when coping with major life events

or ongoing strains (Billings and Moos, 1984: Folkman and

Lazarus 1980). Folkman and Lazarus (1980) reported

that in 98% of 1,300 stressful episodes, subjects used

both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping

strategies (Cited in Menezes, 2000).

Coping styles represents more specific individual

differences in how people respond to stress. They may

arise as individual difference regularities due to genetic

factors and personality predispositions, they may emerge
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from regularities in the stressful events that individuals

encounter, or they may stabilize as a result of the

reinforcement people receive for particular ways of

coping. The coping styles that have received the most

attention in the stress literature concern managing

stressful events by using an avoidant or minimizing coping

style or by using an active, confrontive, vigilant coping

style, as by gathering information of the stressful events.

Coping strategies represent a level of analysis even more

specific than personality or coping styles for understanding

how people manage stressful events. Two general coping

strategies have been distinguished: problem solving coping

and emotion-focused coping (Folkman and Lazarus, 1980;

Leventhal and Nerenz, 1982; Pearlin and Schooler, 1978).

Problem solving efforts are attempts to do something

active to alleviate stressful circumstances, whereas,

emotion-focused coping involves efforts to regulate the

emotional consequences of stressful or potentially

stressful events. Research suggests that people use both

problem-focused and emotion-focused coping to combat

most stressful events. (Folkman and Lazarus, 1980)

however, the predominance of one type of strategy over

another is heavily influenced by the type of stressful

event. These findings suggest that situations in which

something constructive can be done will favour problem-

focused coping, whereas stressful events that involve

acceptance rather than intervention favour emotion-

focused coping. As noted, genetics and early family

environment may also influence the propensity to engage

in problem solving versus emotion-focused coping.

Some studies of coping strategies have been carried

out on groups of students. Caplan et al. (1984) examined

how patterns of coping and defense, as well as their main

effects, influence well-being. Using a cross-sectional

survey design, a questionnaire was administered to 207

university students facing stress of annual examinations

in India. The analysis indicated that coping was generally

and positively correlated with positive effects (such as

satisfaction) whereas defense was primarily and positively

correlated with somatic complaints and negative effects.

Regarding patterns of coping, mobilization to take action

was associated with negative affect when the coping

mechanism of problem diagnosis was relatively low.

When the diagnosis was relatively high, mobilization was

associated with either no change or an improvement.

Coping and defense, but not their combinations, buffered

certain effects of poor fit on indicators of well being.

The similarities and differences between these findings

and those of other investigators suggest that coping may

buffer the effects of stressors on ill-being only when

stressors are subjectively controllable.

Coping behaviours were studied in relation to

appraisal of academic and personal stressors as

controllable-uncontrollable and challenging-threatening in

258 college students by Mehta (1989). Data was collected

using a socio demographic data sheet, two specific

stressful events, and a measure of appraisal of these

events, the coping checklist and the adjustment inventory

was utilized. Students appraised the academic stressor

as more controllable and challenging, and the personal

stressor as more uncontrollable and challenging. Both

problem-focused and emotion-focused forms of coping

were used by students in dealing with the two stressors,

and there were more similarities than differences in the

styles of coping across situations. However, coping styles

were found to differ in relation to appraisal. Students

who perceived both situations as controllable reported

the use of self blame coping strategies, while the appraisal

of stress as uncontrollable was related to emotion-

focused forms of coping. Challenge appraisals in both

academic and personal situations were related to the use

of problem-solving methods of coping and positive

thinking. Both stressors viewed as threatening were

related to forms of coping such as escape avoidance,

external attributions of blame and risk-taking.

As cited by Singhal (2004), Field and Printz (1997)

have listed in their review, a total of 18 studies on

adolescents, of these two have specifically focused on

coping with medical stressors, three on academic

stressors, and four on social stressors and the rest with

self-identified stressors. Four studies on social stressors

focused on interpersonal events, and assessed coping via

self report measures. Their findings suggested that

adolescents showed preference for using more approach

than avoidance strategies. Adolescents used more

emotion-focused strategies, but emphasized active-

cognitive coping (Armstead, McCombs, Forehand,

Wierson, Long and Fauber, 1990; Compass, Malcarne

and Fondacaro, 1988). They also endorsed direct problem

solving and support-seeking measures (Gamble, 1994;

Stern and Zevon, 1990), studies on academic stressors

reported greater use of problem-focused strategies

(Compass, Malcarne and Fondacaro, 1988; Stern and

Zevon, 1990), though some emotion-focused strategies

are also used which included anxious anticipation, positive

self talk, focus on the task, support seeking, tension
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reduction, and wishful thinking (Brown, O’Keefe, Sanders

& Baker, 1986; Stern and Zevon, 1990).

METHODOLOGY

Stress and coping strategies are inter related, thus it

is important to deal with coping strategies adopted by

students. Thus, to determine the factors associated with

coping strategies and academic achievement with regard

to undergraduate science students was undertaken in the

present study.

H1. There is no significant difference in coping

strategies adopted by students pursuing undergraduate

program in pure science and applied science courses.

H2. There is no significant difference in coping

strategies adopted by high, average and low academic

achievement students.

H3. There are no significant gender differences in

coping strategies adopted by students pursuing

undergraduate program in science course.

Coping strategy is assessed through the coping

checklist (Rao et al., 1989), based on the scores of the

respondents, the respondents’ size of his/her coping

repertoire was assessed in three areas-

a) Problem-focused coping: Problem solving.

b) Emotion-focused coping: Positive distraction,

negative distraction, acceptance/redefinition, religion/faith,

and denial/blame.

c) Problem and emotion-focused coping: Social

support seeking.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 and Fig. 1 depicts the coping strategies used

by undergraduate students. Among the three coping

strategies, assessed problem-focused coping, emotion-

focused coping and problem and emotion-focused coping

strategies, majority of the college students opted to adopt

“emotion-focused strategy” more often compared with

other coping strategies- “problem-focused” and “problem

Table 1 : Shows descriptive statistics of students pursuing 

pure science and applied science program on 

coping strategies 

Measures Problem 

Focused 

Coping 

Emotion 

Focused 

Coping 

Problem and 

Emotion 

Focused Coping 

N 656 656 656 

Mean 6.66 28.56 4.71 

SD 2.03 7.76 2.01 

Note-SD-Standard deviation *n-number of participants 

 

 

Fig. 1 : Graphical representation of coping strategy of

college students

Table 2 : Showing the descriptive statistics and Mann Whitney U test values on coping strategies of pure and applied science 

course students 

Course / discipline 

Pure science (n=317) Applied science (n=339) 

Coping Strategies 

Mean  SD Mean SD 

Mann Whitney 

U Value 

 

P value 

Problem Focused 6.47 2.08 6.85 1.97 47078     .006** 

Emotion- Focused 28.87 8.22 28.28 7.30 49754 .101 

Problem and Emotion Focused 4.74 1.92 4.70 2.09 53184 .820 

** p<.01 *p<.05 (Significant) 

and emotion-focused”.

Table 1 and Fig. 1 presents the coping strategies

adopted by undergraduate college students pursuing pure

science and applied science programs. Among 656

undergraduates’ student’s majority of them adopted

“emotion-focused coping strategy” compared with other

coping strategies- “problem-focused” and “problem and

emotion-focused”.

Hypothesis 1: There is a significant difference in

coping strategies adopted by students pursuing

undergraduate program in pure science and applied

science courses.

COPING STRATEGIES AMONG STUDENTS
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From the Table 2 and Fig. 2, the results of two groups

pursuing two different courses/disciplines (Pure science

and applied science) with regard to coping strategy are

given. The results indicate a statistically significant

difference in problem-focused coping strategy among

pure and applied science students.

Hypothesis 2:

There is a significant difference in coping strategies

adopted by high, average and low academic achievement

groups.

From the Table 3 and Fig. 3, the results of the

academic achievement groups- high, average and low

academic achievement students with regard to coping

strategy can be seen. The results indicate a statistically

significant difference in emotion-focused coping strategy

Table 3 : Showing the descriptive statistics and Kruskal Wallis test values on different coping strategies between high, average 

and low academic achievement group students 

Academic Achievement 

High (n=248) Average (n=267) Low (n=141) 

Coping Strategies 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Chi Value P value 

Problem Focused 6.76 1.93 6.58 2.13 6.67 2.03 .766 .628 

Emotion Focused 26.98 7.70 29.24 7.33 30.08 8.20 20.409 .000** 

Problem and Emotion Focused 4.58 2.12 4.84 1.92 4.74 1.97 1.588 .452 

** p<.01 *p<.05 (Significant) 

 

Fig. 3 : Showing the coping strategies adopted in terms of high academic achievement, average academic achievement and

low academic achievement groups among undergraduate students

VEENA N.
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indicating that there was a significant difference in

emotion-focused coping strategy among high, average

and low academic achievement students.

Hypothesis 3:

There is no significant gender difference in coping

strategies adopted by students pursuing undergraduate

program in science course.

The Table 4 and Fig. 4 depict the results on gender

differences (boys and girls) with regard to coping

strategies. The results indicate a statistically significant

difference in emotion-focused coping strategy between

boys and girls.

Objectivity is the key to problem solving. In the case

of college students, the majority of them have adopted

the emotion-focused coping strategy. The reason for this

could be that, college students’ life is considered to be a

transitional phase. It is a crucial turning point to adulthood.

This period is a period of adjustments to changing patterns

of life and social expectations. They are expected to play

new roles, develop new attitudes, interests and values.

Table 4 : Showing the descriptive and Mann Whitney U test scores on coping strategies among boys and girls 

Boys (n=305) Girls (n=351) Coping Strategies 

Mean SD Mean SD 

Mann Whitney 

U Value 

P value 

Problem Focused 6.61 2.13 6.72 1.95 52414 .694 

Emotion Focused 27.52 8.56 29.47 6.87 45935 .002** 

Problem and Emotion Focused 4.65 2.09 4.78 1.93 51827 .478 

** p<.01 *p<.05 (Significant) 

 

 

Fig. 4 : Showing the gender differences on coping strategies adopted (boys and girls)

The life styles they develop now will set the future of

their lives. These demanding adjustments make the

student years a distinctive period in one’s life span. Thus,

it is seen that they are more inclined to adopt more of

emotional response, which is a reflex action than utilizing

problem solving method.

Reasons for students utilizing emotion-focused

coping strategy more could also due to their social settings.

The current social settings demand students to behave in

a particular way in order to meet the perceived

expectations of the people around them, be it peers, family

members, friends and mates in school/college or

community. To conform to the perceived expectations,

students are conditioned to respond in such a way that

appeals to emotions other than his/her own. Another

influencing factor for this behavior is that in our society,

success is always rewarded while, failure is punished.

There is no room in our society to learn from failures,

they are purely left to the ability of an individual. A low

academic achievement student in our current educational

scenario is always looked down without taking cognizance

COPING STRATEGIES AMONG STUDENTS
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of his ability or potential capability in other areas of

‘education’ such as logical reasoning, leadership, problem

solving, managing relationships etc. In order to survive in

such a social setting, students adopt emotional coping

strategy to meet the perceived expectations either for

survival or to be a performing member of the society.

Findings of the current study are slightly different

from the literature presented below due to differences in

the socio-cultural settings. The students’ samples of this

study were from the Indian society, while the literatures

mentioned are from the western societal settings. As cited

by Singhal (2004), and Fields and Printz (1997) found

that adolescents showed preference for using more

approach strategies than avoidance strategies.

Adolescents used more emotion-focused strategies, but

emphasizes on active cognitive coping (Armstead,

McCombs, Forehand, Wierson, Long and Fauber, 1990;

Compass, Malcarne and Fondacaro 1988). They also

endorsed direct problem solving and support seeking

measures (Gamble, 1994; Stern and Zevon, 1990). Studies

on academic stressors reported greater use of problem-

focused strategies (Compass, Malcarne and Fondacaro,

1988; Stern and Zevon, 1990), though some emotion-

focused coping strategies were also used including,

anxious anticipation, positive self talk, focus on the task,

support seeking, tension reduction and wishful thinking

(Brown, O’Keefe, Sanders and Baker, 1986; Stern and

Zevon 1990).

Albuquerque (1987) found that college students

employed problem-solving responses and acceptance of

the problem (problem focused coping) as frequent mode

of coping. As cited by Pestonjee (1999), Srinivasan (1986)

reported that majority of students used problem-focused

coping strategies, while the use of alcohol, drugs and

seeking sexual comfort were infrequently reported coping

behaviours. The researcher once again emphasizes that

except for one study the above-mentioned studies are

from the west and thus their findings cannot be

generalized and conforming to the Indian socio-cultural

settings.

Conclusion:

From the findings it can be concluded that:

– There was a significant difference in problem-

focused coping strategy between students of pure and

applied science courses.

– There was a significant difference in emotion-

focused coping strategy among high, average and low

academic achievement students.

– There was a significant difference in emotion-

focused coping strategy between boys and girls.

Limitations of the Study:

This study has some limitations that merit

consideration. namely,

– The population is limited to pure science and

applied science course students in Bangalore city.

– The participants in this study were from middle

to upper-middle class and upper-class backgrounds

residing in urban environment. Therefore, these results

can be generalized to similar population only

Implications:

A study/knowledge of students’ coping strategies

can help educators and students to improve the delivery

of education and academic achievement respectively.

This knowledge can also be utilized in planning a suitable

intervention in the areas for students as well as educators.
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