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Introduction ™

Coping has become a central variable in psychological stress research.
The concepts of coping and defense have been introduced to explain

phenomena that cannot be explamed by a simple stress—strain model..

Some people react strongly to minor stressors, whereas others do not
react even to major stressors. There are two ways to explain this. Coping
or defense may be either a mediator or a moderator. (For ease of pre-
sentation, I shall use the term coping to stand for both coping and defense
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in the followmg presentation.) This distinction, between moderator and
mediator, has rarely been made in the literature:

1. Coping serves as a mediator when it is related to both the stressors

and the stress reaction or, more specifically,' when it links the stressors

to the stress reaction. The causal impact of stressors on the stress reaction

works via coping (see Figure 1). Theoretically, this may mean that thé

stressor situation influences a certain type of coping response that, in -

turn, leads to psychological health or dysfunctioning. More technically,

this can be examined with a partial correlation procedure (Simon, 1954).-

2. Coping can function-as a moderator when the relatlonshlp between
stressors and stress reaction is dependent on whether a person is a “good”
or a “bad” coper (or defender). Here the relationship between stressors

and stress reaction is increased or reduced by a third, independent vari- -

able. Figure 2 displays this graphically Theoretically, this may mean that
people have learned certain coping strategies (or coplng styles) and use
them vis-a-vis the stressors. Depending on the coping strategies or styles,
dealing with the stressors may produce psychological dysfunctlomng or
positive growth. This moderator function can be analyzed by comparing
the correlations between stressor and stress reaction for different subgroups
or by using an interaction term in a regression analy51s (Zedeck, 1971).
Thus, the moderator or mediator effect of coping may either en-
hance or disturb psychological funcnomng Although most theories seem
to agree that problem-focussed coping has positive consequences there
is disagreement on emotion-focussed coping. Here, psychoanalysis has
been much more pessimistic than the more cognitive approach of Lazarus
(1966, 1982). According to psychoanalysis, emotion-focussed coping is

often done in the form of repression. This implies that energy is ex- -

pended, that this process is unconscious, and that the result of this process
may be the development of psychopathology (A: Freud, 1978; Haan,
1977; Vaillant, 1977). In contrast, Lazarus’s cognitive: approach argues
that “repression” does not, of necessn:y, lead to continuous expenditure
of energy, that the process of repressing can be conscious, and that tghe
- result is usually positive because the negative emotion has been dealt
with, and therefore does not exist any more. Once an emotion has been
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coped with, the emotion no longer has a negative impact, as long as
other stressors do not trigger the same type of emotion again.

There is still a third approach to the question of the cost and benefit
of coping—the action theory perspective (cf. also Schénpflug, this vol-
ume). According to this perspective, coping involves effort if the method
to cope is not highly practiced and automatic. If a certain coping strategy
has been used often enough, it will take very little effort to usé it again.

- This implies that effort is involved only-when a copmg strategy that has

not been highly practiced is used. Moreover, using such a strategy is a
conscious process. There is an additional implication within action theory
that is of interest here. Human beings turn conscious attention to things
only when it is necessary. This necessuy arises when a regularly used
strategy does not work, when one is in a new situation, or when unex-
pected problems and difficulties arise (Frese & Sabini, 1985). Thus, usu-
ally, we use automatic, overlearned strategies. Only when the normal,
easy to use, automatic coping strategies do not work do we think of them
consciously. This notion has implications for measuring coping. If coping
strategies are checked off on a questionnaire, only consc1ously used strat-
egies will be checked. This means that problematic coping strategies will
be reported more often than nonproblematic (i.e., automatlcally used)
ones. Therefore, this theory would suggest that measuring coping with
questionnaires (e.g., like the one used by Lazarus and co-workers, cf.
Lazarus & Folkman, this volume), leads to reporting problematic coping

strategies, although indirect measurement of coping (that includes au- -

ing. Conscious and problematic coping strategies should be positively
related to psychological dysfunctioning although automatic coping strat-
egies should be negatively related.

Coping refers to stressors. Stressors can be conceived to be either

tomatic coping) will have different relations with psychological function=————



objective (as seen from an observer’s point of view) or subjective (as seen
by the subject). Furthermore, a stressor can be a stimulus occurring at

_ only one point in time (e.g., an earthquake) or occurring repeatedly, as
in daily hassles (DeLongis, Coyne, Dakof, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1982).-

Little is known about coping with everyday objective “hassles.” Stress has
been studied either in extreme situations, like disasters, war, or unem-
ployment (thus leaving out the daily hassles), or assessed by subjective
questionnaire responses (thus leaving out the objective side).

~ The study of the moderator effect of coping has looked, for the
most part, at the relationship between subjectively measured stress and
long-term stress reaction [signified as (a) in Figure 3]. If the objective
features of a stressful situation are considered as well, then two addi-
tionally interesting effects can be conceptualized. The relationship be-
tween objective stressors and stress perception could be mediated or
moderated by coping [(b) in Figure 3]. According to psychoanalytic the-
ory, this should occur because defenses influence stress perception (A.
Freud, 1978). In a similar vein, modern cognitive stress theories argue
that the perception of stress is influenced by copmg (e.g., by defensive
reappraisal)'(Lazarus; 1966). Additionally, coping may have a direct in-
fluence on the relationship between objective stress.and psychosomatic

complaints. This would follow specifically from psychoanalytic theory,

because even repressed, or otherwise defended stress situations, may

objective

stressor

long term
consequences
(eg. psychosomat.

complaints) N

A

‘| stressor

berception

\

Figure 3. Theoretically possible mediator and moderator effects of coping.
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- examplé, three welders) fill out the questionnaire. The median obtained

have a long-term influence on psychosomatic complaints [(c) in Figure
3]. Stress at work is an area in which both the objective conditions as
well as daily problems can be studied (cf. Gardell & Johansson, 1981).
Here, it is possible to look at all three moderating or med1at1ng functions
of coping.

Thus, in summary, this chapter will argue that it is useful to distin-
guish moderator and mediator effects.of coping and that it is necessary
to study not only conscious coping strategies but also automatic ones.
This is particularly important if one is interested in the relationship of
coping with psychological dysfunctioning, like psychosomatic complainits.
Conscious strategies are problematic and are, therefore, positively related
to psychosomatic complaints, while automatic coping strategies are neg-

- atively related.

2

Study Methods and Design

Three studies will be reported, all with blue-collar, male workers : -
from several different firms in the automobile and steel industries in the =~ i
Federal Republic of Germany (details of these studies can be found in'
Greif, Bamberg, Dunckel, Frese, Mohr, Rueckert, Rummel, Semmer, & %
Zapf, 1983). The first and second studies are cross-sectional studies, '
involving 206 and 841 blue-collar workers, respectively; the third is a >
longitudinal study, involving a subsample of 90 subjects from the first- :
cross-sectional study, who filled out questionnaires for a second time, 16
months later, and whose work places were re- observed (for details, see. I
Frese, 1985). ' i

The same measurement design was used in all three studies. Stress 3
at work was measured in three different ways: (1) Subjects were asked oo
to fill out a questionnaire on relevant job dimensions. Wording of the
items was as objective as possible. For example, we did not ask whether
the subject felt that the work was straining but “Does your work demand
quick reactions?” (2) Trained observers observed the subJects at work for i
1 hour to 1 1/2 hour intervals and filled out the same questlonnalre 1tems
as the subjects. (3) The third measure was an aggregate called the “group”
level measurement. We had three or more people in the same job (for

on each dimension was then used as the measure for each person for '
example, if three welders gave the answers 2, 3, and 5 for intensity-of —— -
work, a 3 was assigned to each of them. This index has two advantages:

it eliminates idiosyncratic responses (the same way as the observers’ judg- o
ments do); and it takes the expertise of the subjects seriously. None of ‘ A
these measures is perfect, but the problems offset each other those of
one method not belng the problems of the other.




Measures of Stress

The following stressors were assessed:

Psychological stress (measured on the subjective, observed, and “group”
level) is an index of five different scales on stress at work (which were
developed by Semmer, 1982, 1984) that correlate with each other. These °
are “uncertainty” (e.g., ambiguities, conflicts, and small error-big dam-
age), “organizational problems” (e.g., one does not get material to work
with on time), “environmental stress” (e.g., noise), “danger of accidents,”
and “intensity” (speed) of work.

Physical stress combined two indices (developed by Semmer, 1982,
1984): physical intensity and one-sided stress of parts on the body, for
example, arms, legs, and so forth. These indices were also measured on
the three levels. «

Social stress (developed by the author) was assessed on the subjective
level only. A typical item was: “One is always criticized here; and nobody

-acknowledges it if one does something well.”

Additionally, leisure-time stress (developed by Bamberg, 1986) was
included in the analyses of the longitudinal study because it had been
suggested (e.g., Folkman & Lazarus, 1980: Pearlin & Schooler, 1978)
that the choices for coping strategies are different for work stressors than
for stressors outside work. A typical item was “I have so much to do that
I cannot do anything for my hobby.” '

The dependent variable used in the studies reported was psycho-
somatic complaints (an adaptation of Fahrenberg’s (1975) Freiburger Bes-
chwerden Liste by Mohr, 1984). The items ask for reports of headaches,
stomachaches, sleeping problems, and so forth. ‘ ,

Measures of Coping

" Before discussing the development of the measures of coping, some

theoretical remarks are in order. There is a debate about whether one

should measure situationally specific coping strategies or consistent cop-
ing styles. There is no doubt that the choice of strategy depends, to a
large extent, on the situation. However, if one wants to argue that in-
effective coping contributes to long-range problems, like psychosomatic
complaints, then it is unlikely that only situationally specific coping strat-

—egies play arole. The assumption is that psychosomatic complaints are

)

developed only when one is exposed to ineffective coping strategies rather
frequently. Thus, in order for coping to influence the developmerit of
psychosomatic complaints, there must be some commonality in type or
style of coping strategies. ‘

’

Further, research on coping should enable us to draw general con-
clusions about the usefulness of certain coping “strategies” versus others,
and since we cannot determine the infinite number of potential cop-
ing—situation transactions, the notion of style helps us to make research
more manageable. In fact, coping strategies are combined into styles by
nearly all researchers, regardless of whether they argue for an idi-
ographic or a nomothetic approach to measuring coping.

- The measurement approach chosen here is somewhere between the
two positions—style versus strategy. Although a situation-based ques-
tionnaire was used, the answers were grouped across situations. Four
different stressors were described briefly, as a vignette, on the top of the
questionnaire. The four situations were: “When I am under pressure in -

work, then . .. ,” “When something bothers me at work, then . . . ,” “When
I have an argument with a colleague, then . ..,” and “When I have an
argument with my wife or girlfriend, then. . . .” Below each of these four

vignettes various alternative strategies were listed, and the subjects were |
asked to rate each alternative. There were 80 items in all.

Factor-Derived Scales

Principal component analysis revealed six clear and stable factors all
but one of which cut across the different stress situations. Only the factor
“socially focussed positive outlook” was specific for the two social situa-
tions. Repeating this analysis, with a'somewhat reduced set of items in

 the second cross-sectional study (with different subjects), led to the same

stable factors. (The six factors are described in Table 1.)

With the exception of socially oriented coping, all the factors can be
described as “emotion-focussed” coping. This is not just the result of the
selection of coping alternatives listed in the questionnaire and used in
the principal component analysis. Several questionnaire items were con-
cerned with “problem-focussed” coping. (For example: “When I am un-
der pressure in work then . . . I postpone other things and concentrate

on the work that I have to do”; ... “I tell the supervisor that I will not
be able to finish this work in time”; . . . “I work not faster but with more
care”; or “. .. I tell the supervisor that I do not want to be pressured.”)

Intefestingly, these items did not comprise a factor. On the other hand,

the more emotion-focussed items, like “I tell myself consciously: Now be

calm,” and so forth, easily clustered into factors.

This suggests that there may be an asymmetry between emotion~—
focussed and problem-focussed strategies or styles. Problem-focussed
coping implies that a specific means is used to solve a specific problem.
Thus, coping strategies change with problems, since a different solution
will be necessary for each problem. Therefore, there can be little in the

R L



Table 1. Coping Factors®

If something bothers me in my work, then . . . ‘
(Pressure, argument with colleague, argument with spouse)
(1) Positive outlook (5 items; o = .68/.75)
_ . I say consciously to myself: ‘Now be calm.”
(2) Socially focussed positive outlook (9 items; o = .78/.77)
... I think that there are better sides to him/her.”
(3) Brooding (6 items; o = .81/.84)
. I think about it for some days.”
(4) Socially-oriented coping (6 items; o = .70/.62)
. I ask other colleagues for help.”
(5) Attention diverting (5 items; o = .72/.75) . ¢
- I try to divert my attention from this.” o
(6) Repression (4 items; o = .76/.76)
- I swallow down my anger.”

* Number of items and Cronbach’s alpha for the two cross-sectional studies shown in
parentheses.

way of copmg style in problem-focussed coping. Emotion-focussed cop--

ing, on the other hand, can be similar in different situations because the
focus (the emotion) is less differentiated. As a small number of emotions
have to be dealt with, emotion-focussed coping can be more stylistic and
more cross-situationally consistent. '

Additional Scales

In addition to the six-factor analytically-derived scales, there are four

more scales on coping (as displayed in Table 2). Two of these relate to
pressures at work, denial and avoidance. Avoidance is related to wanting
to leave one’s job when under pressure. Denial consists of relatively
extreme responses about the positive quality of job pressure. (I do not
‘want to imply that this scale measures denial in a psychoanalytic sense.
A more parsimonious explanation would be that it measures a redirection

of attention—one looks at the bright side of pressures at ‘work 1nstead.

of at the negative side.)

All the scales described so far are self-report scales. The final two -

coplng scales used are indirect measures and, like all indirect measures,

they hinge o certainassumptions. The theoretical assumption is that
coping and defense have an impact on stress perception, a position shared
by psychoanalytic (e.g., Haan, 1977; Vaillant, 1977) as well as cognitive
theories of stress (e.g., Lazarus, 1966). The assumption is that defenses

reduce the perception of stress, and palhatrve, as well as problem-fo-

cussed, coping have an impact on how threatening a stress situation is
perceived to be. It follows, then, that the difference between the objective
stress situation and the subjective perceptlon of it can be taken as a
measure of coping.

Two “objective” indicators of psychologlcal stress were used, each
independent of a particular subject’s perception, namely, the observers’,
and the “group” estimates. Two deviation scores were derived by sub-
tracting the observers’ (or “group”) estimates from the subjects’ estimate
of psychological stress. In each case, the scales making up psychological
stress at work were transformed into z-scores and the subtraction was
done separately for each scale. The resulting scales (4 for overreport-
1ng/dev1at10n from observers and 5 for overreporting/deviation from

“group”) were then recombined to make up the ‘two overall deviation
scales. In each case, the 4 or 5 deviation scores (items) lead to acceptable
Cronbach alphas, despite the brevity of each overall scale. The two re-
sulting scales correlated .52 in each of the two cross-sectional studies.

Methods of Analysis

In general, a correlational approach was used. The mediator effect .

was analyzed by partial correlations (criterion—change of .10 between
zero order correlation and partial correlation) the moderator effect by
subgrouping on the coping variables and ‘comparing correlations be-

. tween the respective variables (Fischer’s z-test).

The analysis of the longitudinal study used a cross-lagged panel

Table 2. Additional Coplng Scales

(1) Denial (6 items; o = .73/.78)
“When one is under pressure in work one is able to show what one can
- accomplish.”
(2) Avoidance (8 items; a = 68/. 65)
“When the pressure at work is high, I think sometlmes about changmg my
- job.”
Overreportlnor
(3) Overreportmgfdewatlon from observers —
subJect s psychological stress — observed psychologlcal stress (4 scales;
o = .64/.71)
(4) Overreporting/deviation from group”-level -
subject’s psychological stress — “group” psychological stress (5 scales;
a =.70/.74) :

o

“N umber of items and Cronbach’s al ha for the two cross-sectional studies are shown in
p
parentheses. :

¥
e



MICHAEL FRESE
correlation approa ‘ L
Ch | I @ . ¥ * * % ¥
ooss lagand Izgrrelati élésenrfl_y,;) 979). A difference of the z-standardized £55 SEIEE : :
‘of .20 or higher w. | i SHESEIER T :
| ence . =3 3 Iy = el N =
though not extremely stringent, it wasg deemed fd as a criterion. Al- SR 5 % RRR :
exploratory nature of the research (in ord o to ovartonk s e N . ﬁ‘
explorator er not to overlook an i
relations tIfl)s)dthe relatively small time lag of 16 months (whlchyc{) " - = 31 : *
e development of large effects), and the h Vot the N £S5 as 2 ;
sample. , e homogeneity of the ELZ| L £ 27 7 8 5F ;3
173 ~ I~ — % i & - =y
The cross- i B : . i1ii4 g
s, Rogosas llzgé%(;d 1sorrelatlon approach has recently been criticized : g 5
ogosa sho at di si ’ : 2t b
between the cross—laggedgcorrelatmilcl (tthatldd’lbfferences e i iR 3 :
ould be produc FElgadrgaer; ¢
in stabilities and by lack of “stationarity.” Th . e were s | * 2 FEREERLE I
in stabilities and by lac y. ese criticisms were taken |7 TR )
o accour i g out the stabilities did not change the resul ll L L, |
patica Hzfl,nzlrl the principle of stationarity was rarely violated e & ‘ : IR v
. . . E g S - : | I‘
o pSYChOlogica}ll,S::esultihwere based on eight scales on stressors (three - : R . :: : : |
¢holo ss, three on physical FRF B EEE R RE ; :
and leisure-time stress); and tenpsc};iles OSfresS, _and one each on social g e cl; HERELL R :
derived fr. _ n coping, six of which E / e :
om a principal com i : ented qucs. : - :
onent analysis of a situati i ) ?
derived i p y a situation-orient - 5| 53 : :
e. The dependent variable was psychoso e oo A HEERER R - : :
Oy y matic complamts (see HEEHEREEERE el :
|
s PR e 25T g . !‘
L ‘ ] .
g g
. . o | T v x = : C
Results and Discussion AR R Lliirg f ;
- Q d 15 - | | ) | ‘¥ F ) ) :
The resul S| 82015 5 z2 5 2383 & |
| 5 S = — —~
relauonshle?bts are presented in the following steps: (1) The bivari % v R ; g
pelation: cop met;vegn stressors and coping, (2) the bivariate relatlonsli;atz P £ f
ping and psychosomatic complaints, (3) the rol P 15t S LR - :
a mediator and moderator of the relationshi g o IR HEEE S 5 Hc
nd streseor ot or o nship between objective stressor HEEHIEE HER g
o P ,a}rll (4) the mediating and moderating functio AN B TR0 8
1€ relationship between " : . N \w
: str i | | | %
oty essors and psychosomatic com- 3 5 :
= ¥ z
: I 2 -2 ® o~ & X 3
1T 5528883z % .
| 22128 £ = S :
Stress and Copi gl oE7| = EE S 8852 ;
s and Coping £ 2 o j
The bivari i i ‘ : : —D
- iate relationships b ‘ U : E
. etw 1 | £3
o Tap s Davariate relation. ps between stress and coping are presented S| 55E Sfil:s i 3 :
i Table 3. eption of avoidance and overreporting; th :’ SR L TR R AR : :
correlatt are relatively small. There is a fair degree of E eney EeE 555 qf‘““l ,—~—-\E :
ss the two cross-sectional studi consistency p . - i i QS
across the ies. In the main, stressors and ) - — — | E
] ¢ largely independent factors. " 7T COng : : 12
ongitudinally, o S : Bk
mainly determmeg’byncilr)?rllgght look for subjective stress to be cither : g i1z 1§ : 3 3
or to cause 2 £ R HE N
How coping strategi \ - 3 AN 14 A
foungvgr here too, no consistent relatlonshlgs ogf any 11%1 ¢s to develop. S § ficy % 2y Y :
etween stress and coping in the cross-lagged portance were = “lzzgsdze £1: 1 c i:‘
gged correlations of the 3 SERiiiiice HiEHY
ft c§8%8%¢278 29 583 08F 8F S \ !
2R2L58 Tz gSEoz2ER
f33EEZ28383F| & i




longitudinal study. This is not surprising since most theories describe
coping predispositions and stressors as coming from distinct sources that
~are not causally related.

Coping and Psychosomatic Complaints

The question of whether inadequate coping strategies cause psy-
chosomatic problems or vice versa is important, both theoretically and
empirically. On the cross-sectional level, moderately high and largely
positive correlations were found between coping strategies and psycho-
somatic complaints, as shown in Table 3. With the exception of positive
outlook and denial, all coping strategies have consistent, significantly
positive relationships with psychosomatic complaints in both studies. This
seems to contradict those theories that see the primary function of coping
to be its-teduction of stress effects. _

The same pattern of positive correlations is also found in the lon-
gitudinal study (data not shown). Here three of the coping strategies
(socially focussed positive outlook, avoidance, and overrating/deviation
from observers) show positive causal correlations with pychosomatic com-
plaints that are higher (criterion .20) than the other cross-lagged cor-
relation (the path from psychosomatic complaints at ¢, to coping at ¢y).

- This would suggest that the measured coping strategies are actually in-

¢ffective, leading to more rather than fewer psychosomatic complaints. I
shall return to this later. :

Coping as Mediator or Moderator of the Relationshi
between Objective and Subjective Stress A

— Does coping have a moderating or mediating role in the relationship
between objective stressors and their subjective perception? There are
two “objective” indices in our studies—group level and observers’ level.

No important reductions in the correlations are found after the
coping factors are partialled out. An exception is when overreport-
ing/deviation from a group is partialled out, which increases the corre-
lation between subjective stress and observed stress in both cross-sectional
‘studies. '

—In"a'second step, the moderator effect of coping was tested. The
samples were divided into subgroups of equal numbers (median parti-
tion). Two groups (in the first cross-sectional study) and three groups
(in the second study) were formed according to their scores in each coping
strategy. When the correlations between objective and subjective stress

7

Table 4 Repression as Moderator of the Relationship between Obsserved and
Subjective Psychological Stress ¢

First study Second study
repression repression
low ~ high . low o medium high
A48 24 53 | 29 .23

were then compared, there were some significant differencgs between
the correlations of the subgroups. Repression is the only variable, how-
ever, that shows a consistent difference between the correlations in the
two cross-sectional studies. As shown in Table 4, the relationship is higher

for the low repressors. (This speaks for the scale’s validity, because re-

pressors should not be able to perceive stress adequately.)

‘ In the longitudinal study, there are no clear-cut results that point
to any moderator effect. This may be partly due to the fact that, at the

time of the study, the subjects had been in their p'articulgr jol?s for.a
long time and had therefore developed a particular picture of their stress
situation that no longer fluctuated over time. (This conceptualization of
their stress may have been influenced by coping styles and strategies at
an earlier point). Therefore, this nonresult does not necessarily mean
that coping styles play no role in the development of stress perception
at the beginning of a career or after a job change gcf. Frese, 1982, 1984).

In summary, there is little indication of any important n.led{ator or
moderator effects of coping on the relationship between objective and
subjective stress in these data.

Coping as Mediator or Moderator of the Relationship
between Stress and Psychosomatic Complaints

Using partial correlation, there is again very }ittle»indiFation of cop-
ing mediation between stressors and psychosomatic compla1.nts. The only
exception is avoidance, which is a mediatO.r betweeg soq_al stress and
psychosomatic complaints in both cross-sectional studies.

mizing (first study) and trichotomizing (second study) the S}lbjCCtS, ac-
cording to their scores on each coping variable, and searching for sig-
nificant differences between the subgroups’ correlations of stressors with
psychosomatic complaints. The 7 stressors (leisure-time stress was not

The moderator effect of coping was again examined by dichoto="7
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included in this analysis) and 10 coping factors in the two studies allow
for 140 comparisons. Were only the results of the first study to be pre-
sented, some interesting moderator effects could be reported. The same
would be true, if only the results of the second study were presented.:
However, when we examine both sets of results together, there is no
consistent moderator effect that appears in both cross-sectional studies.
(When using interaction terms “stressor X coping” in moderated regres-
sion analyses, the same results prevail. There are no moderator effects
that appear consistently in both cross-sectional studies.)

In summary, there is no indication for a moderator effect and there
is only little indication of a mediator effect (except in the relationship
between social stress and psychosomatic complaints). The most consistent
findings, so far, are the simple correlations between coping and psycho-
somatic complaints. These are nearly all positive—meaning more coping
leads to more psychosomatic complaints.

i

P

Longitudinal Findings

In the longitudinal study, the expectation of similar inconsistent
findings as were found in the cross-sectional studies turned out to be
wrong; there were some interesting and consistent moderator effects.

In this study, the sample was dichotomized into high and low groups
on each of the respective coping dimensions at time 1 (z,). A cross-lagged
panel design was used again for analyzing the results. There were two
criteria now—the cross-lagged correlations had to be different, that is,
the z-standardized correlation of stress ¢, with psychosomatic complaints
t2 had to be at least .20 greater. than the correlation of psychosomatic
complaints ¢; with stress t,. Second, the difference between high and low
copers (on each dimension) had to be at least .20 in the largest cross-
lagged correlation. (As before, these are not extremely stringent criteria
but, given the nonresults in the cross-sectional studies, I did not want to
miss any effect in the longitudinal study. A stringent significance criterion
would be difficult to reach in a study that does not stretch over a long
time period. Furthermore, the sample gets very small when 90 people
are partitioned into two subgroups.) Third, the criterion of a double
difference is not easily reached. Finally, I think it may be more important
to find consistent results in this type of research than to find significant
results.

In Table 5, a truly  fascinating picture emerges. (For methodological
reasons, the two observed indicators and the group index for physical
stress could not be used, as their stabilities were too low, partly due to
slight differences in the training of observers. at the two measurement .
points.) The meaning of the numbers in this table"can be explained with

;

Table 5. Longitudinal Study: Coping as Moderator of the Correlation between Stress and Psychosomatic Complaints
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Brooding
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Socially oriented
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coping

49

41

51

45

Avoidance

38 marginally 43 .55

44

J

(dev. “group”/subj.)

Overreporting 1
(dev. obs./subj.)

43 .58

marginally

41

49

Note. Psysom = Psychosomatic complaints.

Overreporting 2

“ A number appears in a cell only when the double criterion (see text) has been met.



the example given in F igure 4. Here, all the correlations of the Cross-
lagged panel are displayed. Repression ¢, was median-split and then all
the correlations were computed for the high and low repressors. High
repressors show the highest cross-lagged correlation between stress ¢,
and psychosomatic complaints #, (r = .51). This correlation is .20 higher
than the respective cross-lagged correlations (r = .31) for low TEPressors.
Similarly, it is also higher than the other cross-lagged correlation
(r = psychosomatic complaints/t;, psychological stress/ty) for high re-
pressors (r = .20). The highest cross-lagged correlation (r = .51) in the
figure is displayed in Table 5 in the respective cell.! As can be seen in
Table 5, with the exception of two cases, whenever the double criteria
are met, the highest paths from stress ¢, to psychosomatic complaints £,
are in the “high coping” cells. Moreover, the highest cross-lagged cor-
relations are consistently from earlier stress to later psychosomatic com-
plaints. Most of the moderating effects involve subjective psychological
stress, but they are reproduced, for the most part, with the more objective
indicator of “group” level psychological stress. The smallest number of
moderating effects involve social stress and subjective physical stress. The
most consistent relationships are found with the two indices of overre-
porting. ‘ : -

The fact that, with only two exceptions, the “high” copers show the
highest causal paths from stressors ¢, to psychosomatic complaints ¢,
may be taken as a test of psychoanalytic versus cognitive theories. The
cognitive position (e.g., by Lazarus, 1982) would predict that emotion-
reducing coping strategies, like denial and repression, lead to less neg-
ative effects of stress on psychosomatic health. This is obviously not the
case (cf. Table 4 and the example in Figure 4). Thus, these data seem
to be more supportive of psychoanalytic conceptualizations that presup-
pose that emotion-focussed coping strategies are not effective and may
lead to the development of psychosomatic complaints (Haan, 1977, Vail-
lant, 1977). I o

However, this statement is true only for the self-reported coping
scales (all except the two indices of overreporting). The indirect indices
of overreporting tend to favor a cognitive account against the psychoan-
alytic one. A cognitive account of stress would predict that overreporters
show greater stress-effects because they perceive more stress and there-
fore develop more psychosomatic complaints. This prediction would not
follow from a psychoanalytic account. Since the underreporters are re-
—Ppressors; fromra psychoanalytic perspective; they should show the great-

\ o : ‘

! Whenever the double criterion applie'\s;\{he higher cross-lagged path leads from
stress ¢; to psychosomatic complaints ¢ and not from pgéchosomatic complaints
%) to stress fy. . o : '

I : = high repression

r =low repression

psychological stress

-, .78 : t,
20 E -
27
44
.32
51
31
1, t,
4 - .63

psychosomatic complaints

Figure 4. Créss-lagged panel for repression (example).

est impact of stress on the development of psychosom.atic c'omplaints.2 .
However, the data do not support this prediction; there is a higher causal
path from stress to psychosomatic complaints for overreporters than for
underreporters (see Figure 5 for an example). A cognitive theory of stress
seems to be supported here. : ‘ :
Thus, there is an interesting paradox in the data—the coping factors
that directly measure coping via questionnaires show a modeljatu.lg effect,
supporting psychoanalytic theory. On the other hand, the‘ 1pd1rect and
more objective indicators of coping seem to support a cognitive account. .

Interpretation -

~

To interpret these results, it is useful to consider the situation of

' the subject filling out a questionnaire. To report a coping strategy, the

?The psychoanalytic theory by Vaillant (1977) would be sc.)r'ngewhat vague in its
predictions because overreporting may stem from.(posltlve) suppression or
(negative) repression. However, within his system, it is reasonable to argue that
underreporters are repressors and they should, the.refore, sbow the highest
impact of stress on the development of psychosoinatic complaints.



IE = overreporters

r = underreporters

psychological stress

t, 55
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Figure 5. Cross-lagged panel for overreporting deviation from “group”.

subject has to know, consciously, what kind of coping strategy he uses
when he checks a response. As suggested before, only those coping strat-
egies that are “problematic” are consciously represented, and, therefore
- can be checked on a questionnaire. Ordinarily, we use automatic, ov-
erlearned coping strategies. Only when the normal, easy to use, automatic
coping strategies do not work do we think about them consciously. There-
fore, checking off a coping strategy on a questionnaire may mean that
?t is a strategy used in a difficult, new, surprvisingvsituation——‘in short, that
it is a problematic strategy. Therefore, questionnaire studies on coping
may produce the result that coping strategies lead to psychological prob-
lems or show moderator effects similar to the ones found in this study.
‘ Coyne, Aldwin, and Lazarus (1981) reported that out of the seven coping
strategies they studied, six had a higher (although not always significant)
use by depressed than by nondepressed subjects.
“This explanation does not imply that the results derived from ques-

—tionmaires-are-methodological-artifacts- They may be perfectly valid, but

reflect only the correlations between problematic coping strategies (those
that people think about) and psychosomatic complaints (or depression).
It seems that a great impact of stress on psychosomatic complaints, under
conditions of high repression or high positive outlook, may mean only

that one is uncomfortable enough with these strategies to have been
forced to think about them. This uncomfortableness may, in turn, be
due to the realization that these coping strategies are not effective, or
that the stress situation is high enough to make one think of possible
ways to reduce it. : '
This action theoretic interpretation not only explains the results
from the self-reported coping factors but also those with the variable of
over-reporting. Since over-reporting is measured indirectly, all of the
unconscious, automatic, highly practiced coping strategies are operative

here as well. Overreporters suffer from greater stress effects, a finding -

consistent with cognitive theory of stress.
Therefore, we can conclude that questionnaire studies on coping
are only useful if we are interested in this specific problematic type of
coping strategies, and that it is more useful to develop indirect measures
of coping that include automatic coping strategies. Furthermore (at the
time of writing), since daily hassles are emphasized in stress research
(instead of singular events with which people do not have any prior
experience), it becomes imperative to look at the routinized coping re-
sponses that people have learned to use vis-a-vis the daily hassles.

Some Remaining Problems of Interpretation

There are some potential problems of interpretation that still re-
main. First, could the indices of overreporting actually be scales of de-
mand characteristics (Orne, 1962) or social desirability? Second, how can
the differences in findings between the cross-sectional and longitudinal
studies be explained? Third, do methodological problems of the cross-
lagged panel design lead to the obtained results? And fourth, how can
the findings of other studies (notably the one by Pearlin & Schooler,
1978) be explained in the light of our theoretical interpretation?

The issues of demand characteristics and social desirability are quite
complex in the context studied here. Some subjects may have thought
that the study was supposed to prove the existence of great stress at work.

In such a case, demand characteristics would produce low correlations

between stress at work and psychosomatic complaints, since stress reports
would be elevated. Also, overreporters (who comply with demand char-

acteristics) would show a lower correlation than underreporters. This was.

not the case.

Other subjects may have reported elevated levels of both stress at
work and psychosomatic complaints because they thought that this was
in line with the hypothesis of the investigators. However, this is not likely,
as such a hypothesis is not really salient when one is confronted with a



lengthy questionnaire on all aspects of life at work and outside work.
Empirically, there is no evidenceé for demand characteristics. If these
demand characteristics were operative, the variable overreporting should

moderate the relationship in the cross-sectional studies. The results of ’

these studies give no hint of a moderator effect—only the longitudinal
study does. It is unlikely, further, that demand characteristics would
produce effects 16 months later (it is doubtful that the subjects even
remembered their answers after such a long time interval). F inally, the
results of the variable “group” level psychological stress cannot be ex-
plained with the notions of social desirability or demand characteristics.
If overreporting were due to social desirability or demand characteristics,
it would not moderate the relationship between group psychological
stress and psychosomatic complaints, which it does in the longitudinal
study (cf. Table 5). Thus, demand characteristics and social desirability
cannot ‘explain the results. = ‘

Why are there different results in the cross-sectional and longitu-
dinal studies? The former do not lead to clear and consistent results,
whereas the latter do. First, let me state that the differences are not due
to an artifact. Since the first cross-sectional study and the first portion
of the longitudinal study share the same subjects, the latter.could have

Jjust replicated the results of the first cross-sectional study. However, this
~ isnot the case. Of the 16 differences between high and low copers, which
‘were found in the longitudinal study, five also appeared in the first cross-
sectional study (leisure time stress was not included in the analysis).
Conversely, in the 11 instances in which the correlations of stress with
psychosomatic complaints are different between high and low copers in
the first cross-sectional study, 5 are replicated in the longitudinal study.
There is some overlap, but the overall picture is much clearer in the
longitudinal study.

Let me hasten to point out that I did not expect different results
between the cross-sectional and longitudinal studies, and my explana-
tions are, therefore, necessarily post hoc. In another study, on the effects

~-of unemployment (Frese, in press), we found that hope (for theoretical
reasons called “hope for control” in this study) had a negative correlation
with depression on the cross-sectional level but a positive correlation in
a longitudinal study for those who stayed unemployed. The interpre-
tation was that only after one had experienced unemployment for a
certain amount of time does one lose hope. Under such conditions, it is

much worse.if one had had high hopes in the past. A similar-argument

might apply for coping. Repeated unsuccessful attempts to cope have.a
greater impact on the development of psychosomatic complaints than
does giving up trying to cope in the first placé{(cf. Schénpflug, 1985, for

a similar argument), or having been able to cope using automatized

N

strategies. Processes of this kind need time to develop. One has to be
exposed to the stressors and to (ineffective) coping strategies for a long
period of time before psychosomatic complaints can develop. Therefor_e,
the results can be expected to become clearer and more coheljent in
longitudinal studies. It should be noted that the coping strategies de-
scribed in this study are considered ineffective only with regard to t.he
development of psychosomatic complaints. They may b.e very effectlYe
in dealing with the task at hand—for example, producing products in
the factory (see Schénpflug, this volume). ‘ o
As already noted, there are several methodologlcgl Rroblems in using
cross-lagged correlations, mainly the impact of stabilities on such cor-
relations and lack of stationarity. Using a difference of .20 or higher
between the correlation of stress and psychosomatic complaints at ¢; and

" the same correlation at £, as a criterion for the violation of the stationarity

assumption, 5 of the 21 correlations shown in Table 5 violate this as-
sumption (among them, the relationship displayed in Figure 5). There
are no apparent patterns. To reduce its confounding effect, stability was
partialled out (a procedure suggested by Pelz & Andrews, 1964). When
this is done, $ of the 21 differences between the cross-lagged correlatlt?ns
disappear, but 6 additional relationships now meet our dogble criterion -
of differences between high and low copers. It seems unlikely that the -
methodological problems of the cross-lagged panel design lead to the
results at hand. _ » _ S

How do the results presented here relate to other studies in Fhe
field? There are only a few that look at coping as moderating or mediating
the relationship between stressors and a psychological health va.rlab_le.
Coyne ¢t al. (1981), although not really looking at the moderating. or
mediating role of coping, nevertheless found essentially the same re-
sults—people with higher self-reports of coping show more depression.
Pearlin & Schooler (1978) reported different results, namely, that coping
seems to be an effective shield against the stress effects. However, I think

" that their study does not really test the moderating effect of coping.

Coping should moderate the relationship between stressors agd strains,
but these, as measured by Pearlin and Schooler, are theoretn?ally and
empirically not really different concepts. Stress is measured with ques-
tions about whether one feels unhappy, worried, frustrated, and so forth,
in daily sittiations (as in daily life with one’s spous.e). Strains are measu?ed
essentially in the same way. For example, there is a scale on “frustration

of role expectations” (strain) and a scale on “nonacceptance of spouse”
(stress). The latter includes items such as “My marriage doesn’t give me

enough opportunity to become the sort of person I'd like to be,” which
actually seems to be an instance of “frustration of role expectations.” It
is not surprising; therefore, that, for example, the correlation between



strain and emotional stress in the marriage role is .78 (given the unre-
liability of their scales, this is practically unity). Thus, the moderation of

the‘relat.ionship between stress and strain cannot be tested with this -
design, since the two concepts, stress and strain, measure practically the

same thing. :
In summary, our study found only very few mediating effects of

coping. A consistent moderator effect was found in the longitudinal

study: Our %nterpretation was that self-report measures assess only prob-
lematic coping strategies, and coping strategies of this kind open one up
to stress effects. In contrast, the indirect measures, related to normal and
automatic everyday coping strategies, show a different picture, one that
supports the cognitive theory of stress.
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