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The concept of coping is sometimes viewed as a competitor to resilience, in that it attempts to broadly explain the same dynamics as those captured by the concept of resilience.

In this chapter, Frydenberg attempts to provide a brief history of the concept of coping, and introduces us to some of the researchers who have been the most associated with it (Lazarus).  The author provides a few definitions of coping including Lazarus’s 1991 definition:  “…the cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage specific external or internal demands (and conflicts between them) that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of a person” (p. 17).

Frydenberg tells us that there are three aspects to his definition.  “First, coping is a response to a specific demand which is context bound.  Second, coping strategies are defined by effort, which accounts for just about anything an individual does, in his or her transaction with the environment, that is purposeful” (pp. 17-18).  The author adds to this point effectiveness is not the point rather that effort is.  “Third, coping is seen as a process that changes over time during a particular encounter” (p. 18).

The author adds to this however that it would seem that people generally have general coping strategies and coping styles which are not so much problem specific but rather the general attitude or repertoire to generally deal with adversity and problems.  Of course, there is a component that needs to be problem specific but, first and foremost, there seems to be a trait like aspect to coping.  Thus, the author quotes Frydenberg and Lewis who in 1993 defined coping as “…a set of cognitive and affective actions which arise in response to a particular concern.  They represent an attempt to restore the equilibrium or remove the turbulence for the individual.  This may be done by solving the problem (that is, removing the stimulus) or accommodating to the concern without bringing about a solution” (p. 19).

In these definitions and in discussions, we see the major difference that exist between coping and resilience.  Coping focuses on the person who has the problems and whether or not the person has the necessary traits, temperament, and abilities to deal with whatever life throws at them.  In this sense, we could say that in the coping literature resilience is viewed as a personal capacity (resiliency) rather than as an outcome.  Thus, in the coping literature, one would be able to establish two broad categories of individuals:  those who can cope and those who are not able to cope.

Resilience, however, is mostly viewed as an outcome that comes about for a variety of reasons including the marshalling of personal resources and capacities, but also due to environmental factors and chance.  Thus, the coping literature seems to deal with one aspect of resilience that is namely some of the personal characteristics that are conducive to resilience.

According to the author, the coping theorists have as one of their premises that “people act on their environments to shape and select their experience.  They develop models rather than just react…  People are both affected by their environments and in turn affect their environments” (p. 10).  Thus personal agency, the will, should be an important concept for coping theorists.
There are a variety of coping theories including stimulus response approaches which can also be viewed as a person-environment interaction model.

There is the stress and appraisal theory which in a sense limits coping to how a person appraises a particular event and whether that event will be viewed as a threat, loss, harm, or challenge.  “…the fact that someone appraises an event as non-threatening already implies that they have assessed themselves as having adequate resources or the capacity to cope” (p. 12).

There are also resource theories of stress.

First of all coping research is very much tied to the very huge literature that exists on stress.  Within this broad category (resource theories) of coping, there are a number of different models.  The author identifies the key resource model which seems to highlight a key skill capacity or ability that can be marshaled generally but more specifically in times of stress.  These might include Bandura’s self-efficacy beliefs, and Antonovsky’s sense of coherence model which includes three dimensions of comprehensive ability, manage ability, and meaningfulness.  There is also Seligman’s learned optimism.  Dweck has characterized children as being either persisters or non-persisters, and finally, there is Boekaerts theory of intentionality, particularly as it relates to goals, motivation, and task completion.

In all of the above, what is highlighted is that there seems to be a key aspect of the person that makes them more or less able to deal successfully with life generally but stressful events or adversity in particular.
There are resource fit models where the concern is whether or not a person has available to them the resources that are required to deal with specific demands.

There is also a great deal of literature on social support and how it might be marshaled as a major resource.  However, in the coping literature, social support is viewed not so much as what is generally available to the person but rather the extent to which an individual has the capacity, qualities, or abilities to call upon such social support.  It would seem here that there are some important gender differences as girls are much more able than boys to marshal or call upon friends and social networks.

And finally, there are multiple resource models where all of these different sources of resources are called upon.

Coping is not just an issue of cognitive capacity but also is determined to some extent by the interplay of emotions with cognitive activity.  “…emotion determines how an encounter is appraised, so the outcome in turn determines the individual’s emotional state…” (p. 19).  Sometimes we are told that emotion driven responses are useful and other times they are not.  Thus, the author argues that there is a need for a fit between cognitive and emotional activities.

There are a variety of coping measures and these are described in the chapter.

Though coping is viewed as a capacity or ability, it is nonetheless amenable to learning.  “When learning to cope, it is the culture and the context within which this occurs that is important” (p. 23).  If we live in a culture that sees the individual as agentive, then over time the child and then the young person integrates a view of personal agency and personal mastering.  To this point, the author quotes Seligman’s views on victimology, “labelling oneself as a victim only helps to raise self-esteem at a price, the price being hopelessness and passivity” (p. 24).  Though the author doesn’t say this, there is a suggestion here, at least implicitly, that the current culture of victimology might undermine the learning of the necessary attitudes and skills required to deal with personal and collective challenges.  The author point out that some of the intimate experiences that a child has while growing up do have an important impact on this capacity to cope.  It was found in fact that family experiences outweigh those of race and culture.  For instance, in Australia, “it was found that race and culture are less important in determining a child’s future than having a parent with a job” (p. 10).   Thus, an endemic culture of unemployment has much more impact than intervention strategies such as antenatal care, nutrition education, and improved housing. 

There are vast amounts of research on coping.  From 1987 to 1999, the author counts in excess of 12,000 references to coping in the psychology and the education literature.

Conclusion

The coping literature is huge and cannot be ignored.  The coping concept is only one of the components of resilience.  The problem with the concept of coping is that it places a great deal of emphasis on the individual and his abilities to deal with adversity and stress.  Coping makes no room for ordinary magic or happenstance.  In that sense, it runs the risk of blaming the victim when resilience doesn’t occur.  Another way of defining the differences come from the notion that coping seems to be the process whereas resilience looks a lot more like the outcome.

RL:yf

04-10-26

nfarrell2004/écrits-raymond/oct-dec/frydenberg-understanding coping 
