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ABSTRACT This study examitied the role that persotiality atid situational
factors play in three forms of coping responses: problem-, emotion- and
relationship-focused. Coping responses were strongly associated with whether
the situation involved a primarily agentic (work) or communal (interpersonal)
stressor. Among communal stressors, the involvement of close versus distant
others was also associated with coping responses. Situational factors were
linked most strongly with the use of problem-focused (planful problem solv-
ing) and relationship-focused (empathic responding) modes of coping. Dimen-
sions of personality derived from the five-factor model (Neuroticism, Extra-
version, Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness) had
important associations with coping responses. Coping responses were best pre-
dicted by models that included both the additive and multiplicative effects of
person and situation factors. Taken together, the findings suggest that a model
of coping that considers both agentic and communal dimensions of stressful
situations, includes interpersonal dimensions of coping, and considers person-
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ality and situation factors in tandem is needed to increase the predictive utility
of current models.

One of the central tenets of transactional-relational models of stress and
coping (Aldwin, 1994; DeLongis & O'Brien, 1990; Folkman, Lazarus,
Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis, & Gruen, 1986) is that stress and coping
processes unfold from a dynamic interplay of person and situation.
However, little research has examined the interactional context of stress
and coping processes. The role of personality in coping may depend,
at least in part, on the context in which the stressor occurs. That is,
the same personality trait may be expressed quite diiferently depending
upon the constraints of the social context (Block, 1968; Buss, 1992;
Sullivan, 1953; Wiggins & Trapnell, 1996). Further, other than the ex-
tensive body of research documenting the role of social support in
adaptation to stress, relatively little is known about other ways in which
stress, coping, and adjustment are influenced by dimensions of the
social context (Coyne & DeLongis, 1986). Yet there is a growing rec-
ognition that interpersonal factors may influence virtually every aspect
of the stress and coping process, including the occurrence and appraisal
of stressful events, the selection and eflicacy of coping strategies, and
the impact of stress on well-being (e.g., Eckenrode, 1991; O'Brien &
DeLongis, in press).

The present study examines the additive and interactive effects of the
Big Five personality traits (i.e., Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to
Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness; Costa & McCrae,
1985; McCrae, 1992) and dimensions of the social context on three
forms of coping: problem-focused, emotion-focused, and relationship-
focused. We also describe a measure of relationship-focused coping,
which taps coping efforts aimed at maintaining and protecting social re-
lationships during times of stress (DeLongis & O'Brien, 1990; O'Brien
& DeLongis, in press).

The Role of Personality in Coping

In the last decade, there have been a number of calls for research exam-
ining the role of personality in stress and coping processes (e.g., Costa &
McCrae, 1990; Horowitz, 1990; Moos & Swindle, 1990). Concurrently,
the flve-factor model of personality has emerged as the predominant
model for specifying personality structure (McCrae, 1992; Wiggins,
1996). Although these five factors have become widely accepted as
being core dimensions of personality (see Block, 1995, for an opposing
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view), relatively few studies have examined their role in coping, and
fewer still have examined the independent effects of each of the flve
factors on coping. In fact, a review of the literature reveals that, for the
most part, research has been limited to an examination of the role of
Neuroticism and Extraversion in coping. Studies addressing the possi-
bility that the effect of personality on coping may vary by situation are
conspicuously absent. The present study sought to address these issues.

Neuroticism (N). Those high on N are characterized by a tendency to
experience negative affect, such as anxiety, depression or sadness, hos-
tility, and self-consciousness, as well as a tendency to be impulsive
(for reviews, see McCrae, 1992; McCrae & Costa, 1987). The find-
ings of several studies suggest that those who are high on N are less
likely to engage in problem-focused coping (Endler & Parker, 1990;
Hooker, Frazier, & Monahan, 1994; Parkes, 1986). Instead, they tend to
rely on emotion-focused forms of coping, particularly ones that involve
escape-avoidance and self-blame (Bolger, 1990; Endler & Parker, 1990;
Hooker et al., 1994; McCrae & Costa, 1986; Terry, 1994). They are also
more prone to endorse coping responses that indicate hostile reactions,
passivity, and indecisiveness (McCrae & Costa, 1986).

Extraversion (E). Those high on E tend to experience positive emo-
tions and to be warm, gregarious, fun-loving, and assertive (McCrae,
1992; McCrae & Costa, 1987). Studies examining associations between
E and coping have found that those high on E engage in higher levels
of problem-focused coping than those low on E (Hooker et al., 1994;
McCrae & Costa, 1986; Parkes, 1986). Those high on E also engage in
less avoidance and other maladaptive forms of emotion-focused coping.
Instead, they are more inclined to employ what might be considered
"adaptive" forms of emotion-focused coping (e.g.. Hooker et al., 1994;
McCrae & Costa, 1986). That is, they tend to engage in more support
seeking (Hooker et al., 1994), positive thinking, substitution, and re-
straint (McCrae & Costa, 1986), but use less self-blame, wishful think-
ing, and avoidance than those low on E (Hooker et al., 1994). However,
one study (Endler & Parker, 1990) found no significant relations be-
tween E and emotion-focused coping. For women only, there was a
significant positive association between E and the use of task-focused
coping.

Openness to Experience (O). Those high on O are inclined to be curious,
imaginative, creative, original, artistic, psychologically minded, and
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flexible. They tend to have differentiated emotions, aesthetic sensitivity,
broad interests, a preference for variety, and unconventional values
(McCrae, 1992; McCrae, 1993-94; McCrae & Costa, 1987; McCrae,
Costa, & Piedmont, 1993; McCrae & John, 1992). Few studies have
examined the role of O in coping, and the findings of these studies are
inconsistent. Across two studies, McCrae and Costa (1986) found that
those high on O were more likely to employ humor in the face of stress,
whereas those low on O were more likely to rely upon faith to cope with
stress. However, there were a number of forms of coping that were asso-
ciated with scores on O in only one of the two studies. Open individuals
were more likely to engage in hostile reaction, perseverance, positive
thinking, drawing strength from adversity, indecisiveness, withdrawal,
self-adaptation, escapist fantasy, distraction, sedation, substitution, and
emotional expression. The only other study we are aware of that ex-
amined relations between O and coping (Hooker et al., 1994) found
that O was unrelated to coping. This latter study examined coping with
caregiving for a spouse with dementia, and it may be that differences
between those high and low on O are not pulled for in coping with this
relatively narrow band of stressors. However, because people high on O
are described as creative, original, and imaginative (Costa & McCrae,
1985; McCrae, 1993-94), they might be expected to be particularly
effective copers, able to utiUze modes of coping, such as positive re-
appraisal, that have frequently been associated with positive outcomes
(e.g., Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, & DeLongis, 1986). Nonetheless, the
mixed findings of the few published studies make it difficult to form
firm expectations about how those high on O would be likely to cope
with stress.

Agreeableness (A) and Conscientiousness (C). Agreeableness has been
identified as the opposite pole of antagonism. It reflects a proclivity to
be good-natured, acquiescent, courteous, helpful, and trusting. Consci-
entiousness has been identified as the opposite pole of undirectedness.
Those high on C have been characterized as having a tendency to be
habitually careful, reliable, hard-working, well-organized, and purpose-
ful (McCrae, 1992; McCrae & Costa, 1987). To our knowledge, only
one study (Hooker et al., 1994) has examined the role of A and C
in coping. This study found that those high on A were more likely
to cope via seeking support and less likely to utilize other forms of
emotion-focused coping (i.e., self-blame, avoidance, and wishful think-
ing). Those high on C reported high use of problem-focused coping
and low use of emotion-focused coping.
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Collectively, these studies provide evidence that at least four of the
five basic dimensions of personality (N, E, A, and C) play a role
in determining the ways in which people cope with stress. However,
the findings of a number of these studies may suffer from problems
with retrospective contamination. For example, in McCrae and Costa's
(1986) study, the stressful situation described could have occurred up
to 21 months prior to assessment. Previous research has suggested that
the more time that elapses between the event and the assessment, the
more likely study participants will be biased toward giving dispositional
reports of their behavior (Moore, Sherrod, Liv, & Underwood, 1979;
Peterson, 1980), thus overestimating the relationship between person-
ality and coping responses. Further, when recall periods are long, the
retrospective contamination that may occur is likely to be systemati-
cally related to measures of personality. For example, those high on
N may be more likely to have distorted memories and may be more
biased toward the recollection of negatively toned information (Bolger
& Schilling, 1991; Martin, Ward, & Clark, 1983; Young & Martin, 1981).
Tennen and Herzberger (1985) have suggested that a recall period of
1 week or less be used in studies requesting respondents to report on
specific coping responses. Few studies, however, have employed this
relatively brief recommended recall period (for a notable exception, see
Bolger, 1990).

The one study (Hooker et al., 1994) that examined the association of
all dimensions of the five-factor model of personality with coping had
no time frame at all for which participants were asked to recall their
coping. Instead, participants were asked to report their coping with
caring for a spouse with dementia "in general." Relationships between
coping and personality are likely to be inflated in such studies, given
that there are many ways in which retrospective contamination might
bias such reports (DeLongis, Hemphill, & Lehman, 1992), including
systematic error that might be introduced in how respondents aggregate
across coping occasions to report a "general" coping style.

The Influence of the Stressful
Situation on Coping

Numerous studies have provided evidence suggesting substantial speci-
ficity in coping across different types of stressors, and several reviews of
the hterature have concluded that coping is sensitive to situational con-
straints (e.g., Eckenrode, 1991; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Wethington
& Kessler, 1991). Consistent across a number of studies is the finding
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that similar situations tend to elicit similar patterns of coping and that
diverse sources of stress elicit diverse patterns of coping. For example.
Stone and Neale (1984) found that people showed moderate levels of
within-person consistency when they were coping with the same prob-
lem over time. Similarly, Ccnnpas, Forsythe, and Wagner (1988) found
that individuals exhibited a consistent pattern of coping when dealing
with the same stressor over a period of time. However, when indi-
vidual coping was evaluated across different types of stressors, these
investigators found that levels of consistency were low.

The ability for researchers to determine the extent to which coping
is situationally specific depends, at least in part, upon the ways that
stressful situations are categorized. Research addressing the role of
situation in coping has employed a number of ways of differentiating
stressful situations, including grouping by event or stressor types (e.g.,
health, loss of a loved one, financial problem, interpersonal; Maitlin,
Wethington, & Kessler, 1990), grouping by role doniains (e.g., work,
parenting, marital; Fleishman, 1984; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978), and
classifying stressors by the cognitive appraisals they elicit (i.e., threat,
loss, challenge; McCrae, 1984; McCrae & Costa, 1986).

Recently, the metaconstructs of agency and communion (Bakan,
1966; Helgeson, 1994; Wiggins & Trapnell, 1996) have been extended to
characterize basic dimensions of situations (Moskowitz, 1993). These
dimensions may have particular heuristic value for stress and coping
research (O'Brien & DeLongis, in press). Agentic situations have been
characterized as involving demands that are related to strivings for mas-
tery, power, achievement, work performance, and instrumental task
completion. In contrast, communal situations have been characterized
as involving demands that are related to strivings for love, intimacy,
friendship, affiliation, emotional relatedness, belongingness, mutuality,
group cohesion, communality, and relationship maintenance. It has been
posited that agentic situations elicit agentic acts and that communal
situations elicit communal acts. Extending this notion to coping, the
demands of agentic situations may pull for the use of agentic (i.e.,
task-oriented) forms of coping, whereas the demands of communal
situations may pull for the use of communal (i.e., interpersonally ori-
ented) forms of coping. The types of emotion-focused coping also may
differ because agentic and communal situational demands may elicit
distinctly different emotions (cf. Lazarus, 1991).

Previous stress and coping research has found situational consisten-
cies in coping that can be categorized along agentic and communal
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lines. For example, several studies have found that problem-focused
strategies, such as planful problem solving and instrumental action, are
used more for work stressors than for interpersonal stressors (Folk-
man & Lazarus, 1980; Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986;
Terry, 1994). One study found that self-control was employed more
for work stressors than for interpersonal stressors (Folkman, Lazarus,
Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986). In contrast, previous research has indi-
cated that seeking support, catharsis, confrontive coping, cautiousness,
and seeking meaning are relied upon more when stressors are interper-
sonal in nature than when stressors are work-related (Compas et al.,
1988; Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986; Terry, 1994).

Previous research also suggests that the eflFectiveness of particular
strategies may differ in agentic and communal situations (Hart, 1991;
Maitlin et al., 1990; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). Further, there is in-
creasing evidence to suggest that agentic and communal stressors have
a differential impact on well-being. For example, Bolger, DeLongis,
Kessler, and Schilling (1989) compared the impact of interpersonal
stressors (e.g., conflicts or tension in social relationships) with work
overload stressors (e.g., household and job demands) and found that
interpersonal stressors accounted for more than 80% of the explained
variance in daily mood. The results also indicated that the negative
effects of interpersonal stressors tended to persist over several days,
whereas emotional habituation typically ensued more rapidly in re-
sponse to work overload stressors. These findings are consistent with
those from a number of studies indicating that problems in social re-
lationships can have serious implications for well-being (e.g.. Brown
& Harris, 1978; Burman & Margolin, 1992; Gotiib & Whiffen, 1989;
Hammen, 1992). Moreover, Bolger et al. (1989) found that the impact
of interpersonal stressors varied by the type of social relationship that
was involved in the conflict. These data suggest that finer gradations of
interpersonal stressors (i.e., differentiating stressors that involve close
others from stressors that involve distant others) may be needed to in-
crease the predictive utility of situation classifications for stress and
coping studies.

Taken together, this evidence suggests that employing an agentic-
communal typology to classify stressful situations may be a useful way
of discriminating fundamental dimensions of situational demands. In
the present study, we addressed the role of agentic and communal situa-
tions in coping. Further, in view of Bolger et al.'s (1989) finding that
conflict involving close versus more distant others differentially impacts
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on the stress process, we distinguished communal stressors that involve
someone close to the participant (e.g., significant others, family mem-
bers, close Mends) from interpersonal stressors with someone who is
not close to the participant (e.g., coworkers, acquaintances).

Interpersonal dimensions of coping. Despite accumulating evidence in-
dicating the harmful impact of interpersonal stressors, available coping
measures contain few items that tap ways of coping with the interper-
sonal dimensions of stressors. Confrontive coping and seeking social
support are among the only interpersonally oriented modes typically
found on measures of coping. To date, most research has focused on
two functions of coping: problem-focused (coping strategies geared
toward changing the stressful situation itself) and emotion-focused
(coping strategies geared toward managing the negative emotions often
generated by stressful circumstances). However, the conceptualiza-
tion of coping has recently been expanded to include coping efforts
that serve an interpersonal regulation function. This function has been
termed relationship-focused coping (Coyne & Smith, 1991; DeLongis
& O'Brien, 1990; O'Brien & DeLongis, in press) and refers to modes
of coping aimed at managing, regulating, or preserving relationships
during stressful periods. Successful coping may not only involve solv-
ing problems and managing emotions but may also involve maintaining
and protecting social relationships, particularly when stressors occur in
interpersonal contexts.

A number of studies have found that there tends to be a heavy
cost exacted in caring for others who are chronically ill or distressed
(Gottlieb, in press; Kessler, McLeod, & Wethington, 1985; Revenson,
1994; Stephens, Crowther, HobfoU, & Tennenbaum, 1990). However,
recent research suggests that some forms of relationship-focused coping
may serve to protect people from these negative efl̂ êcts. For example,
Kramer (1993) studied caregivers of Alzheimer's patients and examined
both positive relationship-focused coping strategies (i.e., empathy, sup-
port provision, compromise) and negative relationship-focused coping
strategies (i.e., confronting, ignoring, blaming, and withdrawal). She
found that the use of positive relationship-focused strategies was as-
sociated with higher caregiver satisfaction and that the use of negative
relationship-focused coping strategies was associated with higher levels
of caregiver depression.

The present study focuses upon one mode of relationship-focused
coping that we have identified as being potentially important to the man-
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agement and resolution of interpersonal stressors: empathic responding
(DeLongis & O'Brien, 1990; O'Brien & DeLongis, in press). Although
empathy was identified long ago as a form of coping (Haan, 1977), it has
rarely been considered in current models of stress and coping. None-
theless, empathy is a key determinant of prosocial behavior, propelling
caring, supportive actions between people (for reviews, see Clark, 1991;
Eisenberg & Miller, 1987). Drawn from previous research regarding
empathy (for reviews, see Goldstein & Michaels, 1985; Strayer, 1987),
empathic responding can be seen as involving the following dimen-
sions: (a) efforts to engage in perspective taking or to take the role of
the other by attempting to view the world as the other sees it; (b) efforts
to vicariously experience the involved other's feelings and concerns
and to evoke one's own affective and cognitive associations to that ex-
perience; (c) efforts to interpret the psychological states underlying the
other's verbal and nonverbal communication; and (d) efforts to respond
sensitively to another person out of a state of concern or to express
caring or understanding in an accepting, nonjudgmental, emotionally
validating manner.

Previous research suggests that individuals who use empathically
based strategies in responding to others who are distressed experience
less upset than those who use less sensitive interpersonal strategies
(e.g., trying to cheer the other person up, minimizing others' feelings
and concerns, telling others what they should feel and think) (Burleson,
1985, 1990; Notarius & Herrick, 1988). Those who use less sensitive
strategies in facing the overt displays of another's distress have been
found to be more anxious and depressed following social interactions
than those who use more empathic responses. The users of empathic
strategies also are perceived more positively by others than those using
less sensitive strategies (Burleson & Samter, 1985). A lack of empathic
responding may contribute to the etiology and maintenance of disturbed
social relationships; conversely, the ability to respond empathically dur-
ing times of stress may serve to create and maintain satisfying and
meaningful relationships (e.g.. Beach, Sandeen, & O'Leary, 1990; Dix,
1991; Safran & Segal, 1990; Tune, Lucas-Blaustein, & Rovner, 1988).

There are individual differences in tendencies and abilities to en-
gage in empathy (Eisenberg et al., 1994; Strayer, 1987). Nonetheless,
empathy may also be viewed in more process-oriented terms (Buck,
1989; Lazarus, 1991; Strayer, 1987). For example, the presence of close
others has been found to elicit empathic responding (Burleson, 1985;
Cramer, 1985, 1987). Conversely, high levels of personal distress and
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high intensities of anxiety or alarm have been found to inhibit em-
pathic processes (Batson, Fultz, & Schoenrade, 1987; Lehman, Ellard,
& Wortman, 1986). Taken together, these findings suggest that the use
of empathic responding to cope with stress may be best predicted by
the person in situ. That is, those individuals who experience high levels
of personal distress when interacting with others may be less inclined
to use empathic responding than those who experience low distress.
Instead, the former may rely on the use of emotion-focused forms of
coping to regulate their feelings of alarm and anxiety.

Specificity in the Influence of I^rsonality
on Coping Responses

It has long been recognized that the behavioral expression of various
personality traits may differ depending upon situational factors (Snyder
& Ickes, 1985). However, the extent to which the role of personality in
coping varies by situation remains relatively unexamined in the coping
literature. Nonetheless, there is some evidence for situational specificity
in the eflFect of personality on coping. For example, Fleishman (1984)
found that the trait of mastery was associated with problem-focused
coping (i.e., direct action) in work contexts but was not associated with
problem-focused coping (i.e., negotiation and discipline) in marital and
parenting contexts. Further, Parkes (1986) examined relations between
N and the use of direct action under conditions of low, moderate, and
high work demands. For those low on N, the use of direct action was
highest when work demands were at a moderate level. For those high
on N, the use of direct action was not affected by work demands.

The findings of these initial studies suggest that the examination of
Person x Situation interactions in the prediction of coping responses
to stress is a promising area for inquiry. Further, they suggest that work
(agentic) and interpersonal (communal) dimensions of stressful situa-
tions may be particularly important in terms of their interactions with
personality in determining coping responses.

Tli« PiMWftt ^ i d y

Our central goal was to examine the roles of personality and the stress-
ful situation in problem-, emotion-, and relationship-focused coping. A
second goal was to develop a measure of relationship-focused coping
and to assess its association with problem- and emotion-focused modes
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of coping. We expected that dimensions of both personality and the
stressful situation, as well as their interaction, would contribute signifi-
cant variance to the prediction of coping.'

Relation between Personality and Coping

As a set, we expected dimensions of the five-factor model to account
for significant proportions of the variance in problem-focused coping
(planful problem solving) and in two forms of emotion-focused coping,
accepting responsibility and escape-avoidance. These predictions were
made on the basis of previous findings suggesting an association at the
bivariate level between N, E, A, and C with both escape-avoidance
coping and accepting responsibility, and an association between N, E,
and C with problem-focused coping. Although previous findings are
mixed with respect to the role of personality in coping via support
seeking and positive reappraisal, we examined the role of personality
in these forms of coping as well. Expectations for support seeking and
positive reappraisal are based on previous findings at the bivariate level
indicating that E and A are related to support seeking and that E and O
are related to positive reappraisal in at least one study.

Significant independent associations of specific personality dimen-
sions with coping were also expected as a result of previous findings.
We expected those higher on N to report using more escape-avoidance,
accepting responsibility (self-blame), and confrontation, and less plan-
ful problem solving than those lower on N. We anticipated that those
higher on E would report using more planful problem solving, support
seeking, and positive reappraisal than those lower on E. We also an-
ticipated that those higher on O would report higher levels of positive
reappraisal than tiiose lower on O. Like those higher in E, those higher
on A were expected to report more seeking social support than those
lower on A. Further, based on Hooker et al.'s (1994) findings indicating
negative relations between E, A, and C and emotion-focused coping, at
least at the bivariate level, we expected higher scores on these dimen-
sions to be associated with lower use of escape-avoidance and accepting
responsibility. Finally, based on trait descriptions of those high on A as
sociable, helpful, and nonhostile in their interpersonal style (McCrae,
1992; McCrae & Costa, 1987), and given the hostile tone of many of
the items used to tap confrontative coping (Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-

1. In using the term "predict," we intend it in the statistical sense.
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Schetter et al., 1986), we anticipated that those higher on A would
report using less confrontation than those lower on A.

Kelcttlon between Situation and Coping

Based on previous research, we expected that planful problem solving
would be used more in stressful agentic situations than in stressful com-
munal situations. We anticipated that accepting responsibility would be
used more in coping with agentic stressors than with communal stres-
sors, given that it tnay be easier to attribute blame to someone else
when the stressor is communal. In general, we h5q)othesized that the use
of interpersonally oriented forms of coping, such as confrontation and
empathic responding, would be higher in communal situations than in
agentic situations. However, given the previous research suggesting that
the presence of a close other elicits empathic processes, we predicted
that the use of empathic responding would be highest in communal
situations that involved close others.

Person x Situation Interactions and Coping

We anticipated that for some forms of coping, the role of personality
would vary by the type of stressful situation. Given the absence of pre-
vious literature examining such interactions, despite numerous sugges-
tions in the literature that such interactions should be expected based on
current models of coping (e.g., Aldwin, 1994), any hypotheses put forth
must be tentative. First, previous findings suggest that those individuals
who experience high levels of personal distress when interacting with
others may be less inclined to use empathic responding than those who
are low in distress. This suggests that those higher on N may be less
likely to use empathic responding to manage interpersonal stressors
and more likely to use emotion-focused modes of coping to regulate
personal distress. Alternatively, those lower on N would be expected to
increase their use of empathic responding in coping with interpersonal
stressors. We therefore expected to find an N x Stressor Type inter-
action in predicting empathic responding. We did not anticipate finding
differences between those lower and higher on N in agentic situations
because this situation was generally not likely to pull for empathic re-
sponding. Second, we predicted that in coping with communal stressors
in close relationships, those higher on N would use more maladap-
tive emotion-focused forms of coping to deal with their higher levels
of distress. Whereas those lower on N might deal with such stressors
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by engaging in empathic coping, previous research suggests that those
lower on "emotional stability" tend to engage in more coercive tactics,
such as coercion, silent treatment, regression, and debasement in deal-
ing with close others (Buss, 1992; Buss, Gomes, Higgins, & Lauterbach,
1987). We expected those higher on N to engage in more confrontation
in coping with communal stressors that involved someone close as op-
posed to someone distant. Third, Marcia (1987) has suggested that the
use of empathy requires the ability to be open to the emotional experi-
ences of others. Given that those higher on O have been characterized
as having an ability to be open to feelings (McCrae & Costa, 1987),
we anticipated that those higher on O would have a greater ability to
be open to the feelings of others and to engage in empathic responding
than those lower on O. However, descriptions of O suggest that those
high on this trait would be flexible in their coping, able to tailor their
coping to the demands of the stressful situation. Thus, we postulated
that the relationship between O and empathic coping would depend on
the need for empathic coping. We anticipated that for those high on O,
levels of empathic coping would be highest in close communal situa-
tions and lowest in agentic situations. Finally, given previous findings
linking C to better work performance (Barrick & Mount, 1991), we
expected those higher on C to engage in more planful problem solving
in coping with agentic stressors than with communal stressors.

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 270 undergraduate students (37% men, 63% women)
from a large public university. Participants were awarded extra credit for taking
part in the study. The mean age of the participants was 21 years, with a range
from 18 to 50 years.

Procedure

Participants were asked to complete a series of self-report questionnaires, as-
sessing personality, stressful situation, coping, and social desirability. Only
those measures used in the current study are reported here.

Measures

Stressful situation. The stressful situation was coded from participant responses
to the following: "Considering all of your experiences in the past week, please
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tell us about the event or experience that was most stressful for you. This may
have been some problem or tension with your family, something involving
your work or friends, or even something as minor as getting caught in a traffic
jam. Describe what happened and what was stressful about it." Responses were
coded into one of four categories: agentic, close communal, other communal,
or miscellaneous other stressors. Events or experiences that were described as
occurring in the situation of job or school that were not primarily interpersonal
in nature were coded as agentic stressors (39%). Events or experiences that
were primarily interpersonal in nature were coded into one of two categories
depending on how close the involved other was to the participant. Stressors de-
scribed as involving a close friend, spouse, romantic partner, or family member
were coded as close communal (33%). All other stressors that were described
as primarily interpersonal in nature but not involving a close other, such as
those involving acquaintances, classmates, or strangers, were coded as other
communal (17%). Stressors that could not be coded into one of the previously
described categories were coded as miscellaneous (e.g., car breaking down,
waiting for medical test results; 11%). Seventy percent of the responses were
independently coded by two raters (90% agreement). Discrepancies were re-
solved by the authors. Given the high level of agreement between coders, the
remaining 30% were coded by one of the coders.

Due to the lack of coherence in the miscellaneous stressor categories (i.e.,
several different types of situations were coded into this category), this cate-
gory was dropped from the analyses. A multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) indicated that there were no significant differences between the
miscellaneous group and the other situation groups on personality scores,
F(3,129.5) = .75, ns.

Personality. Personality was assessed by the NEO Five-Factor Inventory
(NEO-FFI; Costa & McCrae, 1989). Each of the 60 items was rated on a 7-
point scale. The inventory assesses five personality dimensions: Neuroticism,
Extraversion, Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness.
These dimensions refiect the individual's "characteristic emotional, interper-
sonal, experiential, attitudinal, and motivational styles" (Costa & McCrae,
1989, p. 2). The substantial psychometric research conducted on this scale
indicates that it has excellent psychometric properties (see Costa & McCrae,
1989, for a review).

The Ways of Coping (WOC) scale. The WOC (Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-
Schetter et al., 1986; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) was used to assess problem-
and emotion-focused functions of coping. The scale taps a wide array of cog-
nitive and behavioral coping strategies. Participants were asked to describe
the ways in which they coped with the specific stressful experience they had
described in response to the open-ended question. Consistent with the usage
of the scale suggested by Tennen and Herzberger (1985), participants were
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Tabtol
Relationship-Focused Coping Items

Empathic responding (alpha = .93)

Item
1. Tried to understand the other person's concerns.
2. Tried to understand how the other person felt.
3. Tried to experience what the other person was feeling.
4. Imagined myself in the other person's shoes.
5. Tried to see things from the other person's point of view.
6. Tried to accept the other person(s) as they are now.
7. Tried to help the other person(s) involved by listening to them.
8. Tried to help the other person(s) involved by doing something

for them.
9. Tried to figure out what would make the other person feel better.

10. Tried to provide comfort to the other person(s) involved by telling
them about my positive feelings for them.

tains two subscales: (a) Self-Deceptive Enhancement (SDE), which assesses
the tendency to give honest, but positively biased, self-reports; and [b) Im-
pression Management (IM), which taps the tendency to overreport positive
behaviors and to underreport negative behaviors in a deliberate attempt to
positively influence other people's impressions. The measure has high internal
and test-retest reliability. Further, scores on the scales have been found to be
highly correlated with other standard measures of socially desirable respond-
ing (Paulhus, 1991). The BIDR was used to address a potential confound in
assessing relationship-focused modes of coping, which is that scores on the
relationship-focused scales might reflect social desirability.

Relative relationship-focused coping scores were not significantly corre-
lated with impression management scores (r = .07, p > .10) or with self-
deception enhancement scores (r = .03, p > .10). Raw relationship-focused
coping scores also were not significantly correlated with impression man-
agement scores {r = .04, p > .10) or with self-deception enhancement
scores (r = .01, p > .10). These findings indicate that the endorsement of
relationship-focused coping is not simply a function of a socially desirable
response set.

We present our findings in two sections. The first summarizes univariate
and bivariate analyses for study variables. The second presents hier-
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archical regression analyses using coping as the criterion variable and
personality and situational factors as predictor variables.

Coping. The means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among
the various coping subscales are shown in Table 2. Because proportional
coping scores are not linearly independent, the intercorrelations are
based on raw coping scores (i.e., subscale means). Consistent with pre-
vious findings (Aldwin & Revenson, 1987; Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-
Schetter et al., 1986; Terry, 1994), low to moderate intercorrelations
among coping subscales were found. These results are consistent with
the transactional model of coping which suggests that individuals will
use a variety of strategies in managing a stressful episode (Folkman,
Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986).

Personality. Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and inter-
correlations among the five personality dimensions. Consistent with
past research, the personality factors had low to moderate intercorre-
lations (Costa & McCrae, 1989). An inspection of Table 3 reveals that
higher scores on N were significantly related to lower scores on E, A,
and C. Higher scores on E were significantly related to higher scores
on A and C.

Relations between personality and situational factors. To examine
whether there were significant differences in personality dimensions
between the situation groups, we conducted a MANOVA. No significant
differences in personality indexes between situation groups were found,
F{2,115) = 1.00, p = .44. Similarly, no significant differences were
found at the univariate level. This suggests that the type of stressful
situation that participants described was not related to the participants'
scores on the Big Five personality traits. The lack of significant relations
between situation and personality may be because we sampled only a
single event from each participant's life. An additional factor that may
have constrained any relationship from emerging between personality
and event type is that there was limited variability in the sorts of events
that participants reported, perhaps due to similarities in the lifestyles
and life histories of the students sampled.

Relations between personality and coping. The magnitude (—.33 to .24)
of the correlations between personality and coping obtained in this
study is similar to that found in other studies of personaUty and coping
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mbi«3
Intercorrelations: Personality^ Dimensions

Neuroticism (N)
Extraversion (E)
Openness (0)
Agreeableness (A)
Conscientiousness (C)

Mean
SD

N

—
-.34***
-.12
- .13*
_ 35***

47.52
12.72

E

—
-.03

27***
20**

55.68
9.66

0

—
.01

9.03

56.04
9.54

A

—
.10

59.04
9.15

C

—

58.95
10.57

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001.

(McCrae & Costa, 1986; Terry, 1994) (see Table 4). An examination of
the significant bivariate relations between personality and coping sug-
gests the following conclusions. Compared to those lower on N, those
higher on N reported relatively less planful problem solving and rela-
tively more accepting responsibility. Those higher on E reported rela-
tively more support seeking and relatively less accepting responsibility
than those lower on E. In comparison to those lower on O, those higher
on O reported relatively more positive reappraisal and relatively less
escape-avoidance. Those higher on A reported relatively more support
seeking and relatively less confrontative coping than those lower on
A. Compared to those lower on C, those higher on C reported relatively
more empathic responding and relatively less accepting responsibility
and escape-avoidance.

Stressful situations and coping. The means and standard deviations of
each form of coping for the total sample and for each situational group
are shown in Table 5. Situational differences in coping were assessed in
regression analyses and will be discussed subsequently.

Multiple Regiession Analyses of Coping on
Person and Situation Variables

Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to allow an exami-
nation of the variance in coping accounted for by personality, stress-
ful situation, and the interaction of Person x Situation variables (see
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Tci]9to4
Pearson Correlations between Coping and Personality Variables

Coping method

Confrontative
Planful problem solving
Support seeking
Positive reappraisal
Self-control
Accepting responsibility
Escape-avoidance
Distancing
Empathic responding

N

.12
-.18**
-.07
- . 1 1
-.06

.17*
24***

-.05
-.02

Personality Variables

E

-.04
.06
.15*

-.02
.01
1S*

-.11
-.01

.07

0

.01

.03
- .03

22**
.09

- .07
- .15*
-.10

.04

A

-.14*
.02
.18**
.08

-.07
-.07
-.09
-.11

.11

C

.06

.12

.02

.02

.12
- .33***
_24***

.08

.14*

Note. N = Neuroticism; E = Extraversion; O = Openness to Experience; A = Agree-
ableness; C = Conscientiousness.
*p < .05
**p < .01
***p<.OOL

Table 6). The five personality traits were entered as a block on Step 1.
Situational variables were entered as a block on Step 2. Interaction
terms were entered as a block on Step 3. To reduce the amount of
coUinearity that is introduced when interaction terms are entered into
regression analyses with main effect terms, the scores for personality
were centered (̂ Aiken & West, 1991). Following procedures described
by Aiken and West, the categorical variables were not centered to allow
a more meaningful assessment of situational differences.

Regression of coping on personality. As shown in Table 6, the coping
variance explained by the block of personality traits when entered as
the first step in the regression equation ranged from 3% (p > .10)
to 12% {p < .0001). These personality dimensions accounted for a
significant proportion of variance in positive reappraisal, accepting re-
sponsibility, and escape-avoidance. Contrary to expectation, the set of
five personality dimensions did not account for a significant proportion
of the variance in either planful problem solving or support seeking. An
examination of specific betas for each personality dimension follows
and provides a more complete picture of the relation of personality to
coping.
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Table 5
Means and Standard Deviations (in Parentheses) of Coping

by Stressful Situation

Coping method

Confrontative

Planful problem
solving

Support seeking

Positive
reappraisal

Self-control

Accept
responsibility

Escape-
avoidance

Distancing

Empathic
responding

Total
sample

.100
(.020)

.133
(.031)
.112

(.028)

.099
(.019)
.117

(.021)

.117
(.033)

.104
(.020)
.109

(.025)

.108
(.034)

Stressful

Agentic

.095
(.015)

.152
(.029)
.109

(.027)

.102
(.017)
.114

(.023)

.128
(.033)

.111
(.021)
.107

(.024)

.082
(.017)

situation

Close
communal

.103
(.022)

.117
(.023)
.113

(.027)

.100
(.022)
.119

(.018)

.106
(.029)

.100
(.020)
.106

(.026)

.136
(.030)

Other
communal

.103
(.024)

.122
(.027)
.119

(.030)

.092
(.019)
.120

(.021)

.112
(.032)

.099
(.016)
.118

(.025)

.112
(.027)

By entering scores on the five personality traits simultaneously into
the equations, we assessed the relative importance of particular traits
in the prediction of coping when the effects of the other traits were
controlled. As shown in Table 6, four of the five traits (N, O, A, and C)
demonstrated independent effects in the prediction of at least one form
of coping. As expected, an independent effect of N on coping was found
for confrontation, planful problem solving, and escape-avoidance. In
concert with previous studies (e.g., Endler & Parker, 1990; Hooker
et al., 1994; McCrae & Costa, 1986), those higher on N reported rela-
tively less planful problem solving than those lower on N. Also con-
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sistent with past research (e.g., Bolger, 1990; Endler & Parker, 1990;
McCrae & Costa, 1986; Terry, 1994), those higher on N engaged in
relatively more escape-avoidance that those lower on N. Participants
who were higher on N also reported more confrontive coping than
those lower on N, which is consonant with the findings of McCrae and
Costa (1986). Contrary to expectations, we found no independent rela-
tionship between N and accepting responsibility once the effects of the
other personality traits were controlled. However, at the bivariate level,
there was a significant positive association between N and accepting
responsibility.

Also, contrary to our expectations, we found no independent effects
for E in the prediction of coping and found no evidence of independent
effects for E in the prediction of planful problem solving and support
seeking. However, we did find significant positive Pearson correlations
between E and both support seeking and accepting responsibility in
the hypothesized direction, as did Hooker et al. (1994). Results for O,
however, were consistent with those reported by McCrae and Costa
(1986). We found an independent effect of O on positive reappraisal,
suggesting that those higher on O engaged in relatively more positive
reappraisal than those lower on O. As we expected, the independent
effects of coping on A indicated that those higher on A reported rela-
tively less confrontative coping and relatively more support seeking
than those lower on A. However, expectations based on the findings
of Hooker et al. (1994) regarding the role of A in the emotion-focused
coping strategies of accepting responsibility and escape-avoidance were
not met.

Independent effects for C on coping were found for three forms of
coping. Consistent with the results of Hooker et al. (1994), those higher
on C reported relatively less escape-avoidance and accepting responsi-
bility than those lower on C. In interpreting this finding, it should be
noted that several of the items on the accepting responsibility subscale
denote self-blaming strategies (e.g., "criticized or lectured myself").
Although we made no specific predictions about the role of C in the
prediction of empathic responding, we found that those higher on C
reported relatively more empathic responding than those lower on C.

Regression of coping on the stressful situation. Dummy codes represent-
ing dimensions of the stressful situation (i.e., close communal vs. all
other; other communal vs. all other) were entered as a set in the second
step of the equation (see Table 6). These two terms were entered in the
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equation as a set so that the agentic group would serve as the reference
group. When two dummy-coded variables are entered simultaneously,
a significant beta reflects a significant difference between the commu-
nal group and the agentic group (Aiken & West, 1991). In instances in
which regression analyses indicated that the situation as a block had
a significant effect on coping, follow-up t tests were performed to test
differences between the simple slopes for the close communal versus
other communal situation groups (Aiken & West, 1991).

Controlling for the variance explained by personality, the amount
of variance in coping accounted for by situational variables ranged
from 2% (p > .10) to 48% (p < .0001). As shown in Table 6, situa-
tion accounted for a significant proportion of incremental variance for
seven of the nine forms of coping examined: confrontative coping,
planful problem solving, positive reappraisal, accepting responsibility,
escape-avoidance, distancing, and empathic responding. Situation con-
tributed a large proportion of the variance in problem-focused coping
(i.e., planful problem solving) and relationship-focused coping (i.e.,
empathic responding) and a relatively small proportion of the variance
in emotion-focused forms of coping.

Next, we turn to an examination of the betas for each of the nine
forms of coping regressed on the two dummy-coded stressful situation
variables: close communal and other communal. Table 6 shows that
after controlling for the effect of the other stressful situations, each
situation variable demonstrated independent effects in the prediction
of particular forms of coping. Compared to the agentic situation type,
both the close communal and other communal situation types were
associated with higher proportions of empathic responding. Follow-
up analyses indicated that the close communal situation was related
to higher proportions of empathic responding than the other commu-
nal situation, t{235, close communal vs. other communal) = 5.38,
p < .0001. Thus, although empathic coping was used more for com-
munal situations than for agentic situations, the use of empathic coping
was greater for stressors that involved someone close than for stres-
sors that involved someone more distant. Paralleling past research (e.g.,
Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986), confrontative coping
was positively related to communal situations and negatively related to
agentic situations, indicating that confrontative coping was used more
in response to communal stressors than in response to agentic stressors.

Consistent with prior research (e.g., Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Folk-
man, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986; Hart, 1991; Terry, 1994),
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compared to agentic situations, both close communal situations and
other communal situations were related to lower proportions of planful
problem solving. As hypothesized, both communal situations were as-
sociated with lower proportions of accepting responsibility when com-
pared with agentic situations. Also as expected, close communal and
other communal situations were associated with lower proportions of
escape-avoidance in comparision with agentic situations. Hence, plan-
ful problem solving, accepting responsibility, and escape-avoidance
tended to be used more for managing agentic stressors than for man-
aging communal stressors.

We also found some situational differences in coping that were not
hypothesized, which we interpret with caution. Although our analyses
revealed many similarities in the effects of close communal and other
communal situations on coping, we did find some forms of coping that
displayed significant differences between these groups. Compared to
agentic stressors, communal stressors involving someone distant were
related to higher proportions of distancing. Follow-up analyses indi-
cated that other communal stressors were also related to higher pro-
portions of distancing in comparison with close communal stressors,
t{235, other communal vs. close communal) = 2.54, p < .05. These
results indicate that distancing was used more in response to stressful
communal situations that involved someone distant than in response
to the other types of stressful situations. In addition, compared to the
agentic type of situation, the other communal type of situation was as-
sociated with lower proportions of positive reappraisal, indicating that
positive reappraisal was used more for managing agentic stressors than
for communal stressors that involve someone distant.

Regression of coping on Person x Situation interactions. To test our
general hypothesis that Personality x Situation interactions would con-
tribute significant variance to the prediction of coping, we entered 10
scores representing the interaction of each of the five dimensions of per-
sonality by each of the two dummy-coded situation dimensions (close
communal vs. other and other communal vs. other) as a set on the third
step of the equation. Because we were primarily concerned with ex-
amining the extent to which coping was best predicted by an additive
or an interactive model, we focus here on the R^ change for the 10
interaction terms as a set, as opposed to the significance of each term.
Given this, we only report results regarding independent effects for the
interactions that we hypothesized. These specific hypotheses were ex-
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amined in terms of whether there were significant differences between
the simple slopes among the Personality x Situation groups (Aiken &
West, 1991). Due to the paucity of relevant past research addressing the
role of Person x Situation interactions in coping, we made few specific
hypotheses.

As shown in Table 6, the incremental coping variance explained
by the set of interaction terms ranged from 2% {p > .10) to 14%
[p < .001). The Person x Situation interaction terms contributed a
significant proportion of the variance in coping over and above the
main effects of person and situation in five of nine forms of coping:
confrontative coping, planful problem solving, self-control, distanc-
ing, and empathic responding. Follow-up analyses provided support for
our specific hypotheses regarding person-situation interactions in the
prediction of particular forms of coping.

Significant interactions were found between N and situation in the
prediction of two forms of coping: confrontative coping and empathic
responding. Compared to those with lower scores on N, those higher
on N reported relatively less confrontative coping in other communal
situations than in agentic situations, r(230, other communal vs. agentic)
= —2.83, p < .01, or in close communal situations, ?(230, other com-
munal vs. close communal) = -2.04, p < .05. In sum, those higher
on N tended to employ more confrontative coping when the stressor
was agentic or when the stressor involved someone close than when
the stressor involved someone more distant. Conversely, those lower on
N tended to employ more confrontative coping when someone distant
was involved in the situation than when someone close was involved or
when the stressor was agentic.

Compared to those with lower scores on N, those with higher scores
reported relatively less empathic responding in stressful close commu-
nal situations than in other communal situations, f (230, close communal
vs. other communal) = -2.32, p < .05. Interestingly, those higher on
N tended to use more empathic responding when the stressful situation
involved someone distant than when it involved someone close. In con-
trast, those lower on N tended to employ more empathic responding
when someone close was involved in the stressful situation than when
someone distant was involved.

In the prediction of empathic coping, we also found a significant
interaction between O and situation. Compared to those with lower
scores on O, those with higher scores reported relatively more empathic
responding in close communal situations than in stressful agentic situa-
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tions, t(230, close communal vs. agentic) = 2.15, p < .05. Hence, those
higher on O tended to employ more empathic coping in stressful situa-
tions that involved someone close than in stressful agentic situations.

As anticipated, we found a significant interaction between C and
situation in the prediction of planful problem solving. Compared to
those with lower scores on C, those with higher scores reported rela-
tively more planful problem solving in stressful agentic situations than
in stressful communal situations, t{230, agentic vs. close communal)
= 1.98, p < .05; f(230, agentic vs. other communal) = 2.40, p < .05.
Therefore, those higher on C tended to use more planful problem solv-
ing in stressful agentic situations than in stressful communal situations.

DISCUSSION

Four central questions were addressed by this research: (a) Do dimen-
sions of personality derived from the five-factor model predict coping
responses? (b) How do coping responses differ as a function of the type
of stressful situation? (c) Does the role of personality in the prediction
of coping vary as a function of situational dimensions? and (d) How
is our knowledge of coping processes enhanced by expanding our con-
ceptualization of coping to include strategies that are geared toward the
management and sustenance of social relationships?

Collectively, the results of this study regarding problem-, emotion-,
and relationship-focused modes of coping indicate that personality, the
stressful situation, and Person x Situation interactions were all signifi-
cant predictors of coping responses. Accordingly, this study supports
the relational-transactional perspective that coping responses are a joint
function of dispositional tendencies and situational demands (Laza-
rus, 1990).

In keeping with the notion that coping responses are best viewed
within the larger social context (Coyne & Smith, 1991; DeLongis &
O'Brien, 1990; Eckenrode, 1991; O'Brien & DeLongis, in press), the
present investigation provides support for relationship-focused coping
as an important function of coping and indicates the utility of a tripartite
model of coping. The use of one form of relationship-focused coping,
namely empathic responding, was strongly associated with stressful
interpersonal situations. Stress occurring in social relationships tended
to pull for empathic responding, particularly when a close family mem-
ber or friend was involved. Taken together, these findings suggest that
incorporating the construct of relationship-focused coping into current
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models of stress and coping may enhance their comprehensiveness and
predictive power.

The Role of Situation in Coping

We examined three types of stressful situations in this study: agentic
(work) stressors, communal (interpersonal) stressors involving a close
other, and communal stressors involving someone not close to the par-
ticipant. Consistent with the growing evidence indicating situational
specificity in coping responses (e.g., Compas et al., 1988; Folkman,
Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986; Maitlin et al., 1990; Pearlin &
Schooler, 1978; Wethington & Kessler, 1991), we found that situa-
tion factors can be powerful predictors of the ways in which people
cope. In seven of the nine forms of coping examined, type of stress-
ful situation accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in
coping responses, even after controlling for the effect of personality.
In particular, situation factors were particularly striking predictors of
problem-focused and relationship-focused coping, accounting for 28%
of the variance in planful problem solving and for 48% of the variance
in empathic responding. That so much of the variance in coping was
accounted for by situational factors may, at least in part, be a reflection
of the particular utility of the agentic versus communal typology we
used for classifying stressful episodes.

For the most part, situational differences in coping fell out along
agentic and communal lines, which supports the heuristic value of the
constructs of agency and communion, particularly within the context
of stress and coping. Communal situations (both those that involve
someone close and those that involve someone more distant) tended
to pull for a greater usage of empathic responding and confrontative
coping, both of which are active in nature and interpersonally oriented.
In contrast, agentic situations pulled for a greater reliance upon active
modes of coping (i.e., planful problem solving) and upon more passive
emotion-focused strategies (i.e., accepting responsibility and escape-
avoidance). Taken together, these findings indicate that the ways in
which people cope may be determined by the agentic and communal
demands of the situation.

Although there were many similarities in coping with communal
stressors involving close and distant others, there were also some differ-
ences. For example, those coping with communal stressors that involved
someone more emotionally distant tended to use more distancing than
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those coping with communal stressors that involved someone close.
This finding may reflect the personal significance attached to close
interpersonal relationships. The loss of a sense of communion in these
situations may be too costly to one's self-esteem and sense of well-
being. However, in stressful situations that involve others that one is
not particularly close to it may be easier to distance oneself from the
situation.

The Role of Personality in Coping

Taking all dimensions of the five-factor model together, the main effects
of personality accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in
three of the nine forms of coping. In assessing the independent effects
of each personality dimension while controlling for the effects of the
other four dimensions, this study provides a more stringent test of the
role of personality in coping, as most previous studies (see Hooker
et al., 1994, for an exception) have limited their analyses to the bivariate
level. In general, our findings replicate the findings of previous studies
examining the role of personality in coping. However, this investigation
extends knowledge on the role of personality in coping by examining
interactions between personality and situation. That Person x Situation
interactions accounted for significant variance in five of the nine forms
of coping indicates that the use of many forms of coping is predicted
best by considering the person in situ.

These differences in coping may be primarily due to differences in
cognitive appraisals of stressful situations that occur as a function of
Person x Situation interactions. That is, some stressful situations may
be so severe (e.g., war-related trauma) that virtually everyone appraises
them as threatening, and their coping, in turn, reflects such appraisals.
However, for most stressful situations, cognitive appraisals of stress
may vary as a function of both dimensions of the stressor and of the
person. For example, most of our participants reported higher levels of
empathic responding when a close other was involved in the stressful
situation. However, we found that those higher on N used less empathic
responding when close others were involved, and this may be due to
their greater tendency to appraise a conflict or tension with a close
other as threatening. The greater distress generated by threat appraisals
might account for our finding that those higher on N use less em-
pathic responding when close others were involved than those lower on
N. Findings such as these indicate a larger role of personality in coping
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than has been previously documented. Such findings also suggest that if
we are to increase our understanding of the role of personality in coping
with interpersonal stressors, we need to consider the particular form of
the social relationships among those involved in stressful encounters.

Neuroticism. One of the hallmarks of Neuroticism is that those high on
this trait tend to experience more emotional distress (Watson & Clark,
1984,1992). Those high on N have been found to report greater distress
when faced with either work or home overload, or when faced with
interpersonal stress, than those low on N (Bolger & Schilling, 1991).
The findings of this study suggest that this may be due at least in part
to their greater tendency to engage in modes of coping that create and
maintain stress and their failure to engage in coping strategies that might
resolve the problems they are facing. The results of this study suggest
that across a variety of stressful situations those higher on N showed a
greater dependence upon escape-avoidance coping and a lower inclina-
tion to employ planful problem solving than those lower on N. Although
employing escape-avoidance to fiee the demands of the situation may
allow those higher on N to bring their aversive emotions under control,
an overreliance upon escape-avoidance and a lack of planful problem-
solving efforts may impede the resolution of problems (Lazarus, 1983;
Suls & Fletcher, 1985). This study also provides evidence that those
higher on N exhibit a greater tendency to engage in confrontation in
coping with stressors in both close interpersonal and work contexts.
Both escape-avoidance and confrontation have been found to be asso-
ciated with a variety of negative outcomes across a number of studies
(e.g., Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986; Hart, 1991; Hola-
han & Moos, 1987; Maitlin et al., 1990; Vitaliano et al., 1987). Taken
together, these findings suggest that those higher on N may be more
likely to cope with their elevated levels of personal distress in maladap-
tive ways—by either fleeing the stressful situation or by angrily venting
their emotions.

Our findings regarding the use of relationship-focused coping also
support the hypothesis that those higher on N tend to cope in ways
that may be inappropriate for the demands of the situation. In stress-
ful interpersonal situations involving someone close, those higher on
N employed less empathic responding than those lower on N. Instead,
those higher on N tended to use more empathic responding in stress-
ful situations that involved someone more distant than those lower on
N. These findings demonstrate that those higher on N are not lacking
the ability to be empathic, but they find it more difficult to engage
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in these processes when a stressful situation involves someone close.
When coupled with our findings of higher confrontation in close inter-
personal contexts among those higher on N, these findings suggest that
the negative emotions that those higher on N experience in close inter-
personal contexts may diminish their ability to be empathic with close
others. It appears that in response to the distress that is characteristic of
their personality style, those higher on N tend to deal with close others
in negative, maladaptive ways that may serve to maintain or exacer-
bate interpersonal difficulties, which may, in turn, generate additional
distress for them.

Our findings indicating that high levels of personal distress pull for
the use of relationship-disrupting strategies while simultaneously cur-
tailing the use of empathic responding and planful problem-solving
efforts has important clinical implications. In constructing interven-
tions for those high on N, it may be beneficial to initially target efforts
toward ameliorating personal distress in ways that do not damage their
relationships. When personal distress levels are lowered, those high on
N may be better able to engage in modes of coping that could enhance
their relationships, such as empathic responding.

Extraversion. Although an association between E and problem-focused
coping is one of the most well-replicated findings in the literature,
we found no evidence of this relationship. However, our findings are
consistent with those of the only other study of which we are aware
(Hooker et al., 1994) that examined the independent relation of E to
problem-focused coping (that is, after partialling out the effect of other
dimensions of personality). Taken together with the findings of Hooker
et al. (1994), our findings suggest that previous findings regarding the
relation between E and problem-focused coping may have been the re-
sult of a third variable, most likely N. Negative correlations are often
reported between N and E, and there is a well-replicated finding of a
negative association between N and problem-focused coping.

Also consistent with Hooker et al. (1994), at the bivariate level we
found that E was positively related to seeking support and negatively
related to at least one form of emotion-focused coping (accepting re-
sponsibility). However, neither of these relations was significant at the
multivariate level. Again, these relations may be due at least in part to
their interrelations with other dimensions of personality.

Openness to Experience. The distinctive openness to feelings and ideas
associated with O is evident in the linkages found between O and coping
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in this study. In concert with previous research linking O to coping via
positive thinking (McCrae & Costa, 1986), we found that those higher
on O engaged in more positive reappraisal than those lower on O. These
findings are also consistent with descriptions of those high on O as
being characterized by divergent thinking, reflectiveness, flexibility of
thought, creativity, and originality (Costa & McCrae, 1989; Digman,
1990; lohnson & Ostendorf, 1993; McCrae, 1993-94) and suggest that
such a cognitive style may facilitate an ability to take a broader, more
creative view of stressful situations, to appraise stressful situations as
challenging, growth-enhancing opportunities, and to derive meaning
from adverse situations.

We also found that those higher on O are able to respond empathi-
cally to close family members and friends, even during times of conflict
and stress, which suggests that those higher on O may be not only more
open to their own feehngs (Costa & McCrae, 1989) but also more open
and sensitive to the feelings of loved ones. Taken together with our find-
ings indicating that those high on O engage in more positive reappraisal,
it appears that such individuals may tend to be model copers, able to
cognitively reframe stressful situations to advantage and to respond
sensitively to close others during stressful times.

Agreeableness. In general, the prosocial nature that is ascribed to those
high on A is refiected in our findings regarding the role of Agreeable-
ness in coping. Across both agentic and communal situations, those
higher on A reported engaging in more support seeking and less con-
frontation than those lower on A. The lower use of confrontation among
those higher on A may serve both emotion-focused and relationship-
focused functions. That is, those higher on A may eschew the use of
confrontation in order to maintain both a better sense of emotional
equilibrium and amicable relationships with others. For those who are
agreeable by nature, engaging in interpersonal confrontation may be
especially upsetting because they may place a higher value on having
harmonious relationships with others than those lower on A.

Conscientiousness. Previous research regarding those high on C in-
dicates that they tend to be more organized, thorough, careful, dili-
gent, self-disciplined, dependable, and achievement-oriented (McCrae
& Costa, 1987; McCrae et al., 1993; McCrae & John, 1992). Sup-
porting this profile of C, our findings suggest that those higher on C
used significantly less escape-avoidance and less self-blaming strate-
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gies (i.e., accepting responsibility) in coping across stressful situations
than those lower on C. Also conforming to the purposeful, industrious
profile of C, those higher on C displayed a greater tendency to engage
in planful problem solving to cope with agentic stressors than those
lower on C. Taken together, these results may help explain previous
research indicating that work performance is predicted by the trait of
Conscientiousness (Barrick & Mount, 1991).

That those high on C appear to cope via planful problem solving
while eschewing escape-avoidance may explain why they tend to be
disinclined, perhaps rightly so, to accept responsibility for problems
that do come up. The profile of the high C coper is one who faces
the stressor straight on, figures out what needs to be done, and then
carries the plan through to completion. Previous studies suggest that,
at least in situations over which the person can have some control,
this way of coping is likely to be quite effective (Folkman, Lazarus,
Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1986).

CONCLUSION

The distinction between agentic and communal sources of stress ap-
pears to be particularly useful, as these dimensions of the situation were
strongly associated with coping responses. However, our results indi-
cate that both situational and personal factors play an important role
in determining coping. Moreover, our findings suggest that future re-
search would do well to focus on the interplay between these two sets
of factors. That is, it is the person in situ to whom researchers and clini-
cians must attend if they are to increase understanding of individual
differences in coping responses.

This study represents an initial attempt to examine the person and
situation antecedents of coping efforts that are geared to the suste-
nance of social relationships during stressful encounters, what we and
others (Coyne & Smith, 1991) have termed relationship-focused coping.
Future studies are needed to examine linkages between relationship-
focused coping and outcomes. Future research should also specify the
ways that relationship-focused coping may influence other aspects of
the stress process.

Our examination of the role of personality in coping was limited to
an examination of the extent of use of various strategies for coping.
Although this is an important aspect of coping, the role of personality
in coping may be larger than what was captured by this one dimension.
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For instance, personality may also influence the order in which coping
strategies are tried and may govern the extent to which the individual
persists with a particular pattern of coping or shifts to other strate-
gies when initial coping efforts are ineffectual. Personality may also
affect coping to a greater extent during particular phases of the stress-
ful encounter (Bolger, 1990). Another possibility is that personality
infiuences the degree to which individuals are able to coordinate their
coping efforts with others involved in stressful interpersonal situations.

Further, given the growing evidence that personality does play an
important role in coping, future research needs to explore the under-
lying mechanisms of personality that produce different coping patterns
and preferences. For example, different personality types may cope dif-
ferently in similar situations because personality infiuences the kind of
psychological demands that people face in particular situations (Shoda,
Mischel, & Wright, 1993). Personality may also predict coping because
it systematically infiuences appraisals, goals, expectancies, and social
cognitive processes in stressful situations (Mischel & Shoda, 1994).
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