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ABSTRACT 

The area of research into copi ng is  compl ex :lnd chal lcnging and therc are no agreed 

methods to exa m i n e  the facets of copi ng behavi our . The present resea rch a imed to 

capture the complexity of the experi ence of coping as a multi-faceted. dynam ic. flowing 

phenomenon. and to expl ore the way people expe rience the changes that occur over 

ti me as a stressful event evol ves.  Copi ng was conceptua l i sed as a process which i s  

in i tiated w hen a person first becomes aware that s h e  o r  he i s  under stress a n d  conti nues 

to flow and change unti l there is an indication that an outcome has been reached . The 

theoretical  framework was based on the transacti onal perspective of Lazarus and 

Folkman (1984) and included the concepts of appraisaL copi ng strategies, reactions and 

outcome. An a lternative methodology was used w hich corresponded to the theoretical 

framework a n d  attempted to capture how people coped w ith stressful events 

i ndividua l ly and col l ectively. The analyses provided a finer-grained examination of the 

entire coping process. Two studies were conducted to examine the copin g  process over 

ti me. In the first study, ten participants reported their experiences of copi ng with short­

term stress i n  dai l y  stressful events. In the second study, n i ne women reported thei r 

experi ence of copi n g  w i th the l on ger term event of gyn aecological surgery. They 

reported their experiences of copi n g  at five phases: prior to the surgery; duri n g  

hospita l i sation; a t  two stages of the recovery phase; and fol low i n g  the medical  

clearance. 

The results from the first study showed that there was considerable  variabi l i ty in how 

the participants coped with daily events. In the surgery study it was found that those 

w ho had a positive subjective outcome experienced copi n g  as a process d ifferently to 

those w ho had a negative subjective outcome. The results from both studies showed that 

specific  patterns of responses between the appraisals, copin g  strategies, and reactions 

flowed reciprocal ly  and influenced the outcome. It was found that some patterns were 

variable. These were considered to be the continual attempts to manage the stressful 

event, and the effectiveness of these attempts depended on w hether the coping process 

was positive or negative. Other patterns of response appeared to be consistent and these 

were established in the initial stages. They tended to be maintained over time and were 

considered to be the main influence in the outcome. When the coping process w as 

generally appraised as positive, then there w as a positive outcome. When the coping 

process w as appraised as negative, there were positive attempts at coping but these were 

outweighed by the negative influences and there w as usual ly  a negative outcome. It w as 

concluded t hat the process of coping i s  a cont inual ly  flowing experience which is 

i nfluenced mainly by cognitive appraisals w hich are established during the initial stages 

of a stressful event.  It is the specific combinations of appraisals, coping strategies and 

ii 



react ions  whi ch con st i tute the coping proce ss and in flue n ce the outcome . The 

complexity of the experie nce of copi ng and speci f ic patterns of responses can be 

captured in more deta i l  by the use of an alternative methodology which gathers more 

detailed i nformation and analyses the data at an indi \'idual level as well as at the group 

level. There were l im i tat ions to the methodology used and these are discussed. as are 

future directions for research. 
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OVERVIEW 

Researchers general ly  view copin g behaviour as a mediator between stressful events 

and adaptational outcomes. The notion of copi ng  i s  com plex and the l i teratu re in the 

area i s  confus ing .  Over the last fifteen to twenty years there has been a change in focus 

from person variables as the sole determi nant of copi ng.  to a process-oriented approach. 

The major emphasis is now on coping as a dynamic. changing. evol v ing process which 

i nvolves continual appraisal and reappraisal of the person-environment relationship. and 

use of the coping strategies which attempt to alter the negative responses to the stressful 

event. The most pervasive theory in current research is Lazarus and Folkman's ( 1984) 

model which offers a sound basis for the coping process to be v iewed as dynamic and 

mult i -faceted. A major l imitation of the model is the insistence that process and 

outcome be kept separate and this has led to a focus on process to the excl usion of 

considering the effectiveness of the coping strategies and the outcome of the event . 

Process and outcome are linked inevitably and it i s  important to deternl ine how they 

influence each other. In the present research. process and outcome were both considered 

part of the cop ing process, which was defined as the changing efforts to manage 

stressful encounters, which are continual ly  apprai sed over time unti l  eval uation of the 

effectiveness of the efforts alters the stress. 

There is li ttle agreement on the measurement of coping and researchers have general ly 

focused on developing assessments of coping strategies with l i ttle emphasis on other 

aspects of the process. There has continued to be a reliance on traditional quantitative 

research methods and this has led to knowledge of what people do to cope but there is  

l imited knowledge as  to how, when or why people cope. The present research presented 

an al ternat ive methodology which provided a more detai led i n -depth analysis and 

monitored the entire coping process. 

The aim of the present research was to evaluate the coping process as a multi-faceted, 

flowing, changing phenomenon and to explore the changes in the coping process over 

time. Chapter one presents a brief review of theories, argues for including outcome as 

part of the coping process and discusses the need to consider temporal factors. Chapter 

two describes, reviews.  critiques and extends Lazarus and Folkman's ( 1 984) model, and 

describes the theoretical framework for the present research. Chapter three discusses the 

measurement of coping and argues for an alternative framework. Chapter four focuses 

on the method for the first study w hich investigated daily stressful events. Chapter five 

presents the results from the daily events study. Chapter six discusses the need to 

investigate one ongoing event and describes the aim and method of the surgery study. 

The next three chapters present the results of the surgery study. Chapter seven presents 
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the descriptive results for a l l  participants. The results for two groups of participants who 

had different outcomes are presented in chapter eight. Chapter nine examines four case 

studies. and the concl usions from both studies and impl ications of the present research 

are discussed in chapter ten. 
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