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In the transactional model of stress, coping responses are the key to preventing the stress response. In this study, the possible role of psychological well-being as a personal determinant of coping strategies in the academic context was analyzed. Specifically, the study has two objectives: (a) to identify different profiles of students according to their level of psychological well-being; and (b) to analyze the differences between these profiles in the use of three coping strategies (positive reappraisal, support-seeking, and planning). Age, gender, and degree were estimated as covariables. A total of 1,072 university students participated in the study. Latent profile analysis was applied to four indices of psychological well-being: self-acceptance, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth. An optimal four-profile solution, reflecting significant incremental shifts from low to very high psychological well-being, was obtained. As predicted, the profile membership distinguished between participants in positive reappraisal, support-seeking, and planning. Importantly, the higher the profile of psychological well-being was, the higher the use of the three coping strategies. Gender differences in coping strategies were observed, but no interaction effects with psychological well-being were found. Age and degree were not relevant in explaining the use of coping strategies. These results suggest that psychological well-being stands as an important personal resource to favor adaptive coping strategies for academic stress.
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INTRODUCTION

In psychological research, stress is one of the variables of greatest impact due to its effect on people’s health and well-being. This evidence contrasts with the minimal attention reserved for academic stress, particularly for student stress (Michie et al., 2001), despite the fact that research has shown its high prevalence among university students (Zajacova et al., 2005; Dyson and Renk, 2006). In fact, this prevalence is comparable to that of some clinical samples (e.g., González and Landero, 2007). In this sense, high levels of stress appear to negatively affect the quality of student learning (Lumley and Provenzano, 2003) and, even more importantly, students’ physical (Loureiro et al., 2008) and psychological well-being (Garlow et al., 2008).

In this study, the role of psychological well-being as a coping resource in the academic context is analyzed. First of all, stress is defined with an emphasis on the importance of coping, taken as a modulating variable of stress responses. Subsequently, we approach the concept of psychological well-being from a eudaimonic perspective and we analyze its possible role as a personal resource to favor adaptive coping for academic demands.

According to the widely accepted transactional model of stress (see Lazarus and Folkman, 1984), stress is a dynamic interaction process between the individual and his or her environment. Therefore, the stress response does not depend solely on the existence of an environmental stressor, but also on how this stressor is perceived by the person (cognitive appraisal) and what resources and strategies he or she uses to cope (coping process).

Cognitive appraisal comprises two interdependent processes: primary appraisal and secondary appraisal. Through primary appraisal, we judge whether the situation is irrelevant, positive, or stressful. That is, that the event is irrelevant because it does not bear any implications for our well-being; positive, in that the situation is favorable for the purpose of satisfying our personal goals; or stressful in that it requires the use of resources to cope because our well-being could otherwise be at risk (stress does not have to be negative but implies the need for an adaptive effort). In turn, the stressful situation may pose a threat where, we anticipate possible damage or loss before it occurs. It may also lead to loss or damage if damage has already occurred, with consequent damage to our esteem, health, family, and social relationships, among others, and we understand that the situation will remain unchangeable. The stressful situation may also be seen as a challenge when, we consider that despite difficulties, there is a chance of profit or benefits if, we mobilize adequate resources. Thus, threat and challenge appraisals lead to different coping expectancies, since the former are associated with a lower confidence on one’s ability to cope with demands of stressful situations whereas challenge appraisals predict higher expectancies for successful coping (Skinner and Brewer, 2002). In secondary appraisal, we judge the resources at our disposal to successfully address the situation. In this process, we are aware of the discrepancy between our resources and coping strategies and the repertoire of resources and strategies required to address the stressful situation. The greater the discrepancy is, the more likely, we are to experience stress (Carver and Scheier, 1999).

Coping refers to cognitive, emotional, and/or behavioral efforts to address (master, reduce, or tolerate) a troubled person-environment relationship (Folkman and Lazarus, 1985). Accordingly, coping strategies play a crucial role in people’s health (Kraag et al., 2006), with relevant implications for subjective well-being (e.g., Parsons et al., 1996; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky, 2006; Viñas et al., 2015) and psychological well-being (e.g., Loukzadeh and Bafrooi, 2013; Portocarrero and Bernardes, 2013; Bryden et al., 2015; Mayordomo et al., 2015).

Assuming that coping strategies are important for people’s well-being, prolific research has focused on studying whether some coping mechanisms are more adaptive than others. Although the contextual nature of coping suggests that one strategy can be adaptive in one context but not in others (Endler et al., 1994), approach coping is generally considered more adaptive than avoidant coping (e.g., Gustems-Carnicer and Calderón, 2013; Syed and Seiffge-Krenke, 2015). Approach copping involves the cognitive, emotional, or behavioral strategies aimed at either resolving the stressful situation or modifying the underlying negative emotions. Conversely, avoidant coping involves the adoption of cognitive, emotional, or behavioral strategies aimed at avoiding having to deal with the problem or negative emotions that would result from the stressful situation (Endler and Parker, 1990). Based on this approach, Skinner et al. (2013), using a variety of studies as the background, comprehensively reviewed the coping procedures that proved to be effective and those that proved to be dysfunctional in the academic domain. According to their findings, the most adaptive strategies for addressing academic demands are planning, seeking instrumental support, seeking comfort (e.g., emotional support), self-support (encouraging oneself), and commitment to the tasks. However, according to the researchers, experiencing cognitive confusion, being mentally estranged from the problems, hiding the problems from people who are close, systematically blaming oneself for all evils, ruminating on the problems, and projecting the responsibility for all negative matters onto others constitute dysfunctional strategies for students, given that they hinder the completion of the task and even increase emotional distress.

The complex structure of the coping process spans the existence of a set of hierarchical categories on which coping can be conceptualized (see Skinner et al., 2003 for a review). Indeed, coping strategies constitute an intermediate category, since they represent recognizable action schemas in dealing with stressful transactions that can be expressed at the lowest level by different responses (i.e., coping behaviors) according to a specific stressful event. At the same time, coping strategies can be classified into higher order categories, called coping resources, which involve a set of bio-psycho-social resources that take part in the coping efforts by either hindering or favoring them (Cohen and Edwards, 1989) and, consequently, increasing the vulnerability or resistance to stress. Thus, these personal resources are important determinants of coping strategies (Taylor, 1991; Skinner et al., 2003). Within this set of coping resources, psychological variables are receiving increasing attention. In this sense, increasing interests exist in the study of individual strengths and potentials as optimal resources to facilitate adaptive responses to daily academic challenges and adversities, and which encompass a majority of students (e.g., Martin and Marsh, 2009; Putwain et al., 2012). This research approach is well represented by the eudaimonic well-being perspective, which posits that the maximum development of individual potential (i.e., psychological well-being) is determined by six indicators of positive psychological functioning: self-acceptance (SA), environmental mastery (EM), positive relations with others, autonomy, purpose in life (PL), and personal growth (PG; Ryff, 1989).

An extensive body of research suggests that several variables that are closely linked to these six dimensions of psychological well-being favor the adoption of adaptive coping strategies in the academic context. Some of these variables are self-esteem (Cabanach et al., 2014), perceived control (Doron et al., 2009), quality of social support (Fernández-González et al., 2015), self-determination (Ryan and Deci, 2000), PL (Freire et al., 2015), and pursuit of self-realization (Miquelon and Vallerand, 2008).

However, to date, very few studies have examined the possible role of psychological well-being, considered a global construct, as a personal resource that could favor adaptive coping to academic demands. Based on this consideration, significant differences in coping strategies have been observed in adolescent students according to their level (high vs. low) of psychological well-being (González et al., 2002; Figueroa et al., 2005). Higher levels of psychological well-being led to the adoption of adaptive strategies such as commitment, positive reappraisal, or seeking for instrumental and emotional support. Conversely, students with lower levels of psychological well-being used dysfunctional coping strategies such as ignoring the problem, blaming themselves about the situation, or taking refuge in fantastic thoughts.

González et al. (2002) and Figueroa et al. (2005) used a median split technique to determine the level of psychological well-being in their samples. This technique has the disadvantage that it dichotomizes continuous variables, which underestimates the strength of relationships and reduces statistical power for detecting true effects (Maxwell and Delaney, 1993). Such statistical limitation can be overcome by adopting a person-centered approach that groups students who have a similar functioning on psychological well-being indicators (Bhullar et al., 2014).

Therefore, the primary objective of this study is to identify profiles of psychological well-being according to their functioning in the different dimensions that comprise psychological well-being. Based on the results obtained by González et al. (2002) and Figueroa et al. (2005), we hypothesize the identification of at least two quantitative profiles consisting of students who are either low or high in indices of psychological well-being. Our second objective is to determine whether the identified profiles of psychological well-being differ in terms of coping strategies that the students adopt to deal with academic demands. It is expected that students with high functioning on psychological well-being indices use adaptive coping strategies to a greater extent than students with a profile of low psychological well-being.

Our study focused on university students, a group that has not been examined by previous research. Although from a developmental perspective the university stage typically corresponds with adolescence, some authors postulated that within the heterogeneity in this age, university students constitute a particular group. As Rodríguez and Agulló (1999) stated, the formative capital of these students partially determines a lifestyle characterized by certain values, attitudes, and life experiences that distinguish them from other young people. This set of idiosyncratic characteristics and their interaction with the learning environment may influence the students’ well-being (see Lazarus, 1999). Additionally, factors such as the transition and adaptation to the university context (Fisher, 1984), the evaluation stage (Cabanach et al., 2014), the work overload (Salanova et al., 2005), or the need for academic success that enables access to the labor market (Zeidner, 1995) contribute to stress reaching its highest point at the university stage (e.g., Dyson and Renk, 2006). All of this makes the study of the role played by psychological well-being on coping especially important among university students.

To achieve these objectives, we attempted to control for the effect of variables such as age and major, because previous studies have suggested that these variables are related to a differential use of academic stress coping strategies (e.g., Martín et al., 1997; Cassaretto et al., 2003). Controlling for the effect of gender is also important because a significant number of studies have shown that males and females use different academic coping mechanisms. While the latter would mainly choose searching for support, the former would be more likely to use some type of more direct action (Feldman et al., 2008; Matheny et al., 2008; Cabanach et al., 2013). Therefore, these three variables (age, major, and gender) could significantly affect the research results.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

The study was conducted with students from the University of A Coruña, a small university in northern Spain with 21,362 students. Considering that, with a confidence level of 95% and a maximum margin of error of 5%, the minimum sample size required for this study was 400 subjects. Because the selection of the sample was not random, we wanted to work with a sufficiently large number of subjects so that the results would be as generalizable as possible.

Thus, a total of 1,072 students between 18 and 48 years of age (M = 21.09; SD = 3.16) participated in the study. With regard to gender, 68% (n = 729) were women and 32% (n = 343) were men. Of the total sample, 35.7% (n = 383) were pursuing degrees in Education Sciences (Early Childhood Education, Primary Education, Physical Education, Hearing and Language, Social Education and Speech Therapy, and Educational Psychology); 19% (n = 203) were pursuing degrees in the Health Sciences (Physiotherapy, Nursing, and Sciences of Physical Activity and Sport); 26% (n = 279) of the participants were studying technical majors (Architecture, Engineering, and Technical Architecture and Engineering of Roads, Channels, and Ports); and 19.3% (n = 207) were pursuing degrees in the legal and social fields (Law and Sociology). Regarding the grade variable, 28.4% of the subjects (n = 304) were in their first year of study; 28.6% (n = 307) in their second; 28.2% (n = 302) in their third; and 8.5% (n = 91) and 6.3% (n = 68) in their fourth and fifth years, respectively.

Instruments

Psychological Well-being

The Spanish adaptation of the Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-being (Díaz et al., 2006) was used to measure psychological well-being. This instrument contains 29 items that assess the six dimensions of eudaimonic well-being proposed by Ryff (1989): SA, positive relationships with others, autonomy, EM, PL, and PG. However, previous studies with both elderly people (Tomás et al., 2012) and university students (Freire et al., 2016) have shown through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) that the structure with the best fit included only the four dimensions constituting the core of psychological well-being (Springer and Hauser, 2006): SA (three items; e.g., “In general, I feel confident and positive about myself”); PG (four items; e.g., “I have the sense that I have developed a lot as a person over time”); EM (five items; e.g., “In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I live”); and PL (six items; e.g., “I clearly understand the direction and purpose of my life”). In our study, this structure has shown a good fit to the empirical data: χ2/degrees of freedom (χ2/DF = 2.95); p < 0.001; goodness-of-fit index (GFI = 0.97); adjusted goodness-of-fit index (AGFI = 0.95); comparative fit index (CFI = 0.96); parsimony comparative fit index (PCFI = 0.75); Tucker Lewis index (TLI = 0.95); and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA = 0.04). The factors for internal consistency were as follows: SA (α = 0.78), PG (α = 0.63), EM (α = 0.63), and PL (α = 0.75). The students responded to the items through a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores reflect higher levels in each dimension of psychological well-being.

Coping Strategies

The instrument used to measure coping strategies was the Coping Scale of Academic Stress Questionnaire (Escala de Afrontamiento del Cuestionario de Estrés Académico, A-CEA) by Cabanach et al. (2010). The scale contains 23 items that assess three academic coping mechanisms: positive reappraisal, understood as a coping strategy aimed at changing the meaning of a problematic situation, highlighting its positive aspects and activating positive expectations (10 items; e.g., “When I am faced with a problematic situation, I forget unpleasant aspects and highlight the positive ones”); support-seeking, which involves both seeking advice and information on how to resolve a problem, and seeking understanding and support for the emotional state caused by the problem (seven items; e.g., “When I am faced with a problematic situation, I ask for advice from a family member or a close friend”); and planning, aimed at analyzing and designing an action plan intended to solve a problematic situation (six items; e.g., “When I am faced with a difficult situation, I list the tasks that I have to fulfill, I complete them one at a time, and I do not go to the next step until I have completed the previous one”). To contextualize the use of coping strategies in the academic context, the participants received the following written clarification at the beginning of the test: “read each item carefully and indicate to what extent you behaved accordingly when faced with an academic problematic situation.” This three-component structure has shown good psychometric properties (α between 0.81 and 0.91) in previous studies with university populations (e.g., Cabanach et al., 2009, 2013) and showed a good fit to the empirical data in the present study (χ2/DF = 3.74; p < 0.001; GFI = 0.95; AGFI = 0.94; IFC = 0.95; PCFI = 0.79; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.05) as well as adequate reliability: positive reappraisal (α = 0.86), support-seeking (α = 0.90), and planning (α = 0.81). The participant responses were collected using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).

Procedure

The study was carried out in accordance with the recommendations of the Ethics Committee of the University of A Coruña and the American Psychological Association with written consent from all subjects in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Thus, prior to participation, students were informed about the goals of the research, duration, procedure, and anonymity of their data. Participation in the study was voluntary, and students were assured that all of their responses would remain confidential and used for research purposes only. Data were collected in each of the centers attended by the students who participated in the investigation, in the classroom and during school hours. The questionnaires were administered in a single session by trained personnel.

Data Analysis

A latent profile analysis (LPA) (Lanza et al., 2003) was performed to obtain the categorical latent variables that can group people into classes based on their characteristics. The objective of this analysis was to classify individuals from a heterogeneous population into smaller homogeneous subgroups based on individual values from numerical variables. This approach uses all of the information available in the numeric dependent variables to classify subjects into various classes using the maximum likelihood estimation method (Little and Rubin, 1987). Through this approach, the probability that an individual is correctly categorized, which enables each person to be placed in the class with best fit, is estimated simultaneously with the global model. In this study, the Mplus program version 6.11 (Muthén and Muthén, Muthén and Muthén) was used to determine which model among a finite set of models best fit the data, adding successive latent classes to the target model. As a rule, the optimum number of classes in the data sample is selected using the adjusted Lo-Mendell-Rubin maximum likelihood ratio test (LMRT) (Lo et al., 2001), the Akaike information criterion (AIC), Schwarz’s Bayesian information criterion (BIC), and the sample-size adjusted BIC (SSA-BIC), in addition to the entropy value. In this work, we also used the sample sizes for all of the subgroups as criteria.

The p value associated with the LMRT indicates whether the solution with more (p < 0.05) or fewer classes (p > 0.05) is the solution that best fits the data. The AIC, BIC, and SSA-BIC criteria are descriptive fit indices where lower values indicate a better fit of the model. It is desirable for these criteria to complement the information provided by the formal test of conditional fit, but the former should never replace the latter because formal testing ultimately determines the decision. Similarly, it should be noted that small classes (those containing less than 5% of the sample) are typically considered spurious classes, a condition that is often associated with the removal of an excessive number of profiles (Hipp and Bauer, 2006). Therefore, in addition to the substantive meaning of each solution, parsimony, and/or theory (i.e., structure of psychological well-being, according to Ryff, 1989) and the quality of the obtained solution, the size of the classes must also be considered to select the optimal number of classes.

To avoid biases in the standard errors as much as possible, the fact that the students were pursuing over 15 different degrees was taken into account in the data analysis. Indeed, it was expected that students completing the same degree were more homogeneous regarding their psychological well-being than those pursuing different degrees. In other words, homogeneity would be lower if the subjects were considered as independently sampled units without any relationship between them. Because the bootstrapped likelihood ratio (BLRT) is not available when using the clustering option in Mplus, the only formal test reported here is the LMRT referred to above.

Another approach considered in the assessment of the selected model concerns the analysis of the differences between classes in relation to the variables comprised in them. It was expected that the differences between classes in the criterion variables would be significant. Cohen’s d was used to assess the effect size.

Finally, the relationship between the profiles of psychological well-being (latent classes) and the use of academic stress coping strategies was studied through multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). As a strategy for statistical control of unwanted effects in the estimation of the type of profile of psychological well-being and the use of coping strategies, three covariates were included in the model (age, major, and gender). The three covariates were not significantly related to the explanatory variables (the type of profile of psychological well-being): age [F(3,1068) = 2.25, p > 0.05], major [F(3,1068) = 2.48, p > 0.05], and gender (Wald χ2 = 1.11, p > 0.05). The eta squared was used to calibrate the size of this relationship, by taking the dependent variables (the three coping strategies) together and individually. Cohen’s (1988) criteria were used to interpret the effect size, indicating that the effect was small when η2 = 0.01 (d = 0.20), medium when η2 = 0.059 (d = 0.50), and large when η2 = 0.138 (d = 0.80). These analyses were carried out in the SPSS 21 statistical software (IBM Corp, 2012).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics of the variables and Pearson correlation coefficients were performed using SPSS 21 (IBM Corp, 2012). As shown in Table 1, the variables were significantly inter-correlated, without presenting extreme values (the highest correlation was r = 0.67) and with a moderate average correlation (r = 0.40). The skewness and kurtosis values of the variables were within the intervals that denote a normal distribution (all were between -1 and 1).

TABLE 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations between the four dimensions of psychological well-being and the three academic stress coping strategies (N = 1072).
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Profiles of Psychological Well-being

Several models of latent profiles, including one, two, three, four, and five classes (groups), were fit to the data. Model fitting stopped when non-significant LMRT results occurred or when a group of subjects with less than 1% of the total sample was obtained. The goodness-of-fit indices of the model for each LPA are shown in Table 2. The shown LMRT indicated that the three-class solution provided a better fit to the data than the two-class solution (or the single-class solution). Initially, the three-class solution was deemed superior to the four-class solution, because the LMRT indicated that there were no significant differences between the two solutions (LMRT = 201.46; p = 0.18). However, the four-class solution was also an interesting alternative because none of the classes had a number of subjects below 5% of the total sample (size = 0). Although the AIC, BIC, and SSA-BIC criteria showed a slight decrease when comparing four classes against three (the lower they are, the better the model fit), they were not taken into account because these are nested models. However, entropy was taken into account (quality of the proposed grouping), noting that that the four-class model (entropy = 0.78) was better than the three-class model (entropy = 0.77). Therefore, after analyzing the two alternative LPA configurations (three vs. four classes), the four-class model was thought to provide the best empirical (and theoretical) fit, correctly classifying over 78% of the subjects.

TABLE 2. Results obtained when comparing the latent class models.
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Table 3 shows the number of students in absolute (n) and relative (%) terms in each of the four classes of the model chosen, in addition to the classification accuracy in each class. Three classes composed most of the sample (92.5%): Class 4 with 41.9%, Class 3 with 35.4%, and Class 1 with 15.2%. However, Class 2 was somewhat particular and comprised only 7.5% of the cases. In relation to the accuracy with which subjects were classified, Table 3 shows that Class 2 had greater classification precision (88.2%). The diagonal in Table 3 shows the accuracy of the four classes. In line with the above, the values outside the diagonal show that individuals classified as Class 2 were the least likely to be allocated to other classes (only a 3.2% chance of being assigned to Class 3). In general, the classification accuracy of the four classes was similar and adequate.

TABLE 3. Latent class characterization and precision in the classification of individuals in each class.
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After establishing the four-class model as the best solution, the next step was to interpret these classes. The average scores of the subjects in the latent classes, which could vary between classes and were used in this study to substantively interpret each profile, are shown in Table 4.

TABLE 4. Description of latent classes.
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In general terms, the four classes showed similar trends in the profiles, although they had different levels in the four variables. As shown in Figure 1, the four profiles presented some parallelism, with greater differences between classes in the SA, EM, and PL variables and smaller differences in the PG variable. However, as shown in Table 5, the inter-class differences in the four variables were always significant with medium and large effect sizes (even very large in some pairs).
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FIGURE 1. Graphical representation of the psychological well-being profiles. Class 1, very high psychological well-being; Class 2, low psychological well-being; Class 3, medium psychological well-being; Class 4, high psychological well-being; SA, Self-acceptance; EM, Environmental mastery; PL, Purpose in life; PG, Personal growth.



TABLE 5. Differences of class means across indicators of well-being.
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Consequently, the four latent classes can be interpreted as general profiles of psychological well-being that vary in magnitude, since the four profiles displayed a similar pattern at different levels.

To qualify the four groups of students, the variable means in each class were taken as reference (see Table 4), in addition to the average values of the classes (Class 1 = 4.60, Class 2 = 2.80, Class 3 = 3.60, and Class 4 = 4.12) and the values of the measurement scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = mostly disagree, 3 = agree more than disagree, 4 = mostly agree, and 5 = strongly agree). Accordingly, Class 1 represented a profile with very high psychological well-being; Class 2 a profile with low psychological well-being; Class 3 a profile with medium psychological well-being; and Class 4 a profile with high psychological well-being.

Differences between Profiles of Psychological Well-being in Academic Coping Strategies

The differences between profiles of psychological well-being (low, medium, high, and very high) in the use of academic coping strategies (positive reappraisal, support-seeking, and planning) was examined through various variance and covariance analyses, taking the profiles of psychological well-being (four levels) as the independent variable and the three strategies for coping with stress as dependent variables. The students’ major (the sample had 15 different majors), age (the sample was selected from the population of all of the grades in the major), and gender were incorporated as covariates. Table 6 provides the corresponding descriptive statistics.

TABLE 6. Means and standard deviations of the profiles of psychological well-being for each of the coping strategies and their univariate tests.
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Globally considered, the data suggest a statistically significant relationship between the type of profile of psychological well-being and the three coping strategies used by the students [λWilks = 0.724, F(9,2587) = 40.825, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.102], with a medium effect size. The results showed significant differences between the four profiles of students with respect to the three coping strategies taken individually: positive reappraisal [F(3,1065) = 93.41, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.21], support-seeking [F(3,1065) = 44.24, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.11], and planning [F(3,1065) = 70.91, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.17]. In terms of effect size, the differences were large for positive reappraisal and planning and medium for support-seeking. Regarding the group means, the same trend was observed in the three dependent variables: the higher the profile of psychological well-being was, the greater the use of stress coping strategies.

With regard to the covariates included in the model, the gender variable showed significant differences in the three dependent variables: positive reappraisal [F(1,1065) = 56.56, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.05] and support-seeking [F(1,1065) = 43.76, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.04] with a medium effect size, and planning [F(1,1065) = 4,35, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.004], with a small effect size. The students’ major and age were not relevant in explaining the use of academic stress coping strategies.

Because gender differences were significant in the use of strategies for coping with stress, it was important to examine the possible interactions between this variable and the type of profile of psychological well-being. For this reason, a series of factorial analyses of variance were conducted, including the type of profile and gender as factors and the three stress coping strategies as dependent variables.

The analysis results showed only the main effects on the three dependent variables. No interaction effects were found. In particular, we found that men had higher levels of positive reappraisal (see Figure 2) and planning (Figure 4) than women in the four types of profiles of psychological well-being. Such differences were similar in magnitude and yielded parallel profiles for men and women, leading to a non-interaction between the two variables (p > 0.05). In the case of support-seeking, women presented higher levels (see Figure 3). Although the gender profiles were not fully parallel, the interaction was not significant.
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FIGURE 2. Relationship between psychological well-being profiles (low, medium, high, and very high), use of positive reappraisal as a coping strategy, and student gender.
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FIGURE 3. Relationship between psychological well-being profiles (low, medium, high, and very high), use of support-seeking as a coping strategy, and student gender.
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FIGURE 4. Relationship between type of psychological well-being profile (low, medium, high, and very high), use of planning as a coping strategy, and student gender.



DISCUSSION

This study provides some interesting results with regard to the relationship between coping strategies and psychological well-being in a population that is especially vulnerable to stress, as is the case with university students (Zajacova et al., 2005). Previous studies on adolescents (e.g., González et al., 2002; Figueroa et al., 2005) concluded that there was a differential use of coping mechanisms depending on the individuals’ level of psychological well-being. However, in these studies, the variable-centered approach adopted to determine the level of psychological well-being failed to characterize the common profile-based patterns. To answer this question, our work adopted a person-centered approach to determine whether there were different university student profiles based on different functioning levels on several psychological well-being indicators. Additionally, we analyzed whether these profiles were significantly different in relation to the use of mechanisms including positive reappraisal, support-seeking, and planning to cope with the potentially stressful demands of the academic context.

Our initial hypothesis was based on the existence of two profiles of psychological well-being. However, this hypothesis was partially rejected, since our results identified the existence of four different profiles of university students according to their level of psychological well-being: a first group with very high psychological well-being, a second group with a high level of well-being, and two other groups with medium and low psychological well-being. Each of these profiles showed significant differences in the effect sizes of SA, EM, PL, and PG. These dimensions have been considered the core of psychological well-being (e.g., Tomás et al., 2012).

Regarding our second objective, our data suggested the existence of considerable differences between the four profiles in the use of positive reappraisal, support-seeking, and planning, evidencing that the higher the degree of SA, EM, PL, and PG reported by the students, the greater the use of these three coping strategies. These results are consistent with studies that positively relate psychological well-being and the use of adaptive coping strategies (e.g., Loukzadeh and Bafrooi, 2013; Portocarrero and Bernardes, 2013; Mayordomo et al., 2015).

The students’ major, age, and gender were considered covariates in the study. In contrast with the results obtained in other studies (e.g., Martín et al., 1997; Cassaretto et al., 2003), our findings failed to show significant differences neither for major nor age in the use of the three analyzed coping strategies. Given the breadth and diversity of majors and school years involved in our work, this finding led us to conclude that the use of adaptive coping strategies, as is the case with positive reappraisal, support-seeking, and planning, does not depend on the type of academic demands or on the students’ level of experience; instead, it depend on their own psychological functioning.

However, gender differences were significant in the use of the three coping strategies. In line with a large body of research referring to the differences between males and females in the management of academic stress (e.g., Feldman et al., 2008; Matheny et al., 2008; Cabanach et al., 2013), our results suggest that male students used positive reappraisal and planning as academic stress coping mechanisms to a greater extent than females, whereas females mainly made recourse to support-seeking.

Despite this differential use of academic coping strategies associated with gender, the findings of this study show that this variable did not significantly interact with psychological well-being in explaining the use of positive reappraisal, support-seeking, and planning. Accordingly, the positive linear trend observed in the differences between the profiles of psychological well-being in the use of the three coping strategies was almost parallel in males and females, such that in both genders, the higher the level of psychological well-being was, the greater the use of such coping mechanisms.

Overall, our data suggest that psychological well-being and, more specifically, its constitutive dimensions (SA, EM, PL, and PG) represent a personal resource of unquestionable worth to favor adaptive coping within the demands of the university context. Therefore, these findings add to the growing line of work that positively relates adaptive coping with stress and certain psychosocial variables that are closely linked to psychological well-being, such as self-esteem (Cabanach et al., 2014), hardiness (Otero-López et al., 2014), resilience (González-Torres and Artuch, 2014), PL (Freire et al., 2015), quality of social support (Fernández-González et al., 2015), and pursuit of self-realization (Park and Adler, 2003; Miquelon and Vallerand, 2008).

In summary, these results contribute to expanding the spectrum of interventions aimed at reducing student stress, addressing this issue from an eminently proactive perspective focused on the development of individual strengths and abilities. Thus, an important implication derived from these results is the need to design and implement initiatives and programs to promote students’ psychological well-being. In this regard, numerous universities from different geographical and cultural contexts have successfully developed initiatives aimed at fostering students’ personal potentials and virtues in recent years (Moshki et al., 2012; Carter et al., 2013; Romero et al., 2013).

However, it is necessary to consider some limitations in this work. First, the cross-sectional nature of the research design does not allow to properly evaluate the dynamical nature of the stress process and, consequently, to establish causal relations between the analyzed variables. Future longitudinal research or studies using structural equation models could analyze the extent to which students’ psychological well-being promotes more functional coping with academic stress and even contemplate the existence of a bidirectional relationship between these variables. Second, this study did not analyze the role played by some important components of the transactional model of stress such as academic stressors or students’ cognitive appraisal of stressful achievement events (see Skinner and Brewer, 2002). Thus, future works should analyze the interaction between academic demands, psychological well-being, cognitive appraisal, and coping strategies.

Third, although our sample comprised a large number of students (1,072), all of them were from the University of A Coruña, thus limiting the possible generalization of the results to the overall university population. Therefore, future research should corroborate our results with university students from other geographical and cultural contexts.

Fourth, most of the subjects in our sample (almost 70%) were female. Given that the study included majors in all fields of knowledge, we cannot consider this a limitation but rather an indicator of the university landscape today. Overall, we believe that a male sample that was quantitatively more representative could have enabled a deeper analysis regarding the causes and consequences that underlie the gender differences in coping with stress. Thus, we understand that this issue could be a potential line of future research.

A fifth limitation is the use of self-report measures as exclusive data collection method because it can lead to response bias. In future research, combining methodologies to include classroom observations, surveys, and student interviews, would greatly increase our understanding of students’ PL and personal strengths and their ways to manage academic stress. Finally, the limitations of the instrument used to measure coping should be noted. Although the three above-mentioned strategies (positive reappraisal, support-seeking, and planning) constitute good exponents of adaptive coping in classrooms (Skinner et al., 2013), we understand that a more extensive classification of strategies, including both adaptive and dysfunctional strategies, would provide a broader and more comprehensive perspective on their relationship with psychological well-being. In this regard, future work should analyze the possible protective role of psychological well-being compared to markedly undesirable strategies, for example, avoidance or rumination.
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<1.10), very large effect (>1.10 and <1.45), and huge effect (> 1.45).





OPS/images/logo.jpg
’ frontiers
in Psychology





OPS/images/fpsyg-07-01554-t001.jpg
(1) Self-acceptance

) _

(2) Environmental mastery 065

(3 Purpose in life 067 065

(4) Personal growth 041 0.40 048

(5) Posttive reappraisal 051 038 041 024

(6) Support-seeking 029 026 035 028 023 -

(7) Planning 034 032 045 027 055 0.30 -
M 387 375 382 447 301 3.44 305
sp 071 063 067 0.58 071 0.87 074
Skewness -0.74 -058 ~0.64 -0 005 -0.15 007
Kurtosis 071 037 035 0.86 ~0.46 -0.79 ~0.44
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