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Orientation: The coping strategies of their employees are amongst the activities that 
organisations should address to improve their employees’ work engagement. 

Research purpose: The objective of this study was to investigate the relationship between 
coping strategies and work engagement in three occupational groups in South Africa.

Motivation for the study: There is little understanding of the relationship between effective 
forms of coping and positive outcomes (like work engagement).

Research design, approach and method: The researchers used a survey design. They drew 
random and stratified samples (N = 3178) from three occupational groups. These were technical 
employees in an electricity provider, professional and enrolled nurses and police officers. They 
administered the Coping Orientations to the Problems Experienced (COPE) and the Utrecht 
Work Engagement Scale (UWES).

Main findings: The results showed that there was a statistically significant relationship 
between work engagement, problem-focused coping, positive reinterpretation and growth. 
In the nursing sample, high problem-focused coping, low avoidance and low ventilation 
of emotions predicted work engagement best. In the police sample, four coping strategies 
(problem-focused coping, seeking social support, turning to religion and low ventilation of 
emotions) predicted work engagement best. In the technician sample, problem-focused coping 
and low ventilation of emotions predicted work engagement best. 

Practical/managerial implications: Organisations should consider employees’ coping 
strategies when they introduce interventions to improve work engagement.

Contribution/value-add: This study contributes to the knowledge about the relationship 
between coping strategies and work engagement in South African organisations.

© 2011. The Authors.
Licensee: AOSIS 
OpenJournals. This work
is licensed under the
Creative Commons
Attribution License.

Introduction
The subjective well-being of employees is essential for them to survive and prosper in a 
continuously changing environment (Harter, Schmidt & Keyes, 2002). 

According to Lyubomirsky, Sheldon and Schkade (2005), three sets of factors affect a person’s 
level of subjective well-being. These are a genetically determined set point, circumstantial factors 
and intentional activities and practices (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Lyubomirsky (2008) points 
out that the set point explains 50% of the variance in subjective well-being, whilst circumstances 
and intentional activities explain 10% and 40% respectively. Although interventions to promote 
subjective well-being should focus on the workplace, the intentional activities of a person explain 
a relatively large percentage of the variance in subjective well-being.

Peterson, Park and Seligman (2005) distinguished between three orientations to subjective well-
being: pleasure, engagement and meaning. Engagement and meaning, as routes to subjective 
well-being, are under the direct control of the person and result in higher levels of subjective 
well-being (Park, Peterson & Ruch, 2009). 

Engagement is a psychological state of involvement, commitment and attachment to a work 
role (Macey & Schneider, 2008). Engaging in activities (like a work role) results in fulfilment and 
contributes to subjective well-being (Peterson et al., 2005). Engaged employees are also more likely 
to have good relationships with their employers and lead them to have positive attitudes, intentions 
and behaviours (Saks, 2006). Work engagement predicts job performance and client satisfaction 
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(Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter & Taris, 2008). Therefore, work 
engagement and how to increase it are important research 
topics (Rothmann & Rothmann, 2010). Intentional activities 
(including the use of constructive coping strategies) offer 
opportunities for sustainably increasing engagement and 
subjective well-being (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

Coping is a relevant concept in the study of subjective well-
being for two reasons. 

Firstly, occupational stress impedes happiness at work. 
Work engagement is an important component of happiness. 
Therefore, one way to increase work engagement is to reduce 
the stress levels of employees (Schiffrin & Nelson, 2010). 
Coping strategies play an important role in dealing with 
occupational stress. Consequently, people’s coping strategies 
for dealing with occupational stress might affect their work 
engagement. Indeed, in the work engagement model of 
Kahn (1990), psychological availability (which results from 
dealing effectively with stress) has been found to be a strong 
antecedent of work engagement (May, Gilson & Harter, 2004; 
Olivier & Rothmann, 2007). 

Secondly, the field of coping is broadening its scope towards 
positive striving emotions, goals and searching for meaning 
(Schwarzer & Taubert, 2002). According to Schaufeli and 
Bakker (2004), research has shown that, even when exposed 
to high job demands and working long hours, some people 
show no symptoms of disengagement. Instead, they seem to 
find pleasure in dealing with these stressors – presumably 
because they have effective coping strategies.

The relationship between coping and positive outcomes 
(like work engagement) is not well understood (Folkman & 
Moskowitz, 2004). We need research to expand the body of 
research – specifically into the relationship between coping 
strategies and positive outcomes (Schwarzer & Taubert, 2002). 
We also need research to develop a deeper understanding of 
how different coping strategies relate to work engagement. 

The objective of this study was to investigate the relationship 
between coping strategies and work engagement in three 
occupational groups in South Africa.

Coping
Coping has been conceived in several ways (Livneh, Antonak 
& Gerhardt, 2000): 

•	 as a personality trait and a situationally-determined 
response

•	 as a dynamic process and a static construct
•	 as a strategy that is mature, adaptive and flexible but also 

as a reaction that is neurotic, maladaptive and rigid
•	 as a global, generally dichotomous concept, but also as an 

intricate, hierarchically structured, multi-levelled concept. 

According to Cooper, Dewe and O’Driscoll (2001), one 
should locate the definition of coping in transactional theory. 
Transactional theory sees coping as ‘the thoughts and 
actions that are initiated in response to a specific encounter’ 

(Cooper et al., 2001, p. 160). In line with transactional theory, 
Lazarus and Folkman (1984) define coping as the efforts, 
both behavioural and cognitive, that people invest in order 
to deal with (to master, reduce and/or tolerate) stressful 
encounters. According to Carver and Scheier (1996), dealing 
with stress comprises three processes: primary appraisal, 
secondary appraisal and coping. Primary appraisal is the 
process of perceiving threats to the self. Secondary appraisal 
refers to the perceived availability of coping resources to deal 
with stressful encounters. Primary and secondary appraisals 
initiate coping behaviours.

Folkman and Lazarus (1980) suggest two general types of 
coping. The first is problem-focused coping. People find ways 
of reducing stress at its source by trying to prevent whatever 
is posing the threat from occurring. The second is emotion-
focused coping. People feel that they must somehow tolerate 
the source of the stress and they try to manage or reduce the 
emotional discomfort associated with the situation. Emotion-
focused coping emphasises interpreting a situation or how 
the person attends to it. Carver et al. (1989) propose a third 
style of coping: avoidant coping, which they integrated in a 
self-regulatory model of stress and coping (Carver & Scheier, 
1996).

The literature on coping often makes another distinction 
between active and avoidant coping strategies. Active coping 
strategies are either behavioural or psychological responses 
designed to change the nature of the stressors themselves 
or how one thinks about them. Avoidant coping strategies 
lead people into activities (like alcohol use) or mental states 
(like withdrawal) that keep them from addressing stressful 
events directly. Generally speaking, active coping strategies, 
whether behavioural or emotional, are better ways of dealing 
with stressful events. Avoidant coping strategies seem to be 
psychological risk factors, or markers, for adverse responses 
to stressful life events (Holahan & Moos, 1986).

Some see avoidant coping strategies as less adaptive 
methods of coping. Denial (pretending the stressors are not 
present or that they are not causing any significant distress), 
mental disengagement (distracting ourselves from thinking 
about the goals with which the stressors are interfering) and 
behavioural disengagement (abandoning the goals with 
which the stressors are interfering) are examples of avoidant 
coping strategies. 

Endler and Parker (1990) refer to avoidance as a third 
strategy that people may use to cope with stress. Avoidance 
can include person-orientated or task-orientated strategies. 
Avoidance differs from problem- and emotion-focused 
coping in that avoiding stressful situations removes people 
from them, whereas problem- and emotion-focused coping 
help people to manage the stressful situations whilst they 
remain in them (Kowalski & Crocker, 2001).

The Coping Orientations to the Problems Experienced 
(COPE) scale describes 14 different coping methods and 
makes several distinctions within the overall categories of 
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problem-focused and emotion-focused coping (Carver et al., 
1989). The COPE scales comprise active coping; planning; 
seeking instrumental social support; seeking emotional 
social support; suppressing competing activities; turning 
to religion; positive reinterpretation and growth; restraint 
coping; resignation or acceptance; focus on, and venting 
of, emotions; denial; mental disengagement; behavioural 
disengagement; and alcohol or drug use. 

Pienaar and Rothmann (2003) suggest that a 4-factor structure 
is the basis of the COPE questionnaire. 

The first factor could be approach coping. It includes the three 
scales (active coping, planning and suppressing competing 
activities) in the original proposal or an assortment of the 
added scales from the cognitive coping factor. 

The second factor could be social or emotional coping. It 
includes the three scales in the original proposal (seeking 
social support for emotional reasons, seeking social support 
for instrumental reasons and focusing on, and venting of, 
emotions) and has been recognised as the most frequently 
reproduced factor (Kallasmaa & Pulver, 2000). 

The third factor deals with avoidance coping and usually 
includes the three scales in the original proposal (denial, 
behavioural and mental disengagement). However, alcohol 
or drug disengagement also loaded onto this factor in six 
subsequent studies (Cook & Heppner, 1997; Finch, Panter 
& Caskie, 1999; Hudec-Kneeviæ, Kardum & Vukmiroviæ, 
1999; Mitchell & Hastings, 2001; Phelps & Jarvis, 1994; Sica, 
Novara, Dorz & Sanavio, 1997).

The fourth factor covers turning to religion. It may be such 
a specific coping strategy that one cannot define it as an 
exclusive approach, either social or emotional or avoidant, 
because it probably serves the purpose of all of these. It could 
also be a very specific approach because of its function for 
the user.

Billings and Moos (1981) point out that one coping strategy 
may be enough to reduce stress. This may reduce the need 
to use other responses. For example, a person may first use 
a problem-solving strategy. If this succeeds in eliminating 
stress, there is no need to use other strategies like avoidance. 
It can distort the coping strategies and their relationships to 
outcomes.

Coping and work engagement
Work engagement is a multidimensional concept. It is a 
positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that vigour, 
dedication and absorption define. 

Vigour refers to high levels of energy and mental resilience 
whilst working, a willingness to invest effort in one’s work 
and persistence even in the face of difficulties. Dedication is 
a sense of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and 
challenge. Absorption means full concentration on, and being 

deeply engrossed in, one’s work. Time passes quickly and 
one has difficulty detaching oneself from work (González-
Romá, Schaufeli, Bakker & Lloret, 2006; Schaufeli, Salanova, 
González-Romá & Bakker, 2002). 

Furthermore, work engagement is not a momentary and 
specific state. It is a more persistent and pervasive affective-
cognitive state that does not focus on a particular object, 
event, person or behaviour (Schaufeli et al., 2002). According 
to Bakker and Demerouti (2008), work engagement is an 
important indicator of occupational well-being. 

There is limited research that assesses the relationship 
between coping and work engagement. The existing and 
relevant research focuses on students and/or teachers (see 
Gan, Yang, Zhou & Zhang, 2007; Milot & Ludden, 2009; 
Parker & Martin, 2009). It highlights the need to investigate 
the correlation between different coping strategies and 
engagement. Based on an analysis of findings in various 
studies by Wrosch and Scheier (2003), one can expect that 
coping strategies will affect engagement in different life roles. 
Their results showed that people who are highly engaged 
use problem-focused coping strategies. If they cannot use 
problem-focused coping, they will turn to adaptive emotion-
focused coping strategies.

The literature also states that, whilst cognitive and 
behavioural coping strategies are important for predicting 
engagement, proactive coping and preventive coping can 
reduce the effect that stress has on engagement (Gan et al., 
2007; Parker & Martin, 2009). According to Schwarzer and 
Taubert (2002), negative appraisals (like harm, loss or threat) 
do not precede proactive coping. 

Proactive coping is an attempt to build up general resources 
that facilitate moving towards challenging goals, personal 
growth and engagement. Proactive people see demands and 
opportunities in the future but they do not appraise these 
negatively. Therefore, coping for proactive people becomes 
managing goals rather than managing risks. This results 
in productive arousal and positive energy (Schwarzer & 
Taubert, 2002). Proactive coping correlated positively, and 
moderately to strongly, with two problem-orientated coping 
strategies that the COPE measures. These are active coping 
(r = 0.52) and planning (r = 0.45). Furthermore, proactive 
coping correlated negatively (r = -0.54) with behavioural 
disengagement, an avoidance coping strategy (Schwarzer & 
Taubert, 2002). 

In a study by Parker and Martin (2009) of the effects of 
coping and buoyancy on teachers’ work-related well-being 
and engagement, the results provided evidence that coping 
directly predicts work-related engagement. The results 
showed that cognitive and behavioural strategies did not 
predict teacher engagement to the same extent or in the same 
way. The cognitive coping strategies of mastery orientation 
and failure avoidance were stronger predictors of teacher 
engagement via direct and indirect effects than were the 
behavioural strategies of planning and self-handicapping 
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(Parker & Martin, 2009). All direct coping strategies (like 
planning that aims to meet the practical and logistic 
demands of a job most effectively or mastery orientation that 
aims at the adaptive cognitive perspectives of effort, process, 
mastery and development) will not necessarily lead to greater 
engagement. Furthermore, not all palliative strategies (like 
self-handicapping) are equally detrimental to engagement 
(Parker & Martin, 2009).

Engaged employees are able to deal with the demands of their 
positions (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007). This characteristic 
provides a link between engagement and using problem-
focused coping strategies. These normally occur when 
people feel in control of situations and that they are able 
to cope (Lazarus, 1993). The common mechanism in these 
two concepts suggests that there is a positive relationship 
between problem solving coping strategies and engagement. 
Lees (2009) found that, although social support is a form 
of effective coping, it does not relate significantly to work 
engagement. This is because the nature of social support may 
hinder work engagement.

The researchers used this background to formulate two 
hypotheses:

•	 Hypothesis 1: Problem-focused coping strategies relate 
positively to work engagement.

•	 Hypothesis 2: Avoidance coping strategies relate 
negatively to work engagement.

Research design
Research approach
The researchers used a quantitative approach to achieve 
their research objectives. More specifically, they used a 
cross-sectional design to collect data on coping and work 
engagement at a particular point in time from people in three 
different occupational groups (Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1999). 

Researchers collect data simultaneously (or within a short 
period) when they use a cross-sectional design. This design 
suits the descriptive and predictive functions associated with 
correlational research (Graziano & Raulin, 2004).

Research method
Research participants
The researchers drew random and stratified samples 
(N = 3178) from electricity supply personnel, nurses and 
officers in the South African Police Service. Table 1 presents 
some of the characteristics of the participants.

Table 1 shows that 67.5% of participants were police officers 
and more than 60% were men. Almost half of the sample 
spoke Afrikaans.

Measuring instruments 
The Coping Orientations to the Problems Experienced 
Questionnaire (Carver et al., 1989) measures both situational 
and dispositional coping strategies. 

In the present study, the researchers used the dispositional 
version. It consists of 53 items. Response choices ranged from 
1 (‘I usually don’t do this at all’) to 4 (‘I usually do this a lot’). The 
COPE measures 14 coping strategies. 

In previous South African research, Storm and Rothmann 
(2003) found acceptable alpha values. Its inter-item 
correlation coefficients varied between 0.25 (acceptance) and 
0.65 (turning to religion). The internal consistencies for this 
questionnaire were acceptable. Pienaar and Rothmann (2003) 
found that a 4-factor structure underpins the COPE. The 
factors include approach coping (active coping, planning and 
suppressing competing activities), social or emotional coping 
(seeking social support for emotional reasons, seeking social 
support for instrumental reasons and focusing on, and 
venting of, emotions), avoidance coping (denial, behavioural 
disengagement, mental disengagement and alcohol or 
drug disengagement) and turning to religion (Pienaar & 
Rothmann, 2003).

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli et al., 
2002) measures levels of work engagement. 

The UWES covers three dimensions: vigour, dedication and 
absorption. They are conceptually regarded as the opposite 
of burnout and are scored on a 7-point frequency-rating scale, 
varying from 0 (‘never’) to 6 (‘every day’). The questionnaire 
consists of 17 questions and includes statements like ‘I am 
bursting with energy every day in my work’, ‘time flies when I am 
at work’ and ‘my job inspires me’. 

The alpha coefficients for the three subscales varied between 
0.68 and 0.91. Storm (2002) obtained the alpha coefficients 
that follow on the UWES in the South African Police Service: 
vigour (0.78), dedication (0.89) and absorption (0.78). Naudé 
and Rothmann (2004) obtained the alpha coefficients that 
follow on a sample of 405 emergency workers in South 
Africa: vigour (0.70), dedication (0.83) and absorption (0.67).

Research procedure
The researchers approached the managers of the 
organisations to obtain permission to conduct the study 
with their employees. The participants gave their informed 
consent. They indicated their willingness to participate in the 
study by signing a return slip. The researchers observed all 
the ethical guidelines for treating human subjects throughout 
the study. Fieldworkers administered the questionnaires to 
participants in the different organisations and collected the 
questionnaires immediately after they had completed them. 

TABLE 1: Characteristics of the participants (N = 3178).
Variable Organisation Frequency %

Group Electricity supply personnel 215 6.80
Nurses 818 25.70
Police officers 2145 67.50

Gender Men 1923 61.20
Women 1220 38.80

Language Afrikaans 1558 49.00
English 489 15.50
Other 1078 35.50
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The participants completed the questionnaires anonymously. 
The fieldworkers explained to the participants that the 
researchers would treat the questionnaires confidentially.

Statistical analysis
The researchers conducted the statistical analysis with the 
aid of the SPSS program (SPSS Inc., 2010). They performed 
exploratory factor analyses to investigate the construct 
validity of the measuring instruments. 

The researchers first conducted a simple principal component 
analysis on the COPE. They studied the Eigenvalues and 
scree plot to determine the number of factors. In order to 
evaluate the construct validity of the COPE, they performed 
a principal axis factor analysis, with a varimax rotation, on 
the 53 items of the COPE (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).

The researchers used descriptive statistics to explore the data. 
They assessed the internal consistencies of the measuring 
instrument using Cronbach alpha coefficients. Alpha 
coefficients convey important information about the amount 
of variance in a scale (Clark & Watson, 1995). 

The researchers used Pearson product-moment correlation 
coefficients to determine the relationship between the 
variables. The researchers set a confidence level of 95% 
(p ≤ 0.05) to test for statistical significance. 

The researchers used effect sizes (Steyn, 1999) to determine 
the practical significance of the findings. They set a cut-off 
point of 0.30 (medium effect; Cohen, 1988) for the practical 
significance of the correlation coefficients. Because the sample 
sizes in the three occupational groups were substantially 
different, they computed Fisher z-values to compare the 
correlation coefficients between the constructs in the three 
groups. They multiplied the observed p-values by three 
because they conducted several tests (Ramseyer, 1979).

The researchers conducted hierarchical multiple regression 
analyses to determine the amount of variance in the 
dependent variable, which the independent variables 
predict. They used the value of R² to determine the amount 
of the total variance of the dependent variable, which the 
independent variables explain. They used the F-test test 
for a significant regression between the independent and 
dependent variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). 
 

Results
Exploratory factor analyses 
The researchers performed a simple principal component 
analysis on the COPE items to determine the number of 
factors. An analysis of the Eigenvalues showed that they 
could extract nine factors. They explained 52.2% of the total 
variance. The researchers then performed a principal axis 
factor analysis, with a varimax rotation, on the 53 items of 
the COPE (see Table 2). 

The researchers labelled the nine factors as problem-solving 
(factor 1), avoidance (factor 2), seeking support (factor 3), 

turning to religion (factor 4), suppressing competing activities 
(factor 5), acceptance (factor 6), ventilation (factor 7), positive 
reinterpretation and growth (factor 8) and behavioural 
disengagement (factor 9). The factor loadings were all higher 
than the cut-off point of 0.32 (Clark & Watson, 1995). Most 
communalities were average to high. This indicates that the 
nine factors represent the items quite well. 

The researchers performed a simple principal component 
analysis on the UWES items to determine the number of 
factors. An analysis of the Eigenvalues showed that they 
could extract one factor. It explained 51.29% of the total 
variance. The researchers then performed a principal axis 
factor analysis, with a varimax rotation, on the 17 items 
of the UWES (see Table 3). They labelled the factor work 
engagement. It comprises vigour, dedication and absorption. 

Descriptive statistics and alpha coefficients
Table 4 reports the descriptive statistics, alpha coefficients 
and correlations of the COPE and UWES.

Table 4 shows high alpha coefficients that range from 
0.60 to 0.94. The alpha coefficients of most of the scales 
were higher than 0.70. They indicate acceptable internal 
consistency (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). However, the 
internal consistencies of four scales (suppressing competing 
activities, acceptance, ventilating emotions and positive 
reinterpretation and growth) were slightly lower than the 
recommended value. The reliability of one scale (behavioural 
disengagement) was 0.51. Table 4 does not show it and 
the researchers decided to exclude this scale from further 
analyses.

Table 4 shows that work engagement has a statistically and 
practically significant relationship with problem-focused 
coping and with positive reinterpretation and growth (both 
medium effects). Work engagement also has a statistically 
significant relationship with seeking social support, turning 
to religion, suppressing competing activities and acceptance. 
Work engagement has a statistically and negatively 
significant relationship with ventilating emotions. 

To compare the Pearson correlations of the three occupational 
groups, the researchers calculated Fisher z-values. They 
multiplied the p-values by three because they conducted 
several tests. Table 5 gives the results of the comparison.

With regard to the correlations between the coping factors, 
Table 5 shows that avoidance and turning to religion in the 
police sample have a statistically significant and stronger 
relationship with problem-focused coping compared to 
the nurses’ group. Seeking social support and ventilating 
emotions in the police sample have a statistically significant 
and stronger relationship with avoidance coping compared 
to the nurses. Turning to religion in the police sample has 
a statistically significant and stronger relationship with 
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TABLE 2: Principal component analysis with a varimax rotation on the COPE.
Item Description F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 F8 F9 h2

45 I concentrate my efforts on doing something about it. 0.74 -0.01 0.19 0.10 0.12 0.06 0.10 0.02 0.04 0.62
47  I think hard about what steps to take. 0.72 0.01 0.16 0.12 0.16 0.09 0.12 0.02 -0.01 0.60
35 I try to come up with a strategy about what to do. 0.66 -0.09 0.30 0.10 0.09 0.16 -0.05 0.11 0.08 0.60
46 I stop myself from getting distracted by other thoughts or 

activities.
0.65 0.21 0.04 0.08 0.13 -0.03 0.08 0.04 0.04 0.51

43 I learn something from the experience. 0.56 -0.02 0.24 0.18 0.09 0.28 0.03 0.15 -0.08 0.53
48 I accept the reality that it happened. 0.56 -0.04 0.13 0.09 0.04 0.49 0.11 -0.00 -0.04 0.59
20 I devise a plan of action. 0.55 -0.10 0.21 0.17 0.22 0.17 -0.01 0.25 -0.01 0.52
32 I take direction to get around the problem. 0.53 0.05 0.13 0.100 0.09 0.14 0.03 0.19 0.13 0.38
19 I try to prevent other things from interfering with my efforts 

to deal with this.
0.52 0.10 0.14 0.06 0.26 -0.03 -0.01 0.41 0.15 0.55

23 I do what I have to one step at a time. 0.51 -0.06 0.24 0.13 0.23 0.26 0.01 0.19 0.04 0.50
38 I focus on dealing with the problem, and, if necessary, let 

other things slide a little.
0.47 0.14 0.12 0.17 0.08 0.08 0.12 -0.09 0.41 0.49

31 I stop myself from doing anything too quickly. 0.43 0.18 0.10 0.05 0.06 0.15 -0.03 0.41 0.13 0.44
9 I think about how I might handle the problem best. 0.39 -0.13 0.29 0.15 0.38 0.27 0.08 0.17 -0.07 0.53
29 I pretend that it hasn’t really happened. 0.02 0.71 -0.03 0.02 -0.03 0.04 0.09 0.14 0.04 0.54
42 I act as though it hasn’t even happened. 0.14 0.71 0.012 0.08 -0.05 0.08 -0.07 0.00 0.05 0.54
16 I say to myself, ‘This isn’t real’. 0.03 0.66 0.15 0.07 0.06 -0.10 0.03 0.22 0.02 0.53
50 I just give up trying to reach my goal. -0.02 0.66 0.05 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.13 -0.16 0.02 0.48
2 I refuse to believe it happened. 0.00 0.61 0.03 -0.01 0.13 -0.12 0.02 0.14 -0.04 0.42
26 I give up trying to get what I want. -0.03 0.59 0.10 0.04 0.03 0.17 0.18 -0.10 0.12 0.45
13 I admit that I can’t deal with it and stop trying. -0.07 0.57 0.08 0.01 0.14 -0.01 0.09 0.07 0.12 0.39
52 I daydream about other things. 0.06 0.55 0.03 0.09 -0.04 0.14 0.27 -0.08 0.12 0.43
39 I reduce the amount of effort I’m using to solving the 

problem.
0.10 0.52 0.12 0.10 -0.04 0.09 0.04 -0.07 0.30 0.40

44 I hold off doing anything about it until the situation permits. 0.40 0.46 0.08 0.04 0.13 0.17 -0.04 -0.04 0.02 0.43
12 I drink alcohol or take drugs to think about it less. -0.09 0.45 -0.09 -0.20 0.08 -0.04 0.23 0.10 0.20 0.37
49 I discuss my feelings with someone. 0.24 0.04 0.77 0.14 0.00 0.07 0.15 0.01 0.04 0.71
8 I talk to someone about how I feel. 0.08 0.015 0.74 0.11 0.19 0.14 0.12 0.10 0.00 0.64
15 I try to get emotional support from friends and relatives. 0.10 0.051 0.70 0.12 0.09 0.05 0.19 0.19 0.07 0.61
22 I try to get advice from someone about what to do. 0.31 0.08 0.67 0.08 0.14 0.12 -0.05 0.04 0.09 0.61
41 I talk to someone to find out more about the situation. 0.43 0.07 0.64 0.11 0.08 0.03 0.03 -0.05 0.04 0.62
34 I talk to someone who could do something concrete about 

the problem.
0.43 0.01 0.62 0.10 0.08 0.06 -0.07 -0.02 0.11 0.61

28 I get sympathy and understanding from someone. 0.010 0.27 0.59 0.10 -0.03 0.07 0.14 0.10 0.17 0.50
1 I ask people who have had similar experiences what they 

did.
0.15 0.19 0.50 0.09 0.35 -0.02 -0.08 0.04 0.01 0.44

14 I let my feelings out. 0.04 0.00 0.50 0.08 0.01 0.07 0.46 0.34 0.02 0.59
51 I seek God’s help. 0.21 0.08 0.14 0.84 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.78
37 I try to find comfort in my religion. 0.21 0.10 0.15 0.78 0.10 0.03 -0.01 0.02 0.21 0.73
24 I pray more than usual. 0.13 0.12 0.12 0.77 0.03 0.06 0.12 0.9 0.17 0.68
10 I put my trust in God. 0.17 0.01 0.15 0.75 0.21 0.13 -0.03 0.11 -0.08 0.70
5 I put aside other activities in order to concentrate on this. 0.27 0.16 0.15 0.01 0.64 -0.05 0.08 -0.02 0.17 0.56
6 I take additional action to try to get rid of the problem. 0.33 -0.01 0.14 0.08 0.61 0.08 0.09 0.11 0.09 0.53
4 I force myself to wait for the right time to do something. 0.19 0.21 0.09 0.11 0.60 0.19 -0.07 0.08 0.04 0.50
3 I try to grow as a person as a result of the experience. 0.29 -0.08 0.17 0.21 0.42 0.26 0.09 0.19 -0.18 0.49
21 I learn to live with it. 0.22 0.09 0.07 0.09 0.10 0.65 0.01 0.13 0.13 0.53
33 I accept that this has happened and that I can’t change it. 0.27 0.16 0.11 0.04 -0.00 0.63 0.01 0.08 0.12 0.53
7 I get used to the idea that it happened. 0.14 0.05 0.14 0.03 0.39 0.55 0.09 0.05 0.10 0.52
27 I get upset and let my emotions out. 0.02 0.23 0.22 -0.03 -0.03 0.06 0.71 0.09 0.09 0.62
53 I get upset and am really aware of it. 0.19 0.30 0.00 0.06 0.09 0.06 0.65 -0.18 0.06 0.61
40 I feel a lot of emotional distress and I find myself expressing 

those feelings a lot.
0.10 0.33 0.17 0.07 0.07 -0.03 0.59 -0.10 0.15 0.54

18 I make sure not to make matters worse by acting too soon. 0.42 0.09 0.12 0.05 0.19 0.06 -0.10 0.54 0.07 0.54
17 I try to see it in a different light to make it seem more 

positive.
0.32 0.08 0.23 0.14 0.12 0.22 -0.03 0.51 -0.00 0.51

30 I look for something good in what is happening. 0.40 0.05 0.18 0.19 -0.03 0.29 -0.01 0.44 0.05 0.52
36 I go to the movies, watch TV or think about it. 0.17 0.18 0.18 0.07 0.01 0.16 0.02 -0.05 0.60 0.49
11 I sleep more than usual. -0.10 0.25 0.07 0.07 0.17 -0.01 0.13 0.15 0.54 0.44
25 I turn to work or other substitute activities to take my mind 

off things.
0.17 0.22 0.04 0.16 0.04 0.21 0.18 0.19 0.47 0.45

% of variance (total = 53.60%) 12.81 4.88 2.43 2.10 1.50 1.32 1.27 1.07 1.02 -

COPE, Coping Orientations to the Problems Experienced Scale.
Values in bold indicate that they are much higher than the others.
h2 denotes communalities of the items.
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seeking social support compared to the nurses’ group. 
Positive reinterpretation and growth in the police sample 
has a statistically significant and stronger relationship with 
ventilating emotions compared to the nurses’ sample.

There are no statistically significant differences between 
work engagement and coping strategies in the different 
organisations. There are statistically significant correlations 

TABLE 3: Principal component analysis on the UWES.
Item Component 1 h2

UWES1 0.59 0.35
UWES2 0.77 0.59
UWES3 0.62 0.39
UWES4 0.80 0.65
UWES5 0.83 0.69
UWES6 0.59 0.35
UWES7 0.82 0.67
UWES8 0.76 0.58
UWES9 0.78 0.61
UWES10 0.77 0.60
UWES11 0.75 0.56
UWES12 0.68 0.47
UWES13 0.79 0.63
UWES14 0.75 0.56
UWES15 0.69 0.47
UWES16 0.58 0.33
UWES17 0.56 0.31

UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale.
h2 denotes communalities of the items.

TABLE 4: Descriptive statistics, alpha coefficients and correlations between coping and work engagement in the total sample.
Item Mean SD α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Problem-focused coping 35.80 7.00 0.88 - - - - - - - -
2. Avoidance 22.05 6.59 0.83 0.21* - - - - - - -
3. Seeking social support 24.91 6.31 0.87 0.59*‡ 0.26* - - - - - -
4. Turning to religion 12.70 3.16 0.84 0.45*† 0.18* 0.39*† - - - - -
5. Suppressing competing activities 11.70 2.76 0.67 0.59*‡ 0.22* 0.47*† 0.32*† - - - -
6. Acceptance 8.54 2.21 0.60 0.56*‡ 0.24* 0.38*† 0.28* 0.43*† - - -
7. Ventilating emotions 7.04 2.36 0.68 0.22* 0.49*† 0.34*† 0.16* 0.21* 0.22* - -
8. Positive reinterpretation and growth 8.55 2.21 0.66 0.68*‡ 0.19* 0.49*† 0.37*† 0.47*† 0.45*† 0.10* -
9. Work engagement 73.01 19.64 0.94 0.37*† -0.01 0.26* 0.21* 0.24* 0.20* -0.06* 0.30*†

SD, standard deviation; a, alpha coefficient.
†, r > 0.30 denotes practically significant (medium effect).
‡, r > 0.50 denotes practically significant (large effect).
*, p < 0.01

TABLE 5: Comparison of the correlations between coping and work engagement in three occupational groups.
Organisation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

O1 O2 O3 O1 O2 O3 O1 O2 O3 O1 O2 O3 O1 O2 O3 O1 O2 O3 O1 O2 O3 O1 O2 O3

1. Problem-focused 
coping

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

2. Avoidance 0.07 0.05b 0.29a - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
3. Seeking social 
support

0.44 0.43b 0.65a 0.21 0.07b 0.35a - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

4. Turning to 
religion

0.38 0.28b 0.52a 0.25 0.14 0.21 0.28 0.23b 0.46a - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

5. Planning 0.63 0.54 0.60 0.09 0.09 0.29 0.43 0.32 0.50 0.28 0.19 0.37 - - - - - - - - - - - -
6. Acceptance 0.44 0.47 0.59 0.16 0.18 0.29 0.13 0.23 0.44 0.26 0.12 0.34 0.34 0.31 0.48 - - - - - - - -
7. Ventilating 
emotions

0.10 0.08 0.27 0.41 0.36b 0.58a 0.32 0.28 0.36 0.23 0.09 0.18 0.09 0.10 0.25 0.06 0.08 0.27 - - - - - -

8. Positive 
reinterpretation 
and growth

0.61 0.64 0.70 0.13 0.04 0.26 0.54 0.31 0.35 0.30 0.27 0.41 0.43 0.40 0.50 0.30 0.40 0.18 -0.09 -0.10b 0.18a - - -

9. Work 
engagement

0.34 0.36 0.37 -0.03 -0.11 0.02 0.14 0.19 0.29 0.10 0.11 0.25 0.30 0.21 0.25 0.10 0.21 0.20 -0.10 -0.10 0.19 0.32 0.30 0.30

O1, technicians; O2, nurses; O3, police officers.
a, Denotes a statistically significant difference (p < 0.01) from the correlation where, b, is indicated.

(practically significant, medium effects) between problem-
focused coping and positive reinterpretation and growth on 
the one hand and work engagement on the other.
 

Hierarchical regression analyses
The researchers then performed hierarchical multiple 
regression analyses. In order to decide on the sequence 
of entering blocks of variables to the regression equation, 
the researchers conducted a simple principal component 
analysis on the eight scales of the COPE. An analysis of the 
Eigenvalues showed that they could extract two factors. This 
explained 60.93% of the total variance. They conducted a 
principal axis factor analysis, with a direct oblimin rotation, 
on the eight scales of the COPE. They extracted two factors: 
approach coping and avoidance coping. 

Approach coping refers to strategies for resolving problems 
using problem-focused coping (loading = 0.93), seeking 
social support (0.61), turning to religion (0.49), suppressing 
competing activities (0.65), acceptance (0.58) and positive 
reinterpretation and growth (0.80). Avoidance coping 
refers to strategies for resolving problems using avoidance 
(loading = 0.55) and ventilating emotions (0.87).

The researchers decided to conduct separate multiple 
regression analyses for the three samples because of the 
differences in the correlations between coping strategies in 
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the three organisations. They followed a two-step multiple 
regression procedure.

In step 1, the researchers assessed the contribution to work 
engagement of the approach coping strategies: 

•	 problem-focused coping 
•	 seeking social support 
•	 turning to religion 
•	 suppressing competing activities 
•	 acceptance and positive reinterpretation 
•	 growth. 

In step 2, they assessed the contribution to work engagement 
of avoidance coping strategies: avoidance and ventilating 
emotions. Table 6 gives the results. 

Table 6 shows that approach coping strategies predicted 15% 
of the variance in the work engagement of the technicians 
(F = 6.25, p < 0.01). The regression coefficients of two coping 
strategies, namely problem-focused coping (β = 0.21, p < 0.01) 
and positive reinterpretation and growth (β = 0.17, p < 0.01), 
were statistically significant. When the researchers entered 
avoidance coping strategies as independent variables (in 
step 2), it resulted in a statistically significant increase in 
predicting the variance in work engagement (Δ F = 4.90, p 
< 0.01, Δ R2 = 0.04). The regression coefficients of two coping 
strategies, namely problem-focused coping (β = 0.23, p < 0.01) 
and ventilating emotions (β = -0.23, p < 0.01), were statistically 
significant.

Furthermore, approach coping strategies predicted 14% 
of the variance in the work engagement of the nurses 
(F = 22.24, p < 0.01). The regression coefficients of two coping 
strategies, namely problem-focused coping (β = 0.26, p < 0.01) 
and positive reinterpretation and growth (β = 0.11, p < 0.01), 
were statistically significant. When the researchers entered 
avoidance coping strategies as independent variables (in 
step 2), it resulted in a statistically significant increase in 
predicting the variance in work engagement (Δ F = 14.51, 
p < 0.01, Δ R2 = 0.03). The regression coefficients of three 
coping strategies, namely problem-focused coping (β = 0.23, 

p < 0.01), avoidance (β = 0.10, p < 0.01) and ventilating 
emotions (β = -0.12, p < 0.01), were statistically significant.

Finally, approach coping strategies predicted 15% of the 
variance in the work engagement of the police officers 
(F = 62.49, p < 0.01). The regression coefficients of five coping 
strategies, namely, (1) problem-focused coping (β = 0.27, 
p < 0.01), (2) seeking social support (β = 0.05, p < 0.05), (3) 
turning to religion (β = 0.07, p < 0.05), (4) acceptance (β = -0.05, 
p < 0.05) and (5) positive reinterpretation and growth (β = 0.11, 
p < 0.01), were statistically significant. When the researchers 
added avoidance coping strategies as independent variables 
(in step 2), it resulted in a statistically significant increase in 
predicting the variance in work engagement (Δ F = 33.10, 
p < 0.01, Δ R2 = 0.03). The regression coefficients of four coping 
strategies, namely, (1) problem-focused coping (β = 0.27, 
p < 0.01), (2) seeking social support (β = 0.11, p < 0.01), (3) 
turning to religion (β = 0.07, p < 0.05) and (4) ventilating 
emotions (β = -0.15, p < 0.01), were statistically significant.
	
The results support Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2. 

With regard to Hypothesis 1, problem-focused coping was 
statistically significant and positively related to the work 
engagement of the technicians, nurses and police officers. 
In addition, two other coping strategies, seeking social 
support and turning to religion, were statistically significant 
and positively related to the work engagement of the police 
officers. 

With regard to Hypothesis 2, ventilating emotions (a type 
of avoidance coping strategy) was statistically significant 
and related negatively to the work engagement of all three 
groups. However, avoidance also predicted the low work 
engagement of nurses.

Discussion
The objective of this study was to investigate the relationship 
between coping strategies and work engagement in three 
occupational groups. These were technical employees in an 

TABLE 6: Regression analyses with coping strategies as the independent variables and work engagement as the dependent variable.
Variable Technicians Nurses Police officers

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

Constant 33.53 40.06 29.03 38.09 34.05 39.12
Problem-focused coping 0.21* 0.23* 0.26** 0.26** 0.27** 0.27**
Seeking social support -0.05 0.03 0.03 0.07 0.05* 0.11**
Turning to religion -0.04 -0.01 -0.00 0.02 0.07* 0.07**
Planning 0.16 0.15 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.04
Acceptance -0.08 -0.07 0.03 0.06 -0.05* -0.03
Positive reinterpretation and growth 0.17* 0.10 0.11** 0.06 0.06* 0.05
Avoidance - 0.03 - -0.10** - -0.04
Ventilating emotions - -0.23** - -0.12** - -0.15**
R2 0.15 0.19 0.14 0.17 0.15 0.18
F 6.25** 6.09** 22.24 20.86** 62.49 56.55**
Δ R2 - 0.04 - 0.03 - 0.03
Δ F - 4.90** - 14.51** - 33.10**

*, p < 0.05; **, p < 0.01
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electricity provider, professional and enrolled nurses and 
police officers in the South African Police Service. The results 
showed that eight coping strategies, which the researchers 
extracted using exploratory factor analyses, were sufficiently 
reliable for them to conduct analyses for the purposes of this 
study. 

One can classify these coping strategies as approaching 
strategies (like problem-focused coping, seeking social 
support, turning to religion, suppressing competing activities, 
acceptance and positive reinterpretation and growth) and 
avoiding strategies (like avoidance and ventilating emotions). 
The coping strategies did not have a differential relationship 
with work engagement in the three organisations. 

As far as approach coping strategies in this study are 
concerned, problem-focused coping means that employees 
take active steps to try to remove stressors, get round 
them, restructure them, accept situations, learn from their 
experiences and suppress competing activities. 

In this study, seeking support as a coping strategy included 
two types of strategies. These were seeking support for 
instrumental reasons (seeking advice, assistance and/or 
information) and seeking support for emotional reasons 
(seeking moral support and/or understanding); see Carver 
et al. (1989). Suppressing competing activities refers to 
putting other projects aside and trying to avoid distractions 
from other events in order to deal with stressors. Acceptance 
means that employees accept the reality of stressful 
situations. Positive reinterpretation and growth aims to deal 
with distress emotions rather than dealing with stressors. 
However, it might also lead employees to reconstruct 
situations positively. Turning to religion might serve as 
a source of emotional support, as a way of reinterpreting 
stressful situations in positive terms and as a tactic to deal 
actively with stressors. In this study, avoidance coping 
included avoiding and denying the reality of events as well 
as ventilating emotions. According to Carver et al. (1989), 
ventilating emotions means that employees focus on the 
distress that they are experiencing and release their emotions. 
Focusing on these emotions can hinder adjustment. 

Approach coping strategies predicted approximately 15% of 
the variance in work engagement for all three organisations. 
Two approach coping strategies seem to play an important 
role in engaging at work in all three organisations. These are 
problem-focused coping and positive reinterpretation and 
growth. 

These two coping strategies seem to involve proactive coping 
(Schwarzer & Taubert, 2002). Proactive people appraise 
future demands and opportunities positively. Therefore, 
they experience vigour, dedication and absorption because 
they manage their goals by tackling problems and through 
positive interpretation and growth. Schwarzer and Taubert 
(2002) reported similar findings in their study. When the 
researchers considered avoidance coping strategies with 
approach coping strategies, only problem-focused coping 

showed a positive relationship with work engagement. 
Therefore, employees who cope by using strategies to solve 
problems and by positively reinterpreting and growing from 
experiences are more engaged in their work. 

When the researchers entered both approach and avoidance 
coping strategies to the regression equations, problem-
focused coping and low ventilation of emotions were the best 
predictors of work engagement in the technician sample. 

In the nursing sample, one approach coping strategy (problem-
focused coping) and two avoidance coping strategies (low 
avoidance and low ventilation of emotions) predicted work 
engagement. In the nursing sample, the presence of approach 
coping strategies related to work engagement. However, the 
absence of avoidance coping strategies also did. Nurses who 
do not deny the reality of events and who do not express 
their emotions are more engaged in their work. 

In the police sample, three approach coping strategies 
(problem-focused coping, seeking social support and turning 
to religion) predicted work engagement. One avoidance 
coping strategy (ventilating emotions) contributed to 
disengagement at work. These results suggest that preventive 
coping (in problem-focused coping and low avoidance 
coping, like ventilating emotions and denying the reality of 
situations) contributes to work engagement (Gan et al., 2007; 
Parker & Martin, 2009).

Based on the results of this study, it seems that coping has 
two pathways to work engagement: proactive and preventive 
(see Schwarzer & Taubert, 2002). Parker and Martin (2009) 
found that mastery orientation and failure avoidance were 
strong predictors of work engagement. 

One can classify these coping strategies as parts of the 
preventive coping pathway (similar to the problem-
focused coping and low ventilation coping strategies in 
this study). On the other hand, one can classify approach 
coping strategies (like problem-focused coping and positive 
reinterpretation and growth) as parts of the proactive coping 
pathway (Schwarzer & Taubert, 2002).

Although researchers have studied coping strategies in 
relation to stress, the results of this study suggest that 
coping strategies also affect the engagement of employees. 
It seems that employees who participate in positive, active 
coping strategies are able to maintain high levels of work 
engagement, whilst those who do not participate in such 
strategies experience decreased work engagement (Schiffrin 
& Nelson, 2010). 

Recommendations
The researchers recommend that organisations consider 
coping strategies to promote the work engagement of 
employees in different occupations in South Africa. Training 
programmes on coping skills should be implemented for 
police officers, nurses and technicians as part of a strategy to 
increase their work engagement.
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Limitations of the study
A limitation of this study was that 67.5% of the participants 
belonged to the same group, the police service. A very small 
sample came from the electricity supply organisation (6.8%). 
Although the scores were standardised, the smaller sample 
could have influenced the results. 

The research design was a cross-sectional survey one. 
This made it difficult to determine causal relationships. 
Longitudinal designs can help to establish causality. 

Another limitation was that the researchers relied exclusively 
on self-reports.

Future studies should use samples that are more 
representative to study the relationships between coping 
and work engagement. Future research should study the 
purpose and effectiveness of coping strategies in relation 
to work engagement in different occupations (Kowalski 
& Crocker, 2001). Researchers should study several factors 
in different occupations and organisations (like the type of 
work, management style and history) in research of this kind. 
They will provide an invaluable understanding of coping 
strategies and their relationships with work engagement.
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