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Resumen: Este trabajo aborda la relación entre el 
rasgo de ansiedad y el afrontamiento ante situa-
ciones relevantes de ansiedad. Se analizan las di-
ferencias en los estilos de afrontamiento entre 
grupos con altos y bajos niveles de ansiedad en 
dos situaciones diferentes en un grupo de mujeres 
estudiantes. Los resultados muestran que los suje-
tos con altos niveles del rasgo de ansiedad tienen 
una tendencia a emplear estrategias de afronta-
miento dirigidas a la emoción y la evitación. Se 
encontró también que cuando la situación es es-
pecialmente relevante para el sujeto éste tiende a 
emplear menos formas de afrontamiento adaptati-
vo. Los sujetos con altos niveles de ansiedad em-
plearon más estrategias dirigidas a la emoción y 
la evitación ante una situación de examen, mien-
tras que los sujetos con altos niveles de ansiedad 
social emplearon formas de afrontamiento más in-
tensas en una situación de rechazo social: Los re-
sultados muestran que las características indivi-
duales influyen en mayor medida sobre las estra-
tegias de afrontamiento que los determinantes si-
tuacionales. 
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 Abstract:The study concerned the relationship 
between trait anxiety and coping in anxiety rele-
vant situation. Differences in coping styles be-
tween high and low trait anxious subjects as well 
as differences between coping strategies in two 
anxiety provoking situations were analyzed in a 
group of female students. It was found that high 
trait anxious students had a tendency to use more 
emotion and avoidance oriented coping. It was 
also found that when the situation was relevant to 
particular aspect of anxiety the tendency to use 
less adaptive forms of coping increased. High test 
anxious subjects used more emotion and avoid-
ance oriented coping in the situation of exam fail-
ure and high social anxious subjects used those 
forms more intensively in the situation of social 
rejection but generally individual characteristics 
of a person influenced coping stronger than situa-
tion. 
 
Key words: Anxiety, Coping,   

Título: Rasgo de ansiedad y 
afrontamiento en una situación 
relevante de ansiedad 

 

Introducción  
 

In most studies on stress relationship be-
tween anxiety and coping has been ana-
lyzed in terms of coping effectiveness. 
Anxiety treated as an emotional state was 
seen as an object of coping and anxiety re-
duction was treated as an indicator of the 
effectiveness of the particular forms of cop-
ing (Endler, Kantor, Parker, 1994). For 
Lazarus in his transactional theory of stress 
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and coping focusing on negative emotions 
experienced in stressful encounter is one of 
the two most important, basic functions of 
coping (Lazarus, Folkman, 1984, Lazarus 
1990). Coping strategies of positive rein-
terpretation and problem solving were re-
ported to be predictive of lower anxiety 
(Stewart et al., 1997, Spangerberg, Camp-
bell, 1999). Studies in which effects of 
training subjects in coping skills were ex-
amined indicated their anxiety reducing 
properties (Smith, 1989, Hussian, Law-
rence, 1978). Hains (1992) showed such 
effects of cognitive-behavioral training, 
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Goldfried, Linehan and Smith (1978) dem-
onstrated beneficial effects of cognitive re-
structuring whereas results reported by 
Himle et al. (1984) indicated that training 
in distraction coping reduced anxiety. On 
the other hand some coping strategies were 
found to be maladaptive and anxiety in-
creasing, for example avoidant coping in 
students (Stewart et al. 1997, Endler, Kan-
tor, Parker, 1994, Davey et al., 1992) and 
psychiatric outpatients (Genest et al., 
1990), emotion oriented coping in aca-
demic settings (Wright, Dayton, 1992) and 
in war stress (Lobel, Gilat, Endler, 1993) or 
information seeking in school-age children 
anticipating surgery (Thompson, 1994). 
However a study by LaMonatgne et al. 
(1996) showed that avoidant coping may 
have anxiety reducing properties in chil-
dren undergoing orthopedic surgery.  
 The way in which researchers have 
been recently looking at anxiety was influ-
enced by at least three major theoretical 
approaches. The first of them was intro-
duced by Spielberger in his theory of state 
and trait anxiety (Spielberger, 1966, 1972). 
He pointed out that it is very important to 
distinguish anxiety as a transitory emo-
tional state and anxiety as an individual 
trait or predisposition to perceive situations 
as threatening and to react with stronger 
emotion of anxiety. Numerous studies have 
shown the benefits of such distinction (see 
van der Ploeg 1990 or Schwarzer 1990 for 
a review). Trait or dispositional anxiety 
was found to be an important factor nega-
tively influencing performance in educa-
tional settings (Schwarzer, 1990, Zeidner, 
1998) and according to meta-analyses per-
formed by Seipp (1989) and Kleine (1990) 
having generally debilitating and inhibitory 
character. 
 Another turning point was connected 
with the interactive approach emphasizing 
the equally important role of situation and 

person factors (Endler, Magnusson 1976, 
Endler, Parker, 1990 a). Anxiety was ana-
lyzed in terms of a specific person � situa-
tion interaction and measured with ques-
tionnaires in which different aspects of the 
situation contribute to particular aspects of 
anxiety reactions (Endler, Okada, 1975). 
Endler, Crooks and Parker (1992) gave a 
strong empirical support to the interactional 
model of anxiety in a study of parachute 
training situation. 
 The third important approach was con-
nected with the introduction of the multi-
dimensional character of anxiety. Accord-
ing to Lang (1968) anxiety should be 
treated as a three dimensional construct and 
is manifested with motor, cognitive and 
physiological reactions. That idea was ap-
plied by Miguel-Tobal and Cano-Vindel 
(1986) in the construction of the question-
naire measuring separately the frequency of 
cognitive, physiological and motor re-
sponses of anxiety in the presence of daily-
life situations (ISRA). Their empirical stud-
ies have shown the usefulness of such a 
multidimensional measurement of anxiety 
(Cano-Vindel, Miguel-Tobal 1989). 
 Studies aimed at the relationship be-
tween trait anxiety and coping have indi-
cated that high trait anxious subjects have a 
tendency to use specific forms of coping 
when facing stress. A study of students an-
ticipating fieldwork placement showed that 
those who were highly trait anxious used 
wishful thinking coping strategy while be-
ing unable to use positive thinking (Gilbert, 
Strong, 1997) and a similar strategy of es-
cape coping was found to be specific for 
highly anxious students (Prokopcakova, 
1992). Houston (1982) showed that under-
graduates scoring high on trait anxiety 
were characterized by preoccupation or 
lack of coping strategies. Highly trait anx-
ious college athletes facing stress were 
found to use denial, wishful thinking and 
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self blame coping (Giacobi, Weinberg, 
2000). Raffety, Smith and Ptacek (1997) 
distinguished two kinds of trait test anxiety 
� debilitating and facilitating and found 
that the college students characterized by 
the former kind of anxiety used less prob-
lem solving or proactive coping and more 
avoidant coping. Similar results were ob-
served in Italian trait anxious students who 
used more avoidance coping and less prob-
lem solving (Nigro, 1996). A general ten-
dency to use less adaptive forms of coping 
by highly trait anxious subjects was shown 
by Zeidner (1994), Kohlman (1993), Sher-
mellech-Engel et al. (1997), Andrews 
(1996) and Olah, Toerestad and Magnus-
son (1984). Others indicated that trait anxi-
ety was related to greater use of alcohol 
(Stewart, Zeitlin, 1995) and cocaine 
(O�Leary et. al., 2000) treated as an indica-
tor of maladaptive coping. A study of war 
stress by Zeidner and Ben-Zur (1994) 
showed correlations between trait anxiety 
and emotion focused coping while Futte-
man et al. (1996) and Spangenberg and 
Theron (1999) found correlations between 
trait anxiety and avoidant coping.  
  
Aim of the study  
Since many studies showed that disposi-
tional anxiety resulted in a specific way of 
coping with different kinds of stress it 
seemed justifiable to put forward the ques-
tion concerning the relationship between 
trait anxiety and coping strategies in anxi-
ety inducing situations and the influence of 
the situational characteristics. 
 The study reported here was aimed at 
answering two basic questions. The first 
one was the following � what is the role of 
trait anxiety in determining coping in anxi-
ety relevant situations? In other words - do 
people differing in anxiety level apply dif-
ferent coping strategies when facing threat? 
The second question concerned the role of 

the situation in relation to the specific as-
pect of anxiety and was formulated as fol-
lows � does coping change when the 
threatening situation concerns particular 
aspect of trait anxiety? Do test anxious 
people cope differently in the situation 
relevant to test anxiety, e.g. when they face 
academic failure, compared to the threaten-
ing situation of other type? Are there the 
analogical differences in coping for inter-
personally anxious people facing social re-
jection and other types of threat? 
 Two hypotheses were put forward cor-
respondingly. According to the first one it 
was expected that high anxious subjects 
would use more emotion and avoidance 
oriented coping strategies when facing 
threat. In the second hypothesis it was ex-
pected that when the situation is relevant to 
particular aspect of anxiety, e.g. test or in-
terpersonal, the tendency to use more emo-
tion and avoidance oriented coping would 
be observed. Both hypotheses were formu-
lated on the basis of interactive and multi-
dimensional theories of anxiety developed 
by Endler and Magnusson (1976) and Lang 
(1968).  
 
Method 
Sample and procedure 
A group of university students, second and 
third year of English philology, were asked 
to participate in the study. They were 152 
women and 15 men, aged between 20 and 
25 (mean 21.4). They were met after the 
lecture and asked to fill in questionnaires 
which were presented to them as concern-
ing their experiences in every day situa-
tions. They all agreed to participate and 
were then given the questionnaires measur-
ing trait anxiety (ISRA) and coping styles 
(CISS). After that they were given, one af-
ter another, two brief descriptions of a 
stressful situation and asked to imagine 
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themselves as being in such situation and 
then describe the coping strategies they 
would use by choosing items from a coping 
inventory (CISS with modified instruction). 
Four imaginative stressful situations were 
used, two for each participant, connected 
with exam failure, social rejection, work 
strain and health threat. 
 Since there was a great disproportion in 
the sample according to gender - 91% of 
women and 9% of men, the further analysis 
was performed only for female subjects and 
male subjects were excluded from the sam-
ple. 
 
Measurement instruments 
Inventory of Situations and Responses of 
Anxiety (ISRA) is a technique developed 
by Miguel-Tobal and Cano-Vindel (1986). 
It measures the general trait anxiety level as 
well as the three aspects of anxiety reac-
tions (cognitive, motor and behavioral) in 
the presence of daily-life situations. It also 
enables to identify people sensitive to par-
ticular types of anxiety provoking situa-
tions, i.e. evaluative, interpersonal, phobic 
and daily-life. The version of the question-
naire used in the present study was the 
translation of the English adaptation of 
ISRA by Puente (Miguel-Tobal, Cano-
Vindel, 1986). The original version is re-
ported to have good psychometric proper-
ties with Cronbach alphas ranging from .99 
to .95 and test-retest indices ranging from 
.86 to .68 according to the particular scale 
(Miguel-Tobal, Cano-Vindel, 1986). The 
alphas calculated for the Polish version 
ranged between .91 and .98 for different 
subscales. 
 Coping Inventory in Stressful Situations 
(CISS) is a measurement technique devel-
oped by Endler and Parker (1990 b). It en-
ables assessing three kinds of coping ac-
tions � task, emotion and avoidance ori-

ented and has very good psychometric 
properties, with alphas ranging from .72 to 
.92 (Endler, Parker, 1990 b). A Polish ad-
aptation by Szczepaniak, Strelau and 
Wrzesniewski (1996) was used in the study 
also having good alphas � from .74 to .78 
according to the subscale. In the second 
part of the study the original instruction 
was modified in the following way. First 
the subjects were given a description of a 
particular situation and having that in mind 
they were asked to describe the coping ac-
tions they would take in such circum-
stances by choosing items from CISS in-
ventory. 
 
Results 
 
Table 1. Raw scores in anxiety and coping � 
means and standard deviations for the whole 
sample (n 137). 

 Mean Std. Dev. 
        Anxiety - ISRA 
Total  247.78 112.88 
Test anxiety F1 92.03 39.57 
Social anxiety F2 24.65 14.17 
        Coping - CISS 
Task oriented 57.16 8.8 
Emotion oriented 48.42 10.00 
Avoidance oriented 46.07 9.25 
 
Means and standard deviations of the 
scores on anxiety and coping for the whole 
sample are given in Table 1. Two subsam-
ples were then separated according to the 
total score in anxiety � high anxious (fourth 
quartile � raw score above 311, n = 38) and 
low anxious (first quartile � raw score be-
low 169, n = 38). High and low anxious 
subjects were then compared according to 
the preferred coping style. Results of 
ANOVA procedure are given in Table 2 
and shown in Figure 1.  
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 Significant differences for all coping 
styles were found. High anxious subjects 
had a strong tendency to use emotion and 

avoidance oriented coping more frequently 
and task oriented coping less frequently 
than low anxious subjects. 

 

Table 2.Coping styles of high and low anxious subjects 

High anxiety Low anxiety Coping form 
Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. 

 
    ANOVA 

Task oriented 54.97 9.16 59.36 7.79  F 5.070 P < .02 
Emotion oriented 55.21 8.68 41.73 9.75  F 40.479 P < .0001 
Avoidance oriented 48.89 9.63 44.02 7.75  F 5.899 P < .02 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Trait anxiety and coping styles. 

 
 Coping actions in particular situations 
imagined by the subjects according to the 
special instruction (exam failure, social re-
jection, work strain and health threat) were 
then compared in high and low anxious 
subjects and results are given in Table 3. 
 There were significant differences in all 
four situations in emotion oriented coping 
strategy. High anxious subjects related 
greater use of that strategy. The effect of 
situation could be observed in low anxious 
subjects who reported stronger emotion 
oriented coping in health threatening situa-

tion than in other three situations (see Fig-
ure 2). 
Avoidance coping was stronger in high 
anxious subjects in situations concerning 
exam failure and social rejection (see Fig-
ure 3). This time the effect of situation 
could be observed for both high and low 
anxious subjects who reported less avoid-
ance in work strain situation and in low 
anxious subjects who reported stronger 
avoidance in health threatening situation.  

For task oriented coping no differences 
between high and low anxiety subjects 
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were found but both groups reported 
stronger task oriented coping in situation 
connected with work strain.  

In the situations of exam failure and so-
cial rejection the influence of interaction of 
anxiety and situation was observed for task 
oriented form of coping (see Figure 4 and 
Table 3).  

 
Table 3. Situation and coping in high and low anxious subjects. 

High anxious Low anxious  Coping 
Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. 

 
ANOVA 

Exam failure 
 Task oriented 53.24 9.87 55.71 12.34 F 0.515 P < .477 
 Emotion oriented 57.16 7.18 40.52 14.63 F 11.16 P < .0001 
 Avoidance oriented 49.72 11.20 37.11 9.03 F 5.73 P < .001 

Social rejection 
 Task oriented 55.20 10.35 49.58 14.04 F 2.226 P < .144 
 Emotion oriented 56.84 8.50 35.47 14.70 F 35.589 P < .0001 
 Avoidance oriented 52.56 11.09 41.58 7.34 F 12.768 P < .001 

Work strain 
 Task oriented 64.61 7.82 67.38 8.18 F 0.948 P < .338 
 Emotion oriented 48.23 10.48 34.52 8.83 F 16.753 P < .0001 
 Avoidance oriented 31.00 9.44 30.85 8.38 F 0.002 P < .96 

Health threat 
 Task oriented 54.00 8.31 53.42 8.03 F 0.040 P < .84 
 Emotion oriented 55.31 9.45 42.57 11.84 F 10.742 P < .003 
 Avoidance oriented 49.30 10.90 50.09 14.83 F 0.027 P < .87 
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Figure 2. Trait anxiety and emotion oriented coping in different situations. 



Trait anxiety and coping in anxiety relevant situation 

 

 

7 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trait anxiety and avoidance coping in different situations

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

exam failure social rejection work strain health threat

situations

low anxiety
high anxiety

 
Figure 3. Trait anxiety and avoidance coping in different situations. 
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Figure 4. Trait anxiety and task oriented coping in different situations. 
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Table 4. Effects of situation and test anxiety level on coping. 

High test anxiety Low test anxiety Coping form 
Mean Std. D. Mean Std. D. 

 
ANOVA 

Interaction Anxiety x 
situation MANOVA 

Exam failure 
Task oriented 53.41 10.27 57.00 10.96 F 1.182 P < .283 
Emotion oriented 57.58 6.88 38.00 12.22 F 43.493 P < .0001 

Avoidance oriented 50.20 9.68 39.61 9.55 F 12.473 P < .001 

 

Social rejection 
Task oriented 55.33 10.30 51.05 12.05 F 1.533 P < .223  F 8.195 P < .007 
Emotion oriented 57.33 10.30 33.88 11.79 F 53.802 P < .0001  F 2.704 P < .108 
Avoidance oriented 53.45 9.26 43.27 7.86 F 14.103 P < .001  F 0.029 P < .86 

 

Table 5. Effects of situation and social anxiety level on coping. 

High social Anx. Low social Anx. Coping form 
Mean Std. D. Mean Std. D. 

 
ANOVA 

Interaction Anxiety x 
situation MANOVA 

Exam failure 
Task oriented 53.04 9.02 57.06 11.02 F 1.723 P < .197 
Emotion oriented 57.44 6.02 42.22 14.01 F 22.074 P < .0001 
Avoidance oriented 48.04 12.36 35.94 8.31 F 13.067 P < .001 

 

Social rejection 
Task oriented 55.88 9.80 51.33 12.36 F 1.809 P < .186 F 8.848 P < .005 
Emotion oriented 56.60 8.38 37.61 15.56 F 26.673 P < .0001 F 1.670 P < .203 
Avoidance oriented 53.04 11.13 42.67 7.05 F 12.096 P < .001 F .377 P < .543 
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Figure 5. Interaction of test anxiety and situation. Effect on task oriented coping  
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Low anxious subjects reported stronger 
task oriented coping in exam failure situa-
tion, and high anxious subjects in situation 
connected with social rejection (ANOVA: 
2 anxiety levels x 2 situations F = 9.130, p 
< .004). For other forms of coping the ef-
fect of anxiety � situation interaction was 
not observed. The same lack of effect was 
present when two other situations were 
compared.  
 In order to verify the second hypothesis 
the group of subjects who imagined them-
selves in the situations of exam failure and 
social rejection (n = 74) was divided inde-
pendently according to test anxiety level 
(factor 1 of ISRA) and social anxiety level 
(factor 2 of ISRA). The groups of low and 
high test anxious subjects (first and fourth 
quartile) as well as the groups of low and 
high social anxious subjects were then 
compared (Tables 4 and 5). 
 In the situation of exam failure test anx-
ious subjects reported greater use of emo-
tion and avoidance forms of coping than 
low test anxious subjects. The similar ten-

dency was observed in high social anxious 
subjects in the situation of social rejection. 
Moreover the data indicate that this ten-
dency was not situation specific. High test 
anxious subjects used emotion and avoid-
ance coping more intensively in the situa-
tion of social rejection as well. The same 
was true for high social anxious subjects 
facing exam failure.  
When task oriented coping was taken into 
consideration the effect of the interaction 
between particular aspect of anxiety and 
situation was observed. High test anxious 
individuals used task oriented coping more 
intensively in the situation of social rejec-
tion and less intensively in the situation of 
exam failure. The opposite tendency was 
observed for low test anxious subjects (Fig-
ure 5).  
 The character of the above mentioned 
interaction was different for social anxiety. 
High social anxious subjects reported 
greater use of task oriented coping in the 
situation of social rejection than in the 
situation of exam failure. Low social anx-

Interaction of social anxiety and situation. Effect on task oriented coping
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Figure 6. Interaction of social anxiety and situation. Effect on task oriented coping. 
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ious subjects had an opposite tendency 
(Figure 6).  
 
Discussion 
High trait anxious subjects were found to 
prefer more emotion and avoidance ori-
ented coping styles as well as less task ori-
ented style in the stressful situation. Thus 
the first hypothesis formulated in the study 
reported here was fully confirmed. This re-
sult is in line with theoretical formulations 
concerning trait anxiety (Spielberger, 
1972). Trait anxiety was found to be mal-
adaptive and related to poorer functioning 
in daily life in many studies (Schwarzer, 
1990, Seipp, 1989, Kleine, 1990). Results 
of this study provide a possible explanation 
of poorer adaptation of trait anxious sub-
jects. It seems that worse adaptational out-
comes are at least partly due to the use of 
more emotion and avoidance oriented 
forms of coping, which are considered to 
be less beneficial in most situations of daily 
life stress. Other studies on coping - anxi-
ety relationship also indicated that anxiety 
was related to less adaptive forms of cop-
ing (Stewart et al. 1997, Endler, Kantor, 
Parker, 1994, Davey et al., 1992). 
 It was also found that when the situation 
was relevant to particular aspect of anxiety 
the tendency to use less adaptive forms of 
coping increased. High test anxious sub-
jects used more emotion and avoidance 
oriented coping in the situation of exam 
failure and high social anxious subjects 
used those forms more intensively in the 

situation of social rejection. Results indi-
cate that this tendency was also true for the 
second analyzed situation which means that 
personality factors (test and social anxiety) 
were influencing coping stronger than 
situation. For task oriented coping the ten-
dency was different for test and social anx-
ious individuals and only test anxious sub-
jects used that form of coping in accor-
dance with the second hypothesis. So it 
seems that the relationship formulated in 
that hypothesis may be true only for some 
forms of coping (emotion and avoidance 
oriented) or for some aspects of anxiety 
(test anxiety). Although the general ten-
dency of the obtained results is in line with 
the second hypothesis it seems that the ef-
fect of situation was not as strong as ex-
pected. 
 Task oriented coping was found to be 
more situation dependent than other two 
forms of coping. It was used more inten-
sively by all the subjects in the situation of 
work strain and significant effects of situa-
tion � anxiety interaction were also ob-
served. Generally speaking low anxious 
subjects had a tendency to use that form of 
coping more adequately to the situational 
demands. 
 Concluding we may say that the results 
of the study confirmed the observed ten-
dency of high anxious subjects to use less 
adaptive forms of coping and showed that 
when the situation is relevant to particular 
aspect of anxiety the tendency increases.  
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