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PROBLEM-FOCUSED COPING

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Health Psychology, Stress Management

1. Core Definition

Problem-focused coping refers to a specific type of coping strategy employed by an individual

that is designed to actively manage, decrease, or eliminate the source of stress. This approach is

fundamentally solution-oriented, involving cognitive and behavioral efforts aimed at modifying the

stressful situation itself, thereby mitigating the threat or challenge it poses. Unlike strategies that

deal solely with the emotional fallout of a stressor, problem-focused coping necessitates a direct

confrontation with the external or internal circumstances that constitute the problem.

This coping mechanism requires the individual to first appraise the stressor as manageable or

controllable, allowing them to believe that their actions can effectively change the outcome. The

efforts may be directed externally toward the environment--such as seeking resources, altering a

difficult work schedule, or confronting an interpersonal conflict--or internally toward the self, such

as developing new skills, acquiring knowledge, or modifying habitual behaviors that contribute to

the problem. Because it aims to directly influence the source of the distress, problem-focused

coping is sometimes referred to in the literature as primary coping.

2. Theoretical Frameworks and Development

The conceptual foundation of problem-focused coping was most prominently established by the

work of psychologists Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman in the 1980s, particularly through their

development of the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping. This model posits that stress is not

merely an external event but a relationship between the person and the environment that is

appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding their resources.

In this framework, coping is viewed as a dynamic, transactional process mediated by two stages of

cognitive appraisal: primary appraisal (evaluating the threat) and secondary appraisal (evaluating

the coping resources available). Problem-focused coping emerges when the secondary

appraisal suggests that the stressor is controllable and that the individual possesses, or can

acquire, the resources necessary to manage or resolve the situation. This theoretical underpinning

highlights that the choice of coping strategy is highly dependent on the individual's subjective

assessment of the situation's controllability and their self-efficacy concerning potential solutions.

3. Key Characteristics and Mechanisms

The successful deployment of problem-focused coping involves a structured sequence of

cognitive and behavioral steps designed to systematically dismantle the stressful problem. This
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process is highly analytical and action-oriented, requiring a shift away from emotional reactivity

toward rational planning and execution. The characteristics defining this strategy demonstrate the

individual's active engagement with the environment or their own behavioral repertoire.

Instrumental Action: This involves taking concrete, practical steps to resolve the issue. Examples

include studying for an exam, repairing a broken appliance, or requesting specific changes in one's

work environment.

Active Planning: Before taking action, the individual systematically devises a plan or strategy.

This includes setting specific goals, prioritizing tasks, and determining the necessary sequence of

steps required to overcome the stressor.

Seeking Instrumental Social Support: Instead of seeking comfort or emotional reassurance, the

individual seeks advice, information, resources, or concrete assistance from others that can

directly aid in solving the problem.

Confrontive Coping (Constructive): This involves assertive or aggressive efforts to change the

situation, often requiring direct communication or confrontation with the source of the stress,

provided it is managed in a way that aims for a beneficial outcome.

Suppression of Competing Activities: The individual temporarily puts aside other tasks or

distractions to focus all cognitive and behavioral energy on the immediate problem at hand,

signifying a dedicated commitment to resolution.

4. Behavioral and Cognitive Implementation Strategies

Implementation of problem-focused coping can be categorized into overt behavioral strategies,

which involve physical action or interaction with the environment, and covert cognitive strategies,

which involve internal thought processes aimed at changing the understanding or requirements of

the situation. Effective coping usually involves a combination of both types.

Behavioral strategies are typically the most visible components of this coping style. For instance, if

the stressor is unemployment, the behavioral response involves actively searching for job postings,

attending interviews, networking, and refining one's resume. If the stressor is a lack of time, the

behavioral response is the creation and rigid adherence to a time management schedule. These

strategies are practical applications of the planning phase, translating mental solutions into tangible

results that alter the environment.

Cognitive problem-focused strategies involve mental efforts directed at changing one's perspective

on the problem or acquiring new mental tools to address it. This might include re-evaluating the

requirements of a task, intellectually reframing a complex problem into smaller, manageable sub-

problems, or self-monitoring one's own performance to identify areas needing improvement.

Crucially, while this involves thought, it is distinct from simple distraction or emotional avoidance; it

is thinking aimed explicitly at problem resolution.
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5. Distinction from Emotion-Focused Coping

The concept of problem-focused coping is best understood in contrast to its major counterpart,

Emotion-focused coping. While problem-focused strategies aim to change the problematic external

environment or the person's functional relationship with it, emotion-focused strategies aim to

regulate the distressing emotional responses experienced due to the stressor, without necessarily

altering the source of the stress itself.

Examples of emotion-focused strategies include seeking emotional reassurance, engaging in

wishful thinking, avoiding the problem, using humor, or utilizing relaxation techniques to manage

anxiety. The distinction is critical: if a person is stressed by a demanding boss, problem-focused

coping involves drafting an exit strategy or negotiating new terms (changing the environment);

emotion-focused coping involves venting frustration to a friend or meditating to reduce the physical

symptoms of stress (managing the internal response).

Neither strategy is universally superior. The effectiveness of the chosen strategy depends heavily

on the situational context, specifically the degree of controllability. When a stressor is highly

controllable (e.g., poor grades that can be improved through studying), problem-focused coping is

typically the most adaptive and successful approach. Conversely, when a stressor is uncontrollable

(e.g., the death of a loved one or a national economic recession), relying exclusively on problem-

focused coping is often maladaptive, leading to frustration and increased psychological distress,

making emotion-focused coping a more adaptive choice for acceptance and emotional regulation.

6. Efficacy, Controllability, and Adaptive Use

The efficacy of problem-focused coping is directly proportional to the perceived and objective

controllability of the stressful situation. When resources are available and the stressor is

modifiable, this strategy is consistently linked to better long-term psychological and physical health

outcomes, as it removes or reduces the persistent source of harm. Research has shown that

individuals who frequently employ problem-focused coping in controllable situations report lower

levels of depression, anxiety, and fewer stress-related physical symptoms.

However, the adaptive use of this strategy demands accurate cognitive appraisal. Misapplying

problem-focused coping to uncontrollable circumstances can be detrimental. For example, if a

patient with an incurable chronic illness attempts to 'solve' the underlying disease through

aggressive but futile behavioral changes, they may neglect necessary palliative care or emotional

adjustment, leading to increased feelings of helplessness and failure. Adaptive coping, therefore,

requires flexibility--the ability to shift from problem-focused to emotion-focused strategies as

situational controllability changes.
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7. Applications in Clinical and Health Psychology

Problem-focused coping is a central component of several established therapeutic modalities,

particularly those focused on skill development and behavioral change. Its principles are deeply

integrated into Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), where clients are taught to identify specific

stressors and develop systematic, concrete steps to address them.

In health psychology, this strategy is critical for managing chronic conditions. Patients are often

trained in problem-focused skills to manage treatment regimens (e.g., dietary changes, medication

adherence), negotiate challenges in accessing care, and reorganize their daily lives to minimize

disease impact. In organizational psychology, interventions frequently utilize problem-focused

techniques to help employees manage workplace stress, requiring them to analyze job demands,

improve time management, or advocate for better resource allocation. The goal across all

applications is to foster a sense of competence and agency by equipping the individual with

tangible tools for environmental mastery.

8. Criticisms and Methodological Limitations

Despite its widespread acceptance, the dichotomy between problem-focused and emotion-focused

coping has faced several theoretical and methodological criticisms. One major limitation is the

suggestion that these strategies are mutually exclusive. In reality, coping often involves a blend of

both approaches occurring simultaneously or sequentially, making the rigid classification used in

many studies an oversimplification of complex human behavior.

Furthermore, critics argue that the reliance on self-report measures for assessing coping styles can

lead to social desirability bias, where individuals might over-report active, problem-focused

strategies because they are socially viewed as more competent or proactive. There is also a

cultural critique, suggesting that the valorization of problem-focused coping reflects a Western,

individualistic bias that emphasizes personal control and mastery, potentially overlooking equally

effective, but community-oriented or fatalistic coping styles prevalent in other cultures.

9. Further Reading

Lazarus and Folkman's Transactional Model of Stress and Coping (Wikipedia)

Emotion-focused coping (Wikipedia)

Coping Strategies for Stress (American Psychological Association)
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