GENDER DIFFERENCES IN COPING STRATEGIES AMONG UNDERGRADUATE COLLEGE STUDENTS: A COMPARATIVE STUDY




Abstract
The present study aims to find out the gender differences in coping among first year undergraduate college students of Punjab. The data has been collected from 308 students using The Brief Cope Inventory. The findings of the study revealed that male students make more use of problem focused coping and dysfunctional coping than their female counterparts. Although, the male students outcasted female students in emotion focused coping, this difference is not statistically significant. Healthy coping strategies need to be promoted by providing counselling in educational institutions.
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Introduction
The students face many challenges related to their academic and personal life which are the root cause of stress among them. A survey conducted by organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) involving 540000 students from 72 countries demonstrated that education and academic performance are a significant source of stress in students. The survey revealed higher percentage of students feeling anxious about their academic tasks in which the female students were found more anxious about their studies in comparison to male students (OECD, 2015). The previous research showed that experience of these negative emotions has reverse impact on students’ engagement (Reschly et al., 2008) and academic performance (Kotter et al., 2017). Adaptive coping mechanisms such as problem-focused coping, social support, and resilience-building are associated with better mental health outcomes among college students (Dong et al., 2024). Gender was significantly correlated with exam related anxiety. Female students feel more examination related anxiety than the male students (Deb et al., 2015). To cope with these stressors’ students, use various coping strategies. Cholankeril et al. (2023) in his study reported that men have gendered tendency to involve in active coping and women have the tendency to engage in favor acceptance. Active coping work directly to control stressors using problem focused coping. Matud (2004) highlighted that male use problem focused coping to handle stress and women amend their emotional responses to deal with stressors. After reviewing gender differences in anxiety, stress and coping, the aim of the present study is to measure the gender differences in coping among college students.
Coping
Coping is defined as "constantly changing cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage specific external or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person" (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
The word coping has two different meanings. One is the way to cope with stress and another is to master the condition of challenge and threat in the absence of automatic human response. It refers to the way of handling stress or the effort to master situations of threat, challenge or harm when a routine or automatic response is not readily available (Pestonjee, 1999). The framework for coping strategies in the present study consisted of three higher-order categories: problem-focused, emotion-focused and dysfunctional coping.
Problem Focused Coping Problem focused coping involves efforts to modify the problem and includes elements like generating options to solve the problem, evaluating the pros and cons of different options and implementing steps to solve the problem (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Emotion Focused Coping This coping style seeks to lessen the negative emotions associated with stressor (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). Emotion focused coping involves an effort to regulate or control the emotions evoked by stressful situations which includes taking emotional support from friends and family (Ryan, 2013).
Dysfunctional Coping It refers to shifting attention from the factors causing stress and the reactions towards it. In this coping strategy one tends to avoid active confrontation with the problem and to reduce the tension, one engages oneself in diversions such as drinks and smokes etc. It includes denial, distraction and substance use (Holmes, 1988).
Coping is a way to avoid harmful effects of stress. It is confined not only to managing stress or emotional states connected to stress but also to managing the stressful situations. In higher educational institutions, coping strategies are purposeful attempt to find the solution of personal and interpersonal problems. So, it is desirable to study the ways of coping used by college students to overcome the stressful situations.
Objectives
•	To study gender differences in problem focused coping among college students.
•	To study gender differences in emotion focused coping among college students.
•	To study gender differences in dysfunctional coping among college students.
Hypotheses
· There will be no significant gender difference in problem focused coping among college students.
· There will be no significant gender difference in emotion focused coping among college students.
Methodology
The descriptive method of research has been used in the present study. Mean and standard deviation of the data was calculated and t-test has been applied to find out significant difference in use of coping among male and female college students.
Sample
The sample of 308 students were taken from the two government colleges namely Government College Malerkotla and Government College Amargarh of Punjabi University, Patiala. There were 45.07% (145) male students and 52.93% (163) female students.
Instrument
The Cope Inventory (Brief Cope) The COPE Inventory (Brief COPE) by Carver (1997) was used for measuring coping among college students. The inventory consists of 28 items divided into 14 subscales. The inventory is scored on four-point point Likert scale ranges from 1 to 4 (1=I usually don’t do this at all, 2=I usually do this a little bit, 3=I usually do this a medium amount and 4=I usually do this a lot). The framework for coping strategies in the present study consisted of three higher-order categories: problem-focused, emotion-focused and dysfunctional coping. Coping scales are divided into major subscales either driven by theory or by establishing the reliability and validity of the scale to determine that which item relate to the different major coping subscales. The Cronbach alpha values for the three subscales i.e. problem focused coping, emotion focused coping and dysfunctional coping of Brief COPE inventory came out to be 0.71, 0.74 and 0.83.

Results
The t-test was employed to study the gender differences in coping among college students. The table 1 shows mean, SD, and t-value of college students on three coping subscales i.e. problem focused coping, emotion focused coping and dysfunctional coping.
Table 1: Mean, SD and t-value of college students on coping subscales
	Scale
	Male (N=145)
	Female (N=163)
	t-value

	
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	

	Problem Focused Coping
	17
	3.38
	16.12
	3.42
	2.25**

	Emotion Focused Coping
	25.42
	4.31
	24.85
	4.16
	1.17

	Dysfunctional Coping
	25.89
	5.15
	21.11
	4.18
	8.85**


**p<0.01
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Figure 1: Mean difference between male and female college students on coping subscales
The table 1 indicates that the t-value for problem focused coping is 2.25 which is significant at 0.01 level of significance. It is evident that there is significant difference in the use of problem focused coping among male and female college students. The male students are more efficient in using problem focused coping strategies such as active coping, planning and instrumental support in comparison to their female counterparts. Thus, the null hypothesis stating that “there will be no significant gender difference in problem focused coping among college students” is rejected.
The t-value for the emotion focused coping is 1.17 which is not significant at 0.05 level. This reveals that the male students make use of emotional focused coping strategies such as emotional support, acceptance, humor, religion and positive reframing more than female students. However, this difference is not statistically significant. Thus, the null hypothesis that “there will be no significant gender difference in emotion focused coping among college students” is accepted.
The calculated t-value for the dysfunctional coping is 8.85 which is significant at 0.01 level of significance. This indicated that male students make significantly more use of dysfunctional coping strategies such as denial, behavior disengagement, venting, self-distraction, substance use and blaming in comparison to their female counterparts. Thus, the null hypothesis that “there will be no significant gender differences in dysfunctional coping among college students” is rejected.
Discussion
The findings of present study indicated that male students make more use of problem focused coping, emotion focused coping and dysfunctional coping than their female counterparts. The studies of Matud (2004), Dyson & Renk (2006), Li et al., (2006), Howerton & Van Gundy (2009), Moret-Taytay et al. (2016), Jenny (2017), Sinha & Latha (2018) and Cholankeril et al. (2023) suggested that problem focused strategies were majorly used by men than women. The existence of gender differences in use of coping strategies is attributed to the fact that both male and female came across different type of stressors due to ascribed roles (Matud, 2004). These differences are due to the socialization that means females are dependent, emotionally expressive as compared to men who are assertive, autonomous, self-confident and goal oriented (Jenny, 2017). The stereotypical nature of men enables them to tackle the problem directly (Carpanter, 2013). Gender did not play any active role in use of emotion focused coping strategies as male and female both were found to have no statistical differences. The results of the present study are in accordance with the study of Cholankeril et al. (2023). Further, the men are more likely to use more dysfunctional coping strategies. The students should be made aware about the depressive symptoms of dysfunctional coping strategies and guide them about the healthy coping strategies (Dugyala & Poyrazli, 2021). The study has implications for teachers, students and colleges. The counsellors should be appointed to help the students in effectively using healthy coping strategies to deal with life stressors.
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