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Abstract 

Background: Recent research has emphasized the importance of coping. There is virtually nothing known about coping 

strategies and their relationship with self-esteem, individual and environmental factors among Chinese female nursing 

students. This study was to identify different coping strategies, the relationship between coping and self-esteem and 

influencing individual factors among Chinese female students in different years of nursing school.  

Method: The study used a cross-sectional design. A representative sample composed of 686 female nursing students aged 

14 years or older was surveyed in December 2010 using the Simplified Coping Styles Questionnaire, the Self-Esteem 

Scale and the Personal Data Form for assessment. 

Results: Nursing students more often used positive rather than negative coping styles (P＜0.001). There was significant 

difference in the positive coping between nursing students in different years of school (P=0.018). The positive coping style 

was significantly correlated to a higher level of self-esteem, good interpersonal relationships, enough free time for  study 

alone, a sense of self-fulfillment and satisfaction, adaptation to new study methods, close friendships, help-seeking 

behavior of an individual, and physical health in the past year (P＜0.05). The negative coping style was significantly 

associated with problems in romantic relationship, relationship with parents, worry about examinations and job 

assignment after graduation, feeling misunderstood, and frequent surfing on the internet (P＜0.05).  

Conclusion: There were different coping strategies and the important relationship between self-esteem, individual and 

environmental factors and coping strategies among Chinese female nursing students in different years of school. The 

teaching strategies that promote the self-esteem and pay more attention to students’ individual and environmental factors 

will be useful for helping nursing students develop effective coping styles. 

Key words 

Coping strategy, Nursing students, Self-esteem, Individual factors, Environmental factors 



www.sciedu.ca/jnep                                                                   Journal of Nursing Education and Practice, November 2012, Vol. 2, No. 4 

                                ISSN 1925-4040   E-ISSN 1925-4059 34

1 Introduction 
Coping is considered an important buffer in the relationship between stress and illness [1]. Recent research has emphasized 

the importance of coping. Early typologies of coping identified three main categories: problem-focused coping, 

avoidance-focused coping and emotion-focused coping [2, 3]. In China, coping styles were usually classified into two 

dimensions: positive and negative coping. These two coping styles focused on problem-resolved and problem-avoided 

aspects, respectively. Studies of coping with stressful situations showed that negative coping was associated with more 

psychological problems while positive coping may prevent burnout [4, 5]. 

The nursing school years are an important period of transition from adolescents to trained nurses. The personal coping 

style developed during adolescence can determine the coping style employed in adulthood [2]. Nursing students should 

develop effective coping strategies to handle new stressors. In China, nursing students are predominantly female, a special 

adolescent group. Earlier studies reported that females more often endorsed an emotion-focused than problem-focused 

coping style [6] and they seek more social support [4, 7]. These earlier studies, however, did not examine whether coping 

strategies differed among nursing students in different years of nursing school. Understanding the coping strategies of this 

particular population in different years of nursing school has been identified as an area of important study, and one that is 

important to the training of them.  

According to the Morris Rosenberg Foundation [8], “Self-esteem is a positive or negative orientation toward oneself; an 

overall evaluation of one’s worth or value”. Historically, self-esteem has been identified as an important predictor of 

adjustment to stress. Higher levels of self-esteem have been associated with positive characteristics such as initiative, 

persistence in the face of challenges, happiness and longevity. Furthermore, higher levels of self-esteem are associated 

with increased self-efficacy, body image and leadership, and reduced frequency of depression and anxiety [9-12]. Adequate 

coping in adolescents has been reported to predict higher levels of self-esteem [13]. There have been some debates of the 

construct of self-esteem in Eastern and Western cultures. However, little is known about the relationship between 

self-esteem and coping styles among Chinese nursing students in Eastern cultures.  

In previous studies, certain individual characteristics have been reported to relate to coping strategies. For example, age 

and gender are considered to be crucial variables affecting coping strategies [14]. Other factors, such as demographic, 

cultural and environmental factors have been presumed to influence individuals’ coping styles [15]. Although research in 

Europe, America and Oceania have identified a variety of workplace stressors and coping strategies of nurses, there is a 

lack of research addressing these factors in the nursing students [16]. Especially in China, there is virtually nothing known 

about coping strategies and their relationship with self-esteem, individual and environmental factors among nursing 

students. Nursing requires very good mental health and effective coping strategies. Nursing students’ coping strategies 

will influence their physical and mental health, and the quality of health services that they deliver. Therefore, studying the 

coping strategies of nursing students and related factors are very important for early intervention. To our knowledge, this is 

the first study of coping strategies of Chinese female nursing students. The objectives of the study were:  

 To identify different coping strategies among Chinese female students in different years of nursing school. 

 To determine the relationship between coping and self-esteem of female nursing students.  

 To determine individual factors that influence coping strategies of female nursing students. 

2 Subjects and methods  
In 2010, a cross-sectional survey was undertaken among female nursing students in Xi’an, China.  
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2.1 Sample and procedure 
A cluster and stratified sampling method was used to recruit study participants. First, three nursing schools were selected 
from nine nursing schools in Xi’an by random numbers. Second, each year of nursing school was determined as a stratum. 
Twenty-five percent of nursing students from the first to third years of study were randomly recruited according to 
students’ ID number.  

Sample inclusion criteria were: female nursing students aged 14 years or older from the first to third years of school. 

The survey was conducted in December 2010. Trained investigators, who worked in the nursing departments, carried out 
surveys using a structured questionnaire in selected class sessions. Under uniform instruction, nursing students completed 
the questionnaires.  

2.2 Ethical issues 
The study was approved by the ethics committee of Fourth Military Medical University. School visits were made to 
explain the objectives of the study, participation was voluntary, and participation would not affect respondents’ education. 
Anonymity and confidentiality was assured for all respondents. All of the randomly sampled students were informed of the 
study purpose and their right to withdraw, and written consents were obtained from them.  

2.3 Instruments 
The participants were given self-report questionnaires including the Simplified Coping Style Questionnaire, the 
Self-Esteem Scale and the Personal Data Form.  

2.3.1 The simplified coping styles questionnaire (CSQ) 
CSQ is a two-scale and 20-item questionnaire, developed by Xie [17]. The coping styles in this questionnaire were 
classified into two dimensions: positive coping style and negative coping style. Positive coping consists of 12 items, such 
as focusing on the positive aspects and trying to find different resolutions of the problem. Negative coping consists of 8 
items, such as the use of tobacco and alcohol to deal with situations or trying to forget the problem. Questions are rated on 
a four-point scale, ranging from 0 to 3 (0=never use, 1 = seldom use, 2 = often use, 3=always use). The higher mean score 
of each dimension indicates frequent usage of this coping style. The CSQ has adequate reliability, its test-retest correlation 
coefficient was 0.89, and the internal consistency measured by Cronbach’s alpha was found to be 0.78 [17]. 

2.3.2 The self-esteem scale (SES) 
SES measures the participants’ level of self-esteem. The scale consists of 10 items, was developed by Rosenberg in 1965, 
and was translated into Chinese by Ji [18]. Each item is scored on a four-point scale from 1 (“strongly agree”) to 4 (“strongly 
disagree”). Scoring is accomplished by summing responses to the questions. A cumulative score is derived, and the higher 
the score the higher one’s self-esteem. The instrument has been found to have adequate reliability, its test-retest correlation 
coefficient was 0.89, and internal consistency measured by Cronbach’s alpha was found to be 0.77 [19]. 

2.3.3 The personal data form 
This 50-item self-evaluation questionnaire elicits demographic, individual and environmental characteristics such as age, 
gender, year in school, attitude to nursing, physical health status, study and employment stress, environmental adaptation, 
educational expectation, romantic and interpersonal relationships, self-fulfilment and satisfaction, psychological 
consultation, and frequency of surfing on the internet. Most of the questions were assessed on a dummy coded scale 
(response was coded 0 for a no response and 1 for a yes response). 

2.3.4 Definition of some individual factors 
Having a sense of self-fulfillment and satisfaction was defined as one’s potential development, expected fulfillment and 
self-satisfaction.  
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Help-seeking behavior of an individual was defined as a psychological consultation at least two times in the past year. 

Having a close friendship was defined as having at least a friend to talk with about getting through one’s troubles.   

2.4 Data analysis 
Data was input into an Epidata3.1a database. The SPSS statistics software package (version 16.0) was used for all data 

analysis. Categorical data of the study population was reported as frequencies, and the continuous data as means with 

standard deviations. The mean scores of positive and negative coping among nursing students were compared using t-test. 

Comparisons of coping strategies and self-esteem among students in different years of nursing school were performed 

using one-way ANOVA. If statistical difference was found between the groups in one-way ANOVA, then the LSD test 

was used to analyze the data further. 

To assess the contributions of self-esteem, individual and environmental factors to coping strategies, multiple linear 

regression analysis was performed, positive or negative coping score as the dependent variable, and items including age, 

year in school, level of self-esteem, attitude to nursing, physical health status, study and employment stress, environmental 

adaptation, educational expectation, romantic and interpersonal relationship, self-fulfillment and satisfaction, 

help-seeking behavior, and frequency of surfing on the internet independent variables. Variables were selected for 

inclusion in the multivariable models if they were at least marginally significant (P ≤ 0.05). 

3 Results  

3.1 Survey response and demographics characteristic 
The original sample contained 700 study participants. Questionnaires were not completed for 14 participants, so the data 

of 686 participants was available for a response rate of 98.0%. All the participants were female (100%). 

The mean age was 15.89 years (SD=1.73, range=14-18). The participants in first to third year of nursing school was 222 

(32.4%), 264 (38.5%) and 200 (29.1%), respectively. 

3.2 Coping styles and self-esteem among female nursing students in 

different years of school 
Table 1 shows the comparison of positive and negative coping scores among female nursing students. There was a 

statistically significant difference between them (P<0.01). 

Table 1. Comparison of positive and negative coping scores among female nursing students 

variables n Mean     SD t P 

positive coping  686 1.84      0.46 22.698 ＜0.001 

negative coping  686 1.30      0.53   

Differences between coping styles by year in nursing school are shown in Table 2. The use of positive coping in third year 

nursing students was significantly less than in first and second year students (both P<0.05). There were no significant 

differences in the use of negative coping and self-esteem between nursing students in the different years of school 

(P>0.05), but the score of negative coping and self-esteem was lower for the third year students. 
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Table 2. Comparison of coping styles and self-esteem among nursing students in different years of school 

Variables 
first-year 
(n=222) 
Mean  SD 

second-year 
(n=264) 
Mean  SD 

third-year 
(n=200) 
Mean   SD 

P P1 P2 P3 

positive coping 1.88  0.46 1.86  0.42 1.76  0.52 0.018* 0.504 0.030* 0.007** 

negative coping 1.29  0.55 1.34  0.49 1.26  0.58 0.263 0.309 0.110 0.557 

self-esteem  2.87  0.39 2.85  0.37 2.80  0.38 0.165 0.564 0.172 0.064 

Note. P
1
:  between years one and two; P

2
:  between years two and three;  P

3
: between years one and three. 

*P≤0.05, ** P≤0.01 

3.3 Related factors of positive and negative coping of female nursing 
students 
Multiple linear regression analysis suggested that there was no significant relationship between age, year in school and 
positive coping. Table 3 shows the results for predictors of positive coping. Those factors significantly related to positive 
coping were higher levels of self-esteem, good interpersonal relationships, enough free time for study alone, 
self-fulfillment and satisfaction, not adapting oneself to new study methods, having no close friendships, help-seeking 
behavior of an individual, good physical health in the past year, and having good relationships with parents (P<0.05 or 
P<0.01). 

Table 3. Multiple linear regression results for prediction of positive coping (n=686) 

Variables 
Unstandardized 
coefficients 
B 

Standardized 
coefficients 
Beta 

t P 

higher level of self-esteem  0.371 0.253 6.494 0.000** 

having good interpersonal relationship  1.843 0.114 3.215 0.001** 

having enough free time for study alone 0.770 0.096 2.633 0.009** 

having a sense of self-fulfillment and 
satisfaction 

0.953 0.096 2.594 0.010** 

adaptation to new study methods -0.887 -0.090 -2.474 0.014* 

having no close friends  -0.931 -0.098 -2.659 0.008** 

help-seeking behavior of an  
individual 

0.773 0.078 2.112 0.035* 

physical health in the past year 0.912 0.088 2.400 0.017* 

having good relationship with parents 1.107 0.146 3.200 0.001** 

*P≤0.05, ** P≤0.01 

Table 4 shows predictors of negative coping, including problems in romantic relationship, worrying about examinations, 
bad relationships with parents, worrying about job assignments after graduation, being misunderstood, and frequent 
internet surfing (P<0.05 or P<0.01). 
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Table 4. Multiple linear regression results for prediction of negative coping (n=686) 

Variables 
Unstandardized 
coefficients 

B 

Standardized 
coefficients 
Beta 

t P 

having problems in romantic relationship 1.626 0.205  5.373 0.000** 

worry about examinations 0.683 0.090  2.425 0.016* 

having bad relationship with parents 0.498 0.085 2.320 0.021* 

worry about job assignment after graduation -0.565 -0.085 -2.280 0.023* 

feeling misunderstood 0.649 0.078 2.080 0.038* 

frequent surfing internet 0.537 0.081 2.183 0.029* 

*P≤0.05, ** P≤0.01 

4 Discussion  
The current study indicates that Chinese female nursing students more often used positive than negative coping. This result 
was contrasted with an earlier report that females endorsed an emotional or negative coping than positive coping style [6]. 
A possible explanation is that nursing is a demanding and stressful profession [20], which requires effective coping 
strategies.  

Coping strategies are defined as a set of behavioral and cognitive responses to stress. This study showed there was a 
significant difference in coping styles based upon the different years in nursing school. Third year nursing students used 
less positive coping in response to stresses than first or second year students. Although there was no significant difference 
in negative coping by year in nursing school, the score of negative coping was also lower for the third year students, which 
means the students in the third year also used less negative coping. The possible reason was that compared with students in 
the first and second years of nursing school, students in the third year tend to be confronted with greater pressure from their 
studies, society and employment [21]. Once they were in the face of stressors, they may be more cautious use coping 
strategies because they are afraid to use it in a wrong way and make mistakes. The results indicates that third year students 
should be paid more attention to in the development of coping strategies. 

Previous studies showed that positive coping in adolescents was associated with a higher level of self-esteem [13]. The 
present study confirms the results of those previous studies. A strong relationship between a higher level of self-esteem, 
self-fulfillment and satisfaction, and positive coping was found among female nursing students. Nursing students with a 
higher level of self-esteem, self-fulfillment and satisfaction, in turn, may be more inclined to use positive coping. 
Therefore, it is important to cultivate effective coping strategy among nursing students. Lower scores for the third year 
students on positive and negative coping as well as on self-esteem were found in this study. This result indicated that the 
teaching strategies that promote the self-esteem may be useful for helping nursing students develop effective coping styles. 
Further study on this aspect needs to be made in the future. 

Interpersonal relationship was found to be important for the development of nursing students in our previous study [22]. 
With the policy of “one family, one child” in China, more and more nursing students are the only child in their family. 
When nursing students are confronted with stress, family and social support will be of benefit to them. The present study 
showed positive coping was significantly associated with higher quality interpersonal relationships. For example, with 
good relationship with parents and classmates, nursing students may be encouraged to develop positive coping. 
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Conversely, isolation, a lack of close friendships and the self-perception of being misunderstood were found to be 
positively associated with negative coping. 

Coping with study and employment stress have long been recognized as a challenge for nursing students. Surveys of 
behavior problems and psychological symptoms in Chinese nursing students have reported that study stress was the most 
significant predictor of mental health problems [23-25]. In the present study, study and employment stress and coping styles 
were significantly related. Having enough free time for study alone was one of the most important factors of positive 
coping. Conversely, not having adapted oneself to new study methods was negatively associated with coping. Worrying 
about examinations and job assignment after graduation was associated with negative coping. 

The development of romantic relationships was common in nursing students. Not much research to date has dealt with 
specific stressors and coping styles in romantic experiences. The current study found that those female nursing students 
having problems in romantic relationship were more inclined to use a negative coping style.  

Previous studies reported that positive coping correlated negatively with indicators of health problems and health risk 
behaviors, while negative coping strategy correlated positively with these domains [26-28]. The current study supported the 
earlier observations. Physical health and help-seeking behavior of an individual were positively related to positive coping. 
There was no significant correlation between physical health or help-seeking behavior of an individual and negative 
coping. The current study showed that female nursing students who frequently surfed on the internet tended to use 
negative coping. As technology has continued its explosive growth, the internet has become and will continue to be a large 
part of students’ lives as well as has a negative effect on students’ learning and daily lives. When faced with stressors, they 
maybe tend to seek help on line and use negative coping. The result indicates those students who frequently surfed on the 
internet should be give guide on coping strategies. 

There were some limitations to this study. First, the study was performed in Xi’an, China. There may be regional factors 
that influence the coping strategies of nursing students, so the ability to generalize the results of the present study to a 
larger population has to be considered. Secondly, the study was a cross-sectional design and the association between 
individual and environmental factors, self-esteem and coping strategies was reported. However, the association can only 
give a clue to causation. Some prospective and longitudinal studies such as a trial to test whether training in coping 
strategies can alter health are required in future.  

Despite the limitation, our study has a number of strengths. Unlike most previous reports dealing primarily with the stress 
and coping strategies among nursing students in clinical practice, this study explores the use of coping strategies in 
different years of nursing school and their related factors in China. It provides important data on the impact of self-esteem, 
individual and environmental factors on coping strategies, which will be very important for early intervention of the 
development of coping strategies and mental health among nursing students. 

5 Conclusion 
The study showed different coping strategies and the important relationship between self-esteem, individual and 
environmental factors and coping strategies among Chinese female nursing students in different years of school. The 
findings suggested that the teaching strategies that promote the self-esteem and pay more attention to students’ individual 
and environmental factors will be useful for helping nursing students develop effective coping styles. 
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