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Abstract: The study focuses on the question of whether the level of meaning in life acts as a mod-
erator in the relationship between perceived stress and coping. The 204 university students in
Slovakia (mean age 21.81 years) filled out the Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983), Life
Meaningfulness Scale (Halama, 2002) and COPE (Carver et al., 1989). Cluster analysis of coping
strategies identified three clusters: adaptive, avoidant and emotion-based coping. Perceived stress
correlated positively with avoidant and emotion-based coping. Meaning in life was found as a
moderator between perceived stress and avoidant coping but not emotion-based coping. The
authors conclude that meaning in life can serve as a buffer against negative consequences of
stress for the ability to cope, especially through cognitive transformation of the stress situation in

the process of appraisal.
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The negative relationship between stress
and psychological health has been ob-
served since stress research began. Under
the influence of the transactional theory of
stress and coping (Lazarus, Folkman,
1987), researchers have paid most atten-
tion to the internal resources of the person
facing the stressful situation. Coping pro-
cesses have been identified as a key factor
in the relationship between stress and
health, and their role has been researched
in numerous studies (see Aldwin, 2007, for
review). The relation between level of
stress and coping processes has also re-
ceived great attention. The research con-
firmed the correlations between the level
of perceived stress and preferred coping
strategies, indicating that higher stress is
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related to lower problem-approach coping
and higher avoidant coping (e.g., Soder-
strom et al., 2000).

The trend observed in the last decade or
two is to focus on the variables that influ-
ence the type of coping that an individual
chooses in a stressful situation (Terry,
1994). One of the frequently mentioned
factors is a level of meaning in life, which
has been generally understood as a per-
son’s belief that his or her life is purpose-
ful and valuable. Meaning in life is
considered primarily as a cognitive phe-
nomenon (life beliefs, life framework)
with motivational and affective conse-
quences (goals, feelings of fulfillment)
(Reker, Wong, 1989). It has been linked to
the area of coping especially in the saluto-
genic approach of Antonovsky (1987),
who understood meaningfulness as an
important component of the sense of co-
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herence, the significant factor regulating
the impact of stress on health. Many stu-
dies confirmed the relationship of higher
level of meaning with adaptive coping and
lower level of meaning with maladaptive
coping (e.g., Newcomb, Harlow, 1986;
Fickov4, Ruiselovd, 1999). It was also
shown that a level of meaning moderates
the impact of perceived stress on depres-
sion (Mascaro, Rosen, 2006). The effect of
meaning on coping is currently being ex-
plained through the cognitive transforma-
tion of situation aspects in the process of
appraisal of the stress situation (Park,
Folkman, 1997, Park, Ai, 2006).

In our study, we focus on the relationship
between perceived stress and preferred
coping strategies. We also deal with the
question of whether meaning in life acts as
a moderator in this relationship.

METHOD
Sample

The research sample consisted of 204
university students from three Slovak ci-
ties: Bratislava, KoSice and RuZomberok.
44 of them were males and 160 females.
Their age ranged from 18 to 32 years with
mean 21.81 and standard deviation 2.26.
They answered the set of questionnaires
voluntarily during lectures.

Measures

The Life Meaningfulness Scale (LMS) -
(Halama, 2002) was used to measure a
general level of meaning in life. The scale
has 18 items and it measures overall sense
of meaning and its three dimensions as
defined in the three-component theory of
meaning (Reker, Wong, 1989), namely
cognitive component, motivational compo-
nent and affective component. In this re-

search, only overall sense of life meaning
was used as a moderating variable.

The level of perceived stress was mea-
sured by the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) -
(Cohen et al., 1983). The scale contains 10
items rated by the participant on a 5-point
Likert-type scale. The questions focus on
global perception of stress during the pre-
vious month, e.g. In the last month, how
often have you felt nervous and "stressed”?

Coping strategies were measured by the
COPE questionnaire created by Carver et
al. (1989). The Slovak translation of the
questionnaire done by Fickova (1992) was
used in this research. The questionnaire
contains 60 items measuring 15 different
coping strategies: active coping, planning,
suppression of competing activities, re-
straint coping, seeking of instrumental
social support, seeking of emotional social
support, positive reinterpretation, accep-
tance, denial, turning to religion, focus on
and venting of emotions, behavioral disen-
gagement, mental disengagement, use of
alcohol and drugs, and use of humor.

RESULTS

In the first step of analysis, the hierarchi-
cal cluster analysis of 15 coping strategies
was used to identify the higher order fac-
tors. The analysis based on the Between-
groups linkage cluster method (with Pear-
son correlation used as a measure interval)
identified three clusters, which were
named adaptive coping (active coping,
planning, suppression of competing activi-
ties, restraint coping, seeking of instrumen-
tal social support, seeking of emotional
social support, positive reinterpretation,
acceptance), avoidant coping (behavioral
disengagement, mental disengagement, use
of alcohol and drugs, denial, use of humor)
and emotion-based coping (turning to
religion, focus on and venting of emo-
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tions). The three new variables were com-
puted as a sum of scales comprising the
identified clusters. The correlation analysis
of the perceived stress and the three coping
strategy types identified in previous analy-
sis was realized. It showed that perceived
stress correlated positively with emotion-
based coping (r = 0.311, p < 0.01) and
avoidant coping (r = 0.309, p < 0.01). No
correlation of perceived stress was found
with adaptive coping (r = 0.069, n.s.).

In the second step, the meaning in life
moderator hypothesis was tested by means
of regression analysis. Adaptive coping
was excluded from the moderator analysis
due to lack of correlation with perceived
stress. Both the PSS and LMS were cen-
tered before the analysis. Table 1 presents
the results of testing the hypothesis that the
level of meaning in life moderates the
relationship between perceived stress and
emotion-based coping. As is seen from the

Table 1. Hierarchical regression analysis testing the moderating effect of meaningful-
ness in the relationship between perceived stress and emotion-based coping

B SE B t sig.

First block (R*= 0.358)

PSS 1.747 0.346 0.355 5.057 0.000
LMS 0.752 0.345 0.153 2.181 0.030
Second block (R*= 0.365)

PSS 1.786 0.347 0.363 5.143 0.000
LMS 0.816 0.350 0.166 2.333 0.021
PSS x LMS -0.346 0.326 -0.074 -1.060 0.291

Dependent variable - emotion-based coping

PSS - Perceived Stress Scale, LMS - Life Meaningfulness Scale

Table 2. Hierarchical regression analysis testing the moderating effect of meaningful-
ness in the relationship between perceived stress and avoidant coping

B SE B t sig.

First block (R*= 0.174)

PSS 1.907 0.495 0.264 3.853 0.000
LMS -2.012 0.503 -0.274 -3.998 0.000
Second block (R*= 0.200)

PSS 1.895 0.489 0.263 3.877 0.000
LMS -1.785 0.506 -0.243 -3.526 0.001
PSS x LMS -1.004 0.420 -0.162 -2.394 0.018

Dependent variable - avoidant coping
PSS - Perceived Stress Scale, LMS - Life Meaningfulness Scale
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table, both perceived stress and life mean-
ingfulness significantly predict the level of
emotion-based coping, however, the inter-
action term added in step 2 has no sig-
nificant effect on emotion-based coping
(R* change = 0.52%, n.s). This suggests
that meaning in life does not moderate this
relationship. Table 2 presents the results
of the second analysis, in which meaning
is hypothesized to be a moderator be-
tween perceived stress and avoidant cop-
ing. In this case, the interaction term is a
significant predictor of avoidant coping
(R? change = 2.56%, p < 0.05), confirming
the moderating role of meaning. How the
interaction goes is graphically presented in
the Figure 1. As we see, persons with low
meaningfulness tend to use more avoidant
coping when experiencing higher stress, in
contrast to persons with high meaningful-
ness.

a4

DISCUSSION

The correlation analysis confirmed the
relationship between perceived stress and
some coping strategies. Higher perceived
stress is related to higher emotion-based
coping and avoidant coping, but not adap-
tive coping. It can be concluded that higher
stress leads to higher perception of dis-
comfort and this way of activating coping
focused mainly on release from this dis-
comfort. This conclusion can be supported
by the results of the study mentioned
above (Soderstrom et al., 2000) where the
positive relationship of perceived stress to
avoidant coping in the university sample
was almost twice as high as its negative
relationship to problem-approach coping.

Testing of the meaning moderator hy-
pothesis revealed that a level of meaning in
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Figure 1. Moderation effect of meaningfulness in the relationship between perceived
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life is a moderator of the relationship be-
tween perceived stress and avoidant coping
but not emotion-based coping. Persons
with higher meaning in life have less of a
tendency to use avoidant coping when
experiencing higher stress. On the other
hand, the tendency to use avoidant coping
in higher stress is substantially higher in
persons with low meaning. This suggests
that meaning in life can act as a buffer
against the capability of high stress to
increase maladaptive coping. In other
words, lack of meaning in life makes a
person more vulnerable to stress. We think
that this effect could be understood as an
important subprocess in the moderating
process of meaning in the relationship
between stress and health, which was con-
firmed in the other studies (e.g., Mascaro,
Rosen, 2006).

Cognitive processes of (ransformation
and reinterpretation of a stress situation are
crucial when considering possible mecha-
nisms responsible for the moderating effect
of meaning. Park and Folkman (1997) in
their meaning-making model of coping
emphasize that appraisal of meaning is a
fundamental aspect of stress appraisal as
understood in transactional coping theory
(Lazarus, Folkman, 1987). High meaning
in life can serve as a source for the recog-
nition of a stress situation as challenging
and worthy of energy investment. Strong
and stable meaning in life can also contrib-
ute to positive reinterpretation of stress
situations, through such cognitive pro-
cesses as attribution of causality, recogni-
tion of possible benefits coming from a
stress situation and incorporation of this
situation into the broader cognitive frame-
work. This role of meaning in life is well
explained and described in the area of
traumatic stress (e.g., Park, Ai, 2006), but
less so in the area of everyday and non-
traumatic stress. The results of our study,

which deals with this kind of stress, sug-
gest that meaning in life should receive
more attention in further research into
coping with non-traumatic stress.
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ZMYSEL ZIVOTA AKO MODERATOR VZTAHU/MEDZI
PERCIPOVANYM STRESOM A ZVLADANIM

P. Halama, K. BakoSovd

Siihem: Stidia sa zameriava na otdzku, & drovefi zmyslu Zivota pdsobi ako moderdtor vo vztahu
medzi percipovanym stresom a zvlddanim. 204 univerzitnych Studentov zo Slovenska (vekovy
priemer 21,81 rokov) vyplnilo Skélu percipovaného stresu (Cohen et al., 1983), Dotaznik Zivot-
nej zmysluplnosti (Halama, 2002) a COPE (Carver et al., 1989). Klusterovd analyza zvlddacich
stratégii identifikovala tri zhluky: adaptivne, vyhybavé a na emécidch zaloZené zvlddanie. Perci-
povany stres koreloval pozitivne s vyhybavym zvlddanim a so zvlddanim zaloZenom na
emdcidch. Ukdzalo sa, Ze miera zmyslu Zivota moderuje vztah medzi percipovanym stresom a
vyhybavym zvlddanim, ale nie medzi percipovanym stresom a zvlddanim zaloZenom na
emdcidch. Autori uzatvéraju, e zmysel Zivota mdZe sliZi( ako ndraznik pred negativnymi
dosledkami stresu na schopnost zvlddania najmi prostrednictvom kognitivnej transformdcie
stresovej situdcie v procese jej hodnotenia.



