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Abstract: 
 
The aims of this mixed-methods study were (a) to explore quantitatively the fit of the COPE 
inventory (Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced) for Latinx youth from immigrant 
families, and (b) to explore qualitatively aspects of coping in this population. Participants were 
175 Latinx adolescents (51% female), most of whom were U.S.-born with immigrant parents 
(88%) and primarily of Mexican origin (89%). The average age was 12.9 years for the 
quantitative study and 15.7 years for the qualitative study. Qualitative interviews engaged a 
subset (n = 14) of the full study. All participants lived in the southeastern United States and the 
research received institutional review board (IRB) approval. The confirmatory factor analysis of 
the COPE inventory was not a good fit for the sample. Thus, an exploration of alternative 
approaches to coping was undertaken (exploratory factor analysis [EFA] and qualitative 
interviews). A three-factor solution was selected as the best fit in the EFA; the researchers 
labeled the factors as “purposeful cognitive/behavioral engagement,” “support seeking,” and 
“separation/disengagement.” In the qualitative interview data, five main themes were described 
(relational coping, positive thinking/self-talk, planning, separating/disengaging, and behavioral 
coping). The researchers suggest implications for reframing coping with Latinx participants or 
collectivist groups, emphasizing the central role of cultural values. 
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Article: 
 
Coping research bridges the conceptual and the practical worlds of psychology in that it is 
“distinguished by its focus on what children actually do in dealing with specific difficulties in 
real-life contexts” (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007, p. 120). Thus, understanding the coping 
strategies that children employ is valuable because it can help psychologists and mental health 
professionals improve the effectiveness of those efforts. Particularly in youth and adolescence, 
improved coping strategies can bolster the ability to adapt, regulate, and overcome normative 
developmental challenges and unanticipated stressors (McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, & Zeiders, 
2019). 
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Centering Culture in Coping Definitions 
 
One gap that is slowly being addressed in the coping literature is a more nuanced understanding 
of how coping may look in varied cultural communities, families, and individuals (Greer, 
2007; Kuo, 2011; Yeh et al., 2006). Most of the baseline coping research emerged from a 
whitestream framework wherein coping is an individual activity (Kuo, 2013). Thus, researchers 
may need to consider that coping in populations with collectivistic cultural values could have 
different markers or emphases (Hernández & Villodas, 2019; Kuo, 2013; Moore & Constantine, 
2005; Yeh et al., 2006). In a collectivist cultural orientation, family or close relationships are 
emphasized over individual needs (Moore & Constantine, 2005). Maintaining harmony in 
relationships and functioning in an interdependent manner are key tenets (Yeh et al., 2006). A 
collective worldview may predispose some individuals to seek social support as a primary 
coping strategy, while also underscoring the need for forbearance in some situations (the desire 
to minimize or hide problems so as not to burden others or disrupt key relationships; Moore & 
Constantine, 2005). Thus, coping might need to be reframed from an interdependent point of 
view (embedded in family or group), and not an individual point of view (coping through 
individual efforts), to be relevant to collective cultures such as immigrants from Latin America 
(Kuo, 2013; Moore & Constantine, 2005). 
 
In addition to collectivism, familism is another key cultural value that could have relevance for 
coping in Latinx communities (Kuo, 2013; Stein et al., 2014). Familism includes deriving a sense 
of meaning from being a valued part of the family system (e.g., feeling obliged to serve the 
family in a specific role) as well as a sense of loyalty and support between family members. 
Coping framed from a Latinx point of view should consider this value for support, cohesion, 
loyalty, and self-subjugating behavior (Kuo, 2013; Santiago et al., 2016), which is not central to 
most current measures or definitions. 
 
Finally, the existence of pervasive, uncontrolled stressors commonly experienced in minoritized 
communities may not have been contemplated in the foundational coping literature (McDermott, 
Umaña-Taylor, & Zeiders, 2019). Thus, given key cultural values that can serve as strengths 
(collectivism and familism) and the presence of culturally specific stressors (discrimination), it is 
reasonable to ask whether existing conceptualizations or measures of coping are fitting for 
Latinx youth from immigrant families (Kuo, 2013). Most quantitative studies that have included 
Latinx participants have utilized such measures without centering the role of culture and thus 
interrogating the foundational definition of the construct. Existing studies also do not explore the 
possibility that cultural strengths or values might contribute to coping in unique, understudied 
ways that are not captured by current measures. 
 
Indeed, there are disagreements expressed within the coping literature about the best way to 
conceptualize the construct in general (Connor-Smith et al., 2000). Some of the major 
distinctions drawn in the existing literature are between problem-focused coping, which uses 
cognitive techniques to modify the source of stress, and emotion-focused coping, which attempts 
to reduce the affective impact of the stress (Skinner & Zimmer-Gemback, 2007). Together, 
problem-focused and emotion-focused coping have been characterized as engaged coping 
(proactively trying to address the stressor through emotional support seeking, problem-solving 



behaviors, or cognitive reframing), as compared with a disengaged style, relying on avoidance, 
denial, and withdrawal (Sanchez et al., 2018). 
 
There are a variety of self-report measures of coping that are represented in the literature; most 
utilize the framework of engaged and disengaged coping, sometimes called active and avoidance 
coping (Aldridge & Roesch, 2008). The item phrasing and underlying assumptions of many of 
these measures underscore the idea that individuals must discern whether to engage with their 
stressors (cognitively, emotionally, or behaviorally) or whether they should disengage from the 
stressor. However, even the coping measures that have been used with members of the Latinx 
community (Taylor et al., 2018; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2008) have rarely been evaluated for 
goodness of fit (see McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, & Martinez-Fuentes, 2019, for an exception). 
Very few published research studies could be found that actively questioned the underlying 
assumption that existing frameworks are culturally congruent with the stressors and coping 
responses of Latinx youth from immigrant families (McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, & Zeiders, 
2019; Santiago et al., 2016). 
 
Dimensions of Stress and Coping in Latinx Immigrant Families 
 
For immigrants, the host country may offer stressors that are different from what families are 
primed to expect in their home countries, such as racial/ethnic discrimination, new cultural 
norms for relationships and behavior, language gaps, and so on (McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, & 
Martinez-Fuentes, 2019). Even the process of acculturation can cause stress, as parents and 
children typically adjust to the host country at differing rates and may start to have conflict about 
roles and expectations (Brittian et al., 2013). Culturally specific stressors for youth (e.g., 
discrimination and acculturative stress) are likely to be present in addition to culturally universal 
stressors (e.g., academic, social, and economic), which make studying how Latinx youth (and 
other marginalized groups) cope with stress an urgent need (Stein, Gonzalez, & Huq, 
2012; Brietzke & Perreira, 2017; Brittian et al., 2013). The current sociopolitical climate for 
immigrants has only increased experiences of stress according to academic studies (Stafford et 
al., 2019). 
 
McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, and Martinez-Fuentes (2019) utilized the Discrimination Coping 
Strategies Scale to investigate the potential existence of unique profiles in coping with racial-
ethnic discrimination as a stressor. The researchers postulated three profiles, including 
Confrontative, Proactive, and Passive/Moderately Proud. In comparison with earlier coping 
studies with predominantly White participants, McDermott et al. illuminated the fact that 
strategies for coping with a chronic, systemic, and uncontrollable stressor–like discrimination 
may not be fully captured with terms like “engaged” or “disengaged.” Santiago and colleagues 
(2016) identified some key culturally relevant variables (familism and ethnic identity 
exploration) that were associated with greater use of engagement coping strategies among Latinx 
youth. 
 
In addition, some studies have examined stress and coping in Latinx college students (Gloria et 
al., 2017; Hernández & Villodas, 2019; Sanchez et al., 2018) with a focus on 
engaged/disengaged forms of coping, spiritual coping mechanisms, the influence of gender-
based beliefs (i.e., marianismo) on coping, and coping with bicultural stress and racial-ethnic 



microaggressions. Disengaged coping strategies were not associated with positive outcomes in 
the quantitative studies, with links to negative mental health indicators and lower college 
persistence attitudes. The only qualitative studies (Brietzke & Perreira, 2017; Gloria et al., 2017) 
highlighted the importance of spirituality in the academic coping strategies of Latinx males and a 
sense of ethnic identity and belonging to one’s family, as positive resources for coping. These 
studies stand out for bringing the culturally influenced perspectives of Latinx youth to bear on 
possible coping strategies, with the potential to reshape or redefine those constructs. Yet, despite 
emerging work that has begun to question a “one size fits all” approach, research has yet to 
systematically interrogate the applicability of prevalent coping models for Latinx youth. 
 
The Current Study 
 
Thus, the goal of the current study is to step back from the assumption that current models of 
coping are adequate to capture all aspects of the construct with Latinx participants. The COPE 
(Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced; Carver et al., 1989) was the measure selected for 
analysis because “the multi- dimensional design of the COPE is a potential strength in capturing 
complexities involved in coping processes,” (Greer, 2007, p. 261). In other words, the COPE 
does not result in one overall coping score but is recommended for flexible use in examining the 
patterns of coping. It has also been validated in studies with adolescents, including some with 
Latinx youth (e.g., Aldridge & Roesch, 2008). The two main research questions guiding the 
study were as follows: 
 

Research Question 1: Does the COPE model provide a good fit for a population of Latinx 
youth from immigrant households? 
 
Research Question 2: If not, what might coping look like in this population if culturally 
influenced factors could be included? 

 
Thus, the first step in the current mixed-methods study will be to test the traditional COPE factor 
structure with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and, if the model is excluded, to explore an 
alternate, culturally informed model of coping in Latinx youth concurrently with qualitative and 
quantitative data (Hanson et al., 2005). The research team hypothesized that the CFA would not 
be a good fit for our data, and that we would see a factor emerge with more emphasis on 
collective or relational coping strategies in our analyses. 
 
Method 
 
Quantitative Phase 
 
Participants. Participants for the quantitative portion of this study included 175 Latinx 
adolescents (51% female) recruited with their mothers as part of a larger data collection project. 
The majority of the adolescent participants were born in the mainland United States (88%) and 
are primarily of Mexican origin (89%). Of those not born in the mainland United States, 84% 
reported immigrating at or before the age of 10 years. The average household income was 
US$23,020 and 59.5% of the mothers endorsed being married. Educationally, the majority of 



mothers (45.1%) reported completing the equivalent of eighth grade or less. The average 
adolescent age was 12.9 years at the time of quantitative data collection. 
 
Recruitment. According to institutional review board (IRB) approved procedures, adolescents 
were recruited from contact lists of Latinx students (n = 597) provided by two middle schools in 
semirural North Carolina. Families were contacted principally through phone (up to five 
attempts) and then by door-to-door procedures for families that were unable to be reached by 
phone. Eligibility criteria included that the adolescent’s biological parents endorsed a Latinx 
background, that one adolescent from each family could participate, and that the adolescent’s 
mother lived in the home with the adolescent. Once contacted (n = 364), a trained research 
assistant provided the adolescent’s mother with information about the study, screened for 
eligibility, and obtained initial verbal interest from both the mother and the adolescent. Eligible 
and interested families were then scheduled for a time to complete the surveys in-home. In 
families with two or more eligible adolescents, the mother chose which one would participate. 
Verbal consent for the adolescent to participate was obtained from the mother in person, and the 
adolescent was also asked for assent. A total of 176 families (48% of those we attempted to 
contact) completed the surveys; one adolescent was later determined to be ineligible, bringing 
the final sample size to 175. 
 
Procedures. Two trained research assistants administered the surveys in the adolescent’s home. 
The adolescents completed the surveys using a laptop with a completion time between 1.5 and 2 
hours. All but two of the adolescents chose to participate in English. After completion of the 
survey, the adolescent received a US$10 gift card and the mother received a US$20 gift card. 
 
Measure. The COPE (Carver et al., 1989) was the only measure utilized for the factor analysis. 
The original COPE (60 items with a Likert-type scale from 1 [don’t do this at all] to 4 [do this a 
lot]) included 15 subscales that were associated with three latent factors. The first factor 
consisted of problem-focused coping and included five subscales: planning, suppression of 
competing activities, restraint, seeking of instrumental social support, and active coping. The 
second factor consisted of emotion-focused coping and included six subscales: seeking of 
emotional social support, positive reinterpretation, acceptance, denial, humor, and religion. The 
third factor consisted of attempts at disengaging from problems and included four subscales: 
venting of emotions, behavioral disengagement, mental disengagement, and use of alcohol. 
Cronbach’s alpha scores were between .62 and .92 for all subscales in the original study except 
mental disengagement (α = .45; Carver et al., 1989). 
 
Data analysis. The Mplus Version 8.1, a CFA employing the maximum likelihood estimation 
method, was used to compare the original latent COPE structure and evaluate whether it was a 
good fit in the current Latinx adolescent sample. Several indices were examined to test the 
overall fit of the model. The comparative fit index (CFI), standardized root mean residual 
(SRMR), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) were examined. Ideally, the 
CFI should be close to .95, and the SRMR and RMSEA should be .08 or lower for a model to 
have acceptable fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). These values were used as guidelines to avoid 
overgeneralizing (Marsh et al., 2004). 
 



Subsequent to the CFA, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted to examine whether 
an alternate latent structure provided a better fit to the data. A Geomin rotation was employed 
because correlated factors were expected and because it is preferred when there is no clear 
expectation about the true loading structure (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2009). Several guidelines 
were used for deciding on the appropriate number of factors to retain. First, the scree plot of the 
eigenvalues of the variables’ correlation matrix was examined. Then, fit indices across three 
models were compared, for which a range of one to three factors were extracted (models did not 
converge with additional factors). The same fit indices from the CFA were used to examine the 
overall fit of these models. Of note, chi-square values were not used as fit indices as these values 
are a function of sample size and less useful in determining model fit (Bentler & Bonett, 1980). 
 
Qualitative Phase 
 
Participants. Participants were 14 Latinx adolescents (50% female) from the larger quantitative 
sample. All were born in the United States and all were of Mexican origin except one 
(Nicaraguan origin). The average household income was US$18,392, and 50% of the mothers of 
the adolescent participants endorsed being married. Educationally, the majority of mothers 
(42.9%) reported completing the equivalent of eighth grade or less. The average adolescent age 
at the time of the qualitative study (1–2 years after the quantitative study) was 15.7 years. 
 
Recruitment. Adolescent participants who were recruited from the full sample (N = 175) had 
indicated interest in being part of future research studies (n = 147). Due to the passage of time, 
many families were unable to be contacted (e.g., disconnected phones and changed numbers). Of 
the remaining adolescents (n = 25), the first 14 families who were eligible and interested (per 
IRB approval for a sample of 14 participants) were then scheduled for an in-home interview. 
 
Procedures. Per IRB procedures, parents provided consent and adolescents assented to 
participation. The interview with the adolescents took place at home and was conducted by a 
clinical psychology graduate student. Interviews were recorded in English, per the adolescents’ 
preference and typically lasted 45 minutes. Participants were provided a US$20 gift card in 
appreciation for their time and were given resources related to higher education opportunities. 
 
Qualitative interview. The interview protocol (available upon request) was created by several 
members of the research team and implemented by one graduate student in order to increase 
consistency. Sample questions included “Think about a difficult situation you have encountered 
at school. What do you say, think, or do to get through it? Would you try something different if 
the situation was at home?” and “Describe a time when you have coped really well with a 
situation. What worked well for you?” Participants were asked follow-up questions for clarity or 
further reflection. 
 
Data analysis. Research case numbers were assigned to each interview and names were 
removed. The audio recordings were transcribed and double-checked by undergraduate 
researchers supervised by the principal investigators. The graduate student interviewer (third 
author) led the coding process (under the guidance of the first author) with two advanced 
undergraduate students who were instructed in thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 
goal of the coding was “to provide a more detailed and nuanced account of one particular theme, 



or group of themes, within the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 11). As the research questions 
focused on specific situations that required coping skills and youth responses, the semantic 
approach to coding was most appropriate. The coding team met once a week to review 
transcripts, identify initial codes, and then moved into the process of grouping those codes into 
emerging secondary themes and generating labels for the themes. The first author served as 
auditor in order to enhance trustworthiness. She reviewed the initial codes and emergent themes 
and asked the coding group clarifying questions (e.g., “Can you provide more details about what 
you mean by ‘talk it out’?”). After a few rounds, the auditor and the coding group agreed on five 
main labels that captured the majority of the content (see Table 3). 
 

 
Figure 1. Original latent model for COPE subscales and factor loadings. 
Note. Latent constructs are shown in ellipses and indicator variables are shown in rectangles. COPE = Coping 
Orientation to Problems Experienced. 



Results 
 
Quantitative Phase 
 
Confirmatory factor analyses revealed that the original COPE three-factor model yielded a poor 
fit to the data, χ2(1692, N = 174) = 3,004.099, p < .001; RMSEA = 0.067, confidence interval 
(CI) = [.063, .071]; CFI = .675; SRMR = .099. The original latent COPE structure along with 
factor loadings is displayed in Figure 1. The EFA was undertaken next, entering the 15 COPE 
subscales as units due to the sample size (which did not support entering all 60 items 
individually). Fit indices for the three identified EFAs are reported in Table 1. The three-factor 
solution had the best fit indices, RMSEA = 0.053, CI = [.028, .074]; CFI = .968; SRMR = .036. 
The scree plot also pointed to a three-factor solution; thus, this model was retained. The alternate 
latent structure for this model along with factor loadings is displayed in Figure 2. The first factor 
included the subscales of positive reinterpretation, active coping, religion, humor, restraint, 
acceptance, suppression of activities, and planning. The second factor included the subscales of 
venting, seeking of instrumental social support, and emotional support. The third factor included 
mental disengagement, denial, behavioral disengagement, and use of alcohol (see Table 2). Each 
factor was distinct and only Factors 2 and 3 were significantly correlated (r = .396). 
 
Table 1. Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) of Current Study: Comparing Fit Indices Across 
Three-Factor Solutions. 
Factor solution χ2 CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR AIC BIC 
EFA        

One-factor 292.748 .788 .753 .114 .081 4,603.251 4,745.408 
Two-factor 168.161 .904 .867 .083 .058 4,506.664 4,693.048 
Three-factor 93.430 .968 .947 .053 .036 4,457.933 4,685.385 

Note. The best fitting model was the three-factor solution indicated by well-defined factors, acceptable model fit, 
and the scree plot. Standardized factor loadings for this three-factor solution are displayed in Table 2. CFI = 
comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA = root mean squared error of approximation; SRMR = 
standardized root mean square residual; AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. 
 
Table 2. Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) Results of Three-Factor Solution in Current Study. 
 Standardized factor loadings 
COPE subscales 1 2 3 
Positive reinterpretation .716* .165 .058 
Active coping .700* .230* –.002 
Religion .327* .135 .116 
Humor .298* –.190 .279* 
Restraint .587* –.019 .320* 
Acceptance .555* .098 –.026 
Suppression of activities .713* –0.13 .169 
Planning .736* .251* –.028 
Venting –.008 .564* .362 
Social support (instrumental) .378* .653* –.003 
Social support (emotional) .179 .796* .015 
Mental disengagement .272* .155 .333* 
Denial .139 .091 .585* 
Behavioral disengagement –.038 .014 .663* 
Substance use –.006 –.019 .456* 
Note. Items with bold font loadings are those whose factor explains at least 15% of the indicator’s variance. COPE = 
Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced. * p < .05. 



 

 
Figure 2. Alternate latent model for COPE subscales and factor loadings in current study. 
Note. Latent constructs are shown in ellipses and indicator variables are shown in rectangles. COPE = Coping 
Orientation to Problems Experienced. 
 
Qualitative Phase 
 
Coping themes. Based on thematic analysis of the 14 interviews, five overarching major themes 
related to coping emerged (see Table 3). 
 
 
 



Table 3. Themes From Qualitative Interviews. 

Overarching themes Participant examples 
COPE subscales with 

some similarity 
Positive thinking and self-talk “stay positive,” “just focus and overcome it,” 

“don’t complain” and “say no to pressure” 
Positive reinterpretation 

Relational coping “talk with sister who is close to me,” “mom 
gives advice and support,” and “teachers or 
friends who I trust” 

Emotional social support 

Planning “stay organized,” “practice for tests,” “ask 
my classmates,” and “confront most 
immediate problems” 

Planning; instrumental 
social support 

Separate/disengage “running from problems,” “keeping it in,” 
“ignore the person causing the problem,” 
and “block things out” 

Mental disengagement 

Behavioral coping (actions that help a 
person calm down and recover balance) 

“walk outside,” “listen to music,” “splash 
water on my face,” “draw” and “relax” 

None 

Note. COPE = Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced. 
 
Positive thinking/self-talk. The adolescent participants demonstrated their ability to cope by 
cognitive reframing with messages like “stay positive,” and “just focus and overcome it.” These 
positive messages were pervasive throughout all interviews, as demonstrated by the participant 
who said, 
 

I always try to stay positive, if I, like, get sad or something, I mean, you start thinking 
things that are, that don’t make sense or wanna harm yourself or things that you shouldn’t 
be doing, and I’m, like, nah, I gotta stay positive. 

 
This theme is similar to the COPE scale of positive reinterpretation, which includes items such 
as “I try to see it in a different light, to make it seem more positive.” However, our participants 
also shared many examples of active self-talk, with a focus on using their cognitive reframing 
efforts to rise above the current stressors, not just to see them differently. Rather than simply 
looking for “something good in what is happening,” as the COPE would frame it, these youth 
seemed to be acknowledging the difficult circumstances and stressors as real and then coaching 
themselves to respond with strength and positivity. 
 
Relational coping. The overwhelming majority of the students interviewed said coping through 
relationships was crucial or essential to them. For example, one student responded, 
 

Oh, well I think it’s really important because you always need to have somebody to go 
talk to, somebody to tell your stuff to. Like I have a lot of friends that I can really trust, I 
can really talk to them about my problems or what I’m feeling. And that’s the same way 
with my parents so, I guess it’s really important to me because I can actually talk to other 
people and they understand. 

 
Another student discussed an incident of bullying at school, and how he or she used a trusted 
friend to help determine the best response, which was to include a teacher in the situation. 
 

Ahh, when I got to the school I was a pretty shy person and there was someone making 
fun of me. Umm, I didn’t really wanna tell the teacher because it’s like they’ll say I’m a 



tattle teller and then I don’t really like that. But my friend told me that to tell on the 
teacher ’cause it’s not tattle telling it’s like reporting ’cause it’s something serious. 

 
This focus on relationships as critically important would be expected in terms of familism and 
collective cultural values in Latinx immigrant families. Students noted that they talked with 
“teachers or peers who are trusted,” and with specific family members about their concerns. This 
seems to be built on an important foundation of trust and connection, and central to our 
participants’ coping strategies. In comparison, the emotional social support subscale in the 
COPE is represented by items such as “I discuss my feelings with someone.” The relational 
coping theme appeared more central and essential in the current interviews. 
 
Plan. Students indicated that they could cope with challenges at school by staying organized, 
practicing for upcoming tests, focusing on the work they needed to get done, and confronting the 
most immediate problems. One student provided an example of how being more planful could 
help them at school, such as “Right now I’m taking some higher level classes, so sometimes I 
don’t understand the topic, so I either ask my brother or ask my classmates.” Students also 
considered long-range educational planning, as reflected in the following quote. 
 

Well something difficult like, I’ve been thinking about my future college and what I want 
to study and that’s a problem that I’ve had lately . . . I just do research and I just talk to 
classmates or my mom about it. 

 
A different example of organizing or planning in order to cope with a situation at home was as 
follows: 
 

Mm, so with the thing about my dad and me and him wanting me to help around the 
house more, I’ve tried to kind of like write myself little notes in my phone sometimes, 
some reminders telling me to do this and to do that. So that way I can remember to help 
out more and that’s something that’s helped me out a lot, is being more organized. 

 
Planning is also a COPE subscale, as illustrated by the item “I try to come up with a strategy 
about what to do.” Our participants mobilized their support networks (going back to the central 
role of relationships in coping) in order to generate more ideas about planning behaviors at 
school. In this way, instrumental social support (a COPE subscale) was needed to assist with the 
planning function. Students indicated that friends could help them with some academic tasks at 
school, but students in immigrant families may be on their own in terms of people they can turn 
to for strategies that are grounded in an understanding of the workings of U.S. schools. 
 
Separate/disengage. Participants said they would cope with stressors at times by “running from 
the problems,” or “blocking things out.” Some participants did acknowledge that this strategy 
meant they were avoiding the problem for a time or procrastinating to delay having to deal with 
it. This seems to overlap with some of the items in the mental disengagement subscale in the 
COPE, such as “I go to movies or watch TV to think about it less,” or “I daydream about things 
other than this.” In this sample, blocking out the problems or stressors seemed to go hand in hand 
with the theme of positive thinking, such as in the following quote: 
 



Umm yea like I guess it would if I have a problem I try not to think about it too much. 
I’m just like, tell myself, like you know, just calm down and just finish what you’re 
doing, you’ll deal with it like you know, later. Or it won’t bother me ’cause I try not, I try 
not to always get mad at the situation, I guess you could say. I’m not sure. 

 
Behavioral coping. Participants described many strategies for calming back down or recovering 
their balance and positive affect in times of stress, including walking outside, listening to music, 
drawing, splashing water on their faces, praying, watching TV, playing sports, or just calming 
down alone in their rooms. These behaviors were present-focused in a way that was either active 
or contemplative. One student listed strategies for dealing with a stressful day: 
 

Or I think of like a calm time, a calm time would be like usually what I do every day. 
Umm I draw or listen to music because that really helps me calm down . . . all I want to 
do in life is sit down and just draw because that’s like the calmest thing for me. Like 
either I always have my cat there and I’ll be happy because I love my kitties and drawing 
that usually calms me down whenever I get home from a long tough day at school. 

 
These strategies are different from the active coping items on the COPE, which emphasize taking 
direct action specific to the stressor, concentrating one’s efforts on solving the problem, and 
doing what needs to be done, one step at a time. These behavioral strategies are also not the same 
as the mental disengagement items on the COPE, which might include sleeping more or 
distracting oneself. These participants seem to be indicating that they are purposefully calming 
themselves as they acknowledge the stressor and not with the primary purpose to avoid the 
stressor. This theme is reminiscent of the shift and persist strategies (Chen & Miller, 2012) in the 
sense of reframing and refocusing attention on something that brings meaning or calm. Finally, 
behavioral coping in this sample included a small set of behaviors that could be connected 
to religious coping (praying), but not as a predominant strategy. 
 
We saw little to no evidence in the interviews of adolescents endorsing coping through substance 
abuse, venting, denial, restraint, behavioral disengagement, and humor as defined in the COPE. 
That does not mean that those coping styles may not be present, but that they were not noted in 
the interviews. In particular, giving up (behavioral disengagement in the COPE) was not an idea 
that was endorsed at all in the current study. Indeed, much of the positive self-talk that we heard 
in the interviews was directly contrary to the idea of giving up. 
 
Culturally based coping. In addition to the five qualitative themes, the interviews illuminated 
some of the Latinx-specific cultural values that have been described in the literature review but 
are not part of traditional coping measures. This culturally based content did not emerge as a 
theme in the semantic coding strategy that looked for specific coping strategies, but was seen as 
part of the context underlying many of the examples of coping that were given. For example, 
students described their ability to access help and support for coping using two languages or two 
cultural styles. In the words of one participant, 
 

It’s kind of like my parents, they listen to, they get advice from their friends, and if I 
couldn’t understand Spanish, I couldn’t get that information that they have. So, it’s kind 



of like the Spanish speaking culture has different advice to offer than the English culture. 
So I can, like, combine those two, and it helps me deal with my own problems. 

 
Participants also described the cultural clashes that can occur between their different worlds and 
how they must adjust their approach to each setting. In one participant’s words, “Like, I would 
change the way I think a little, to what school is, ’cause school is a different thing from what 
home is and like, it’s really different, like two worlds that are way apart.” These different roles 
and expectations for children in immigrant families have been identified in previous literature, 
but not tied directly to the idea of coping strategies and how youth can manage differing 
expectations at school and home. Another participant thoughtfully noted, 
 

It’s just that sometimes me and my dad have different ideas of what my role should be at 
home. Because I spend a lot of time at school with clubs and stuff and he says that is 
good for me and all, but he wants me to be home a lot more too because he says, and it’s 
true, that I am not really home too much. I really don’t help clean up around here too 
much. I know that on my part I try all the time to think about what he says, and try to do 
stuff at home too, and spend less time at school, maybe. 

 
Finally, some students also said that they “remember who I am or where I come from” as a 
reference to drawing on cultural pride or traditions for strength in coping. Students also 
underscored in many ways the important role of family and of taking their obligations to 
contribute to their families very seriously (Kiang & Fuligni, 2010). A sense of duty and 
connection to family members and willingness to undertake those tasks was suffused throughout. 
 
Integrating Mixed-Methods Findings 
 
The researchers reflected on the nuances in qualitative data, which helped provide additional 
perspective on the three factors that arose in the EFA labeled “Purposeful cognitive/behavioral 
engagement,” “Support seeking,” and “Separation/disengagement.” There are differences with 
the three factors that are present in the COPE measure (per Carver et al., 1989) and the current 
study. The COPE Factor 1 (problem-focused coping) has planning, suppression of competing 
activities, restraints, and active coping in common with our Factor 1. However, our factor 
(purposeful cognitive/behavioral engagement) also includes positive reinterpretation and 
acceptance along with humor and religion. Factor 2 in the COPE (emotion-focused coping) only 
has one variable in common with our Factor 2 (support seeking), which is emotional support. For 
our participants, instrumental social support and venting also loaded onto Factor 2. Finally, the 
COPE Factor 3 (disengagement) and our Factor 3 (separation/disengagement) have substance 
abuse, behavioral disengagement, and mental disengagement in common. Denial also loaded 
onto our Factor 3, but not in the COPE model. 
 
Discussion 
 
The purpose of the current study was to explore the fit of the traditional COPE model (Carver et 
al., 1989) with data gathered from youth living in Latinx immigrant families, using cultural 
relevance as a critical lens. We addressed a gap in the literature by drawing on the strengths of 
both qualitative and quantitative data to explore unique culturally informed coping strategies in 



this population. The qualitative themes added nuance to the three factors identified in the EFA, 
which were not exactly the same as the three factors from the original COPE model. One way to 
understand this potential synergy in our mixed-methods data is to consider the themes of positive 
thinking/self-talk and behavioral coping as connected to Factor 1 (purposeful 
cognitive/behavioral engagement), the theme of relational coping as deepening our 
understanding of Factor 2 (support seeking), and the theme of separate/disengage as consistent 
with Factor 3 (separation/disengagement). It is less clear how the planning theme might fit 
within the proposed alternate approach to coping. Together, the mixed-methods findings 
emphasize (a) the importance of trusted relationships and interdependence to many of the coping 
strategies implemented by the Latinx youth, (b) the way that positive self-talk helped youth shift 
away from negative thinking or affect and find ways to be resilient in the face of difficulty, and 
(c) the behaviors that helped participants ground themselves in the present moment in the face of 
stressors. Family was mentioned throughout the discussions of coping strategies, beyond what 
might be thought of simply as “emotional support seeking.” 
 
As expected, the CFA indicated that the traditional COPE model was not a good fit for this 
population. If we understand coping as the interaction of an individual with his or her 
environment, then the unique context of youth living in immigrant families may present both 
stressors that are culturally distinct (e.g., acculturative stress and racial-ethnic discrimination) 
and strengths and strategies that are culturally based (e.g., collectivism, familism, ethnic identity, 
bilingualism, and biculturalism). Seen from this ecological vantage point, it makes sense that 
coping in Latinx youth may not parallel the traditional models. Indeed, our findings are in line 
with the few studies found in the literature that regard coping in collectivist cultural traditions 
(Kuo, 2013; Moore & Constantine, 2005) with an underlying theme of interdependence and 
relational coping running through the results. For example, even an activity like planning, which 
has tended to be considered in a predominantly cognitive way in prior coping models, was 
enacted by our participants in a communal and interdependent way. Thus, our contribution is to 
suggest one way to broaden the view of coping in a Latinx sample, question cultural assumptions 
of the traditional models, and to encourage further work along these lines. 
 
In the EFA, some of the ways that coping may be structured differently were suggested. For 
example, the items that would have been considered as emotion-focused coping by Carver et al. 
(1989) were actually distributed across all three of the factors identified in the current study. 
Although we cannot definitively identify the reason, we can make suggestions that would be 
supported by the literature on Latinx immigrant families. If we consider some of the core values 
that help frame the worldview of Latinx immigrant families, we return to familism, collectivism, 
and ethnic identity (Stein et al., 2014). Thus, problem-focused coping likely would not be an 
individualized endeavor for our participants, but would be connected to key relationships within 
the family and a core sense of existing within that web of relationships. Engaged coping through 
positive reinterpretation could be couched in the wisdom and affirmations passed down from 
family members or balanced by a sense of emotional acceptance that some things are beyond our 
ability to control. 
 
Indeed, some of those interpretations were mirrored in the qualitative findings, where students 
referred to their family members as essential parts of their support system and talked about the 
ways they would gain perspective, assistance, comfort, and encouragement within their circle of 



trusted peers and adults. Relational coping strategies were prevalent throughout the interview 
data, just as emotional coping was present across all three factors in the EFA. The central 
importance of connection to family for buffering against stress has been highlighted by other 
researchers, such as one study where higher levels of familism were associated with more 
engagement coping for Latinx youth in the face of stressors (Santiago et al., 2016), Thus, future 
work on coping with Latinx adolescents should use measures that incorporate relational and 
collectivistic coping at a minimum (Moore & Constantine, 2005) as those themes were pervasive 
in the qualitative interviews in this study. 
 
Relational coping for Latinx youth may be particularly important in the context of 
discrimination, bullying, and acculturative stress. As in other studies (Brittian et al., 
2013; McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, & Zeiders, 2019; Sanchez et al., 2018), incidents of racial-
ethnic bias were noted as relevant stressors for this population. Students did mention bias and 
bullying in the interviews, usually when asked to think about a school-based situation that had 
caused them stress. Thus, one limitation of generalized quantitative coping measures could be 
their lower relevance to the life experiences of disenfranchised youth and families. If coping is 
indeed situation and context specific, then more generalized coping models should be closely 
examined to see whether they are adequate for the specific task of confronting discrimination. 
Some previous studies that have examined coping responses to discrimination (McDermott, 
Umaña-Taylor, & Martinez-Fuentes, 2019) have utilized a specific measure (e.g., discrimination 
coping strategies scale) and not a generalized coping scale. Racial/ethnic discrimination cannot 
be ignored in studies of coping for Latinx youth. 
 
The racial-ethnic context of this particular study in an emerging immigrant community, and 
indeed the anti-immigrant sentiment that is present in our current public discourse, was 
inescapable. The literature related to coping in marginalized populations has differed on the 
value of engaged coping strategies (proactively addressing a stressor) versus disengaged coping 
strategies when addressing discrimination as a stressor. Some studies have found that the 
disengaged coping styles (including forbearance) have been associated with more negative 
outcomes in the long term (lower mental health and lower college persistence attitudes) 
(Hernández & Villodas, 2019; Sanchez et al., 2018). McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, & Zeiders 
(2019) found that ignoring a discriminatory event could lead to greater internalizing symptoms, 
but this form of disengaged coping did help youth in school settings by allowing them to focus 
on their academic work. For a student facing limited financial resources, discrimination, or fears 
of family separation due to deportation, coping by denying those realities or giving up may 
provide an initial buffering effect (McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, & Zeiders, 2019) but may not be 
helpful as long-term strategies. Future studies with Latinx youth should examine the question of 
when to show forbearance or disengagement strategies and when to actively engage or seek 
support in the face of discrimination. 
 
The disengaged coping style did load onto one of the factors in our EFA using the quantitative 
data but was not as prominent in real-life coping narratives in the qualitative data. Participants 
provided many examples of engaged coping styles wherein students sought to connect with their 
primary support systems or engage in positive self-talk and planning, but the interviews did not 
provide examples of denial, behavioral disengagement, use of alcohol, and restraint as strategies. 
However, shift and persist theory suggests that disengaging (i.e., shifting) from uncontrollable 



stressors while focusing on things that provide youth with purpose, meaning, and hope is an 
effective coping strategy to combat the negative effects of socioeconomic stress for youth in 
poverty (Chen & Miller, 2012). This specific type of coping was suggested in the positive 
thinking/self-talk and behavioral coping themes in the qualitative study. For Latinx youth, 
familism and a relational orientation may be relevant for both the shift and the persist phases as 
their sense of meaning and purpose may be specifically tied to their familism values and 
behaviors (Kiang & Fuligni, 2010). Given that shift and persist has been predictive of better 
health outcomes for marginalized youth, future work should consider how shift and persist may 
function for Latinx immigrants (Christophe et al., 2019). Our findings underscore the value in 
considering alternate approaches to coping for collectivist cultural traditions. 
 
In addition to bringing nuance to the discussion of whether traditional coping models truly fit 
this population, the qualitative data also shed light on culturally based coping. While participants 
didn’t specifically mention culturally based coping strategies in response to the interview 
questions, the presence of language and culture undergirded much of their interviews. For 
example, students who maintained fluency in both Spanish and English noted that they were then 
able to access advice and strategies from their parents at home as well as from teachers and peers 
at school. Thus, bilingualism was like a key that opened the doors for multiple perspectives on 
coping and allowed students to select strategies that were effective, given the setting they were in 
or the type of stressor they were encountering. Moreover, the literature has documented the 
positive influence of cultural factors, such as a strong racial-ethnic identity and endorsement of 
familism for Latinx youth well-being (Stein et al., 2014). By considering cultural factors as 
embedded across youth’s daily proximal processes (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017), such as the use 
of relationships in coping behaviors when engaging with daily stressors, we can begin to 
hypothesize that cultural values like familism may be related to the increased importance placed 
on relational coping and positive self-talk. 
 
Limitations and Future Research 
 
One important limitation of the current study is that we were not able to enter each of the 60 
COPE items individually in the EFA because the sample size did not support it. Additional work 
with a larger sample could allow the items to move independently within the factor analysis, but 
we were confined to working within the existing 15 subscales of the original COPE. In addition, 
when the COPE data were collected, we did not ask participants to indicate what stressful 
situation they were thinking of specifically but only whether it was home or school context. 
Especially for youth in immigrant households, it would be important to understand the specific 
stressors that were testing their coping strategies. There were oblique mentions of the current 
political climate in the qualitative interviews, but that was not a focus of the investigation. In 
terms of context, it would also be beneficial to follow up on the bicultural or bilingual aspects of 
coping with stressors in the Spanish-speaking world of home and the English-speaking world of 
school. Another limitation in terms of developmental stages is that the quantitative data were 
drawn from participants with an average age of 12.9 years, while the qualitative interview 
participants had an average age of 15.7 years. The purpose of the current study was not to 
elaborate on developmental differences in coping but age can be an important aspect for future 
research. Finally, the EFA in the current study showed one alternative way to consider coping in 
this population, but we encourage other researchers to test such a model more rigorously to 



confirm it and to consider including related variables (familism, ethnic identity, and 
collectivism). 
 
Implications and Conclusion 
 
Although this study was exploratory in nature, it provides a starting place for thinking about 
ways to support coping in Latinx youth from immigrant families. For example, this study 
underscores the importance of considering how culture might influence our perception of 
stressors, the way we make meaning from those experiences, selecting coping strategies, and 
identifying resources we can use to strengthen our responses (Kuo, 2013). Do existing coping 
models address how marginalized youth encountering racial/ethnic bias or discrimination deal 
with these pervasive stressors? Do the set of strategies known as “shift and persist” offer a better 
foundation for dealing with uncontrollable stressors like poverty and racism/xenophobia (Chen 
& Miller, 2012)? These are important questions with direct implications on how to best help 
youth find strategies to deal with their daily stressors. 
 
In addition, the importance of collectivism and key relationships to coping strategies for youth in 
immigrant families is an insight worth pursuing in intervention work. The resilience described as 
positive self-talk and behavioral coping could be important for clinicians, teachers, and parents 
to foment as these types of strategies may be helpful for youth facing uncontrollable stressors. 
Differences in the types of stressors faced, the cultural strengths, identities, and values available, 
and the amount of support available in the nearby environment could all impact which coping 
strategies might be best (Brittian et al., 2013; Hernández & Villodas, 2019; Sanchez et al., 2018), 
which has implications for how we socialize children to build their coping skills. 
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