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Abstract
Stress among university students is a common phenomenon (Bòke et al., 2019, Reddy, et al., 
2018). In addition to dealing with academic stress, students also have to deal with the transition 
to online distance learning in the light of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Philippines. This 
study explored the coping responses of the BS Pharmacy students in Manila Adventist College 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted on all 
34 students in the first and second year level of the Pharmacy program. To measure coping 
responses and types of coping, a questionnaire was drawn from two standardized tests – the Brief 
COPE Inventory and the Brief Resilient Coping Scale (BRCS). Twenty-seven out of 34 students 
responded, giving a 79.41% response rate. Most of the respondents were first year students, are 
currently living with their parents, are using prepaid plans and mobile phones for online learning.  
The respondents report positive coping responses through Religion and Acceptance scales on 
the Brief COPE Inventory. They have taken an approach type and adaptive coping response to 
the situation. Majority of the students are medium resilient copers. This study recommends that 
wholistic interventions and student support be provided to the students to ensure their coping 
strategies and preserve mental well-being in online distance learning during the pandemic. 
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Introduction

Stress is a common phenomenon in 
daily human interactions. It is pervasive 

anywhere people worked with each other 
or had close relationships with, for example, 
coworkers, family members, lovers, friends, 
students and teachers. People experience 
stress and perceive issues as threatening or 
dangerous whenever they believe that they 
have in adequate resources to cope with 
such obstacles (Shahsavarani, et. al, 2015)
 
Literature showed that stress is predominant 
among university students (Bòke et al., 2019, 

Reddy, et al., 2018). Stress among university 
students was thought to be attributed to the 
expectations parents had for their children, 
which become larger burdens that these 
children could not carry anymore). Academic 
stress (Reddy, 2018) was defined as the 
interaction between environmental stressors, 
student’s appraisal and reactions for the 
same. Common causes of academic stress 
include including high workload, attending 
lessons, respecting deadlines, balancing 
university and private life, and economic 
issues. These stressors have been found to 
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be associated with high risk of distress and 
reduced academic achievement (Portoghese 
et al., 2019).

As consequence to stress, individuals use 
many ways to cope. Coping was referred 
to as the way people manage stressful life 
conditions. The coping theory of Lazarus, 
1999 defined coping as constantly changing 
cognitive and behavioral efforts undertaken 
by an individual in order to deal with demands 
which are especially challenging and are 
probably exceeding individual capacities and/
or resources. Coping was said to have an 
inverse relationship with stress. When coping is 
ineffective, the stress level is high. On the other 
hand, when coping is effective, stress level is 
low. Therefore, analyzing coping can greatly 
help educational psychologists, researchers 
and educators understand students’ constant 
struggle to adapt to troubling stressors and 
those produced by changing life conditions 
and help provide interventions that can help 
their academic capacities. 

In the Philippines, the usual stressors in the 
academia have been further exacerbated for 
the tertiary-level students due to the COVID 
19 pandemic. The extraordinary turn of events 
on both national and international scale have 
greatly affected the social and academic lives 
of these students.  

Due to the nationwide imposition on social 
distancing, colleges and universities in the 
Philippines have suspended their face-to-face 
classes and operations and have resorted 
to flexible means of teaching and learning 
strategies, primarily through online distance 
learning (CHED CMO 5, s.2020). Majority of 
the tertiary level institutions utilized online 
learning management systems to deliver 
instruction to their learners while both teachers 
and students teach and study at home. 

It is the interest of this study to explore 
the coping responses of the BS Pharmacy 

students in Manila Adventist College during 
the Philippines situation in the light of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Methods
This quantitative descriptive study was 
conducted on all 34 students in the first 
and second year level of the BS Pharmacy 
program in Manila Adventist College during 
the Schoolyear 2020-2021. Consent from 
the respondents was sought and given as 
indicated by their participation in the online 
survey. The survey was administered by 
sending online questionnaires through the 
students’ email and Facebook messenger 
accounts. 

The study follows Lazarus and Folkman’s 
framework of coping (Lazarus and Folkman, 
1984). In order to measure the coping 
responses, type of coping and online student 
engagement, a questionnaire was drawn up 
with two standardized test – the Brief COPE 
Inventory and the Brief Resilient Coping 
Scale (BRCS). The students’ responses 
were validated with additional open-ended 
questions. This questionnaire was then tested 
on ten respondents who were excluded for 
the study. 

The resulting questionnaire was tested for 
its content validity with three experts – a 
registered psychologist, a college professor in 
the Pharmacy program of a different university 
and a college professor practicing online 
learning. The instrument was also tested for 
its reliability by determining its Cronbach 
alpha where a value of ≥ 0.7 is considered 
acceptable. Results of the reliability testing 
yielded Cronbach alpha of 0.9269, indicating 
high internal consistency. Data was cleaned, 
coded and encoded using Stata v.11. 
Descriptive statistics was used to characterize 
the student population. Correlation analyses 
and z-test were performed to compare 
differences in Brief COPE Scores between 
different student groups.
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Results and Discussions
Of the 34 students invited to participate in 
the study, only 27 responded to the survey, 
giving a 79.41% response rate. Majority were 
females (88.88%) with mean age of 20.37 ± 
2.15. Most of the respondents are in their first 
year of the program (59.26%). Most of the 
students lived in Pasay City (37.04%) while 
the rest went back to their provinces as far 
as Isabela (3.70%) and Kidapawan (3.70%). 

Table 1
Summary of Respondent's Demographics

PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS FREQUENCY PERCENTAGE

Gender

Male 3 11.11%

Female 24 88.89%

Total 27

Year-Level

First Year 16 59.26%

Second Year 11 40.74%

TOTAL 27

Internet Connection

Mobile data 15 55.56%

Postpaid plan 11 40.74%

Prepaid plan 21 3.70%

TOTAL 27

Type of Device used

Mobile phone 26 96.30%

Laptop 15 55.56%

PC 3 11.11%

Online resources used

Google 5 18.51%

Facebook 4 14.81%

Facebook messenger 4 14.81%

Youtube 4 14.81%

Zoom 4 14.81%

Gmail 4 14.81%

Google classroom 3 11.11%

Instagram 1 3.70%

Ebook 1 3.70%

Most are living with their parents (66.67%) 
while some live with their guardians (11.11%). 
More than half (55.56%) use mobile data 
while some use postpaid internet connection 
(40.74%) and prepaid internet (3.70%). 
Almost all of the respondents use their mobile 
phones (96.30%) and laptops (55.56%) while 
only three of the twenty-seven participants 
(11.11%) use personal computers
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Coping Responses
Coping responses of the respondents were 
measured using the Brief COPE Inventory 
and the Brief Resilient Coping Scale. The Brief 
COPE Inventory is an abbreviated version 
of the Carver’s 1989 COPE Inventory, a 60-
item instrument multi-dimensional inventory 
developed to assess different coping 
strategies people use in response to stress. 
The questions in the Brief COPE inventory 
identifies ways the respondents were coping 
with the stress in their life and the extent that 
they have been doing it since the start of 
the enhanced community quarantine in the 
Philippines due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
There are 14 scales in the inventory, each 
comprising of two questions: 1) acceptance; 
2) emotional support; 3) humor; 4) positive 
reframing; 5) religion; 6) active coping; 
7) instrumental support; 8) planning; 9) 
behavioral disengagement; 10) denial; 
11) self-distraction; 12) self-blaming; 13) 
substance use and 14) venting. Strategies 
of acceptance, emotional social support, 
humor, positive reframing, and religion are 
categorized as emotion focused. Active 
coping, instrumental support, and planning 
are considered as problem-focused strategies 
while behavioral disengagement, denial, self-
distraction, self-blaming, and substance use 
and venting are considered as dysfunctional 
coping strategies.

Coping strategies are also further 
subcategorized as either adaptive or 
maladaptive. Adaptive forms of coping 
include direct coping, if the problem can 
be solved, reappraisal, regulated emotional 
expression, and non-repressive self-control. 
On the other hand, rigid dysfunctional 
approach coping (rumination, venting/
emotional discharge, and confrontation) 
and rigid maladaptive avoidance, based on 
abandonment, social isolation, inhibition, 
and emotional suppression (Brown, L. et. al, 
2019) are considered maladaptive. 

The objective of this study is to determine 
the coping responses of the students during 
the COVID-19 pandemic and determine their 
type of coping. The summary of their coping 
responses is tabulated in Table 2.

From the 14 scales in the Brief COPE 
Inventory, the students scored highest in 
the Religion scale (Group mean: 7.19 ± 
1.04) while Substance abuse was the least 
type of coping response used (Group mean: 
2.11±0.58).

Z- test was used to measure gender differences 
in the coping responses of the respondents 
in the Brief COPE scale scores. Males scored 
higher in the religion category (8±0) than 
females (7.08±1.06). An opposite finding 
was observed for scores on substance abuse 
where females scored higher (2.13±0.61) 
than males (2±0). However, there were no 
significant differences between the means of 
males and females (p>0.05) for both Religion 
and Substance Abuse scales. T test was also 
used to evaluate differences between first 
and second-year level students. The results of 
the Brief COPE inventory indicated that most 
of the respondents found comfort in religious 
or spiritual beliefs by praying or meditating. 
They collectively do not need alcohol or 
other drugs to feel better or to help them 
get through the stress they are experiencing. 

The respondents also ranked high in the 
Acceptance scale. Acceptance is accepting 
the reality that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
happened and that they are learning to live 
with it (Brief COPE, 1997). Males have higher 
acceptance scores than females. There were 
no significant differences between the means 
of males and females. On the other hand, the 
second-year students have higher acceptance 
than first-year level students. There were also 
no significant differences between the means 
of males and females (p>0.05).
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There were, however, significant differences 
between genders for Denial and Venting scales. 
Similar with the findings in literature, gender 
differences in the expression of emotion have 
been observed and that the female gender 
role has been associated with the expression 
of emotion (Deng, et al. 2015). Denial was 
defined in the Brief COPE as saying to oneself 
“this is not real” or refusing to believe that it has 
happened. Males scored higher than females 
and there was a significant difference between 
these groups (p<0.05). This result is consistent 
with studies that reveal that women report 
higher levels of chronic and daily stressors than 
men (Anbumalr et al., 2017). However, given 
that there were only three male respondents, 
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Table 2
Summary Of Coping Responses 

Brief COPE 

Scales

Total 

Population
Gender Year Level

Male Female p-value

SD

First Year Second Year p-value

MM SD M SD M SD M SD

Self-distraction 6.11 1.34 6.67 1.53 6.04 1.33 0.46 6.25 1.24 5.91 1.51 0.53  

Active Coping 6.31 1.22 6.67 1.53 6.23 1.21 0.60 6.33 0.98 6.27 1.55 0.90

Denial 3.15 1.68 5.00 1.53 2.92 1.44 0.04 2.94 1.44 3.45 2.02 0.44

Substance 
Abuse

2.11 0.58 2.00 0 2.13 0.61 0.73 2 0 2.27 0.59 0.23

Use of 
Emotional 
Support

5.04 1.73 4.50 3.54 5.08 1.64 0.65 5.25 1.69 4.7 1.83 0.44

Use of 
Instrumental 
Support

4.85 1.77 5.33 3.06 4.80 1.64 0.63 4.88 1.5 4.82 2.18 0.93

Behavioral 
Disengagement

3.85 1.63 3.00 1.00 3.96 1.68 0.35 3.75 1.48 4 1.90 0.70

Venting 4.96 1.56 2.67 1.15 5.26 1.36 0.00 5.06 1.34 4.8 1.93 0.68

Positive 
Reframing

6.23 1.63 5.33 2.08 6.35 1.58 0.32 6.13 1.63 6.7 1.71 0.68

Planning 5.89 1.45 5.67 2.08 5.92 1.41 0.78 5.69 1.30 6.18 1.66 0.39

Humor 2.77 1.24 2.67 1.15 2.78 1.28 0.88 2.88 1.36   2.6 1.07 0.59

Acceptance 6.37 1.55 7.00 1.00 6.29 1.60 0.47 6.19 1.72 6.64 1.29 0.47

Religion 7.19 1.04 8.00 0.00 7.08 1.06 0.15 7.13 1.02 7.27 1.10 0.72

Self-Blame 3.67 1.44 2.67 0.58 3.80 1.47 0.21 3.63 1.15 3.73 1.85 0.86

Notes: M= mean; SD = Standard deviation

it is recommended that this study be replicated 
for comparison of findings.

Venting was defined as saying things to let 
unpleasant feelings escape or by expressing 
negative feelings. Females reported higher 
scores than males and there was a significant 
difference between these groups (p<0.05).
 
These results reflect the stereotypical 
views on gender socialization on stress 
coping based on various studies. It is a 
general view that men might be more likely 
to cope with stress by denying the problem 
or avoiding it because men are socialized 
to conceal their emotions (Chaplin, 2015). 
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Because men, based on some literature, 
are considered to be action oriented, 
direct, and assertive, they also might be 
more likely to engage in problem-focused 
coping (Chen and Sun, 2019). The social 
norm seems to be for women to express 
their feelings and for men to conceal their 
feelings. (Garcia et al, 2018).

To cope with the situation, students listed their 
coping activities. Most of the respondents 
found that sleeping (81.47%) is an effective 
way to cope with the current situation. Others 
read (66.67%), surf the internet (66.67%), 
watch movies (55.56%) or watch TV (51.85%). 
This is of special interest to the researchers 
so that future extra-curricular interventions 
may be developed based on activities they 
enjoy the most. 

Results also showed that the respondents 
have taken an approach-type of coping 
than avoidant. Both males and females 
have higher scores on approach coping 
than avoidant. First-year level students have 
higher scores on approach coping) than their 
second-year counterparts. There were no 
significant differences for gender and year-
level on these types of coping. 

Participants also record a higher mean on 
adaptive coping than maladaptive, indicating 
that the students have found positive means 
to cope with their current situation. This result 
is consistent with the individual scales in the 
Brief COPE inventory which showed that the 
top coping responses of the students were 
under the adaptive category. These were 
as follows: religion (7.19±1.04), acceptance 
(6.37±1.55) and active coping (6.31±1.22). 

To further validate the results of the 
Brief COPE Inventory, the Brief Resilient 
Coping Scale was also administered to the 
respondents. The Brief Resilient Coping 
Scale (BRCS) is a 4-item measure designed 
to capture tendencies to cope with stress 

in a highly adaptive manner (Sinclair and 
Wallston, 2004). There were four themes 
from the BRCS instrument: tenacity, 
optimism, creativity, an aggressive approach 
to problem solving and commitment to 
extract positive growth. The themes describe 
an effective, active problem-solving coping 
pattern that reflects resilient coping. The 
final scores in the BRCS scale were summed 
up where a high score between 17 and 
20 indicates a highly resilient coper and 
a low score between 4 and 13 suggests a 
low resilient coper. Sinclair and Wallston, 
2004 recommends the BRCS as a useful 
scale in identifying individuals in need of 
interventions designed to enhance resilient 
coping skills. 

Based on the BRCS scores, majority of the 
respondents are medium resilient copers. 
Analysis of the individual scores showed 
that there were 10 low resilient copers (with 
scores 12-13), 11 medium resilient copers 
and 4 high resilient copers.

Conclusions
Under normal, ordinary circumstances, 
university students are often faced with 
stress, particularly, academic stress. This 
stress is currently being compounded with 
the uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic and challenges of distance 
learning. As part of the responsibilities 
of college faculty members, it becomes 
necessary for them to determine how 
students cope with the current strain and aid 
in ensuring coping resilience and preserving 
mental wellness. 

While this study showed that generally, the 
students have positive coping responses by 
turning to religion for comfort and reassurance 
and by accepting the current situation, the 
current level of resiliency is moderate. Thus, 
the immediate concern of the faculty should 
be to determine the extent of the students’ 
resiliency during flexible teaching and 
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learning. The results of the study indicate 
a need to provide mental health support 
and extra-curricular interventions to ensure 
students’ coping resiliency during these 
challenging times.
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