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experts. Moreover, work on stress and coping touches many areas of applied

social science, including prevention and intervention science, education, clin-

ical practice, and youth development, making this Handbook a vital interdis-
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and anyone else interested in improving the lives of children.
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Preface

Working on this Handbook has been like taking a master class in the development

of coping, a master class taught by experts all across the fields of stress

neurophysiology, regulation, coping, interpersonal relationships, and resilience.

Our goal for the Handbook is field building – we want to bring together theory

and research from across the spectrum of psychological and developmental sciences

that can inform our understanding of how coping develops across childhood, ado-

lescence, and early adulthood. Stress and coping cut across many subareas within

psychology and related areas of science, and so this Handbook draws upon and

should be of interest to a broad swath of psychologists (including those focusing on

clinical, counseling, developmental, educational, personality, social, and neuro-

physiological psychology), as well as clinicians, public health experts, sociologists,

and neuroscientists. In fact, research on “coping” represents one of the most popular

topics in psychology over the last 50 years and one that is still of major interest

today – not only in other areas of science but also to the media and general public.

An important segment of work on stress and coping focuses on children, adoles-

cents, and young adults. Issues involved in their coping also touch many areas of

applied social science, including prevention and intervention science, and are rele-

vant to practitioners interested in parenting, education, clinical practice, social work,

and teaching. Despite broad interest in coping among children and young people,

and despite broad consensus that developmental level shapes everything about how

they are able to cope with stress, this is the first Handbook to focus in depth on

theories and research on the development of coping. This Handbook explores the

interface between coping and the many content areas related to it, ranging from

brain development to social relationships to overarching community structures.

In our own efforts in this area (e.g., Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007, 2016), we

have been struck by how much relevant and fascinating work is happening outside

research on coping proper. This work illuminates key facets of the coping process, its

underlying constituents, and its social contexts. In each of these areas are strands of

work that focus on development. Hence, the Handbook includes chapters not only

from researchers whose substantive areas of expertise sit squarely within the territory

circumscribed by coping but also from experts in areas that do not even use the term

“coping” but whose concerns nevertheless overlap with issues relevant to coping and

its development. So, for example, the Handbook includes chapters from researchers

who do not consider their work to focus primarily on coping itself. These authors

address the question, “What would you like colleagues interested in the development

of coping to know about research in your area?” Other authors, clearly experts in

coping, do not consider their work to focus primarily on its development; they
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answer the question, “What would you like colleagues interested in development to

know about your research on coping?”

We owe an enormous debt to all the authors in this Handbook and especially to

those who were writing outside their comfort zones. In each chapter you will see

thoughtful and generative contributions to theory and research relevant to the

development of coping. Authors were eager to learn more about mainstream coping

research and generous in their thinking about its development. In fact, as the

chapters came in, we were so impressed by their ideas and insights that we started

asking authors to include a table of “take-home messages” for researchers interested

in the development of coping. We felt that they, like us, would continue to use this

Handbook as a reference for future research in the area. In this way, we hope the

Handbook can build conceptual and empirical bridges between coping and the many

other areas of psychology it touches, including most especially work on the develop-

ment of regulation and resilience.

Organization of The Cambridge Handbook of the Development
of Coping

This Handbook is organized around a developmental systems view of coping as an

integrated multi-level system that operates on the level of action, but draws on

underlying processes from neurophysiological and psychological levels; and is

embedded in higher-level social, interpersonal and societal contexts that shape its

functioning and development. We organized the Handbook and recruited authors

according to that multi-level systems model, with a special focus on researchers

studying regulation, resilience, and social relationships.

Connections to Regulation

Developmental models often define coping simply as “action regulation under

stress” (Compas et al., 1999; Eisenberg et al., 2009; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck,

2007). Because stress activates multiple subsystems, including attention, emotion,

behavior, motivation, volition, and cognition, developmentalists argue that coping is

both less and more than regulation (Compas et al., 2014). On the one hand, it is less

than regulation because it only examines the subset of regulatory activities taking

place under stressful conditions. On the other hand, it is more than any one kind of

regulation (e.g., attention regulation or emotion regulation), because it involves the

coordination of all of these kinds of stress reactions.

Dual process models of regulation can help parse coping into (1) stress reactivity

(or action readiness) and (2) action regulation, in which “action” refers to the

amalgam of goal-directed emotion-infused attention and behavior that appear on

the ground during transactions with stressful events. That emergent action, or

coping, reflects the balance between stress reactivity and regulation, with adaptive

strategies the result of low reactivity and/or strong regulatory capacities, and mal-

adaptive (or stress-affected) coping the product of high reactivity and/or immature

or disabled regulatory capacities. Hence, central to the study of coping are theories
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and research on stress reactivity and regulation of all kinds. Of special interest to

developmentalists is work that focuses on how and why such reactive and regulatory

processes develop or show age-graded qualitative shifts.

Connections to Resilience

Coping can be considered an adaptive process that contributes to how adversity

shapes the development of children and youth. Specifically, coping encompasses a

set of processes children and young people can deploy when dealing with the

proximal stressors created by adversity. Under stressful conditions, coping can make

a material difference, sometimes warding off or protecting youth from negative

outcomes and building coping resources for dealing with future events. Hence,

episodes of coping can contribute to the development of resilience, and programs

designed to promote resilience can consider coping as a potential intervention lever

to boost adaptation under stressful conditions. As a result, frameworks designed to

capture resilience, and especially multi-level developmental systems frameworks

(e.g., Masten et al., 2021), provide a natural home for the study of coping. Of special

interest to developmentalists are ways in which age-graded changes in coping

capacities contribute to resilience during different developmental periods.

Coping as a Site of Development

Coping itself, operating on the plane of action, is also a location where development

takes place – where regulatory capacities can be practiced and consolidated, and

from which resilience resources emerge. The coping system comprises a set of

adaptive processes designed to detect and respond to challenges and threats, which

can be broken into multiple tasks, including (1) radar, or detection and appraisal of

challenges and threats; (2) reactivity and readiness, or preparation and coordination

of responses to threat or challenge; (3) regulation, or sequential adaptation of the

complex actions urged by reactivity and readiness to changes in ongoing conditions

during interactions with stressful events; (4) recovery, or deactivation and resetting of

stress responses and rejuvenation of coping resources; and (5) re-evaluation, or

processes through which coping episodes are debriefed and lessons are learned for

future encounters. Each of these steps show development (e.g., radar comes to

anticipate threats and not just to react to those that arrive) and all of their develop-

ment is shaped by ongoing coping interactions.

Social Contexts and Development

Since coping entails the arc of transactions between individuals’ actions and stressors

over time, it carries with it the seeds of development on many fronts. It is observable

and salient to other people in the lives of children and youth, and it is also influenced by

the social context, including interpersonal resources and supports, relationships, and

the participation of other people. Hence, social partners, settings, and higher-order

contexts (e.g., poverty and racism) can be considered parts of the larger coping system.
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Of special interest to developmentalists are the ways in which children learn to cope by

coping, and in which the contributions of social contexts to coping may also show age-

graded changes and shifts. In the grand scheme of things, we hope to begin creating a

framework that bridges areas that study developmental changes in how children and

adolescents deal with adversity, contributing to the area of resilience and linking it all

the way down to research on the many kinds of regulation.

Overview of the Sections and Chapters in this Handbook

The Handbook contains 28 chapters, beginning with an introductory chapter

(Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck; Chapter 1) designed to provide some context for the

chapters that follow. Our chapter starts with a historical accounting of stress and

coping theory and research, especially the transactional theory of stress and coping,

which has dominated the field for at least the past 40 years (Folkman & Moskowitz,

2004; Lazarus, 2000; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, 1987). We show how developmental

systems conceptualizations of coping, which incorporate and expand on transactional

perspectives, can scaffold our understanding of the development of coping (Skinner &

Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007, 2016; Zimmer-Gembeck, 2021). We lay out five big ideas of

a developmental systems view and show how they open pathways for examining age-

graded transformations in coping. We then explain how together these ideas suggest

that the human coping system undergoes successive reorganizations as the means of

coping – the coping equipment available to individuals – changes from birth to late

adolescence. We end with an overview of the implications of a developmental systems

approach for prevention and remediation efforts, highlighting especially the role of

coping transactions themselves as sites for the development of robust stress

neurophysiology, regulatory resources, stress resistance, and resilience.

The 27 chapters that follow have been organized into six sections, or parts. The

first part includes four chapters on Theoretical Perspectives on the Development of

Coping. Following on, we include two chapters on Methods for Studying the

Development of Coping and then the content shifts to specific topics, presented

in 17 chapters, that cut across three areas: Neuropsychological research on the

developing human stress system, characteristics at the Psychological level that are

interwoven into stress and coping processes and development, and Social Contexts,

including interpersonal relationships and higher-order societal forces, that shape

coping and development across the lifespan. We end with a section on Application

and the Development of Coping, which includes four chapters addressing the interface

of stress and coping with social media, clinical treatments, education, and programs

for positive youth development.

Theoretical Perspectives on the Development of Coping

In the first section on theoretical perspectives, we encounter complex ideas about

how coping develops throughout childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Each

chapter in this section makes its contribution by applying a distinct theoretical lens
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to describe and explain coping and its development – including lifespan develop-

mental theory, attachment theory, self-determination theory, and theories of control.

In the first of these chapters, Aldwin et al. (Chapter 2) provide a comprehensive

developmental introduction to our topic by drawing together coping research con-

ducted within many specific age groups and articulating a general lifespan (meta)

theory of coping development. This chapter also highlights key complexities of

coping, such as raising the possibility that the development of coping is nonlinear,

describing how coping is embedded within many layers of social context, and

arguing that coping is rarely an individual endeavor but depends on coping partners

(e.g., dyadic coping).

Following this chapter by Aldwin et al., three chapters introduce us to widely

influential theories of social and behavioral development that can be used to frame

the developmental study of coping. Taken together, these chapters draw from

hundreds of theoretically-derived studies of development to summarize what this

research reveals about the interface of stress and coping development with parent–

child attachment (Magro et al.), psychological needs and social contexts (Raftery-

Helmer & Grolnick), and perceptions of control (Baratta & Maier). Magro et al.

(Chapter 3) illustrate how themes of stress and coping are interwoven throughout

attachment theory and research (Ainsworth et al., 1978/2015; Bowlby, 1982). Thus,

this chapter is unequivocal in arguing that the development of coping is a product of

social relationships, especially relationships with caregivers alongside experiences

of early-life stress. Moreover, they also provide a comprehensive empirical case as

well, by reporting the results of a systematic review of the associations of coping with

observational, representational, and self-report measures of attachment.

Raftery-Helmer and Grolnick (Chapter 4) rely on self-determination theory (Deci

& Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017) to guide their consideration of the role of social

contexts in children’s stress appraisals and coping responses. They focus specifically

on the roles of parents and teachers in meeting children’s needs for autonomy,

relatedness, and competence. Drawing on research on parenting, teacher–student

relationships, and stress and coping, they then unpack how elements of the social

context (i.e., parent and teacher behaviors) that meet or thwart children’s needs can

contribute to children’s primary stress appraisals of threat versus challenge, and their

coping responses. Finally, in this section, Baratta and Maier (Chapter 5) take us on a

deep dive into animal studies of controllability to consider processes that contribute

to stress resistance (higher threshold of reactivity) and resilience (quicker recovery)

to adverse events. After introducing the study of control in animal research, they

address many important questions regarding how stressful experiences have differen-

tial impacts on neurobiology and behavior depending on their controllability. This

is methodical research, which they then apply to human stress and coping, showing

why efforts to exert control, as seen in coping and emotion regulation, may buffer

against stressor impact and help protect individuals against harmful long-term

effects of stress exposure.

Overall, the authors of the chapters in this first part identify commonalities in

conceptualizations and operationalizations between the ideas at the heart of each
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theory and issues central to coping in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood.

The broad scope of this research, with methods ranging from observational studies

to survey research to controlled animal studies, was surprising in its coherence –

drawing similar conclusions about how coping is shaped by social and physical

contexts and often mediated by neurophysiological responses and (in human studies)

by individual appraisals, expectations, values, and beliefs. The chapters in this

section remind us how much we can learn about the development of coping if we

pay close attention to these theories and the empirical research testing them. They

also reveal many new possibilities for future study of the development of coping that

can be generated from existing developmental theories.

Methods for Studying the Development of Coping

The second section turns to methodology, with two chapters touching on substantive

questions about stress and coping, while also raising ideas for new research designs

and ways to answer important empirical questions about stress, emotion, coping,

adaptation, and development. In this part, authors of the first chapter (Modecki

et al.; Chapter 6) cover the many methodological and design challenges (and

opportunities) facing researchers who want to study the development of coping.

This chapter directs our attention to the advantages and accompanying challenges of

attempting to study coping as an unfolding developmental process, highlighting

intensive approaches to data collection and the growing use of passive data collec-

tion from smartphones and other devices to operationalize concepts related to stress

and coping.

The core methods chapter by Modecki et al. is followed by a chapter from experts

on resilience (Tyrell & Masten; Chapter 7). They draw upon their expertise in these

expansive domains to propose ways that this research could be productively inte-

grated with theories and research on stress and coping. The authors argue that

bidirectional scientific communication could enhance the research of those interested

in resilience and those interested in stress and coping. This chapter is particularly

helpful for considering how to use designs common in studies of resilience to address

important questions about coping and its development. The authors do this while

also raising important issues such as discrimination and dynamics at many levels.

Overall, the two chapters in this section move us closer to addressing some of the big

developmental questions of how to best describe and explain diverse pathways of

adaptation and maladaptation, keeping in the mind the ultimate purpose of opti-

mizing developmental trajectories across the lifespan.

Multiple Levels of the Development of Coping: Neurophysiological,
Psychological, Interpersonal, and Societal Foundations

Parts III, IV, and V include 17 comprehensive and thought-provoking chapters,

which start with a focus on the role of human neurophysiology in the development of
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coping and move outward to incorporate the roles of psychological processes, and

then social environments, both micro (e.g., family, peers, schools) and macro

(neighborhood, community). Part III covers Neurophysiological and Experiential

Bases of the Development of Coping with four chapters (Chapters 8–11). Part IV

covers Psychological Foundations of the Development of Coping with five chapters

(Chapters 12–16). Part V covers Social Contexts and the Development of Coping with

eight chapters (Chapters 17–24). Each chapter includes an in-depth consideration of

its topics and we were inspired by how these chapters not only bring together core

findings, but also build on them to propose many new ideas for integrative theories

and future research. Thus, the chapters, as a whole, are more than the sum of their

parts. We are especially enthusiastic about the chapters’ complementarity: Chapters

from one area can be used to expand on topics raised only briefly in chapters from

another area, while individual chapters can be used to answer important questions

that arise from discussions in other chapters.

Neurophysiological and Experiential Bases of the Development of Coping: Within

Part III, the four chapters consider neurobiological systems involved in stress

responding and regulation within the body and the importance of experiences taking

place outside the body in shaping the development of coping and adaption more

generally. Cohodes et al. (Chapter 8) and Sigrist et al. (Chapter 9) focus most on

development within the body by describing the details of neurobiological develop-

ments related to the human stress system (Cohodes et al.) and the dynamical

biological systems framework of human adaptation (Sigrist et al.). They explain

how bodily systems are involved in stress reactivity and regulatory responses

(coping), describing development of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, the

autonomic nervous system, the central nervous system, and integrated neurovisceral

systems. Yet, each chapter also acknowledges the central importance of social

experience early in life, by showing how human biological systems and their devel-

opment are shaped by experiences of caregiving, deprivation, and other resources

and adversities.

Such programming via early experience is thoroughly explored in the next chapter

by Cicchetti and Bendezú (Chapter 10). They address how and why child maltreat-

ment is so detrimental to human development, concentrating on its impact on the

stress system. They carefully lay out these complex literatures, and then thoughtfully

present essential details and make important connections to the development of

stress reactivity and coping. The last chapter in this section, by Rudolph et al.

(Chapter 11), considers the physiological and psychological changes of adolescence,

but also pays close attention to changing social experiences and contexts and their

roles in adolescents’ coping with stress (and other stress responses). This chapter

draws on the substantial research base focusing on this period of life as a time of

reorganization and change in stress appraisals, regulation, and coping. The authors

summarize the many physiological changes that have been documented in the stress

system over the pubertal transition and beyond, which are so important to later life

pathways. They also emphasize the importance of social contexts and interactions,
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given the many experiences of new stressors and shifts in regulation and coping

abilities that are features of adolescents’ lives. Overall, each chapter in this section

pays explicit attention to important ideas about developmental timing as crucial to a

complete mapping of the development of coping and related patterns of adaptation

or maladaptation.

Psychological Foundations of the Development of Coping: For the five chapters in

Part IV, we asked authors to summarize and then apply their expertise on important

psychological foundations of development that we argue are closely connected to the

development of coping (see Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). Thus, five chapters

in this section review person-level psychological factors and highlight their import-

ance for understanding coping, proposing a range of new research ideas along the

way. These chapters carefully detail relevant theory and research on attention (Hoyo

et al.; Chapter 12), emotion regulation (Cole et al.; Chapter 13), executive

functioning (Obradović et al.; Chapter 14), accommodative coping (Greve &

Kappes; Chapter 15), and personality (Shiner et al.; Chapter 16).

Social Contexts and the Development of Coping: Eight chapters make up Part V, with

all authors asked to apply their expertise on social contextual influences to the

development of coping. The chapters in this part are organized to address micro-

social system influences first. Bai and Repetti (Chapter 17) start off this part with a

very developmental chapter that gives us one of the most comprehensive summaries

available on how the social context can influence stress, physiological responses to

stress, and coping processes. They also address theory, methodology (especially

ecological momentary assessment and observations), research, and applied interven-

tions. The next four chapters focus on the important social contexts of parenting and

family. Each enriches our understanding of the development of coping by integrating

research on emotion socialization (Spinrad et al.; Chapter 18), child temperament

(Lengua et al.; Chapter 19), interparental conflict (O’Hara et al.; Chapter 20), and

autonomy in adolescents (Van Petegem et al. ; Chapter 21). Next, a chapter appears

on the interface of peer stress and peer relationships with the development of

emotion and coping (Zimmer-Gembeck et al.; Chapter 22).

Although many of these first six chapters in Part V also simultaneously consider

higher-level societal contexts that have an impact on parenting, families, and peer

relationships (e.g., culture, gender socialization, and work), the last two chapters

explicitly direct their attention tomacrosocial system influences. These chapters address

income inequality and poverty (Wadsworth et al.; Chapter 23) and culture and diversity

(Nichols Lodato et al.; Chapter 24), thoroughly considering how community and

societal conditions can amplify the influence of stress and coping or change how

stressful experiences occur and unfold. Of course, focusing only on person-level factors

or only on social contexts (or only on one social context) in any single chapter turned out

to be impossible, so each chapter in Part V (as well as the chapters in Part IV) gifts us

with many innovative ideas for how to conceptualize and investigate multiple levels of

influence that can help describe and explain the development of coping.
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Application and the Development of Coping

Finally, Part VI is the icing on the multi-level cake of the development of coping, with

each of the four chapters addressing Application and the Development of Coping.

Given that most of the researchers who work in the areas addressed in this

Handbook are all essentially concerned with improving the development of children

and youth, we wanted to end the Handbook by coming back to why the study of the

development of coping is so important. Thus, each chapter in this part considers what

is known about stress and coping in specific applied areas of research. The aim here

was to reveal possibilities for how we can support healthy developmental pathways

through research on how children and adolescents cope and expand their coping skills

in multiple venues: through resources and interactions available online (Brimmel

et al.; Chapter 25) or through clinical interventions (Kangas & Rapee; Chapter 26),

experiences in educational settings (Skinner et al.; Chapter 27), and youth

development programs (Simmons et al.; Chapter 28). The authors consider these

issues by addressing how empirical studies directed at improving children’s and

adolescents’ lives often target coping and, thus, can be informative about how coping

develops. Across the whole of Part VI, we were encouraged to see how research on

stress and coping can be applied to improve multiple outcomes (e.g., social support,

well-being, mental health, or academic success) in multiple settings, including mental

health interventions, schools, and programs that support children and youth.

Conclusion

In sum, we view each chapter in this volume as indispensable for any researcher,

practitioner, educator, or student who wants an updated account of cutting-edge

research on the development of coping broadly construed – the unfolding of children’s

and adolescents’ experiences as they attend to, react to, manage, regulate, think about,

come to understand, and learn from their responses in the face of stress. These chapters

also provide all of us with a map to follow in conducting future research – in many

directions – that identifies and addresses the unknowns that still remain about coping as

a developmental process of adaptation and change, and how to turn the experience of

stress and coping away from risks for mental and physical health problems and toward

supporting learning and growth along constructive pathways of development.
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