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Stress in Police Recruits / M. Kaiseler, et al.

STRESS APPRAISAL, COPING, AND WORK ENGAGEMENT AMONG
POLICE RECRUITS: AN EXPLORATORY STUDY!?
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Summary—This study investigated the influence of stress appraisal and coping on work
engagement levels (Absorption, Vigour and Dedication) of police recruits. Participants were
387 men, ages 20 to 33 years (M =24.1, SD=2.4), in their last month of academy training
before becoming police officers. Partially in support of predictions, work engagement was
associated with Stressor control perceived, but not Stress intensity experienced over a self-
selected stressor. Although the three dimensions of work engagement were explained by
Stressor control and coping, Absorption was the dimension better explained by these
variables. Police recruits reporting higher Absorption, Vigour, and Dedication reported using
more Active coping and less Behavioural disengagement. Results showed that stress appraisal
and coping are important variables influencing work engagement among police recruits.
Findings suggested that future applied interventions fostering work engagement among police
recruits should reinforce perceptions of control over a stressor as well as Active coping
strategies.

Work engagement refers to an employee's cognitive state, characterized by high
motivation, and has been shown to be related to positive work-related outcomes (Yagil,
2012). Previous research has shown that job and personal resources are important correlates
of work engagement (Bakker, 2009). Particularly, coping has shown to be associated with
work engagement across different professions such as teachers (Parker & Martin, 2009),
college students (e.g., Gan, Yang, Zhou, & Zhang, 2007), nurses, and police officers
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(Rothmann, Jorgensen, & Hill, 2011). Although these studies supported the association
between coping and engagement across professions, the conclusions were limited due to the
variety of coping definitions and conceptualizations used. Furthermore, stress appraisal was
not contemplated in the coping assessment as recommended by Cooper, Dewe, and
O'Driscoll (2001). Police work is one of the most stressful occupations (McCarty, Zhao, &
Garland, 2007) and recruits face a demanding, isolated and extensive training period in the
academy (Wilson & Grammich, 2009; Heslop, 2010). The current exploratory study adopted
a proactive research perspective and investigated, based on the transactional model, the
influence of stress appraisal and coping on work engagement of police recruits. Findings will
inform the design of efficient coping intervention in the training of future police officers
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; LeBlanc, Regehr, Jelley, & Barath, 2008; Maas & Spinath,
2012).

Coping was defined by Lazarus and Folkman (1984, p.141) as a “constantly changing
cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are
appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person.” Two types of cognitive
appraisal are associated with the coping process. Primary appraisal is the individual judgment
of the demands of a stressful event in relation to the person's goals and values and is
associated with the stress experienced. Secondary appraisal involves the evaluation of coping
responses that may be required to manage the demands of the event and reflects the extent to
which one perceives potentially having control, as well as the belief one can successfully
perform the behaviours necessary to deal with the situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Both
primary and secondary appraisals have been found to be important predictors of coping
(Aldwin, 2007).

Although the transactional definition of coping is the most frequently cited, it has not been
much used in workplace stress research, mainly due to difficulties in generalization of
findings (Harris, 1991). Nevertheless, as suggested by Lazarus (1991), sources of stress are
always personal and idiosyncratic as are the coping strategies that people use. Despite this
fact, while workplace stress researchers acknowledge the explanatory potential of the
appraisal process, they have not always given attention to this construct (Dewe, O Driscoll, &
Cooper, 2010). This limitation results in ignoring how the person gives meaning to the event,
as well as the foundations and context on which coping decisions are made (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984).

Although previous studies in both psychology and criminal justice investigating stress
among police officers were crucial to the understanding of work stress in this population and
organizational performance, they have been plagued by two main limitations. Firstly, the
research focus has been the association between psychological distress and coping (Brown &
Campbell, 1994; Toch, 2002), as opposed to human strengths, optimal functioning, and
engagement (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Richardsen, Burke, & Martinussen, 2006).
Particularly, it seems critical to understand the relationship between stress appraisal, coping,
and engagement to prevent distress among police personnel, and identify efficient coping
strategies. Secondly, the assessment of stress and coping among police recruits undergoing
academy training has not received much attention. Violanti (1992) noted that during the first
contact with their future profession, police recruits are subject to intense physical and
psychological stress, and are also deprived of outside support. Additionally, from a stress
management and prevention perspective (Giga, Cooper, & Faragher, 2003), there is a need to
conduct research among police recruits in training, with the goal of reducing police officers’
later stress.
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Police academy training situations provide a natural and privileged setting for the
investigation of the relationships between situational stress, personal appraisal, and coping
(Coyne, Aldwin, & Lazarus, 1981). Hence, addressing previous research limitations, the
influence of stress appraisal and coping on work engagement was investigated among police
recruits undergoing their last month of academy training. Considering that this study was
exploratory in nature, no predictions were made for coping strategies associated with
engagement after controlling for stress appraisal; however, since work engagement has been
associated previously with positive affective states and successful academic performance
(Schaufeli, Martinez, Marques Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002; Bakker, 2009):

Hypothesis. Police recruits with higher work engagement would perceive lower stress
intensity, and higher stressor control when appraising a self-selected stressor.

METHOD

Participants

A non-probabilistic sample participated in the current study. Participants were 387
Portuguese male police recruits enrolled in the Police Academy for the academic year
2010/2011. Participants average age was 24.06 years old (SD =2.38). Educational
background included the Certificates of Secondary Education (n=362) and Bachelor's
degrees (n=25). Data were collected in the last month of training, just before participants
became police officers. The study was approved by the University and Police Academy
Ethics Committees and recruits provided informed consent prior to participating.

Measures

Stressor type and stressor appraisal.—In accordance with Lazarus and Folkman’s
framework (1984), a stressor was self-selected and assessed using an open-ended question.
Participants wrote down the most intense stressor related with the academy course
experienced in the last 14 days. Following this, they reported their primary appraisal of the
stressor by indicating how much stress the event caused, and their secondary appraisal by
indicating how much control they perceived they had over the stressor. Responses were
recorded on a Likert scale with response anchors 1: Not at all stressful and 5: Extremely
stressful, or 1: No control at all and 5: Full control. This approach was similar to that used in
previous research in the area of stress appraisal and coping (e.g., Kaiseler Polman, &
Nicholls, 2009, 2012).

Coping.—Following completion of stress appraisal, participants completed the Brief COPE
(Carver, 1997) translated and adapted to Portuguese by Pais-Ribeiro & Rodriques, (2004).
The Brief COPE asks participants to indicate how much they use a particular coping strategy
during a stressful event and includes 14 coping strategies, with two items representing each
subscale. Table 1 defines the classification of coping used in the present study. Each item is
scored on a four-point scale with anchors 0: I haven't been doing this at all and 3: I've been
doing this a lot. Evidence supports the reliability of the Brief Cope and its validation among
the Portuguese population (Pais-Ribeiro & Rodriques, 2004) founding values that support an
identical pattern of translations among different countries (Sica, Novara, Dorz, & Sanavio,
1997). Cronbach’s a values found in the current study ranged between .63 and .94 similarly
to those presented originally by Carver (1997), and in the Portuguese version by Pais-Ribeiro
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& Rodrigues (2004) (see Table 1). Additionally, the fourteen coping strategies explained
83.9% of total variance among our data, while for Carver (1997) they explained 72.4% and
for Pais-Ribeiro & Rodrigues they explained 67.5%. Test-retest analysis of coping strategies
are not frequently referred (Carver, 1997), but recently Cooper, Katona, and Livingston
(2008) found »=0.32 after 2 year and Yusof, Low and Yip (2010), found that test-retest
Intraclass Correlation Coefficient ranged from .05 to 1.00. Due to the potentially poor
reliability results found for two-item scales in this study (Eisinga, Grotenhuis, & Pelzer,
2013), the Spearman-Brown formula was calculated (Table 1), presenting similar values to
Cronbach’s a for almost all variables. Although some of the coping subscales showed low
internal consistency, it was decided to include these in the statistical analysis. As shown in
previous coping research (e.g., Kaiseler, et al., 2009, 2012) estimates of internal consistency
have limited applicability when assessing psychometric properties of coping measures
(Billings & Moos, 1981). For example, one coping strategy may be appropriate to relieve
stress and as such would not require additional responses from either the same category or
other categories of coping.

Engagement.—Engagement was assessed with the 17-item Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale (UWES) Schaufeli and Baker (2003) translated and adapted to Portuguese by
Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, Salanova, and Bakker (2002). The scale includes three subscales:
Vigour (six items), Dedication (five items), and Absorption (six items), all scored on a seven-
point scale with anchors 0: Never in the past year, and 6: Every day. Evidence supports the
internal consistency and reliability of the UWES and its validation among the Portuguese
population (Schaufeli e al., 2002). Cronbach’s as values found in this study were between
.84 and .92 similar to those presented originally in the technical manual (Schaufeli & Baker,
2003), or Portuguese version (Schaufeli ef al., 2002) (see Table 1). Additionally, the three
subscales present two year stability scores between .30 and .46 (Schaufeli & Baker, 2003).

Procedure

Following ethics approval, digital letters were sent to academy police recruits by e-mail,
providing details about the study and encouraging participation. Voluntary participants
completed a consent form, and a web-based survey available on the academy Moddle web
platform. After reading a significant number of reported stressors by the participants,
responses were classified into two main categories: (a) outcome (theoretical and practical
results, e.g., “I am worried about the result of a theory test”), (b) course (structure and
performance, e.g., “Unsure how to organize my time management and study priorities”’). The
first and second author independently coded the full sample. The two coders agreed on 365
out of the 387 stressors (94%) reported. In the cases of disagreement, discussion followed
with the third and fourth authors and a decision was made. These data were used for
statistical analysis.

Analysis

After screening for outliers and normality, Cronbach’s as and descriptive statistics for all
study variables were calculated (see Table 1). Following this, correlations between the
variables were calculated. To investigate whether the type of stressor reported influenced
engagement, an independent-samples ¢ test was conducted. Hierarchical regression analyses
were only conducted for the significant correlations found between stress appraisal, coping,
and the three subscales of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale. Following previous research
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recommendations (Shimazu, Schaufeli, Kosugi, Suzuki, Nashiwa, Kato, et al., 2008; e.g.,
Nerstad, Richardsen, & Martinussen, 2010), and in accordance with the goals of the study,

the three dimensions of engagement were analyzed independently, instead of separately.
Multiple linear hierarchal regression analyses (stepwise) were performed to investigate the
relationship between the three dimensions of engagement (dependent variable), and the use of
coping strategies, whilst controlling for stress appraisal, using scale dimensions as ratio
values.

RESULTS

Table 1 provides the means, standard deviations and psychometric information for the
Brief Cope, and the Utrecht Work Engagement Subscales, Stress intensity, and Stressor
control. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test showed an absence of normality in the distribution of
all variables, suggesting the use of non-parametric tests (Table 1). However, the sample has
more than 30 participants (N=387), and according to Central Limit Theorem of probability
theory, when the sample size increases, the distribution of the mean approaches to a normal
distribution (Barnes, 1994). Additionally, skewness was less than 3, and kurtosis less than 7
(Kline, 2005), suggesting that the results were not affected by non-normality. The only
exception was the coping strategy “Substance use” which had a low mean. This result can be
explained by the fact that police recruits are not allowed to use drugs or alcohol during
academy training.

[Table 1]

No differences were found in engagement levels across the two categories of stressor
experienced (p>.05). Table 2 provides the correlations between the three subscales of
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale, Stress intensity, Stressor control, and coping. The different
dimensions of Engagement influenced Stressor control but not Stress intensity, and had a
diverse influence on coping. The correlational analysis partly supported a priori predictions
that engagement is associated with stress appraisal and coping. Moreover, Dedication was
weakly related with coping strategies, while Absorption was more strongly related with
coping strategies. Additionally, Stressor control and Active coping were positive correlated
with engagement dimensions, while Behavioural disengagement presented negative
correlations.

[Table 2]

Table 3 presents the results of the multiple linear hierarchal regression analyses (stepwise)
to assess whether the use of coping strategies predicted the three dimensions of engagement,
while controlling for Stressor control. All three dimensions of engagement were dependent
variables, Stressor control was entered at Step 1, and the coping subscales were entered at
Step 2 as predictor variables. Results showed that of the three dimensions of engagement,
Absorption was unique explained (14.9%) by the predicted model, followed by Vigour
(11.1%), and last Dedication (9.5%). Stressor control was a positive predictor for the three
subscales of Engagement. Lower Behavioural disengagement was associated with higher
Active coping and predicted theoretically important amounts of variance in Absorption,
Vigour, and Dedication among police recruits. Religious coping predicted only Vigour and
Dedication. Finally, less use of Self-blame predicted only Vigour among police recruits.

[Table 3]
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DISCUSSION

The results suggest that stress appraisal is an important variable to consider when
investigating the relationship between coping and work engagement among police
recruits. Particularly, partially in accordance with prior predictions, police recruits
with higher engagement scores reported higher scores on Stressor control over their
self-selected stressor. This may be explained by the notion that individuals
experiencing a high sense of control over an event are also more likely to perceive a
challenge in regard to the stressful situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Future
research considering the meaning of stress appraisals is required to confirm this
argument. These findings reinforce the suggestion that perceptions of control are
associated with positive outcomes across a variety of settings (Thompson &
Spacapan, 1991). On the other hand, contrary to prior predictions, police recruits with
higher engagement scores did not differ from those with lower scores on ratings of
Stress intensity. These findings suggest that the intensity of stress appraised over a
self-selected stressor is not related to work engagement among police recruits. It
would be interesting to understand whether these findings are replicated among
active-duty police officers.

The magnitude of most of the correlations obtained in the present study between stress
appraisal, coping, and the three dimensions of engagement were weak. However, the
direction of the correlations found suggested that police recruits reporting higher Absorption,
Vigour and Dedication also reported higher Stressor control and use of more Active coping
and Planning. These findings support previous literature in the area, suggesting that work
engagement considers a variety of job and personal resources (Bakker, 2009). On the other
hand, these individuals tended to use less Behavioural disengagement, in line with previous
research associating the use of problem-focused coping to better well-being (e.g., Ayree, Luk,
Leung, & Lo, 1999; Penley, Tomaka, & Wiebe, 2002).

The regression analysis showed that Stressor control and some coping strategies predicted
variance in the three subscales of work engagement among police recruits. The variance
explained by the model was different across the three subscales of work engagement, from
9.5% to 14.9%. Mirroring the correlation findings, Dedication was the subscale less
explained by the variables Stressor control and coping, in agreement with Bakker (2009).
Dedication refers to the individual being strongly involved in his work and experiencing
significance, enthusiasm, and challenge, so this subscale should be predicted by job
resources, rather than personal resources. Absorption refers to the individual being highly
concentrated and happily involved in his work, so as observed, it should be more dependent
on personal resources such as perceptions of control over a stressor and use of coping
strategies. These findings provide support for the need to investigate the three subscales of
engagement independently (Shimazu, et al., 2008; e.g., Nerstad, et al., 2010), rather than
analyzing work engagement separately, to provide more specific information for applied
interventions.

When analyzing coping strategies predicting work engagement, it was found that the use
of more Active coping and less Behavioural disengagement predicted higher Absorption,
Vigour and Dedication among police recruits. Since Active coping involves taking active
steps to overcome the stressor (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989), it is believed that this
coping strategy was more used by engaged police recruits to face the self-selected stressors.
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Behavioural disengagement involves actions that disengage one from the situation (Carver, et
al., 1989); its low use by police recruits can be possibly explained by the limited impact these
actions have on facing stressors. When comparing these findings with previous research
among South African police officers (Rothman et al., 2011), some similarities can be found.
Rothman et al. concluded that higher engagement among police officers was predicted by the
use of more Approach coping strategies including Problem-focused coping (p = 0.27),
Seeking social support ( = 0.05), and Turning to religion ( = 0.07). However, these authors
did not assess stress appraisal, and coping was analyzed at a dimensional level. Future
longitudinal studies are required, to assess relations between stress appraisal, coping, and
work engagement among police recruits in academy, and reassessing the population later on
as police officers. Such longitudinal research approaches will provide instructions for applied
coping interventions fostering work engagement among police recruits over training, and
reinforcing or restructuring these according to police officer's needs (Patterson, Chung, &
Swan, 2012).

Findings from this exploratory study, suggest that future research should investigate the
influence of other personal variables (e.g., personality traits, performance outcomes) on
engagement among police recruits undergoing academy training.
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TABLE 1

RANGES, MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS, INTERNAL CONSISTENCY RELIABILITIES, SKEWNESS, KURTOSIS AND
KOLMOGOROV-SMIRNOV TEST FOR EACH COPING AND ENGAGEMENT SUBSCALE, STRESSOR INTENSITY, AND

STRESSOR CONTROL (N=[387)

Min.- M SD o o Skew Kurtosis K-S
Max. (Spearman-  Portuguese’  Original®
Brown)

Active coping o3 2.07 0.63 .64 (.64) 65 68 B077 138 4.87*
Instrumental 0-3 1.77 0.73 .83 (.83) .81 .64 ..62 0.38 5.30%
support
Planning 0-3 1.96 0.66 .75(.75) .70 73 Boo 1.07 4.58%
Pos1t1v.e 0-3 1.93 0.70 .83(.83) 74 .64 Bo o061 486
reframing
Acceptance 0-3 1.84 0.68 .77 (.77) .55 .57 I.58 0.50 5.02%*
Self-distraction 0-3 1.67 0.75 .75(.75) .67 1 37 29 4.33%
Emotional 0-3 1.72  0.74 .80 (.80) .79 71 "
support B4 Bos 452
Humor 0-3 1.52 0.84 .85(.85) .83 73 B2 .66 4.07*
Venting emotions 0 -3 1.02 0.74 .87 (.87) .84 .50 0.23 .66 3.74%
Self-blame 0-3 091 0.72 .63 (.62) .62 .69 0.36 .68 2.83%*
Religious coping  0-3 099 0.92 .94(94) .80 .82 042 [B.94 4.30%
Substance use 0-3 0.15 047 .86(.86) .81 .90 335 10.92 10.18*
Denial 0-3 0.65 0.72 .83(.83) 72 .54 082 B34 5.41*
B'ehaV1oura1 0-3 0.44 0.67 .81(.81) 78 .65 135 0.73 7 37%
disengagement
Absorption 1-6 4.64 091 .92(92) 73 .82 79 0.28 2.64*
Vigour 1-6 451 0.86 .84(.82) .79 .83 72 0.23 2.27*
Dedication 1-6 441 094 .84(.86) .86 .92 .65 0.12 2.18%*
Stressor intensity 1 -5 3.09 1.08 13 38 4.27*
Stressor control 1-5 341 1.05 49 0.14 4.40*

“p1<.001.

? Portuguese versions of Brief Cope (Pais Ribeiro & Rodrigues, 2004) or UWES (Schaufeli ez al., 2002)

* Original versions of Brief Cope (Carver, 1997) or UWES (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003)
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TABLE 2

CORRELATIONS AMONG ENGAGEMENT AND COPING SUBSCALES, STRESSOR INTENSITY, AND STRESSOR CONTROL

(N=387)

Scale Absorption Vigour Dedication
Active coping 28 .001 23 .001 22 001
Instrumental support .15 .002 .14 .005 12 .02
Planning .20 .001 17 .001 A5 .01
Positive reframing 18 .001 12 .02 10 .05
Acceptance .09 .10 .06 24 .05 .34
Self-distraction Bo4 48 Bo2 [ ] Bo3 .56
Emotional support .16 .002 .14 .01 12 .02
Humor .01 .86 .02 .02
Venting emotions I.12 .02 I.06 .09
Self-blame .13 .01 .14 .07
Religious coping .04 49 .07 15 .08 .10
Substance use 19 .001 14 I .10 I
Denial 21 .001 .14 .13
Behavioural .28 .001 .22 .001 .20 .001
disengagement
Stressor intensity Bos 29 Bo2 .66 Bo4 43
Stressor control 21 .001 18 .001 20 .001

Note.—Values of p with Bonferroni correction.
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TABLE 3

MODEL SUMMARY OF REGRESSION ANALYSIS FOR ENGAGEMENT SUBSCALES AS DEPENDENT VARIABLES AND
COPING STRATEGIES AS PREDICTOR VARIABLES, CONTROLLING FOR STRESSOR CONTROL (N.=387)

R’ AdjR’ R’chg B SE § t F (df)
Dependent Variable: Absorption
Stressor control .04 .04 .04 12 04 14 2.93%
Behavioural A1 .11 07 B32 06 H24 Ba99r ., t (3.39)
disengagement
Active coping d6 .15 .04 30 .07 21 4304
Dependent Variable: Vigour
Stressor control .03 .03 .03 10 .04 12 2.48%
Behavioural 08 .07 .04 B20 07 B15 B76t
disengagement
Active coping 10 .10 03 25 .07 .18 357+ 10.68%(5.39)
Self-blame 11 .10 01 Bis 07 B12 B27i
Religious coping .12 .11 .01 10 .05 .11 2.14+
Dependent Variable: Dedication
Stressor control .04 .04 .04 13 .04 15 2.97+
Behavioural 07 .07 03 B2s 07 Bi1s P60t
disengagement 11.114 (4.39)
Active coping .10 .09 .02 21 .08 .14  2.82%
Religious coping .10 .10 .01 10 .05 .10 2.00%*

*p<.05. 1p<.01. p<.001.



