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Introduction

1 Introduction
How are you feeling right now? This is the core question behind this book. But there is a hidden agenda! 
Before introducing it, we would like to present the Emotional Stress Reaction Questionnaire (ESRQ) 
right up-front. Read the instruction and start this book by responding to the ESRQ below. It should take 
less than one minute to complete!

INSTRUCTION

Below is a list of words describing different emotions. Beside each word are four response choices. Circle 
the choice which best describes how you feel right now.

Respond as follows:

1. The word does not correspond to how you feel right now
2. The word partly corresponds to how you feel right now
3. The word fairly well corresponds to how you feel right now
4. The word completely corresponds to how you feel right now

Respond with the alternative that first comes to your mind!

1. Indifferent 1 2 3 4 8. Energetic 1 2 3 4

2. Relaxed 1 2 3 4 9. Concerned 1 2 3 4

3. Pleased 1 2 3 4 10. Uncertain 1 2 3 4

4. Glad 1 2 3 4 11. Disappointed 1 2 3 4

5. Alert 1 2 3 4 12. Heated 1 2 3 4

6. Focused 1 2 3 4 13. Mad 1 2 3 4

7. Concentrated 1 2 3 4 14. Angry 1 2 3 4

It may seem unlikely but depending on your responses, a fairly accurate prediction can be made of your 
psychological action potential in your present situation. The arguments underpinning this claim (part 
of the hidden agenda!) will be presented later.
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Introduction

The book is an attempt to pursue an idea that one of us (GL) came up with in the mid 1980ies. Although 
tested successfully on a few occasions with the results being published in scientific journals, the idea 
more or less went dormant for a couple of decades. In the last five years, however, it has been revived 
and once more ended up in international journals (all references will be presented). However, it was 
not until this opportunity came to write a book for Bookboon, that a larger part of the puzzle revealed 
itself. There are yet many pieces to put together but this is a start.

The target readership for this book is students at basic, advanced or doctoral levels in a broad array of 
subjects such as business, law, management, medicine, nursing, pedagogics, psychology and sociology. 
Representing a new theoretical and methodological approach to the assessment of psychological stress, the 
book could thus, it could be used either in theoretical courses dealing with stress, or in methodological 
courses illustrating how a conceptual idea can be operationalized and statistically developed into a valid 
and reliable assessment tool.

Theoretically, the text rests on two psychological evergreens. Firstly, the truth is in the eye of the beholder. 
This means that it is the way we perceive and appraise what is going on rather than the objective reality 
which governs our reactions and behaviors. Secondly, these appraisal processes occur at different levels 
of consciousness and are difficult to observe directly. However, as cognitive appraisal processes tend to 
effect immediately following emotional reactions, they can be assessed indirectly through our emotions. 
This line of reasoning is expended in the text, including a presentation of common antecedent conditions 
such as personality and various situational characteristics.

Methodologically, the text presents the development of a measurement tool called the Emotional Stress 
Reaction Questionnaire (ESRQ). This questionnaire is based on the theoretical basis described above. The 
method development is described in detail and includes the operationalization process and a statistical 
analysis based on structural equation modeling. Further, relationships with different outcome criteria 
such as performance and satisfaction will be presented.

A key idea behind the ESRQ is that you should be able to respond to it quickly – after a practice 
session, most people can do it in less than one minute! In a cost-benefit analysis this may be essential as 
conventional psychological stress measurement tools take much longer time to respond to and to score.

The first part of the book (chapters 1-9) is solely devoted to the ESRQ instrument and its theoretical 
foundation. The second part (chapters 10-14) provides an illustration of how the presented framework 
and tool can be practically used in personal coaching focusing on stress management.
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Tell me how you feel and  
I will tell you what you think

2  Tell me how you feel and I will 
tell you what you think

The truth is in the eye of the beholder is one of the evergreens of psychological theory. It implies that the 
way we cognitively appraise and create meaning in a given situation affects other psychological processes 
such as emotions and coping. Following from this, the appraisal process may also have an impact on 
various outcomes such as performance, health, etc (Lazarus 1991, 1999). Thus appraisal, or interpretation, 
or sense-making processes, are key aspects of human life. They, rather than the objective reality, govern 
our reactions and behaviors. Nevertheless, as central as these processes are, there is one problem: they 
can occur at different levels of consciousness and are difficult to observe directly. 

Now, if appraisal processes are difficult to observe directly, there is a second best approach. Drawing on 
Lazarus (1991), it can be claimed that cognitive appraisal processes tend to effect immediately following 
emotional reactions. This means that each given emotion is preceded by a particular appraisal of the 
situation which results in a specific emotion.

An example: if you feel glad you have probably appraised the actual conditions as benign-positive. If 
you feel sad, it is quite likely that the appraisal process has resulted in an evaluation of the prevailing 
circumstances as overwhelming, including some kind of loss.

This line of reasoning, that a specific appraisal process results in a specific emotion state, is a core theme 
of this book which will be expanded in the following. 

2.1  Appraisal and coping processes

Lazarus (1966, 1991, 1999) discusses two kinds of cognitive appraisal processes. They both occur 
constantly and simultaneously during our waking life and are partly conscious, partly preconscious. They 
are labeled primary and secondary appraisal respectively, however, it should be noted that this division 
is only an analytical tool. In reality, “inside the head,” they are naturally intertwined.

Primary appraisal concerns the question “Am I OK or in trouble?” It is our way of discriminating 
between episodes that are irrelevant for us and encounters that are in some way interpreted as having a 
potential effect on our well-being. The core issue is whether something which is important to us or not 
is at stake. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) present the following three major primary appraisal categories: 
irrelevant, benign-positive and stressful. In the last category, the situation can be appraised as challenging, 
as threatening or as signaling harm or loss. A weather report that predicts rain tomorrow will have little 
impact if you plan to work indoors the whole day. If you had planned to spend the next day outdoors 
with your family and friends, the report means a threat to the plan and may cause you to reconsider. 
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Secondary appraisal focuses on the question: “What can I do?”, and concerns an evaluation of the available 
resources and options for coping with stressful demands and constraints. Returning to the weather report 
example, the person who planned to stay indoors will just ignore the report and continue whatever he or 
she was doing. For the second person, the forecast could initiate a series of actions, telephone calls, etc.

Once a person has appraised a situation as stressful, coping processes are initiated to manage the troubled 
person-environment relationship, and these processes influence the person’s subsequent appraisal of the 
situation. There is a constantly ongoing interplay between appraisal, coping, reappraisal and so forth, 
coping efforts including thoughts as well as actions. Some of these thoughts and actions are mainly aimed 
at doing something about the stressful situation. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) label it problem-focused 
coping. Planning activities and seeking practical help are common illustrations. Other coping efforts are 
primarily aimed at managing negative emotions, thus they are called emotion-focused coping. Typical 
examples include positive thinking, distancing, seeking emotional support, tension reduction through 
exercise, relaxation, shopping, excessive eating, alcohol consumption, etc. Thus, there are cognitive as 
well as behavioral kinds of both problem- and emotion-focused coping.

Of course, actions taken against stressful conditions can be directly observed. Once again returning to the 
weather forecast example, the person who planned to take some friends on a sailing trip may decide to cancel 
and spend the afternoon calling them to tell them the disappointing news. Cognitive coping efforts, that is 
thoughts on what to do and how to comfort oneself, are similar to appraisal processes in that they cannot be 
directly observed. This means that in reality it is usually impossible to separate secondary appraisal processes 
and cognitive coping efforts. They are constantly co-occurring at different levels of consciousness in our minds.
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2.1.1 A closer look at primary and secondary appraisal

The key question in the primary appraisal process has been summarized as “Am I OK or in trouble?” 
The corresponding question of secondary appraisal has been worded, “What can I do?”, and be seen 
as the light version of the theory. In the book Emotion and adaptation, Lazarus (1991) analyzes these 
processes in more detail. An attempt to give an overview of this exploration follows.

In the more elaborated form, each of the two kinds of appraisal consists of three components. A first 
aspect of primary appraisal is goal relevance. This is crucial for all emotions. If there is a goal at stake 
in a given encounter, one or another emotion will be generated. If there is no goal relevance, there will 
not be any emotion (Lazarus 1991).

A second component of primary appraising is goal congruence or incongruence. This refers to the extent 
to which a transaction is consistent or inconsistent with what the person wants. In the congruent case, 
the consequent emotion will be positive. If the goal is incongruent to what the person wants, a negative 
emotion will follow (Lazarus 1991).

The third and final primary appraisal component is labeled type of ego-involvement by Lazarus (1991). 
It refers to one or more of the following aspects of ego-identity or personal commitments:

1) self- and social esteem, which involves commitment to certain social roles; 
2) moral values;
3) ego-ideals; 
4) essential meanings and ideas;
5) other persons and their well-being; and 
6) life goals.” (Lazarus 1991, p. 101)

Each type of ego-identity may be involved in some individual emotions and not in others. To illustrate, 
guilt requires a threat to one’s moral values and shame indicates that the ego-ideals are at stake. Ego-
identity is involved in almost all emotions, but in different ways depending on the type of ego-involvement 
that is focused in a given encounter (Lazarus 1991).

Turning to secondary appraising, one component has to do with blame or credit. Knowing who is 
responsible for something – someone else or oneself – means that one can direct blame or credit externally 
or internally (Lazarus 1991).

A second aspect of secondary appraisal is coping potential. This refers to whether and how the person can 
manage the demands of a given situation. Coping potential is not actual coping but only an evaluation 
by a person of the prospects for managing the situation (Lazarus 1991).
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The third and final component of secondary appraisal is future expectancy. This refers to an evaluation 
of whether circumstances are likely to change for better or for worse, that is, become more or less goal 
congruent (Lazarus 1991).

Let us now illustrate how the six appraisal components can be used to explain the occurrence of  
a single, specific emotion. The emotion sadness will be used and the following table comes from Lazarus 
(1991).

Primary Appraisal Components

1. If there is goal relevance, then any emotion is possible, including sadness.

2. If there is goal incongruity, then only negative emotions are possible, including sadness.

3. If there is a loss to any type of ego-involvement – e.g., esteem, moral value, ego-ideal, meanings and 

ideas, persons and their well-being, or life goals – sadness is possible.

Secondary Appraisal Components

4. If there is no blame, then sadness is likely; if blame is external or internal, then other emotions such 

as anxiety, guilt, or shame are likely.

5. If coping potential is favorable, that is, the loss can be restored or compensated for, then sadness may 

not occur, or will be associated with hope.

6. If future expectations are favorable, then sadness is associated with hope and not hopelessness and 

depression. 

Table 1. Appraisals for sadness. Appraisal components sufficient and necessary 

 for sadness are 1 through 5. (Source: Lazarus 1991, p. 248)

The outcome of the three aspects of primary appraisal indicates that a negative emotion is possible. The 
specific emotion sadness can only occur if no blame can be specified and no coping potential can be 
seen. If something can be done, other emotions such as anger, anxiety, guilt and shame will be evoked.

The presented framework looks like a decision-tree. If A, then B, etc. However, Lazarus (1991) emphasizes 
that this is just for the purpose of clarification. In reality, these appraisals happen very rapidly and 
perhaps even simultaneously. Consciously and pre-consciously we draw on stored information about the 
environment and ourselves. It should also be pointed out that we do not have to go through the entire 
appraisal process every time a new situation is faced. From previous experiences we have learned the 
relationships between certain conditions and their consequences. Thus, appraisals will then be made on 
a minimum of cues (Lazarus 1991).

Related to the issue of previous learning is the fact that people tend to develop relatively stable appraisal 
styles. This refers to dispositions to appraise a given type of conditions consistently over time and across 
situations. This, in turn, reflects relatively stable patterns of commitment and personality traits.
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This can be illustrated with a study of policy officers’ appraisal and coping processes in acute, time-limited 
stressful situations (Larsson, Kempe & Starrin 1988). In this investigation 54 Swedish police officers 
retrospectively reported their thoughts, emotions, and actions during five recent stressful job events. 
One of the aims was to assess intra-individual appraisal consistency across the five reported episodes.

Primary appraisal in each stressful encounter was mapped with the ESRQ. Secondary appraisal was 
measured with four items. Participants indicated on a five-point Likert scale the extent to which the situation 
was one that (1) You could change or do something about, (2) You had to accept, (3) You needed to know 
more before you could act, and (4) You could reasonably resolve with the available resources. The first 
three of these items were developed by Folkman and Lazarus (1980) and the fourth item was constructed 
in the police study. The four ESRQ indices Irrelevant, Benign-positive, Challenge, and Threat or harm/loss 
were entered into a latent profile analysis (Gibson 1959) together with the four secondary appraisal items.

The outcome of the statistical analysis was four profiles representing different appraisal styles. They 
were assigned the following labels: Profile 1 – Unpleasant-Unchallenging/nothing to do about; Profile 
2 – Positive challenge/take charge; Profile 3 – Threatening/strong need of additional information; and 
Profile 4 – Average distress/do what you have to do. Correlations between these profiles or appraisal 
styles and self-rated performance indicated promising results. An appraisal style that is fairly consistent 
across different settings offers good opportunities for therapeutic or coaching interventions for instance. 
Given more data, we believe the suggested profiles can be tied to concepts on a more abstract level in 
the future. It is tempting, for instance, to assume a psychologically defensive pattern in the Freudian 
sense underlying Profile 1 – Unpleasant-unchallenging/nothing to do about.
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An interesting aspect of appraisal styles is the question of the consistency of such patterns across different 
situations. This was tested in the study of police officers and the results indicated a reasonable degree of intra-
individual appraisal style consistency across the five episodes reported by each participant (Larsson, Kempe 
& Starrin 1988). More research is needed here. Going to the extreme, it would not be surprising if persons 
with obsessive compulsive disorders reported a high degree of appraisal consistency across different situations. 
However, when it comes to the huge field of normal psychology, little is still known about appraisal styles.

2.1.2 Summary

A core in the cognitive-meditational approach developed by Lazarus (1991, 1999) is that by knowing how 
an individual construes a situation, we should be able to predict the kind and intensity of the emotion 
with which that individual will react. Because observing cognitive appraisal processes at different levels 
of consciousness is difficult, an alternative is to analyze the chain of causality backwards. This means that 
by observing an individual’s emotional reaction in a given situation, we should be able to reconstruct the 
meaning he or she has ascribed to it through cognitive appraisal and coping processes. Thus, “tell me how 
you feel and I will tell you what you think.” Reason, in the form of cognitive appraisal and coping processes, 
is thus linked to emotion in a systematic way. The interdependence between the different aspects has also 
been stressed. This has sometimes been referred to as reciprocal determinism (Bandura 1978).

2.2 Complicating circumstances

A number of conditions tend to complicate the pretty straightforward arguments presented above. We 
will deal with three of them here: change, preconscious appraisal processes, and the question of biological 
universals versus culture-specific expressions.

2.2.1 Change

The world is constantly changing. This means that each of us continually appraises and reappraises what 
is going on. Some changes are very rapid. During a heated half-hour discussion in a group of students 
for instance, each person can experience irritation and anger, shame and guilt, alertness and eagerness, 
joy and relief, as well as indifference. On the other hand, some changes are slow. An example could be 
the complicated grief process that may occur when an individual loses a near and dear family member 
due to a violent act of another person. In this case, the process may take years or a whole life time. The 
victim’s inner life can be dominated by grief and depression alongside anger and hatred, and sometimes 
also guilt as a result of self-blame appraisals.

The complicating thing is that even if we observe someone’s emotional reaction correctly and make 
valid deductions of the underlying appraisal process, we still do not know how long this emotional state 
will last. The individual in question may reappraise the situation one second – or one year – later and 
experience different emotions. Consequences of this for measurement will be discussed later.
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2.2.2 Preconscious appraising

The straightforward logic that a specific cognitive appraisal evokes a specific emotional reaction 
sometimes clearly does not apply. In addition to what has been presented above, Lazarus (1991) claims 
that there are two different modes of appraisal. One is conscious, deliberate, and under volitional control. 
The other is automatic, preconscious, and uncontrollable. This means that the process of emotion 
generation involves a mixture of both.

The preconscious, automatic appraisal process can be ultra rapid, but also conscious appraisals can 
frequently be made very quickly. Fortunately, we do not have to evaluate all possible aspects in every new 
situation. Based on previous experiences, we often only need a minimum of clues to interpret a new event.

Preconscious appraisals appear to end up in simple categories such as good or bad. Conscious appraising 
takes longer, uses language, and is more finely graded.

/D]DUXV��������VXJJHVWV�D�SRVVLEOH�DQDWRPLFDO�ORFDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�SUHFRQVFLRXV�DSSUDLVDO�
SURFHVV��7KH�EUDLQ�FRQWDLQV�D�QXPEHU�RI�VWUXFWXUHV�ZKLFK�FRPELQHG�IRUP�WKH�OLPELF�V\VWHP��
7KLV�LV�RXU�FHQWHU�IRU�LQVWLQFWV�DQG�HPRWLRQV��)URP�DQ�HYROXWLRQDU\�SHUVSHFWLYH�LW�LV�DOVR�RQH�
RI�WKH�ROGHVW�EUDLQ�VWUXFWXUHV��
�
7KH�SUHFRQVFLRXV�DSSUDLVDO�SURFHVV�FRQVLVWV�RI�D�VHQVRU\�LQ�IORZ�GLUHFWO\�IURP�WKH�WKDODPXV��
WKH�GRPLQDWLQJ�SDUW�RI�WKH�PLGGOH�EUDLQ��WR�WKH�DP\JGDOD��7KH�ODWWHU�LV�WKH�SDUW�RI�WKH�OLPELF�
V\VWHP�ZKHUH��DPRQJ�RWKHU�WKLQJV��HPRWLRQDO�IXQFWLRQV�DUH�ORFDWHG��7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�WKH�LQSXW�
VKRUW�FLUFXLWV�WKH�FRUWH[��ZKHUH�WKH�FRQVFLRXV�DSSUDLVLQJ�WDNHV�SODFH��

The preconscious and coarse appraisal process contributes to our survival capacity. When you are out 
walking in the forest, a small movement or sound can be registered ultra rapidly and signal a potential 
threat – it might be a snake! When you look closer you see that it was only a bird among the leaves and 
you do not have to continue with the fight-flight mobilization.

Lazarus (1991) further states that earlier psychological traumatic experiences, wishes, and fantasies can 
affect the outcome of preconscious appraisal processes. If it is a central theme to the individual, this 
influence can be so strong that the emotions one experiences in a given situation do not match with the 
conscious evaluation of the encounter. Thus, one and the same situation can be appraised differently at 
the conscious and preconscious levels respectively. At the conscious level, it can be appraised as benign-
positive and one should feel pleased. However, at the preconscious level, the same situation may be 
associated with, for example, an earlier experience of loss. This can lead to feelings of sadness although 
one cannot really understand why. The internal premises are hidden to the person.
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2.2.3 Biological universals versus cross-cultural variation

The last complicating factor we will briefly point to is the question of the cross-cultural universality of the 
proposed relationship between cognitive appraising and emotions. As Lazarus (1995) put it: “There are 
both biological universals and cultural sources of variability in the way emotions are aroused and regulated. 
The problem is to specify how both sources work independently and interact with each other” (p. 187). 

Two questions need to be addressed. Firstly, do people with different biological dispositions, for instance 
cognitive ability and temperament, appraise a given encounter similarly and, following from this, 
experience the same emotions? Secondly, do people socialized into different cultures and customs appraise 
and react emotionally in a similar way? The obvious answer to both questions is no. But this, in turn, 
creates a theoretical problem. It means that for biological or cultural reasons, two people who appraise 
a given situation identically may experience different emotions with different intensities. Once again, 
consequences for measurement will be discussed later in the book (Chapters 6, 9 and 14).

2.3 Stress

Remember the opening statement of the chapter, “The truth is in the eye of the beholder”? This pointed 
to the importance of the subjective meaning one ascribes to a given encounter. Drawing on Lazarus’ 
writings, we also noted that one of the main primary appraisal categories is “stressful,” which, in turn, 
can be further subdivided. In this section we will look somewhat deeper into the stress concept. Once 
again, the text rests on the theoretical framework developed by Lazarus (1984, 1991, 1999).
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A common conceptualization is to label sources of stress –‘stressors’ – and the outcome of these stressors 
– ‘stress reactions’. However, given the validity of the presented cognitive appraisal approach, this can be 
misleading. A specific event, giving a lecture for example, may be a stressor for A and joyful for B. Thus, 
Lazarus (1990) suggests the following definition: “Psychological stress, which results from the interplay 
of system variables and processes, depends on an appraisal by the person that the person-environment 
relationship at any given moment is one of harm, threat, or challenge.” (p. 4).

Still, much research on stress has taken major life events, such as the death of a spouse, being a crime 
victim, etc, as the point of departure. It is obviously true that severely demanding life circumstances can 
result in stress and an array of problems. However, for several reasons, it may not be the best approach. 
These include that major life events are fortunately relatively rare for most people and that the issue of 
individual differences in appraising and coping is ignored.

Lazarus and his colleagues have suggested a different research approach, which focuses on the minor 
ups and downs during our everyday life. The idea rests on the cognitive appraisal framework. The 
negative events are called “hassles” and the positive ones are called “uplifts.” Daily hassles are defined as 
“experiences and conditions of daily living that have been appraised as salient and harmful or threatening 
to the endorser’s well-being” (Lazarus 1984, p. 376).

Going back to major distressing life events, it could well be that their effect on health, well-being, social 
functioning, performance, etc, is mediated through hassles and uplifts (Wagner, Compass & Howell 
1988). The presence of a major event, a divorce for example, may cause the individuals concerned to 
perceive their everyday life differently. Many events that previously used to be regarded as routine and 
small hassles, such as not finding a particular skirt when dressing, being stopped by three consecutive 
red lights on the road, etc, are all now being noticed. Each of them means a micro physiological and 
psychological stress mobilization. The positive events, the uplifts, are no longer registered. A negative 
circle has been created and, accumulated over time, harmful effects may occur.

The research results for daily uplifts are less clear cut, but when it comes to hassles, it seems obvious that 
disruptions of daily routines, chronic strains associated with social roles, and enduring characteristics 
of the environment that are appraised as stressful, may have negative effects and constitute a risk factor.

To complicate things, it is not only a matter of additive effects of daily hassles based on their frequency 
of occurrence and the intensity of the reaction that follows. Hassles also vary in meaning and personal 
importance. Lazarus (1984) talks about a continuum from central to peripheral hassles, which is related 
to the core of the primary appraisal process – what an individual interprets is at stake in a given situation. 
This in turn is related to antecedent personality factors such as patterns of commitment (hierarchies 
of what one regards as important, more on this Chapter 3). The bottom line here is that daily hassles 
concerning something which is central to an individual, for example symptoms of illness in his or her 
children, may be much more troublesome than a series of peripheral hassles.
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2.3.1 Stress reactions

The acute stress reaction involves the whole human being and the following four aspects are often 
highlighted:

 - Physiological changes – these include reactions in the autonomous nervous system, the 
hormone system, and the immune system. The body is prepared for a state of alarm. The 
stress hormones adrenalin and noradrenalin are extracted into the blood. The heart rate, 
the blood pressure, and the muscular tension increase when the resources of the body are 
mobilized to fight or flight activity.

 - Motor behavioral changes – the increased muscular tension may cause tremor, stiff and 
twitchy movements, disturbed speech, and bodily posture.

 - Cognitive changes – the stress reaction includes changes in cognitive functions such as 
perception, evaluation, problem solution capacity, and social adaptation. Common examples 
are increased tendencies to generalize from limited data and to jump to conclusions, 
tendencies to over- or underestimate problems, and tendencies to see things in either/ – or 
terms, i.e. black or white.

 - Emotional changes – the stress reaction includes a broad array of emotions reflecting 
challenge, threat, harm or loss appraisals (see the previous text).

Let us provide an illustration of ‘the whole human being’ concept from a study of Swedish conscript 
participants (Larsson & Anderzen 1987). The appraisal of a given stressor as “challenging” co-varied with 
the emotion-focused coping strategy “positive thinking.” This combination in turn co-varied with emotions 
such as alert and energetic and with a mildly increased extraction of adrenalin. In contrast, the appraisal of 
the same stressor as “threatening” co-varied with the emotion-focused coping strategy “negative thinking,” 
with emotions like anger and/or disappointment, and with a strong increase of adrenalin extraction.

Long-term stress reactions like psychosomatic disorders, burnout, etc fall beyond the scope of this book 
and will not be commented on any further.

2.3.2 Summary and theoretical complications

Possibly the best way to ascertain the psychological stress level in an individual is to look at the frequency, 
intensity and centrality of daily hassles and uplifts. This means that hassles and uplifts should not 
be looked upon as antecedent stimulus conditions. Rather, the importance of the cognitive appraisal 
process is brought to the foreground. Viewed from this perspective, hassles and uplifts are to be seen 
as consequences of appraisal. Not the other way around. This means that the processes that underlie 
individual patterns of hassles and uplifts can give us valuable information on what is important and less 
important to a person. This last-mentioned issue calls for a presentation of some central, person-related 
psychological characteristics and this will be done in the next chapter.
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3 Antecedent conditions
In the previous chapter, the importance of appraisal processes was highlighted. This, of course, raises a follow-
up question: if these processes are that significant, what then are the determinants of these intra-psychic 
phenomena? Here, the framework of Lazarus rests on one of the most solid and respected paradigms in 
psychology, is generally labeled the interactional person-by-situation paradigm (Endler & Magnusson 1976). 
This means that appraisal processes are shaped by an interaction of individual and contextual characteristics.

The presentation of these antecedent conditions will be made in two ways in this chapter. First, some 
generally valid individual and contextual aspects will be introduced, then, an illustrative example from 
the field of leadership will be given.

3.1 Individual antecedent conditions

Two broad classes of individual characteristics will be presented: physical and psychological.

3.1.1 Physical resources

Physical resources consist of the individual’s collected physiological status. It affects appraisal and coping in 
all encountered stressful situations. A person who is healthy and strong obviously has better possibilities to 
manage demanding episodes than someone who is sick, tired, wounded or weakened in some other way.
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3.1.2 Psychological resources

The two most important psychological resources affecting appraisal and coping processes are intelligence 
and personality. They are both partly genetically determined and partly shaped by environmental factors. 
There are several definitions of intelligence but the bottom line is about cognitive capacity, or, more 
simply, how smart we are. Readers are referred to sources such as Eysenck and Eysenck (1985) for a 
thorough presentation of the intelligence concept.

Personality refers to a stable disposition to think, feel and act in certain ways. Once we have reached 
adulthood, it is supposed to be fairly stable over time and across different situations. The dominating 
theoretical model of personality in the last couple of decades is called the Big Five model (Costa & 
McCrae 1992, McCrae & Costa 2008). It consists of five overarching personality dimensions, each of 
which is being built up by six personality traits, which in turn are underpinned by countless habits, 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.

The five dimensions can be described as bipolar scales where one of the extreme ends constitutes the 
name of the dimension. Thus, they are as follows:

 - Neuroticism – the opposite pole is emotional stability
 - Extraversion – the opposite pole is introversion
 - Openness – the opposite pole is rigidity, conventionality
 - Agreeableness – the opposite pole is arrogance, cynicism
 - Conscientiousness – the opposite pole is sloppy, lack of moral standards

Intelligence and personality obviously affect appraisal processes. A smart person who is emotionally 
stable, extravert, open, agreeable, and conscientious, will quite likely interpret many situations differently 
from an individual who has a weak cognitive ability and is neurotic, introvert, rigid, arrogant, and lazy!

3.2  Contextual antecedent conditions

Contextual conditions include a multitude of aspects such as the air we breathe, the food we eat, the 
individuals around us, the house we live in, our work, society and its history, our culture, nature and the 
ecological environment, etc. Some of these conditions are more proximal and affect us more directly, 
such as the noise level at a work site. Others are more distal and indirect, like biological, geographic, 
and social environment conditions at large.

Social resources include access to people who can provide emotional, informational and/or tangible 
support. A social network that provides rich support in these three respects constitutes an example of 
favorable social resources.
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Material resources consist of money and what money can buy: a place to live, cars, and other material 
assets. Material resources are an asset in most stressful situations. The shear knowledge that one has 
money or other material resources is often enough to make an individual less vulnerable against external 
or internal threats. In summary, a person with rich social and material resources will most likely interpret 
many situations in life differently than someone who is less well off. The core of the person-by-situation 
paradigm is that it is the interaction of individual characteristics like intelligence and personality, and 
contextual characteristics like social and material resources, that shape psychological processes like 
cognitive appraisals.

3.3  An illustration - antecedents of leadership

The previous sections pointed to some general individual and contextual conditions that affect how 
we appraise and cope with major and minor life events. We will now be more specific by providing an 
example from leadership theory. The model chosen is labeled Developmental leadership (Larsson 2006, 
Larsson et al. 2003, Larsson & Eid 2012, Larsson & Hyllengren in press) and it has been selected because it 
explicitly rests on and interactional person-by-situation paradigm. The model will not be presented in full; 
rather the aim is to illustrate how leadership-specific antecedent conditions shape leadership behaviors.
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 Figure 1. The Developmental Leadership model (adapted from Larsson et al. 2003).

According to the model (Figure 1), leadership can be understood against the background of a number 
of interacting antecedent factors. Two main classes of leader characteristics are identified: basic  
prerequisites and desirable competences. The basic prerequisites include aspects such as the aforementioned 
factors of physical resources, intelligence, and personality. The desirable competencies encompass skills 
such as task- and management-related competence, social skills, and good capacity to cope with stress. 
The more favorable basic prerequisites a leader has, the greater the potential to develop the desirable 
competencies and vice versa.
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The model implies that a favorable combination of these two individual-related characteristics is a 
necessary condition for successful leadership. However, neither is sufficient in itself. They do not 
constitute a guarantee for successful leadership, because this is also affected by environmental conditions 
(Larsson 2006).

The contextual conditions shown in Figure 1 should be regarded as examples of these kinds of factors. 
The illustration shows that groups and organizations mutually influence each other. The same holds 
true for organizations and the external world (see Larsson & Hyllengren in press for a more detailed 
analysis of contextual conditions).

In conclusion, the example shows how leadership can be understood against the backdrop of a person-
by-situation interactional paradigm. We venture to guess that the same holds true for most, if not all, 
reasonably complex human behaviors. 
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4 Stress and performance
In this chapter, which is based on Larsson (1987), we present an attempt to integrate the cognitive 
appraisal approach with Yerkes’ and Dodson’s (1908) classical description of the relationship between 
level of arousal and performance. This relationship has the shape of an inverted U, which means that 
there is an optimal arousal level and that performance deteriorates at lower or higher arousal levels. 
The optimal level of arousal can vary between different kinds of tasks. There are also intra- and inter-
individual differences. Some days you can stand more arousal without performing worse and some 
people can manage stronger intensities than others.

The integration of the two models requires that the two concepts “stress reaction intensity” and “level 
of arousal” are regarded as equivalent. Further, we rank order the major appraisal categories of Lazarus 
and Folkman (1984) from low to high stress reaction intensity as follows: irrelevant – benign-positive 
– challenge – threat, harm or loss. The rank order is designed to reflect a continuous stress reaction 
intensity variable, which means that the appraisal categories succeed each other without sharp limits. 
From a performance perspective, the optimal stress reaction intensity level is assumed to correspond to 
challenge appraisals while the other kinds of appraisal will result in suboptimal performance. Figure 2 
provides an illustration.

 Figure 2. Relationship between stress reaction intensity and performance.
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By measuring an individual’s stress reaction intensity in a given situation, it should be possible to predict 
his or her performance in this situation. There will be much more on how-to-do-it later in the book. 
Strictly speaking, the prediction that can be made based on a psychological assessment of the individual 
stress reaction intensity, relates to “psychological action potential” rather than to actual performance. The 
latter may also depend on things like physical, social and material resources, in addition to psychological 
potential. 

It is argued that psychological assessments of stress reaction intensity show the performance ceiling 
following from psychological factors. This means that the lower degree to which the actual task depends 
on physical, social, and material resources, the stronger the predictive power of such assessments.

Let us illustrate. Suppose an individual can clear 125 cm in high-jumping when he or she is at peak 
performance. Let us further assume that this person is very good at coping with stress. If this person 
was told that he or she would die if he or she did not jump 125 cm, this person would manage the 
threat, show an optimal level of stress reaction intensity and perform the jump successfully. Let us now 
assume that a world class high jumper was exposed to the same threat. During favorable conditions he 
can jump 235 cm. Faced with the threat of death he collapses, shows too strong a stress reaction and 
“only” manages to jump 200 cm on “back-bone reflexes.”

4.1  Summary

The presented assumptions can be summarized as follows: (a) emotions in a given situation reflect how 
this situation has been appraised; (b) emotional stress reaction intensity can be seen as an indicator 
of the cognitive appraisal in a given situation; and (c) emotional stress reaction intensity in a given 
situation, assessed with a psychological tool, allows for a prediction of psychological action potential 
in this situation.
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5   From theory to a measurement 
tool: Development of the 
Emotional Stress Reaction 
Questionnaire

This chapter describes how the theory presented in the preceding chapters was operationalized into a 
practical assessment tool, the Emotional Stress Reaction Questionnaire (ESRQ). We will first show the 
development of the basic version (text mainly inspired by Larsson 1987) before describing two later 
additions. One of which is designed to map moral stress reactions (Nilsson et al. 2011) while the other 
is intended to capture patients’ satisfaction with care (Larsson & Wilde Larsson 2010).

The ESRQ was originally developed with the intention of being used in performance situations such as military 
operations, stressful police or rescue service missions and athletic competitions, and aims to give a ‘snapshot’ 
of the respondent’s psychological stress reaction intensity in a given situation. A basic idea was that it should 
be possible to respond to the questionnaire quickly (in about one minute) in almost any kind of situation 
where one can give attention to it for this amount of time, or it should be possible to use it retrospectively. In 
the latter case, individual is asked to respond as he or she felt at that time (in a given situation).
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5.1 Selection of items

As a first step, Svensson’s (1978) list of 71 emotion words was shown to six adult participants (researchers 
and students). They were acquainted with the inverted U-relationship between level of arousal and 
performance. Each participant received a large paper sheet (size A3) where the reference axes and the 
inverted U-curve were printed. Their task was to write the position of each emotion word on the curve; 
i.e. to mark on the curve where they felt they were in terms of stress reaction intensity and performance 
if they experienced the emotion word “X” etc.

In the next step the 71 emotion words were reduced to 36 for practical reasons, the goal being to retain 
the highest manageable number of words for the next step. The main reduction criteria was empirical, 
i.e. to only keep those words for which there was agreement between the six participants regarding where 
they had placed the words on the curve. The reduction was also partly based on theoretical considerations 
to ensure that the remaining emotion words corresponded fairly well to the emotional states claimed by 
Folkman and Lazarus (1985) to be typical of each of the main primary appraisal categories. 

The questionnaire consisting of the selected 36 emotion words was administered to a group of military 
cadets (n = 61; mean age 20.2 years). They were asked to reconstruct from memory how they had felt 
during two self-selected stressful episodes in the last month. One of the episodes had to involve their 
feeling that they felt they were “on top,” that is they experienced that they performed as well as they 
possibly could, while the other had to involve their feeling nervous and performing less well than they 
could. The same response scale was used as in the final ESRQ version (see below).
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Based on statistical analyses, the number of emotion words was reduced from 36 to 14. As noted above, 
an intention of the ESRQ is to facilitate a quick response. With 14 words it was found that: (1) all words 
including an instruction fitted on a single page; (2) after a trial session, it could be filled-in in less than 
one minute; and (3) an acceptable coverage of the underlying primary appraisal categories was obtained. 
The appropriate cognitive appraisal category for each of the 14 emotion words is shown in Figure 3.

Appraisal 
category

Irrelevant Benign - positive Challenge Threat, harm
or loss

ESRQ items Indifferent Relaxed

Pleased

Glad

Alert

Focused

Concentrated

Energetic

Uncertain

Concerned

Disappointed

Heated

Mad

Angry

Stress 
reaction 
intensity

Figure 3. The 14 ESRQ emotion words and the cognitive appraisal categories they are designed to map.

Figure 3 illustrates that the appraisal category “threat, harm or loss” is mapped with six emotion words. 
Three of these are fear-related (‘uncertain’, ‘concerned’ and ‘disappointed’) and three are aggression-
related (‘heated’, ‘mad’ and ‘angry’).

5.2  Response scale

The response format for all 14 items is a four-point Likert scale with the following anchors: The word 
does not correspond to how you feel right now (1); The word partly corresponds to how you feel right 
now (2); The word fairly well corresponds to how you feel right now (3); and The word completely 
corresponds to how you feel right now (4). When the retrospective version is used, “feel right now” is 
replaced with “felt right then.” The instructions are: 

“Below is a list of words describing different emotions. Beside each word are four response choices. Circle 
the choice which best describes how you feel right now (“felt right then” in the retrospective version). 
Respond with the alternative that first comes to your mind!” 

http://bookboon.com/


Download free eBooks at bookboon.com

Click on the ad to read more

Stress measurement in less than one minute

31 

From theory to a measurement tool

This response format reflects Lazarus’ and Folkman’s (1984) assumption that almost no cognitive 
appraisals are completely of a single kind. These authors are hereby pointing out that we usually do not 
experience just one emotion in a given moment but rather a complex mixture of emotions. Exceptions 
can be moments of total happiness or complete helplessness.

5.3 Scoring

Scoring of the ESRQ consists of summing the raw scores on items representing each kind of cognitive 
appraisal category and dividing that sum by the number of items in the category. Thus, the score on 
each of these scales can range from 1 to 4. 

The ESRQ also includes an Appraisal Index. This is designed to be a summary of the respondent’s mix of 
emotions, allowing one to roughly determine the position of the individual on the latent variable; i.e. his 
or her stress reaction intensity. Based on this position, drawing on the inverted U-relationship between 
stress reaction intensity and performance level, predictions can be made regarding the individual’s 
psychological action potential in the given situation.

The computation of the Appraisal Index rests on the following argument: the stronger the intensity in 
the emotions reflecting the appraisals Benign-positive and Challenge, the better from a performance 
perspective. Similarly, the stronger the intensity in the emotions designed to reflect the appraisals 
Irrelevant and Threat, harm or loss, the worse from a performance perspective.
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Based on this line of reasoning, an Appraisal Index score is computed as follows: a positive emotion 
sum score is computed by adding the seven items reflecting Benign-positive and Challenge appraisals 
respectively. A negative emotion sum score is computed by adding the raw scores on the six items 
reflecting the appraisal category Threat, harm or loss plus the single item measuring Irrelevant. Finally, 
the negative emotion score is subtracted from the positive emotion score. The resulting measure, the 
Appraisal Index, can range from -21 (maximum dominance of negative emotions) to 21 (maximum 
dominance of positive emotions).

On the basis of an individual’s score on the Appraisal Index, one can roughly establish his or her 
position on the latent variable; that is stress reaction intensity. High positive scores on the Appraisal 
Index correspond to a position near the optimal point on the stress reaction variable when viewed 
from a psychological action potential perspective. Lower Appraisal Index scores either represent too 
low or too high stress reaction levels. By going back and observing the scores on the different appraisal 
categories (see above), one can make a rough estimate of where on the stress reaction intensity variable 
the individual is positioned.

5.4 Administration of the ESRQ

There are two basic versions of the ESRQ. The first aims to map the respondent’s here-and-now emotions 
and is based on the question: “How do you feel right now?” The second version is intended to map 
situation-specific emotions retrospectively and is based on the question: “How did you feel right then?”

If it is feasible, the respondents should be given the opportunity to familiarize themselves with the 
questionnaire and its response format by first responding to the “right now” version in a neutral situation. 
When the ESRQ is presented in a classroom setting, the administrator should read the instruction aloud 
in a calm manner on the first assessment occasion and make sure that the respondents fully understand 
them. When repeated measures are used, it is usually not necessary to read the instruction again. It is 
typically enough to say something like: “And now you can fill in this one like the last time.”

The administrator should encourage the respondents to work quickly and spontaneously, if possible, 
also make sure that they do not miss an item. If a respondent asks questions like “What’s the difference 
between that word and that word?” the administrator is recommended to respond in a friendly but 
neutral fashion: “That it is how you perceive the meaning of the words.”

The ESRQ is only applicable among individuals who understand all the emotion words. This means 
that it cannot generally be used with children under 12-13 years of age, among immigrants with limited 
language understanding or people with cognitive disabilities.

http://bookboon.com/


Download free eBooks at bookboon.com

Stress measurement in less than one minute

33 

Interpretation of ESRQ results

6  Interpretation of ESRQ results 
This chapter deals with the interpretation of psychological stress measurement from two perspectives. 
The first is theoretical and general, the second is more practical and directly related to ESRQ results.

6.1 Theoretical measurement considerations

Three aspects will be discussed here: (1) single versus repeated measurements; (2) retrospective 
assessments; and (3) sum scores versus single item scores.

6.1.1  Single versus repeated measurements

A core aspect of single versus repeated assessment is the specificity of the person-environment relationship 
one wishes to capture. Is it fairly stable over a longer time, such as the first months of a grief process 
or is it rapidly changing, such as before, during, and after a penalty kick in football? The general rule 
of thumb should be that the more rapidly the encounter changes, the more desirable it is with several 
assessments that are related to specific episodes.

Now, there is an ideal and there is a reality. In most cases it is not possible to make as many and as 
episode-specific measurements as one would like. This means that some kind of episode aggregation 
must be accepted. Psychological assessments are often a question of compromises. This means that 
the individual makes a subjective calculus which sums up his or her psychological reactions during a  
broader time span (Lazarus 1990). Nevertheless, one should be aware of loss of potentially important 
process information though. A person may feel bad one day and good the next and report “medium” 
to sum it up.

6.1.2  Retrospective assessments

It is generally impossible for the researcher to be present with the study participants often enough, 
meaning that retrospective assessments need to be accepted. This is, of course, associated with risks of 
memory loss. Generally speaking, the longer the time gap from an incident to its reporting, the more 
room there is for personalized appraisals that deviate from what actually happened (Lazarus 1990). On 
the other hand, and especially considering instruments like the ESRQ, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) 
claim that memories of emotional states are relatively stable over time, particularly if the situation was 
experienced as stressful and if it is comparatively easy to reconstruct. Christiansson (1992) came to the 
same conclusion in a major review of memory research.

http://bookboon.com/


Download free eBooks at bookboon.com

Stress measurement in less than one minute

34 

Interpretation of ESRQ results

6.1.3  Sum scores versus item scores

From a psychometric standpoint, scores built-up by summing several single items have two distinct 
advantages over each single item score. First, a sum score is usually more reliable. Second, in order to 
communicate research results in a comprehensible way, some kind of reduction or aggregation of the data 
is usually necessary. However, sum scores also have disadvantages. One is that little or no attention is paid 
to the specificity of psychological reactions. To quote Lazarus (1990): “Knowing, for example, that a person 
reacts to an adaptational encounter, or to a stable relationship with the world, say, with anger as opposed 
to anxiety, guilt as opposed to shame, envy as opposed to jealousy, or depression as opposed to euphoria, 
provides far more valuable information about how a person is relating to the environment (appraisal) and 
coping with harms and benefits, compared with knowing only about degree of stress.” (p. 12)

An additional risk with sum scores is that they are strictly one-dimensional meaning that they vary from 
low to high values without paying attention to qualitatively different kinds of reactions which may be 
hidden in a sum score (see also the discussion on aggregated measures above).

6.1.4 Two suggested solutions

Assessments of phenomena that change over time call for research designs allowing for the mapping 
of processes. In psychology, this usually means longitudinal study designs where each participant is 
assessed two or several times. There are practical difficulties with this, of course, and one may have to 
weigh the pros and cons of such intra-individual designs with adopting more conventional large-scale 
cross-sectional designs.

A second suggested solution, which can be regarded as being in line with the intra-individual discussion 
above, is to add qualitative in-depth interviewing to the more standardized questionnaire approach. If 
done properly, this can shed important light on the problems of preconscious appraising and culturally 
ingrained response repertoires discussed in Chapter 2. However, superficial questioning will not do. It 
takes skilled interviewing to reveal and interpret these aspects (Lazarus 1995).

6.2  Practical measurement considerations related to the ESRQ 

The basic version of the ESRQ exists in two versions: one “how do you feel right now” and one retrospective 
“how did you felt right then.” Both versions result in 14 individual emotion scores, four appraisal category 
scores (Irrelevant, Benign-positive, Challenge, and Harm, treat or loss), and the Appraisal Index. Each 
of these markers can, of course, be used in cross-sectional as well as longitudinal research designs.

So far, all published research with the ESRQ has been cross-sectional where the appraisal category scores 
and the Appraisal Index have been used. A summary of the obtained results is presented in Chapter 8. 
In this kind of studies one typically seeks reliable indices rather than single items and the kind of data 
reduction that follows from using aggregate measures. Conventional statistical guidelines apply when 
interpreting correlational analyses, subgroup comparisons, etc.
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7 Two additional forms of the ESRQ
In this chapter we present two recently developed additional versions of the ESRQ. Both rest on 
international publications. The first is designed to measure moral stress reactions in addition to the 
original 14 ESRQ items (Nilsson et al. 2011). The second, which involves a major theoretical and 
methodological development of the ESRQ, aims to measure patients’ satisfaction with health care (Larsson 
& Wilde Larsson 2010). The second version will be described in more detail than the first. However, in 
both cases, interested readers are referred to the original sources for more details.

7.1 ESRQ-Moral stress

The phenomenon of moral stress is probably as old as mankind. The problems of fulfilling the intentions of 
good will, doing the rights things and acting accordingly has been convincingly formulated by Saint Paul: 

For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. (Rom 7:19 Revised 
Standard Version)

Recently, Nilsson et al. (2011) explored the issue of moral stress in connection with international 
humanitarian aid and rescue operations. This particular investigation was a qualitative interview study 
using a grounded theory methodology. The study resulted in a theoretical model, which in a slightly 
simplified form is presented in Figure 4.
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Beslutstrategi
- Sunt förnuft
- Söka chefers godkännande och stöd

Brist p å chefers Chefers god-
godkännande och stöd kännande och stöd

Katastrof/Humanitä

-

Tolkning av kontextuella f örhållanden
Hinder för upp- Anpassade till

ösande ösande

Överväganden
- Aktivt val att agera i enlighet med, eller i kontrast till, vad som förväntas givet 

rådande kontextuella förhållanden
- Vara medveten om risker, speciellt d å man agerar i kontrast till vad som f örväntas
- Återvända till det som f örväntas så fort som möjligt

Uppgiftens utfall utifr ån vald handling
- OK vid framgång
- Personligt ansvarig vid framgång/nederlag

Ej framgångsrik Framgångsrik

Moralisk stress reaktion
- Otillräcklighet
- Maktlöshet
- Meningslöshet
- Frustration

Decision making strategy
- Common sense guides the initial coping
- Seek leader sanction and support

Mistrust and lack of Trust and leader
leader support support

Disaster/Humanitarian crisis situation

Aid or rescue operation

Interpretation of contextual conditions
Obstacle to 

completion of task
Adapted to completion

of task

Deliberations
- Active choice to act in accordance with, or contrary to, what is expected given 

the current contextual conditions
- Be aware of risks, particularly when acting against what is expected
- Return as soon as possible to what is expected

Task outcome of chosen act
- OK when successful
- Personally accountable when successfull/not succesfull

Not successful Successful

Moral stress reaction

No moral stress

- Insufficiency
- Powerlessness
- Meaninglessness
- Frustration

No moral stress

No moral stress

Contextualconditions affecting the operation
- Formalities: the “objective/hard” reality
- Culture: the “subjective/soft” reality
- Safety
- Media

Figure 4. Ethical decision making from a moral stress perspective during acute situations (adapted from Nilsson et al. 2011).

The model illustrates a process that, under certain conditions, may lead to moral stress, shown in ideal 
typical form  elf, such as a disaster or other kind of humanitarian crisis situation. This, of course, is a 
necessary condition for an aid or a rescue operation and is not further elaborated here.
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A number of contextual conditions such as formalities, culture, safety aspects and the media affect the 
aid or rescue operation. The typical humanitarian assistance professional interprets the meaning of these 
conditions and the appraisal processes results in a position on a continuum ranging from understanding 
the situation as compatible with one’s inner moral guidelines to evaluating it as having obstacles in these 
respects. In the first case, there will be no moral stress. When the situation is interpreted as problematic, 
a morally challenging decision-making process begins. A core initial aspect of this is to seek mandate and 
support from one’s superior. If this received, there will be no moral stress according to this ideal typical 
model. On the other hand, if such support is not received, the humanitarian assistance professional must 
make an active choice, be aware of the risks of acting contrary to what is expected given the current 
contextual conditions. 

The next step in the model is task outcome, when the humanitarian assistance professional has acted in 
accordance with his or her inner moral conviction but contrary to what the contextual conditions suggest. 
If the outcome is successful, one may avoid moral stress, but this is not self-evident, and in these cases 
one may suffer from negative stress reactions. When one’s choice of action results in a task outcome 
that is not successful, a stress reaction occurs that can be labeled as moral stress. This is characterized 
by experiences of insufficiency, powerlessness, meaninglessness, and frustration (Nilsson et al. 2011).

When discussing the findings, we turned to the theoretical framework of Lazarus and wrote the following 
(Nilsson et al. 2011):

“Four kinds of experiences were brought forward by the informants: insufficiency, powerlessness, 
meaninglessness, and frustration. According to Lazarus (1991), meaninglessness and frustration (and 
also helplessness) are regarded as “ambiguous negative states” (p. 83) rather than as emotions. These 
states are involved in emotions as a preceding appraisal, but they are not emotions themselves. Rather 
they describe the evaluation of a given person-environment relationship (Lazarus 1991). We suggest that 
this holds true for insufficiency and powerlessness as well. In further support of this notion, none of 
the negative states we have identified can be found in the Shaver et al. (1987) extensive cluster analysis 
of 135 emotion names.” (p. 66)

7.1.1 Measurement of moral stress

Based on the above-mentioned study by Nilsson et al. (2011), a special version of the ESRQ was 
developed, simply composed by adding the four moral stress reaction words, insufficiency, powerlessness, 
meaninglessness, and frustration to the original 14 ESRQ words. The standard ESRQ response scale 
is used. Results interpretations may be based on each of the four word separately, or on a sum score. 
Examples of empirical results where the aggregate moral stress reaction score have been used are 
presented in Chapter 8.
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7.2 ESRQ-Care

The description of the development of the ESRQ-Care version will begin with a summary of some 
theoretical considerations, followed by a presentation of the instrument development proper.

7.2.1 ESRQ-Care theory in brief

At a general level, the cognitive-phenomenological theory tells us that the way a person appraises and 
copes with a situation causally contributes to his or her emotional reaction (Lazarus 1991, 1999). In 
turn, the appraisal process is shaped by an interaction of actual, external conditions and person-related 
conditions. Socio-demographic aspects such as sex, age, social and ethnical background and personality 
are typical examples of the latter (Jackson, Chamberlin & Kroenke 2001; Linder-Pelz 1982). In a health 
context, the individual’s health condition is obviously another relevant person-related characteristic 
(Crow et al. 2002). These antecedent conditions affect our system of beliefs and pattern of commitments. 
This suggested chain reaction is shown in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Relationships between person-related conditions, external objective conditions, 

 appraisal and coping processes, and emotional reactions (adapted from Larsson, Wilde Larsson &  

Starrin 1996 and Larsson & Wilde Larsson 2010).

An application of this model to key quality concepts could tentatively look like this. Socio-demographic 
characteristics, health condition and personality influence cognitive patterns such as expectations and 
commitments. Expectations can be regarded as so-called cold cognitions – types of beliefs or inner 
representations of how the world is. Preferences (subjective importance) can be looked upon as so-
called hot cognitions – types of commitments or inner representations of how one wants the world to 
be. Actual evaluation of the quality of care received (perceived reality of health service attributes) can 
be seen as a kind of appraisal and cognitive coping process. Finally, patient satisfaction can be regarded 
as an emotional outcome.
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In the majority of existing writings, patient satisfaction is regarded as an attitudinal response related 
to the degree of fulfillment of expectations (Bowers & Kiefe 2002; Crow et al. 2002). Needs, ideals, 
and norms are sometimes included in this matching (Sofaer & Firminger, 2005). According to the 
cognitive-phenomenological approach this represents an inadequate conceptual differentiation. First, in 
this framework an attitude is regarded not as an emotion but as a disposition to react with one. Second, 
ideals, norms, and preferences can be embraced by the commitment concept. This includes an enduring 
motivational quality which is not found in beliefs – expectations; for instance (Lazarus & Folkman 1984). 
Third, viewing satisfaction as an emotion has an intuitive appeal; you feel satisfied/dissatisfied. In the 
history of the individual, it has developed from sensory pleasure/pain states in the child (Lazarus 1991).

If one accepts that patient satisfaction is largely an emotional phenomenon, as well as Lazarus’ thesis that 
cognitive appraisals largely shape our emotional reactions, then the idea behind the ESRQ could also 
represent a valid measurement approach in the patient satisfaction context. However, as care contexts can 
be assumed to differ radically from performance situations such as military operations, a care-context 
adaptation of the ESRQ was regarded as necessary.

7.2.2 ESRQ-Care instrument development in brief

The study population consisted of all patients visiting one of 16 somatic out-patient clinics at the medical 
departments of two Swedish county hospitals in March 2008 and who met the following inclusion 
criteria: 16 years of age or older, able to communicate in Swedish, and willing to participate. Responses 
were obtained from 624 patients.

In order to adapt the instrument to care contexts, the hierarchical emotion system of Shaver et al. (1987) 
was used. From the superior emotion Joy, we selected “hopeful,” “optimistic,” and “relieved.” From Surprise 
we chose “astonished” and “surprised.” From Anger we picked “irritated.” From Sadness we chose “sad,” 
“insecure,” “humiliated,” “ashamed,” “lonely,” “stupid,” and “powerless.” From Fear finally, we selected 
“afraid,” “tense,” and “worried.” The selection was based on our judgment of face validity, related to the 
patients’ situation in care contexts, plus an ambition not to make the questionnaire too extensive.

An ESRQ Appraisal Index score was computed as follows in ESRQ-Care. A positive emotion sum 
score was computed by adding the raw scores of the 10 items reflecting Benign-positive and Challenge 
appraisals respectively. A negative emotion sum score was computed by adding the raw scores of the 17 
items reflecting the appraisal/superior emotion category Threat, harm and/or loss. Finally, the negative 
emotion score was subtracted from the positive emotion score. The resulting measure, labeled ESRQ 
Appraisal Index, can range from -58 (maximum dominance of negative emotions) to 23 (maximum 
dominance of positive emotions). Three emotion words, indifferent, astonished, and surprised, are 
regarded as neutral and omitted from the calculation of the ESRQ Appraisal Index.
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Dimensional analysis of the 30 ESRQ emotion words was made in two ways: explorative factor analysis 
(principal axis factoring with oblique rotation) and structural equation modeling (SEM) with maximum 
likelihood estimates, based on the covariance matrix. The explorative factor analysis resulted in a 
meaningful six-factor solution with 60.3 per cent explained variance. The confirmatory factor analysis, 
with two exceptions, took the exploratory solution as its point of departure. The first exception was that 
the model tested in the SEM analysis included a general factor (G-factor) containing all 30 items (no 
satisfactory solution was obtained without this). The second exception was that one item – “indifferent” 
– loaded on the same factor as “astonished” and “surprised” in the exploratory case. In the confirmatory 
analysis “indifferent” was omitted for this factor for face validity reasons. The confirmatory factor analysis 
resulted in the following factors: General factor, Irrelevant, Benign-positive, Challenge, Surprise, Fear, 
Shame, and Anger.
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Two general patterns emerge from a correlation analysis. First, the ESRQ scales co-vary more strongly with 
ratings of perceived reality of care than with ratings of the subjective importance ascribed to the different 
aspects of care. Second, in the case of perceived reality ratings, positive correlations are consistently 
observed for the Benign-Positive, Challenge, and the ESRQ Appraisal Index. Negative correlations are 
noted regarding the Fear, Shame, and Anger scales.
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When “Hesitation to visit the same out-patient clinic again” was used as dependent variable in a 
hierarchical logistic regression analysis, favorable ratings on the background variables (step 1), the 
perceived reality ratings of quality of care (step 2), and the ESRQ scales (step 3) made a significant 
contribution to the odds of reporting “No, no hesitation.” Four single variables showed a significant Wald 
statistic in the final model. Being born outside Sweden and having higher ratings on the ESRQ Fear and 
Shame scales respectively, contributed to the odds of reporting hesitation. Higher scores on the ESRQ 
Benign-Positive scale contributed to the odds of reporting “No, no hesitation”.

In conclusion, the dimensionality analysis resulted in a clear and meaningful pattern of factors. The two 
different indicators of reliability (the variance explained by each item in a SEM analysis and Cronbach 
alpha coefficients respectively) also yielded a satisfactory picture. However, it should be noted in the SEM 
analysis that an acceptable outcome was only obtained when a hierarchical model with residual factors 
nested in a general factor was introduced. According to Gustafsson and Balke (1993), this means that 
the G-factor has an influence on each observed variable. In the present case, we venture to guess that 
this influence can be understood to a higher degree in terms of a more stable mood or affect level (cf. 
research on positive and negative affectivity; Watson & Clark 1984; Watson & Pennebaker 1989). It has 
also been suggested that the G-factor represents a personality-related predisposition for experiencing 
events within a certain interval on a favorable-unfavorable continuum (Larsson 2001). This assumption 
finds support in the comparatively strong bivariate correlations obtained between the ESRQ scales and 
Emotional Stability (the reverse of Neuroticism).

From personal contacts we know that several researchers are now using the ESRQ-Care instrument in 
a variety of health care settings. Early examples are provided by Abrahamsen Grøndahl and colleagues 
(2011, in press a, in press b). Following a translation to Norwegian, they used the questionnaire in a 
number of different hospital wards in Norway.
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8 Empirical findings
In this chapter we present some empirical findings where ESRQ-scores are related to the key theoretical 
concept presented earlier. The aim is to explore the relationships between primary appraisal processes as 
measured by the ESRQ and: (1) antecedent conditions such as personality; (2) secondary appraisal and 
coping processes; and (3) various outcome indices. The method used, the results, and some comments 
will be presented in the following (from Larsson 2011).

8.1 Method

8.1.1 Participants and procedure

The study population consists of five different samples, which are presented in Table 2. In each case the 
ESRQ was part of a longer questionnaire, but no attempt was made before to specifically analyze the 
ESRQ responses. All participants are Swedish.
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Sample  n Additional scales Source

1. Civilian first responders (ambulance, police, 

rescue service) (assessments during the 

What-is-this-phase and the Gain-control-

phase)

386 Secondary appraisal 
Cognitive coping   
Self-rated performance

Sjöberg, Wallenius & 
Larsson (2011)

2. Civilian out-clinic  patients 624 Personality Self-rated 
health

Larsson & Wilde Larsson 
(2010)

3. Military task force on peace enforcement 

mission in Chad, 2008 (officers and 

soldiers)

84 Secondary appraisal 
Self-rated performance

Unpublished

4. Military task force on peace enforcement 

mission in the Bay of Aden, 2009 (officers 

and sailors) (Assessment before and after 

deployment) 

128 Sense of coherence Unpublished

5. Military (cadets) during stressful exercise at 

a military academy (assessments at three 

episodes during the exercise)

112 Secondary appraisal  
Self-rated performance  
Moral Stress

Unpublished

Total 1334

Table 2. Summary of study samples and scales used in addition to the ESRQ.

Sample No. 1 (Sjöberg, Wallenius & Larsson 2011) consists of 386 civilian first responders comprising 
33% ambulance personnel, 23% police officers and 43% from the rescue services. The whole sample was 
made up of 340 men and 46 women. The mode age group was 41-50 years. Participants were asked to 
report their reactions in a complex and highly stressful rescue operation. Following Fredholm’s (1999) 
suggestion, they retrospectively reported their experience related to two time segments. One was called 
the What-is-this-phase, covering the time from the alarm to the point where the respondent knew what 
the incident was about. The second was called the Gain-control-phase. This is the following phase and 
is characterized by the respondent experiencing that he or she could control the event.

Sample No. 2 (Larsson & Wilde Larsson 2010) consists of 624 patients visiting a Swedish primary health 
care center. In this group, 295 were men and 329 were women. The mean age was 48.9 years (SD = 19.8). 
They responded on a touch screen computer before leaving the health care center and were asked to 
report how they felt during the visit.

Samples No. 3 to 5 were military groups (only reported in popular Swedish reports). The third sample 
consisted of 84 participants from a Swedish peace enforcement force that had just returned from a 
6-month mission in Chad. The sample was made up of 78 men and 6 women, with a mean age of 28.4 
years (SD = 6.7). They were asked to recall the most stressful situation they had experienced during the 
mission and relate their responses to this. 
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The fourth sample consisted of 128 participants from a Swedish marine force that had just returned 
from a six-month mission in the Bay of Aden, with the task of protecting ships from pirates. The group 
consisted of 119 men and 8 women, with a mean age of 30.8 years (SD = 10.2). They were given the 
same instruction as the one described above for the Chad sample. 

The fifth and final sample consisted of 112 military cadets attending the three-year basic officer education 
at the Swedish National Defence College. The group consisted of 101 men and 11 women, with a mean 
age of 23.7 years (SD = 2.11). During a stressful two-day exercise, they were faced with three demanding 
tasks, and filled in the questionnaire immediately after each episode.

8.1.2 Measures

Personality. Data were collected (civilian out-clinic sample) using the Single-Item Measures of 
Personality (SIMP) (Woods & Hampson 2005) designed to measure the five dimensions/factors in the 
Big Five model of personality (Costa & McCrae 1992): Extraversion, Agreeableness, Emotional Stability, 
Conscientiousness, and Openness. Each factor/item is measured on a bipolar nine-point graded line.

Sense of coherence (SOC) was assessed (military task force Aden Bay sample) with Antonovsky’s (1987) 
short 13-item version. Scores on each item could range from 1 (weak SOC) to 7 (strong SOC). A scale 
score was calculated by summing the raw scores. The Cronbach alpha coefficients were 0.78 both before 
and after deployment.

Primary appraisal. The ESRQ, which was used in all nine measurements across the five samples, consists 
of the following 14 emotion words designed to measure the different cognitive appraisal categories as 
follows: Irrelevant: indifferent; Benign-positive: relaxed, pleased, and glad; Challenge: alert, focused, 
concentrated, and energetic; and Harm, threat, or loss: concerned, uncertain, disappointed, heated, mad, 
and angry (Larsson 1987; Larsson & Wilde Larsson 2010). 

Cronbach alpha coefficients on the various ESRQ scales ranged in the total of nine times it was used 
across the five studied samples as follows: Benign-positive scale: 0.57-0.80, Challenge scale: 0.55-0.89, 
Threat, harm or loss scale: 0.64-0.83, the positive items in the Appraisal Index scales: 0.74-0.90, and the 
negative items in the Appraisal Index scale: 0.65-0.84. Altogether, three out of 45 coefficients were below 
0.60 and they were all found in the marine task force sample.

Secondary appraisal was assessed with the following single item scale: The situation could be reasonably 
solved with the available resources. A 5-point response scale from 1 (Do not agree at all) to 5 (Fully agree) 
was used. Responses were obtained twice from the sample of civilian first responders (related to the What-is-
this-phase and the Gain-control-phase respectively), once from the military task force in Chad (self-selected 
stressful situation) and three times from the military cadet sample (one for each in the three episodes).
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Cognitive emotion-focused coping. This was assessed twice in the sample consisting of civilian first 
responders (What-is-this-phase and Gain-control-phase) using the Self-Statement Questionnaire (SSQ) 
developed by Larsson (1989). The SSQ contains 36 items designed to measure the inner talk of the 
respondent immediately prior to a task, at the very onset of the task, and during the task (all items are 
presented in chapter 11). In the present case, the two first-mentioned time segments were combined in 
the What-is-this-phase assessment. There are four scales as follows within each time segment: Positive 
self-talk vs. fear (e.g. Relax now and breath calmly); Positive self-talk vs. anger (e.g. Remember, focus on 
the task and don’t take it personally); Negative self-talk vs. fear (e.g. I will never manage this); and Negative 
self-talk vs. anger (e.g. What a stupid task). The responses were entered on a 5-point scale ranging from 
1 (Not used) to 5 (Used a great deal). The instructions were: “Please read each item below and indicate, 
by circling the appropriate category, to what extent you used it (during the given time segment). Indices 
were formed by adding the raw scores of each scale and dividing the sum by the number of items in the 
scale. Cronbach alpha coefficients ranged between 0.66 and 0.89.

Performance was measured in the civilian first responder sample by an index formed by adding the raw 
scores on three items (e.g. I am proud of my performance in the operation) with 5-point response scales 
(ranging from 1 = Do not agree at all to 5 = Fully agree). In the military task force serving in Chad, and 
in the military cadet sample, performance was measured by a single-item. Participants made self-ratings 
of their performance in the stressful episode on a scale ranging from 0% to 100%. The instructions were: 
“Think about the situation again. Consider how well you could have handled it if you had been “on top of 
your ability,” that is, if you had acted like you can in your best moments. Let us call this hypothetical ideal 
performance 100%. Mark a circle on the scale below how close to this ideal behavior you think you acted 
in reality.” Every tenth per cent was marked (0%, 10%, 20%, etc) making it an 11-point scale in the analysis.

Subjective health condition. Patients in the civilian out-clinic sample gave self-ratings of their health 
condition in their response to a single question: “How would you describe your present health condition?” 
using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (Very poor) to 5 (Very good).

Moral stress was measured in the military cadet sample by the sum score of the four negative ambiguous 
states identified by Nilsson et al. (2011): Insufficiency, Powerlessness, Meaninglessness and Frustration. 
The same response scale as in the ESRQ (see above) was used. Cronbach alpha coefficients range from 
0.67 to 0.72 in the three episode assessments.

8.1.3 Statistics

The main results presentation is based on correlations (Pearson) between the ESRQ scales on the one 
hand, and the scales designed to measure antecedent conditions, secondary appraisal, cognitive emotion-
focused coping, and outcome indices on the other. In addition to this, explorative factor analyses (principal 
axis factoring with oblique rotation) were performed on the ESRQ items within each sample (not shown).
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8.2 Results

The dimensionality of the ESRQ items was analyzed in detail in the aforementioned study by Larsson and 
Wilde Larsson (2010) using SEM and the question of factor structure was not the main aim of the present 
study. In summary, explorative factor analyses (principal axis factoring with oblique rotation) in each of the 
samples, typically resulted in three-factor solutions. One factor contained the items designed to measure 
the appraisal category Benign-positive. Items intended to reflect the appraisal Challenge loaded high in a 
second factor. Finally, all items measuring the appraisal Threat, harm or loss were found in a third factor. The 
correlation between the two first-mentioned factors was usually strong and positive, and they both correlated 
negatively with the third factor. The item designed to measure the appraisal category Irrelevant (indifferent) 
usually had low loadings in all factors, although somewhat higher in the Threat, harm or less factor.

8.2.1 Relationship with Antecedents 

Personality, as well as sense of coherence (Antonovsky 1987), can be regarded as antecedents of primary 
appraisal processes (Lazarus & Folkman 1984). Available correlation data with indices of these constructs 
are shown in Table 3. 
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Sample: Civilian out-clinic patients (n = 624)

ESRQ scales

Personality1

Extraversion
Agreeable-

ness
Emotional 

stability
Conscien- 
tiousness

Openness

Irrelevant2 -0.07 -0.05 -0.02 -0.03 -0.00

Benign-positive2 0.11** 0.02 0.26*** 0.00 0.07

Challenge2 0.17*** -0.03 0.23*** 0.09* 0.04

Threat, harm or loss2 -0.15*** -0.04 -0.11** -0.09* -0.01

Appraisal Index3 0.18*** 0.02 0.24*** 0.08* 0.04

Sample: Military task force Bay of Aden (n = 128) 

ESRQ scales
Sense of coherence4

Before deployment After deployment

Irrelevant2 -0.25** -0.32***

Benign-positive2 0.18* 0.25**

Challenge2 0.19* -0.18

Threat, harm or loss2 -0.26** -0.31***

Appraisal Index 3 0.31*** 0.35***

1Scores could range from 1 (negative pole) to 9 (positive pole).
2Scores could range from 1 (lowest degree) to 4 (highest degree).
3Scores could range from -35 (maximum negative balance) to 35 (maximum positive balance). 
4Scores could range from 13 (lowest sense of coherence) to 81 (highest sense of coherence).

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

Table 3. Correlations between the ESRQ scales and antecedent variables.

Beginning with personality (civilian out-clinic patient sample), Emotional Stability and Extraversion 
co-vary consistently with the ESRQ scales (although all correlations with Extraversion are below 0.20). 
High scores on the positive ESRQ scales correlate positively with these personality dimensions and 
high scores on the Threat, harm or loss scale correlate negatively. Agreeableness, Conscientiousness and 
Openness have no correlations with the ESRQ scales exceeding 0.10. 

Turning to sense of coherence, a consistent pattern is obtained before and after deployment (military 
Marine task force sample). The positive ESRQ scales correlate positively with SOC and the negative 
scales correlate negatively.
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8.2.2 Relationship with secondary appraisal

ESRQ scales

Secondary Appraisal index1

Civilian first 
responders 

What-is-this-
phase

(n = 386)

Civilian first 
responders

Gain-control
phase

(n = 386)

Military task 
force Chad

 (n = 84) 

Military 
cadets 

episode 1
(n = 112)

Military 
cadets 

episode 2
(n = 112)

Military cadets
episode 3
(n = 112)

Irrelevant2 0.03 -0.03 -0.06 -0.07 -0.20* 0.03

Benign-positive2 0.12* 0.15** 0.18 0.14 0.33*** 0.17

Challenge2 0.10 0.19*** 0.22 0.30** 0.22* 0.48***

Threat, harm or loss2 -0.09 -0.24*** -0.19 -0.12 -0.26** -0.18

Appraisal Index 3 0.13* 0.26*** 0.28* 0.25** 0.38*** 0.32*

1Scores could range from 1 (lowest degree) to 5 (highest degree).

2Scores could range from 1 (lowest degree) to 4 (highest degree).

3Scores could range from -35 (maximum negative balance) to 35 (maximum positive balance). 

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

Table 4. Correlations between the ESRQ scales and secondary appraisal.
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Table 4 notes an almost consistent pattern regarding the direction of the bivariate associations between 
the ESRQ scales and the secondary appraisal score. The positive ESRQ scales, and Challenge in particular, 
correlate positively with perceived coping options, while the negative scales, and especially Threat, harm 
or loss, correlate negatively. It should be noted that the correlations of the Appraisal Index scale are 
statistically significant in all six measurements.

8.2.3 Relationship with cognitive emotion-focused coping

Sample: Civilian first responders (n = 386)

ESRQ scales

Assessment I: ”What-is-this-phase?”1

Positive self-talk 
vs fear

Positive self-talk 
vs anger

Negative self-
talk vs fear

Negative self-
talk vs anger

Irrelevant2 -0.10 -0.05 0.26*** 0.25***

Benign-positive2 0.17*** 0.23*** -0.13* -0.15**

Challenge2 0.17*** 0.20*** -0.34*** -0.29***

Threat, harm or loss2 0.09 0.08 0.38*** 0.44***

Appraisal Index 3 0.08 0.11* -0.44*** -0.46***

ESRQ scales

Assessment II: ”Gain-control-phase”1

Positive self-talk 
vs fear

Positive self-talk 
vs anger

Negative self-
talk vs fear

Negative self-
talk vs anger

Irrelevant2 -0.01 0.02 0.19*** 0.18***

Benign-positive2 0.06 0.06 -0.13* -0.05

Challenge2 0.08 0.05 -0.29*** -0.26***

Threat, harm or loss2 0.15** 0.07 0.26*** 0.25***

Appraisal Index 3 -0.03 0.00 -0.31*** -0.27***

1Scores could range from 1 (lowest degree) to 5 (highest degree).

2Scores could range from 1 (lowest degree) to 4 (highest degree).

3Scores could range from -35 (maximum negative balance) to 35 (maximum positive balance). 

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

Table 5. Correlations between the ESRQ scales and cognitive emotion-focused coping.

Perusal of Table 5 points to three findings. First, the positive ESRQ scales correlate positively with the 
positive thinking scales and negatively with the negative thinking scales. Second, a reversed pattern on the 
negative ESRQ scales is nonetheless not found. Thus, the Threat, harm or loss scale co-varies positively 
with all cognitive emotion-focused coping scales, although the size of the association is weak on the 
positive thinking scales. The third finding is that the ESRQ scales show stronger associations with the 
negative thinking scales than the positive. In the former case, 19 out of 20 correlations are statistically 
significant. In the latter case, only 6 out of 20 reach this level.
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8.2.4 Relationship with outcome variables

Three kinds of observations were collected which can be regarded as outcome variables: self-rated 
performance, self-rated health and moral stress reaction. 

ESRQ scales

Self-rated performance

Civilian first 
responders 
What-is-this-
phase1  
(n = 386)

Civilian first 
responders
Gain-control
phase1

(n = 386)

Military task 
force Chad2

(n = 84) 

Military 
cadets
episode 12

(n = 112)

Military 
cadets 
episode 22

(n = 112)

Military 
cadets
episode 32

(n = 112)

Irrelevant3 -0.02 0.00 -0.07 -0.35*** -0.34*** -0.23

Benign-positive3 0.20*** 0.28*** 0.09 0.24* 0.33*** 0.30*

Challenge3 0.18*** 0.22*** 0.32** 0.30*** 0.39*** 0.30*

Threat, harm or loss3 -0.01 -0.10 -0.13 -0.33*** -0.33*** -0.07

Appraisal Index 4 0.15** 0.24*** 0.25* 0.43*** 0.49*** 0.29*

1Scores could range from 1 (worst performance) to 5 (best performance).
2Scores could range from 0 (worst performance) to 10 (best performance).
3Scores could range from 1 (lowest degree to) 4 (highest degree).
4Scores could range from -35 (maximum negative balance) to 35 (maximum positive balance). 
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001.

Table 6. Correlations between the ESRQ scales and performance.

Regarding self-rated performance, the positive ESRQ scales and the Appraisal Index scale consistently 
co-vary positively. The negative ESRQ scales show negative correlations with self-rated performance in 
the military cadet sample but not so in the group of civilian first responders. 

ESRQ scales

Self-rated health1 Moral stress2

Civilian out- clinic 
patients (n = 624)

Military cadets
episode 1  
(n = 112)

Military cadets
episode 2  
(n = 112)

Military cadets 
episode 3  
(n = 112)

Irrelevant2 -0.04 0.13 0.43*** 0.01

Benign-positive2 0.47*** -0.41*** -0.41*** -0.36*

Challenge2 0.48*** -0.26** -0.40*** -0.40**

Threat, harm or loss2 -0.39*** 0.65*** 0.65*** 0.54***

Appraisal Index 3 0.52*** -0.59*** -0.73*** -0.51***

1Scores could range from 1 (very bad) to 5 (very good).

2Scores could range from 1 (lowest degree) to 4 (highest degree).

3Scores could range from -35 (maximum negative balance) to 35 (maximum positive balance). 

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

Table 7. Correlations between the ESRQ scales and self-rated health and moral stress.
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The self-rated health scale (civilian out-clinic patient sample) and the moral stress scale (military cadet 
sample) show a similar kind of relationship with the ESRQ scales. Thus, the positive ESRQ scales, and 
the Appraisal Index scale, co-vary strongly with favorable ratings on self-reported health and with low 
reports of moral stress reactions. The Threat, harm or loss scale shows a reversed pattern.

8.3 Discussion

The main result is that the observed correlations between the ESRQ and the other studied scales appear 
to be logical. Thus, the Benign-positive and Challenge scales correlate positively with favorable scores on 
Extraversion, Emotional Stability, sense of coherence, secondary appraisal, cognitive emotion-focused 
coping, self-rated performance, self-rated health and a low amount of moral stress. The opposite pattern was 
found for scales designed to measure the primary appraisals Irrelevant and Threat, harm or loss respectively.

We will now turn to a discussion of potential interpretations and implications. For two reasons, the focus will 
be on the results obtained with the Appraisal Index scale. First, the results were most clear-cut with this scale. 
Second, the reliability coefficients for this scale were higher. A first observation is that the emotional reaction 
in a given situation almost always appears to be multi-faceted. In all studied situations, the participants 
reported a mixture of positive and negative emotions. A second observation is that the specific mixture 
in a given case, as captured by the Appraisal Index scale, appears to have explanatory power. Although it 
is a cross-sectional study where no casual conclusions can be drawn, the consistent correlational outcome 
obtained with this simple scale indicates that it captures something which may prove to be predictive.
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This raises a number of questions. One possibility is that all questionnaire responses are influenced by 
a general factor such as positive and negative affectivity (Watson & Clark 1984; Watson & Pennebaker 
1989), and that this can explain the self-report relationships. If objective indices or external ratings on 
performance had been available for instance, this hypothesis could have been tested.

Another possibility is that the ESRQ scales, and the Appraisal Index scale in particular, capture the core 
of something which is more or less similar to what would have been the outcome had a more ambitious 
assessment method been used. This “something” could be an indicator of an individual’s psychological 
action potential in a given situation (Larsson 1987). If this interpretation is valid, it should be noted 
that the predictive power of the Appraisal Index scale could be assumed to depend on the degree to 
which the performance of a task requires resources in addition to psychological action potential such 
as physical ability and material assets.

The somewhat low Cronbach alpha coefficients for the Benign-positive scale in particular should be 
noted. This scale consists of three items only: relaxed, pleased and glad. Intuitively it seems reasonable 
to accept that these three emotions must not necessarily occur together. One can feel relaxed without 
being glad for instance. Nevertheless, the results show that also the Appraisal Index scale should also 
be favored for reliability reasons.

In all nine instances where the ESRQ was used in the five samples studied, it was used retrospectively. 
Although it was just a question of minutes in the out-patient and military cadet samples, it cannot be 
ruled out that what is reported reflects some kind of generalized memory pattern. For this reason, 
additional studies using the How-do-you-feel-right-now-version of the ESRQ are desirable. This, of 
course, is associated with other methodological problems as it requires the respondent to stop doing 
his/her task for about one minute to fill in the questionnaire.

Other limitations of the reported assessments include the following. Single-item measures were used to 
assess the Big Five personality dimensions, the secondary appraisal process, and the observables designed 
to measure performance and health. On the one hand, the diversity of the five samples and the kind of 
episodes studied is a weakness. On the other hand, the consistency of correlational patterns across the 
samples and situations can be regarded as a strength of the ESRQ instrument. The strong male dominance 
among the civilian first responders and in the military samples also limits the generalizability of the results.
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9  Thoughts on future use of the 
ESRQ

In this chapter we will present some ideas on potential future uses of the ESRQ. Some of them are research-
related, some have a more practical clinical or coaching focus, and a couple fall somewhere in between.

9.1 Research suggestions

As change and process repeatedly have been pointed out as central in earlier chapters, our main suggestion 
is to encourage longitudinal studies. If conditions and appraisals could be assumed to change rapidly, 
frequent measurement occasions are called for and vice versa. If more in-depth research questions are 
raised, a combination of ESRQ and qualified interviews may be a good approach.

Another research suggestion is to systematically study different groups in different contexts. The cognitive 
appraisal model rests on an interactional person-by-situation paradigm (Endler & Magnusson 1976). One 
possibility to avoid an endless series of studies in various contexts is to theoretically sample study objects. 
By cross-tabulating contextual characteristics (positive and negative), and individual characteristics 
(positive and negative), four cells are created. The positive-positive and the negative-negative cells are 
probably of less interest as the research results seem fairly predictable. However, longitudinal studies 
in settings mainly assumed to be positive-negative or vice versa could hopefully lead to new insights 
(Larsson & Eid 2012). 

9.2  Suggestions applicable to research as well as to practical interventions

It has repeatedly been shown that the ESRQ can be completed by most subjects in about 60 seconds. It 
has also been demonstrated that it can be completed outdoors in field conditions. It should also be noted 
that, after some practice, the scale scores, including the Appraisal Index, can be manually computed 
very quickly. This can be valuable with single participants or in small groups out in field conditions. 
This is a rare quality among psychological assessment tools which generally have to be completed in 
calm settings and take longer time.

Moving from manual scoring, a more high-tech suggestion is to administer the ESRQ using the web or 
touch screens. The latter was actually done in the study where the ESRQ-Care version was developed. 
An advantage is that people with limited sight find it easier to respond when the text can be enlarged. 
Who knows, maybe someday soon there will also be an ESRQ “app” possible to download on our mobile 
telephones, i-Pads, etc.
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9.3  Practical clinical and coaching suggestions

Use of psychometric tools in practical interventions such as cognitive behavioral therapy or cognitive 
behavioral coaching is quite common. In this section we will give a couple of examples of how the ESRQ 
can be used in such settings. These aspects will be further elaborated upon in the remaining chapters.

Let the patient or coachee (both called “client” below) reconstruct his or her emotional state in a given 
situation, for instance a difficult talk with a subordinate about alcohol problems or an athletic competition. 
The reconstruction should be made twice. The first should mirror the client’s memory of being in the 
situation and handling it optimally. The second should reflect the memories the client has of the situation 
at a time when he or she handled it poorly.

The interpretation is based on comparison between the two ESRQ reconstructions. This can be done 
at the item level as well as at the index level. In some individuals, the deterioration mainly seems to 
consist of an increase of threat, harm or loss appraisals. If this is the case, one can check if the increase 
can mainly be found in the aggression-related or fear-related emotion words, or if there is an increase in 
both. For other clients the deterioration can mainly be explained by lower scores on the items designed 
to measure benign-positive and challenge appraisals. The implications for therapy and coaching will be 
different for different kinds of differences between the two reconstructions.

Another way to compare the two ESRQ response patterns is to simply mark the emotion words where 
the difference is maximized (that is 1 versus 4). In our experience this is usually restricted to three to 
four items. For about half of the emotion words identical or almost identical responses tend to show 
up. There are probably large individual differences regarding which emotion words tend to differ 
maximally. Moreover, this kind of knowledge can be important from a clinical and coaching perspective. 
The emotional stress reaction is brought to light which should make it more manageable. The client 
becomes aware that it is often not a question of a great, ambiguous anxiety or nervousness, but a few 
identifiable emotional states. Such an increased cognitive structure of one’s own stress reaction can in 
itself have a therapeutic effect.

The increased self-awareness argument can also be applied if the ESRQ is used before a stressful encounter. 
The coachee reports his or her anticipated emotional reaction, which then forms a basis for constructive 
mental preparations.

http://bookboon.com/


Download free eBooks at bookboon.com

Click on the ad to read more

Stress measurement in less than one minute

56 

Stress management coaching

10 Stress management coaching
This is the first chapter of the second part of the book. Here we present an outline of personal coaching 
focusing on stress management where the ESRQ tool can be used. Part II has five chapters covering the 
following themes:

Chapter 10 - Introductory remarks on coaching drawing on Lazarus’ theoretical framework
Chapter 11 -  Practical tools
Chapter 12 - Three brief case stories
Chapter 13 -  Coaching analysis of the three cases
Chapter 14 -  Final remarks

Chapters 12 and 13 are inspired by a previous report (Larsson & Hyllengren, 1988).

10.1 Initial comments on coaching

There are many approaches to coaching nowadays (see e.g. Palmer & Whybrow 2008) and this is not 
intended as a textbook on this issue per se. Rather, the aim is to present some thoughts on how the 
theoretical formulations developed by Lazarus (1966, 1991, 1999) can be used as a point of departure in 
personal coaching sessions focusing on stress management, where the ESRQ and other tools compatible 
with this framework can be used.
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Most definitions of coaching emphasize a facilitative process aimed at helping another individual to grow, 
learn, and improve his or her performance (Downey 1999; Whitmore 2002). The difference between 
coaching and psychotherapy is not self-evident. Problems like stress fit well into the coaching realm, but 
they could also be symptoms related to a psychiatric diagnosis. A common view is that the client group 
constitutes the biggest difference. According to Grant (2001), the level of mental health is generally high 
among coaching clients. They can handle the challenges of everyday living and function well in work 
settings. The situation is generally the opposite in a therapy client group. Their mental health level is 
low and they have problems coping with life and work challenges.

A common denominator in coaching and therapy is that the personal characteristics of the leader – that 
is the coach or the therapist – appear to have great importance to the outcome. This has been a classical 
question in psychotherapy research and results from recent coaching research indicate similar results 
(Gyllensten & Palmer 2007; O´Broin & Palmer 2006). From the perspective of the person who seeks help, 
the key element appears to be trust. As many psychotherapy programs, as well as coaching programs, 
tend to be fairly short compared to the classical long-term psychoanalytic treatments, it is important that 
trust develops rapidly. Recent research on quick development of trust in leaders of temporary groups in 
working life may provide valuable insights here.

10.1.1 Quick development of trust in leaders

These days, temporary groups occur in numerous work and organizational settings. Considering the fast 
pace of work in many organizations, there is often little time to develop trust in traditional long-term 
ways. This has led to the coining of a new concept – swift trust (see e.g. Ben-Shalom, Lehrer & Ben-Ari 
2005; Dirks 1999; Harrison 2010; Larsson 2005; Lester 2006; Meyerson, Weick & Kramer 1996) – which 
appears to be relevant in a number of short-term constellations including many coaching programs.

Popa (2005, p. 9) has summarized swift trust as “an individual’s willingness to take risks in a temporary 
group and it has a behavioural manifestation that involves the actual act of risk-taking. Swift trust deals 
with issues of vulnerability, uncertainty, risk, and expectations, all characteristics of temporary systems.” 
Short-term coaching programs typically fit into this picture. The brief format makes it necessary for the 
coachee to quickly develop trust in the coach so that he or she is willing to take the risk of opening up 
to another person. 

In a Scandinavian military context, Hyllengren et al. (2011) recently explored what factors benefit or do 
not benefit the development of trust towards leaders in temporary groups. A model emerged, according 
to which the aspects which contributes to swift trust (or lack thereof) can be summarized in two broad 
superior categories: individual-related characteristics and relationship-related characteristics respectively. 
Typical components of the former superior category are personal characteristics such as sex, age, physical 
attributes, emotional stability and energy. Experience- and competence-related aspects such as specialist 
knowledge and previous experience of similar tasks are also included here. Relationship-related aspects 
involve communication and social skills and leadership and management skills (Hyllengren et al. 2011).
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Looking at the outcome theoretically, personal characteristics can easily be related to the Five factor 
model of personality (McCrae & Costa 2008) and the area “desirable competencies” in the Developmental 
leadership model (Larsson et al. 2003, see Figure 1). Regarding relationship-related characteristics, 
resemblances to the authentic and transformational leadership models are apparent (Bass & Bass 2008; 
Bass & Riggio 2006; Gardner, Avolio & Walumbwa 2005).

The similarities between what contributes to trust in leaders of temporary groups on the one hand, 
and core aspects of major theories of personality and leadership on the other, is interesting. Given the 
assumption that quick development of trust is crucial in coaching contexts, it means that the perquisites 
of coaching skills can be understood against the backdrop of well-established theoretical frameworks. 

Having pointed to the importance of a quick development of trust in short-term personal coaching 
programs, we will now present a theoretical framework for short-term personal coaching focusing on 
stress management. The presentation takes its point of departure in Lazarus’s (1991, 1991) theory and 
standard versions of cognitive behavioral modification (see e.g. Meichenbaum & Cameron 1983).

10. 2  A general framework for stress management interventions

There is plentiful literature in the field of stress management particularly in regard to different links 
between stress and health (see, for example, Ekman & Arnetz 2002; Währborg 2002). It falls outside the 
scope of this book to go into more detail on this however. The aim here is rather to show the main steps 
of cognitive change models. Hopefully, these can be useful when it comes to equipping individuals to 
better handle stressful leadership situations.

The presentation below is based on an integration of Lazarus’s (1991, 1999) cognitive phenomenological 
theory (see Chapter 4) and standard versions of cognitive behavior modification (see, for example, 
Meichenbaum & Cameron 1983). While it is possible to carry out much of what is presented on your 
own, it may also be constructive to receive competent help from a coach. Even though it is not about 
therapy when we talk about stress management, the requirements for such coaches should be high 
(for example, psychologists) and relates to formal competence. Nevertheless, it is imperative that the 
relationship between the coach and the person being helped is based on confidence (Cormier & Cormier 
1998). The presentation of the cognitive behavior modification model is largely based on Larsson (1985, 
2010), and Larsson and Setterlind (1994/2002).

10.2.1  Phase 1: Mapping, conceptualization, and insight

The aim of this phase is to collect data so that the client and the coach mutually understand the problem. 
It is also important to train the ability of the person being helped to self-analyze through improved 
collection and interpretation of data.
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The more detailed the identification of the stress factors and reactions to stress of the person being 
helped, the better.

Attempts can be made to find the following through discussion:

 - easy and difficult situations
 - factors that make problems better or worse
 - effects of instrumental and socially dysfunctional behavior
 - personal “tricks” of the person being helped
 - access to social support

Through self-observation the person being helped can observe details of his or her psychological, muscular, 
cognitive, and emotional reactions to stress in different situations. To support this, several, checklists are 
included in the next chapter. It is especially important to find early signs that a stress reaction is about to 
be triggered. These signs then become “triggers” that set off constructive stress management responses.  
It is also important to assess the stress management ability of the person being helped. The failures in  
real situations are thus due to either a lack of ability (for example, that a manager is able to remain 
calm when an employee becomes angry), or that the person has the ability but cannot use it (manager  
X may, for example, stay calm with older employees, i.e., he or she has the ability, but not with younger 
employees).
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The client and the coach integrate everything that has emerged from the mapping regarding stress 
factors and reactions to stress. Some of this integration forms a task-related analysis of effective stress 
management and methods. Situations are specified in which changes are desirable in the person being 
helped, and, through analysis, helpful ways are found to manage each situation.

When a detailed picture of the facts begins to emerge, the client and the coach can discuss a theoretical 
model (for example, Lazarus’s) together. This gives the person being helped a linguistic way of expressing 
and improving his or her chances of understanding the aim of the data collection, the logic of the 
program, and his or her own experiences.

10.2.2  Phase 2: Cognitive restructuring and learning of stress management techniques

The aim of this phase is to teach the client more practical ways of perceiving and handling stressful 
situations. If the mapping revealed a lack of skill, this ability has to be learned. It then has to be practiced 
so that it is integrated naturally in the appraisal and behavior patterns of the person being helped.

Cognitive problem-focused stress management. This type of learning is primarily about learning effective 
problem-solving routines and analyzing how reactions to stress (physiological, muscular, cognitive, and 
emotional) affect problem-solving ability. The learning can include improving the ability to identify 
early signs of problems, formulating realistic goals in the given situation, identifying different options 
for actions, and making rational choices. Problems seen as big and difficult to manage can be segmented 
so that each part becomes a smaller and more controllable episode. The client can in different ways 
mentally exercise management of the stress of each segment. Failures during the exercise can be seen as 
feedback to start the problem-solving process again.

Behavioral problem-focused stress management. If the mapping (Phase 1) indicates that the person who is 
being helped lacks the behavioral skills required to meet the demands of the situation, then behaviorally-
oriented training is required. Some people find it difficult to manage time, for example, and may need 
help from coaches to structure their time better and then to practice it.

Cognitive emotion-focused stress management. This type of stress management is particularly suited to 
stressful situations that cannot be influenced. One technique is to put it into perspective. Undesirable 
objective elements are often made subjectively worse by the individual. By putting a situation into 
perspective, reactions to stress are reduced.

Examples of these types of thoughts:

 - “The problem is time limited”
 - “Negative results – unwelcome but bearable – won’t kill you”
 - “There are other values in life”
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Another cognitive emotionally-oriented stress management technique is attention diversion. Thoughts of 
problems are pushed away by, for example, concentrating on ongoing tasks that have to be done anyway.

One cognitive emotionally-oriented stress management technique that is not just intended for  
situations that have to be accepted but also for those that can be influenced is deliberate internal  
monologue. This is about quietly “talking to oneself in one’s head.” Positive thinking is one example. The 
aim is to link a real stress situation or inhibiting thought, for example, the thought that “it is easier not 
to argue my cause and just to agree,” to a set of internal monologues that counteract inhibiting internal 
monologues and also to trigger effective stress management reactions. This is not just about calming 
rhymes but can be seen as an active problem-solving method. The practice of internal monologues 
must be tailored to the individual. The lists in chapter 11 can be of help here. They illustrate positive 
and negative inner talks.

Behavioral emotion-focused stress management. Here are three examples:

1) Consciously influencing muscular reactions to stress. This may be partly about general 
relaxation with a choice of method and partly about differential relaxation based on the 
mapping in Phase 1, for example, the muscles in the forehead, back of the neck, and 
shoulders. Exercises such as calm breathing and balanced posture can be practiced.

2) Finding suitable forms of expression for emotion, for example, what is acceptable in verbal 
aggression in a certain type of provocation from a higher manager or employee.

3) Seeking social support. Individuals who are ashamed of asking for help can discuss this with 
their coach. The latter can ask the person how he or she thinks people who are important 
to the manager would see him or her if he or she were to ask for help. This illustrates what 
is called work of worrying with regard to feelings of shame (practicing changing these 
unpleasant feelings).

10.2.3 Phase 3: Application and follow-up

The aim of this phase is to get the person who is being helped to make changes in his or her everyday 
life and to work to make these permanent. The training may include deliberately inducing stress using 
the imagination or role play. The task of the person who is practicing is then to use the newly acquired 
skills, for example, quick relaxation on his or her command, and a positive internal monologue to 
master the stress and solve the task. The ability to gradually master stronger stress factors and regulate 
the reaction to stress often has a beneficial effect on self-confidence. This makes it easy to apply the 
techniques later in real situations.
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If the person who is practicing fails in real situations and blames him- or herself, there is a great risk that 
he or she will not continue to use the learned stress management techniques. The coach and the person 
practicing should therefore identify high-risk situations, and they should train failure (planned failure, 
programmed relapse) and develop suitable ways of managing these, which counteract the tendency to 
give up. Gradually, fewer and shorter contacts will be needed with the coach before they are stopped 
altogether. Larsson and Setterlind (1994/2002) wrote: “It is important to stress that this is about a process 
that will take more time for some individuals and less time for others.” (p. 47) With this, we end the 
section on general stress management. It is not meaningful in this context to describe different techniques 
and exercises in more detail as such material is so widely available. 
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11 Practical tools
This chapter presents some practical tools that can be used in addition to the ESRQ in connection with 
psychological coaching with a focus on stress management. Most shown aspects can be used both in 
a written self-report fashion and as an interview guide. The aim of the tools is twofold: (1) to increase 
the coachee’s self-awareness and (2) to provide the coach with valuable background information. All 
presented aspects can easily be related to stress theory in general and Lazarus’s framework in particular. 
The following exercises and scales will be shown:

 - Life story line
 - Relationship map
 - External and internal stressors
 - Cognitive coping patterns
 - Acute stress reactions
 - Long-term stress reactions

11.1 Life story line

Helping the client to gain deepened self-knowledge is central in psychological coaching. Basically, self-
knowledge consists of the answers the person gives himself or herself to the question “Who am I?” 
Personal narratives are people’s identities because the life story represents an inner model of “who I was, 
who I am and who I might become” (Shamir & Eilam 2005).

According to Gergen and Gergen (1986), self-narratives “refer to the individual’s account of the 
relationships among self-relevant events across time. In developing a self-narrative, the individual 
attempts to establish coherent connections among life events. Rather than seeing one’s life as simply 
‘One damned thing after another’ the individual attempts to understand life events as systematically 
related. They are rendered highly intelligible by locating them in a sequence or ‘unfolded process’. One’s 
present identity is thus not a sudden and mysterious event, but a sensible result of a life story” (p. 255).

A practical tool based on the life story narrative approach is “The life line,” developed by Bennis and 
Thomas (2002). The coachee is instructed to “draw a line that begins with your birth and ends at a point 
ten years in the future from now. On that line, place an ‘X’ at the points in your life that to you represent 
major turning points in defining who you are” (p. 201). In practice, we have found it valuable to list 
private life events above the line and important work-related issues below the line.

The life line task can be performed by the coachee between coaching sessions. When reviewing it during 
up-coming coaching sessions, the coach can use open-ended questions such as the following, inspired 
by Bennis and Thomas (2002): 
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 - What kind of experiences were these turning points?
 - How did you experience them?
 - What did you learn from them?
 - Where will you be as a person/leader in five years?

In our experience, the life line can be used in several sessions. It can help the coachee to organize life 
events into gestalt structure and provide him or her with a ‘meaning system’.

11.2 Relationship map

The relationships to the people around us are important in a systematic stress analysis. When we reflect 
upon our personal relationships we often think about them one at a time: I enjoy being with my husband/
wife, my boss often misunderstands me, etc. The relationship map (Larsson 1983) aims to increase one’s 
awareness of the total network of significant relationships. The task consists of the following two steps 
shown in Figure 6:

1. List the most important people in your life just now!
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

2. Place the people on the target board below by writing their names so that: 
 - the more important the person is to you, the closer to the center you place him/her
 - the more you think that two or more people “belong together,” the closer to each other you 

place them.
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 Figure 6. The Relationship map (from Larsson 1983).

11.3 External and internal stressors

External stressors refer to environmental conditions that contribute to a stress reaction. The task is to 
reflect upon what such aspects one perceives to be stressors. To facilitate the reflection, some common 
example areas are presented within the three broad areas work, home and family, and spare time. Take 
your time and note which external stressors apply to you!
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Sample external stressors

Work

Work load

Opportunity for control 

Work content

Leadership

Peers

Salary, regulations, administrative issues

Physical work environment

Home & family

Relationships

Physical home environment

Finances

Spare time

Amount of spare time 

Availability of things you are interested in

Relationships

Finances
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Internal stressors refer to personal thoughts and fantasies that contribute to a stress reaction. The realm of 
internal stressors is obviously multifacetted and can include anything from minor worries to complicated 
neurotic and psychotic reactions. This guide aims to highlight two common kinds of internal stressors. 
The first constitutes guilt feelings, i.e. when you feel inadequate in relation to your own internal standards 
and expectations. The second kind constitutes feelings of shame, i.e. when you feel inadequate in relation 
to your perception of what others think and expect of you. List what sometimes or often causes you to 
feel guilt and shame. Take your time! 

11.4 Cognitive coping patterns

This section describes an inventory designed to map cognitive emotion-focused coping strategies – 
The Self-Statement Questionnaire (SSQ; Larsson 1989). The SSQ has already been briefly introduced 
in Chapter 8. It represents an attempt to operationalize Meichenbum’s (1985) concept of inner talk or 
self-statements within the framework of Lazarus’s (1991, 1999) writings on emotion-focused coping. 
Basically, the SSQ contains items designed to reflect positive and negative inner talk before a given task, 
at the very onset of the task, and during the completion of the task. Half of the items are related to fear 
emotions and half are focusing on anger.

Eighteen items represent self-talk typical of positive thinking (e.g. “One thing at time, you can handle 
the situation”). These items resemble what has previously been referred to as “anger controlling” 
(Larsson, Kempe & Starrin 1988), “comforting cognitions” (Mechanic 1962), “coping self-statements” 
(Meichenbaum 1985), “emphasizing the positive” (Folkman & Lazarus 1985), “positive reappraisal” and 
“self-controlling” (Folkman et al. 1986). Eighteen items represent self-talk typical of negative thinking (e.g. 
“Typical me not being able to handle this”). These items represent what has previously been referred to 
as “acting out” (Larsson, Kempe & Starrin 1988), “escape-avoidance” (Folkman et al. 1986), “self-blame” 
and “wishful thinking” (Folkman & Lazarus 1985).

The response scale is as follows: “No, I did not think like that at all” (1); “Yes, partly corresponds to 
what I was thinking” (2); and “Yes, corresponds well with what I was thinking” (3). Twelve separate 
subscales can be computed by adding the three items designed to measure positive and negative thinking 
respectively before, at the onset and during the task. Sum scores of positive and negative thinking can 
also be computed. All individual items are shown in Table 8 below.
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Positive self-statements
Versus fear – before the task
You can make a plan to handle this. Take it easy.
Just think about what you can do about it. That’s better than becoming nervous.
Don’t worry: worries won’t help
Versus fear – at the onset of the task
One thing at a time. You can handle the situation.
Don’t think about what might go wrong, just think about what you have to do.
Relax, you’re in control of the situation. Take a slow deep breath. Ah, good!
Versus fear – during the task
When the worries come, just stop and take a break. 
Keep your thoughts in the present, what is it that you have to do?
It’s normal to be worried by this.

Versus aggression – before the task
This is a tough situation, but you know what to do.
You can make a plan to handle this. Take it easy.
Remember, focus on the task and don’t take it personally.
Versus aggression – at the onset of the task
As long as you stay calm, you’re in control.
You don’t have to show off. Don’t make more out of this than you have to.
It’s no use becoming angry, just think about what you have to do.
Versus aggression – during the task
Your muscles are tensed. Relax and take it easy.
Take a deep breath. Let’s take it step by step.
He/she/they probably want’s you to be mad but you just keep to the facts.

Negative self-statements
Versus fear – before the task
I will never manage this.
I will make a fool of myself.
Why did I get into this?
Versus fear – at the onset of the task
What am I doing?
Typical me not being able to handle this.
Now I’m bound to make an obvious mistake, and then its all over.
Versus fear – during the task
This is one of the worst things I’ve had to do.
There, you see? You could not cope with this.
I wish it was all over.

Versus aggression – before the task
Typically me getting involved.
What a stupid task.
Damned idiots, they don’t understand anything.
Versus aggression – at the onset of the task
The others don’t understand anything.
Why do I always attract trouble?
No, now I’m getting mad.
Versus aggression – during the task
The others are real whinge bags.
Now they have messed it up for me
No, now I get really mad at myself.

Table 8. Items included in the Self-Statement Questionnaire (SSQ; Larsson 1989).
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11.5  Stress reactions 

Stress reactions vary from individual to individual and the following schemes are designed to assist in 
the mapping of the specific reaction pattern in a given case. Two different time perspectives are focused 
upon: acute stress reactions and long-term stress reactions. The former refers to reactions immediately 
before, during and after a stressful situation (external stressor) or a distressing thought (internal stressor). 
The latter includes everything from a few months to several years. Review the examples in the check-lists 
and reflect upon your own particular stress reaction!

11.5.1 Acute stress reactions

Four aspects of acute stress reactions are included. Each one may or may not be relevant in your case.

Physiological changes. Common examples include increased transpiration, blushing, diuresis, lax fecal, 
stomach ache, dry mouth, palpitations, etc.

Muscular conditioned behavioral changes. Some examples: tremor, tensed tone of voice, clamped jaws, 
tucked shoulders, stiff and jerky movements, too tight a grip on things such as the telephone, the steering 
wheel, pencils, etc.

Cognitive changes. Common examples: concentration difficulties, problems remembering what you have 
just seen or heard, difficulties in making evaluation and decisions, naive wishful thinking, etc.

Emotional changes. Examples include irritability or aggressiveness or feelings of insecurity, helplessness, 
etc.

11.5.2 Long-term stress reactions

Two aspects of long-term stress reactions are included: health-related and action competence-related. 
Once again, each one may or may not be relevant in your case.

Health-related aspects. Some examples are frequent headaches, stomach problems and sleeping difficulties.

Action competence-related aspects. A couple of illustrations: difficulties getting along with other people 
and generally worsened capacity to solve tasks.
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12  A not so ordinary teachers’ 
seminar 

This chapter presents a snapshot picture of the work and life situation of three imagined high school 
teachers. A stress theoretical analysis of the three cases is provided in the two following chapters.

Let us transport you to a medium-sized high school in a medium-sized town in Sweden, in the middle 
of winter. Acting on the initiative of the school nurse and four teachers with an interest in health issues, 
Garden Rose High School has decided to organize a ‘health day’ devoted to stress and relaxation for 
all the staff. In keeping with this theme, the health team has arranged a quiet and secluded location for 
the course at a manor house it has borrowed from a retired teacher. The house is secluded: the last 12 
miles leading up to it along an isolated forest road. This is where the staff at Garden Rose gather for 
their seminar on stress and relaxation.

A lecturer is invited to speak on the subject, and the staff tries out a few different relaxation exercises. At 
the end of the day, they return home content and that much the wiser. Three of the teachers stay behind 
for a while, however, to clean up. It is these three teachers that the story is really about.
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The other staff leaves the house at about 5pm, and it takes the three who stay behind about half an hour 
to tidy up. When they get into the car to drive home, they discover that the lights have been left on all 
day, and the battery and the engine are completely dead. You can picture the rest. There is nothing to 
do but to go back into the house and call for help. This is when the next misfortune strike and is more 
difficult to accept. The telephone is as dead as the car engine. It’s about -4º F (-20º C) outside and the 
nearest telephone is about 12 miles away. The teachers realize that they will probably have to stay the 
night at the house.

We will now introduce the three teachers, starting with the youngest, Eric, a 25-year-old Physics and 
Chemistry teacher. It is Eric’s first term as a full-time teacher. He did some substitute teaching while 
he was studying, so he knew roughly what to expect when he started at Garden Rose. Eric likes his 
job as a teacher. He is open, handles teenagers well, and is popular with the students. It is also worth 
mentioning that Eric is very fit, running for about 15 hours a week, and he aspires to a place on the 
national orienteering team – he’s a top-level sportsman in other words. Eric is single but has been going 
out with Helen for a few months. Most of Eric’s time is spent preparing lessons and training.

The next teacher, Lily, is 40 years old and teaches Social studies and Psychology. Lily also enjoys being a 
teacher and gets along well with the high school students. Lily has been divorced for some time and now 
lives with her two daughters. Lily is a political radical and has been involved in a range of social issues 
for many years. Like Eric, Lily finds it difficult to find time for everything. Lily is a very experienced 
teacher, but she always tries hard to link her lessons to topical problems. This, combined with the fact 
that she has sole responsibility for her children and the home and that she has taken on a number of 
jobs in an environmental organization, means that she often feels under pressure.

The third and last teacher, Elizabeth, is 55 years old. Elizabeth teaches Swedish and History and sees 
herself as a classical humanist. Languages and literature are close to her heart, although teaching them 
has never really appealed to her. Elizabeth has always kept her distance from the students, who often 
see her as ‘stuck up’. Elizabeth comes from a well-off family and has had a comfortable life. She and her 
husband, who is a judge, have a son who is currently studying in the USA to become an economist. 
Elizabeth has always kept a low profile on the teaching staff. She is respected by everyone, but socializes 
almost exclusively with a language teacher of the same age during breaks, free periods, etc.

So, here they are one February evening, all the three of them wanting to go home. What can they do? They 
don’t know each other very well, not even Lily and Elizabeth, even though they have been colleagues for 
almost 15 years. Eric looks at the other two. Lily, he thinks, is really quite nice, but one of those tiresome 
social types. He quite likes her and Elizabeth, who has helped him find his way a couple of times and 
has been kind, although he finds her a little ‘superior’.
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Lily and Elizabeth are also thinking about the other two. Lily thinks Eric is a nice, straightforward 
colleague, although in her opinion, he is a bit one-track with his orienteering and, politically he is much 
too naively unaware. She has never liked Elizabeth much but she doesn’t exactly dislike her either: they 
are just too different really. Lily sees her mostly as a typical representative of the old-fashioned women’s 
role in an old-fashioned society. Nevertheless, as colleagues, they have never had cross words.

Elizabeth is probably the one who feels most uncomfortable in the situation. Without really being able 
to put it into words, she feels more threatened than relaxed in the others’ company. Eric is probably a 
nice young man, but his athletic interests and the huge training bag he’s always carrying around makes 
her think of him as a bit shallow. She doesn’t know him of course, as she admits to herself. With Lily 
it’s different, her confident manner at teachers’ meetings and the like, and her openly radical views put 
Elizabeth on her guard. Elizabeth is a little apprehensive of Lily. It’s Lily who breaks the silence.

“Oh, I can’t take it anymore. I’m sitting here in a desolate house in the country, and the kids are alone 
at home and don’t know anything. They must be really worried by now. I can’t take it,” she continues, “I 
don’t care about the cold; I’m going out to try and call home and get hold of someone.”

“You’ll never make it in this weather,” Elizabeth starts, but Eric interrupts her.

“I agree with you, we’ll give it a try. Stay here Elizabeth, and Lily and I’ll go and try and get help. It’s 
half-past six now, it’s at least a 12-mile walk – well, you would have to expect it to take about four to five 
hours before anyone can come and get us,” he continues. “Stay here and take it easy, you can eat some 
of what’s left from earlier. Come on Lily, let’s go!”

Just as they are on their way out, the phone rings. They are all so surprised by the sudden ringing they 
jump. Eric runs over to the phone and eagerly picks up the receiver. A relieved smile spreads across his 
face.

“It was Barbara, the school nurse,” he says, “one of your girls, Lily, managed to get hold of her somehow, 
and was wondering if she knew where you were. And then she tried calling here.”

“Thank goodness,” exclaims Elizabeth, “is anyone coming here now?”

“Yes, Barbara’s coming, but she thought it would take at least four hours because a tree has blown down, 
blocking the road right by the entrance to the forest road. Her husband told her as he was going to take 
the main road past the entrance, but he was forced to turn around. People are out trying to clear the 
road, but it will probably take some time.”

Relieved, Lily phones her girls and Elizabeth talks to her husband. They take out some of the leftover 
food and drink and look at each other, laughing.
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“Listen,” says Eric, “we have a few hours before we get collected. Can’t we use that time to talk a bit more 
about stress and what the psychologist was talking about earlier?”

“Ok, what do you mean?” the other two ask.

“Well, if I take myself, I think much of what he said is spot on really. Take the thing about stress factors and 
pressure, for example. I think the last few months have been tough to be honest. Take lesson preparation. 
Maybe it’s different for you if you have been here for a while, but for me, a rookie, I think it’s hard.”

“How much time do you spend then?” Lily asks.

“It varies, but probably three to four hours every evening.”

“And how much time does all your training take up?” she continues. Eric looks down, almost as if he is 
embarrassed, and then he explains that he usually gets up at about five every morning to fit in a training 
round of about 45 minutes.

“And then there’s usually about one or two hours training after school.”

“That’s madness,” adds Elizabeth, “Do you have to train that much?”
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“Well I don’t really have to. But if you want to stay at the top, you probably need to. Most of the competitors 
probably train even more,” he says. He doesn’t bother to justify his training further, thinking that neither 
of them have been involved in sports so they wouldn’t understand anyway.

“It really started to get tough at the beginning of the fall,” he continues, “I met this girl, her name is 
Helen, and we’ve been together since then. Imagine, all the preparation, and you don’t want to be a bad 
teacher either, and all the training, and then have time to be with her too.”

“Yes, it sounds like a difficult equation to solve,” said Lily. “What are you going to do about it? By the 
way, couldn’t you use free periods for preparation?”

“Well, I’ve tried a bit, but there aren’t that many free periods and, if the truth be told, I haven’t really 
wanted to either.”

“Why not?”

“Well,” he says and looks down again, “you know what it’s like when you start at a new school. You don’t 
know anyone and you don’t want to seem overambitious or anything.”

“Does it feel like that when you sit down on your own and prepare class?”

“Well, a little, I suppose,” Eric confesses.

“But how do you really manage all this?” Elizabeth asks. “Can you really cope with it? It makes me tired 
just thinking about it.”

‘“I suppose that’s my point, I’ve actually felt quite restless and irritated for no reason recently and started 
having problems sleeping. That has never happened to me before. It’s like a vicious circle. When I’m 
preparing lessons I think I should be training. And when I’m training I think I ought to be preparing 
lessons. And when I’m with my girlfriend, I think about missing preparation and missing training.”

“And then you kick the cat and can’t go to sleep at night,” adds Lily.

“Yes, exactly,” Eric laughs. “It’s exactly like that. But, I don’t know what to do about it,” he says, almost 
helplessly.

“It sounds obvious to me,” says Lily. “To use the words of the psychologist, you are simply overloaded 
with external and internal demands to perform. The only solution I can see is that you reduce your load.”

“Yes, but how?”
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“You could, for example, reduce your working hours, or you could stop orienteering, or you could break 
up with Susanne. Clear and to the point don’t you think?” she said with a glint in her eye.

“Helen,” Eric says. “Yes, I suppose it will have to be something like that,” he adds vaguely, “but which 
one and how?”

While they continued to discuss Eric’s situation, without thinking about it, all three have moved their 
chairs a little closer to the table and temporarily forgotten about their predicament.

Elizabeth then unexpectedly takes the initiative and says that she too had had trouble sleeping over the 
past few months.

“Do you have too much to do too?” asks Eric.

“No, maybe not quite like you, but I worry about so many things nowadays. Our son who is studying 
in the United States, for example, and – well a bit of this and that.”

She hesitates and goes quiet; it’s as if she needs help from the others to continue. Lily detects this, looks 
at her and says, “Is there anything else that’s worrying you, something weighing on your mind?”

“Oh, no, I don’t know, but you remember that thing about the Type A that he mentioned in the lecture 
before? I have a friend who is a psychiatrist and she says that my husband has a typical Type A personality. 
And he’s had a heart attack too; it was last winter.”

Elizabeth goes quiet again and looks at Lily who continues.

“But you said you had had trouble sleeping this past month. Is there anything particular that has 
happened recently?”

“About me, my friend says I am a Cancer-type person,” she continues, “You know, kind and amenable, 
controlling my feelings.”

“But that doesn’t give you cancer,” interjected Eric.

“No, I don’t know,” she says slowly, “but over the last month – I haven’t said this to anyone, not even my 
husband,” she says, tears swelling up in her eyes.

No one says anything. Elizabeth pulls herself together and says she thought she had felt a lump in her 
left breast several weeks ago. Lily leans forward and takes her hand.

“But haven’t you gone for an examination?”
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“No. I haven’t dared. There is so much you start to think about, I feel so scared, and then I lie and worry 
about it at night and can’t sleep. Have you got any good advice for me Lily?” she says, attempting a laugh.

Lily asks her if she has had any other symptoms recently.

“No, nothing special. I’ve always been in good health. But I’ve started to get tense. I noticed that in the 
relaxation exercises today. Yes, I think I’ve started to tense up unnecessarily, and I easily become irritated, 
like you described Eric.”

“I don’t know much about breast cancer,” says Eric, “but I think you need to see a doctor. And you really 
should tell your husband, shouldn’t you?”

“Yes, I suppose I should”, she adds quickly. It sounded so obvious when he said it.

They continued to talk about it for a while. Lily is persistent and makes Elizabeth promise to book an 
appointment with the doctor the very next day.

“Isn’t it odd that we’re sitting here talking,” Elizabeth says suddenly. 

After the short silence that follows, Lily sits up in the chair and says smiling, “I suppose it’s my turn 
now then!”
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After a tentative introduction (she was leading the conversation earlier, but now that it concerns her, it 
is more difficult), she confirms that she too feels tense, often falls asleep late, finds it difficult to get up 
in the morning and often feels tired.

“And why is that?” she continues in a self-critical tone, “Well, partly it’s that it’s quite demanding to have 
sole responsibility for the home and children and finances and all the practical things and that. Both of 
the girls are pubescent too, and sometimes they are just hopeless.”

Eric and Elizabeth sat quietly and Lily continues.

“And then there are all my commitments here and there. But you have to do something sensible with your 
life and, anyway, I’ve started cutting down a bit on that. I turned down a few jobs as well. No, seriously, 
I think I’m quite aware of how much I can cope with, without feeling unwell from it.”

“So, what is it that’s making you tired?” wonders Eric, “Are you getting burned out and fed up with work?”

“No, I don’t think so. Of course, sometimes it feels a bit pointless to hear yourself stand there and rattle 
off the same things term in, term out, but no – I’m usually quite satisfied and I really don’t feel burned 
out. Do I look like I do?” she says laughing.

“No, you’re quite attractive really, if I dare say so.”

“Thank you very much!”

Then she becomes serious and says that she thinks it’s mainly down to her own insecurity.

“I never thought that about you,” says Elizabeth. “You, if anyone, seem to be so sure of yourself, know 
what you think and want.”

“Yes, maybe, when it comes to factual matters at school. But, that’s not what I meant. No, I suppose it’s 
the famous midlife crisis”, she laughs.

“What do you mean by that?” asked Eric.

“No, I don’t really know what to say. I really don’t know. But if you think about self-image and that, and 
the internal stress factors that we heard about today. Do you remember?”

The others nod.
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“Do you remember that he talked about differences between your ideal and real self-image and that such 
a difference could lead to feelings of guilt? I don’t really know if a difference like that is my problem; 
these are such difficult things to identify. But something hurt in my stomach when he talked about it. 
I’ve thought about it all day since then, but I think that my problem is rather that I don’t know what my 
ideal self-image is. Do you know what I mean?”

“I’m not really sure I understand,” Elizabeth says. “Compared with the rest of us, you always seem to 
know what you want, have clear ideas, if you want to put it like that.”

“Yes, well, that’s right, it’s true when it comes to factual matters. No, I don’t really know what I mean 
myself; it’s probably more of a diffuse feeling of emptiness I sometimes get when I think about my life. 
What kind of a mother I am, my relationships with men, who I seem to scare away from getting really 
close – and then my relationship with my mother. My father died in a car crash more than ten years 
ago, and my mum has been in a wheelchair since then. She has lots of help, but it still feels as if I ought 
to be there for her more. Yes, and a few other trivial problems like that”, she says with a laugh.

“But do you have anyone to talk to about things like that?” asks Elizabeth.

“Yes, thank goodness. I meet up with a few girls sometimes and we sit and talk about stuff like that.” Lily 
is quiet for a while and looks straight ahead. She doesn’t want to continue the discussion about herself.

“So, what should we do with me then?” she urges. “Should I marry again, start exercising or do relaxation 
exercises? Do you have a good recipe for me?”

They don’t, but Eric thinks she could start with some relaxation exercises anyway.

“Because the self-image thing doesn’t seem that easy. We all have problems like that, but you seem to have 
thought more about it than most. But it wouldn’t do any harm to try and control the tension symptoms 
more directly, so to speak. What do you think?”

Lily agrees. She would happily consider practicing relaxation. The exercises had felt good before. They 
continued chatting for a while and are surprised to discover that they have been sitting there like this, 
for almost four hours.

“Barbara should be here soon,” Eric says, and walks over to the window.

They soon see a couple of light beams in the darkness and two cars approach. It’s Barbara, the school 
nurse, and she has Lily’s girls in the car. And then there is Elizabeth’s husband. They turn off the lights 
and go out to the cars.

This is where we leave our three main characters to review the basic elements of their discussions: 
theories on the causes of their stress, reactions to stress and stress management. We will then return to 
them and analyze the situation for each of them, using the theory.
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13  Applying the stress theory to 
the three teachers

After presenting the three teachers and then summing up the psychological stress theory, it is now time 
to try to put the parts together, using the theory to look at the situation for each of the teachers. The 
chapter outline is shown in Figure 7.
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 Figure 7. Model of the application of the stress theory in the situation of the three teachers.
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As shown in Figure 7, for each of the teachers, an analysis of the present situation is conducted and a 
list of suggested actions drawn up based on the concepts of “stressors,” “personal resources,” “appraisal 
and coping patterns,” and “stress reactions.” By way of introduction, however, let us establish that this 
division is motivated primarily by pedagogic and analysis technique reasons. In reality, these relationships 
are interlaced in patterns that are complex and difficult to catch. Observant readers will probably find it 
hard to keep separate the details under the concepts of stressors, self-image, and mental stress reactions. 
The schematic analysis is applied in full to the first teacher, Eric. To avoid repetition, the analyses of 
Lily’s and Elizabeth’s situations are more selective. 

13.1 Teacher 1: Eric

13.1.1 Analysis of the present situation

Eric’s situation is characterized by irreconcilable external demands that he is finding increasingly difficult 
to master, despite good personal resources. A few mild reactions to stress have begun to appear. Let us 
examine his situation in more detail.

13.1.1.1 Stressors

External stressors. In Eric’s case, a few obvious external stressors can be pointed out. First, the requirement 
of his teaching job to prepare for lessons is a clear reality for Eric who is newly qualified. Second, his 
ambition to compete with the world’s elite in orienteering demands a significant amount of time and 
energy, and, third, he needs to meet the demands and expectations of his girlfriend. Let us add to these 
three a few stressors that are characteristic of many people in Eric’s situation. These could be problems 
finding suitable accommodation, making the finances stretch to cover student loans, household goods, 
and so on, managing all the household duties single-handedly, etc. His insecure job situation is a further 
source of stress: Eric has a substitute position for two terms. Although he can expect to continue, as 
there is a shortage of science teachers, this still leads to some worry for Eric. However, none of these is a 
particularly great source of stress compared to the demands put by the combination of work preparations, 
top-level sports and family life.

Internal stressors. Tendencies towards two internal stressors can be discerned from the conversation. 
First, it appears that Eric makes great demands on himself in different contexts, i.e., has a demanding 
ideal self-image. Second, he seems to be socially insecure and feels the need not to deviate in other 
people’s eyes (e.g. feelings of shame for being overambitious if he prepares lessons during free periods).

13.1.1.2 Personal resources

Physical resources. Eric has good physical resources: he is young, healthy, and strong. His tough training 
regime makes him vulnerable to some strain injuries but he has never had any serious injuries or illnesses.
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Self-image. The above description of “internal stressors” mentioned two aspects of self-image: Eric’s 
demanding ideal self and social insecurities. Let us establish, however, that he otherwise seems to have 
a coherent and stable self-image. Central needs are to perform well, be popular, and help others. He is 
clearly controlled more from the inside than the outside.

Problem-solving ability and social ability. Eric is intellectually active and usually skillful at analyzing 
different situations. His social abilities are valuable in his work as a teacher. He is virtually never 
completely passive or unable to act.

Material and social resources. We do not know much about his material resources; let us assume that 
they are fairly normal. Through his good social abilities, among other things, Eric has developed a rich 
social network of contacts. The most important pillars of support are his parents, girlfriend, and sport 
colleagues. He does not normally suffer from a lack of social support, be it emotional, informative, or 
practical.

13.1.1.3 Appraisal and coping patterns

Appraisal of stressors. Through his good personal resources, Eric interprets most everyday stressors as 
positive challenges rather than overwhelming threats. Judging from the dialogue, there has been some 
change recently. Eric has started to see his stressors as increasingly demanding and many everyday 
events as irritating.

Problem-focused coping with stress. Eric’s abundant resources and competence mean that he is normally 
good at tackling stressful situations rationally. His greatest practical failing as a teacher is his lack of 
routine and properly prepared lessons.

Emotion-focused coping with stress. Eric finds it easy to think positively and to use social support in 
stressful situations. He also tends to become angry more often than sad, and he usually directs his anger 
at himself (self-blame) rather than outwardly at his surroundings. He very rarely makes use of any real 
escapist strategies.

13.1.1.4 Stress reactions

Physical stress reactions. We are not aware of any obvious physical reactions to stress, although Eric has 
felt some muscle tension around his eyes and in his lower legs in connection with top-level orienteering 
competitions. There are no other more permanent problems of a psychosomatic nature.

Mental and behavioral stress reactions. Restlessness, irritability, and some sleeping problems are present 
but no serious ‘mental problems’.
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13.1.2 Proposed measures

13.1.2.1 Stressors

External stressors. The situation is characterized by obvious external demands that appear irreconcilable 
internally. In theory, three general measures exist: escape, adapt, or change. For Eric, the escapist strategy 
appears unlikely. The adaptation strategy, to accept the situation as it is, would probably make him 
dissatisfied as a teacher, a poor orienteer, and frustrated partner. This leaves the change strategy: Eric 
is a man of action.

How should Eric change the external set of demands? In the discussion, Lily pointed out three possible 
actions: to reduce his job requirements, to stop orienteering, or to break up with his girlfriend. Eric’s 
actions will probably be determined by the structure of his needs or commitments. Let us assume 
that he really does want to reach the top as an orienteer. Taking his age into account, he probably has 
two or maybe three years to achieve this goal. If he prioritizes orienteering, an action plan of working 
fewer hours for maybe the next two years could be a partial solution. The downsides of this option are 
primarily financial and career losses. If, on the other hand, Eric prioritizes his work as a teacher, he will 
probably have to stop participating in top-level sports. If Eric actively wants to break the vicious circle 
that he has ended up in, he will probably have to either reduce his workload or give up his ambitions 
of being a top sportsman.
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Internal stressors. The problem of high performance requirements and feelings of social insecurity are not 
great enough for extensive therapy measures to be required. By raising his awareness of the problems, Eric 
will probably be able to reduce this internal source of stress. To reduce demands to perform, he could, for 
example, critically consider the different situations he faces as a teacher, orienteer, etc. He will probably find 
that the excessive demands are unequally distributed over different situations, i.e., in certain situations he 
makes more unreasonable demands on himself than on others. By identifying a small group of excessive 
demand situations, he can continue and try to define more reasonable demands for himself in these. When 
it comes to social feelings of insecurity, Eric’s social ability may play a role. If he can receive honest feedback 
from close friends on how they see him, he reduces the risk of evoking feelings of shame by painting an 
unrealistically negative mirror self-image (e.g. when he works during free periods).

13.1.2.2 Personal resources

Eric’s physical, psychological, social, and material resources are generally good. Provided there are no 
obvious changes in these respects, measures should not be directed here.

13.1.2.3 Appraisal and coping patterns

Eric mostly interprets and copes with the events around him satisfactorily. His tendency in stressful 
situations to apply the strategy of “self-blame” may indicate certain inhibitions in showing outward 
aggression (which may be linked to his feelings of social insecurity and need to be accepted). The 
problem does not appear to be too extensive and the same reasons as those given for his performance 
demands also ought to apply here, i.e. by being aware of this tendency, he can work to change it himself.

13.1.2.4 Stress reactions 

There are no universal solutions to different forms of reaction to stress, but in Eric’s case, it appears that 
muscular tension, restlessness and sleeping problems could be reduced or eliminated through relaxation 
training. As a sportsman, he already has a well-developed knowledge of his body and can probably 
quickly assimilate the techniques.

13.2 Teachers 2 and 3: Lily and Elizabeth

13.2.1 Analysis of the present situation

13.2.1.1 Stressors

External stressors. As a single parent with extensive voluntary involvement, Lily is often faced with 
demands that are difficult to reconcile. In school she regularly tries to influence unsatisfactory situations 
such as bullying, shortages of teaching aids, and the poor standard of school food. A lack of involvement 
in social school issues by some colleagues is another source of stress. Lily does not hold back from open 
conflict in teacher discussions and similar. She does not have much time for teachers who narrow-
mindedly concentrate on knowledge requirements and do not see the whole individual, “broken youth 
from broken families” as she calls it.
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In Elizabeth’s case, two obvious external sources of stress can be pointed out: relationship problems and 
the threat that she may have developed breast cancer. The relationship problems rarely take the form of 
open conflict. She is more likely to give in to others. Elizabeth finds contact difficult with adults as well 
as students, and she often suffers from feelings of loneliness.

Internal stressors. Lily does not have any obvious internal stress factors. She is mainly “controlled from the 
inside”, and she has a realistic and coherent self-image. The problems that are of an existential nature that 
she mentioned during the evening are complex and multifaceted and will not be discussed further here.

Elizabeth worries too much, but we do not know what is behind this tendency to worry. In cases like hers, 
ordinary conditions with regard to “self-image” are low self-confidence (a negative “real self-image”) and 
exaggerated sensitivity to feelings of shame towards those around her (a negative “mirror self-image”). If 
this applies to Elizabeth, she probably finds it difficult to express her feelings openly, especially negative 
ones (e.g. anger or disappointment). Combined with contact difficulties with others, this means that 
she often represses these feelings and bottles them up. Elizabeth then receives little feedback from those 
around her with regard to how they actually see her. She is consequently trapped in a pattern in which 
she represses her own impulses to give a good impression and avoid feelings of shame. At the same time, 
Elizabeth worries and thinks that people around her look down on her.

13.2.1.2 Personal resources

Lily’s personal resources are mainly good. Elizabeth’s situation, however, needs to be examined more 
closely.

Physical resources. Elizabeth has good physical resources. Apart from the threat of cancer, she is healthy 
and has not mentioned any obvious worsening of her physical abilities. She is diet and exercise conscious 
and is exemplary in these regards.

Self-image. A lack of harmony in Elizabeth’s self-image has already been noted in the section “Internal 
stressors.” Central needs or commitments consist of not exhibiting any problems outwardly and becoming 
involved in literature. Elizabeth is clearly “controlled externally”. Through her poor self-confidence, she 
often thinks it is best to follow others (e.g. her husband and her teaching colleagues) rather than to act 
of her own accord.

Problem-solving ability and social ability. Elizabeth has good intellectual ability and is usually good at 
analyzing situations. When it comes to practical problems, she sees herself as “completely impractical”, 
however. Her biggest resource failing is her poor social ability. As stated above, Elizabeth is inhibited 
and distanced towards others, a difficult situation for a teacher.
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Material and social resources. Elizabeth has good financial and material resources, but her social resources 
are lacking.

13.2.1.3 Appraisal and coping patterns

Lily mostly interprets and copes with events around her satisfactorily. Like Eric, she becomes angry more 
often than upset in stressful situations, but her anger is often aimed at someone around her rather than 
at herself. There is motivation to look more closely at Elizabeth’s situation again.

Appraisal of stressors. Due to the shortcomings in her personal resources, Elizabeth interprets many of 
her everyday events as threatening rather than beneficial or challenging. Elizabeth often feels that she 
is not in a position to solve everyday problems, “I’ll never manage this,” she thinks.

Problem-focused coping with stress. Elizabeth’s social inability and internal worries clearly affect her way of 
rationally coping with stressful situations. With her long experience she has developed an approach that 
works reasonably well, withdrawing and distancing herself, which allows her to handle most situations 
that arise at school.

Emotion-focused coping with stress. In stressful situations, Elizabeth tries to control herself and not show 
if she is upset, an example of the coping strategy of ‘self-control’. She also often uses the strategies of 
‘self-blame’, ‘wishful thinking’ and ‘escapism’.
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13.2.1.4 Stress reactions

Physical stress reactions. Lily has never suffered a serious illness. She usually also gets away lightly with 
problems of a more temporary nature, such as flu and colds. In stressful situations, Lily tends to tense 
her muscles markedly in her upper arms and the whole of her upper body. With Elizabeth, we are not 
aware of any physical reactions to stress other than some general tension.

Mental and behavioral stress reactions. The boundaries are fluid, and whether tiredness and sleeping 
problems should be considered part of mental stress or be seen as “physical reactions to stress” will be 
left unsaid. Ever since her divorce two years earlier, Lily has suffered from these problems several times 
a month. Periodically, but rarely for more than two or three consecutive days, she feels depressed. In 
the last month, Elizabeth has suffered from sleeping problems. Worry and depression are also part of 
her reactions to stress.

13.2.2 Proposed measures

13.2.2.1 Stressors

External stressors. Lily’s external demands appear mainly manageable, thanks to her good personal 
resources. Added to these personal resources, she has the social ability to say “no”. Lily feels that she 
knows roughly how much she can cope with. There are therefore no obvious requirements for change 
when it comes to external stress factors. In her case, the same can be said with regard to “internal stress 
factors,” “personal resources,” and “interpretation and coping patterns.”

Elizabeth’s relationship problems appear to be due more to herself than to those around her. A change 
could be achieved by her developing her social ability (see “Personal resources” below). 

Internal stressors. Elizabeth’s worries are partly due to a lack of social ability and the insufficient social 
support she thereby receives. Her problems of lack of self-confidence and her own “mirror self-image” 
probably require professional help and are not covered further here.

13.2.2.2 Personal resources

Elizabeth’s physical and material resources are good. The mental resources have already been discussed 
(see “Internal stress factors” above). What Elizabeth can and ought to remedy with regard to personal 
resources is her social ability. For people with Elizabeth’s disposition, what could best be called 
“relationship training programs” have been developed. The techniques are well documented, and with 
Elizabeth’s intellectual ability and self-discipline, she would probably improve on her own with the help 
of literature. 
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13.2.2.3 Appraisal and coping patterns

Elizabeth’s tendency to often interpret everyday events as threatening is strongly linked to her self-image 
and relationship problems discussed above. When it comes to coping strategies, a second field emerges 
in which Elizabeth can begin to change the situation herself (relationship training is the first). Through 
greater insight into her tendency to exaggerate the repression of stress (through, for example, self-control, 
self-blame, and self-denial in social relations), Elizabeth can, instead, start to practice expressing stress. 
Even if this initially occurs with low frequency and low intensity, it is an important change.

13.2.2.4 Stress Reactions 

Like Eric, it seems that Lily could alleviate her reactions to stress through relaxation training. By relaxing 
more, she will probably sleep better at night. Lily could also take short, effective rests to counteract her 
tiredness. In Lily’s case, general relaxation exercises ought to be complemented with extra training of 
the upper arms and upper body to reduce the tension she has observed there.

Elizabeth would probably also benefit from relaxation training. However it should be pointed out that this 
training must not become a stressful necessity. For people with a high level of self-discipline and a near-
obsessive tendency to follow pre-determined programs when it comes to diet, exercise, and relaxation, 
these programs risk becoming a source of guilt. Instead of the release of stress that, for example, exercise 
and relaxation are expected to give, the result could be the opposite.

13.2.3 Concluding comment regarding Lily

In Lily’s case, the answer with regard to action, i.e., relaxation training to reduce reactions to stress, 
may look weak. The reason, however, is that as long as her personal resources are sufficient to handle 
the demands placed on her, nothing else is needed. Lily does not appear to waste her resources either, 
through irrational interpretation and coping processes. Devoting further energy to individual “stress 
management” would, in Lily’s case, mean reducing her involvement in issues that are central to her.
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14 Final remarks
The previous chapter was devoted to a stress theoretical analysis of the situation of the three presented 
teachers. In this final chapter we will comment on how the ESRQ and the instruments introduced in 
Chapter 11 could have been used in a coaching program aimed at assisting the three cases to manage 
stress better.

Beginning with the ESRQ, Table 9 illustrates estimated ESRQ scale scores related to the teachers’ general 
life situation. This means that the responses have been related to a broader time span than that previously 
used in the book. In this case the wording might have been something like “circle the choice which best 
describes how you have been feeling during the last month.”

ESRQ scale Eric Lily Elisabeth

Irrelevant 1 1 2

Benign-positive 3 2.5 2

Challenge 3 3.5 2

Threat-fear 2 1.5 3

Threat-aggression 2 2.5 1.5

Appraisal Index 8 8.5 -1.5

Table 9. Estimated ESRQ scale scores related to the three teachers’ general life situation.
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Perusal of Table 9 shows that both Eric and Lily have a high psychological action potential (high Appraisal 
Index), while Elisabeth has a much lower one. The reported scale scores indicate that Elisabeth has a 
lower activation level (higher on Irrelevant and lower on Challenge). Her situation is also to a higher 
degree dominated by negative fear-related appraisals and a lower tendency to appraise events as benign-
positive. Eric has a tendency to react with more fear-related emotions and with less aggression-related 
emotions, while Lily exhibits the opposite pattern.

Turning to the instruments presented in Chapter 11, the Life line chart and the Relationship map could 
obviously be used in coaching sessions with all three teachers. A more detailed analysis of external and 
internal stressors and acute and long-term stress reactions than the one presented in the last chapter 
could also be made. If the Self-Statement Questionnaire was used, interesting differences between Lily 
and Elisabeth would emerge. Lily would be advised to practice positive self-statements directed against 
aggression, while Elisabeth should be encouraged to use positive self-talk directed against fear-related 
emotions.

To end with the ESRQ, it can obviously be used in multiple ways in a series of coaching sessions. More 
specific time frames than “in the last month” are generally recommended. Typical examples are “right 
now,” “at the beginning/end of the last session,” “when you last met X and handled it well/poorly,” etc.

In conclusion, we hope that you find the ESRQ useful and get inspired by the theory behind it. From 
personal experience we know that it can be used in multiple ways, both professionally and in private 
life. So, if you feel eager to start using it now, just do it! It takes less than a minute…
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