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Antecedentes: Esta investigación tiene como objetivo explorar cómo las experiencias de tristeza en los niños se relacionan 
con sus estrategias de afrontamiento, apego y psicopatología. Método: Una muestra de 517 niños describió un evento 
triste y una estrategia de afrontamiento relacionada. Los eventos incluyeron: intimidación/cuestionamiento, frustración, 
accidentes/enfermedad, separación experimentada/anticipada, pérdida. Estrategias de afrontamiento incluyeron: 
afrontamiento constructivo, desvinculación, ausencia de afrontamiento. Resultados: El afrontamiento constructivo se 
asoció con un apego seguro. Los niños con apego seguro utilizaron estrategias constructivas y de desvinculación para la 
frustración, estrategias constructivas particularmente en situaciones de acoso, y estrategias constructivas o de ausencia 
de afrontamiento para la pérdida. Los niños que reportaron ausencia de estrategias de afrontamiento durante episodios 
de frustración exhibieron más síntomas externalizantes. Conclusiones: Los resultados subrayan la relación entre 
dimensiones circunstanciales y experiencias emocionales específicas, y la importancia de estrategias de afrontamiento 
específicas según el contexto para promover el bienestar emocional.
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RESUMEN 

Background: This study aims to explore how children’s experiences of sadness are related to their coping strategies, 
attachment, and psychopathology. Method: A sample of 517 children described a sad event and related coping 
strategies. Events included bullying/quarrelling, frustration, accidents/illness, experienced/anticipated separation, and 
loss. Coping strategies included constructive coping, disengagement, and absence-of-coping. Results: Constructive 
coping was associated with secure attachment. Secure children used constructive and disengagement strategies for 
frustration, constructive coping particularly for bullying situations, and absence-of-coping for loss. Children reporting 
absence-of-coping during episodes of frustration exhibited more externalizing symptoms. Conclusions: The results 
highlight relationships between circumstancialdimensions and specific emotional experiences, and the importance of 
context-specific coping strategies in promoting emotional well-being.

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7976-1846
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4067-0343
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6372-3762
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9970-9666
https://www.psicothema.com/es


51

Children´s Narratives of Sad Events

Sadness in children is largely unexplored despite its adaptive 
role (Arias et al., 2020; Saija et al., 2024a; Zeman et al., 2019). It 
signals a need for caregiver consolation and protection (Obeldobel 
et al., 2023) while fostering goal restructuring and reducing the 
impact of sad events (Verduyn et al., 2020). Sadness also supports 
interpersonal strategies (Forgas, 2017; Spinrad & Eisenberg, 2019) 
and is associated with sympathy and prosociality (Edwards et 
al., 2015; Miller et al., 2016). As middle childhood is critical for 
developing emotion regulation and because of its ties to attachment 
security (Cassidy, 1994; Cooke et al., 2019; House et al., 2023; 
Zimmermann & Iwanski, 2018), this study examines coping 
strategies for addressing sad events during this developmental stage 
in relation to attachment security and psychopathological symptoms.

Coping is a controlled, effortful process of responding to stress 
(Compas et al., 2001; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) and can be 
categorized as constructive coping, disengagement, or absence-of-
coping (Abraham & Kerns, 2013; Contreras et al., 2000; Eisenberg 
et al., 1996; Saija et al., 2023; Skinner et al., 2003). Constructive 
coping involves actively regulating emotions and addressing 
challenges, such as seeking advice to improve study habits after 
receiving a poor grade (Carver et al., 1989; Saija et al., 2023; Zeman 
et al., 2002). Disengagement diverts attention from stressors, such as 
recalling happy memories to distract from sadness (Milojevich et al., 
2018; Skinner et al., 2003; Waugh et al., 2020). Absence-of-coping 
entails inaction or emotional dysregulation, such as uncontrolled 
anger, crying, or explosive reactions.

Caregivers of securely attached children play a key role in their 
competence in coping with negative emotions (Cassidy, 1994; 
Cooke et al., 2019). They respond sensitively to emotional signals, 
offering a safe haven and a secure base (Ainsworth et al., 1978; 
Bowlby, 1979; Kerns et al., 2015), enabling children to seek help 
from caregivers or peers during distress (Pallini et al., 2023; Zimmer-
Gembeck et al., 2017). Caregivers also engage in emotionally rich 
conversations, enhancing children’s emotional understanding and 
coping skills (Cooke et al., 2019; Dubois-Comtois et al., 2011), 
and model effective emotion regulation (Brumariu, 2015). Securely 
attached children develop positive self-images, confidence in 
managing stress (Pallini & Barcaccia, 2014), and comfort in social 
interactions, providing opportunities to experience and process 
diverse emotions (Abraham & Kerns, 2013; Laible & Thompson, 
1998; Pallini et al., 2014). 

Research on middle childhood consistently finds a connection 
between attachment security and effective coping with negative 
emotions, including adaptive strategies like problem-solving and 
seeking social support (Abraham & Kerns, 2013; Contreras et al., 
2000). Sadness is often studied alongside other negative emotions, 
such as anger and fear, despite having unique characteristics that 
distinguish it. Sadness arises from events like attachment disruptions 
due to illness, separation, or loss (Bowlby, 1979; Kobak et al., 
2016), or goal failures, such as receiving poor grades (Deveney 
et al., 2013; Jeronimus & Laucelle, 2017; Shirai et al., 2021). In 
attachment dynamics, sadness often emerges when efforts to regain 
a caregiver’s presence fail, while fear stems from the caregiver’s 
absence, and anger is expressed as a protest for the absence or 
during active attempts to search for the caregiver. Securely attached 
children seek help when sad and use problem-solving when angry 
or frightened, while insecurely attached children tend to maximize 
(anxious attachment) or minimize (avoidant attachment) emotions 

(Bowlby, 1979). A meta-analysis by Cooke et al. (2019) found 
securely attached children excel in regulating negative emotions, 
relying on cognitive coping and social support more than insecurely 
attached peers.

Distraction, often viewed as both a maladaptive and adaptive 
coping strategy (see Webb et al., 2012 for a meta-analysis) shows 
mixed associations with attachment security. While a meta-analysis 
(Cooke et al., 2019) found no association, Iwanski et al. (2021) 
reported a negative association between attachment security and 
distraction for sadness coping. Conversely, other studies suggest 
distraction benefits securely attached toddlers and adolescents 
(Gaylord-Harden et al., 2009; McElwain et al., 2015). For example, 
maternal refocusing, a caregiver-driven distraction, may help 
alleviate sadness during disappointing tasks (Morris et al., 2011), 
and distraction can regulate sadness through parasympathetic 
calming (Davis et al., 2016). These contradictory results may be 
related to the differences in how studies conceptualize and measure 
sadness. Some studies explore children’s negative emotions broadly, 
without isolating sadness, whereas those that do focus on sadness 
often examine varying types of events that elicit it, ranging from the 
rupture of emotional bonds (Iwanski et al., 2021) to disappointment 
(Morris et al., 2011). Overall, we hypothesize that the effectiveness 
of sadness coping strategies depends on the type of event triggering 
the emotion. For instance, distraction may be maladaptive when 
facing a loss that requires conscious processing with caregiver 
support (Pallini et al., 2023; van der Kolk, 2015), but it can be 
adaptive in response to frustration.

In this process, attachment security may influence the choice 
of coping strategies. Avoidant children rely on distraction for both 
minor and major events, distancing from caregivers and minimzing 
emotions (Bowlby, 1980; Cassidy et al., 2024; Cooke et al., 2019; 
Main, 2000; Obeldobel et al., 2023; Pallini et al., 2018, 2019a). This 
pattern is linked to reduced stress reactivity to sad stimuli (Borelli 
et al., 2014). Insecure anxiously attached or disorganized children 
may show dysregulated emotions when facing sad events. Securely 
attached children typically seek caregiver help during attachment-
related distress but use distraction for frustration, reflecting their 
attentive flexibility—the ability to adapt attention to situational 
demands (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Main, 2000; Pallini et al., 2018, 
2019a, 2019b). Several studies showed the secure children’s 
emotional flexibility (i. e. Cooke et al., 2019; Tabachnick et al., 
2022). Emotional flexibility is crucial, as its absence may lead to 
prolonged sadness after negative events, increasing the risk of 
psychopathological symptoms, including severe depression or 
thoughts of death (APA, 2013; Obeldobel et al., 2023). Suicide 
represents the most extreme case of emotional inflexibility, where 
unregulated sadness and intolerable emotional pain prevent 
individuals from adapting their emotions or processing alternative 
emotional perspectives (Al-Halabí & Fonseca-Pedrero, 2024; 
López-Fernández et al., 2024).

Meta-analyses have examined how security attachment and 
coping strategies are related to psychopathology. Compas et al. 
(2017) revealed that emotional expression and cognitive reappraisal 
were associated with lower psychopathological symptoms, whereas 
maladaptive coping strategies (e.g., denial and avoidance) were 
related to high levels of psychopathological symptoms. Madigan et al. 
(2016) linked insecure attachment to psychopathological symptoms. 
Other studies show that insecure attachment is associated with 
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anxiety through negative emotions and passive coping (Brumariu et 
al., 2012; Brumariu & Kerns, 2013; Shenaar-GolanYatzkar & Yaffe, 
2021) and to depressive symptoms via maladaptive coping (Iwanski 
et al., 2021).

However, there is still a gap in research regarding the interplay 
between coping, attachment, and psychopathology. Particularly this 
gap regards the study of sadness distinguishing it from the other 
negative emotions, the nature of events which cause sadness and the 
way specific sad events trigger different coping strategies. Indeed, 
context significantly influences coping (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 
2017) and consequently context influence the coping of sadness. 
Securely attached children might use disengagement for frustration, 
while distraction or poor regulation during attachment-related events 
might signal insecure attachment

This study explores the relationship between coping strategies, 
attachment security, and psychopathological symptoms, considering 
the types of events encountered. We hypothesize that:

	- Children’s narratives will describe sad events involving 
attachment disruptions (e.g., losses, separations, illness) and 
minor setbacks (e.g., frustration).

	- For major attachment-related events, children using 
cognitive strategies and help-seeking (independent 
variable) are expected to report higher attachment security 
scores (dependent variable) than those using distraction or 
absence-of-coping. For frustration-related events, children 
using cognitive strategies, help-seeking and distraction 
(independent variable) are expected to show higher 
attachment security scores (dependent variable).

	- Consistent use of cognitive strategies and help-seeking 
across all events (independent variable) is hypothesized 
to result in higher attachment security scores (dependent 
variable) compared to absence-of-coping.

	- Absence-of-coping across all events (independent variable) 
is expected to correlate with higher psychopathological 
symptoms (see Compas et al., 2017; Madigan et al., 2016) 
as measured by Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(dependent variables) than other strategies.

Method

Participants

A total of 517 children (age range: 7–10, 53.6% female, Mage = 
8.89, SDage = 1.06), and their teachers were recruited from 50 primary 
schools in central Italy. These schools represented a diverse range of 
socioeconomic statuses, spanning from lower to upper middle-class.

Instruments

Sadness Interview (Saija et al., 2023). Two aspects were 
investigated: specific instances of sadness that children deemed 
particularly significant, and coping strategies employed in response 
to the event. Children were presented with the following prompts: 
“Let’s think of a recent time when you felt very sad and all the little 
details you can remember. Would you like to describe it in writing?” 
and “What did you do to make yourself feel less sad?” Children’s 
narratives were explored using the Thematic Analysis (TA, Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). 
Security Scale (SS, Kerns et al., 1996). It evaluates attachment 

security and encompasses 30 items, 15 items for each parent, 
investigating communication, accessibility, and responsiveness 
from the perspective of the children. The items are presented in 
“Some kids/Other kids” format (Harter, 1982), with two contrasting 
statements (“Some kids turn to their mom when they feel upset, 
while other kids don’t turn to their mom when they feel upset”). 
Children had to select the alternative that best described their 
experience and the degree of truthfulness (“Really true” or “Sort of 
true”). Composite scores were computed by summing the scores for 
children’s responses for both parents (α = .81). The SS is a reliable 
measure of perceived attachment security in children. Stability 
over time, concordance with other attachment measures, predictive 
power, and validity across cultures have been supported for this 
measure (see Brumariu et al., 2018 for a meta-analysis).

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ, Goodman, 1997). 
Twenty items about psychopathological symptoms were rated by 
teachers on a three-point scale (0 = Not true; 2 = Absolutely true). 
It comprises four dimensions: emotional symptoms (“Many fears, 
easily scared”; α = .77), conduct problems (“Often lies or cheats”; α 
= .72), hyperactivity/distraction (“Restless, overactive, cannot stay 
still for long”; α = .63), and peer problems (“Rather solitary, prefers 
to play alone”; α = .84). 

Procedure

This study employed a mixed-method approach, incorporating 
qualitative analysis of the interview responses and quantitative 
analysis of the questionnaire scores. The data collection process 
entailed the administration of questionnaires to children and teachers 
within the school setting during school hours, under the vigilant 
oversight of the research team. Informed consent was obtained from 
the parents, teachers, and school principals.

Data Analysis

Thematic Analysis

We employed in our study a bottom-up approach which was 
followed by a top-down process. Following Braun and Clarke 
(2006), we focused on the content of the interviews and identified 
consistent patterns. 

We initially allowed themes to emerge organically from the data, 
capturing the children’s unique experiences. After this inductive 
phase, we applied a deductive approach by comparing these themes 
to literature derived categories. This approach ensured that the 
categories reflected and emphasized the specific experiences of 
the children while maintaining consistency with prior knowledge 
regarding sadness, enhancing understanding of the collected 
interviews.

Coding Process

The categories for events and coping strategies were established 
through an iterative process involving multiple rounds of discussion 
between two coders (first and second author) expert on TA and 
sadness topic (Saija et al., 2023, 2024a, 2024b). In the first step, 
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the researchers familiarized themselves with the data by reading 
the transcripts twice to understand both the immediate meaning and 
emerging nuances. Second, the two coders identified and marked 
with initial codes the key features of the data to capture significant 
aspects of sad events and coping strategies. Then, they discussed 
the emerging themes. Third, coders compared these themes with 
the existing literature on sadness coping. Fourth, themes were 
re-evaluated for accuracy and consistency with the coded data, 
ensuring they reflected the children’s key experiences, and were 
again collaboratively discussed. Fifth, the themes were clearly 
named and defined in a coherent manner. Sixth, events and coping 
strategies were systematically coded.

The coders classified the data independently. When disagreements 
occurred —such as whether a sad event could be classified under two 
potential categories (e.g., hospitalization as either a separation event 
or an accident/illness event) or when children reported more than 
one coping strategy—the data was re-examined. Events and coping 
strategies were not always easily assignable to a single category. 
In some instances, children described using multiple strategies. 
For example, one child who had quarreled with a friend shared the 
following approach: “I looked for other friends, and so I tried to 
stop thinking about it.” In such cases, we prioritized identifying the 
primary intent behind the participant’s actions. Through discussion 
and mutual agreement, the coders reached a consensus. Any 
disagreement was addressed, enabling the coders to align on the 
most representative aspects of each theme, to reach consensus on 
every category. This rigorous process of discussion and refinement 
helped to solidify a clear, reliable set of categories for the analysis.

Categories of Events, Coping Strategies and Inter-Rater 
Reliability

The events were coded into five categories: Bullying/quarrel 
includes interpersonal conflicts or negative peer interactions; 
frustration refers to situations where goals or desires are blocked; 
accident/illness involves events that cause physical harm or 

health disruptions; separation indicates temporary or anticipated 
detachment from significant figures (e.g., parental travel); loss 
involves a permanent absence, such as the death of a loved one. 

Children’s responses regarding coping strategies were 
categorized into eight categories: emotion modulation, seeking-
help, reappraisal, problem-solving, help received passively, avoidant 
strategies, emotion dysregulation, and inaction. Then, following 
Eisenberg et al. (1996), Kerns et al. (2007), Quiñones-Camacho 
and Davis (2019), Saija et al. (2023), and Skinner et al. (2003), 
coping strategies were classified into three overarching categories: 
a) constructive strategies, which involve active regulation efforts 
(emotional modulation, seeking help, reappraisal, problem-solving); 
b) disengagement strategies, which involve a conscious distraction 
from the stressor and passive behavior on receiving help given 
without be asked for (distraction strategies, help received passively); 
c) absence-of-coping strategies, which reflect the absence of any 
possible response to cope with the events (emotion dysregulation, 
inaction). The category ‘inaction’ was attributed to all the statements: 
I did not do anything. 

To assess coding reliability, inter-rater reliability was computed 
for 64.4% of the total responses. Results revealed a high concordance 
coefficient for both events (k = .84) and coping strategies (k = .94). 
Events and coping strategies were shown in Table 1. A manual 
approach was chosen for coding and theme development due to the 
brevity of the interview responses. Despite the advantages of using 
specialized software, the manual approach enabled deeper, iterative 
engagement with the data, fostering nuanced interpretation and the 
organic emergence of themes through continuous, reflective analysis 
(Basit, 2003; Mattimoe et al., 2021).

Quantitative Analyses

To assess the hypotheses pertaining to differences in mean 
levels across different events and coping strategies, we employed 
an ANCOVA and a MANCOVA. In the ANCOVA model, mean 
differences were calculated on the cumulative attachment score. In 

Table 1 
Events and Coping Strategies 

  Classifications  n  Quotation 

Events 

Loss  143  When my grandfather died, and I went to his funeral. 
Accidents/illness  139  When my sister broke her chin. 

Frustration 115 

For dinner my mom prepared fish sticks. I was hesitant because the breading would 
come off whenever I picked up a piece of fish. So, I complained about it, and I know 
it sounds strange to complain about a piece of fish, but I did. My dad sent me to bed 
without dinner. 

Bullying/quarrel  89 
I felt sad when I had an argument with a friend of mine over something very silly, 
which hurt me. I hoped that we could make peace, but I have not succeeded: thus, we 
interrupted our friendship. 

Experienced/anticipated separation  80  When I moved, I had to leave my father. I felt so sad. 

Coping 
strategies 

Constructive strategies 

Emotion modulation  88  I tried to calm down. 
Seeking-help  83  I was seeking help from my teacher. 

Problem-solving  53  I made a letter for a child who had to change schools. 
Reappraisal  32  I realized that I couldn’t be sad for all my life. 

Disengagement strategies 
Avoidant strategies  112  I went to sleep and thought about other things. 

Help received passively  40  My mom consoled me 

Absence-of-coping strategies 
Inaction  164  I didn’t do anything. 

Dysregulation  19  Cry a lot, and screamed very loud. 
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the MANCOVA model, mean differences were calculated on the 
SDQ subscales. To control for the increased risk of Type I error due 
to multiple comparisons, Bonferroni posthoc analyses were applied. 
All statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 28. A 
posthoc power analysis for MANOVA was conducted to ascertain 
whether the sample size was sufficiently large to detect the effects 
of interest. Considering a small effect size (f2 = .15) and an alpha 
probability of .05, the power analysis revealed that 517 participants 
ensure a robust ability to detect the anticipated effects with high 
precision (β = 1.00). Power analysis was conducted using G*Power 
version 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009).

Results 

Qualitative Results

Events

 Bullying/quarrel. Episodes involving bullying, teasing, peer 
exclusion, and conflicts with peers. The child reports having been 
‘really’ sad and hurt, as the bullying behavior represented for him a 
wound not easily healed. 

“One time when I felt really sad was when I was playing 
with kids from my neighborhood. Because I was young and 
didn’t say some words right, they made fun of me by copying 
the wrong sounds I made and laughing at me. They even 
included my brother, who wasn’t born yet, and said that both 
he and I were girls. So, I went back home crying because I felt 
hurt and upset.” (Male child, 10-years-old) 
Frustration. Episodes that do not align with children’s desires or 

plans, such as parental prohibition of desired activities or instances 
where children received poor grades or harsh reproaches from 
parents or teachers. In this example, the sadness is related to a minor 
disappointment, and it is easily managed.

“I felt sad when my mother came to pick me up from 
dance earlier than usual because we had to go to the doctor.” 
(Female child, 10-years-old) 
Accident/illness. Episodes involving children’s personal injuries, 

minor accidents, illnesses, and descriptions of someone they care 
about falling ill. In this example, a significant level of concern 
emerged regarding the episode in which a child’s mother fell and 
injured herself, leading to a state of intense agitation what was 
difficult to handle.

“If I think about a time when I felt sad, it was when my 
mom fell down the stairs while she was on her way to work.” 
(Male child, 9-years-old) 
Experienced/anticipated separation. Episodes where children 

experience sadness due to past separations or fear of future 
separations, such as parental conflicts. In this example, profound 
sadness related to the absence emerges, as the girl described how 
much she missed her mother and how deeply she wished to hug her, 
which was difficult to handle

“My mother is almost always ill and frequently goes to 
the hospital. Once I felt sad because I couldn’t hug her and I 
missed her.” (Female child, 8-years-old)
Loss. Episodes where children experience the loss of a parent, 

relative, or pet. The sadness caused by the death of a loved one 
is particularly challenging for children to manage. This is evident 

in this example, where the child clearly describes the difficulty in 
coping with this experience of loss.

 “I was very sad when my grandfather passed away. It was 
really heartbreaking. I didn’t want him to go to the cemetery, 
I just wanted to be with him. I cried a lot, my tears wouldn’t 
stop, and it was a really tough time for me. The pain was so 
hard to handle, and I felt completely devastated”. (Male child, 
8-years-old) 

Coping

Emotional modulation. Strategy aimed at modifying negative 
emotional states to feel better. For instance, a child described his 
strategy to cope with a momentarily absent parent: 

“I drank water and took deep breaths to calm down” 
(Female child, 9-years-old). 
Seeking-help. Strategy involving seeking help, care, or 

consolation. For example, one child reported feeling better after 
asking their mother for help when they felt betrayed by a friend: 

“I went to my mother, who wiped my tears away and 
comforted me” (Male child, 10-years-old). 
 Seeking-help can also involve seeking advice to resolve conflicts, 

as described by a child who narrated seeking guidance from parents: 
“I talked to my parents about what happened and asked 

them for advice on how to handle it. As a result, I was able to 
make peace with my friend, and now we don’t argue as much 
anymore” (Female child, 8-years-old). 
Reappraisal. Strategy that modify negative emotions through 

cognitive processes. It includes considering different aspects of a 
situation or focusing on possible positive outcomes. For example, a 
child described finding the positive side of a quarrel with friends as 
a way to feel better: 

“I tried to find something positive in the situation, and it 
made me feel better” (Female child, 9-years-old). 
Problem-solving. Strategy aimed at solving problems. It involves 

taking action to address and resolve challenges. For instance, after 
falling down while running, a child said: 

“I took a bandage” (Male child, 7-years-old). 
After being excluded, another child said: 

“I called my friends to convince them to play in a different 
place” (Female child, 10-years-old). 
Help received passively. Strategy where children receive help 

without actively seeking it. For example, a child described peers 
approaching and offering support when he missed his mother at 
school: 

“The others [peers] came to me [without me asking]” 
(Male child, 10-years-old). 
Distraction strategies. Strategy focused on diverting attention 

from sad situations and negative emotions. It includes engaging 
in activities such as playing games or watching television to shift 
focus. For example, one child reported the following strategy after 
being reproached by his parents: 

“I didn’t think about it anymore” (Male child, 10-years-
old). 
Emotion dysregulation. It refers to the disruption of coping 

strategies and experiencing overwhelming negative emotions, 
showing dysregulated emotions such as crying excessively or 
yelling. For instance, a child described venting their emotions by 
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throwing their dolls aside during a quarrel with their mother: 
“I got really upset and threw my dolls aside, then I went 

under the covers and wrapped myself and my blankets while 
facing the wall” (Female child, 10-years-old). 
Inaction. Situations where children reported not taking any 

specific action to cope. 

Quantitative Results

Attachment Security Scores Across Events and Coping Strategies

To test differences in attachment security across events and 
coping strategies, a 5×3 ANCOVA was conducted. Assumptions 
of homogeneity of variance were met, Levene’s Test: F(14, 502) 
= 1.124, p = .333, and no multicollinearity was detected by the 
Variance Inflation Factor and the Tolerance indices. Age, F(1, 500) 
= .23, p = .933, η2 = .000, and gender, F(1, 500) = .81, p = .369, η2 = 
.002, were included as covariates but were not significant suggesting 
that they do not influence how attachment security is distributed 
across events and coping strategies in this sample.

The main effect of events was non-significant, F(4, 500) = .77, 
p = .546, η2 = .006, showing a lack of variability in attachment 
security associated with the types of events reported by the children. 
Conversely, coping strategies had a significant, though modest, 
effect on attachment security, F(2, 500) = 8.43, p < .001, η2 = .033, 
suggesting that coping strategies explain a small portion of the 
variance in attachment security. Bonferroni posthoc tests (Table 
2, last row) showed that children using constructive strategies 
had higher attachment security levels than those employing 
disengagement or absence-of-coping, with no significant differences 
between the latter two. 

The events×coping interaction was significant, F(8, 500) = 
2.20, p = .026, η2 = .034, accounting for a modest portion of the 
variance in attachment security. Bonferroni posthoc tests (Table 
2) showed that during frustration, children using constructive or 
disengagement strategies had higher attachment security than 
those reporting absence-of-coping. For bullying/quarrels, children 
using constructive strategies had higher attachment security levels 
compared to those using disengagement or no coping strategies, 
with no differences between the latter two. For loss, children using 
constructive strategies had higher attachment security scores than 
those using disengagement, but neither differed from those reporting 
absence-of-coping. Thus, the lack of coping strategies for loss 
would be not indicative of different levels of attachment security. 
No significant differences were observed across strategies for 
accidents/illnesses or separation, suggesting coping strategies in 
these situations are not reflective of attachment security.

Psychopathological Symptoms Across Events and Coping 
Strategies

To test the hypothesis that children with fewer psychopathological 
symptoms would be more likely to use constructive strategies during 
sad events, a 5×3 MANCOVA was conducted to examine the effects 
of events and coping strategies on SDQ scores. Box’s M test revealed 
a violation of the equality of covariance matrices assumption, 
Box’s M = 339.362, p < .001. To address this, SDQ variables were 
log-transformed, improving covariance matrix equality, Box’s M 

= 173.336, p = .082. Pillai’s Trace was used for its robustness to 
variance-covariance violations, particularly with unequal group 
sizes. Age, Pillai’s trace = .170, F(4, 496) = 2.16, p = .073, η2 = .017, 
and gender, Pillai’s trace = .087, F(4, 496) = 11.786, p < .001, η2 
= .087, were included as covariates, with only gender significantly 
accounting for a moderate portion of the variance in the outcomes. 
Results showed a marginally significant multivariate main effect of 
events, Pillai’s trace = .051, F(16, 1996) = 1.60, p = .060, η2 = .013. 
Follow-up ANOVAs indicated this effect was primarily reflected in 
peer problems (see Table 3). 

Table 2 
Mean and Standard Error of Attachment Security Levels Across Events and Coping 
Strategies
  Constructive 

strategies 
Disengagement 

strategies 

Absence-
of-coping 
strategies 

Total events 

M (SE)  M (SE)  M (SE)  M (SE) 

Bullying/
quarrel  47.18 (0.88)ab  41.73 (1.54)a  43.49 (1.15)b  44.13 (0.71) 

Frustration  46.94 (0.9)a  46.04 (1.09)b  42.49 (0.95)ab  45.16 (0.57) 
Accidents/
illness  45.96(0.74)  45.08 (1.08)  44.18 (1.02)  45.07 (0.55) 

Loss  46.95(0.79)a  43.48 (0.93)a  44.98 (0.91)  45.14 (0.51) 
Experienced/
anticipated 
separation 

45.32 (1.11)  47.11 (1.15)  45.05 (1.23)  45.83 (0.67) 

Total coping 
strategies  46.47 (0.40)ab  44.96 (0.52)a  44.04 (0.47)b   

Note. Values followed by the same subscripts are significantly different at the p <.05 level. 
Bonferroni corrections were applied to the pairwise comparisons. 

Table 3 
Univariate Effects of Coping Strategies and Sad Events on SDQ Scores 

SDQ 
Coping 

strategies  Sad events  Coping×Events 

F(2,499)  η2  F(4,499)  η2  F(8,499)  η2 

Emotional symptoms  0.45 .002 0.95 .004 7.71 .029
Conduct problems  1.01 .005 0.76 .004 7.42* .035
Hyperactivity/
Distraction  1.62 .006 3.13 .011 8.98* .030

Peer problems  3.65** .018 4.65* .023 5.33 .026
Note. * p < .05< ** p <.01. 

Bonferroni posthoc tests revealed that children reporting episodes 
of bullying/quarrels had significantly higher peer problems (M = .89; 
SE = .07) than those reporting experienced/anticipated separations 
(M = .56; SE = .07). Marginal differences were observed when 
comparing bullying/quarrel reports with accidents/illnesses (M = 
.62; SE = .06) and loss (M = .62; SE = .06), but not with frustration 
(M = .66; SE = .06). 

A significant multivariate main effect of coping strategies was 
found, Pillai’s trace = .033, F(8, 994) = 2.10, p = .034, η2 = .017, 
primarily within peer problems (see Table 3). Bonferroni posthoc 
tests showed that children employing no coping strategies (M = 
.80, SE = .05) showed significantly more peer difficulties compared 
to those using constructive strategies (M = .62, SE = .04) or 
disengagement (M = .59, SE = .06). No significant differences were 
observed between the latter two groups.
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The MANCOVA revealed a significant events×coping 
interaction effect, Pillai’s trace = .112, F(32, 1996) = 1.79, p = .004, 
η² = .028. The small effect size suggests that the interaction between 
events and coping strategies accounted for a modest portion of the 
variance in the SDQ outcomes. Follow-up univariate ANOVAs 
showed significant interaction effects within the conduct problems 
and hyperactivity/distraction subscales (see Table 3). For both 
conduct problems and hyperactivity/distraction, children who faced 
frustration without coping strategies had significantly higher scores 
(M = .76, SE = .11 and M = 1.11, SE = .13, respectively) compared 
to those using constructive strategies (M = .27, SE = .10 and M = .59, 
SE = .12, respectively), but no significant differences were observed 
between children using disengagement strategies (M = 1.00, SE = 
.33 and M = .84, SE = .14, respectively) and the other groups (see 
supplementary materials for Bonferroni posthocs).

Discussion 

The current study explored children’s coping strategies for 
sad events, focusing on variations in attachment security and 
psychopathological symptoms. Results showed that the relationship 
between coping and attachment varied by event type. Children 
employing constructive or disengagement strategies for frustration 
showed higher attachment security levels than those using no 
strategies. For bullying/quarrels or loss, constructive strategies 
were associated with greater attachment security compared to 
disengagement or no coping. Regarding psychopathology, children 
using no coping strategies or reporting bullying episodes had higher 
peer problems. Those using no coping strategies for frustration had 
higher levels of conduct problems and hyperactivity/distraction 
symptoms compared to those using constructive strategies.

Children most frequently cited loss, especially of a loved one, 
as a source of sadness, followed by frustration, bullying/quarrels, 
and separation. These sources of sadness are well documented in the 
literature. Loss and separation, both attachment-related experiences 
(Bowlby, 1980), evoke sadness as an adaptive mechanism for 
reorganizing goals and mitigating emotional impact (Forgas, 2017; 
Lazarus, 1991). Sadness from accidents or illnesses arises naturally in 
response to pain, shaped by factors such as age, gender, temperament, 
and past experiences (Linder & Hooke, 2019; Pancekaukaitè & 
Jankauskaitè, 2018). Frustration stems from unmet expectations and 
blocked goals, leading to disappointment and sadness (Deveney et 
al., 2013; Leibenluft, 2011). Lastly, bullying and quarrels provoke 
sadness through feelings of victimization, isolation, and vulnerability 
(Camodeca & Gossens, 2005; Golmaryami et al., 2016).

Constructive strategies were the most frequently reported, 
followed by absence-of-coping, and disengagement strategies. 
Our findings suggest that securely attached children often use 
constructive strategies, such as problem-solving and reappraisal. For 
example, one securely attached child in the study reported feeling 
sad when his father broke his arm but coped by actively helping 
with tasks like cooking and to knot the tie. Another securely attached 
child described coping with the death of their dog by reflecting that 
the dog was no longer in pain and recalling happy memories shared 
with it. These examples highlight the active nature of their coping, 
both through tangible actions and reflective thought.

Regarding the relationships between coping strategies, events 
and attachment, results show interesting patterns. When dealing 

with minor frustrations, children employing either constructive or 
disengagement strategies showed higher attachment security levels 
than those with absence-of-coping. Securely attached children may 
use constructive strategies or redirect their attention away from the 
source of sadness toward new goals, which helps avoid rumination 
over unmet expectations (Lindblom & Bosmans, 2022; Obeldobel et 
al., 2023; Pallini et al., 2019a, 2019b).

In contrast, episodes deeply tied to the attachment system, such as 
bullying, quarrels, or loss—events that involve significant emotional 
disruptions—revealed that children using constructive strategies 
had higher secure attachment scores compared to those employing 
disengagement or absence-of-coping. Loss, being especially 
critical for the attachment system, requires conscious emotional 
processing and caregiver support; distraction, in this context, can be 
maladaptive (Pallini et al., 2023; van der Kolk, 2015). During such 
events, securely attached children may hold positive expectations 
regarding the availability of others and trust in being comforted 
and protected (Bowlby, 1980; Lev-Ari & Levi-Belz, 2019; Parkes 
& Prigerson, 2013). They generally rely on the consistent support 
provided by their caregivers to deal with interpersonal difficulties 
and possess a sense of agency in effectively restoring relationships 
(Holmes, 2017; Main et al., 2011). Overall, securely attached 
children activate their attachment system, seeking comfort and 
support while effectively managing their emotions (Ainsworth et al., 
1978; Holmes, 2017; Main et al., 2011). This emotional regulation 
may allow them to process pain constructively. Conversely, insecure 
children, particularly avoidant ones, struggle with attachment-
related emotions and may suppress their need for support, making 
it harder for them to cope with such events (Bowlby, 1979; Cassidy, 
1994).

Notably, in response to episodes of loss, children who did not use 
coping strategies did not significantly differ in attachment security 
scores from those using constructive or disengagement strategies 
During loss, children naturally alternate between protesting or 
seeking help and adopting an unresponsive, undemanding attitude, a 
response described as the “natural result of the failure to bring about 
the attachment figure’s return” (Fraley & Shaver, 2016, p. 42). Since 
no coping strategy can reverse the loss, both securely and insecurely 
attached children may experience feelings of helplessness (Bowlby, 
1980). Besides, the association between attachment security and 
children’s coping responses to separation and loss remains an 
important area for further research (Thompson et al., 2022).

Posthoc tests revealed that children with higher peer problems 
symptoms reported absence-of-coping more frequently than 
constructive strategies and disengagement. Additionally, children 
with high scores of peer problems, conduct problems and 
hyperactivity/distraction, more likely lack of coping strategies when 
faced bullying and frustration episodes. However, no difference 
was found in psychopathological symptoms among children who 
used constructive or disengagement strategies. This pattern aligns 
with theories of emotional regulation, coping and psychopathology 
development, which suggest that the absence-of-coping strategies 
can exacerbate emotional and behavioral dysregulation, creating 
a feedback loop that reinforces psychopathological symptoms 
(Thompson, 2019).

Posthoc tests highlighted that children with higher peer 
problems symptoms reported bullying/quarrels more frequently 
than experienced/anticipated separations. Moreover, difficulties 
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in peer relations are associated with bullying/quarrels and the 
inability to cope with these situations. Bullying, characterized by 
repeated experiences of exclusion, victimization, or aggression, 
can significantly harm a child’s self-worth and social competence 
(Camodeca & Goossens, 2005; Golmaryami et al., 2016). This 
suggests the importance of adaptive coping strategies in mitigating 
the negative impact of bullying on children’s social functioning. 
When children do not used coping strategies, they may react to 
bullying by withdrawing further, which exacerbates interpersonal 
challenges.

Moreover, children who lack coping strategies in the face of 
frustration showed significantly higher levels of conduct problems 
or hyperactivity/distraction than children who used constructive 
strategies. Both of these psychopathological symptoms involve low 
frustration tolerance and high levels of emotional reactivity (APA, 
2013). Children with behavioral problems are typically impulsive 
and easily irritable in frustration tasks (Finlay-Jones et al., 2023). 
They have difficulty delaying tasks and in effortful control and 
inhibitory processes (Frick & Morris, 2004). All these aspects could 
explain the lack of strategies among children with conduct problems 
or hyperactivity/distraction to cope with frustration. 

This study has several limitations. First, the use of convenience 
sampling limits the generalizability of the findings. Future research 
should include more diverse, clinically assessed samples for a 
broader understanding. Second, the cross-sectional design prevents 
tracking developmental trajectories or evaluating the long-term 
effectiveness of coping strategies. Longitudinal studies are needed to 
explore how coping strategies evolve and their impact on well-being 
and psychopathology over time. Third, the reliance on retrospective 
data limited the observation of children’s real-time reactions to 
sad events. Incorporating real-time observation methods in future 
studies could provide deeper insights. Fourth, data on children’s 
ethnic backgrounds and family socioeconomic status would help 
clarify the role of caregivers in shaping coping responses.

Despite these limitations, the study advances our understanding 
of children’s coping strategies for sad events and provides a 
foundation for exploring their long-term effects on well-being and 
psychopathology. Its strength lies in combining qualitative data from 
interviews with quantitative data from multi-informant sources, 
offering valuable insights into children’s experiences and emotional 
coping processes.
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