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Aim: The aim of the study was to assess the dominant cultural psychological orientation among Polish youth, the role  
of individualism and collectivism for flexibility in coping, and the assessment of the modifying role of gender and age of  
the studied youth for the relationship between the included cultural psychological orientations and the flexibility in coping with 
stress. Materials and methods: A total of 367 adolescents (131 boys and 236 girls) aged between 13 and 20 participated in  
the study. The following methods were used: the Individualism–Collectivist Questionnaire by Harry Triandis and Michele 
Gelfand, Flexibility in Coping with Stress Questionnaire by Basińska et al., and a personal survey. Results: Polish adolescents 
obtained the highest average score in the psychological orientation of vertical collectivism. There were statistically significant 
positive correlations between horizontal individualism, horizontal collectivism, vertical collectivism and flexibility in coping 
and its dimensions. Moreover, Polish adolescents’ psychological orientation – horizontal individualism – was a predictor  
of flexibility in coping with stress and its dimensions. The analysis revealed that the model for the relationship between horizontal 
individualism and coping competences with the modifying role of age was statistically significant. Younger adolescents (from 
13 to 17 years of age) were more individually oriented horizontally, and had higher coping competences, whereas in the group 
of older adolescents (>17.4) this effect was not observed. Conclusions: The results of the study are an important contribution 
to the recognition of flexibility in coping, but also answer numerous questions about its relationships with cultural psychological 
orientation.
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Wstęp: Celem przeprowadzonych badań była ocena dominującej kulturowej orientacji psychologicznej polskiej młodzieży, 
wpływu indywidualizmu i kolektywizmu na elastyczność w radzeniu sobie ze stresem oraz ocena modyfikującego 
znaczenia płci i wieku badanej młodzieży dla związku między kulturowymi orientacjami psychologicznymi i elastycznością 
w radzeniu sobie ze stresem. Materiał i metody: W badaniu wzięło udział 367 nastolatków (131 chłopców i 236 dziewcząt) 
w wieku 13–20 lat. W badaniach wykorzystano Skalę Orientacji Kulturowej Triandisa i Gelfand, Kwestionariusz 
Elastyczności w Radzeniu Sobie ze Stresem Basińskiej i wsp. oraz ankietę własną. Wyniki: Polscy nastolatkowie uzyskali 
najwyższy średni wynik w zakresie psychologicznej orientacji kolektywizmu wertykalnego. Występowały statystycznie 
istotne pozytywne korelacje między horyzontalnym indywidualizmem, horyzontalnym kolektywizmem, wertykalnym 
kolektywizmem a elastycznością w radzeniu sobie ze stresem i jej wymiarami. Ponadto orientacja psychologiczna – 
indywidualizm horyzontalny była predyktorem elastyczności w radzeniu sobie ze stresem i jej wymiarów. Analiza 
wykazała, że model zależności między horyzontalnym indywidualizmem a kompetencjami radzenia sobie z modyfikującą 
rolą wieku był statystycznie istotny. Młodsze nastolatki (13–17 lat) były bardziej indywidualnie zorientowane wertykalnie, 
miały wyższe kompetencje radzenia sobie, podczas gdy w grupie starszych nastolatków (>17,4 roku) efekt ten nie wystąpił. 
Wnioski: Prezentowane wyniki badań stanowią ważny wkład w rozumienie elastyczności w radzeniu sobie, ale także 
odpowiadają na liczne pytania dotyczące jej związków z kulturową orientacją psychologiczną.

Słowa kluczowe: indywidualizm, kolektywizm, elastyczność w radzeniu sobie, młodzież

Abstract

Streszczenie

Agnieszka Kruczek, Izabela Grzankowska, Małgorzata A. Basińska

Received: 03.06.2020

Accepted: 15.04.2021

Published: 30.07.2021

© Psychiatr Psychol Klin 2021, 21 (2), p. 83–94
DOI: 10.15557/PiPK.2021.0009



Agnieszka Kruczek, Izabela Grzankowska, Małgorzata A. Basińska

84

© PSYCHIATR PSYCHOL KLIN 2021, 21 (2), 83–94DOI: 10.15557/PiPK.2021.0009

that these are autonomous dimensions (Triandis, 1995; Rhee 
et al., 1996). This means that an individual can get high or 
low scores in either of these dimensions or high scores in one 
and low in the other dimension (Rhee et al., 1996).
This study assumes that individualism and collectivism are 
cultural psychological orientations that include goals, val-
ues and beliefs about the vision of the social world, the in-
dividual and their identity, the assessment of the social sys-
tem, and dispositions for behaviour in relation to social 
objects (Triandis, 1990; Urban, 2008). They are expressed 
in the psychosocial functioning of the individual (Hofst-
ede and Hofstede, 2007). Individualism determines the in-
dividual’s tendency to focus on achieving their own goals 
which do not have to be in line with the group’s goals or “so-
cially correct.” It involves cost and profit calculation as well 
as competitiveness assessment (Daab, 1993). The individ-
ual’s competence is an instrument to achieve the goal, and  
the way to demonstrate own competences is rivalry or com-
petition with others (Tönnies, 1998). Individually orient-
ed people believe that the self is the basic unit of survival, 
and have a great need for autonomy (Triandis and Gelfand, 
1998). In the literature, individualism used to be associated 
with chaos, spreading egoism as well as with the individu-
al’s tendency to multiply their own potentialities, to increase 
control over their own life, and responsibility for themselves 
(Jacyno, 2007; Środa, 2003).
On the other hand, collectivism involves a higher empha-
sis on the group’s goals than personal goals, preferring in-
terdependence with members of one’s own group, avoiding 
emotional distance, and nurturing social relations (Oyser-
man et al., 2002). Collectively oriented individuals main-
tain the view that the individual can survive owing to one 
or several groups (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998). In a culture 
which highly appreciates collectivist values, the young gen-
eration is socialised in such a manner as to make them at-
tach importance to the stability of messages independent 
of the context, to being economical with expressing emo-
tions and thoughts, and to respect authorities (Jacyno, 2007;  
Środa, 2003).
The relationship between social orientation and gender in 
various aspects of an individual’s functioning has so far 
been studied only to a limited extent. However, in the re-
search of Polish academic youth on ethical categories in  
the value system of an individual due to social orien-
tation, it turned out that individualistic tendencies are 
much more common among male than female adolescents  
(Cybal-Michalska, 2017). This is in line with the reports 
based on extensive research involving representatives of 26 
countries on the perception of the stereotype of the male 
and female roles. Admittedly, at the level of detailed anal-
yses, it turned out that the more individualistic the culture 
of a given country, the more masculine features related to 
the individualistic orientation are perceived as male, and 
that the more collectivistic the culture is, the more collec-
tivist features are attributed to the male pattern. Howev-
er, in the general assessment, the research findings indicate 

INTRODUCTION

Over the last 25 years, the concepts of individual-
ism and collectivism have been widely reviewed 
and verified. In particular, the focus was laid on 

cultures oriented towards individualism and collectivism, 
and their description. These explorations fit in well with  
the trend of intercultural research, which was relatively 
“narrow,” and concentrated mainly on comparative stud-
ies of social groups from Eastern and Western cultures  
(Fijneman et al., 1996; Oyserman, 2017; Urban, 2008).  
However, many questions remain to be answered, in par-
ticular concerning such issues as various types of collectiv-
ism (i.e. familism, companionship, patriotism) (Matsumoto 
et al., 1996); the intensity of individualist/collectivist orienta-
tion depending on the situation in which individuals current-
ly find themselves (Allik and Realo, 2004; Realo et al., 1997); 
behavioural variations in individuals manifesting individu-
alist or collectivist orientations, including their   coping with 
stress (Keller and Lamm, 2005; Tulviste and Mizera, 2010).
Research conducted in the post-communist countries has 
demonstrated an explicit change in cultural psychologi-
cal orientations of individuals and the coexistence of col-
lectivism and individualism at the family level (Tamis-Le-
Monda et al., 2007). Still, the individuals living in them 
were characterised by the collectivist orientation (Silbere-
isen, 2005), which was related to the parents who promot-
ed socialisation goals that regarded interdependence (Keller 
and Lamm, 2005; Tulviste and Mizera, 2010). However, in 
the cultures of social transformation, an increase in indi-
vidualism and the evaluation of autonomy as a socialisation 
goal was also observed (Kagitcibasi and Ataca, 2005; Tulv-
iste and Mizera, 2010).
In recent years in Poland, there have been changes evi-
dencing social transformations that move towards individ-
ualism and higher evaluation of autonomy. An increasing 
number of individually oriented persons does not mean, 
however, that the collectivist orientation has been com-
pletely abandoned (Cybal-Michalska, 2006; Urban, 2008),  
as principles typical of individualism and collectivism are 
deeply rooted in social structures and available in everyday 
situations (Oyserman, 2017).

INDIVIDUALISM AND COLLECTIVISM

The constructs of individualism and collectivism are of 
a polythetic nature (Triandis, 1995). They have already 
been discussed in the literature from a variety of angles 
and perspectives (Kim et al., 1994; Triandis, 1995): values  
  (Hofstede, 1980), social systems (Parsons and Shils, 1951), 
cognitive differentiation (Witkin and Berry, 1975), cultural 
patterns (Hsu, 1983), and the self (Jansz, 1991; Markus and 
Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989).
Initially, individualism and collectivism were perceived as 
two opposite poles of a one-dimensional scale (Hofstede, 
1980, 1983). However, later research results demonstrated 
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fail in their rivalry with others. As a result, the efficiency 
of their immune system may decrease, and the risk of car-
diovascular diseases and immune impairment may increase 
(Triandis et al., 1988).
HC-oriented individuals consider themselves similar to 
others and emphasise goals they share with others, inter-
dependence and sociability, but they do not succumb easily 
to any authority (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998). Horizontal 
collectivists join in social groups, e.g. families or employ-
ees’ groups. The well-being of the groups with which they 
identify is important to them (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998).  
A higher level of HC can be observed in collegial groups, 
such as students. In light of the results of Triandis and Gel-
fand’s research (1998), students were more collectivist 
horizontally compared to other social groups; they cared 
more for friendships and relationships than individuals in  
the general population (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998).  
The literature seems to suggest that that HC absorbs the in-
dividual’s energy in social relations, thus limiting their pro-
ductivity (Triandis et al., 1988).
In VC, individuals emphasise the integrity of the group; 
they are willing to sacrifice their personal goals for group 
goals and support the competitiveness of their group in 
relation to other groups. This includes subordinating to  
the will of the authorities representing the group (Triandis 
and Gelfand, 1998). Vertical collectivists are ready to sac-
rifice their personal identity for the group they belong to  
(Triandis and Gelfand, 1998).
Currently, studies investigating adolescents, and consider-
ing their views, attitudes, values   or social relations, are quite 
popular among researchers (Urban, 2008). This is related to 
the fact that these young people are characterised by a high 
level of involvement in behaviours that are aimed at chang-
ing their own “self ” and altering the environment, which 
brings them closer to achieving their own goals and tasks 
(Bańka, 2005).

CULTURAL PSYCHOLOGICAL ORIENTATIONS 
AMONG ADOLESCENTS

It has been observed that the period of adolescence is im-
portant for the formation of cultural psychological orien-
tation. Study results have revealed that late adolescence is 
the “formation phase” for establishing cultural orientations 
(Vollebergh et al., 2001).
Adolescence is characterised by a strong need for indi-
vidualism and independence, supported by the process of 
searching for one’s identity. Young people are interested 
both in searching for their own identity and in manifest-
ing their own attitude towards the world, people, and social 
problems. The stage of early adolescence is associated with  
the conventional phase of moral development, in which ad-
olescents are guided by the standards of others, e.g. parents 
or friends, and which is accompanied by a conviction of  
the need to respect social values and rules (Kielar-Turska, 
2000; Obuchowska, 2000).

individualistic traits as universally perceived as more mas-
culine than collectivistic traits of the independently domi-
nant sociocultural orientation in different countries (Cuddy 
et al., 2015). The individualistic vs. collectivistic attitude was 
also indirectly examined by reference to the values and goals 
selected as important and implemented by men and women 
from 20 different nations. It was found that, across different 
cultures, for both men and women the importance of socio-
emotional goals increases with the age concerning the need 
for individualistic achievements. Moreover, differences in 
the importance of goals indicated as significant by wom-
en and men were independent in different countries from  
the dominant sociocultural orientation. Women pointed to 
the long-term greater importance of goals and values relat-
ed to their orientation towards fulfilling a caring and ed-
ucational role, i.e. indirectly important goals for the com-
munity, while men paid more attention to personal goals 
related to their achievements, professional career, and per-
sonal satisfaction. Therefore, the expected intercultural 
moderation of differences in goals and values important for 
women and men resulting from the potential gender in-
equality determined by culture has not been demonstrated  
(Vilar et al., 2020). This indicates the universal role of 
gender in defining general goals and values, regardless of  
the cultural and social orientation of a given nation.
Both individualism and collectivism can occur in the hor-
izontal (emphasising equality) or vertical (emphasis-
ing hierarchy) dimensions (Triandis, 1995). The horizon-
tal approach assumes that one self is just as any other “self.”  
The vertical approach, on the other hand, assumes hierar-
chy, thus one “self ” is different from another “self.” Based on  
the horizontal and vertical dimensions, four cultural psycho-
logical orientations were distinguished, including horizontal 
individualism (HI), vertical individualism (VI), horizontal 
collectivism (HC), and vertical collectivism (VC) (Triandis 
and Gelfand, 1998). The validity of this division was con-
firmed by numerous results of research studies carried out 
e.g. in the United States (Singelis et al., 1995), Taiwan (Yang, 
1981), and Korea (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998).
Individuals exhibiting HI want to be unique and stand out 
from the group; they are highly autonomous, but not par-
ticularly interested in having a higher status than others 
(Triandis and Gelfand, 1998). Persons with this orientation 
are looking for individuality rather than distinctiveness.  
It means that they tend to “take care of their business” and 
not to compare themselves with others (Triandis and Gel-
fand, 1998). On the other hand, HI can result in social iso-
lation (Triandis et al., 1988).
VI individuals often want to stand out and achieve a high-
er status by competing with others (Triandis and Gelfand, 
1998). Vertical individualists are particularly interested in 
comparing themselves with others. They believe that com-
petition is a law of nature, and they want to win in various 
forms of competition whatever the cost (Triandis and Gel-
fand, 1998). Persons demonstrating a VI attitude may expe-
rience an extreme psychological burden, especially if they 



Agnieszka Kruczek, Izabela Grzankowska, Małgorzata A. Basińska

86

© PSYCHIATR PSYCHOL KLIN 2021, 21 (2), 83–94DOI: 10.15557/PiPK.2021.0009

However, these needs are in conflict with the experienced 
fear of taking responsibility and dependence on relatives 
(Harwas-Napierała and Trempała, 2004; Miller and Lloyd, 
1991). Thus, young people engage in various forms of be-
haviour in order to overcome the fear of taking responsibil-
ity and fulfilling the need for independence. The behaviours 
in question may include adopting a conformist attitude 
and turning to collectivism. Therefore, it can be assumed 
that individualism and collectivism are equally attractive 
to adolescents, but also represent a psychological burden 
(Harwas-Napierała and Trempała, 2004). This tendency 
is consistent with the findings of other authors (Cybal- 
Michalska, 2010; Urban, 2008). Urban (2008) argued that it 
was difficult to unequivocally define individualistic or col-
lectivist preferences in youth.
Based on the findings of studies conducted to date, Pol-
ish adolescents appreciate and recognise individualist val-
ues such as autonomy and personal agency. On the other 
hand, the care for their own position and attachment to tra-
dition are less important to them (Cybal-Michalska, 2006).  
Adolescents in certain areas are collectivist-oriented, e.g. they 
make their own good dependent on the good of others, treat 
the family as a source of values, and appreciate cooperation 
while rejecting rivalry (Cybal-Michalska, 2006).
The studied adolescents declared the need to improve their 
own abilities, yet in such a way as to take into account  
the well-being of other people. Students of general second-
ary schools, high achievers, youth living in big cities, inter-
ested in politics and moving freely and easily as tourists, 
were found to be more individualist oriented (Cybal- 
Michalska, 2006). Research conducted by Sabatier et al. 
(2011) showed that Polish adolescents were also more re-
ligious, which had a relatively greater impact on the fami-
ly orientation of Polish young people and their satisfaction 
with life. Schwartz et al. (2007) found a higher level of pro-
family orientation in Poland than in Germany.
Studies exploring the role of cultural psychological orien-
tations for problem solving (Hong, 2009) revealed intercul-
tural differences in the cognitive performance and percep-
tion of the problem and in the consequences of its solution 
to social cognition and behaviour (Nisbett, 2003).

PSYCHOLOGICAL ORIENTATIONS  
AND COPING WITH STRESS

Based on the available literature, solving various problems 
involves varied cognitive processes. Effective problem solv-
ing often depends on the consistency between a certain 
problematic situation and the cognitive processes of the in-
dividual trying to solve it. It was observed that social fac-
tors as well as individual characteristics of adolescents such 
as psychological orientation – individualist or collectivist – 
played a significant role in the selection of coping strategies 
by young people (Kato, 2012; Ogińska-Bulik, 2001; Strus, 
2012). The results of studies carried out so far have dem-
onstrated that individualists are more effective in solving 

problems when the solution is rule-based, whereas col-
lectivist-oriented individuals are more effective in solving 
problems in a specific situational context (Arieli and Sagiv, 
2018). Miller (1984) claimed that individuals with the col-
lectivist orientation attached more importance to the con-
text of a situation than individually oriented persons, while 
assessing the adequacy of behaviour in different situations.

FLEXIBILITY IN COPING WITH STRESS  
IN ADOLESCENTS

The situation of stress experienced by the individual is re-
ferred to in the literature as a difficult situation. In this con-
text, coping with stress is a sequence of deliberate efforts un-
dertaken as a result of viewing a given situation as a burden. 
The continuation of these efforts for some time, and their 
variability, determine the process-oriented nature of coping  
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1987). One of the key aspects of 
coping is flexibility in coping with stress (Basińska, 2015).  
It is expressed in the individual’s readiness to carefully mon-
itor the effects of their actions and reflect on their coping, 
i.e. it assumes a certain level of reflexivity (Vriezekolk et al., 
2012). The prerequisite for flexibility in coping is having  
a relatively wide range of coping strategies. An individu-
al that does not have a repertoire of coping strategies to 
be used in difficult situations will not be able to change 
their behaviour, even if they notice the ineffectiveness of  
the methods applied. The individual’s conviction about 
having a wide repertoire of available strategies reflects their 
confidence in themselves as to having diverse resources and 
competences to handle changing circumstances and being 
able to use these resources adequately in coping with stress 
(Vriezekolk et al., 2012).
By combining these two assumptions, an attempt was made 
to show that flexibility in coping with stress depends on  
the cultural psychological orientation of adolescents.  
The cognitive processes applied by the individual when 
making an assessment are neither accidental nor based sole-
ly on the specific features of the situation and circumstances.  
To a large extent, they depend on the psychological orienta-
tion resulting from the cultural way of thinking that is avail-
able at the time (Hong, 2009; Arieli and Sagiv, 2018).
With age, the frequency of using stress coping strategies re-
lated to focusing on the problem, reformulating and rein-
terpreting the stressor, as well as ignoring the problem in-
creases. Coping in young people becomes more effective 
over time, as different methods are used to work through  
the problem. Some adolescents present a vicious cycle in 
coping with stress, escaping into alcohol or other stimulants.  
Under stress, younger adolescents tend to listen to music, cry, 
act out or seek support from significant adults. With age, the 
ability to anticipate the effects of one’s own actions increases, 
the capacities of logical thinking, planning and adopting the 
perspective of others increase, as well as the skilful use of ex-
periences – which is reflected in the strategies used (Braun-
Lewensohn et al., 2010; Grzankowska et al., 2019).
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Studies show that the level of coping flexibility in adoles-
cents is lower than in students and adults (Basińska, 2015; 
Kruczek, 2015) Age-related differences as to the scope 
of coping flexibility could be explained by differences in  
the scope of cognitive process (Cheng and Cheung, 2005; 
Nagase et al., 2009). A change in the manner of thinking 
takes place during adolescence. Concrete thinking is substi-
tuted with abstract thinking and, consequently, adolescents 
start to develop a valuable skill which lets them identify 
cause and effect relationships, and predict the consequenc-
es of their actions (Zimbardo and Gerrig, 2006). This type 
of knowledge enables adolescents to monitor stressful situ-
ations effectively, assess consequences of dealing with stress, 
implement diverse strategies, and abandon ineffective strat-
egies stemming from coping flexibility (Kato, 2012).
Because of developmental differences between girls and 
boys in the process of identity formation, flexibility in cop-
ing with stress may also be different (Harwas-Napierała 
and Trempała, 2002). Some of the research results obtained 
to date show that girls and boys differ in the type of cop-
ing strategies used (Cheng and Furnham, 2002; Compas 
et al., 2001; Frydenberg and Lewis, 1999). In the studies, 
girls more frequently than boys declared using strategies 
consisting in using social support; more often than boys, 
they talked about their problems, sought advice or conso-
lation. It is also typical for girls than boys to focus on their 
emotions. Boys, on the other hand, coped with the rebound 
through sports activity. Older boys more often than girls de-
clared the use of stimulants (Braun-Lewensohn et al., 2010).
As far as the flexibility in coping with stress is concerned, the 
available results indicate no gender differences (Kruczek,  
2015). Moreover, no differences in this respect are shown 
by the results of research conducted by Zong et  al. 
(2010). Seiffge-Krenke (1995) notes that differences in  
the use of coping strategies become more pronounced with 
maturation.
The aim of this study was to determine the dominant cul-
tural psychological orientation of the studied Polish youth, 
identify the role of individualism and collectivism for flex-
ibility in coping and its dimensions, and assess the modify-
ing role of sex and age of the studied adolescents for the re-
lationship between the investigated cultural psychological 
orientations and flexibility in coping with stress.

HYPOTHESES

Based on the body of research discussed above, four com-
peting hypotheses exist to be explored:
• H1: It is assumed that the sex of adolescents differenti-

ates the subjects in terms of cultural psychological ori-
entation. Individualistic tendencies are expected to oc-
cur more commonly in boys than in girls. On the other 
hand, collectivist attitudes are associated with girls rath-
er than boys.

• H2: It is assumed that there are links between cultural 
psychological orientations and flexibility in coping with 

stress and its dimensions. Both the psychological orien-
tation of HC and HI in adolescents will be positively re-
lated to flexibility in coping with stress.

• H3: Cultural psychological orientations are predictors  
of flexibility in coping. The individualist orientation will 
foster higher flexibility in coping than the collectivist ori-
entation.

• H4: Relationships between the orientations of individual-
ism and collectivism and flexibility in coping will be mod-
ified by the age and sex of the adolescents under study.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

A total of 367 Polish adolescents (131 boys and 236 girls) 
in the age range from 13 to 20 years were qualified for the 
study. The mean age in the study group was Mage = 17.26 
(standard deviation, SD = 1.90). The boys (Mage = 16.67, 
SD = 1.77) and girls (Mage = 17.61, SD = 1.89) differed signif-
icantly in terms of age (t = 4.63, p < 0.001), as the girls were 
older. The adolescents came from villages (n = 149, 40%), 
large cities inhabited by the population of up to 400,000 in-
habitants (n = 93, 25%), from cities inhabited by the popu-
lation of up to 100,000 inhabitants (n = 88, 23%) and from 
towns inhabited by the population of up to 25,000 inhabit-
ants (n = 38, 10%).

Materials and procedure

The study was based on the Individualism–Collectivist  
Questionnaire by Harry Triandis and Michele Gelfand 
(1998) in the Polish adaptation of Basińska et al. (in press), 
which consists of 16 items. It measures cultural psychologi-
cal orientations: VI, i.e. perceiving oneself as a fully autono-
mous person, but recognising that there are diverse inequal-
ities among individuals and it is important for this person 
to compete with others (α = 0.69); HI, i.e. perceiving one-
self as a fully autonomous and independent person; this 
person is convinced to have a relatively equal status with 
other members of the group (α = 0.69); VC, i.e. the person 
assumes that some members of the group to which they 
belong have a higher status than others in the same group 
(α = 0.78); and HC, that is, perceiving oneself as part of 
a group and recognising other members as equal; the per-
son emphasises their own similarity to the group members 
and equality with them (α = 0.65). The person studied can 
respond to the 9-point scale starting from 1 – definitely not, 
to 9 – definitely yes.
The Flexibility in Coping with Stress Questionnaire 
for Adolescents – 14 (FCQ-14A) consists of 14 items.  
The questionnaire in its version adapted for young people 
(age range from 14 to 20 years) consists of three subscales: 
changeability – which examines the tendency to use those 
coping strategies that ensure effective solving of a difficult 
situation; when a person notices that the applied method is 
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ineffective, he/she changes it, looking for a more relevant 
way of coping (α = 0.87); coping competences – this exam-
ines the individual’s conviction of being able to find ade-
quate remedies and apply them when necessary; concerns 
the perception of oneself as a competent person in the field 
of coping (α = 0.69); reflexivity which refers to the situation 
when the individual is willing to give themselves time and 
think about the way of coping they use, and to reflect on  
the strategy applied in the context of values important to 
them, and accept the emergent situation (α = 0.72). It is 
possible to calculate the overall result in terms of flexibility 
in coping with stress (α = 0.89) (Grzankowska et al., 2019).
A personal survey was used to collect sociodemographic 
information.

Procedure

The study procedure: the selection of respondents was tar-
geted, with adolescents at various stages of education re-
cruited for the study. Questionnaire packages – whose or-
der in the package was rotated – were used. The study was 
of a group nature. All statistical analyses were performed 
using the SPSS software. The normality of variable distri-
butions was verified, and relevant analyses were applied.  
All subscales were characterised by an acceptable Cron-
bach’s α coefficient, i.e. close to 0.70 (Nunnally, 1978).

RESULTS

Dominant cultural psychological orientation 
of Polish adolescents

The study results show that the examined adolescents 
achieved the highest mean scores in the psychological ori-
entation of VC (Tab. 1). It differed significantly from oth-
er types of orientation, from the intensity of VI and HI 
(p < 0.0001), and from HC (p = 0.0013) as well. Statistically 
significant differences in VI due to the sex of the respondents 
were observed. The boys displayed a higher level of VI than  
the girls (Tab. 1).

Relationships between cultural 
psychological orientations and flexibility  
in coping with stress and its dimensions

There were statistically significant positive correlations be-
tween HI and flexibility in coping with stress and its dimen-
sions. The more individually horizontally oriented the ad-
olescents were, the more flexible they were in coping with 
stress; they were more variable in applying coping strate-
gies, they had higher coping competence and higher reflex-
ivity levels. No such correlations with VI were observed.
Moreover, the results of the analyses show that statistically 

Cultural psychological 
orientations M SD SKE K

Girls
(n = 236)

Boys
(n = 131) t p

M SD M SD
Horizontal individualism 24.68 5.45 −0.25 0.18 24.84 5.42 24.54 5.54 0.32 0.750
Vertical individualism 20.05 6.56 0.32 0.29 18.33 6.09 21.27 6.65 −2.70 0.008
Horizontal collectivism 26.44 6.30 −0.52 −0.01 27.17 5.94 25.86 6.58 1.21 0.228
Vertical collectivism 27.96 6.46 −0.96 0.89 29.13 5.98 27.03 6.70 1.93 0.056
M – means; SD – standard deviation; SKE – skewness; K – kurtosis; n – number; t – t-Student test result; p – p value.
* p < 0.05; ** p <0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Tab. 1. Average intensity of cultural psychological orientations of adolescents (N = 367)

Variables Changeability Coping competences Reflexivity Flexibility in coping
Horizontal individualism 0.34*** 0.27** 0.33*** 0.34***
Vertical individualism 0.15 0.11 0.11 0.14
Horizontal collectivism 0.24** 0.17 0.25** 0.25**
Vertical collectivism 0.21* 0.09 0.22* 0.19*
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Tab. 2. Relationships between psychological orientations and flexibility in coping with stress (N = 367)

Predictors
Non-standard coefficients Standard coefficients

t p
B SE β

Horizontal individualism 0.29 0.09 0.43 3.11 0.002
Vertical individualism −0.01 0.09 −0.01 −0.03 0.979
Horizontal collectivism 0.16 0.11 0.20 1.45 0.150
Vertical collectivism 0.01 0.11 0.01 0.03 0.979
F(4,368) = 5.33, p = 0.001, R2 = 0.14, R2 corrected = 0.11.

Tab. 3. Predictive role of cultural psychological orientations for flexibility in coping with stress (N = 367)
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significant positive relationships between HC and VC and 
flexibility in coping with stress and its two dimensions – 
changeability and reflexivity – can be observed. The more 
collectivist the adolescents were – either horizontally or ver-
tically – the more flexible they were in coping with stress.  
In addition, they were more variable in the application of 
coping strategies and more reflective (Tab. 2).

Predictive role of cultural psychological 
orientations for flexibility in coping  

with stress and its dimensions

The data analysis showed that the psychological orienta-
tion of HI was a predictor of flexibility in coping with stress 
among the Polish adolescents. The more horizontally indi-
vidualist the adolescents were, the more flexible they were 
in coping with stress (Tab. 3).
The data analysis showed that the psychological orienta-
tion of HI was also a predictor of the variability of applying 
coping strategies in the adolescents under study. The more 
horizontally individualist they were, the more variable they 
were in applying coping strategies (Tab. 4).
The data analysis showed that the psychological orientation 
of HI was a predictor for the coping competences of ado-
lescents. The more horizontally individualist they were, the 
higher level of coping competence they had (Tab. 5).

The data analysis showed that the psychological orientation 
of HI was a predictor of the coping competences of adoles-
cents. They were characterised by higher reflexivity when 
they were more individualist horizontally (Tab. 6).

Modifying role of age and sex  
for the relationship between  

the individualist and collectivist  
orientations and flexibility in coping

H4 assumed that the sociodemographic variables of adoles-
cents (sex and age) act as modifiers for the relationship be-
tween cultural psychological orientations (HI and VI, HC and 
VC) and flexibility in coping with stress and its dimensions.
The general modification scheme for H4 is shown in Fig. 1.

Relationship between HI and flexibility  
in coping with stress and its dimensions – 

the modifying role of sex

We assumed that sex acts as a modifier between the psy-
chological orientation of HI and flexibility in coping with 
stress and its dimensions among adolescents. On the basis 
of our analyses, only simple effects between HI and flexibili-
ty in coping, F(3.368) = 7.81, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.15, B = −0.26, 
p = 0.235, 95% confidence interval, CI [−0.728, 0.202]; 

Predictors
Non-standard coefficients Standard coefficients

t p
B SE β

Horizontal individualism 0.23 0.09 0.17 2.48 0.014
Vertical individualism 0.02 0.09 0.01 0.21 0.831
Horizontal collectivism 0.16 0.11 0.10 1.46 0.145
Vertical collectivism 0.04 0.11 0.02 0.34 0.737
F(4,368) = 4.50, p = 0.002, R2 = 0.12, R2 corrected = 0.09.

Tab. 4. Predictive role of cultural psychological orientations for strategy variation (N = 367)

Predictors
Non-standard coefficients Standard coefficients

t p
B SE β

Horizontal individualism 0.26 0.10 0.11 2.72 0.007
Vertical individualism 0.01 0.09 0.01 0.03 0.978
Horizontal collectivism 0.13 0.11 0.05 1.19 0.237
Vertical collectivism −0.07 0.11 −0.03 −0.65 0.515
F(4,368) = 3.16, p = 0.016, R2 = 0.09, R2 corrected = 0.06.

Tab. 5. Predictive role of cultural psychological orientations for coping competences (N = 367)

Tab. 6. Predictive role of cultural psychological orientations for reflexivity over coping (N = 367)

Predictors
Non-standard coefficients Standard coefficients

t p
B SE β

Horizontal individualism 0.25 0.10 0.12 2.63 0.010
Vertical individualism −0.03 0.09 −0.01 −0.30 0.766
Horizontal collectivism 0.15 0.11 0.06 1.33 0.185
Vertical collectivism 0.03 0.11 0.01 0.30 0.766
F(4.368) = 4.20, p = 0.003, R2 = 0.11, R2 corrected = 0.09.
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variability, F(3.368) = 6.33, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.12, B = −0.14, 
p = 0.240, 95% CI [−367, 0.093]; coping competences, 
F(3.368) = 6.49, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.12, B = −0.09, p = 0.159, 
95% CI [−0.238, 0.039] and reflexivity, F(3.368) = 4.63, 
p = 0.004, R2 = 0.09, B = −0.06, p = 0.407, 95% CI [−0.228, 
0.092] were demonstrated.

Relationship between HI and flexibility  
in coping with stress and its dimensions – 

the modifying role of age

We assumed that the age of adolescents acts as a modifi-
er between the psychological orientation of HI and flexi-
bility in coping with stress and its dimensions. On the ba-
sis of our analyses, only simple effects between HI and 
coping flexibility, F(3.368) = 6.80, p = 0.003, R2 = 0.13, 
B = −0.09, p = 0.070, 95% CI [−0.186, 0.007]; variability, 
F(3.368) = 4.80, p = 0.003, R2 = 0.10, B = −0.03, p = 0.192, 
95% CI [−0.081, 0.016] and reflexivity, F(3.368) = 4.18, 
p = 0.007, R2 = 0.09, B = −0.02, p = 0.358, 95% CI [−0.49, 
0.018] were found. A significant interaction effect (Tab. 7) 
was observed only for the coping competences.
The analysis revealed that the model for the relationship be-
tween HI and coping competences with the modifying role 
of age was statistically significant, F(3.368) = 6.31, p = 0.003 
and accounted for 12% of variability of adolescents’ cop-
ing competences; B = −0.04, p = 0.013, 95% CI [−0.065, 
−0.008] (Tab. 7). We demonstrated on the basis of John-
son–Neyman’s technique that when adolescents in the age 

range from 13 to 17 years were more horizontally individu-
ally oriented, they manifested superior coping competences,  
whereas in the group of older adolescents (>17.4) this effect 
was not identified.

DISCUSSION

The results of research published to date show that the in-
dividual’s internalised cultural orientation is, in addition 
to personality, experience, and other psychological pro-
cesses, a very important factor among the determinants of 
the individual’s behaviour (Markus and Kitayama, 1991;  
Triandis, 1995, 2001). Preferences related to stressing in-
dividualism or collectivism in functioning are among vital 
factors modelling behaviour in specific situations, including 
stressful circumstances (Arieli and Sagiv, 2018; Kato, 2012;  
Ogińska-Bulik, 2001; Strus, 2012) due to their relationship 
with the functioning of the individual in many aspects:  
cognitive, emotional or motivational (Hofstede and Hofst-
ede, 2007; Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Persons represent-
ing each of these orientations have been found to function 
differently in specific life situations (LeFebvre and Franke, 
2013; Triandis and Gelfand, 1998).
In the present study, we determined the characteristics of  
the psychological cultural orientation of the Polish youth, 
with the dominant role of preferences towards VC, which im-
plies that this population puts a high value on the integrity 
of the group, declares their readiness and willingness to sac-
rifice personal goals for group goals, including the readiness 

Flexibility in coping: changeability,  
coping competences, reflexivity

Cultural psychological orientations
×

sociodemographic variables

Cultural psychological orientations:
horizontal individualism, vertical individualism, 

horizontal collectivism, vertical collectivism

Sociodemographic variables: sex and age

Fig. 1.  Analysis of modification for cultural psychological orientation, gender, and age of adolescents in the context of flexibility in coping 
with stress

Effects B SE t p
95% CI

LL UL
Horizontal individualism 0.72 0.238 3.03 0.003 0.250 0.191
Age (1 = younger adolescents, 2 = older adolescents) 0.82 0.362 2.26 0.025 0.102 1.533
Interaction −0.04 0.015 −2.52 0.013 −0.065 −0.008

F(3.368) = 6.31, p = 0.003, R2 = 0.12, ΔR2 = 0.04.
CI – confidence interval; LL – lower limit; UL – upper limit.

Tab. 7. Modifying role of age in the relationship between HI and coping competences
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to subordinate to the will of the authority recognised by  
the group. At the same time, VC provides protection and 
safety to the individual, also by reducing the need to make 
decisions, which may be a form of protection against anxiety 
(Triandis and Gelfand, 1998). However, this result is partially 
different from that obtained by Cybal-Michalska (2017) who 
found that Polish adolescents appreciate individualist val-
ues more, such as autonomy and personal agency, while at  
the same time they care less for their own status and attach-
ment to tradition. This discrepancy may suggest that perhaps 
these two cultural perspectives coexist and do not have to 
be in opposition to each other in the concept of the world 
and themselves that the young Poles have. It should be noted  
that in the literature on this topic collectivism should not 
be seen as the opposite of individualism (Realo et al., 1997).  
Researchers seem to agree with the claim that one person or 
group may be more collectivist in a specific situation, and 
less collectivist in another (Matsumoto et al., 1996; Oyser-
man, 2017; Realo et al., 1997). Taking into account the de-
velopment stage of the adolescents, it may be important to 
distinguish three different interrelated subtypes of collectiv-
ism in order to understand the variability of results. Primar-
ily, family collectivism (infamilism) is essential, focusing on 
relationships with the family and implying sacrificing life for 
the family and putting family interests higher than person-
al aspirations. It also applies to ensuring family safety, and at  
the same time honouring parents and the elderly (Realo et al., 
1997). In turn, companionship collectivism is characterised 
by close relationships between the individual and their neigh-
bours, friends or colleagues, and is related to the orientation 
to the needs of their group (Realo et al., 1997). The last form 
of collectivism is patriotism which, in this approach, means 
dedicating oneself to one’s own nation by sacrificing person-
al comfort for serving the country. Patriots are always ready 
to make sacrifices and defend their nation against their ene-
mies (Matsumoto et al., 1996; Realo et al., 1997). It is difficult 
to assume which of these collectivist perspectives is impor-
tant for a young person who, after all, is in a period of devel-
opment associated with identifying and building the integ-
rity of the self (Cybal-Michalska, 2006). In previous studies,  
it was found that, for example, the religiousness of Polish 
teenagers is higher than that of other nationalities, as indicat-
ed by Sabatier et al. (2011). The authors attributed this obser-
vation to a stronger family orientation and greater satisfac-
tion with life in this group of respondents. On the one hand, 
a young person, being so immersed in the psychosocial world 
of values related to the family and religiousness that are quite 
powerfully and explicitly expressed in the Polish culture,  
develops the collectivist orientation. Yet, concurrently, in this 
period of life an essential development need is to stand out 
and individualise functioning (Brzezińska et al., 2008); this 
need may be revealed in the inconsistency of research results 
and scholarly observations. In this situation, values perceived 
as major elements of culture may not be identical with the 
viewpoints held, and this discrepancy is typical of younger 
persons (Fung et al., 2016).

The results obtained in the study indicate that individual-
ism exhibits a relationship with the sex of the studied ad-
olescents. The examined boys manifested a higher level of 
VI than girls. According to other reports discussing the at-
titude of women towards relationships, young boys want 
to stand out more in their group and are even willing to 
isolate themselves to feel and manifest their distinctiveness  
(Triandis and Gelfand, 1998). However, this is related to ex-
periencing the effects of social isolation, and with the limi-
tation of available or experienced support. It is recognised, 
however, that a higher level of support is associated with 
more positive indicators of the individual’s functioning  
(Napora, 2019; Wei et al., 2012). The access to support, lim-
ited by isolation, may therefore result in less effective func-
tioning. The literature also shows that individuals with the 
VI orientation put an emphasis on competition. A negative 
aspect of this psychological attitude is experiencing great-
er mental strain, which results, among others, in increased 
tiredness (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998). The research results 
indicate the absence of any correlation between the VI ori-
entation and flexibility in coping with stress and its dimen-
sions. Combined with the tendency to isolation, it appears 
to be a potential risk factor for the development of symp-
toms of excessive burden and exhaustion in this group.
It turned out, however, that positive relationships between 
HI and flexibility in coping with stress and its dimensions 
could be observed. Earlier reports indicated the ability of 
such individuals to perceive the self as stable and the social 
environment as variable. As a consequence of this percep-
tion, persons manifesting HI tend to shape the social envi-
ronment so it would fit their personality (Triandis, 1995),  
so they can be described as flexible. Moreover, it was dem-
onstrated that younger adolescents who were more horizon-
tally individually oriented (age range from 13 to 17 year) 
had higher coping competences, whereas in the group of 
older adolescents (>17.4) this effect did not occur.
The data analysis also showed that the psychological ori-
entation towards HI was a predictor of flexibility in cop-
ing with stress and its dimensions in adolescents. When 
adolescents were more horizontally individually oriented, 
they were more likely to cope with stress in a more flexi-
ble way. They exhibited higher variability in the use of cop-
ing strategies; they were convinced that they had high-
er coping competences and manifested higher reflexivity. 
In order to explain the predictive role of HI for flexibility 
in coping with stress and its dimensions, it is worth refer-
ring to its definition which states that horizontal individual-
ists are able to achieve their goals without feeling restricted 
by any imposed group goals (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998).  
At the same time, the attitude towards coexistence, rather 
than competition, probably makes them seek ways to lim-
it the occurrence of situations that are difficult in the in-
terpersonal perspective, which requires certain efforts to 
monitor their own behaviours. This promotes the devel-
opment of competences for flexible coping (Basińska and 
Rusek, 2015).
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In the reported study, however, there no relationship was 
observed between the VI orientation and flexibility in cop-
ing with stress and its dimensions. Other authors highlight 
that individuals with the VI orientation put emphasis on 
competition. A negative aspect of this orientation is experi-
encing mental strain, including tension (Triandis and Gel-
fand, 1998). The absence of correlations with flexibility in 
coping indicates the particularly burdensome nature of in-
dividualist orientation in its vertical form due to limited re-
sources of the individual with such orientation to handle 
difficult situations.
A concurrent collectivist orientation could have a protec-
tive effect for persons with the psychological VI orienta-
tion (Realo et al., 1997), because the results of the present-
ed research reveal positive relationships between HC and 
VC and flexibility in coping with stress and its dimensions, 
i.e. changeability and reflexivity. More horizontally or ver-
tically collective adolescents were found to cope with stress 
in a more flexible way, and manifested greater variability in 
the application of coping strategies and reflexivity. Individ-
uals with the collectivist orientation, both horizontal and 
vertical, experience greater social support, as they are much 
more sociable (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998). The openness 
to develop and build relationships with others can also be 
an opportunity to learn from others new variants of coping 
strategies to manage difficulties, which ultimately enriches 
the repertoire of coping strategies and expands the range of 
available strategies.
To sum up the above considerations, it is worth referring 
to the theory of culture that situates cognition (culture-as-
situated-cognition), which adopts a broader perspective in 
defining individualism and collectivism. Individuals can 
change their own cultural orientation and come closer to 
another in their own way of thinking. This is particular-
ly important in the case of the VI orientation that is unfa-
vourable to health. If it was possible to reformulate this per-
spective – or enhance it with features of cultural orientation 
syndromes that are associated with flexibility in coping – 
this could facilitate better functioning of these persons.  
The assumption on the possibility of changing the orien-
tation in this approach is based on the basic rationale that 
even though societies differ in the influences of individual-
ism–collectivism, they include both principles of individu-
alism and collectivism. This reflects the pursuit to achieve 
two goals: group goals, i.e. ensuring the survival of the 
group, pursuing group goals, and regulating relationships 
between individuals, and individual goals related to en-
couraging the expression of free choice and the individual’s 
uniqueness (Oyserman, 2017; Ozer et al., 2019; Schwartz 
et al., 2007; Triandis, 1995).
Another approach, which also takes into account the possi-
bility of changing the cultural orientation, assumes the be-
lief that the individual, recognising the rate and intensity of 
changes in the surrounding world, tries to be an active subject 
of changes taking place in the cultural and social contexts.  
The individual’s cognitive practice allows us to assess in 

which directions others move, and what changes they are 
subject to (Cybal-Michalska, 2006). This may include the 
perception of cultural orientation. It gives individuals an op-
portunity to revise and change their convictions in a man-
ner enabling them to cope more effectively with difficulties. 
However, it can be challenging for persons with the VI ori-
entation to learn and transform, as they perceive others as 
competing individuals or individuals that must be compet-
ed with. Their conviction about their own or someone else’s 
higher social status poses a risk of limiting motivation for  
social learning (Bandura, 2015; Brzezińska, 2000).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING REMARKS

It appeared that the majority of initial assumptions adopt-
ed for the purpose of the study were confirmed. Indeed,  
it turned out that:
1. The sex of adolescents differentiates the respondents in 

terms of psychological orientation, with boys being more 
vertically individually oriented than girls.

2. Both VC and HC orientation are related to flexibility in 
coping and its dimensions, similarly as the individualist 
horizontal orientation.

3. The individualist orientation, but only in the horizon-
tal variant, is a predictor of flexibility in coping and its  
dimensions.

4. Relationships between cultural orientations – individu-
alism and collectivism – were found to be modified only 
by the age of the adolescents under study. The sex did 
not modify this relationship.

The presented research results are an important contribu-
tion to the recognition and acknowledgement of flexibility 
in coping, but they also address numerous questions about 
its relationship with the cultural orientation.
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