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Session One - What is coping?

Ground rules

•  Switch off mobile phones (or switch them 
to silent).

•  Attend every session unless it is 
unavoidable. 

•  What is shared in the group is confidential 
to the group.

•  Respect each other, take it in turns to 
speak.

Do not conform any longer to 
the pattern of this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your 
mind. Then you will be able to test 
and approve what God’s will is - his 
good, pleasing and perfect will.

(Romans 12,2)

What is coping?

Coping is the way that we respond to and 
deal with a particular situation. It involves 
the behaviours that we use in order to try to 
make our lives more bearable. Everyone has 
their own ways of coping, and these will often 
change as we go through life. Stress, life 
events, and things that have happened in the 
past will all have an influence on the way we 
cope. For example, if we are stressed at work 
and having a bad day this may mean that we 
find it more difficult to cope with even a tiny 
problem. Having a mental health problem can 
also make it more difficult for us to cope with 
our normal daily activities and routines. If we 
are to learn new coping skills we first need 
to be aware of the situations that we are in 
and the skills that we already use to deal with 
them.

Factors which influence 
our ability to cope:

There are many things which affect how we 
cope. A useful model for understanding the 
various things that influence our ability to 
cope involves organising these factors into 
two dimensions, internal and external. The 
more internal things there are (that is things 
about us that make us more vulnerable to 
mental illness) the more likely we are to 
struggle to cope. Likewise, the more external 
things there are that impact on our life, the 
more we have to cope with. 
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Examples of internal factors that 
affect our ability to cope, things about 
us:

•  Early life experiences/childhood trauma

•  Patterns learnt from parent/caregiver

•  Coping strategies developed through 
life

•  Psychological help/counselling

•  Level of reliance on God

• Medication

•  Miraculous healing/spiritual warfare

•  Learnt coping skills

•  Effects of substance use/alcohol

•  Time management

•  Restricting our diet/bingeing

Examples of external factors which 
affect our coping, things about the 
world:

•  Amount of chaos

• Loneliness

•  Number of significant life changes

• Housing

• Work situation

• Level of support

• Family situation

• Boredom

• Bullying

•  Pressure to perform

• Diet

•  Lifestyle associated with problematic 
substance use



God is faithful; he will not let you 
be tempted beyond what you can 
bear. But when you are tempted, he 
will also provide a way out so that 
you can stand up under it

(1 Corinthians 10:13)

Look at the diagram below. We are all 
different, with a level of coping skills unique 
to us dependant on many factors. The less 
well-equipped we are to cope the further 
we are along the bottom line. These are the 
number of internal factors which affect how 
we cope.

Factors affecting coping skills
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We also all inhabit different life situations, and 
face different stresses on a daily basis, which 
moves us up or down the vertical line. These 
are the things external to us, the things that 
life throws at us that we can’t control, which 
are the things that we have to cope with. 

For most of us, most of the time, the 
combination of these two factors means that 
we inhabit the mentally-well zone, to the left 
of the line, but one in four of the population 
inhabit the unwell zone to the right of this line 
at some stage in their life, finding themselves 
unable to cope.

Imagine your personal combination of internal 
factors (the things about you which affect 
how you cope) and external factors (your 
present life situation) means that you start 
at point 1 on the graph. Something bad 
happening in your life, a negative change or 
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something happening beyond your control 
may move you to point 2. Notice that you 
have crossed the diagonal line from well to 
unwell. It may not be possible for you to bring 
about any meaningful change in the situation 
and so return to ‘how things were’. You just 
might not be able to get back to point 1 on 
the graph.

But by looking at your coping skills you might 
find that you can move yourself towards 
the left of the graph, from point 2 to point 
3. Notice that this will move you back from 
unwell to well, and so greatly improve your 
likelihood of staying well without needing to 
access specialist help or support.  

It is a vital truth we all need to learn that even 
when we cannot change a situation there is 
always something we can do to make things 
better, no matter how small that thing is.

Just as an aside, note that someone who 
started at point 4 would still be able to cope if 
faced with the same change in circumstances 
that you have faced, moving from point 4 to 
point 3 as their life stress increased and yet 
never crossing the diagonal line. This explains 
why some people seem to be more vulnerable 
to becoming unwell and some seem more 
robust; why some people can deal with major 
setbacks while others feel like the world has 
ended when something seemingly minor 
changes around them.



Homework

Identify a situation over the next week that is 
difficult. Describe the situation and the coping 
strategies you used. What was helpful? What 
was less helpful?    
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Notes

Lord God, we know it is your plan 
for us that we live lives of fulfilment. 
Help us to grasp our humanity with 
both hands and to rejoice that we 
are your children. Amen


