
1 

 

Cross-Cultural Differences among Students 

in Coping with Stress 
The Influence of Type A Personality  

Bianca Trejo
1 
and Catherine S. Daus

2
 
 

1
Psychology Department, Florida Institute of Technology, Melbourne, FL 

trejobianca@aol.com  
2
Psychology Department, University of S. Illinois Edwardsville, Edwardsville, IL 62026-1121 

cdaus@siue.edu  

 

Abstract 

College students encounter the psychological and physiological effects of stress due to pressures 

from school, work, family, and friends.  The purpose of this study was to investigate cross-

culturally whether Type A personality moderates the negative effects of stress for individuals 

who multitask.  A cross-cultural investigation of Type A personality, stress, and multitasking 

was conducted using 282 college students (94 Chinese, 114 American, and 74 Spanish).  Type A 

personality moderated the negative effects of stress if an individual multitasks, such that for low 

Type A personalities, multitasking was related to lower stress.   

Introduction 

College students face difficult challenges balancing school, family, friends, and work  

simultaneously.  School work itself can be overwhelming for students, who have to meet paper 

deadlines, read extensively, and often participate in extra-curricular activities.  As a result, 

students encounter numerous stressors and consequently, these can have a negative effect on 

their academic performance (Wan, Chapman, & Biggs, 1992; White, Brown, & Suddick, 1983).  

Thus, it is imperative for students to utilize effective coping methods.  Coping strategies like 

time management actively change the stressor itself.   

Multitasking (also know as polychronicity) is performing multiple tasks concurrently, 

and is an aspect of time management because it reduces time set forth by an individual; thus, 

multitasking is a problem-focused strategy as well (Kaufman-Scarborough & Lindquist, 1999).  

Further, research has shown that multitasking is associated with Type A behavior, suggesting 

that people who exhibit Type A personality appear to be polychronic also (Bluedorn, Kalliath, 

Strube, & Martin, 1999; Palmer & Schoorman, 1999).  Type A personality behavior has been 

characterized by an individual being aggressive, extremely competitive, and having a strong time 

urgency (Goldberg, 1978; Heilbrun & Friedberg, 1988).  In fact, individuals who portray Type A 

behavior thrive by multitasking because it helps get things accomplished in minimal time.  Given 

the interactions with polychronicity, Type A personality behavior, and stress, it is surprising to 

note that they all have not been examined simultaneously.  The purpose of this study is to 

investigate the associations between multitasking, Type A personality, and stress, and how these 

relationships differ for Chinese, Spanish, American students.   
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Discussion and Hypotheses 

As discussed, college students everywhere often have multiple sources of stress as they 

are expected to balance school work, personal life, social life, and financial responsibilities.  For 

example, Kim, Won, Liu, and Kitanishi (1997) found that Chinese students have multiple 

stressors ranging from financial obligations to emotional problems.  Their coping strategies, 

which are specific efforts, cognitive and/or behavioral, that a person uses in order to reduce 

stressful situations, play a major role in the outcomes experienced.  Research discusses two main 

categories of coping:  problem-focused and emotion-focused (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980).  

Problem-focused coping strategies are dealing with stressors in a problem-solving manner 

(actively changing the stressor).  Some examples of problem-focused coping include analysis of 

the stressful situation, gathering information, and/or trying a new study technique, like time 

management (Folkman, Chesney, McKusick, Ironson, Johnson, & Coates, 1991).  Emotion-

focused coping strategies are dealing with the emotions the stress arouses, rather than the 

problem.  Some examples of emotion-focused coping are such as talking to friends or avoiding 

the problem (Folkman et al., 1986).  However, problem-focused coping strategies tend to resolve 

the stressful situation more quickly than the emotion-focused coping (Gerdes & Ping, 1994).   

Generally, Americans tend to be individually-oriented, whereas the Spanish and Chinese 

tend to be more collectivistic.  Hofstede (1980) reported that America is rated number one in 

Individualism, Spain is ranked at 20, and Hong Kong is rated at 37 out of 40 countries.  Further, 

Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, and Lucca (1988) found America to be extremely 

individualistic and China to be extremely collectivistic with Spain in between.  One important 

characteristic of a collectivistic society is tendency to use emotion-focused coping strategies 

(Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Folkman,et al., 1986).
1
   

Research has begun to examine cross-cultural influences or the effectiveness of problem-

focused and emotion-focused coping strategies.  Gerdes and Ping (1994) studied the moderating 

effects of problem-focused and emotion-focused strategies, as used by college students in the 

United States and China.  They found that total stress was negatively correlated with both 

problem and emotion-focused coping for American women, whereas total stress was negatively 

correlated with the use of emotion-focused coping, but not with problem-focused coping for 

Chinese women.  Kim, Won, Liu, Liu, and Kitanishi (1997) studied stress among Korean, 

Japanese, and Chinese college students.  They found that Chinese students were the least likely 

to use problem-focused coping strategies (active coping) compared to Korean and Japanese 

students.  Furthermore, they found that emotion-focused coping (passive coping) appeared to 

lessen the physical ailments of stress for Chinese students.   

Gloria, Castellanos, and Orozco (2005) investigated the effects of perceived educational 

barriers, cultural fit, and coping responses, on the psychological well-being of Latino 

undergraduate students.  Latino students used many emotion-focused and problem-focused 

coping strategies like talking to friends about the issue and not worrying about the problem.  

Connor-Smith and Calvete (2004) studied the different coping techniques between American and 

Spanish college students.  They found Spanish students use problem-focused coping more than 

American students, and American students used both problem-focused and emotion-focused 

coping strategies.   

 

Hypothesis 1 

                                                 
1 This makes these three cultures ideal to study in contrast with each other. 

http://ovidsp.tx.ovid.com/spa/ovidweb.cgi?QS2=#107#107
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American students will use problem-focused coping most, followed by Spanish and then 

Chinese students. 

 

Time management as coping  

Time management consists of prioritizing behaviors in order to increase productivity and 

performance while decreasing stress, thus making it a problem-focused coping strategy (Folkman 

et al., 1991; McKean & Misra, 2000).   

 

Hypothesis 2 

College students who exhibit high scores in time management are expected to experience 

fewer physical ailments of stress.  

Time management is essential for students.  For example, a student may need to 

accomplish the following before the end of the day:  read an article, study for an exam, email a 

professor back, and write a paper.  These tasks may seem difficult to complete in one day, 

however, multitasking can help manage one‟s time.  Students partake in multitasking in order to 

manage their time and accomplish all of their tasks.  Because of this, multitasking is an important 

aspect of time management (Kaufman-Scarborough & Lindquist, 1999).  

 

Multitasking as coping 

Researchers have distinguished two forms of time-related behaviors:  monochronicity and 

polychronicity.  Monochronicity is the tendency to do one task at a time-performing multiple 

tasks sequentially (Bluedorn et at., 1992; Kaufman, Lane, & Lindquist, 1999).  Thus, 

monochrons concentrate at one task at a time, devoting their full attention and promptness to that 

task.  Conversely related to monochronicity, polychronicity (also known as multitasking) is 

completing multiple tasks at the same time (Zhang, 2006).  Polychrons tend to balance their 

tasks, making time commitment their goal, but also can easily change their schedules (Albert & 

Ah Ha, 2004).    

Researchers have investigated monochronicity and polychronicity differences among 

cultures, and have found that westernized cultures are more polychronic than non-westernized 

cultures (Tinsley, 1998; Zhang, 2006).  Zhang (2006), for example, found evidence suggesting 

that Western cultures, managers, and people with a higher education were more likely to be 

polychronic.   

 

Hypothesis 3 

Americans students will exhibit polychronicity tendencies more than Spanish and 

Chinese students.  Spanish students will use polychromic methods more than Chinese students, 

but not as much as American students.     

 

Type A personality 

Research has shown that a culture can encourage the expression of behaviors related to 

Type A personality (Sebej, 1989).  Type A personality has been characterized as being 

aggressive, competitive, and time urgent (Heilbrun & Friedberg, 1988; Palmer & Schoorman, 

1999).  Type A individuals are generally looked at as being “up-tight” and achievement-oriented, 

but in the business world which demands time urgency, competitiveness, and success, Type A 

behaviors are often valued and rewarded.  Type A behavior may also be more prevalent among 

college students due to the demands of academic life.  Although Type A personality can help 
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individuals achieve their goal, it may also cripple their chances due to increased susceptibility to 

illness.  Type A behavior can cause students to overload on their classes and juggle too many 

extra-curricular activities concurrently.   

Much research has been studied on Type A personality and its influence as a moderator 

variable in relationships that include stress, showing that Type A personality can worsen the 

effect of stress (Caplan & Jones, 1975; Keenan & McBain, 1979; Koh & Lim, 1996).  However, 

there has been no research that Type A personality can buffer the negative effects of stress.  One 

main element associated with Type A personality is a strong emphasis on time urgency, and 

multitasking fits into the behaviors of Type A personality (Levine, 1988; Slocombe & Bluedorn, 

1999).  Type A individuals use multitasking to get the most out of their time; in fact, they thrive 

on keeping busy (Watson, Minzenmayer, & Bowler, 2006).  Thus, logically, multitasking should 

not overload a Type A individual as much as it would a non-Type A individual.   

As a result of the relationship between multitasking and Type A, the current study 

investigated whether the relationship between multitasking and stress is moderated by Type A 

personality.  Hence, it is postulated that college students with lower scores in Type A personality 

behavior will experience more physical ailments when multitasking, therefore leading to greater 

negative stress outcomes.  Alternatively, higher scores in Type A personality behavior will 

buffer the relationship between multitasking and stress, such that fewer negative physical 

outcomes will occur from stress.    

 

Hypothesis 4 

Type A personality moderates the relationship between stress and multitasking.  

Specifically, college students who exhibit high scores in Type A personality will experience 

fewer physical ailments of stress when multitasking than non-Type A college students. 

Procedures 

Two hundred eighty-two college students volunteered to participate in this study (94 

Chinese, 114 American, and 74 Spanish) with a mean age of 20.8 years (SD = 3.57).  All surveys 

were translated and back translated in Chinese and Spanish.  In China, participation recruitment 

was promoted by a Chinese college student studying at the University of Xiamen.  The surveys 

were self-administered and took approximately 30 minutes to complete.  In the United States, the 

surveys were distributed among students at a Midwestern university.  The participants for this 

study consisted of students enrolled in an introductory psychology course, participating to fulfill 

course requirements.  In Spain, participation was promoted by a Spanish graduate student 

studying at The University of Lleida.  Surveys, along with specific administrative instructions 

and directions were mailed to the contact in Spain.   

 

Measures 

All participants provided demographic information (name, age, & gender) and filled out a 

five-item subscale from the Pressure Management Indicator (Williams, 2000) to assess the 

participants‟ perceived control of job and schoolwork.  Type A personality was measured by The 

Glazer Stress-control Lifestyle Questionnaire (Goldberg, 1978).  It consisted of 20 questions and 

asked participants to rate on a scale of 1 to 7 where they belong to two extreme situations.  High 

scores (80-140) represent Type A personality, low scores represent Type B personality (0-59), 

and middle scores (60-79) represent Type A/B personality.  Overall stress was measured by 

Heilbrun & Pepe‟s (1985) Stress-Symptom Rating Form (Heilbrun, Palchanis, & Friedberg, 
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1986).  There are 25 items arranged on a Likert-type response format (0 = not at all to 5 = more 

than once per day) that assess the frequency of each stress symptom.  The participant‟s level of 

stress was measured by the sum of the overall ratings (Heilbrun & Friedberg, 1988; Heilbrun & 

Putter, 1986).  Time management was measured by the Time Management Behavior Scale 

(Macan, Shahani, Dipboye, & Phillips 1990).  This scale contains 46 items ranging from “almost 

never true” (1) to “very often true” (5) on a Likert-type instrument (Macan et al., 1990).  

Bluedorn, Kalliath, Strube, and Martin‟s (1999) Index of Polychronic Values (with the individual 

as the referent) was used to measure the polychronic and monochronic tendencies of a person.  

The participants were presented with a statement and were asked to choose whether they 

“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (6) or “don‟t know” (0) on a Likert-type scale.  High 

scores indicated polychronic orientation (Palmer & Schoorman, 1999).
2
 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics were run on demographics, perceived control, overall Type A 

personality, time management, multitasking, and overall stress.  The means, standard deviations, 

and variable correlations for the overall sample (America, China, and Spain) are reported in 

Table 1.  

Table 1 

Correlations and Reliabilities of Research Variables (N=282) 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1.  Age 20.79 3.57 (---)       

2.  Gender 1.74 .44 -.15* (---)      

3. Control 3.14 .76 .26** -.01 (.65)     

4. Type A personality 86.55 13.14 .12 .03 .16** (.76)    

5. Time Management 140.63 15.81 .05 .22** .08 .26** (.80)   

6. Multitasking 29.99 8.40 .10 -.11 .11 .12* -.01 (.79)  

7. Stress 36.08 17.07 -.12* .08 -.09 .16** .04 -.01 (.91)  

Note.  *p< .05; **p < .01; parentheses indicate coefficient alpha. 

Correlation analyses revealed several significant relationships between variables.  

Perceived control was positively correlated with Type A personality r(282) = .16, p < .01 and 

multitasking  r(282) = .11, p < .05.  Additionally, Type A personality was positively related with 

time management r(282) = .26, p < .01, multitasking r(282) = .12, p < .05, and stress r(282) = 

.16, p < .01.   

A one-way between groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with post hocs was used 

to determine significant differences between the sample‟s problem-focused coping.  Results 

show that while there were significant differences there hypothesized rank order was not 

supported: Spanish students used problem-focused coping skills most, and American students 

used problem-focused skills more than Chinese students F(2, 278) = 2.58, p = .08.  Table 2 

shows the results of the post hoc analyses with the actual mean values for the three countries.  As 

one can see, Spain was significantly higher than both American and the US on time 

management.  

                                                 
2 Perception of control is a known reducer of stress outcomes (Heilbrun & Friedberg, 1988; Macan, Shahani, 

Dipboye, & Phillips, 1990).  Because of this relationship, perception of control was measured and controlled.   
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Correlational results show that Hypothesis 2 is not supported; using time management 

skills was not significantly related to negative symptoms of stress, r(283) = .04, n.s. 

Table 2 

Cross-cultural Descriptives and Differences between Countries (N=282)  

Variable America China Spain 

1.  Type A personality   84.73
a
   86.38

b
  89.56

 a
 

2.  Problem Focused Coping 

    (Time Management) 
140.73

 a
 138.12

 b
 143.66

 b
 

3.   Polychronicity (Multitasking)   28.39
 a
  32.82

 ab
   28.87

 b
 

4.  Stress   38.50
 a
   32.93

a
   36.35

b
 

Note. Means in a row having the same subscript are significantly different at p < .05 by the Post 

Hoc significant difference test.   

ANCOVA results again show that while there were significant differences between c 

countries, they were not in the hypothesized rank order: Chinese students used polychronicity 

tendencies most, and Spanish students used polychronic methods more than American students, 

F(2, 278) = 8.54, p < .001.  Once again, Table 2 shows that China was significantly higher than 

both Spain and the USA, but those two were not different from each other. 

Moderated multiple regression analysis was conducted to test hypothesis 4 with the 

dependent variable as overall stress.  Control was entered into the first block to statistically 

control for the significant associations with control.  Next, in the second block, multitasking and 

Type A overall scores were entered.  Finally, the interaction term for Type A personality and 

multitasking was entered into block three to test for moderation.    

Results indicated a significant interaction between Type A personality and multitasking, 

F(4, 277) =  4.39, p < .01; for interaction term:  ΔR
2 

= .02 (Aiken & West, 1991), F = 6.19, p < 

.05; β = -1.17, t = -2.49, p < .05.  In order to create the figure, the variables (Type A personality 

and multitasking) were dichotomized with a median split (removing multivariate outliers). Then, 

four categories were created with high/low levels of multitasking combined with high/low levels 

of Type A.  For this study, there were virtually no Type B1 and limited numbers of Type B2 

individuals.  Therefore, low Type A personality consisted of Type A/B and Type B1 individuals 

and high Type A personality consisted of Type A2 and Type A1 individuals.  A total stress score 

for each group was chosen to plot which represented a value under which 80% of participants (in 

that group) fell.  Graphical results are presented as Figure 1.  Contrary to Hypothesis 4, 

multitasking appeared to be related with lower stress with non-Type A individuals rather than for 

Type A individuals.   
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Figure 1 

 Interaction between Type A personality and Multitasking 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cross-cultural Differences 

 Results indicated (see Table 2) that Spanish students exhibited Type A personality 

characteristics (M = 89.56) more than American (M = 84.73) and Chinese students (M = 86.38).  

Regarding stress, American students reported the most physical ailments (M = 38.50), and 

Spanish (M =36.35) reported more than Chinese students (M = 32.93).  

Exploratory Analyses 

The interaction pattern held for each country was examined due to the significance in the 

above analyses.  The United States was the only country to have a (marginally) significant 

interaction term, F(4, 105) =  3.34, p < .05; for interaction term:  ΔR
2 
= .025, F = 2.91, p = .09; β 

= -1.18, t = -1.71, p = .09.  The pattern of the interaction for Americans was basically the same 

as the interaction for the overall countries; however, the slope for low multitasking sloped down 

rather than being flat, meaning that multitasking also really changed in its relationship with stress 

for low Type A‟s in an opposite fashion than as for high Type A‟s (see Figure 2).   
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Figure 2 

Interaction between Type A personality and Multitasking for American students only 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions and International Implications 

Consistent with past research, perceived control was negatively related to stress, as has 

been universally shown (Macan et. al, 1990), and Type A personality was associated with 

polychronicity (Slocombe & Bluedorn, 1999) which implies that individuals who display 

characteristics of Type A personality individual are likely to display tendencies of engaging in 

multiple tasks simultaneously.   

Contrary to predictions, time management was not significantly negatively related to 

stress.  In fact, students who engaged in time management tendencies reported having more 

stress.  One reason for this relationship is that while students are managing their time effectively, 

they are still experiencing stress because of the number of things they have to do in order to 

manage their time.  For example, a more advanced student may be knowledgeable on how to 

manager his/her time, however, the heavy academic load of later years in college, can increase 

stress levels.  This finding complements research done by McKean and Mirsa (2000), who found 

there was no decrease in stress for older female college students using time management.   

Also consistent with past research, Type A personality is positively related with stress 

(Friedman & Roseman, 1974; Heilbrun et. al., 1986).   The more individuals reported Type A 

personality characteristics, the more physical ailments they experienced.   
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Of the most interest, the results of this study illustrate that Spanish students use more 

problem-focused coping strategies, time management (e.g., planning and organizing) than 

American and Chinese students.  Recently, researchers have noted cultural similarities between 

America and Spain, such as education systems, traditions, values, and governmental structures 

(Connor-Smith & Calvete, 2004).  Also, Spaniards are adopting busier lifestyles much like 

Americans (Magnon, 2008).  Perhaps Spanish students used more problem-focused coping 

because of the culture shift, and Spaniards are now more comfortable using problem-focused 

coping strategies.  Although this relationship was not as predicted, it does support research 

conducted by Connor-Smith and Calvete (2004) that Spanish students engaged more problem 

focused coping strategies than Americans.   

  Another interesting (contradictory) finding was that polychronic tendencies were highest 

for Chinese students, and Spanish students engaged in polychronic tendencies more than 

American students.  First, Chinese students using polychronic tendencies more than Spanish and 

American students could be due to the fact that China is currently undergoing a major culture 

shift.  According to Moskow (2008), China‟s economy has grown very quickly.  In fact, since 

1978, China has averaged 10% per year gross domestic product growth, which is the fastest 

growth in the world.  Thus, the Chinese culture could be engaging in polychronic tendencies 

because China is becoming a strong world economic power.   Second, the results indicated that 

Spanish students exhibited more polychronic tendencies than American students.  Again, one 

reason why this occurred could be because Spanish students are experiencing busier lifestyles 

(Magnon, 2008), and Spanish students are engaging in polychronic tendencies in order to get 

more things accomplished.   

Regarding the interaction between multitasking, Type A personality, and stress, it appears 

the Type A personality in general is at risk for high stress.  Research has shown that Type A 

personality is related to stress and can be a moderator in stressful situations (Caplan & Jones, 

1975; Keenan & McBain, 1979; Koh & Lim, 1996).  However, the results also show that 

individuals who are high in multitasking and low Type A personality, reported less stress and in 

contrast, individuals who are high in both Type A personality and multitasking reported more 

stress.   A possible explanation for this relationship is that low Type A personality individuals do 

not have as a competitive, aggressive, and overall stressful life as high Type A individuals, and 

thus are at minimal risk for cardiac heart disease (Goldberg, 1978).  In addition, low Type A 

personality individuals are accomplishing their tasks/assignments more efficiently with minimal 

stress. 

For managers, one implication is regarding how to advise Type A individuals.  Although 

organizational climates and even interpersonal proclivities may naturally regard multitasking as a 

good strategy in order to „get more done in less time,‟ this research clearly suggests that this may 

only exacerbate negative stress repercussions for Type A individuals.  While it is unclear from 

the present research whether Type A‟s multitask in order to deal with an already overloaded 

work schedule, or they choose to attempt to accomplish too much thereby necessitating (in their 

minds) juggling multiple things simultaneously, it certainly seems not to be an effective strategy, 

at least regarding stress outcomes.  Managers would do well to understand their employees‟ 

innate tendencies toward Type A behavior, as well as whether the organizational climate 

reinforces, implicitly or explicitly, such behavior.  However, for non Type A‟s, multitasking may 

ironically be an effective work performance strategy to enhance maximum efficiency. 

In conclusion, this study helped shed light on a new coping strategy, multitasking, for 

college students.  Even if this coping strategy would not decrease stress for all individuals, it 
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would still be beneficial to individuals who exhibit low Type A personality.  In addition, this 

study produced new findings on cross-cultural coping strategies in order to build a bridge of 

understanding between the cultures.    
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