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Abstract

This work aimed to identify the relationship between
Resilience, Coping, Social Skills and Problem-Solving,
and compare said constructs between psychology
students and students from other areas of human
sciences. Eight hundred sixteen (816) university students
from public and private institutions in the state of Rio
de Janeiro whose age ranged from 17 to 44 years
participated in this study. The research instruments were:
Social Skills Inventory Scale, Problem-Focused Coping
Scale, Resilience Scale for Adults, and Problem-Solving
Skills Scale. The results showed differences between the
groups of students regarding social skills deficits, and a
positive correlation between the Problem-Focused
Coping Scale and the Problem-Solving Skills Scale. This
data contributes to the initiative of adjusting the
educational program for the purpose of developing the
social interaction skills involved and required in the
training of future psychologists.

Keywords: social skills, university students, psychology,
interaction.
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Resumen

Este trabajo buscó identificar la relación entre
Resiliencia, Coping, Habilidades Sociales y Resolución
de Problemas y comparar los constructos en estudiantes
de Psicología con otros estudiantes de otras áreas de las
Ciencias Humanas. Participaron 816 estudiantes
universitarios de instituciones públicas y privadas del
Estado de Río de Janeiro, con edades variando entre 17
y 44 años. Los instrumentos utilizados fueron el
Inventario de Habilidades Sociales, la Escala Modos de
Afrontamiento de Problemas, la Escala de Resiliencia
para Adultos y la Escala de Habilidades para la
Resolución de Problemas. Los resultados obtenidos
revelaron diferencias entre los grupos de estudiantes en
lo que se refiere a los déficit de HS y la correlación
positiva entre la Escala de Afrontamiento y la Escala de
Habilidades para la Resolución de Problemas. Estos datos
contribuyen a la iniciativa de ajuste de la programación
de enseñanza orientada al desarrollo de habilidades de
interacción social involucradas y requeridas en la
formación del futuro psicólogo.

Palabras clave: habilidades sociales, universitarios,
psicología, interacción.
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Introduction
When university students start their higher-level

academic life, they are faced with several new tasks
they have to cope with, such as the need to be more
autonomous, in order to solve problems that they are
not yet accustomed to, and to deal with new
interpersonal relationships. Usually, this results in
having difficulties when trying to manage all these
demands. The academic environment in which
knowledge is built is a proper context for the
development of the educational autonomy aimed at
solving new cognitive and academic demands (Ribeiro
& Bolsoni-Silva, 2011; Yamamoto, da Rocha Falcão,
& de Sousa Seixas, 2011). This same context requires
that students meet schedules, show up to classes,
organize internships, take exams, and face other
demands which can be challenging because they will
need to have appropriate relationships and act in a
responsible way to solve their problems/conflicts
during their training. They should acquire all those skills
to master the necessary demands of each area of
knowledge, especially for the psychology program
subjects (Beiter et al., 2015).

Many gaps have been reported in the training of
psychology students (Mourão & Abbad, 2016).
Universities and other academic institutions must be
prepared and efforts must be taken by them to
overcome this situation. Therefore, it is necessary to
know psychology students’ psychosocial
characteristics, so that psycho-educative or remedial
strategies can be proposed to act in accordance with
their needs. Knowing how to deal with each other,
and how to solve, face and overcome their problems
can be a way to improve students’ assistance and
training programs.

Even though the psychology program is one that
privileges social interactions, it has been observed that
the program prepares students only with generic skills,
with a strong technical/mechanic bias compromising
a proper work performance (Gondim, Bastos, &
Peixoto, 2010), and neglects social-emotional skills as
a foundation for students’ personal development (Del

Prette & Del Prette, 2003; Leme, Del Prette, Koller,
& Del Prette, 2016). Social-emotional development
is based on reflective/intentional learning and socio-
emotional competencies linked to the curricular
content as synonym of success in personal, academic
and professional life (Braga, Pereira, & Simões,
2016). Although the expectation is that students, as
future professionals, respond positively to the
interactive demands of their performance after their
academic training, they are faced with lack of
preparation to adequately deal with the processes of
interpersonal interaction (Pasqualotto & Lohr, 2015).
When interpersonal interaction is not socially
competent, deficits in the practice of the future
psychologist are visible (Del Prette, Del Prette, &
Barreto, 1999). In general, some studies (Mourão &
Abbad, 2016; Lins et al., 2015) have shown that the
university training of psychology students does not
present any differences compared to the training of
students from other branches of study. Data collected
by Pereira et al. (2014) from a sample of 69 students
from two private universities in Rio Grande do Sul,
Brazil, indicated that 43.5% of the students showed
deficits in social skills, presenting low scores in self-
affirmation of positive affect and self-esteem,
confrontation and self-assertion with risk. These
results are confirmed by the study of Bolsoni-Silva
et al. (2010) who verified, with a sample of 85
psychology students, that difficulties in social
interactions relate to the adaptation of university
students. The study results indicated differences
between both sexes and between the periods of study,
namely, greater differences in beginners, demonstrating
the necessity of interventions at this level of training.

Considering social skills as a set of social behaviors
that can contribute to a socially competent
performance in interpersonal tasks (Del Prette & Del
Prette, 2017), we would like to highlight some
empirical studies that seek to identify how social skills
can help students to cope with interpersonal situations
in everyday life (Masten, 2014; Tavares, Couto, &
Silva, 2012), to use coping strategies to be more
socially competent (Oliveira, Dias, & Piccoloto, 2013),
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and also to get better problem-solving skills (Del Prette
& Del Prette, 2013). Thus, it can be concluded that
a sufficient social-skills repertoire has shown to be not
only a protective factor against the challenges faced
by graduates when dealing with complex demands in
the academic routine, but also a contribution to
professional training (Soares & Del Prette, 2015).

In addition to relational skills, the academic context
is also a challenge for new students to cope with and
solve problems (D’Zurilla & Nezu, 2010). On this
matter, problem-solving requires the right choice of
coping strategies, meaning that problem-solving is a
process which enables students to implement coping
strategies to deal with everyday demands, and highlights
how social skills are critical for university students to
better experience their interpersonal relations. The study
performed by Hisch, Balem, Almeida, Tomaschewski-
Barlem, Figueira and Lunardi (2015) with a sample of
146 university students indicated that students that are
more satisfied with the program deal more affirmatively
with difficult situations of the academic routine by using
more positive coping strategies, seeking to get
something good out of the situation that was initially
considered complex.

Overall, coping strategies, problem-solving (Ramos
& Carvalho, 2007) and humor (Oguz-Duran & Yüksel,
2010) were associated with lower levels of stress at
the university. In a recent study on coping conducted
in 412 university students, Carlotto, Teixeira and Dias
(2015) concluded that the strategies focused on
emotions were negatively correlated with the process
of academic adaptation. They also concluded that the
strategy based on social support correlated positively
with the process of academic adaptation, thus indicating
that the search for support may suggest an inability to
deal with individual stressors. On the other hand, the
study carried out by Oliveira, Carlotto, Vasconcelos and
Dias (2014) identified that coping strategies based on
problem-solving, confrontation and social support may
be related to a better adaptation to the demands at the
university.

Data collected by Lizarraga (2010) highlighted that
using decision-making abilities stimulates mental triggers
involved in the analysis of information, the generation
of alternatives/strategies for problem-solving, and the
election of the best alternative (creative/critical thinking).
In this context, solving problems/conflicts involves
forms of cognitive/behavioral efforts to regulate adverse
situations and to overcome problems. Possessing
proficiency to deal with adversity and problem-solving
tasks is considered critical to have resilient attitudes.
Therefore, resiliency is the ability of individuals to use
available personal and contextual resources to manage
adversities (Juliano & Yunes, 2014).

To overcome adversity and be resilient, students
need to dynamically perceive themselves in interaction
with their socio-cultural environment, and to organize
themselves in response to changes in their ecological
context and their own organic development (Fletcher
& Sarkar, 2013). Some studies have dealt with this
topic. The study conducted by Montes, Lupercio and
González (2016) with a sample of 141 Mexican public
university students showed that resilience to overcome
academic and interpersonal problems is common in
university students and is independent of the field of
study. The study by Oguz-Duran and Yüksel (2010)
investigated how undergraduates face adverse
situations in higher education, and found that students
who used cognitive resources were better able to adapt
and resolve their conflicts. The authors suggest that
knowing psychosocial characteristics in undergraduates
can help universities to develop preventive strategies
to improve these students’ problem-solving social
capacity.

Although literature shows differences between
certain abilities in psychology students’ training, the
present study proposes the joint use of these variables
as an option for conducting a panoramic analysis, and
understand the relationship between psychology
students and other humanities programs. Considering
that psychology students’ training is focused on
professional performance and research, social skills
can help students to manage everyday interpersonal
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situations, and facilitate their commitment to defend
citizenship and human dignity. It should be noted that
the relationship of these variables can indicate which
coping strategies can be based on the problem-solving
used by these individuals. In addition, confronting the
acquisition of important social skills required in the
development of socially desired repertoires can
maximize interactions during the training. Therefore,
this study aimed to identify the relationship between
Social Skills and Problem-Solving, Coping and
Resilience, and to compare the variables between
psychology students and students from other areas of
human sciences. It was hypothesized that there is a
positive relationship between the factors of the
variables Social Skills, Problem-Solving, Coping and
Resilience in psychology students, and that they show
higher scores on the presented variables than other
university students.

Method

Participants

Eight hundred sixteen (816) university students
participated in this study, out of which 409 were
psychology students and 407 human sciences students
from public (9.2%) and private institutions (90.8%)
from the state of Rio de Janeiro. The age spectrum
ranged from 18 to 34 years of age (M = 25.46; DP =
4.89), 556 students (68.14%) were females and 260
males (31.86%). Participants belonged to social class
A (N = 136) (16.67%), B1 (N = 244) (29.90%), B2
(N = 235), C2 (N = 14) (1.72%) and D/E, and were
all at least in the fourth period of their respective
programs.

Instruments

Social Skills Inventory Scale (SSIS) (Del Prette
& Del Prette, 2001) is a self-reported instrument
composed of 38 items that describe social situations
in various contexts. It is a Brazilian instrument which
has an internal consistency of .75. The instrument
consists of five factors: 1) Confrontation with Risk
(11 items, α = 0.96), 2) Self-Affirmation in the

Expression of Positive Affect (7 items, α = .86), 3)
Conversation and Social Development (7 items, α =
.81), 4) Self-Exposure to Strangers or New Situations
(4 items, α = .75), and 5) Self-Control of
Aggressiveness to Adverse Situations (3 items, α =
.74).

Problem-Focused Coping Scale (PFCS)
(Vitaliano, Russo, Carr, Maiuro, & Becker, 1985;
adapted to Portuguese by Gimenes & Queiroz, 1997;
and validated for the Brazilian population by Seidl,
Trocoli, & Zannon, 2001) is a self-reported instrument
with 45 items distributed in four factors assessing the
thoughts and actions a subject uses to deal with
external and internal demands in a stressful situation:
1) Problem Focusing (18 items, α = .84), 2) Emotion
Focusing (15 items, α = 0.81), 3) Social Support
Search (5 items, α = .70), and 4) Search for Religious
Practices (7 items, α = 0.74). Responses are given
using the 5-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = «I
never do this» to 5 = «I always do this»). The scores
are obtained by the arithmetic mean: the higher the
score, the higher the frequency of use of the coping
strategy.

Resilience Scale for Adults (RSA) (Hjemdal et al.,
2006; adapted to and validated for Portuguese by
Hjemdal, Roazzi, Dias, Roazzi, & Vikan, 2009) is an
instrument that contains 33 items structured on a
seven-point scale in a semantic differential format.
Each item is organized as a continuum, and its
opposites present positive and negative response
alternatives. 1) Self-Perception (6 items, α = .74), 2)
Planned Future (4 items, α = .72), 3) Social
Competence (6 items, α = .67), 4) Structured Style
(4 items, α = .51), 5) Family Cohesion (6 items, α =
.75), and 6) Social Resources (7 items, α = .73)

Problem-Solving Skills Scale (PSSS) (D’Zurilla
& Nezu, 1990; adapted by Sá, 2005) is an instrument
that assesses the ability to solve problems according
to the behavioral and cognitive abilities of the subject.
It consists of 40 items distributed equally in five
dimensions: 1) Problem Formation (10 items, α = .76),
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2) Generation of Alternatives (10 items, α = .44), 3)
Decision-Making (10 items, α = .64), and 4) Solutions
Verification (10 items, α = .57). The scale scores range
from zero to 160, and the scale has an internal
consistency of .92. The eleven items have reverse
pooled answer options.

Procedures and statistical analysis

All participating students signed a Free and
Informed Consent Term (TCLE). The project was
approved by the University Ethics Committee, and
the participants’ voluntary consent was obtained
through the signing of an Informed Consent Form.
The questionnaires were administered during the
students’ free time in the following order: Social Skills
Inventory Scale, Problem-Focused Coping Scale,
Resilience Scale for Adults, and Problem-Solving Skills
Scale. To compare the mean differences between the
groups, the Student’s t-test was applied in independent
samples assuming the normal distribution of the
samples. For all the t-test analyses, re-sampling
procedures (bootstrapping, 1000 re-sampling, with
99% confidence interval) were implemented to obtain
greater reliability of the results, correct possible sample
deviations from normality, and present a confidence
interval of 99% for mean differences (Haukoos &
Lewis, 2005). The effect size was calculated using
Cohen’s D test. In order to verify the correlation
between the factors of the studied constructs, we used
the parametric statistical correlation of Pearson’s linear
coefficient, since it indicates the best level of
correlation between the variables (significance test)
and the probabilistic distribution of the value that
occurs through sampling error. Pearson’s linear
coefficient, which summarizes the degree of
correlation between two variables, serves to describe
the magnitude and direction of the correlation between
the variables under study. Therefore, it was taken into
account that correlation coefficients usually range
from +1.00 (perfect direct correlation), go through
0.00 (absence of correlation) to -1.00 (perfect inverse
correlation) (Dancey & Reidy, 2013).

Results
The Pearson Correlation test was used to answer the

hypothesis which states that there is a correlation between
the factors of the constructs Social Skills, Problem-
Solving, Confrontation and Resilience in psychology
students. The collected data confirmed this hypothesis,
since it demonstrated positive and weak correlations in
the following factors: Confrontation with Risk of the
Social Skills Inventory Scale; Social Competence (ability
to initiate verbal contacts and be flexible in social
interactions, create new friendships) of the Resilience
Scale for Adults; Self-Affirmation in the Expression of
Positive Affect (expression of positive affections and
affirmation of self-esteem) of the Social Skills Inventory
Scale; and Problem Focusing (positive reaction to face
a stressful situation with the aim of solving it) of the
Problem-Focused Coping Scale. The same was noted
between the factor Self-Affirmation in the Expression
of Positive Affect of the Social Skills Inventory Scale
and the factor Generation of Alternatives of the Problem-
Solving Skills Scale; and between the factor Planned
Future (optimistic vision of the future itself, certainty that
it can be successful, and ability to plan and establish clear
and achievable goals) of the Resilience Scale for Adults
and the factor Problem Focusing of the Problem-Focused
Coping Scale. The correlation between the Problem-
Solving Skills Scale and the Resilience Scale for Adults
was also positive and weak, as well as between the factor
Social Support Search (information search, counseling
and reception to face the problem) of the Problem-
Focused Coping Scale, the factor Self-Perception (self-
confidence, self-efficacy, and positive and realistic self-
vision) of the Resilience Scale for Adults, and the factor
Problem Formation (rationality) of the Problem-Solving
Skills Scale. In relation to the factor Problem Focusing
of the Problem-Focused Coping Scale and the factor
Problem Formation of the Problem-Solving Skills Scale,
and to the total scores, the correlation was also positive
and weak. Finally, the correlation was positive and
moderate between the Problem-Focused Coping Scale
and the factor Problem Formation of the Problem-Solving
Skills Scale. These results are displayed in Table 1.
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To answer the hypothesis which states that there
is a difference between students from other areas of
the human sciences and psychology students, the
Student’s t-test was used to compare the groups, and
later the Cohen d-test was performed to calculate the
effect size in the Problem-Solving Skills Scale,
Problem-Focused Coping Scale, Resilience Scale for
Adults, and Social Skills Inventory Scale. The results
are displayed in Table 2.

Discussion
The variables presented a correlation in almost all

their factors, and the discussion favored the
associations of greater magnitude. According to the
objective of identifying the association between the
constructs, the results showed that the factor
Confrontation with Risk of the Social Skills Inventory
Scale (which refers to situations of relationship in
which assertiveness is affirmed with the potential risk
of an undesirable reaction) had a very positive
correlation with the factor Social Competence of the
Resilience Scale for Adults. In this respect, data shows
that the more the university deals with demands that
offer interpersonal risk, the more resilient they are
(Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013). This may demonstrate that
the proper use of the ability of students to socially
position themselves facilitates their flexibility in
interactions of their social life. This result corroborates
Pasqualotto and Lohr’s study (2015) of 86 graduate
students from a public higher-education institution in
the state of Paraná, which evaluated the repertoire of
social skills and the degree of resilience of these
students from different programs, and identified the
appropriate predominant repertoire of social skills and
resilience of the individuals who chose undergraduate
programs. This data may be an important indicator,
since graduates with the highest social skills index seek
teaching, investing in the development of these skills,
and consequently in the quality of education.

Regarding the correlation between the factors Self-
Affirmation in the Expression of Positive Affect of
the Social Skills Inventory Scale, Problem Focusing

of the Problem-Focused Coping Scale and Generation
of Alternatives of the Problem-Solving Skills Scale,
the more the university recognizes situations in which
the expression of positive opinions can facilitate
students’ interpersonal relationship, better their
perception of reality and investment in the attempt to
use practical rules/creative solutions for the problems,
and their adaptation to university life. In this respect,
Gomes and Soares (2013) emphasize that
undergraduate students face many academic and
personal difficulties, and need to learn how to solve
conflicting situations related to the university
environment. According to Haward (2005), the ability
to interpret challenges rationally, in most cases, can
result in the use of adequate personal, social and
institutional resources for decision-making.

Concerning the relationship between the factor
Planned Future of the Resilience Scale for Adults and
the factor Problem Focusing of the Problem-Focused
Coping Scale, the more students recognize their
uncertain future, stronger is their desire to fit in and to
adapt. When students are focused on a problem, they
usually use negotiation strategies to solve/modify a
situation or an interpersonal conflict with the help of
others (Santos, 2016; Lizarraga, 2010). Despite the
context of adversity and intense confrontation, these
students may find social expectations (linked with the
educational institution, and relational and academic
adjustment) related to continuing their studies and
planning their professional practice (Braga, Pereira, &
Simões, 2016). This result indicates that resilience is
an important characteristic in the healthy adaptation of
most students in the university (Masten, 2014; Montes,
Lupercio, & González, 2016), because the dynamics
of higher education consists of social (difficulty in
interpersonal interaction), personal (combination with
family responsibilities) and academic (autonomous
development of learning processes) requirements that
are not easy tasks (Fernandes, 2011).

Regarding the relationship between the factor
Problem Formation of the Problem-Solving Skills
Scale and the factors Self-Perception and Social
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Competence of the Resilience Scale for Adults, it was
shown that the more students identify a situation of
conflict in the academic field, the greater their need to
recover from critical situations, as well as to capture
and overcome the stressors that they experience during
their training, as long as they also have the support of
other people. In other words, students relate positive
experiences that lead to feelings of self-esteem and
autonomy, so that they can deal with changes to solve
problems. Thus, students build personal resources that
provide greater satisfaction to deal with adversities
(Juliano & Yunes, 2014; Oliveira, Dias, & Piccoloto,
2013). All the constructs of this study are related: they
emphasize that students with high scores on problem-
solving skills also have high scores on the scale of
coping strategies. According to Z. Del Prette and Del
Prette (2013), problem-solving skills can help students
to cope with conflicts, assist them in decision-making,
and help them with relational difficulties. The ability
to solve conflicts together with coping strategies are
cognitive processes that deal with the demands of daily
academic life, as they involve making efforts, plans and
alternative actions with the purpose of solving any
situation (Hisch et al., 2015; Oliveira et al., 2001;
Ramos & Carvalho, 2007; Wilhelm & Zanelli, 2014).

Concerning the comparison with students from
other areas of human sciences, the study showed that
psychology students present higher scores of
Resilience, Coping, Social Skills and Problem-Solving,
and lower scores in Conversation and Social
Development, Self-Exposure to Strangers or New
Situations and Self-Control of Aggressiveness to
Adverse Situations of the Social Skills Inventory
Scale. This result is disturbing, as future psychologists
need these abilities to talk and relate interpersonally
in an appropriate manner. Studies on the
characterization of psychology students also have
similar results (Carneiro & Teixeira, 2011; Pereira,
Wagner, & Oliveira, 2014). It is assumed that having
social skills, especially in Conversation and Social
Development and Self-Exposure to Strangers or New
Situations, may favor dealing with adversities
appropriately (Pereira et al., 2014). This argument,

pointed out by Loureiro and Sanches (2006), and Del
Prette and Del Prette (2006), states that in order to
deal with adversities adequately it is important to
develop a good repertoire of social skills.

Considering the size of the effect on the differences
between the groups, the findings on total scores show
social skills deficits in psychology students compared
to the other group of students. These findings suggest
that teaching programs aimed at developing social
interaction skills are a requirement in the training of
future psychologists (Beiter et al., 2015; Yamamoto et
al., 2011). Regarding the differences between the
groups, it was also found that psychology students use
the strategy of problem focusing to face the daily
difficulties of individuals, which makes these students
more prepared to deal with complex situations. Against
the desired result, graduates from other areas of human
sciences presented higher scores in strategies of
confrontation focused on emotions, which is also
worrisome. This strategy may lead them to separate
from certain adverse situations and reality, in order to
try to manage the emotional tension in a palliative way.

Final Considerations

This study aimed to identify the relationship
between Social Skills, Problem-Solving, Coping and
Resilience, and compare the constructs between
psychology students and students from other areas of
human sciences. The research found that psychology
students have higher scores on all factors of the
Problem-Solving Skills Scale but lower ones in the
Social Skills repertoire. These findings demonstrate
the need for support programs, e.g. in-depth training
assisted monitoring and evaluation of results in the
academic programs of future psychologists, since the
profession requires interpersonal relationship skills to
be socially competent. The change in the program
cannot be reduced only to scientific contents; it also
needs to integrate communication skills,
argumentation, flexibility and adaptability as important
requirements for working and dealing with future
clients.
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Some limitations are evident, such as the small
number of students from public institutions and the
fact that only university students from the metropolitan
region of Rio de Janeiro participated. Another
limitation was the absence of comparison of coping
strategies used in both sexes. In general, we highlight
the need for future research that seeks to improve
the training quality of professional psychologists.
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