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Abstract Coping Xexibility may be beneWcial for the
adjustment in the context of a progressive and unpredict-
able course of chronic rheumatic diseases. The aim of this
study was to develop and initially validate a self-report
measure that assesses coping Xexibility. Study participants
were 147 outpatients with chronic rheumatic diseases (73%
women, mean age 59 (range 20–79) years). Principal axis
factoring analysis with oblique rotation was applied and
internal consistency was determined. To investigate the
initial validity of the coping Xexibility questionnaire
(COFLEX), hypothesised correlations with psychological
and physical adjustment outcomes, pain, and coping strate-
gies were examined. Factor analysis yielded a two-factor
model of coping Xexibility with acceptable internal consis-
tency: versatility, the capability of switching between
assimilative and accommodative coping strategies accord-
ing to personal goals and situational demands (� = .88) and
reXective coping, the capability of generating and consider-
ing coping options, and appraising the suitability of a cop-
ing strategy in a given situation (� = .70). Versatility was
correlated with adaptive ways of coping and psychological
adjustment, but not with physical adjustment and pain.
ReXective coping was correlated with both adaptive and
maladaptive ways of coping, but it was not correlated with
adjustment outcomes. In conclusion, the current study
suggests acceptable internal consistency of the COFLEX.

Preliminary evidence of the validity of the versatility
dimension is indicated, while the validity of reXective cop-
ing could not be Wrmly established. The associations of ver-
satility with favourable adjustment to the disease warrant
future conWrmatory and validity research in larger samples
of patients with chronic rheumatic diseases.
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Introduction

The disease course of patients with rheumatic diseases is
often unpredictable. Ideally, patients deploy a variety of
coping strategies in the context of changing disease activ-
ity, symptoms and activity limitations. Inevitable conse-
quences of the disease may be better accepted, whereas
changeable consequences could be better dealt with. The
ability to modify coping responses according to situational
demands has been referred to as coping Xexibility [1].
Experimental and cross-sectional studies have demon-
strated positive associations of coping Xexibility with psy-
chological adjustment outcomes, and coping Xexibility has
been found to attenuate the negative impact of pain and dis-
ability on psychological well-being [2–5]. Although coping
Xexibility appears beneWcial for adjustment [6], the con-
struct has hardly been examined in the context of chronic
disease.

Coping Xexibility can be studied within the dynamic
framework of the dual-process coping model, which deWnes
two distinct but complementary coping processes: assimila-
tive coping and accommodative coping [7]. Assimilative
coping implies active attempts to alter an unsatisfactory sit-
uation in a way that Wts personal goals and aspirations.
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Accommodative coping involves Xexible adjustment of
personal goals and aspirations to current situational limita-
tions to make the given situation appear less negative or
more acceptable. In the initial stage of coping, assimilative
tendencies are expected to dominate. Accommodative ten-
dencies are activated when attempts to change the situation
are perceived as ineVective. People who use both assimila-
tive and accommodative ways of coping are assumed to
adapt most adequately to changing circumstances.

Following the dual-process coping model and clinical
experience in our multidisciplinary rehabilitation pro-
grammes, we conceptualised coping Xexibility as the ability
of the individual to use both assimilative and accommoda-
tive coping strategies to deal with stressors in diVerent situ-
ations. Two distinct aspects were diVerentiated: versatility
and reXective coping. Versatility is the capability of Xexibly
using both assimilative and accommodative coping strate-
gies according to personal goals and situational constraints.
ReXective coping is the capability of generating and consid-
ering coping options, and appraising the suitability of a
coping strategy in a given situation. Various methods have
been used to assess coping Xexibility [3]. These methods—
of which some are time-consuming—only partially reXect
our conceptualisation of coping Xexibility. SpeciWcally,
reXective coping has been largely disregarded. We devel-
oped a self-report measure that focused on two distinct
aspects of coping Xexibility: versatility and reXective cop-
ing.

The aim of our study was to develop the coping Xexibil-
ity questionnaire (COFLEX), to determine its factor struc-
ture, internal consistency and initial validity in patients
with inXammatory rheumatic diseases and osteoarthritis by
examining the associations of versatility and reXective cop-
ing with psychological and physical adjustment outcomes,
symptoms and coping strategies. We expected coping Xexi-
bility to be associated with favourable psychological out-
comes, but not with physical functioning and pain [2–5].
Furthermore, we expected positive correlations between
coping Xexibility and both assimilative (e.g. problem-
focused coping) and accommodative (e.g. illness accep-
tance) coping processes and negative correlations between
coping Xexibility and coping strategies that have been
found to be less adaptive when habitually used (i.e. emo-
tion-focused coping) [1, 8, 9].

Patients and methods

Participants

A heterogeneous sample of outpatients with inXammatory
rheumatic diseases or osteoarthritis (OA) from the depart-
ments of rheumatology of the Sint Maartenskliniek Nijme-

gen and Woerden, the Netherlands were invited for this
initial validation study of the COFLEX. The sample com-
prised 89 patients who had attended a multidisciplinary
rehabilitation programme in 2008 and a random selection
of 100 patients who had visited the outpatient clinic in Jan-
uary–March 2009. One hundred and seventy-Wve patients
agreed to participate and received a set of questionnaires by
postal mail. Eighty-four percent (N = 147) of the question-
naires were returned. Ethical approval from the local Medi-
cal Ethics Committee and written informed consent from
all study participants were obtained.

Procedure

Scale development

The items of the COFLEX were generated by an expert
team consisting of four health psychologists from our
departments of rheumatology and three researchers with
academic background in (clinical) psychology. On the basis
of our conceptualisation of coping Xexibility, items
addressing the dimensions versatility and reXective coping
were generated. While taking account of patients’ com-
ments (n = 6) on a draft version, an item pool of 22 posi-
tively worded items was compiled. A 4-point Likert scale
with scoring alternatives ranging from 1 (seldom) to 4
(almost always) was chosen.

Factor structure and internal consistency

To test the factorability of our relatively small data set
(N = 147), inter-item correlations of the 22 item-pool were
inspected, and the signiWcance level of Bartlett’s test of
sphericity and the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of sam-
pling adequacy (KMO) were calculated. A signiWcant
KMO >.6 was considered acceptable [10, 11].

Explorative principal axis factor analyses with an
oblique rotation (direct OBLIMIN) were conducted to
examine the factorial validity of the COFLEX. A principal
axis factoring analysis was chosen over principal compo-
nents analysis because the primary goal was to detect
underlying structure (latent variables) rather than to simply
reduce the number of items [10, 11]. An oblique rotation
was chosen, because it permits correlations among factors
and provides a more accurate and realistic representation of
how (dimensions of) constructs are likely to be related to
one another [12].

Number of factors were determined by visual inspection
of the scree plot, percentage of extracted variance (>5%),
Eigenvalues >1 and factor interpretability. To select the
most salient items for inclusion in the COFLEX, two crite-
ria were used: Wrst, only items with factor loadings >|0.45|
(20% explained variance) were retained and second, items
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with cross-loadings on more than one factor within 0.45 of
the primary loading were dropped because of inadequate
discrimination [11]. Inter-item correlations and Cronbach’s
alpha coeYcients were calculated to determine the internal
consistency of the COFLEX.

Initial validity

To examine the construct validity, associations between
COFLEX dimensions and measures of psychological and
physical adjustment outcomes, symptoms and coping strat-
egies were determined. The validity of the COFLEX will
be supported if 75% or more of the hypothesised associa-
tions (see Table 1) is conWrmed [13]. The strength of the
correlations is interpreted as small (r = |0.1–0.3|), moderate
(r = |0.3–0.5|) or large (r = |0.5–1.0|) [14].

Measures

In addition to the initial item pool of the COFLEX, patients
completed questionnaires to assess demographic data, diag-
nosis and disease duration (i.e. years since diagnosis), psy-
chological and physical adjustment outcomes, symptoms
and coping strategies.

Psychological adjustment outcomes

Depressed mood and Anxiety were assessed with the
depressed mood and anxiety scales of the Impact of Rheu-
matic Diseases on General Health and Lifestyle question-
naire (IRGL) [15]. The 6-item depressed mood scale assesses
various depressed mood states over the previous week on a

5-point Likert scale with scoring alternatives ranging from 0
(not at all) to 4 (very much). The 10-item anxiety scale
assesses anxiety level in the last month on a 4-point Likert
scale with scoring alternatives ranging from 1 (almost never)
to 4 (almost always). In our study, the Cronbach’s alpha val-
ues were .94 for depressed mood and .91 for anxiety.

Physical adjustment outcomes

Physical functioning was assessed with the Arthritis Impact
Measurement Scale (AIMS2-SF). The 12-item Physical
scale assesses the perceived functional disability on a 5-point
Likert scale with scoring alternatives ranging from 1 (every
day) to 5 (never). The AIMS2-SF has been demonstrated to
be reliable, valid and sensitive to change across diVerent
rheumatic diseases [16–18]. In our study, the Cronbach’s
alpha was .88.

Symptoms

Pain was assessed with the AIMS2-SF Symptoms scale.
This 3-item scale assesses the intensity and frequency of
pain and morning stiVness on a 5-point Likert scale. In our
study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .83.

Coping strategies

Problem-focused and Emotion-focused coping were
assessed with the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations
[19]. The CISS assesses coping strategies during stressful
situations on a 5-point Likert scale with scoring alternatives
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). It has shown

Table 1 Hypothesised correlations between COFLEX dimensions and psychological and physical adjustment outcomes, pain and coping strate-
gies in patients with rheumatic diseases with references to literature on which the hypotheses are based

IRGL impact of rheumatic diseases on general health and lifestyle questionnaire; AIMS2-SF arthritis impact measurement scale—short form, FGA
Xexible goal adjustment, TGP tenacious goal pursuit, CISS-T coping inventory for stressful situations—task-oriented coping scale, CISS-E coping
inventory for stressful situations—emotion-oriented coping scale, ICQ illness cognition questionnaire

Hypotheses conWrmed by the present study are depicted in italics

Measures Versatility ReXective coping

Adjustment and pain

Depressed mood (IRGL) Small to moderate negative correlation 
[2, 27, 28, 33]

Small to moderate negative correlation 
[2, 27, 28, 33]

Anxiety (IRGL) Small to moderate negative correlation [3] Small to moderate negative correlation [3]

Physical functioning (AIMS2-SF) Small negative or zero correlation Small negative or zero correlation

Pain (AIMS2-SF) Small negative or zero correlation [5] Small negative or zero correlation [5]

Coping strategies

Accommodative coping (FGA) Moderate positive correlation [5, 7] Moderate positive correlation [5, 7]

Assimilative coping (TGP) Moderate positive correlation [5, 7] Moderate positive correlation [5, 7]

Problem-focused coping (CISS-T) Moderate positive correlation [1, 9] Moderate positive correlation [1, 9]

Emotion-focused coping (CISS-E) Moderate negative correlation [1, 9] Small negative or zero correlation

Acceptance (ICQ) Moderate positive correlation [21, 34] Moderate positive correlation [21, 34]
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good psychometric properties across diverse settings
[19, 20]. In our study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .90 for
both Problem-focused coping (CISS-T, 16 items) and
Emotion-focused coping (CISS-E, 16 items).

Assimilative and accommodative modes of coping were
assessed with the Tenacious Goal Pursuit (TGP) and
Flexible Goal Adjustment (FGA) dispositional scales on a
5-point Likert scale [7]. Both scales consist of 15 items
with scoring alternatives ranging from 0 (fully disagree) to
4 (fully agree). Tenacious Goal Pursuit (assimilative
coping) assesses the tendency to persistently pursue goals
even in the face of obstacles and under high risk of failure.
Flexible Goal Adjustment (accommodative coping)
assesses the tendency to positively reinterpret initially aver-
sive situations and to disengage from blocked goals. The
TGP and FGA have acceptable psychometric properties
across healthy controls [7] and chronic pain patients [5]. In
our study, Cronbach’s alpha values were .74 for TGP and
.77 for FGA.

Acceptance, recognising the need to adapt to a chronic
disease while perceiving the ability to tolerate and manage
its aversive consequences, was assessed with the 6-item
Acceptance scale of the Illness Cognition Questionnaire
(ICQ) [21] on a 4-point Likert Scale with scoring alterna-
tives ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (completely). The ICQ
has good psychometric properties across chronic diseases
[21]. In our study, Cronbach’s alpha was .91.

Statistical analyses

Distributions of the COFLEX-items and all study vari-
ables were examined. All COFLEX-items and variables
were normally distributed, except for disease duration
and depressed mood. Missing values of all study vari-
ables were less than 3%. Descriptive statistics were com-
puted. Scale scores of the COFLEX were calculated by
summation of the items for each dimension. Pearson’s
correlation coeYcients or Spearman rank coeYcients
were computed to examine the association of COFLEX
dimensions with demographic characteristics, psycho-
logical and physical adjustment outcomes, pain and cop-
ing strategies. All tests were 2-sided and the signiWcance
level was set at P-value < 0.05. The Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS), Windows version 14.0
was used.

Results

Participants

Table 2 displays the demographic and disease-related char-
acteristics of the study sample. The mean age of the

patients was 59 years (SD = 12, range = 20–79 years), and
the majority of patients was women (73%) and married
(72%). Median disease duration was 7 years with an inter-
quartile range (IQR) of 2–14 years. One hundred and four
patients (71%) were diagnosed with inXammatory rheu-
matic diseases [i.e., rheumatoid arthritis (n = 90), psoriatic
arthritis (n = 4), ankylosing spondylitis (n = 4), spond-
ylarthropathies (n = 3), oligoarthritis (n = 1), juvenile idio-
pathic arthritis (n = 1) and Lyme arthritis (n = 1)], and 43
patients (29%) were diagnosed with OA by a consulting
rheumatologist.

Table 2 Characteristics of the patient sample (N = 147)

IQR interquartile range, IRGL impact of rheumatic diseases on general
health and lifestyle questionnaire, AIMS2-SF arthritis impact measure-
ment scale—short form, FGA Xexible goal adjustment, TGP tenacious
goal pursuit, CISS-T coping inventory for stressful situations—
task-oriented coping scale, CISS-E coping inventory for stressful
situations—emotion-oriented coping scale, ICQ illness cognition
questionnaire

Demographic characteristics

Age (years), mean (SD) 59 (12)

Gender (female), n (%) 107 (73)

Marital status, n (%)

Single 19 (13)

Married 105 (72)

Divorced 7 (5)

Widowed 15 (10)

Education level, n (%)

<7 years 23 (16)

7–12 years 65 (45)

>12 years 57 (39)

Disease-related characteristics

Diagnosis, n (%)

Rheumatoid arthritis 90 (61)

Other inXammatory rheumatic diseases 14 (10)

Osteoarthritis 43 (29)

Disease duration (years), median (IQR) 7 (2–14)

Duration of symptoms (years), median (IQR) 12 (5–21)

Adjustment and pain

Depressed Mood (IRGL, range 0–24), median (IQR) 3.0 (1–6)

Anxiety (IRGL, range 10–40), mean (SD) 18.7 (5.9)

Physical functioning (AIMS2-SF, range 0–10), 
mean (SD)

2.3 (1.7)

Pain (AIMS2-SF, range 0–10), mean (SD) 5.3 (2.6)

Coping strategies, mean (SD)

Accommodative coping (FGA, range 0–60) 36.8 (6.5)

Assimilative coping (TGP, range 0–60) 32.7 (6.9)

Problem-focused coping (CISS-T, range 16–80) 52.8 (9.4)

Emotion-focused coping (CISS-E, range 16–80) 35.7 (11.2)

Acceptance (ICQ, range 6–24) 17.2 (4.2)
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Factor structure and internal consistency

Initial analysis of the 22 item-pool showed that the Bart-
lett’s test of sphericity was signiWcant (X2 = 1697.71,
df = 231, P < 0.001) and the KMO score was .90, indicating
the appropriateness of conducting a factor analysis. Inter-
item correlations ranged from .05 to .73, thus indicating no
problems with multicollinearity [11].

The scree plot of Eigenvalues, the percentage of
extracted variance and the number of Eigenvalues >1 indi-
cated a two-factor solution. Factor 1 with an Eigenvalue of
8.80 explained 40%, and factor 2 with an Eigenvalue of
1.34 explained 6% of the common variance.

The pattern matrix revealed nine items with cross-load-
ings within the 0.45 criterion on both factors. These items
were dropped because of inadequate discrimination. Item 2
loaded on a factor inconsistent with its a priori construct
assignment, but was retained because of the item’s rele-
vance to the concept of coping Xexibility.

The factors were labelled according to the a priori con-
structs as versatility and reXective coping, comprising 9
items (Factor I) and 4 items (Factor II), respectively. Versa-
tility and reXective coping were moderately correlated
(r = .44). Inter-item correlations ranged from .28 to .73 for
versatility and from .29 to .55 for reXective coping. Table 3
displays the rotated pattern matrix for the initial 22 items of
the COFLEX and Cronbach’s alpha, mean, standard devia-
tion and range for the two COFLEX dimensions. In the
Appendix, the item descriptions and scoring method of the
COFLEX are displayed.

Demographic characteristics

Gender, age, rheumatic diagnosis (inXammatory rheumatic
diseases or OA) and disease duration were not signiWcantly
correlated with the COFLEX scales. Education was correlated
with versatility (� = .23, P = .005) and with reXective coping
(� = .20, P = .02). Higher versatility and reXective coping
scores were found for patients with more years of education.

Initial validity

Table 4 displays the correlations of the COFLEX dimen-
sions versatility and reXective coping with psychological
and physical adjustment outcomes, pain and coping strate-
gies. Versatility was negatively correlated with depressed
mood (P = .02) and anxiety (P < .001); no signiWcant corre-
lations with physical functioning and pain were found.
ReXective coping was not signiWcantly correlated with the
psychological and physical adjustment outcomes or pain.

Versatility was moderately positively correlated with
accommodative (Xexible goal adjustment, P < .001) and
assimilative modes (tenacious goal pursuit, P < .001) of

coping, problem-focused coping (P < .001) and (illness)
acceptance (P < .001), and weakly negatively correlated
with emotion-focused coping (P < .001). ReXective coping
was moderately positively correlated with problem-focused
coping (P < .001), weakly positive correlated with emo-
tion-focused coping (P = .04) and negatively correlated
with assimilative coping (P = .04). No other signiWcant cor-
relations were found. After controlling for education level,
the magnitude of the correlations of versatility and reXec-
tive coping with adjustment outcomes, pain and coping
strategies did not change signiWcantly (data not shown).

For versatility, most predicted correlations (8 out of 9)
were signiWcant and in the expected direction and magnitude.

Table 3 Factor loadings, Eigenvalues, percentage of explained vari-
ance, Cronbach’s alpha, mean (SD) and range for the two factors of the
COFLEX in patients with rheumatic diseases (N = 147)

Rotated pattern matrix for the COFLEX: Principal axis factoring with
direct Oblimin rotation. Items with loadings highlighted in bold are
retained in the COFLEX

Items Factor loadings

Item pool Retained 
items

Factor I 
versatility

Factor II 
reXective 
coping

1 1 .80 ¡.16

2 2 .73 ¡.02

3 3 .60 .07

4 4 .59 .12

5 .47 .32

6 .50 .32

7 5 .06 .50

8 .38 .40

9 .52 .32

10 6 .76 ¡.07

11 .31 .40

12 7 .67 ¡.03

13 .57 .24

14 8 ¡.03 .61

15 9 .79 ¡.17

16 10 ¡.08 .75

17 .51 .33

18 .18 .38

19 11 ¡.04 .70

20 12 .62 .02

21 .61 .26

22 13 .79 ¡.05

Eigenvalue 8.80 1.34

Percentage of variance 40% 6%

Cronbach’s alpha .88 .70

Mean (SD) 23.2 (4.8) 10.2 (2.3)

Range 13–36 4–16
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For reXective coping, 3 out of 9 correlations were signiWcant
and in the expected direction and magnitude.

Discussion

This study examined the psychometric properties and initial
validity of a newly developed self-report measure to assess
coping Xexibility (COFLEX) in patients with inXammatory
rheumatic diseases or osteoarthritis. A two-factor model of
coping Xexibility (versatility and reXective coping) was
found. The COFLEX demonstrated acceptable internal con-
sistency and preliminary evidence for the validity of the
questionnaire was indicated.

The COFLEX includes two dimensions of coping
Xexibility that we considered important for patients with
rheumatic diseases faced with an often progressive, unpre-
dictable disease trajectory: versatility and reXective coping.
Motivated by the dual-process coping model [7], versatility
was conceptualised as the ability to Xexibly use both assim-
ilative and accommodative ways of coping in accordance
with situational demands. The items of versatility reXect the
person’s conWdence in having a variety of coping resources
to adapt to changing circumstances and being able to use
these coping behaviours Xexibly. ReXective coping was
conceptualised as the ability of generating and considering
coping options, and appraising the suitability of a coping

strategy in a given situation. Our explorative principal axis
factoring analysis suggested that the content validity of
reXective coping was partially conWrmed. A limited subset
of the original items of reXective coping was included in
the second coping Xexibility factor. The retained items of
reXective coping represent the person’s contemplation, that
is, reXective pondering over available coping options.
Patients scoring high on reXective coping may be more or
less stuck in contemplation without proactively trying out
diVerent coping options to deal with the changing circum-
stances of their disease. One item (item 2) from the initial
reXective coping items loaded on the versatility factor indi-
cates the close interrelationship between versatility and
reXective coping. Both COFLEX dimensions are secondary
appraisal processes [22]: the individual evaluates the avail-
able coping options to deal adequately with the challenging
situation. Whereas the content validity of versatility was
supported by the factor analysis, the empirical factor solu-
tion did not Wt the intended conceptualisation of reXective
coping.

The factor loadings (¸.50) and internal consistency of
the two COFLEX dimensions (.70 < � < .90) justify their
use for research purposes [23]. Versatility and reXective
coping were not associated with patients’ age, gender, diag-
nosis or disease duration. In agreement with other studies
indicating better coping abilities in patients with higher
education [24–26], small correlations of education level
with versatility and reXective coping were found. The mod-
erate association between the scales (r = .44) indicates that
the two conceptually distinct dimensions of coping Xexibil-
ity are interrelated. This suggests that versatility and reXec-
tive coping could be considered lower-order factors of the
higher-order construct coping Xexibility [12].

The present study demonstrated preliminary evidence of
construct validity of the COFLEX. Support for the validity
of versatility was demonstrated: 89% of the hypothesised
associations was conWrmed. As expected, versatility was
associated with all coping strategies: accommodative
coping, assimilative coping, problem-focused coping, low
emotion-focused coping and acceptance. These correlations
provide support for the idea that versatility implies patients’
concurrent use of both assimilative and accommodative
ways of coping [7]. The adaptive role of versatility was fur-
ther demonstrated by its association with psychological
adjustment outcomes. As suggested by previous studies [3,
5, 27, 28], versatility was associated with lower levels of
psychological distress, while no association with physical
adjustment outcomes and pain were found. Thus, overall
the observed concurrent correlations conWrm that versatility
is associated with adaptive ways of coping and favourable
psychological wellbeing, which suggests the potential clini-
cal relevance of the construct. With respect to predictive
validity, future prospective research is necessary to examine

Table 4 Correlations of COFLEX dimensions with psychological and
physical adjustment outcomes, pain and coping strategies in patients
with rheumatic diseases

IRGL impact of rheumatic diseases on general health and lifestyle
questionnaire, AIMS2-SF arthritis impact measurement scale—short
form, FGA Xexible goal adjustment, TGP tenacious goal pursuit,
CISS-T coping inventory for stressful situations—task-oriented coping
scale, CISS-E coping inventory for stressful situations—emotion-ori-
ented coping scale, ICQ illness cognition questionnaire

* P < 0.05, ** P < 0.01

Measures Versatility ReXective 
coping

r r

Adjustment and pain

Depressed mood (IRGL) ¡0.19* 0.12

Anxiety (IRGL) ¡0.29** 0.15

Physical functioning (AIMS2-SF) ¡0.10 ¡0.08

Pain (AIMS2-SF) 0.07 ¡0.06

Coping strategies

Accommodative coping (FGA) 0.48** 0.03

Assimilative coping (TGP) 0.36** ¡0.17*

Problem-focused coping (CISS-T) 0.39** 0.41**

Emotion-focused coping (CISS-E) ¡0.29** 0.17*

Acceptance (ICQ) 0.34** ¡0.08
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the surplus value of the dynamic versatility construct of the
COFLEX over the static classic coping constructs. Another
key question in prospective research is whether versatility
is particularly adaptive when individuals are faced with
inXammatory Xare-ups and remissions and with Xuctua-
tions in pain and disability.

Of the hypothesised correlations of reXective coping
with measures of coping, adjustment outcomes and pain,
33% was conWrmed. In agreement with previous research
[29], reXective coping was positively associated with prob-
lem-focused coping. Contrary to versatility, reXective cop-
ing was positively associated with emotion-focused coping,
negatively with assimilative coping and not with accep-
tance or psychological distress. In the present study, the
validity of our reXective coping factor in the studied popu-
lation of patients with chronic rheumatic diseases could not
be demonstrated.

Coping Xexibility has been assessed with a card sorting
method [4, 30], counts of coping strategies [28, 31], stan-
dard deviation scores of coping strategies across situations
[27] and diary methods [3, 32]. These assessment meth-
ods—of which some are time-consuming—mostly com-
prise the versatility concept, but largely disregard our
conceptualisation of reXective coping. The COFLEX is a
trait-like measure of coping. It would be valuable to exam-
ine whether high scores on coping Xexibility can predict
more dynamic, state-like measures of coping in response to
illness-related stressors such as pain and fatigue.

The cross-sectional design of our study might be consid-
ered a limitation or a Wrst step of research that needs further
validation in prospective investigations such as diary stud-
ies. Another procedure choice that is speciWc to our study is
that the development and item selection of the COFLEX
questionnaire was guided by theory and done by experts
and researchers using feedback from patients instead of
using qualitative techniques to let the patients yield items.

Finally, response set bias cannot be ruled out because we
chose for positive wording of COFLEX-items to avoid the
ambiguity of negatively worded items. We have demon-
strated some aspects of reliability and validity of the
COFLEX among a heterogeneous sample of outpatients
with inXammatory rheumatic diseases or osteoarthritis.
Given the small sample size of this study, important steps
in the next stage of psychometric testing of the COFLEX
are cross-validation in a larger cohort of rheumatic diseases
employing repeated measures and conWrmatory analyses.
Finally, it is important to verify its potential clinical useful-
ness by examining the criterion validity and sensitivity to
change of the COFLEX in psychological interventions
aimed at improving coping Xexibility in patients with poor
adjustment to rheumatic conditions.

The current study suggests acceptable internal consis-
tency of the COFLEX and preliminary evidence of the
validity of the versatility dimension, while the validity of
reXective coping could not be Wrmly established. The asso-
ciations of versatility with favourable adjustment to the dis-
ease warrant future conWrmatory and validity research in
larger samples of patients with chronic rheumatic diseases.

Appendix: The coping Xexibility questionnaire 
(COFLEX)

Explanation

People may be faced with changes in their lives: diYcult or stressful 
situations and wishes or goals which cannot be realised as they 
would prefer. How people cope with these changes diVers from one 
individual to the other. Below you will Wnd statements of how indi-
viduals cope with these changes and deal with diYculties. Please 
indicate to which extent these statements apply to you by ticking the 
Wrst answer that comes to mind.
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Scoring of COFLEX dimensions: Versatility = sum score of items 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 12 and 13. Missing item scores are replaced with the mean of
the other items; when more than two items are missing, the versatility score is invalid. ReXective coping = sum score of items 5, 8, 10 and 11.
A single missing item score is replaced with the mean of the other items; when more than 1 item is missing, the reXective coping score is invalid
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