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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the events which are sources of sadness for children, and their coping strategies for overcoming
their sadness according to their attachment security. We expected that distinct clusters would emerge, with securely attached
children more likely showing constructive and successful coping strategies than insecurely attached children. Middle-class
children (N=191) aged 7-11 years old from four private elementary schools were asked to talk about a sad event they
experienced using open-ended questions from the Sadness Interview. The answers were coded into different categories of
sad events and associated coping strategies. Finally, children were assessed on their security attachment using the Security
Scale. Cluster analyses identified a four-cluster solution. Children in the Clusters 1 and 2 were characterized by a perceived
successful constructive coping strategy while describing minor events (in the first Cluster), and very painful events (in the
second). Furthermore, in the third Cluster children overcame sad events using a perceived successful disengagement cop-
ing strategy, whereas children in the fourth Cluster are characterized by perceived unresolved sadness. ANCOVA testing
showed that children in the first cluster had significantly higher attachment security compared to Clusters 3 and 4, which did
not significantly differ from each other. The study of sadness in children may be particularly informative for clinicians and
educators for understanding and supporting children’s strategies of sadness management while considering the influence of
their attachment relationships on their ability to cope with sadness.
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Introduction

The examination of children’s ability to manage sadness is
a largely unexplored area. Indeed, compared to other nega-
tive emotionalities such as anger or fear, few studies have
addressed this topic (Song et al., 2018). This gap in previ-
ous research is explained in part by ethical concerns related
to studying sadness in children, especially considering the
general tendency to consider sadness as a disorder (Lomas,
2018). Often, studies overlook the positive values of the
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experience of sadness in children and its inherent value of
fostering psychological development (i.e., moral sensibility)
and prosocial behaviours (Lomas, 2018; Song et al., 2018).
Thus, distinguishing children’s sadness from pathological
depression would be particularly informative for clinicians
and educators in understanding the strategies which children
use for managing sadness (Zeman et al., 2001).

The concept of emotion regulation is critically relevant
when exploring the processing of sadness. Emotion regula-
tion refers to the “extrinsic and intrinsic processes respon-
sible for monitoring, evaluating, and modifying emotional
reactions, especially their intensive and temporal features, to
accomplish one’s goals” (Thompson, 1994, p. 27). Abraham
and Kerns (2013) and Contreras et al. (2000) considered the
strategies of coping as the main outcome of the emotion reg-
ulation process. However, as Compas et al. (2017) observed,
coping and emotion regulation are two distinct constructs:
Emotion regulation regards the active efforts to regulate
emotions (either positive or negative, and whether or not
the emotion arises in response to a stressor), whereas the
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concept of coping regards the active efforts to regulate exter-
nal and/or internal stressors (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Overall, the coping and emotion regulation constructs can
overlap resulting in an “emotion regulation coping” mecha-
nism - that is, the ability to cope effectively with negative
emotions by controlling emotional arousal to prevent unde-
sirable consequences (Zeman et al., 2001).

Consistently with prior research (Abraham & Kerns,
2013; Contreras & Kerns, 2000; Eisenberg et al., 1996;
Laible & Thompson, 2007), in the present paper, we use
the term constructive coping strategy to define specific
individuals’ responses to stress such as problem-solving,
support-seeking, and emotion expression. Specifically, the
term constructive defines those strategies which, in the face
of the stressors, cause people to feel that something con-
structive can be done to cope with the stress (Carver et al.,
1989). Moreover, the term constructive coping is also used
in the theory of attachment for indicating those responses
which contribute to regulating emotions (see also Contreras
& Kerns, 2000; Laible & Thompson, 2007).

Sadness Regulation and Associated Variables

Several factors are involved in sadness regulation among
children: the characteristics of episodes triggering sadness,
children’s attachment security, and the regulation coping
strategies to address sadness (see Quifiones-Camacho &
Davis, 2019; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017). In the field
of attachment theory and research, the relationship with
the caregiver has been identified as the foundation for the
emergence and development of children’s capacity for emo-
tion regulation and coping with stress (Yunger et al., 2005;
Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017). Indeed, the definition of
attachment security refers to the perception of the caregivers
as available, sensitive, and able to regulate their child’s emo-
tions and the competent use of the caregivers as a base for
exploration. These are critical aspects on which confidence
and the ability to cope with stressful events and negative
emotions are grounded (see Bowlby, 1988; Waters & Cum-
mings, 2000; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017).

Thus, the role of attachment relationships has been
well-documented as a powerful source of emotion regula-
tion (see Brumariu, 2015; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017,
Cooke et al., 2019 for a review). In a secure attachment
relationship, parents in the first years sensitively help their
children to understand and to regulate their emotions, fos-
tering a consequent ability of self-regulation (e.g. Cassidy,
1994). A recent study by Deichmann and Ahnert (2021)
used the Experimental Frustration Procedures to examine
toddlers’ coping strategies and parents’ supportive behav-
iours and found that children in a secure attachment rela-
tionship likely experienced frustration for a shorter period
compared to children in an insecure attachment relationship.
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By experiencing external regulation, children progressively
develop internal working models (IWMs) of attachment
relationships characterized by memories, expectations, and
trust in caregivers’ support and comfort every time they
experience feelings of fear, upset, or sadness. On one hand,
attachment IWMs contribute to the development of general
trust in the value of the interpersonal relationships in times
of emotional difficulty, and, thus, foster the expression of
emotion and the request for help (Cassidy, 1994). On the
other hand, caregivers’ emotion regulation constitutes a scaf-
folding for the development of the autonomous ability of
emotional self-regulation, fostering self-efficacy, the agency
to cope with difficulty, and consequently, resilience against
it. Taken together, securely attached children compared to
insecurely attached, are both more self-confident and active
to regulate emotions and use social support coping strate-
gies (see Cooke et al., 2019, for a meta-analytic review). In
line with these findings, Stefan et al. (2017)’s study of the
effects of attachment status on pre-schoolers’ awareness of
anger, sadness, and fear regulation strategies, revealed that
the insecure-avoidant pre-schoolers were significantly less
likely than securely attached ones to generate both comfort-
ing and self-regulatory strategies. In middle childhood, the
study of Contreras et al. (2000) evidenced that secure attach-
ment was associated with greater use of constructive coping
strategies; the study of Kerns et al. (2007) found an associa-
tion between secure attachment and high levels of positive
mood, constructive coping, and emotion regulation. Finally,
Psouni and Apetroaia (2014) found that attachment security
predicted the capacity to respond to distress with construc-
tive coping strategies which may involve seeking support
and comfort from others or engaging in a comforting activity
such as play. Indeed, play may be considered as an active
coping strategy for children because of its value for events
processing and emotion regulation (Polan & Hofer, 2016).

Top-Down, or Bottom-Up Approach for Studying
Coping Strategies

The selection of the instruments across studies was largely
influenced by whether scholars used a top-down or a bot-
tom-up approach to investigate this topic. In a top-down
approach, children are presented with predetermined sce-
narios eliciting negative emotions and asked to identify
the most effective coping strategy from a predetermined
set. To examine children’s inhibition, dysregulated expres-
sion, and coping with a general experience of sadness, these
studies used standardized measures and structured stimuli
such as, for example, the Children’s Sadness Management
Scale (Webb et al., 2012), or illustrated storyboards depict-
ing situations that evoke anger or sadness (e.g., Waters &
Thompson, 2014). In particular, Abraham and Kerns (2013)
asked 8—12-year-old girls’ mothers to report their children’s
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coping strategies when upset, according to the coping strat-
egies classification of Eisenberg et al. (1996); the authors
considered problem-solving and support seeking as con-
structive coping strategies; Waters and Thompson (2014)
asked 6-9-year-old children to rate the efficacy of a series of
predetermined emotion regulation strategies for addressing
anger and sadness in situations as displayed by illustrated
storyboards. Results showed that children considered prob-
lem-solving as more effective for anger, whereas seeking
adult support and venting emotion were considered more
effective for sadness.

In studies using a bottom-up approach, children are gen-
erally asked an open-ended question about which strategies
they would use during a problematic situation. By not using
a predetermined set of coping strategies or prompts for prob-
lematic situations, this approach allows for the identification
of more individual strategies. A meta-analytical review on
coping and emotion regulation (Compas et al., 2017) showed
that this approach is limited in identifying alternative cop-
ing strategies and hierarchical structures of such strategies.
Nevertheless, Quifiones-Camacho and Davis (2019) were
able to use a bottom-up approach to connect different strat-
egies with specific events that the children considered rel-
evant. Specifically, in examining the links among emotional
self-regulatory processes, stress, and anxiety symptoms in
6—11-year-old children, the authors derived an index of nine
environmental stressors and categorized children’s emotion
regulation strategy awareness from an interview about their
experiences of sadness, fear, and anger. Their coding scheme
was data-derived and encompassed categories such as prob-
lem-solving, changing thoughts, changing goals, changing
physiology, social support, religious activity, and accept-
ance. In another study using a bottom-up strategy in an adult
sample, Quifiones-Camacho and Davis (2020) showed that
the effectiveness of an emotion regulation strategy depends
on the emotional context in which it is used (e.g. sadness vs.
anger). Their findings highlight the importance of applying a
post hoc categorization of problematic situations described
by participants rather than using an a priori categorization
based on a predetermined set of problematic situations.
Another example of a post hoc categorization was applied
in Steyn and Moen’s study (2019) using children’s drawings
about their experiences of sadness. The authors found two
distinctive themes: bullying-based violence, and experiences
of loss.

Considering all these methodological approaches, we
believe that using a bottom-up approach starting from chil-
dren’s autobiographical experiences would be a valuable
strategy to understand how children use contextual infor-
mation during real-life instances of emotional experiences.
Indeed, the extent to which specific coping strategies are
considered constructive among children may depend on the
type of event and the perceived control over it (Skinner &

Wellborn, 1994). These characteristics are particularly rel-
evant considering that children, especially in middle child-
hood, use contextual information (i.e., who is around) to
inform their decisions about regulatory choices (Abraham
& Kerns, 2013; Zeman & Garber, 1996; Zeman & Shipman,
1997). For example, a caregiver’s support may be less likely
to be requested in some cases, especially when the caregiver
is the source of frustrations. In these situations, children
may opt for other coping strategies such as suppressing
their emotional experience to avoid negative consequences
(Zeman & Garber, 1996), or relying on peer support (Marsac
et al., 2014) or problem-solving coping strategies (Abraham
& Kerns, 2013). However, regardless of the contexts, chil-
dren’s relationship with their caregivers serves as the context
in which regulatory choices develop and coping strategies
are learned (Abraham & Kerns, 2013).

The Present Study

This study aimed to use a bottom-up approach to explore
how children with different attachment security levels
address events perceived as sad. The bottom-up approach
was considered the most appropriate strategy for two main
reasons: 1) There is limited knowledge in research about
the links between sad events, attachment security, and cop-
ing strategies among children; 2) contextual factors are cru-
cial in defining the perceived sadness of the events and the
constructiveness of the coping strategies among children
(Skinner & Wellborn, 1994). Thus, for the present study,
progressing from individual experiences to build a view of
the whole and piecing information together until a larger
picture is formed was preferred over an approach using an
already formulated system or knowledge to understand indi-
vidual cases.

This research comes at a time when all children have
faced an unprecedented worldwide public health event that
caused disruptions to their daily life, the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Anxiety, depression, disturbances in sleep, appetite,
and impairment in social interactions are the most common
consequences associated with the impact of COVID-19
(Meherali et al., 2021). According to a recent cross-national
study, the most common children’s responses to this crisis
were accepting the situation, being involved in social activi-
ties, ignoring the problem, highlighting the advantages of
being at home, seeking comfort from others (Orgilés et al.,
2021). A further understanding of how often the COVID-
19 is evoked among children as a major sad event and how
children respond to this crisis in light of their attachment
style remain of great importance.

Our main study hypothesis was that the type of evoked
sad event, the coping strategies, and the successful overcom-
ing of the emotions of sadness would vary meaningfully
among children, and that said variability would have bearing
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on the children’s attachment security. Cluster analysis was
used to test the primary study hypothesis of meaningful
within-group variability. We expected that several distinct
clusters would emerge, including groups of children who
evoke similar sad episodes and use similar strategies to solve
them. Previous research has analyzed coping strategies when
dealing with given situations using cluster analytic meth-
ods, all of them using given stimuli and analyzing a range
of negative emotions. In particular, among early adoles-
cents, Zimmer-Gembeck et al. (2013) identified clusters of
emotional reactions to different stressors and found that the
quality of coping strategies depends on the intensity of the
emotions and the sources of stress. Chalmers et al. (2011)
interviewed 4-year old children about their reactions when
dealing with seven age-appropriate challenging situations
and were able to cluster the coping strategies into productive
and nonproductive coping styles. Finally, Han and Shaffer
(2013) identified two clusters of emotion regulation styles
among children aged 8 to 11, externalizing coping styles
and internalizing coping styles. Contrary to previous studies,
our cluster analysis focused specifically on the sadness in
middle childhood children and identified patterns of coping
for dealing with sad events not proposed by the interviewer,
but narrated by the children, and related coping strategies
to their perceived success in overcoming sadness. Given the
exploratory nature of this classification, we did not impose
an a priori classification scheme on the data. However, based
on the results from prior literature, we could expect some
attachment security differences across clusters. Specifically,
we expected that children with high levels of security attach-
ment would be more likely to fall into the clusters of chil-
dren who evoked sad events that had been resolved using
constructive coping strategies. Moreover, we did not have
a clear prediction regarding differences in the content of
the episodes evoked according to the attachment security,
even if we speculated that their proneness to exploration
and attentive flexibility (Pallini et al., 2019) would more
likely cause secure children to evoke sad episodes related
to the external world and not only to their inner world, than
insecure children. Conversely, children with low levels of
attachment security, not having the ability to regulate their
negative arousal (Cassidy, 1994), would be more likely to
evoke unresolved sad events and to respond with disengage-
ment or no reaction.

Method
Participants

Participants were 191 children aged 7-11 years old
(M=8.86; SD=0.97; 57.1% girls). Children were
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recruited from four private elementary schools serv-
ing primarily middle-class residents, in a large city, in
the centre of Italy. All children were born in Italy. The
participants were recruited through second to fifth-grade
elementary schools. University of Rome Tre Ethics Com-
mittee approval was granted and participants’ information
has been de-identified by making sure that all personal
identifiers, both direct and indirect, that may lead to a child
being identified were removed during data processing.

Measures

Sadness Interview Following the Quifiones-Camacho and
Davis (2019) method, children were interviewed about
events that made them feel sad. The experimenter said:
“Let’s think about a time recently when you felt very sad and
all of the little details you can remember about it. Would you
like to describe it in writing?” Children were given a minute
to think and then the children described the event in writing.
Afterward, the experimenter asked the following questions:
1) “What did you do to make yourself feel less sad?” 2) “Did
you succeed in overcoming the sadness?”

Responses to open and closed questions were transcribed
on a spreadsheet. The answers to the first and second ques-
tions were coded by trained research assistants into different
categories (more details are provided below). The answers
to the third question were dichotomized (0= No; 1= Yes).
The questions were age-appropriate and structured in a way
that 7-year-old children could easily provide basic informa-
tion about the episode that made them sad and how they
responded to the sad event.

Security Scale To measure attachment security, the children
completed the Security Scale (Kerns et al., 1996), a self-
report questionnaire that assesses children’s perceptions of
communication with, and accessibility and responsiveness
of the mother (15 items) and the father (15 items). Kerns
et al. (1996) have created this scale using the Harter scale
(1982) “some kids/other kids” format, in which children
are presented with two possible statements and are asked
to indicate which group of kids they are most similar to. An
example of an item is: “some kids go to their mom when
they are upset, but other kids do not go to their mom when
they are upset.” Children choose the sentence which they
feel is most like them and then mark whether it is really
true or sort of true for them. Every item score ranged from
1 to 4, with a higher score indicating perceptions of greater
security. Security scores were computed by calculating the
mean of responses for all 30 items.
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Sadness Narrative Coding

The answers to the questions on sad events and coping strat-
egies were coded by trained research assistants into different
categories. Inter-rater reliability between the first and the
last author’s coding was calculated on all responses for both
events (k=.951) and coping strategies (k=.906) demon-
strating strong agreement. Disagreements were conferenced.

Events Children’s answers to the question, Let’s think about
a time recently when you felt very sad and all of the lit-
tle details you can remember about it. Would you like to
describe it in writing ? were coded as (a) Coronavirus related
events, (b) Parental discord, (c) Imagination (memories of
movies or fantasies evoking sad events), (d) Obligations (to
do things that are annoying for the children), (e) Peer con-
flict (which includes bullying and rejection), (f) Mourning
and illness, (g) Small accidents, and (h) Reproaches from
parents or teachers.

Coping Strategies Children’s answers to the question, What
did you do to make yourself feel less sad? were coded follow-
ing the classification of Kerns et al. (2007) and Eisenberg
et al. (1996), using a bottom-up approach: (a) Problem-solv-
ing (e.g. taking action to resolve the situation); (b) Playing;
(c) Seeking help; (d) Expressing emotion (e.g. crying), (e)
Modulating emotion (e.g. taking deep breaths); (f) Using
cognitive distraction (thinking about something else); (g)
Wishful thinking (imagining a happy end); (h) Receiving
help passively; (i) Taking no action. Three scores were
derived: (a) Active/constructive coping (including Prob-
lem-solving, Playing, Seeking help, Expressing emotion,
and Modulating emotion); (b) Disengagement coping (i.e.,
distraction and wishful thinking); and (c) Inaction (Help
passively received, Taking no action). Following Quifiones-
Camacho and Davis (2019), children could answer the ques-
tions about strategies by saying they did not do anything or
that they did not remember, which were coded as describing
zero regulatory strategies.

Statistical Analyses

Mean differences in attachment security were examined
among children based on their sad memories, coping
responses, and success in overcoming their sadness, using
analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) with Bonferroni tests and
controlling for children’s age and gender. A two-step cluster
analysis was conducted to classify children depending on
the types of sad memories, coping strategies, and success in
overcoming. Dissimilarity was measured by log-likelihood
with a predetermined maximum number of 6 clusters. The
best cluster solution was chosen based on an average sil-
houette measure of cohesion and separation greater than

0.2 and the lowest value of the Schwarz’Bayesian Crite-
rion (BIC) with a reasonably large Ratio of BIC Changes
and a large Ratio of Distance Measures across the differ-
ent cluster classifications. Chi-square tests of independence
and adjusted standardized residuals were used to exam-
ine how the types of sad memories and associated coping
strategies and success in overcoming significantly differed
across clusters. Finally, mean differences in attachment
security were examined across clusters using ANCOVAs
controlling for age and gender. For the cluster analysis,
we only included participants who had no missing values
on sad memories, coping strategies, and success in over-
coming (N= 191, 85% of the total sample). No significant
differences were found between complete and incomplete
cases on gender, ;(2(1, N=226)=3.48, p=.062, age, F (1,
224)=0.04, p=.846, and not missing responses on sad
memories, ;(2(7, N=219)=1.46, p=.984, coping strate-
gies, ;{2(2, N=196)=0.45, p=.799, level of overcoming,
;(2(1, N=219)=0.20, p=.659, and attachment security, F'
(1, 183)=2.28, p=.133. Listwise deletion was used when
examining mean differences in attachment security resulting
in a loss of 17% of the total sample. Again, no significant
differences were found between complete and incomplete
cases on gender, ;(2(1, N=191)=1.63, p=.202, age, F (1,
189)=0.45, p=.504, sad memories, ;(2(7, N=191)=7.58,
p=.371, coping strategies, y*(2, N=191)=0.56, p=.754,
and levels of overcoming, ;(2(1, N=191)=0.14, p=.705.
Analyses were performed using SPSS 21.

Results

When children were asked to talk about a sad memory,
mourning episodes were the most common episodes
evoked, followed by events related to parental discord,
peer conflict, small accidents, obligations, reproaches
from parents and teachers, coronavirus, and imagination
(Table 1). The majority of children (61.6%) reported con-
structive coping strategies, whereas disengagement cop-
ing strategies were the least common (14.6%). Finally, the
majority of children reported that they overcame the sad
event (84.4%).

In Table 1, we analyse attachment security differences
among children based on the types of sad memories, coping
strategies, and the success in overcoming such memories
using gender and age as covariates. Results from ANCOVAs
showed that children evoking coronavirus-related events,
using constructive coping strategies, and reporting to have
overcome such sad events had higher levels of attachment
security compared to children evoking mourning events,
using inaction as a coping strategy, and reporting not over-
coming the sad events.
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Table 1 Attachment Security Differences among Children based on
Sad Events and associated Coping Strategies, and Overcoming

Attachment security

and small accidents, hence this cluster was named Perceived
Successful Constructive Coping - Minor Events. Similar to
cluster 1, children in cluster 2 were likely to respond with
constructive coping strategies and to report having overcome

N MSD) il the event, but had the highest prevalence of mourning and
Sad events peer conflict and was therefore named Perceived Successful
Coronavirus 12 (6.7%) 52.32(1.74), 2.45% Constructive Coping - Very Painful Events.
Parental discord 31 (17.3%) 45.25 (1.09) Children in Cluster 3 have resolved their sadness about the
Imagination 8 (4.5%) 43.44 (2.14) described events, but differed from the other clusters because
Obligations 15 (8.4%) 44.89 (1.56) of their use of disengagement or inactivity as coping strategies,
Peer conflict 28 (15.6%)  47.48 (1.15) hence this cluster was named Perceived Successful Disengage-
Mourning & separations 53 (29.6%)  44.70 (0.84), ment. Cluster 4 differed from the other clusters mostly because
Small accidents 19(10.6%)  48.20 (1.41) children did not resolve their sadness about the episodes, hence
Parents and teachers’ 13 (7.3%) 46.18 (1.71) this cluster was named Perceived Unresolved Sadness. About
reproaches half of the children in this cluster used constructive coping
Coping strategies strategies, whereas the other half presented similar percent-
Constructive coping 101(61.6%)  47.37(0.62), 4.98** ages of children using disengagement strategies or inaction.
Disengagement coping 24 (14.6%) 44.45 (1.28) Moreover, children in this cluster were more likely to evoke
Inaction 39(238%)  44.03 (1.0D), obligation-related events compared to the other clusters.
Overcoming
Overcoming 152 (84.4%)  46.67(050),  10.07** Attachment Security Differences across Clusters
No overcoming 28 (15.6%) 42.66 (1.16),

** p<.01; * p<.05. The values followed by the same letter are sig-
nificantly different using Bonferroni post hoc pairwise comparisons.
Analyses are adjusted for children’s age and gender

Cluster Groups

Two-step cluster analysis was computed to identify groups
based on evoked sad memories, coping strategies, and suc-
cess in overcoming. As shown in Table 2, the BIC value for
the four-cluster model showed a better fit than a three-cluster
model. The four-cluster solution also had the highest value
in the Average Distance Ratio when compared to the other
solutions and a total Silhouette mean dissimilarity value of
0.4 indicating a fair quality classification. Table 3 shows
the characteristics of the four clusters. Children in cluster
1, who were more likely to respond with constructive cop-
ing strategies and to overcome the episode, had the highest
prevalence of events related to coronavirus, parental discord,

Results from ANCOVA testing showed significant differ-
ences across the four clusters in security attachment, F (3,
153)=4.51, p=.005. However, the covariates gender, F (1,
153)=2.17, p=.143, and age, F (1, 153)=0.32, p=.574,
were not significantly associated with security of attach-
ment. Mean differences across clusters are shown in Table 4.
Bonferroni post hoc analyses revealed that children in the
Perceived Successful Constructive Coping - minor events
cluster had significantly higher attachment security com-
pared to children in the Perceived Successful Disengagement
and Perceived Unresolved Sadness clusters, which did not
significantly differ from each other.

Discussion

This study used a bottom-up approach to explore how chil-
dren with different attachment security levels address events
perceived as sad. Consistently with our purposes, cluster

Table 2 Evaluation of the

A . - Number of Clusters Bayesian Information BIC Changes Ratio of BIC Ratio of
le;ltzlilr:Zdotfhtj:)euCllla;il/i?:tzon Criterion (BIC) Changes Distance
Cluster Analys%s b Measures

1 Cluster 1302.01

2 Clusters 1138.13 —163.88 1.00 1.41
3 Clusters 1037.44 —100.69 0.61 1.08
4 Clusters 947.41 -90.03 0.54 1.63
5 Clusters 912.34 -34.07 0.21 1.07
6 Clusters 883.03 -29.31 0.18 1.24
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Table 3 Cluster Compositions

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4
(29.8%) (25.1%) (30.4%) (14.7%)
Perceived Successful Con- Perceived Successful Constructive Perceived Success-  Perceived
structive Coping - Minor Coping - Very Painful Events ful Disengagement  Unresolved
Events Sadness
Sad memories
Coronavirus related events 19.3%* 0.0% 0.0% 3.6%
Parental discord 26.3%* 0.0% 15.5% 21.4%
Imagination 5.3% 0.0% 8.6% 3.6%
Obligations 10.5% 0.0% 10.3% 21.4%*
Peer conflict 0.0% 45.8%* 12.1% 14.3%
Mourning & illness 0.0% 54.2%* 29.3% 32.1%
Small accidents 28.1%* 0.0% 8.6% 3.6%
Parents or teachers’ reproaches  10.5% 0.0% 15.5%* 0.0%
Coping strategies
Constructive coping 98.2%* 100.0%* 0.0% 53.6%
Disengagement coping 0.0% 0.0% 39.7%* 21.4%
Inaction 1.8% 0.0% 60.3%* 25.0%
Overcoming
Overcoming 100.0%* 100.0%* 100.0%* 0.0%
No overcoming 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0%*

* adjusted standardized residuals greater than 1.96 indicating more cases than expected. Sad events: y*(21, N=191)=141.84, p <.001; Copying
strategies:;(z((), N=191)=157.45, p<.001; Resolution:)(z(3, N=191)=191.00, p<.001;

Table 4 Differences across Clusters in Attachment Security

Attachment security

N M(SD) F

1. Perceived Successful Constructive 45
Coping - Minor Events

48.42 (0.94),, 4.51%*

2. Perceived Successful Constructive 41 4733 (0.97)
Coping - Very Painful Events

3. Perceived Successful Disengagement 49  44.83 (0.90),

4. Perceived Unresolved Sadness 24 43.49 (1.27),

*%p <.01. The values followed by the same letter are significantly dif-
ferent using Bonferroni post hoc pairwise comparisons. Analyses are
adjusted for children’s age and gender

analysis results showed four distinct clusters characterized
by a meaningful variability in the evoked sad events, coping
strategies, and ability to solve them. Furthermore, results
from ANCOVA testing showed significant differences
across the four clusters in the security of the attachment.
In both the first two clusters, children have a similar
successful style of coping but differ for the evoked events:
whereas in the first cluster, events referred to coronavirus,
parental discord, and small accidents, in the second, they
referred to particularly painful events such as mourning
and peer conflicts. Children in Cluster 3 used disengage-
ment as a coping strategy, whereas children in Cluster 4

did not report to have overcome the sad episodes at all. In
both Clusters 1 and 2, children had higher scores of security
than in Clusters 3 and 4, even if only the first cluster signifi-
cantly differed from clusters 3 and 4. Consistently with the
study by Deichmann and Ahnert (2021), children in a secure
attachment relationship tended to experience frustration for a
shorter time compared to children in an insecure attachment
relationship. Indeed, the children with high levels of secure
attachment would be significantly more likely to fall into the
first cluster than in Clusters 3 and 4. Thanks to the experi-
ence of the caregivers’ sensitive regulation, children in a
secure attachment relationship develop an autonomous abil-
ity for emotional self-regulation, becoming self-confident,
active in coping with difficulties, and trustful in caregiv-
ers’ support, more so than insecurely attached children (see
Cooke et al., 2019; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017). These
results are consistent with those of Contreras et al. (2000),
Kerns et al. (2007), and Psouni and Apetroaia (2014) about
the association between secure attachment and the use of
constructive coping strategies.

Nevertheless, in the present study, the bottom-up
approach allows for the identification of children’s sponta-
neous coping strategies and the cluster analysis allows for
the individuation of specific patterns of coping strategies
associated with attachment security. Indeed, in our study,
the different experiences of sadness between the first and the
second cluster are differently related to attachment security:
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Children’s security in the first cluster could be more related
to easier experiences than children in the second cluster, who
were undoubtedly more challenged by more serious events.
The difficulties for overcoming sadness are greater in the
second than in the first cluster, but the children in cluster two
succeeded in overcoming remarkable sources of sadness. It
could be speculated that in cluster one, children’s security
of attachment is related to their ability to successfully cope
with minor sad events, whereas children’s security in clus-
ter two is grounded on an earned ability to cope with very
painful events. Some analogies could be identified with the
distinction formulated by Main et al. (2003) between contin-
uous and earned security; the first referring to speakers who
describe easy attachment experiences; the latter referring to
speakers who were coherent despite apparently unfavourable
backgrounds (see also Roisman et al., 2014). The analysis
of the differences in the successful coping of minor events
compared to very painful events among securely attached
children could be the subject of future studies.

Cluster 3 and 4 are significantly lower in attachment secu-
rity, but whereas children in Cluster 3 have overcome the
evoked sad events, using disengagement or using no active
strategies, children in Cluster 4 did not perceive to have
overcome the sad episodes, hence this cluster was named
Perceived Unresolved Sadness. Thus, children with low lev-
els of attachment security would be more likely to respond
with disengagement or no reaction (Cluster 3) or to evoke
unresolved sad events (Cluster 4). Regarding Cluster 3, the
study of Stefan et al. (2017) is in line with these findings,
showing that the insecure-avoidant pre-schoolers were sig-
nificantly less likely than securely attached ones to generate
constructive strategies. In absence of caregivers’ sensitive
regulation, insecurely attached children show difficulty in
emotional self-regulation and active coping based on the
confidence in themselves and their caregivers’ support (see
the comprehensive review of Brumariu, 2015). As a result,
to cope with their sadness, they minimize, suppress, or deny
their negative feelings (Main, 1990; Ehrlich et al., 2016).

Conversely, children in Cluster 4 (with the significantly
lowest score for security) perceived not having had overcome
their sad memories. It could be speculated that their absence
of sadness resolution implies some emotional dysregulation,
typical either of the attachment anxiety or the attachment
disorganization. Indeed, anxious resistant children have the
attitude to maximize and heighten their distress to capture the
attention of attachment figures (Ainsworth, 1991), whereas
disorganized attached children are characterized by the rup-
ture of the processes of emotion regulation (Brenning et al.,
2012). Consequently, a limitation of this study is the use of a
dimensional measure of attachment which does not allow for
discrimination between specific attachment patterns. Future
studies could use categorical measures of attachment to dis-
cern if the coping strategies would be related not only to the
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intensity of security but also to specific patterns of insecurity.
Using a categorical classification could explore if the inse-
curely attached children in Cluster 3 could be labelled in the
category of avoidance, whereas children in Cluster 4 could be
identified either as anxious-resistant or disorganized children.
Furthermore, another limitation of our study is the number
of participants: a larger sample could obtain results with a
greater statistic power and even more specific individuation
of the clusters. Finally, information about children’s family
status could have provided a better understanding of the role
of caregivers in influencing children’s responses to sad events.

Nevertheless, this study contributes to creating a new
field of research on investigating specifically strategies for
coping with sad events in middle childhood and their asso-
ciation with attachment security. The study of sadness in
children may be particularly useful for clinicians and educa-
tors for both understanding the processing of negative emo-
tions such as sadness, and suggesting strategies for sadness
management among children which are specific and suitable
for their cognitive and emotional development (Zeman et al.,
2001).
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