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The Social Coping Questionnaire:  
An Examination of Its Structure With  

an American Sample of Gifted Adolescents
Kathleen Moritz Rudasill 
University of Louisville

Regan Clark Foust and Carolyn M. Callahan 
University of Virginia

Gifted students report that they are often perceived differently than nonidentified 
students (Cross, Coleman, & Stewart, 1993); thus, they employ social coping strate-
gies to manipulate the visibility of their giftedness. The Social Coping Questionnaire 
(SCQ; Swiatek, 1995) was designed to assess these strategies. This study’s purpose was 
to examine the SCQ’s factor structure with a sample of 600 younger (grades 5–7) and 
older (grades 8–11) gifted boys and girls in the U.S. and determine the tenability of 
the factor structure across age and gender groups. Participants’ scores were randomly 
assigned to either exploratory factor analysis (EFA) or confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA). Findings from EFA were tested with CFA. Together, these analyses revealed 
6 factors. Factor loading patterns from multigroup analyses indicated differences 
between age and gender groups, and suggested that future investigations of gifted stu-
dents’ social coping strategies include careful examination of the data for factor struc-
ture changes that are unique to the sample. 

Adolescence is a period of development marked by rapid cognitive 
advancement. It is this progression that allows individuals to under-
stand their world and themselves in more complex and sophisticated 
ways (Keating, 2004). Inherent in this development is both a height-
ened sense of self-awareness and a better understanding of what dif-
ferentiates oneself from significant others. Advanced intellectual 
ability is one such differentiating factor.

Gifted students have reported that the visibility of their advanced 
intellectual ability in some social contexts can be problematic; some 
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believe that when others recognize their giftedness, they are per-
ceived as different and treated as such (Coleman & Cross, 1988; 
Cross et al., 1993; Janos, Fung, & Robinson, 1985; Manaster, Chan, 
Watt, & Wiehe, 1994; Manor-Bullock, Look, & Dixon, 1995; 
Robinson, 1990). Some gifted adolescents, not necessarily wanting 
to differ from their peers in intellectual ability or be treated differ-
ently because of it, employ a variety of social coping strategies that 
serve to manipulate the visibility of their giftedness so that they may 
avoid the “perceived negative social effects of recognized high abil-
ity” (Swiatek, 2002, p. 66).

The Social Coping Questionnaire

In order to measure the specific strategies that gifted adolescents 
employ, Swiatek (1995) developed the Social Coping Questionnaire 
(SCQ). The SCQ presents statements that prompt respondents to 
rate their level of agreement or disagreement related to the thoughts 
and behaviors of gifted adolescents in dealing with their own gifted-
ness in social situations. 

The first iteration of the SCQ (Swiatek, 1995) contained 35 
items “that address beliefs and activities relating to various social 
aspects of intellectual giftedness” (p. 157). It was administered to 
a sample of 137 students who scored in the top 1% of students tak-
ing the American College Test (ACT) or Scholastic Aptitude Test 
(SAT). Four social coping strategies emerged from a factor analysis 
of the scores: Denial of Giftedness, Popularity/Conformity, Peer 
Acceptance, and Activity Level. Subsequent replications, using 
increasingly larger and more generalizable samples, split the original 
factors and uncovered new factors to form a clearer picture of the 
strategies that gifted students employ to deal with their recognized 
abilities. For example, Swiatek and Dorr (1998) reported the same 
four factors and an additional factor that formerly loaded onto the 
Denial factor: Hiding Giftedness. After adding items to the SCQ 
and administering it to a sample of 212 Honors and Advanced 
Placement (AP) participants twice, with 8 weeks in between admin-
istrations, Swiatek (2001) found seven factors, three of which had 
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emerged in previous analyses of the SCQ (Denial of Giftedness, Peer 
Acceptance, and High Activity Level). The new factors were: Using 
Humor, Conformity, Helping Others, and Emphasis on Popularity. 
Although the latter sample had many more females than males, these 
factors explained more variance (38.5%) than in previous studies 
and all had test-retest reliability coefficients above 0.67. 

Finally, Swiatek’s (2002) most recent replication used a 34-item 
SCQ administered to two large samples of younger students (third- 
though sixth-grade summer enrichment program participants) to 
test the strength of the SCQ factor structure with preadolescents. 
This replication yielded a six-factor solution almost identical to that 
found in her previous study (Swiatek, 2001). Compared to all pre-
vious replications, these factors explained the most variance in stu-
dents’ responses to items on the SCQ (40.5%).

The structure of scores on the SCQ has also been examined 
using samples of gifted students in Hong Kong (Chan, 2003, 2004, 
2005). In an attempt to establish cross-cultural reliability and valid-
ity, Chan sampled students who were nominated by their schools to 
participate in the Chinese University of Hong Kong gifted program 
because of their intellectual precocity, academic ability, or talent 
in a specific area. Chan (2003) produced six factors from a factor 
analysis of a 17-item SCQ with adolescents: Denial of Giftedness, 
Attempting Avoidance, Discounting Popularity, Valuing Peer 
Acceptance, Prizing Conformity, and Activity Involvement. The 
same factors emerged from an analysis of a 25-item SCQ with a sam-
ple of preadolescent and adolescent students (Chan, 2004). 

Chan’s (2005) recent replication used a sample of “older” and 
“younger” students aged 9–19. This time, the same six factors, plus 
one new factor, Helping Others, emerged. Consistent with Swiatek’s 
(2002) findings, the internal consistency of the younger and older 
groups’ scores was similar, but somewhat lower for the younger 
sample, possibly because they did not understand some of the ques-
tions or they interpreted them differently than the older groups. 
Furthermore, when the internal consistency values of two scales 
in Swiatek’s (2002) younger sample (Conformity and Denial of 
Negative Impact of Giftedness) fell below .60, she postulated that 
maybe certain strategies are just beginning to emerge in younger stu-
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dents and, therefore, are not used as consistently or affect student 
behavior less than with older adolescents. Despite this phenomenon, 
Chan (2005, p. 23), as did Swiatek (2002), concluded that this mea-
sure was “relatively robust and invariant in number and nature across 
a broad age range from children to adolescence.” However, the vari-
ous applications of the SCQ highlight the inconsistency with which 
some factors of the SCQ emerged in the various studies (i.e., Hiding 
Giftedness, Using Humor, and Helping Others), with the different 
factor structures across studies and with the apparent differences in 
factor structures across age groups. 

In order to better understand the factor structure of the SCQ 
with Chinese students, Chan (2005) tested the seven factors iden-
tified in his study at the construct level using structural equation 
modeling (SEM). They were all clearly subsumed by one of two 
higher order constructs, termed Minimizing-Differences Coping 
and Social-Interaction Coping, with one exception: Discounting 
Popularity was included under both constructs. The Minimizing-
Differences Coping Construct, which encompassed strategies that 
involved actively attempting to diminish the visibility of gifted-
ness, contained the Denying Giftedness, Attempting Avoidance, 
Prizing Conformity, and Discounting Popularity factors. The 
Social-Interaction Coping construct, which subsumed strategies 
that involved increasing the amount of social interaction, encom-
passed the Discounting Popularity, Activity Involvement, Helping 
Others, and Valuing Peer Acceptance factors. Discounting 
Popularity’s inclusion under both constructs suggested that it was 
interpreted somewhat differently by the older and younger samples. 
Chan (2005) theorized 

that younger students might view discounting the impor-
tance of popularity as a way of being more like their peers 
who might not want to be popular, and to a lesser extent, as 
a way of promoting social interaction. On the other hand, 
the older students might view such discounting as a way of 
distancing themselves from their peers who would prefer to 
become popular, and largely not as a way of promoting social 
interaction with peers. (p. 21)
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In sum, six factors consistently emerged from Chan’s (2003, 2004, 
2005) replications: Denial of Giftedness, Maintaining High (social, 
extracurricular) Activity Level, Prizing Conformity, Discounting 
Popularity, Valuing Peer Acceptance, and Attempting Avoidance. 
Chan (2005) also found an additional factor: Helping Others, which 
is consistent with Swiatek’s (2001) findings. Furthermore, these fac-
tors, with the exception of Discounting Popularity, were subsumed 
under one of two latent constructs: the Minimizing-Differences 
Coping Construct or the Social-Interaction Coping Construct.

In all, 12 social coping strategies have emerged from factor 
analyses of scores of the SCQ. All factor/strategy names appear just 
as they were identified originally by the authors of these studies in 
Table 1. Table 1 also lists the Cronbach’s alpha values for the factors 
that emerged from each analysis of the SCQ.

The Current Study

Only seven studies (Chan, 2003, 2004, 2005; Swiatek, 1995, 2001, 
2002; Swiatek & Dorr, 1998) exist that empirically investigated the 
SCQ. Of those, only three (Chan 2004, 2005; Swiatek 2002) tested 
its use with younger and older adolescents, one (Swiatek, 2001) 
established test-retest reliability, and none have examined the ten-
ability of the factor structure of the SCQ across gender. The goal of 
the current study was to employ the SCQ with a sample of gifted 
preadolescent and adolescent students and answer the following 
questions: (a) How do the factors identified from the SCQ in our 
sample compare to those of previous replications, (b) is the factor 
structure tenable across younger and older adolescents, and (c) is the 
factor structure tenable across gender? 
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Methods

Participants

The sample comprised students participating in a 2-week residen-
tial summer enrichment program for gifted students (grades 5–11). 
Candidates were admitted to the program based on applications 
that included standardized achievement or IQ test scores, teacher 
recommendations, and responses to essay questions. Each applica-
tion was scored by two independent raters using a rubric. In 2004, 
applications were received from 1,519 students for 936 slots (accep-
tance rate: 61%). 

All student participants were recruited by sending letters and 
consent forms in a packet with other information about the program. 
Further attempts were made to solicit participation in the study 
through the use of follow-up mailings and by meeting with parents 
at registration. Consent forms were collected from parents of 669 
students. Of these, 324 younger adolescents (rising into grades 5–7, 
188 girls), and 276 older adolescents (rising into grades 8–11, 159 
girls), completed the measure used in this study (N = 600). Thus, the 
sample for this study included 64% of summer session participants. 
Each student was assigned a code number to ensure confidentiality 
and to allow for identification of each student’s grade and gender.

Design and Procedure

Early in each camp session (Night 2 or 3), students whose parents 
had signed consent-to-participate forms convened in small groups 
(no more than 8 students) with counselors to complete a battery of 
measures as part of a larger study. One of the measures was the SCQ 
(Swiatek, 2002). Other measures were a student self-efficacy instru-
ment and the Harter Self-Perception Profile for Children (for rising 
5th–7th graders; Harter, 1985) or Adolescents (for rising 8th–11th 
graders; Harter, 1988). To ensure comfort and confidentiality, stu-
dents were placed at least 4 feet apart while responding to items. In 
addition, students only placed their names on consent forms, which 
were promptly separated from the remaining documents upon receipt 
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by researchers. Finally, each participant placed the completed mea-
sures into an envelope, sealed it, and returned it to the counselor. 

Instruments

The SCQ (Swiatek, 2002) presents 34 statements that probe the 
thoughts and behaviors of gifted adolescents dealing with their own 
giftedness in social situations. Each is accompanied by Likert-style 
scales prompting respondents to rate their level of agreement or 
disagreement where 1 = Strongly True and 7 = Strongly False. More 
detailed information on the psychometric properties of the instru-
ment have been previously presented.

Data Analysis

The entire sample (N = 600) of participants who completed consent 
forms and the SCQ was randomly assigned to one of two subsamples 
(each n = 300), one for exploratory factor analysis (subsample E = 
Exploratory) and the other for confirmatory factor analysis (subsam-
ple C = Confirmatory). Random assignment was conducted using 
SPSS. Participants with any missing items were deleted listwise. 

Exploratory Factor Analysis

An exploratory factor analysis was conducted with subsample E to 
examine the structure of the data collected from the current sam-
ple of gifted students. We used principle components analysis with 
oblique (Promax, k = 4) rotation, owing to the nonorthogonal nature 
of items on the SCQ. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling 
adequacy was .708, which is well above the suggested lower limit of 
.6 for good factor analysis (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2001).1 

	 The choice to use principle components analysis warrants dis-
cussion, owing to the controversy within the practice of factor analy-
sis regarding the use of components versus factors for extraction. 
According to some experts, principal components analysis is an inap-
propriate method for factor extraction. However, others hold that it 
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is a reasonable method. According to Thompson (2004) and Gorsuch 
(1983), component and factor extraction procedures yield very similar 
results when the number of variables is larger than 30. Given that the 
SCQ contains more than 30 items, and we followed the exploratory 
analysis with confirmatory factor analysis using a different subsample 
of the data, principal components analysis is appropriate for this study. 

The initial principal components analysis yielded 10 factors 
with eigenvalues greater than 1. Examination of the scree plot, how-
ever, suggested seven factors. Parallel analysis with random data (see 
O’Conner, 2000), conducted with 1,000 random data sets and a cri-
teria level of 95%, indicated that no more than seven factors should 
be retained. This procedure is more restrictive than the traditional 
eigenvalue threshold criteria, and it is recommended as an additional 
method for determining how many factors to keep (O’Conner, 
2000). Therefore, principal components analysis was conducted 
again, this time with seven factors extracted. Pattern matrices were 
carefully examined. All items with pattern coefficient values less than 
.5 were dropped, as were all items with pattern coefficient values less 
than .6 that also loaded on one or more other factors with coeffi-
cient values greater than .2. Seven factors comprised the remaining 
23 items: Helping Others, Denial of Giftedness, Minimizing the 
Focus on Popularity, Denying Negative Impact of Giftedness on Peer 
Acceptance, Conformity to Mask Giftedness, Hiding Giftedness, 
and Using Humor. The resulting factor structure is shown in Table 2 
with both pattern and structure coefficients. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to test this factor struc-
ture with subsample C. The fit indices we selected were Comparative 
Fit Index (CFI) and Goodness of Fit Index (GFI; CFI and GFI val-
ues close to 1 indicate very good fit), and Root Mean Square Error 
of Approximation (RMSEA; values less than .05 indicate good fit). 
Fit indices indicated adequate fit between the model and the data 
(CFI = .90, GFI = .90, RMSEA = .05). However, modification indi-
ces showed redundancy between items 6 and 13 (both items loaded 
on the Helping Others factor). Consequently, item 13 was dropped 
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from analysis, yielding a better fit between the model and the data 
(CFI = .95, GFI = .92, RMSEA = .04). Modification indices showed 
that three of the four items for one factor (Using Humor) loaded 
onto other factors. Consequently, we removed this factor from sub-
sequent analysis (items 4, 14, 21, and 28), which further improved 
the model fit (CFI = .98, GFI = .94, RMSEA = .02). Chi-square and 
fit indices for all three of these models are summarized in Table 3.
	 The final model contained the following six factors (with 
Cronbach’s alpha values): Helping Others (.66), Denial of Giftedness 
(.73), Minimizing One’s Focus on Popularity (.72), Denying Negative 
Impact of Giftedness on Peer Acceptance (.62), Conformity to Mask 
Giftedness (.74), and Hiding Giftedness (.57). The final model is dis-
played in Figure 1.

Multigroup Analyses

To determine the tenability of the factors from the model across 
different age and gender groups, we conducted two series of multi-
group analyses. Specifically, we tested for invariance in the pattern of 
the factor loadings across groups with the following steps: 

1. 	 leaving all factor loadings unconstrained (least restrictive 
model), 

2. 	 constraining all factor loadings (most restrictive model), and 
3. 	 removing constraints on each factor’s loadings, one factor 

at a time. 

Table 3

Summary of Chi-Square and Fit Indices for Models Tested 
With Confirmatory Factor Analysis With Subsample C

χ2 Δ χ2 df RMSEA CFI GFI
Model 1 369 n/a 215 .05 .90 .90
Model 2 276 93*** 194 .04 .95 .92
Model 3 160 116*** 137 .02 .98 .94

Note. Model 1 = 7 factors, 23 items remaining from exploratory factor analysis with subsample 
E; Model 2 = Model 1 with item 13 removed; Model 3 = final full model, Model 2 with Using 
Humor factor removed. *** p< .001.
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Age Groups. Participants were divided into two age groups based 
on grade: younger adolescents (grades 5–7) and older adolescents 
(grades 8–11). There was a statistically significant difference between 
chi-squared values for the least restrictive model (no equality con-
straints) and the most restrictive model (equality constraints placed 
on all factor loadings). Removing factor loading constraints one fac-
tor at a time revealed the following. When Denial of Giftedness was 
unconstrained, the chi-square change was statistically significant, 
and when Minimizing One’s Focus on Popularity was also uncon-
strained, the chi-square change was statistically significant. When 
constraints were removed from factor loadings for the remaining 
factors, the changes in chi-square values were nonsignificant. This 
suggests that there were differences between younger and older ado-
lescents in the patterns of factor loadings for Denial of Giftedness 
and Minimizing One’s Focus on Popularity. All chi-square values 
and associated fit statistics are shown in Table 4.

Table 4

Summary of Tests for Invariance Across Age Groups  
of Factor Patterns of the Social Coping Questionnaire

χ2 Δ χ2 df RMSEA CFI GFI
Model 1 348 n/a 274 .03 .93 .89
Model 2 612 264*** 300 .06 .71 .81
Model 3 581 31*** 294 .06 .74 .82
Model 4 366 215*** 288 .03 .93 .89
Model 5 355 11 282 .03 .93 .89
Model 6 354 1 280 .03 .93 .89
Model 7 353 1 278 .03 .93 .89

Note. Model 1 = no equality constraints on factor loadings between age groups; Model 2 = 
equality constraints on loadings for all factors; Model 3 = equality constraints on loadings for 
all factors except for Denial of Giftedness; Model 4 = equality constraints on loadings for all 
factors except Denial of Giftedness and Minimizing; Model 5 = equality constraints on load-
ings for all factors except Denial of Giftedness, Minimizing, and Helping; Model 6 = equality 
constraints on loadings for all factors except Denial of Giftedness, Minimizing, Helping, and 
Hiding; Model 7 = equality constraints only on Denying Negative. ***p < .001.



Social Coping Questionnaire 367

Gender. There was a statistically significant difference between 
the chi-squared values for the least restrictive model and the most 
restrictive model. We followed the same procedures that we used to 
understand age group differences in factor loadings. When Denial 
of Giftedness was unconstrained, the chi-square change was statisti-
cally significant. Also removing constraints from Minimizing One’s 
Focus on Popularity resulted in a statistically significant chi-square 
change, and, finally, removing constraints from Conformity to Mask 
Giftedness resulted in a statistically significant chi-square change. 
When constraints were removed from the remaining factors, the 
chi-square changes were nonsignificant, suggesting that there were 
differences between girls and boys in the patterns of factor loadings 
for Denial of Giftedness, Minimizing One’s Focus on Popularity, 
and Conformity to Mask Giftedness. All chi-square values and asso-
ciated fit statistics are shown in Table 5. 

Table 5

Summary of Tests for Invariance Across Gender of Factor 
Patterns of the Social Coping Questionnaire

χ2 Δ χ2 df RMSEA CFI GFI
Model 1 343 n/a 274 .03 .94 .89
Model 2 636 293*** 300 .06 .70 .80
Model 3 590 46*** 294 .06 .74 .82
Model 4 363 227*** 288 .03 .93 .89
Model 5 351 12 282 .03 .94 .89
Model 6 350 1 280 .03 .94 .89
Model 7 345 5 278 .03 .94 .89

Note. Model 1 = no equality constraints on factor loadings between gender groups; Model 2 = 
equality constraints on loadings for all factors; Model 3 = equality constraints on loadings for 
all factors except for Denial of Giftedness; Model 4 = equality constraints on loadings for all 
factors except Denial of Giftedness and Minimizing; Model 5 = equality constraints on load-
ings for all factors except Denial of Giftedness, Minimizing, and Helping; Model 6 = equality 
constraints on loadings for all factors except Denial of Giftedness, Minimizing, Helping, and 
Hiding; Model 7 = equality constraints only on Denying Negative.  ***p < .001.
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Discussion and Implications

The final model contained the same six factors (Helping Others, 
Denial of Giftedness, Minimizing One’s Focus on Popularity, 
Denying Negative Impact of Giftedness on Peer Acceptance, 
Conformity to Mask Giftedness, and Hiding Giftedness) as those 
that have been identified in prior analyses of SCQ scores. Specifically, 
Swiatek (1995, 2001, 2002; Swiatek & Dorr, 1998) and Chan 
(2003, 2004, 2005) found various combinations of social coping fac-
tors with American and Chinese students. However, several factors 
that emerged from their studies did not emerge in this study. These 
include: Emphasizing Popularity/Conformity, Peer Acceptance, 
Maintaining High (social, extracurricular) Activity Level, Valuing 
Peer Acceptance, and Using Humor. 

There are some analytic explanations for the differences in fac-
tors emerging across studies. One possible explanation is that the 
factor analysis for the current study employed an oblique rotation 
technique to account for the fact that coping strategies are related 
constructs, whereas, in the other studies, factor analysis was con-
ducted with Varimax rotation (a rotation technique that treats data 
as orthogonal). Another explanation is that decision rules for keep-
ing and eliminating items varied across studies, possibly contribut-
ing to some differences in the factors that emerged. As mentioned 
earlier, in the current study items were eliminated if they showed 
pattern coefficients lower than .5 or .6 while also loading at .2 or 
above on another factor. Finally, the names assigned to factors in the 
various studies suggest that the constructs may overlap. For example, 
although we did not find a factor called Valuing Peer Acceptance, we 
did find Denying Negative Impact of Giftedness on Peer Acceptance, 
which may be the same construct. 

Our findings suggest three phenomena regarding the measure-
ment of gifted students’ social coping strategies. First, with differ-
ent samples of gifted students, the underlying factor structure of an 
instrument such as this may vary. For example, some samples, like 
the current sample, were pulled from summer enrichment programs, 
whereas others were obtained from traditional school populations 
(e.g., students in Advanced Placement classes). Although all samples 
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were similar in that they sampled from high-achieving students, 
the current sample included students who have talents not wholly 
reflected in standardized test scores. Second, the factors that consis-
tently emerged across studies using the SCQ (i.e., Helping Others, 
Denial of Giftedness, Minimizing One’s Focus on Popularity, 
Denying Negative Impact of Giftedness on Peer Acceptance, 
Conformity to Mask Giftedness, and Hiding Giftedness) may be the 
most relevant for use in future studies of gifted populations. Indeed, 
the consistency with which these factors have emerged across sam-
ples and studies indicates that they represent the coping strategies 
most likely to be used by gifted students. Finally, the factor structure 
differences that emerged between age (i.e., younger and older ado-
lescents) and gender groups suggest that the instrument’s subscales 
are not universally salient to gifted students. That is, gifted students 
should not be treated as a homogenous group when examining the 
social coping strategies they may employ. Future investigations of 
gifted students’ social coping strategies should include careful exami-
nation of the data for factor structure changes that are unique to the 
sample and the subgroups within it. 
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End Notes

1	 Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ 2 = 2566.029, p = 
.000). However, because this test is likely to be significant with a 
large sample size, Tabachnik and Fidell (2001) suggest that this test 
is necessary only when the ratio of cases to variables is less than 5 to 
1. For the current sample, the ratio approached 10 to 1. 


