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Objective: This paper studies the mediating and interactive effects of social capital on psychological capital and the feeling of happiness from the impact of COVID-19. Since its emergence, the COVID-19 pandemic has taken a toll on people’s mental health and affected their hopes for the future. Lifestyle and economic conditions have also been affected and have subsequently impacted people’s sense of confidence in life. This could increase the likelihood of many people developing mental health issues, such as anxiety or depression. Therefore, it is vital to study the influence of psychological capital and social capital on people’s subjective psychology and happiness experiences.

Materials and Methods: Using an ordered probit model, this paper studied the independent influence and interaction between psychological capital and social capital on people’s happiness. The ordered probit model was chosen because subjective well-being (SWB) is an ordered variable. We further used structural equation modeling (SEM) to study the mediating effects of social capital on psychological capital and happiness.

Results: The regression results showed that both psychological capital and social capital were significantly positively correlated with happiness when controlling for other factors. In addition, psychological and social capital significantly interacted, in which the psychological capital promotes the effect of social capital on happiness. Moreover, the effect of psychological capital on happiness was greater than that of social capital, demonstrating that happiness is more greatly influenced by subjective psychological experience. The interaction coefficient of psychological and social capital was also significant, showing that the two have mutually reinforcing effects on happiness. Finally, health, income class, real estate, stranger trust, age, and urban household registration had significant positive effects on happiness, while the view of money, being female, education had a negative relationship with happiness. The SEM results showed that the mediating effect of psychological capital on happiness was partly transmitted through social capital: the total effect of psychological capital on happiness was highly significant (p < 0.0001), as was the total effect of social capital on happiness (p < 0.0001); however, the coefficient for psychological capital was greater than that for social capital. Through heterogeneity analysis, we found that the relationship between psychological capital, social capital, and happiness was significantly positive in each sub-sample group. There was also a significant interaction between psychological and social capital for men, women, urban and rural residents, and higher education background sample groups. However, the interaction was not significant in the sample group without higher education. In addition, the relationship between the happiness of rural residents and their educational background and gender was not significant.

Conclusion: We found that psychological and social capital have significant positive relationships and effects on happiness. Psychological capital demonstrated both direct and indirect influences on happiness, and further strengthens the influence of social capital on happiness. These results support a scheme to emphasize psychological support during the COVID-19 pandemic period to enhance the mental health of citizens.
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BACKGROUND

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on people’s psychological and subjective well-being (SWB), deeply impacted the global economy, and profoundly changed people’s lifestyles and social capital. In the process of combatting the pandemic, people were instructed to maintain social distancing, meaning that residents were now compelled to stay and work from home, which affected the quality and function of social networks. The combination of COVID-19 and anti-globalization has led to a global macroeconomic contraction, which has changed people’s perception of life. A greater number of citizens suffer from mental disorders, such as anxiety or depression. Therefore, it is urgent to study the influence of psychological and social capital on people’s SWB. While research in this area is rapidly evolving, several questions remain to be answered:


1.Does psychological capital promote the impact of social capital on happiness under COVID-19? Alternatively, at the technical level of research, do psychological capital and social capital have an interaction effect, and is this effect heterogeneous?

2.Does psychological capital have an indirect effect on happiness through social capital and, if so, to what extent? Alternatively, does social capital mediate the relationship between psychological capital and happiness?

3.What is the greater overall effect of psychological capital or social capital on happiness?



Such questions have significant theoretical and practical utility. Research has investigated SWB and happiness from multiple perspectives and fields across philosophy, psychology, sociology, ethics, and economics, finding that it is a largely heterogeneous construct. An important representative view in the field of happiness research suggests that an individual’s subjective happiness is measured by their characteristics in the environment. SWB, therefore, reflects the social functions of individuals and whether they adapt to the environment (Diener et al., 1999). This view has been adopted by many later researchers, who define happiness based on an individual’s subjective judgment as SWB; that is, SWB refers to the degree to which an individual feels contentment in his or her life (Diener, 2000).

Psychological capital comes from the field of positive psychology, especially positive organizational behavior, and has been widely referred to as PsyCap (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017). According to some researchers, psychological capital is a measurable and developable positive psychological ability (Luthans and Youssef, 2004) and suggest that it refers to a state of individuals in which they positively grow and develop. Psychological capital includes four dimensions: efficacy, hope, optimism, and tenacity (Ma et al., 2015; Mao and Tang, 2015). Psychological capital is also closely related to residents’ happiness (Ma et al., 2015) and is an important factor in promoting individual growth and development through the process of motivation stimulation (Wu et al., 2012). The concept also has a strong, direct, and positive relationship with happiness (Rabenu et al., 2016). Quantitative studies have shown that happiness is related to an individual’s internal psychological resources, particularly as it relates to hope and optimism for the future (Kun and Gadanecz, 2019). It is also generally believed that individuals with a higher level of psychological capital have higher SWB (Mao and Tang, 2015; Meng and Han, 2015).

Social networks are established based on people’s basic needs for relationships, a sense of belonging, and communication and social relationships (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Burroughs and Eby, 1998). These basic social relationship networks and rules are defined as social capital (Putnam and Leonardi, 1994), the concept of which builds on the work of previous researchers (Frey and Stutzer, 2002; Helliwell and Putnam, 2004; Crossley and Langdridge, 2005). Compared with traditional social capital based on blood relationships, a work-based social network has become an important aspect of the modern social capital of Chinese residents (Li and Zhu, 2014). The influence of social networks on personal happiness is complex, and positive social interactions can significantly improve personal happiness (Diener, 2009), or are occasionally negatively correlated (Bartolini et al., 2008; Sarracino, 2012). Through social networks, individuals can gain advantages in employment, income, and additional economic benefits (Powdthavee, 2008). Studies have further shown that single people tend to have a higher level of social capital, which is positively correlated with happiness (Kislev, 2020). Further work has found that trust, interaction, and social participation are positively correlated with happiness (Tsuruta et al., 2019).

Fukushima et al. (2021) conducted a stratified study on the moderating effects of individual social and psychological capital and found that the psychological connection of happiness was regulated by social capital at the community level, while social capital at the individual level had no significant moderating effects. In addition, Oshio (2016) further found that social capital at the individual level had a mediating effect on the impact of social capital at the community level on happiness. Further work has found that female managers with children rely on psychological capital to reduce the negative impact of work-family conflict on happiness (Machín-Rincón et al., 2020), and it has also been shown that psychological capital may indirectly affect individual behavior and state through intermediate variables (Vatan, 2015).

From the above summary, it is clear that the relationship between psychological and social capital and happiness has been extensively investigated, while other studies have focused more on mediating the effects of capital on happiness. However, the mediating effect of social capital on psychological capital and happiness is still unknown. In this study, we empirically analyze the mediating effects of social capital, the interaction between psychological and social capital, and the total effect of psychological and social capital on happiness.



DATA SOURCE AND MODEL SETTING


Data Source

The data used in this study were obtained from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) of the Institute of Social Science Survey (ISSS) of Peking University. Since the latest data are not available, the most recent observations are from 2018. The database contains data from questionnaires pertaining to individual and community-level, family member and household economics, self-reports, and parental reports on children. In this study, we solely focus on self-report and household economics data. Due to missing data, we obtained 28,184 valid samples after cleaning.



Variable Selection

We selected the following variables for analysis:

Happiness: This data were obtained from the question “How happy do you feel you are?” Responses were assigned values from 0 (low) to 10 (high), in which 10 indicates the highest level of happiness.

Psychological Capital: referred to as PsyCap, this construct refers to the general core psychological ability of an individual. We, therefore, extracted responses to the question “Please rate your confidence level for your future.” Answers to the question ranged from 0 to 5, with higher ratings representing higher confidence levels.

Social capital: Oshio (2016) analyzed four types of social capital—trust in neighbors, connection with neighbors, bond, and bridge. For residents in a typical “guanxi” society in China, the evaluation of “popularity relations with people” integrates the social capital at individual and regional (or community) levels, neighborhood relations, and social networks. We, therefore, conceptualized this construct based on the popularity relationship score, in which 0 represents the lowest level and 10 represents the highest level.

We also selected the following control variables:

Life satisfaction refers to the extent of satisfaction regarding one’s life, with higher scores reflecting higher life satisfaction. The health variable reflects the self-assessment of respondents of their own health, and after re-coding, higher scores indicated better health status.

An income class reflects income status and larger values indicate a higher income class. Crucially, we did not use the absolute value of residents’ income level of the index to measure income due to heterogeneous differences across levels of income in China, and so the absolute income level in different regions cannot be horizontally compared. We, therefore, used the relative index to adjust for this disparity.

Additionally, we selected gender, age, property ownership, trust in others, attitudes toward money, educational background, and type of residence (urban or rural) as control variables.



Model Settings


Ordered Probit Model

The ordered probit model assumes that each respondent has a personal real potential state of happiness Y, but that its real state is unmeasurable. Each respondent evaluated and assigned values according to their subjective happiness. We could only obtain the subjective ratings of the respondents’ happiness attitudes. In the following session, we assume that the Y* of resident is a linear function of the explanatory variable X: Y* =X ⋅β +ε, where β represents the coefficient vector, and the residuals follow a standard normal distribution. We can define Ck as the k segmented points of Y*. Respondents’ subjective happiness level was obtained based on the relative size of the real value of the Y* and k segmented points. Specifically, if an individual’s real happiness level meets Y* ≥ C9, an individual chooses Y = 10; if C5 ≤ Y* ≤ C6, an individual chooses Y = 6, and so on. Therefore, the following regression model can be set:

[image: image]

Where, Ctrsi is the control variable. In addition, the marginal effect of each independent variable on the dependent variable can be calculated by the following equation:

[image: image]

In equation (1), k = 0,1,2⋯⋯10, corresponds, respectively, to the different scores of subjective happiness. In equation (2), ϕ is the standard normal distribution cumulative function and [image: image] and [image: image] are the parameter estimate values obtained from the regression equation.



Structural Equation Model

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to estimate the mediating effects of social capital and test whether these effects were significant. This approach also allows the investigation of direct, indirect, and total effects of psychological capital and social capital on happiness, as well as a measure of which variable has a greater impact on an outcome variable.





EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS


Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics for each variable are presented in Table 1, while the statistics of the explanatory variables are shown in Table 2. Most of the samples had a subjective happiness score of 5 or more, and 58.44% of the samples reached 8.8 or more, indicating an overall high level of residents’ happiness. For psychological capital, the proportion of residents with great confidence in the future reached 44.22%, and those with relatively high confidence were 30.88%. The statistics of the social capital variables do not show any particular trend in the popularity relationship score, as the most popular residents accounted for 15.76% and most scores were in the middle/upper range (value range: 5–8).


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics.
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TABLE 2. PsyCap, SocCap, and Happi.
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Features of the Main Variables

The average values of happiness, psychological capital, and social capital are first discussed based on the basic attributes of residents (Table 3). First, for the comparison classification of happiness, the mean of happiness for female respondents was 7.50, which was higher than 7.46 for men. The average happiness of urban residents was 7.71 higher than the 7.39 of rural residents, which indicate that the overall happiness index of urban residents is higher than that of rural residents. The average happiness of residents with higher education backgrounds was 7.51, which was higher than the 7.42 for those without higher education. Second, for the classification and comparison of psychological capital, the mean of PsyCap of male residents was 4.14, slightly higher than the 4.13 for women. The PsyCap index of urban residents is slightly lower than that of rural residents. However, in terms of the classification of educational background, the PsyCap of residents with higher education backgrounds is lower than that of those without higher education. The PsyCap in the study used the key measurement index of future confidence, so the uneducated residents can be considered to be more confident in the future. Third, for the classified statistics of social capital, the mean of social capital for female residents was 7.16, which was higher than that of male residents. The index for rural residents is lower than that of urban residents. Significant differences in social capital are found among residents with different educational backgrounds. The average value of social capital of residents with higher education backgrounds was 7.23, which is significantly higher than the 6.97 for those without higher education. The social capital of this paper uses its core index, namely, the individual’s popularity relationship score; this means that higher education improves individuals’ capability to manage interpersonal relationships and obtain a wider range of networks and high-quality popularity.


TABLE 3. Mean analysis of the main variables.
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Regression Analyzes

As shown in Table 4, we first independently regressed the relationship between psychological capital and social capital on subjective happiness (Column 1 of Table 2). The regression result of PsyCap and social capital was significant at the 1% level, showing that improvements to PsyCap and social capital level can contribute to increased happiness. Column 2 shows the interaction between PsyCap and social capital, demonstrating that the impact of social capital on happiness is strengthened by PsyCap.


TABLE 4. Ordered probit regression.

[image: Table 4]
Column 3 illustrates the results by adding the relevant control variables. The regression coefficient of the health variable (Healt) was significantly positive, consistent with previous studies in this field. Thanks to the improvement of living standards in China, such as the continuous improvement of medical care, food quality, environment, and other conditions, the health level of residents has been continuously improving, corresponding with the increasing happiness among residents. The variable of local income class was significantly positive, indicating that personal income is positively correlated with subjective happiness. Interestingly, gender was a significantly negative predictor, indicating that, under the same conditions, it is easier for female residents to obtain happiness. One possible explanation for this is related to the profound changes in the survival and development environment of Chinese women. In the course of reform for over 40 years, the rights of Chinese women have made great progress. Women are no longer simply the traditional family role of “taking care of the husband and children,” and women’s rights in education, work, social activities, cultural, and political life have all grown significantly.

Property ownership also had a significant impact on happiness, in which owning property was a significant indicator of happiness. For those respondents without property ownership, some rent houses, and some live in places sponsored by employers. When conducting this survey, overall housing prices in China were rising, which also created disparities in wealth; this was particularly evident between those who own residences and those who do not, i.e., those who rent (Lin et al., 2012). Trust in strangers was significantly positively associated with happiness, suggesting that a greater willingness to believe strangers reflects a certain psychological quality of residents that is conducive to experiencing happiness. This psychological quality may be related to courage, generosity, cheerfulness, and other factors.

Attitudes toward money were significantly negatively related to happiness, indicating that a strong emphasis on money is not conducive to more happiness. While there was a significant relationship between subjective happiness with age, it was numerically smaller compared with the other variables. China prides itself on the traditional logic of “standing up in society at the age of 30 years, living without a doubt at the age of 40 years, and clarifying one’s destiny at the age of 50 years.” Therefore, elderly residents generally have stable families, more mature and stable social capital, and also more mature and optimistic PsyCap, which all contribute to happiness. In addition, the substantial improvement of material living standards and the continuous enrichment of residents’ cultural living space are also conducive to the sense of gain and happiness in elderly residents.

Interestingly, the educational background was found to be significantly negatively related to happiness, indicating residents without higher education are more prone to happiness. This may be explained by the fact that residents without higher education may experience a relatively simple environment in employment and a small living circle. This is in contrast to complex working and living environments, which can instigate the anxiety and depression often found in highly-educated people. In contrast, the urban vs. rural results showed that urban residents are more likely to experience happiness than rural residents. The explanation for this may be that urban residents tend to have more convenient living facilities, more employment opportunities, better educational conditions, and better social security.




MEDIATION ANALYZES

In the basic regression analyzes, we found significant interactive effects between PsyCap and social capital, in which PsyCap strengthened the impact of social capital on happiness. In SEM analysis, we investigated whether there is an intermediary effect between PsyCap and happiness.

In the SEM model, we took social capital as the mediating variable, PsyCap as the direct variable, and happiness as the outcome variable; other covariant variables remain unchanged. We additionally constructed several models in which variables including gender, education level, trust, income class, and age were considered covariant variables of social capital. All models are shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Mediation effect estimation results. Standardized parameter estimates and confidence intervals are in parentheses.


The fitness evaluation indexes of the structural equation are shown in Table 5, and the estimated results are in Figure 1. According to the adaptation index of the structural equation, the model designed is reasonable and the estimated effect is robust.


TABLE 5. Fit statistic of the model.

[image: Table 5]
Figure 1 shows the direct, indirect, and total effects using the normalization coefficient. Estimates of social capital on happiness demonstrated a positive effect within the confidence interval, confirming that PsyCap had a positive effect on social capital. Furthermore, we found an indirect effect of PsyCap on happiness. Finally, we also found a total effect of PsyCap on happiness.

We then compared the effects of psychological capital and social capital on happiness. The direct, indirect, and total effects are reported in Table 6 using standardized coefficients. Since we utilized standardized coefficients, the effect sizes are directly comparable.


TABLE 6. Direct, indirect, and total effects.

[image: Table 6]
The analyzes show that the effect of PsyCap on happiness was greater than that of social capital. Therefore, psychological capital has more influence than social capital on the subjective happiness of Chinese residents.



HETEROGENEITY ANALYSIS

To analyze the role of PsyCap and social capital on happiness in detail, we investigated the following variables more closely: gender, urban/rural residence, and educational background. Estimated results are shown in Table 7. Columns (1) and (2) show that PsyCap and social capital have a greater influence coefficient on the happiness of male residents. However, the interaction term of PsyCap and social capital shows that PsyCap can better promote the impact of social capital on female residents’ happiness. Compared with the data in columns (3) and (4), the influence coefficient of PsyCap on urban residents is greater than that of rural residents. However, the social capital coefficient of rural residents is greater than that of urban residents. If compared with rural residents, urban residents gain more happiness because of PsyCap, and if compared with urban residents, rural residents gain additional benefits through social capital to promote happiness. At the same time, PsyCap can better promote the impact of the social capital of urban residents on happiness.


TABLE 7. Results of the heterogeneity analyzes.
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We further found that the variable in urban residents was not significant. Specifically, we found that rural-dwelling men were less likely to be happy than rural women. Moreover, those rural residents with higher education backgrounds were less likely to be happy. In fact, most of the residents with higher education backgrounds in China choose to work in urban areas. College students who work and live in rural areas do not significantly account for this large section, because they have better knowledge and a broader vision, which, if failed to be applied, would decrease the sense of achievement. This phenomenon may result in cases of “high degree, low happiness” in rural areas. Columns (5) and (6) show the influence coefficient of PsyCap and social capital on happiness, demonstrating that these two factors have a greater influence on residents with higher education backgrounds than on residents without higher education. Interestingly, the interaction of psychological and social capital was not significant in the uneducated sample. This means that PsyCap does not significantly promote the effect of social capital on happiness in this particular group.



DISCUSSION

Although this topic is an important research direction in this field, our results represent only the beginning of such investigations into the mechanisms and pathways of the influence of psychological capital and social capital on residents’ mental health and happiness, suggesting many avenues for future work. In particular, it would be helpful to analyze related influencing factors.



CONCLUSION

In this study, both psychological capital (PsyCap) and social capital were found to have a significant positive relationship with happiness in Chinese residents. PsyCap had a direct and indirect impact on happiness, while social capital mediated the effect of psychological capital on happiness.
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