
EDITED BY : Margarida Pocinho, Soraia Garcês and Daniela Popa

PUBLISHED IN : Frontiers in Psychology

POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY 
IN EVERYDAY LIFE

https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18131/positive-psychology-in-everyday-life
https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18131/positive-psychology-in-everyday-life
https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18131/positive-psychology-in-everyday-life
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology


Frontiers in Psychology 1 June 2022 | Positive Psychology in Everyday Life

About Frontiers

Frontiers is more than just an open-access publisher of scholarly articles: it is a 

pioneering approach to the world of academia, radically improving the way scholarly 

research is managed. The grand vision of Frontiers is a world where all people have 

an equal opportunity to seek, share and generate knowledge. Frontiers provides 

immediate and permanent online open access to all its publications, but this alone 

is not enough to realize our grand goals.

Frontiers Journal Series

The Frontiers Journal Series is a multi-tier and interdisciplinary set of open-access, 

online journals, promising a paradigm shift from the current review, selection and 

dissemination processes in academic publishing. All Frontiers journals are driven 

by researchers for researchers; therefore, they constitute a service to the scholarly 

community. At the same time, the Frontiers Journal Series operates on a revolutionary 

invention, the tiered publishing system, initially addressing specific communities of 

scholars, and gradually climbing up to broader public understanding, thus serving 

the interests of the lay society, too.

Dedication to Quality

Each Frontiers article is a landmark of the highest quality, thanks to genuinely 

collaborative interactions between authors and review editors, who include some 

of the world’s best academicians. Research must be certified by peers before entering 

a stream of knowledge that may eventually reach the public - and shape society; 

therefore, Frontiers only applies the most rigorous and unbiased reviews. 

Frontiers revolutionizes research publishing by freely delivering the most outstanding 

research, evaluated with no bias from both the academic and social point of view.

By applying the most advanced information technologies, Frontiers is catapulting 

scholarly publishing into a new generation.

What are Frontiers Research Topics?

Frontiers Research Topics are very popular trademarks of the Frontiers Journals 

Series: they are collections of at least ten articles, all centered on a particular subject. 

With their unique mix of varied contributions from Original Research to Review 

Articles, Frontiers Research Topics unify the most influential researchers, the latest 

key findings and historical advances in a hot research area! Find out more on how 

to host your own Frontiers Research Topic or contribute to one as an author by 

contacting the Frontiers Editorial Office: frontiersin.org/about/contact

Frontiers eBook Copyright Statement

The copyright in the text of 
individual articles in this eBook is the 

property of their respective authors 
or their respective institutions or 

funders. The copyright in graphics 
and images within each article may 

be subject to copyright of other 
parties. In both cases this is subject 

to a license granted to Frontiers.

The compilation of articles 
constituting this eBook is the 

property of Frontiers.

Each article within this eBook, and 
the eBook itself, are published under 

the most recent version of the 
Creative Commons CC-BY licence. 

The version current at the date of 
publication of this eBook is 

CC-BY 4.0. If the CC-BY licence is 
updated, the licence granted by 

Frontiers is automatically updated to 
the new version.

When exercising any right under the 
CC-BY licence, Frontiers must be 

attributed as the original publisher 
of the article or eBook, as 

applicable.

Authors have the responsibility of 
ensuring that any graphics or other 
materials which are the property of 

others may be included in the 
CC-BY licence, but this should be 

checked before relying on the 
CC-BY licence to reproduce those 

materials. Any copyright notices 
relating to those materials must be 

complied with.

Copyright and source 
acknowledgement notices may not 
be removed and must be displayed 

in any copy, derivative work or 
partial copy which includes the 

elements in question.

All copyright, and all rights therein, 
are protected by national and 

international copyright laws. The 
above represents a summary only. 

For further information please read 
Frontiers’ Conditions for Website 

Use and Copyright Statement, and 
the applicable CC-BY licence.

ISSN 1664-8714 
ISBN 978-2-88976-440-2 

DOI 10.3389/978-2-88976-440-2

https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18131/positive-psychology-in-everyday-life
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
http://www.frontiersin.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/about/contact


Frontiers in Psychology 2 June 2022 | Positive Psychology in Everyday Life

POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY 
IN EVERYDAY LIFE
Topic Editors: 
Margarida Pocinho, University of Madeira, Portugal
Soraia Garcês, University of Madeira, Portugal
Daniela Popa, Transilvania University of Brașov, Romania

Citation: Pocinho, M., Garcês, S., Popa, D., eds. (2022). Positive Psychology in 
Everyday Life. Lausanne: Frontiers Media SA. doi: 10.3389/978-2-88976-440-2

https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18131/positive-psychology-in-everyday-life
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
http://doi.org/10.3389/978-2-88976-440-2


Frontiers in Psychology 3 June 2022 | Positive Psychology in Everyday Life

06 Editorial: Positive Psychology in Everyday Life

Margarida Pocinho, Soraia Garcês and Daniela Popa

12 Proactive Personality and Academic Engagement: The Mediating Effects 
of Teacher-Student Relationships and Academic Self-Efficacy

Peiyao Chen, Chenye Bao and Qiyang Gao

20 Book Review: Positive Psychology: The Basics

Zhiwu Zhang

22 The Meaning of Musicing in the Post-traumatic Growth of Individuals 
With Adventitious Visual Impairment: Applying the Life History Method by 
Mandelbaum

Hye Young Park

33 The Role of Geographical Area and Entrepreneurs’ Personality

Amaia Yurrebaso, Eva María Picado and Teresa Paiva

45 The Antecedents of Thriving at Work: A Meta-Analytic Review

Danping Liu, Siwen Zhang, Yanling Wang and Yufei Yan

64 Five Steps Towards Avoiding Narrative Traps in Decision-Making

Paul Dolan and Amanda Henwood

71 The Influence of Trust on Creativity: A Review

Yan Chen, Cheng Yu, Yuan Yuan, Fang Lu and Wangbing Shen

81 Effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Improving 
Subjective and Eudaimonic Well-Being in Healthy Individuals: A 
Randomized Controlled Trial

Teppei Kosugi, Akira Ninomiya, Maki Nagaoka, Zenta Hashimoto, 
Kyosuke Sawada, Sunre Park, Daisuke Fujisawa, Masaru Mimura and 
Mitsuhiro Sado

95 A Tale of Two Capitals: How Task-Oriented and Guanxi-Oriented 
Psychological Capitals Lead to a Sustainable Workforce in Rural China

Chunyan Xu, Dawei Wei, Jintao Liu and Jiaxian Zhou

109 The Impact of Social Support and Pregnancy on Subjective Well-Being: A 
Systematic Review

Buyantungalag Battulga, Marc Reginald Benjamin, Hong Chen and 
Enkhmandakh Bat-Enkh

130 Belief in a Just World and Moral Personality as Mediating Roles Between 
Parenting Emotional Warmth and Internet Altruistic Behavior

Ye Zhang, Liang Chen and Yumeng Xia

137 The Association Between the Subjective Exercise Experience of Chinese 
Women Participating in Square Dance and Group Cohesion: The 
Mediating Effect of Income

Yuting Sun, Peiyao Ji, Yan Wang and Hongying Fan

150 Linking Positive Psychology and Intercultural Competence by 
Movies: Evidence From Brunei and Romania

Daniela Popa, Florin Nechita, Yong Liu and Shirley Wei Lee Chin

Table of Contents

https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18131/positive-psychology-in-everyday-life
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology


Frontiers in Psychology 4 June 2022 | Positive Psychology in Everyday Life

162 Parents’ Emotion Management for Personal Well-Being When Challenged 
by Their Online Work and Their Children’s Online School

Ramona Henter and Laura Elena Nastasa

170 A Summary of Current Findings on Quality of Life Domains and a Proposal 
for Their Inclusion in Clinical Interventions

Patrick Jones and Peter D. Drummond

183 Prosocialness and Happiness in Chilean Student Teachers

Manuel Mieres-Chacaltana, Sonia Salvo-Garrido and Marianela Denegri

190 Positive Psychology in Poland Between 2001 and 2020: A Review of 
Available Articles

Marzanna Farnicka, Ludwika Wojciechowska and Łukasz Wojciechowski

195 Flow as a Key Predictor of Subjective Well-Being Among Chinese 
University Students: A Chain Mediating Model

Jun Wu, Mei Xie, Yao Lai, Yanhui Mao and Laszlo Harmat

209 The Combined Effects of Patient Activation and Relational Aspects on the 
Quality of Life in Atrial Fibrillation Patients

Jie Wang, Qin Wang, Zhipeng Bao, Yuanyuan Peng, Shenxinyu Liu, 
Tianxi Yu, Lin Wang, Gang Yang, Min Gao and Guozhen Sun

218 Youth in Residential Care: A Cross-Sectional Mediation Analysis of Youth’s 
Perceptions of Their Social Images, Self-Representations, and Adjustment 
Outcomes

Maria Manuela Calheiros, Carla Sofia Silva, Joana Nunes Patrício and 
Helena Carvalho

234 The Basic Empathy Scale in Chinese College Students: Adaptation and 
Psychometric Properties of a Revised Form

Yin Chen, Guangbo Dou and Liang Chen

242 Is Posttraumatic Growth Helpful in Overcoming Mental Health Disorders 
Due to COVID-19?: The Moderating Effect of Posttraumatic Growth in the 
Relationship Between COVID-19 and Psychological Health

Se-Ran Park and Sun-Young Im

253 Becoming More Rugged and Better Resourced: The R2 Resilience 
Program’s© Psychosocial Approach to Thriving

Michael Ungar and Philip Jefferies

263 The Effect of Place Attachment on Overseas Students’ Tourism 
Ambassador Behavior: A Mediation Role of Life Satisfaction

Xin Wang, Ivan Ka Wai Lai and Xinyu Liu

275 Communication, the Heart of a Relationship: Examining Capitalization, 
Accommodation, and Self-Construal on Relationship Satisfaction

Priscilla Maria De Netto, Kia Fatt Quek and Karen Jennifer Golden

295 Is Football or Badminton Associated With More Positive Affect? The Links 
Between Affects and Sports Club Membership Among French Adolescents

Alexis Barbry, Annie Carton, Jérémy Coquart, Hervé Ovigneur, 
Camille Amoura, Williams Nuytens and Gabor Orosz

304 Job Demands and Resources and Employee Well-Being in the Chinese 
Nonprofit Sector

Guosheng Deng, Chienchung Huang, Shannon P. Cheung and 
Shaoming Zhu

https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18131/positive-psychology-in-everyday-life
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology


Frontiers in Psychology 5 June 2022 | Positive Psychology in Everyday Life

313 Identifying and Shifting Disempowering Paradigms for Families of 
Children With Disability Through a System Informed Positive Psychology 
Approach

Sylvana Mahmic, Margaret L. Kern and Annick Janson

326 Enhancing Meaning in Life and Psychological Well-Being Among a 
European Cohort of Young Adults via a Gratitude Intervention

Natalia Czyżowska and Ewa Gurba

333 Wellbeing and Resilience in Tourism: A Systematic Literature Review 
During COVID-19

Margarida Pocinho, Soraia Garcês and Saúl Neves de Jesus

342 How Does Search for Meaning Lead to Presence of Meaning for Korean 
Army Soldiers? The Mediating Roles of Leisure Crafting and Gratitude

Jung In Lim, Jason Yu and Young Woo Sohn

353 Psychological Capital Profiles and Their Relationship With Internal 
Learning in Teams of Undergraduate Students

Rosa Lutete Geremias, Miguel Pereira Lopes and André Escórcio Soares

366 Validation of the French Version of the Positivity Scale (P Scale)

Alexis Vancappel, Robert Courtois, Marta Siragusa, Coraline Hingray, 
Christian Réveillère, Gianvittorio Caprara, Catherine Belzung and 
Wissam El-Hage

373 Innovative Housing Policy and (Vulnerable) Residents’ Quality of Life

Joanna Frątczak-Müller

384 Proactive Vitality Management, Work–Home Enrichment, and 
Performance: A Two-Wave Cross-Lagged Study on Entrepreneurs

Luca Tisu and Delia Vîrgă

400 Positive Development Based on the Teaching of Personal and Social 
Responsibility: An Intervention Program With Institutionalized Youngsters

Paulo Martins, António-José Gonzalez, Margarida Pedroso de Lima, 
João Faleiro and Luís Preto

412 Closeness to God, Spiritual Struggles, and Wellbeing in the First Year of 
College

Madison Kawakami Gilbertson, Shannon T. Brady, Tsotso Ablorh, 
Christine Logel and Sarah A. Schnitker

https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/18131/positive-psychology-in-everyday-life
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology


EDITORIAL
published: 01 June 2022

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.913569

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 June 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 913569

Edited and reviewed by:

Llewellyn Ellardus Van Zyl,

North West University, South Africa

*Correspondence:

Margarida Pocinho

mpocinho@staff.uma.pt

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to

Educational Psychology,

a section of the journal

Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 05 April 2022

Accepted: 18 May 2022

Published: 01 June 2022

Citation:

Pocinho M, Garcês S and Popa D

(2022) Editorial: Positive Psychology in

Everyday Life.

Front. Psychol. 13:913569.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.913569

Editorial: Positive Psychology in
Everyday Life
Margarida Pocinho 1,2*, Soraia Garcês 1,2 and Daniela Popa 3

1Department of Psychology, University of Madeira/CIERL, Funchal, Portugal, 2 Research Center for Tourism, Sustainability

and Well-Being, University of Algarve, Faro, Portugal, 3Department of Psychology, Education, and Teacher Training,

Transilvania University of Brasov, Brasov, Romania

Keywords: wellbeing, quality of life, positive education, multiculturalism, tourism, special needs, sport and arts,

positive work environment

Editorial on the Research Topic

Positive Psychology in Everyday Life

INTRODUCTION

Positive Psychology has been established as a major-based-evidence field of knowledge that aims
to understand how people can improve their lives, and ultimately, flourish. Studies have been
conducted since Seligman (2016) and Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2014) spearheaded this
movement of looking for the positive aspects of life rather than focusing on the negatives.

However, although the focus of studies in the area of positive psychology is on “cultivating
positive feelings, behaviors, or cognitions” (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009, p. 468), we wonder whether
beliefs about improved wellbeing in response to positive psychology interventions do not bias the
way we conduct research in this field. Recent studies show that moderators may exist in such
situations from both the characteristics of the activities designed in the interventions and those
of the research participants. Current research has shown that participation in activities aimed at
improving wellbeing positively biases the beliefs of people in the sample (Gander et al., 2022). It
is therefore more than likely that respondents will respond positively to tasks in research designs,
anticipating their beneficial purpose, engage in behaviors they would not ordinarily engage in, and
self-evaluate themselves as more effective than they actually are.

Despite, this growing concern, Positive Psychology has been extensively a target of research
which has led, so far, to interesting results. From the benefits of positive psychology interventions
in improving wellbeing and diminishing depression, anxiety or stress (Boiler et al., 2013; Carr et al.,
2020), to contributing to employees’ performance and productivity (Kour et al., 2019), to reducing
distress in people diagnosed with clinical disorders (Chakhsii et al., 2018), or even promoting
resilience and hope through specific interventions in schools settings (Platt et al., 2020). Positive
psychology practices have constructive impacts on people’s everyday lives such as reducing stress
and anxiety, increasing resilience and promoting self-growth, wellbeing, and quality of life. This
happens among different cultures, populations, contexts, and fields of knowledge, similar to the
results emphasized by current meta-analyses (Koydemir et al., 2021; van Agteren et al., 2021).

Positive psychology has undeniably been a “breath of fresh air” in promoting flourishing rather
than focusing only on remediation. Thus, this and other concerns most intensely discussed by each
of us today are found in the themes addressed by the research on this topic. It was this diversity of
results, doubts, and dispersion along with different fields of knowledge that inspire this Research
Topic. The aim of this Research Topic and e-book was to explore this possible “fragmentation”
of Positive Psychology and how it can lead to more dispersion or instead lead to a more
unified field.
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CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS RESEARCH
TOPIC

In this Research Topic, articles were collected that highlighted
the close connection between the 3 pillars of positive psychology
(Seligman et al., 2009). We observed how different positive
experiences, lived in various institutional settings, can
contribute to the development of personality traits. Although
this Research Topic appears to be an eclectic collection of
research, in fact, Positive Psychology in Everyday Life reflects
the multiple dimensions of the urban quotidian from an
integrative perspective.

With an international editorial team of researchers
specializing in Positive Psychology, this Research Topic has
attracted more than 35 publications from 134 authors from
around the world on different aspects of the topic. This
Research Topic includes studies from 19 countries: Portugal,
UK, Ireland, Italy, Spain, France, Sweden, Poland, Romania,
USA, Canada, Chile, China, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia,
and Brunei. Therefore, we are proud to bring together the
most current theory and practice regarding positive psychology
across disciplines, such as Wellbeing, Education, Tourism,
Social and Organizational settings, Special needs, and Positive
Psychology inmultidisciplinary fields, including communication,
multiculturalism, psychometrics, and cross-cultural studies.

These studies include cutting-edge ideas and research that
explore multidisciplinary approaches to positive psychology in
daily life and how these can contribute to reshaping the field
or moving into a new “wave” of positive psychology. All studies
main goals are summarized in Table 1.

The articles in this Research Topic focused on a wide
variety of populations across the lifespan and included those
suffering from psychological/mental problems as well as healthy
children and adults. The studies were conducted in a variety
of settings—schools, universities, residential care, business,
tourism, and in the community—suggesting that positive
psychology interventions can be done anytime and anywhere and
included both short-term and long-term interventions. Beyond
this, the research included in this topic has covered a wide
range of methodologies, from experimental and correlational
studies to systematic and comprehensive reviews. There have also
been several articles that focused on participants’ experiences.
However, from this diversity 6 big clusters of topics also emerged.

Positive Education
One of the education studies explores the influence of parental
emotional warmth on 893 college students’ altruistic behavior
in the virtual environment, as well as, and the mediating
roles of personal belief in a just world and positive moral
personality traits (Zhang et al.). The study by Mieres-Chacaltana
et al. showed a positive relationship between prosocialness
and happiness in a sample of 224 students and teachers. In
positive psychology, spirituality is an important variable, but
often an overlooked aspect of the self that may affect college
students’ wellbeing and belonging. The study by Gilbertson
et al. examined closeness to God and spiritual struggles as
predictors of first-year college students’ wellbeing. Other research

investigated a conceptual model by testing flow experience
and subjective wellbeing of 1.109 university students during
COVID-19 considering their underlying academic self-efficacy
and self-esteem (Wu et al.). In another interesting research, the
relationship between psychological capital profiles and internal
learning in teams was analyzed. The student profile with the
highest scores in self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience
exhibited also the highest scores of internal learning in teams;
there was no significant relationship between the profile with
a positive combination between self-efficacy and hope and
the profile that presents the optimism as the only positive
psychological capability (Geremias et al.). Similarly, Dolan and
Henwood examined how narratives provide simple rules about
how we might live and what our decision-making priorities
ought to be. Chen, Bao et al. showed the positive effects
of Teacher-Student Relationships and Academic Self-Efficacy
on Proactive Personality and Academic Engagement with 549
children. In another spectrum of positive education, parents’
emotional management was highly required during the COVID-
19 lockdown, juggling their job as it moved online with being
a parent of a child whose school was online and that proved to
be a challenge for many (Henter and Nastasa). The authors also
investigated the participants’ level of flourishing, as these changes
impacted differently on every parent’s wellbeing. The analysis of
the data provided us with the opportunity to make a series of
recommendations for parents’ wellbeing in such a situation, as
the prospect of continuing to work and learn online in the future
seems very real. The need to set clear boundaries between the
roles played in these settings emerged as the main objective of
future therapeutic interventions based on positive psychology.

Quality of Life of Special Needs and
Vulnerable Populations
The Research Topics also gathered a cluster of articles that
focused on the benefits of positive psychology approaches with
vulnerable and special needs populations, where there was
a strong emphasis on improving the social and emotional
wellbeing and quality of life. Thus, Jones and Drummond
did a summary of current findings on quality of life and
wellbeing domains and a proposal for their inclusion in clinical
interventions. Also, Fratczak-Müller investigated the efficacy of
implementing a positive social housing program in increasing
the quality of life of vulnerable people. Likewise, Calheiros et al.
analyzed youth in residential care, through a cross-sectional
mediation analysis of youth’s perceptions of their social images,
self-representations, and adjustment outcomes. The results
emphasize the relevance of stimulating positive SR, by showing
that they can be a protective factor for youth in residential
care. In another study Wang et al. explored the influence of
patient activation (PA) and relational aspects on the quality of
life (QoL) in patients with Atrial Fibrillation (AF) for developing
measures to improve PA and QoL. Park investigated individuals
with adventitious visual impairment acquired during adulthood
through a traumatic event, for an in-depth and contextual
understanding of the factors and processes that led to positive
changes in their life. Another research from Mahmic et al.
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TABLE 1 | Summary of the contributions to this Research Topic.

No. Authors Title of contribution Main objectives

1 Chen, Bao et al. Proactive Personality and Academic Engagement:

The Mediating Effects of Teacher-Student

Relationships and Academic Self-Efficacy

The current study aimed to investigate the relationship between proactive

personality and academic engagement.

2 Liu et al. The Antecedents of Thriving at Work: A

Meta-Analytic Review

In this study, a systematic and comprehensive meta-analysis of the

relationship between thriving at work and its antecedents is conducted.

3 Farnicka et al. Positive Psychology in Poland Between 2001 and

2020: A Review of Available Articles

Thirty intentionally selected articles were analyzed in terms of research

objectives, variables, and measurement tools they described.

4 Mahmic et al. Identifying and Shifting Disempowering Paradigms

for Families of Children with Disability Through a

System Informed Positive Psychology Approach

Critically examine typical approaches to disability care for families of young

children, describe the importance of a systems-informed positive

psychology (SIPP) approach to care, and identify the existence of two

dominant paradigms, disability is a disadvantage and experts know best.

5 Zhang et al. Belief in a Just World and Moral Personality as

Mediating Roles Between Parenting Emotional

Warmth and Internet Altruistic Behavior

This study explores the influence of parental emotional warmth on college

students’ Internet altruistic behavior, and the mediating roles of personal

belief in a just world and positive moral personality traits.

6 Yurrebaso et al. The Role of Geographical Area and Entrepreneurs’

Personality

This study proposed a line of research on entrepreneurship based on the

analysis of personality traits and geographical area. Its objective is to identify

whether certain personality traits or sociocultural variables typical of a

particular geographical area influence those who have already started an

entrepreneurial activity to keep it up, in other words, to maintain their

entrepreneurial intention.

7 Park The Meaning of Musicing in the Post-traumatic

Growth of Individuals With Adventitious Visual

Impairment: Applying the Life History Method by

Mandelbaum

This study investigated individuals with adventitious visual impairment (AVI)

acquired during adulthood through a traumatic event, for an in-depth and

contextual understanding of the factors and processes that led to positive

changes in their post-traumatic growth.

8 Dolan and Henwood Five Steps Towards Avoiding Narrative Traps in

Decision-Making

Using the uncertainty surrounding COVID-19 as an illustration, we show

how a narrative to preserve life has become dominant, and we illustrate how

it has been reinforced by several behavioral biases. We argue that being

able to identify and critically evaluate the impact of dominant narratives is

vital to ensuring optimal decision-making.

9 Sun et al. The Association Between the Subjective Exercise

Experience of Chinese Women Participating in

Square Dance and Group Cohesion: The Mediating

Effect of Income

The study aimed to examine the relationship between the subjective

exercise experience of participating in square dance and group cohesion

and whether some variables (e.g., age, education, duration, income level,

and work) play a role as mediators in the association with subjective

exercise experience and group cohesion.

10 Kosugi et al. Effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive

Therapy for Improving Subjective and Eudaimonic

Well-Being in Healthy Individuals: A Randomized

Controlled Trial

The present study examines the feasibility of mindfulness-based cognitive

therapy and its effectiveness for improving subjective and eudaimonic

wellbeing among community residents.

11 Chen, Yu et al. The Influence of Trust on Creativity: A Review The goal of this study is to investigate how trust influences creativity by

summarizing existing findings of diverse empirical studies.

12 Battulga et al. The Impact of Social Support and Pregnancy on

Subjective Well-Being: A Systematic Review

This review aims to examine the extended association of being pregnant

and SS on the SWB of pregnant women.

13 Vancappel et al. Validation of the French Version of the Positivity

Scale (P Scale)

The purpose of this study is to assess the psychometric properties of the

French version of the Positivity scale (P scale), a self-report measure of

positivity, which is the tendency to view and address life and experience

with a positive outlook

14 Xu et al. A Tale of Two Capitals: How Task-Oriented and

Guanxi-Oriented Psychological Capitals Lead to a

Sustainable Workforce in Rural China

The study aims to explore the complex relationships linking Psychological

Capital and organizational commitment in a sample of public civil servants

at the township level in the rural areas of northwestern China.

15 Barbry et al. Is Football or Badminton Associated With More

Positive Affect? The Links Between Affects and

Sports Club Membership Among French

Adolescents

The purpose of this study is to examine the differences between the

affective benefits of specific sports in a group of adolescents.

16 Gilbertson et al. Closeness to God, Spiritual Struggles, and

Wellbeing in the First Year of College

The study aims to examine how closeness to God and spiritual struggles

are associated with wellbeing and belonging.

17 Wu et al. Flow as a Key Predictor of Subjective Well-Being

Among Chinese University Students: A Chain

Mediating Model

The study aims to investigate a conceptual model by testing flow

experience of university students and their subjective wellbeing relation via

considering the underlying mechanisms of academic self-efficacy and

self-esteem within such a relationship.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

No. Authors Title of contribution Main objectives

18 Calheiros et al. Youth in Residential Care: A Cross-Sectional

Mediation Analysis of Youth’s Perceptions of Their

Social Images, Self-Representations, and

Adjustment Outcomes

This study aimed to analyze the indirect associations between residential

care youth’s MR and their psychological adjustment (i.e., externalizing and

internalizing problems) through their self-representations (SR) and test the

moderating role of youth’s age and residential unit size in those associations.

19 Mieres-Chacaltana

et al.

Prosocialness and Happiness in Chilean Student

Teachers

The aim of the study was to evaluate the relation between prosocialness

and happiness in a sample of student teachers

20 Ungar and Jefferies Becoming More Rugged and Better Resourced:

The R2 Resilience Program’s© Psychosocial

Approach to Thriving

This paper reviews the justification for a multisystemic approach to

designing resilience interventions and then explains the process of

implementation of the R2 resilience program.

21 Jones and Drummond A Summary of Current Findings on Quality of Life

Domains and a Proposal for Their Inclusion in

Clinical Interventions

The objective of this study is to both investigate QoL domains relevant to

clinical interventions and, if applicable to identify feasible avenues for their

inclusion by clinicians seeking to improve intervention efficacy.

22 Pocinho et al. Wellbeing and Resilience in Tourism: A Systematic

Literature Review During COVID-19

This research aims to analyze early positive approaches and attitudes to

respond to the negative impact of COVID-19 in tourism everyday activities

that have at its core wellbeing and resilience.

23 Popa et al. Linking Positive Psychology and Intercultural

Competence by Movies: Evidence From Brunei and

Romania

This study investigates the wellbeing associated with learning the meanings

of being different and growing in emotional resilience, flexibility, and

openness to other cultures through movies.

24 Czyzowska and Ewa

Gurba

Enhancing Meaning in Life and Psychological

Well-Being Among a European Cohort of Young

Adults via a Gratitude Intervention

The aim of the research was to explore how a gratitude intervention will

affect the sense of meaning in life, psychological wellbeing, general health

and perceived stress among young adults.

25 Henter and Nastasa Parents’ Emotion Management for Personal

Well-Being When Challenged by Their Online Work

and Their Children’s Online School

The study aims to investigate the relationship between parents’ emotional

intelligence and their ability to manage their emotions during this COVID-19

lockdown,

26 Fratczak-Müller Innovative Housing Policy and (Vulnerable)

Residents’ Quality of Life

This study focus on is the process of implementing the social housing policy

and its impact on increasing the quality of life (QOL) of vulnerable people.

27 Wang et al. The Combined Effects of Patient Activation and

Relational Aspects on the Quality of Life in Atrial

Fibrillation Patients

This study aims to explore the influence of patient activation (PA) and

relational aspects on the quality of life (QoL) in patients with Atrial Fibrillation

(AF) for developing measures to improve PA and QoL

28 Tisu and Vîrgă Proactive Vitality Management, Work–Home

Enrichment, and Performance: A Two-Wave

Cross-Lagged Study on Entrepreneurs

This study provides a cross-lagged examination of the relationships

between proactive vitality management, work–home enrichment, and

entrepreneurial performance

29 Lim et al. How Does Search for Meaning Lead to Presence of

Meaning for Korean Army Soldiers? The Mediating

Roles of Leisure Crafting and Gratitude

This study aimed to investigate the mechanisms of how individuals living in

life-threatening and stressful situations obtain meaning in life, by

investigating the mediating roles of leisure crafting and gratitude.

30 Wang et al. The Effect of Place Attachment on Overseas

Students’ Tourism Ambassador Behavior: A

Mediation Role of Life Satisfaction

This study attempts to examine the effect of place attachment and student

life satisfaction on Mainland Chinese students’ word-of-mouth (WOM)

recommendations and their Ambassador Behavioral (AB) intention.

31 De Netto et al. Communication, the Heart of a Relationship:

Examining Capitalization, Accommodation, and

Self-Construal on Relationship Satisfaction

In this study, accommodation and capitalization, were explored concurrently

to disentangle the unique associations and influence on relationship

satisfaction. The study also sought to understand the moderating effects of

culture in terms of interdependent self-construal on the link between these

two communication processes and relationship satisfaction.

32 Park and Im Is Posttraumatic Growth Helpful in Overcoming

Mental Health Disorders Due to COVID-19?: The

Moderating Effect of Posttraumatic Growth in the

Relationship Between COVID-19 and Psychological

Health

The aim of this study was to investigate the effects of restrictions and

concerns related to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) on

depression, anxiety, and committed action, and examine whether

posttraumatic growth (PTG) serves as a protective factor for mental health.

33 Chen, Dou et al. The Basic Empathy Scale in Chinese College

Students: Adaptation and Psychometric Properties

of a Revised Form

This study aimed to revise the Chinese version of the Basic Empathy Scale

for college students.

34 Geremias et al. Psychological Capital Profiles and Their Relationship

With Internal Learning in Teams of Undergraduate

Students

This study aims to analyze the relationship between psychological capital

profiles and internal learning in teams.

35 Deng et al. Job Demands and Resources and Employee

Well-Being in the Chinese Nonprofit Sector

This study applies the job demands and resources (JD-R) model to

investigate JD-R’s relations to employee wellbeing (EWB) among Chinese

foundation employees.

36 Martins et al. Positive Development Based on the Teaching of

Personal and Social Responsibility: An Intervention

Program With Institutionalized Youngsters

This study aims to evaluate the effects of an intervention geared toward

teaching life skills through sport to youngsters who had been committed.
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showed the efficacy of a System of a positive psychology approach
to identify and shift disempowering paradigms for families
of children with disability. Finally, the article of Czyzowska
and Gurba showed that strengthening the sense of meaning
in life and psychological wellbeing brings benefits for mental
health to a group of young adults particularly vulnerable to
mental problems.

Social and Organizational Positive
Psychology
In the field of social and organizational psychology, several
studies showed the benefits of the use of positive psychology
“personality” in everyday work life. The role of geographical
area and entrepreneurs’ personality by Yurrebaso et al.
proposed a line of research on entrepreneurship based on
the analysis of positive personality traits. Thus, the profile
of the entrepreneur, who maintains a high entrepreneurial
intention, would be characterized by a high internal locus
of control, a low external locus of control, high self-efficacy,
proactivity, risk-taking tendencies, and personal initiative. Xu
et al. indicated psychological capital as a positive variable in
influencing employees’ behavior and its role in maintaining a
sustainable workforce in underprivileged rural China. Deng et al.
investigated the factors that contribute to employee wellbeing
among non-profit sectors. In the same way, Tisu and Vîrgă
provided a cross-lagged examination of the relationships between
proactive vitality management, work–home enrichment, and
entrepreneurial performance. Liu et al. conducted a systematic
and comprehensive meta-analysis of the relationship between
thriving at work and its antecedents, based on a positive
psychological state. Chen, Yu et al. investigated how trust
influences creativity by summarizing existing findings of various
empirical studies.

Psychometric Research
The need for measures with good psychometric proprieties
was also seen in the two studies that focused on psychometric
research. One of the studies focused on the validation of the
French Version of the Positive Scale (Vancappel et al.), a self-
report measure of positivity, which is the tendency to view and
address life and experience with a positive approach. The other
was an adaptation of the Chinese version of the Basic Empathy
Scale, with a sample of 805 college students (Chen, Dou et al.).
This study showed that emotion and empathy have a significant
correlation with gratitude and altruism online.

Sports and Arts
Barbry et al. indicated the links between positive affect and
sports club membership among French adolescents. Sun et al.
explored physical and mental health issues in middle-aged
women, demonstrating that participation in square dancing
can increase women’s positive subjective wellbeing and has the
potential to reduce their negative emotions, which can improve
their long-term health. According to Martins et al., from the
standpoint of the school settings, sports participation constitutes
a key strategy concerning the manifestation of positive behaviors
that result from the development of personal and social

responsibility. Thus, this article validated a positive development
of sports intervention with institutionalized youngsters, based
on the teaching of personal and social responsibility. Linking
positive psychology and intercultural competence through
movies was the research of Popa et al. from Brunei and
Romania. Cultural consumption provides numerous benefits
for individuals, especially for younger generations. Imaginary
travel narratives can shape people’s perceptions about other
cultures and thus are useful tools for developing positive
intercultural competencies.

Improving Wellbeing
Kosugi et al. unveiled the effectiveness of mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy for improving subjective and eudaimonic
wellbeing in healthy individuals. The study of the processes
that enrich positive relationships has been an under-researched
area within positive psychology practice (De Netto et al.). The
authors consider communication as the heart of a relationship,
examining capitalization, accommodation, and self-construal
on relationship satisfaction. Another article examined the
posttraumatic growth helpful in overcoming mental health
disorders due to COVID-19. It showed the moderating effect
of posttraumatic growth in the relationship between COVID-
19 and psychological health (Park and Im). A systematic
review conducted by Battulga et al. demonstrated that subjective
wellbeing (SWB) has a protective role in mental health
maintenance and is prone to change during short stressful
moments, such as pregnancy. An intervention resilience program
focused on self-regulation and academic success, the R2
Resilience Program, was applied to clients of urban social services
to workers in a long-term care facility, managers in the health
care sector, staff of a Fortune 500 corporation, students in a
primary to grade 12 school, and adult volunteers affiliated with
an international NGO (Ungar and Jefferies). In another paper
on this Research Topic it is said that many studies establish that
finding meaning in life reduces stress and promotes physical
and psychological wellbeing. However, extant literature focuses
on meaning in life among the general population (e.g., college
students or office workers). The study presented on this issue
includes Korean army soldiers and aims to understand how the
search for meaning leads to the presence of meaning by the
mediating roles of leisure crafting and gratitude (Lim et al.). In
Farnicka et al., the study showed that life satisfaction and mental
wellbeing were the main subjects of interests by researchers
in Poland. Finally, two papers on this Research Topic focused
on the tourism field. One was a systematic literature review
during COVID-19 about wellbeing and resilience in tourism,
by Pocinho et al. Results showed that a positive and resilient
approach to dealing with the adverse outcomes of the pandemic is
a concern for stakeholders and the future of the organizations in
the tourism and hospitality sector, as is tourists’ wellbeing. Other
research explored the effect of place attachment on overseas

students’ tourism ambassador behavior: a mediation role of life

satisfaction, as a hotspot in positive psychology in recent years
(Wang et al.).

Overall, while this strong and evidence-based body of

knowledge and studies about positive psychology is a major
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enabler in advancing the research in this field and bringing

practical tools and insights for improving peoples’ everyday
lives, these clusters of information provide an equally vast
dispersion of research across disciplines. However, at the same
time, these clusters show us that Positive Psychology can be
part of everyone’s daily lives. While a so-called fragmentation
can be seen when we think of the multiple fields, techniques,
variables and populations that were target of the different
studies that compile this Research Topic, in this dispersion
we can also see its importance and maybe its unification.
Positive Psychology theory and practice are sought ought in
every context: education, research (psychometrics), sports, arts,
social settings and organizations; by a diversity of people
including specific populations such as special needs and in
disadvantages situations; with a common ground: improving
wellbeing. In this, we can see how the dispersion of themes
and interests in research can also be proof that positive
psychology is possible in everyday’s live, and in so, we can see its
potential for a more fulfilling life in every place, culture, context
and environment.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, positive psychology and its immeasurable
associated variables have been the focus of a large amount of
research as perhaps no other so young a science has been to date.
Although fragmentation of the field in multiple directions can be
seen, this does not undermine the positive benefits of this field, it
highlights that today, maybe more than ever, positive psychology
is needed in everyone’s everyday life.
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A proactive personality provides students with strong competitiveness in academic

learning. However, previous research primarily focused on the effects of the big

five facets, and less attention was paid to proactive personality which shows more

incremental validity in learning. The current study aimed to investigate the relationship

between proactive personality and academic engagement. The sample consisted of

519 students (245 females, 274 males; Mage = 10.20, SD = 0.891). The study

used Mplus 7.0 software to establish structural equation models (SEM). The results

showed a significant positive relationship between proactive personality and academic

engagement. Teacher-student relationships and academic self-efficacy were found to

fully mediate separately between proactive personality and academic engagement.

Moreover, the serial mediator model indicated that proactive personality was sequentially

related to academic engagement through teacher-student relationships and academic

self-efficacy. The implications for learning and teaching are discussed.

Keywords: proactive personality, academic engagement, teacher-student relationships, academic self-efficacy,

elementary school students

INTRODUCTION

Academic engagement, defined as students’ active participation in and emotional commitment to
learning (Casuso-Holgado et al., 2013), has a critical role in academic success (Wang and Eccles,
2012; Kwon et al., 2018). That is, students with a high level of academic engagement are more likely
to concentrate on learning and achieve higher academic performance (Wang and Holcombe, 2010;
Kwon et al., 2018). On the contrary, those with a low level of engagement may fail exams, drop out
of school, and have problems in behaviors (Fredricks et al., 2004; Chipchase et al., 2017).

Previous research found the big five personalities can significantly predict academic engagement
(Bakker et al., 2015; Sulea et al., 2015; Closson and Boutilier, 2017). More specifically, openness
to experience (Bakker et al., 2015) and conscientiousness (Sulea et al., 2015) were positively
associated with academic engagement, while neuroticism was not significantly related to academic
engagement (Closson and Boutilier, 2017). However, theorists have argued that, when trying to
associate personality traits to a specific criterion, the criterion-related validity of basic personality
traits maybe not be specifically suited to explaining the outcome (Hough and Schneider, 1996).

Proactive personality, which refers to a “stable disposition to take personal initiative in a broad
range of activities and situations” (Seibert et al., 2001, p. 847), was found to have more incremental
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validity regarding motivation to learn than the big five
personality traits (Major et al., 2006). Motivation to learn (i.e.,
the desire to engage in development activities) and academic
engagement are distinct constructs, but at their essence, they
share fundamental properties. As such, we speculated that
proactive personality may be related to academic engagement.
In the current study, we focused on examining whether students
with a higher level of proactive personality tend to engage more
in learning activities. In addition, certain theorists pointed out
that personality might have an effect on academic behavior not
directly but through behavior-related variables (Chen and Astor,
2011; Charalampous and Kokkinos, 2014). Based on the model of
reciprocal causation (MRC; Bandura, 1989) and social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 2007), this study also investigated the extent
to which teacher-student relationships and self-efficacy act as
mediators in the relationship between proactive personality and
academic engagement.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Proactive Personality and Academic
Engagement
Proactive personality can significantly predict academic
engagement (Major et al., 2012). Students with proactive
personalities are more likely to succeed than passive students
(McNall and Michel, 2011). Proactive individuals tend to scan
for opportunities, look for all possibilities to utilize resources,
and shape the environment (Parker and Collins, 2010). They
have a higher level of persistence, demonstrate initiate to
overcome difficulties from unexpected environments, and
involve themselves to fulfill their ambitions (Hu et al., 2020).
For example, Major et al. (2012) found that students with a
higher level of proactive personality were less likely to disengage
and used fewer avoidant strategies to reduce effort or give up
in stressful situations. Moreover, Zhu et al. (2017) found that
proactive students reported higher academic performance in
a stressful situation than passive students. In addition, Islam
et al. (2018) found students who had a proactive personality
undertook more responsibility in academic citizenship behavior
and helped other students engage in extracurricular activities.

Teacher-Student Relationships as a
Mediator
A stable tendency to observe and understand the world may
have an effect on how students perceive teacher behavior
(Charalampous and Kokkinos, 2014). Previous research has
shown that different personalities traits foster different teacher-
student relationships (Zee et al., 2013; Charalampous and
Kokkinos, 2014). For example, Charalampous and Kokkinos
(2014) found that students with high levels of extraversion
experience more teacher proximity, while those with high levels
of neuroticism experience less. Furthermore, their research also
found that perceiving teacher proximity had an effect on students’
achievement and simultaneously mediated the relationship
between personality traits and students’ achievement. According
to MRC, “behavior, cognition, and other personal factors, and

environmental influences, all operate as interacting determinants
that influence each other bidirectionally” (Bandura, 1989, p.
2). Personal factors may influence individuals’ behavior, as
well as how they perceive the environment. Teacher-student
relationships, as a crucial role in helping students to solve
problems, may be a potential candidate.

Teacher-student relationships refer to students’ sense that
they have positive interactions with their teachers, and that
their teachers are supportive of their learning needs (Collie
et al., 2016). A large number of studies found that teacher-
student relationships were associated with academic engagement
(Gehlbach et al., 2012; Pianta et al., 2012; Varga, 2017; Hughes
and Cao, 2018). As students spend at least one-quarter of their
waking time in school, teacher-student relationships provide the
potential for classroom resources and catalyze important benefits
for student engagement in class (Hughes et al., 2008). Numerical
research has also well documented the relationship between
teacher-student relationships and academic engagement across
different educational contexts and ethnicities (Den Brok et al.,
2010; Christenson et al., 2012; Pianta et al., 2012). Moreover,
Chen and Astor (2011) recruited more than 14,000 students from
Taiwan and found that students with negative personalities were
less likely to build teacher-student relationships, which further
inhibited students engaging in learning.

Proactive personality may be a key internal factor in dealing
with teacher-student relationships. Theoretically, students with
proactive personalities may actively ask teachers questions, share
life experiences with teachers, obey classroom rules, and comply
with class discipline to build good teacher-student relationships.
However, to the best of our knowledge, no study explores
the relationship between proactive personality and teacher-
student relationships. There were several indirect evidences
(Sanchez-Cardona et al., 2012; Charalampous and Kokkinos,
2014; Hua et al., 2020; Hu et al., 2020). For example, Hu et al.
(2020) found that students with a proactive personality tend
to show more psychological comfort, acquaintance their with
social environment (i.e., like interacting with professors), and
social adjustment.

Academic Self-Efficacy as a Mediator
According to the social cognitive theory that individuals should
be concerned “not with what one has, but with the belief in
what one can do with whatever resources one can muster” to
carry out tasks (Bandura, 2007), academic self-efficacy may be
another mediator between proactive personality and academic
engagement. Academic self-efficacy is defined as students’
judgment of their own capabilities to carry out school-related
activities (Schunk, 1991), which equips students for powerful
thinking and confidence (Bandura, 1986). Existing research
revealed that academic self-efficacy was positively related to
academic engagement (Bandura, 1977; Sanchez-Cardona et al.,
2012; Siu et al., 2014; Martin and Rimm-Kaufman, 2015; Olivier
et al., 2019; Ozkal, 2019). Students with high academic self-
efficacy are more willing to spend extra energy and time to
complete learning tasks; thus, they concentrate more on school-
related activities (Siu et al., 2014). Contrastingly, students with
low self-efficacy tend to dwell on past mistakes and reduce
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their efforts when facing difficult tasks (Bandura, 1977). For
example, Ozkal (2019) found that self-efficacy for learning could
significantly predict academic engagement. Moreover, one study
with 387 fifth-grade elementary school students indicated that if
a student enters the classroom environment with strong internal
resources (e.g., self-efficacy), the student may be well-equipped
to face the challenges presented, resulting in more learning
engagement (Martin and Rimm-Kaufman, 2015). Additionally,
Sanchez-Cardona et al. (2012) conducted longitudinal research
and reported that from 37 students, those with higher openness
traits tended to consider demands as challenges and used all
available resources to promote engagement.

Proactive personality can significantly predict academic self-
efficacy (Lin et al., 2014; Hua et al., 2020). Students who
have a higher level of proactive personality are more likely to
build a strong belief that they can succeed, which contributes
toward them achieving goals (Lin et al., 2014). For example,
Lin et al. (2014) conducted a longitudinal study and found
that students possessing highly proactive personalities were
more likely to utilize available resources to improve situations
and persistently achieve goals. Furthermore, they found that a
proactive personality could predict later academic self-efficacy.
Moreover, Hua et al. (2020) found that students with a proactive
personality showed a higher level of adjustment self-efficacy,
which further influenced their academic behavior.

Sequential Pathway
Proactive personality may influence academic engagement
through teacher-student relationships and academic self-efficacy
sequentially. Theoretically, proactive students tend to create
an optimal environment and build better relationships with
teachers. Supportive teacher-student relationships provide care,
attention, and positive emotion for students to develop a healthy
learning psychology and build self-confidence, establishing
a higher self-efficacy (Xu and Qi, 2019). With a fruitful
environment and powerful motivation, students are more willing
to engage in school-related activities. Therefore, the current study
hypothesized that personality variables may influence behavior
through environment and internal variables.

The Current Study
In China, elementary school students frequently face fierce
competition and high pressure to pass exams, obtain a good
public ranking of academic performance, and complete a high
amount of homework (Hesketh et al., 2010). Under these
circumstances, better engagement helps them to reach an
outstanding performance and obtain academic success (Caruth,
2018). Thus, understanding the ways in which we can engage
elementary school students in their education is important.

On the basis of the MRC, social cognitive theory, and
previous research, the current study hypothesized that proactive
personality would predict academic engagement (H1), and the
relationship would be mediated by teacher-student relationships
(H2) and academic self-efficacy (H3). Moreover, teacher-student
relationships and academic self-efficacy could mediate this link
sequentially (H4). Structural model as follows (Figure 1).

METHODS

Participants and Procedure
In this study, 519 participants were recruited from two
elementary schools in Yue Cheng District, Shaoxing City, China.
Mean participant age was 10.29 years (SD = 0.849) from grade
four to five, with a range of 9 to 14 years; 274 (52.8%) were boys
and 245 (47.2%) were girls.

The present study obtained students and school consent
as well as ethical approval from the ethical committee of
Shaoxing University. The reference code corresponding to the
approval of the research by the ethics committee was 2021-
002. Considering that children’s vocabulary and reading skills
has an impact on their understanding of questionnaire items,
the study recruited students from the fourth and fifth grades,
who master 2500 to 3000 words and comprehend the meaning
and emotional expression of sentences (Xiong, 2004, p. 77). In
addition, as the Modern Chinese Word List showed that 2500
words cover 97.97% of written documents (Lou and Wang,
1987, p. 3), students from grade four to five may be unable to
complete self-report scales. The questionnaire was administrated
in a classroom setting. Students were first required to provide
their demographic information. Thereafter, the research assistant
instructed them to complete scales that assessed proactive
personality, teacher-student relationships, academic self-efficacy,
and academic engagement. The time taken to complete each scale
was 25, 30, 30, and 25 min, respectively.

Measures
Proactive Personality Scale
The current study recruited professional translators to translate
the Proactive Personality Scale, developed by Bateman and Crant
(1993). The scale has 17 items (e.g., “I am always looking for new
ways to improve the quality of my life”). Respondents indicated
the extent to which they agreed with each statement on a 7-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). A high score indicates a more proactive personality. This
Chinese version was also used by Gao et al. (2019) with Chinese
elementary school students and had good fit (χ2/df = 2.785, CFI
= 0.907, TLI = 0.893, RMSEA (90% CI)= 0.054, SRMR= 0.05).
Cronbach’s α was 0.89 in the present study.

Teacher-Student Relationships Scale
The Teacher-Student Relationships Scale (TSRS) was originally
proposed by Pianta (1999). The TSRS consists of 23 items
assessing the following four factors: closeness (e.g., “I have a close
and warm relationship with my teacher”), conflict (e.g., “The
teacher always seems to have a conflict with me”), dependency
(e.g., “The teacher is willing to explain to me when I meet
difficulties in my study”), and satisfaction (e.g., “I am very
satisfied with my relationship with my teacher”). The scores of
conflict need to be reversed. Participants rated items in terms
of how applicable each statement was to their relationship with
their current teachers, using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (definitely does not apply) to 5 (definitely applies). This
questionnaire had good fit (χ2/df = 2.840, CFI = 0.920, TLI
= 0.910, RMSEA = 0.060, SRMR = 0.062) and cronbach’s α
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FIGURE 1 | The proposed mediation model.

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables.

M ± SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. PP 5.01 ± 0.91 1

2. PTSRs 3.54 ± 0.75 0.433*** 1

3. NTSRs 2.05 ± 0.86 −0.104* −0.382*** 1

4. ASE 3.62 ± 0.57 0.489*** 0.425*** −0.117** 1

5. AE 4.09 ± 0.73 0.381*** 0.438*** −0.214*** 0.542*** 1

PP, proactive personality; PTSRs, positive teacher-student relationships; NTSRs, negative

teacher-student relationships; ASE, academic self-efficacy; AE, academic engagement. *p

< 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

was.81,0.86,0.81,0.66 for closeness, conflict, dependency, and
satisfaction sequentially in the present study.

Academic Self-Efficacy Scale
The Academic Self-Efficacy Scale was originally developed by
Pintrich and De Groot (1990) and revised by Liang (2000). This
scale consists of 22 items and two subscales: learning ability
efficacy (e.g., “I believe I can get good grades when I study”)
and learning behavior efficacy (e.g., “I often find that when I am
reading a book, I don’t know what it means”). Item responses
ranged from 1 (definitely disagree) to 5 (definitely agree). The
academic self-efficacy scale had good fit (χ2/df = 3.510, CFI
= 0.952, TLI = 0.943, RMSEA = 0.070, SRMR = 0.043). The
learning ability efficacy (α = 0.90) and learning behavior efficacy
(α = 0.70) had satisfactory reliability.

Student Engagement Scale
The Student Engagement Scale was developed by Lam et al.
(2009). The scale consists of 16 items, and we adopted the
following three subscales: cognitive engagement (e.g., “When I
study, I construct new knowledge with my own experience”),
behavioral engagement (e.g., “I work hard at school”), and
emotional engagement (e.g., “I was in high spirits while studying
in class”). Answers are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 5 (definitely agree) to 1 (definitely disagree). The academic
self-efficacy scale had good fit (χ2/df = 3.460, CFI = 0.904,
TLI = 0.891, RMSEA = 0.069, SRMR = 0.056). Cronbach’s

α was.79,0.90, and 0.90 for cognitive engagement, behavioral
engagement, and emotional engagement, respectively.

Data Analysis
The software SPSS 25.0 was used to conduct some basic
analyses, including descriptive statistics and correlations for
proactive personality, teacher-student relationships, academic
self-efficacy, and academic engagement. All variables were
computed and descriptive statistics, namely mean (M) and
standard deviation (SD), for each variable and correlations
between variables were obtained. Mplus 7.0 software (Muthén
and Muthén, 2012) was used to establish structural equation
models (SEM). In the current study, a bootstrapping analysis
was conducted with proactive personality as the independent
variable, academic engagement as the outcome variable, teacher-
student relationships and academic self-efficacy asmediators, and
gender and age as covariates),with 5000 resamples to test a serial
mediation model and to calculate the 95% CIs. The numbers of
subdimensions in each scale was unequal; thus, mean scores of
the items were used for all observable variables in this study.

RESULTS

Common Method Bias
In order to control the common method bias, the present
study took measurements, including instruction, an anonymous
survey, and random order of items. After collecting data, this
study used Harman’s single-factor analysis. Results found that the
total variance extracted by one factor was 25.349%, which was less
than the recommended threshold of 50%.

Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correlations analyses
between control variables, proactive personality, teacher-
student relationships, academic self-efficacy, and academic
engagement. No data were missing. The mean scores of
proactive personality, positive teacher-student relationships,
negative teacher-student relationships, academic self-efficacy,
and academic engagement ranged from 2.05 to 5.01. Except for
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FIGURE 2 | The serial mediation model with teacher-student relationship and academic self-efficacy as mediators of the linkage between proactive personality and

academic engagement.

gender and grade, correlations between all main variables were
significant and positive.

Structural Equation Model
First, prior to the analysis of the indirect effects model, we
used a total direct model to derive the effects of proactive
personality on academic engagement. Following our correlation
results, we controlled for gender and grade by connecting
them to the endogenous variables (proactive personality and
academic engagement). The model revealed a good fit to the
data: χ2/df = 2.81; comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.988;
Tucker Lewis index (TLI) = 0.976; root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.059; standardized root means
square residual (SRMR) = 0.017. Gender and grade were the
control variables in the direct model. Gender reported a positive
effect on academic engagement (β = 0.137, p < 0.01), whereas
grade showed a negative effect on academic engagement (β
= −0.162, p < 0.001). The results revealed that proactive
personality could significantly and directly promote academic
engagement (β = 0.40, p < 0.001).

Multiple Indirect Effects Model
Second, we established the multiple indirect effects model and
examined the effects of proactive personality on academic
engagement through mediators, namely academic self-efficacy
and teacher-student relationships. Further, we also controlled for
gender and grade in this model. The multiple mediation models
also demonstrated an acceptable fit: χ2/df = 4.02, CFI = 0.952,
TLI = 0.928, RMSEA = 0.076, SRMR = 0.035. Figure 2 displays
the influential paths in detail. Table 2 displays direct and indirect
effects and their associated 95% confidence interval (CI). For
the control variables, gender had a significant positive effect on
academic engagement (β = 0.132, p < 0.001) and grade had a
non-significant effect on academic engagement (β = −0.080, p
= 0.055). The size of the direct effect of proactive personality
on academic engagement was not significant, indicating that

there was full mediation between proactive personality and
academic engagement in the multiple indirect effects model.
All other links in this model were significant (β ranging
from 0.20 to 0.53, p < 0.01) (Figure 2).

As shown in Table 2, the total mediating effect of proactive
personality on academic engagement was 0.385. The size of
the mediating effect through academic self-efficacy was larger
than that through teacher-student relationships, at 0.218 and
0.089, respectively. They accounted for 54.91 and 22.42% of
the total indirect effects. It indicated that the association
between proactive personality and academic engagement was
largely mediated by teacher-student relationships. However,
the size of the mediating effect through positive teacher-
student relationships and academic self-efficacy was relatively
small, and only accounted for 18.64% of the total effects.
Above all, the mediating effect made up 96.98% of the total
effect, indicating that proactive personality can significantly
and positively affect academic engagement through these two
mediators (teacher-student relationships and academic self-
efficacy). It implied that teacher-student relationships and
academic self-efficacy were essential mediators between the
proactive personality and students’ academic engagement,
especially teacher-student relationships.

DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study was to examine the relationship
between proactive personality and academic engagement
through teacher-student relationships and academic self-efficacy
among Chinese elementary school students. Structural modeling
results demonstrated that proactive personality directly predicted
academic engagement. In addition, teacher-student relationships
and academic self-efficacy mediated the effect of proactive
personality on academic engagement. Finally, the serial two-
mediator model indicated that proactive personality influenced
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TABLE 2 | Bootstrap analyses of magnitude and statistical significance of indirect

effects.

Model pathways Effect p 95%CI

Lower Upper

PP→ TSRs→ AE 0.089*** <0.001 0.141 0.322

PP→ ASE→ AE 0.218*** <0.001 0.043 0.123

PP→ TSRs→ ASE→ AE 0.074*** <0.001 0.033 0.081

PP→ TSRs/ASE→ AE 0.385*** <0.001 0.033 0.153

(total indirect effect)

PP→ AE (direct effect) 0.015 =0.056 −0.097 0.122

PP→ AE (total effect) 0.397*** <0.001 0.314 0.475

PP, proactive personality; TSRs, teacher-student relationships; ASE, academic self-

efficacy; AE, academic engagement. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

academic engagement via teacher-student relationships and
academic self-efficacy sequentially.

The findings showed that proactive personality was
significantly related to academic engagement, which supported
H1. This finding is consistent withMajor et al. (2012), confirming
that students with a high level of proactive personality tend to
engage more in studying. Furthermore, unlike previous studies
focusing on undergraduates (Major et al., 2012; Islam et al.,
2018), the current study extends the scope of the sample to
elementary school students, which suggests the importance of
cultivating these personality traits in children from an early age.
In addition, previous research primarily paid attention to the
effect of the big five model (Bakker et al., 2015; Sulea et al., 2015;
Closson and Boutilier, 2017); our study extends the personality
traits and firstly explores the relationship between proactive
personality and academic engagement.

The results also showed that teacher-student relationships
fully mediated the relationship between proactive personality
and academic engagement. That is, students with a proactive
personality were more likely to have positive teacher-student
relationships. When students perceived positive relationships
with their teachers, they had higher levels of academic
engagement, which supported H2. To some degree, this finding
also supported MRC model, which was in line with the
application of MRC model by Charalampous and Kokkinos
(2014). Compared to the previous research (Charalampous and
Kokkinos, 2014), the present study chooses another personality
trait and also gets the same model. The most obvious trait
of proactive personality involves changing the environment
(Bateman and Crant, 1993; Hu et al., 2020). Students with
proactive personalities are more willing and open to interact
with teachers and establish positive teacher-student relationships,
which contributes to engaging and completing tasks.

Additionally, the study also showed that academic self-efficacy
fully mediated the relationship between proactive personality and
academic engagement. More precisely, students with proactive
personalities experience more academic self-efficacy (Lin et al.,
2014), which leads them to become more confident to face
challenges and engage in their school-related activities (Gehlbach
et al., 2012). The current study further explored the findings

of Lin et al. (2014) and first found the mediating path in a
school setting. For students, academic self-efficacy is an essential
mediator during the learning process (Hua et al., 2020). This
result indicates that a higher proactive personality triggered
higher motivation to engage in academic activities.

Finally, our findings revealed the relationship between
proactive personality and academic engagement through
teacher-student relationships and academic self-efficacy as
mediators in sequence, which is consistent with H4. To be
specific, proactive students who had positive teacher-student
relationships experienced higher academic self-efficacy, which
increased their academic engagement. Students with a proactive
personality obtained resources and established supportive
teacher-student relationships. When students perceived support
from their teachers, they experienced a sense of security and
developed high self-efficacy (Xu and Qi, 2019). This can also
lead them to feel that they were part of the classroom and school
community (Martin and Rimm-Kaufman, 2015).

Some limitations of the present study should be considered.
First, this study had a cross-sectional design, which does not
allow us to make causal inferences. Thus, future research is
needed to replicate the present findings using longitudinal or
experimental designs to determine causal relationships between
the research variables. Second, teacher-student relationships
were collected from students’ perspective. Future research can
consider teachers’ perspective or teacher-student congruence.
Third, we chose teacher-student relationships as a mediator;
however, other environmental effects, such as that of peers, need
to be taken into consideration. Finally, as participants were not
required to report on the relationship with specific teachers,
future studies could focus on specific school subjects and explore
whether there are differences between them.

There are several practical implications of the results of the
present study. Proactive personality plays an important role in
Chinese students’ academic performance (Zhu et al., 2017). Given
that, elementary schools and their teachers should value the
cultivation of students’ proactive personality. At first, teachers
should takemeasures to help develop the proactive characteristics
of students, whose personality development is not yet complete
(Zhu et al., 2017). For example, in class, teachers could encourage
less proactive personality students to answer questions or show
their ideas. After class, teachers could encourage less proactive
students to attend different activities and interact with instructors
more often. Furthermore, empowerment programs, which are
positively related to proactive personality, should be allowed
(Judge and Ilies, 2002). For example, schools could invite
counselors to train students in “the art of strategic thinking”,
which could significantly improve students proactive thinking
and proactivity (Kirby et al., 2002).

The second implication of the present study is that positive
teacher-student relationships could positively influence academic
engagement. According to this, maintaining strong teacher-
student relationships is important, which requires teachers
and students to mutually interact (Yücel et al., 2010). From
the teachers’ perspective, teachers should consider students’
perspectives and negotiate with them, instead of holding absolute
authority, to achieve educational goals and protect the proactive
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personality of students (Alderman and Green, 2011). From
the students’ perspective, students could share their personal
experiences, such as interesting family stories, with teachers to
strengthen the relationship (Baker et al., 2008).

Our findings also indicate that enhancing students’ academic
self-efficacy could be an effective strategy to promote students’
engagement. Teachers could design simple questions to increase
students’ probability of success in class and increase their self-
efficacy (Walker, 2003). In addition, teachers need to encourage
students and reduce overwhelming competition among students
to avoid failure and protect their academic self-efficacy. Students
should also attribute their failure to changeable and controllable
factors, such as effort, to protect their self-efficacy.

CONCLUSION

Despite the above limitations, the current study has theoretical
and practical implications. First, it complements existing research
on the effect of personality traits on academic engagement.
Second, we applied the MRC and examined new pathways,
revealing the mediating effect of teacher-student relationships,
and used social cognitive theory to introduce academic self-
efficacy in the association between proactive personality and
academic engagement. Third, from a practical perspective, the
positive relationship between proactive personality and academic
engagement indicates that parents and teachers should cultivate
children’s proactive personality from an early age. Additionally,
as teacher-student relationships and academic self-efficacy

mediate the relationship between proactive personality and
academic engagement, educators should establish sufficiently
positive teacher-student relationships and protect students’
academic self-efficacy so that proactive individuals can actively
engage in learning activities.
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Practice-oriented psychology has long earned the reputation of emphasizing on problems, negative
emotions, or what needs to be fixed, typical and prominent topics including stress, anxiety and
depression. However, with the publication of Seligman andCsikszentmihalyi’s (2000) seminal paper
at the turn of the twenty-first century, Positive psychology, a new subfield of psychology, walked
on to the center stage, shifting its focus to a wider range of new topics: happiness, optimism,
hope, well-being, meaning, empathy, resilience, and grit (Lopez and Snyder, 2009). This book,
Positive Psychology: The Basics, written by Dr. Rona Hart, a veteran in the field of applied positive
psychology, comes as a timely summary of the core concepts, theories, and empirical researches
after it has undergone over two-decade expansion, offering insights for future development.

The thirteen chapters in this book could be divided into three parts, with Chapter 1 as an
introduction of the journey of positive psychology as a discipline, Chapter 13 as an overview of
the applied side of positive psychology in life, and Chapters 2–12 covering updated theoretical and
empirical development of core concepts, to be specific, happiness (Chapter 2), well-being (Chapter
3), positive emotions and emotional intelligence (Chapter 4), optimism and hope (Chapter 5), goal
pursuit and change (Chapter 6), self-regulation and grit (Chapter 7), flow (Chapter 8), meaning
in life (Chapter 9), character strengths and virtues (Chapter 10), positive relationships (Chapter
11) and stress, coping, resilience, and post-traumatic growth (Chapter 12). In each chapter, the
author usually follows a reader-friendly way of a guidebook, providing definitions to clarify the
concepts, elaborating on their importance as well as factors that influence and are influenced by
those constructs, reviewing evidence-based benefits and deficiencies, and exploring established
leading models.

Chapter 1 presents an overview of positive psychology, including its origins, development,
mission, discipline contours, challenges and three prospective future paths. Through this brief
and succinct delineation, readers are equipped with a bird’s eye view of its past, present and
possible future. In Chapter 2, after defining happiness, the author offers a summary of the
benefits of happiness based on a review of research findings, then analyzes the determinants of
happiness based on the Sustainable Happiness Model, complemented with a wider spectrum of
predictors of happiness evidenced by various knowledge sources. Besides, a variety of evidence-
based interventions that target to boost happiness are also introduced. In a similar vein, Chapter
3 defines well-being after a conceptual distinction between hedonia and eudaimonia, followed by
detailed analysis of well-being models such as Self-determination Theory, PERMA, the Happiness
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and Meaning Orientation Model. Predictors of well-being and
intervention measures are also discussed. Chapter 4 expounds
on the Broaden-and-Build Theory of positive emotions and
its key functions, together with detailed analysis of leading
models of emotional intelligence. Chapter 5 begins by explicating
three leading models of optimism and then focuses on
empirical findings related to optimism and hope. Chapter 6
first introduces goal theories, centering around the relationship
between goals and well-being, then reviews key characteristics
of goals and two models of change: the Transitions Model
and the Transtheoretical Model. Chapters 7–10 explore briefly
about self-regulation and grit, flow, meaning in life, character
strengths and virtues, respectively, tapping into their concepts,
benefits and upshots. Chapter 11 examines in great length
the construct of positive relationships, exploring ingredients
that make up beneficial high-quality relationships through a
thorough review of theories and empirical findings. Besides,
their impact on both physical and psychological well-being
are discussed. To overcome the misconception that positive
psychology does not address negative emotions, Chapter 12
unpacks four interrelated concepts: stress, coping, resilience
and posttraumatic growth. After analyzing how stress occurs
and the consequence of stress, the author offers a summary of
coping strategies, reviews predictors and outcomes of resilience,
and ends with an exploration about models, outcomes and
facilitators of post-traumatic growth. Chapter 13 dedicates itself
to the applied area of positive psychology and presents an
overview of theoretical and empirical studies about positive
psychology interventions. A variety of programs, models and
positive activities are introduced, together with their optimal
conditions and outcomes.

As the first jargon-free introductory book about positive
psychology, this book boasts the following merits: firstly, the
topics covered are rather encompassing and comprehensive,
including key concepts and constructs of this emerging

field of positive psychology; within each topic, relevant
theories, empirical researches and interventions are well-
introduced. Secondly, the breadth and depth of each topic are
guaranteed, as the author adopts both longitudinal and cross-
sectional exploration about each topic, thus enables readers
to gain a clear picture of its past, present, and possible
future. What’s more, each topic is presented with a rich
variety of literature-based views, models, intervention programs,
inventories, and questionnaires, providing well-thought stepping
stones for practice and research. Lastly, the layout within
each chapter is reader-friendly. It is quite easy to identify the
key information, the hierarchy and logic within each chapter
through the different fonts, sizes, words in italics, bold, and
boxed areas.

Overall, through the accessible and comprehensive
introduction of this burgeoning branch of psychology, this
book provides readers with a fundamental overview of theories,
researches and practices within positive psychology. Its rich
literature resources and well-established leading models within
each topic-centered chapter are springboards for students,
researchers and practitioners alike. It serves as a window to this
fledgling field and earns itself a must read for both newcomers
and veterans.
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This study investigated individuals with adventitious visual impairment (AVI) acquired
during adulthood through a traumatic event, for an in-depth and contextual
understanding of the factors and processes that led to positive changes in their
post-traumatic growth. The life history method was applied on 15 individuals with
AVI (seven males and eight females) through in-depth interviews about their life.
The study’s analytical framework involved three domains: dimensions, turnings, and
adaptations of life, as proposed by Mandelbaum. The results revealed the following
key factors: of the dimensions of life—family, rehabilitation center, and music groups; of
turnings of life—positive change through awareness and tolerance of impairments, new
challenge posed by rehabilitation training, and finding inner resources through music;
and of adaptations of life—accepting one’s life in a harsh social environment, actively
establishing relationships with others as an individual with visual impairment, and re-
finding meaning of life through musicing. This study contributes by revealing the role
of each of the above-mentioned factors and identifying their correlations. The results
suggest that musicing may help individuals with AVI develop empathy and engage in
social communication through active self-disclosure.

Keywords: adventitious visual impairment, musicing, post-traumatic growth (PTG), life history, Mandelbaum

INTRODUCTION

Vision is an important sense that enables humans to acquire information about objects and the
surrounding environment, not only to determine the quantity but also obtain certainty about
the information. Thus, individuals with visual impairment may experience limited ability to
acquire information as well as physical threat, psychological anxiety, feelings of helplessness
and isolation, and a severed relationship with the outside world. Visual impairments pose a
challenge to individuals in terms of social behaviors, the learning of which mostly requires
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observation and imitation; and discomfort in communicating
or empathizing with individuals who have normal vision, and
this may limit their chance to participate in the society or
form interpersonal relationships (Codding, 2000; Tuttle and
Tuttle, 2004; Sacks and Rosenblum, 2006; Alma et al., 2012).
Carroll (1961), a renowned educator of individuals with visual
impairment in the United States, said, “Loss of sight is dying,”
thus defining visual impairment as a severe form of loss. This
view implies that a physical disability may take away the life of
an individual and degrade the meaning of his/her entire life, by
exerting a negative influence on his/her emotional, psychological,
and social behaviors. Despite this negative definition of visual
impairment, some people with visual impairment actively use
other senses, especially auditory sense, to compensate for their
lack of vision; this allows them to enjoy their lives to the same
degree as those with normal vision (Park, 2017). As an auditory
medium, music can play an important role in the life of people
with visual impairment such as providing enjoyment, social
communication, and empathy with others (Robb, 2003; Rostohar,
2006). Most people with visual impairment are more comfortable
and dependent on their auditory sense (Molloy-Daugherty,
2013), and music as an auditory stimulus could be utilized to
expand their psychological resources and establish positivity in
their lives. Although there have been many studies conducted
focusing on music and visual impairment, the meaning and
role of music in the lives of the visually impaired have been
rarely identified.

Adventitious Visual Impairment
Individuals with adventitious visual impairment (AVI) are
those who have acquired their visual impairment in midlife,
although the definition may be generalized to include those
who acquired visual impairment during adulthood (Bajaj, 2019).
The psychological trauma caused by loss of vision is felt to
a greater extent by individuals with AVI than those with
congenital visual impairments (Yang and Park, 2016; Haegele
and Zhu, 2019; Jaleel et al., 2019). The former experience events
that seem to deny their life and even their very existence,
as they see their daily life destroyed, lose their job, and
undergo various problems in their relationships with family
and colleagues. As they face the challenges that markedly
differ from the type of challenges they faced before the visual
impairment, individuals with AVI are required to newly adapt
to not only the external factors, including personal physical
changes, but also internal factors, including personal values in life
(Jaleel et al., 2019).

Post-traumatic Growth
Post-traumatic growth (PTG) refers to the positive psychological
changes that are subjectively felt by the trauma-affected
individual (Calhoun and Tedeschi, 1999). An individual
who experiences PTG goes on to find new meanings and
possibilities in life, different from the time before the
traumatic event. This enables them to interpret life with
new perspectives while overcoming the associated pain, as
they place greater values on their new relationships and
recognize their inner power with increased interest on spiritual

aspects (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996). Common factors in the
experience of growth are personal inner power, interpersonal
relationships, new possibilities in life, gratitude toward life,
and spirituality (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004). Hence, PTG
comprises a set of positive changes that an individual experiences
as a result of his/her efforts to overcome the trauma he/she
experienced. For individuals with AVI, the loss of vision during
their midlife could be regarded as a traumatic event, and such
individuals can experience PTG while overcoming the pain and
hardships brought about by the loss of vision. In fact, previous
studies regarding individuals with visual impairment report the
severe psychological trauma caused by loss of vision and the
post-traumatic stress reaction to the traumatic event (Brunes
et al., 2018; Kim and Yoo, 2018; van der Ham et al., 2021).

Musicing
Music is a field of art that enables individuals with visual
impairment to apply other senses actively, such as the auditory
sense. It represents a field that can be enjoyed by individuals
with visual impairment to a level identical to individuals with
normal vision (Tuttle and Tuttle, 2004). In fact, a considerable
number of individuals with visual impairment have been
reported to use music not only for personal enjoyment but
also as an effective means of empathy with others (Molloy-
Daugherty, 2013) and of social communication (Wolffe and
Sacks, 1997; Robb, 2003). In other words, as music can be
enjoyed largely through the auditory sense and thus, gives wide
and varied aesthetic experiences, it may help individuals with
visual impairment to form emotional interaction with others
(Rostohar, 2006).

Meanwhile, Elliott (1995) described the essence of music as the
act and process of an individual creating music rather than the
music itself. Thus, music comprises the musicer, the musicing,
and the music as the product; and the true nature of music is not
simply about the product with a specific value but every event in
the course of the detailed creation by the musicer. Hence, music’s
true meaning lies not in the object represented by the music as
the product but in the creative activity of musicing, for which the
process, that is, the musical experience, rather than the product is
the most valuable part. Musicing is an active way in which human
beings relate to the rest of the world through direct experience
of expressive and receptive processes, and it acts an interactive
gesture with which they can communicate, respond to others,
learn, participate in, and explore themselves (Small, 1999).

For individuals with visual impairment who depend on
their auditory sense as an alternative, complementary sense
is high, and for those whose auditory sense has thus been
enhanced to a substantial degree through efforts to overcome
the visual impairment, music or musicing may provide a sense
of autonomy through independent activity, satisfaction through
accomplishment, and social communication or empathy, thereby
having a positive influence on their life (Lee, 2015). Notably,
as individuals with AVI strive to overcome severe psychological
and emotional challenges, the creative, aesthetic, expressive, and
transcendental power of music as a complementary experience
may represent a psychological resource, or provide the energy to
support their life (Aigen, 2005).
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Purpose of the Study
The present study conducts an in-depth analysis of how
PTG is experienced by individuals with AVI through musicing
from an insider’s perspective. Compared with individuals with
congenital visual impairments, individuals with AVI face the
shock and pain of a sudden loss of vision in midlife, before
which they had no disability. Meanwhile, the feelings of loss,
depression, and frustration they experience could be steered
toward new meanings and possibilities in life through musicing.
Therefore, this study investigated the factors and processes
of PTG that led the participants (individuals with AVI) of
this study to experience positive changes in life after the
event that caused their loss of vision, with a particular focus
on the meaning of musicing throughout their PTG. An in-
depth understanding of how individuals with AVI experience
PTG through musicing will provide basic data for developing
practical interventions to help these individuals live on as healthy
members of the society.

For this study, among the life history methods, the
analytical framework of Mandelbaum was applied, as it
involves the analysis of multidimensional domains of life
beyond a simple chronological analysis (Mandelbaum,
1973). Thus, the following research questions were
addressed:

First, what dimensions of life of individuals with AVI are
maintained through musicing?

Second, what turnings of life of individuals with AVI are related
to musicing?

Third, what strategies do individuals with AVI implement by
means of adaptations of life relating to musicing?

METHOD

In this study, the PTG of individuals with AVI was analyzed
using the life history method. The study aimed at an in-
depth and contextual understanding of the growth factors
that lead to personal and social environmental changes,
specifically, the positive psychological changes throughout

an individual’s life. In contrast to other qualitative studies
where the analysis focuses on a specific point of time in an
individual’s life, the life history method is characterized by
an analysis that simultaneously takes into account temporality,
the changes that occur, and continuity. The method thus
allows an analysis of the stories throughout an individual’s
life, with the benefits of accurate data on a participant’s
course of life and high reliability of the collected data
(Giudice et al., 2015).

Participants and Data Collection
For ethical considerations regarding the participants, the
potential subjects were given adequate explanations of the study
purpose as well as the participant’s rights and the privacy policy,
and those who signed written consent for voluntary participation
were selected. The participants of this study were individuals with
visual impairment (AVI, level 1–3 only) totaling 15 adults (seven
males and eight females) aged ≥ 18 years and with AVI caused by
an accident or disease. To ensure anonymity of the participants,
pseudonyms were used, and their general characteristics are
presented in Table 1.

The subjects were recruited from the X Community Welfare
Center, which has 30 years of experience in rehabilitation
training of individuals with AVI. The center has provided various
rehabilitation programs for the participants such as Braille-
learning, orientation and mobility, activities for daily living
training, sports, culture and leisure programs including singing,
playing instruments, writing poems, dancing, and vocational
rehabilitation. Based on the trainers’ recommendations, 26
individuals with AVI who satisfied the study criteria (i.e., who
are currently participating in an activity related to music) were
selected. The researcher contacted each of the 26 individuals—
whose contact details were provided by the trainers after checking
their willingness to receive a call or be visited upon request—to
explain the study purpose and ethical policies. Fifteen individuals
with AVI (adults aged from 33 to 58 years) who agreed to
participate were finally selected. The criteria used are as follows.

• Level of disability: restricted to levels 1–3 of visual
impairment

TABLE 1 | General characteristics of study participants (N=15).

Name (pseudonym) Gender Age (in years) Cause of AVI Age at VI (in years) Occupation

Ghi-Ho M 52 Diabetic retinopathy 40 Massager

Hye-Soo F 33 Retinitis pigmentosa 26 Unemployed

Do-Hoon M 55 Behcet’s disease 35 Manager

Mi-Rhim F 43 Glaucoma 30 Teacher

Myeong-Gyu M 38 Optic atrophy 25 Social worker

Nam-Geon M 45 Retinal detachment 32 Massager

Ah-Rhan F 39 Retinitis pigmentosa 32 Lecturer

Yeon-Jin F 40 Macular degeneration 31 Massager

Dong-Geun M 33 Retinal detachment 26 Social worker

Da-Hee F 40 Glaucoma 29 Massager

Jong-Goo M 42 Retinal detachment 34 Office worker

Yoon-Ji F 36 Behcet’s disease 29 Barista

Min-Seon F 46 Macular degeneration 40 Massager

Ji-Seon F 47 Diabetic retinopathy 32 Homemaker

Jeong-Ho M 58 Glaucoma 43 Social worker

AVI, adventitious visual impairment; VI, visual impairment.
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(Levels of visual impairment were classified according to the
Ministry of Health and Welfare of Korea’s criteria. Level 1: best-
corrected visual acuity ≤ 0.02; level 2: best-corrected visual acuity
≤ 0.04; level 3: best-corrected visual acuity ≤ 0.08).

• Age at onset: adventitious
• Experience with music: currently participating in musical

activity more than 2 h a week

The data collection was performed for approximately four
months from July to October in 2020. The interviews were mostly
performed at locations designated by the participant such as cafés,
work places, practice rooms, and bible study rooms, as they may
feel inconvenienced if asked to move from place to place. For
each individual, two interview sessions were conducted, each
lasting 90 min on average, and a complementary interview was
performed upon request or when necessary. In some cases, phone
interviews were performed, consisting of three among thirty (2
sessions per 15 participants) 90 min sessions upon request and
eight short phone calls for additional questions. The recorded
interviews as digital audio were transcribed into text format
by the researcher.

Data Analysis
The data collected through the interviews were analyzed based
on the analytical framework of three aspects proposed by
Mandelbaum (1973), which includes dimensions of life, turnings
of life, and adaptations of life. Mandelbaum claimed that the life
history method should move on from the level of descriptive
analysis to a more in-depth level of analysis. Such a critical
view led Mandelbaum to propose a method of analysis based
on the basic framework of three concepts: dimensions, turnings,
and adaptations, thus complementing the previous descriptive
method that simply lists the life history in chronological order
(Park, 2017). Mandelbaum stated that for the life history method
to provide more useful data, the multiple dimensions of life
should be analyzed in addition to a simple chronological analysis.

For this, interviews were conducted with an unstructured
questionnaire in which the participants talked about their
life process and life experiences using their own voices. The
unstructured interview is a valuable method that helps identify
themes and concepts in a broad and in-depth manner (Schreiber
and Stern, 2001). This helps the researcher understand the life
histories of participants in the appropriate context (Lee, 2011).
The interview questions used in this study were “How was your
life before and after the onset of visual impairment?”, “What does
visual impairment mean to you?”, and “How does musical activity
work in your life?”.

The analytic process for the collected data utilized three
stages: data reduction, data display, and derivation/confirmation
of conclusions. Data reduction refers to the processes of selecting,
focusing, simplifying, summarizing, and transforming transcript
data. Data display includes information organization and
compression to derive conclusions and provide the researcher
with methods of understanding what is happening; the results
are typically displayed based on the various formats available.
With regard to the derivation and confirmation of conclusions,
the researcher determines the meanings of objects and events

and focuses on the analysis of patterns, regularities, explanations,
possible forms, and causal flows. These three stages can be
regarded as description–analysis–interpretation, proposed by
Wolcott (1994). In the text transcripts of the interviews, the
researcher found meaningful concepts and key events, and
repeated text reconstruction until the organic relationships
between the themes were revealed (Silverman, 2016). Finally,
the researcher extracted common concepts that were consistently
found in the life history of 15 participants of this study.

First, for the dimensions of life, three factors (family,
rehabilitation center, and music groups) with a direct influence
on the participants’ PTG were analyzed. Second, for the turnings
of life, details related to the key factors in the experience of
positive changes through awareness and tolerance of visual
impairment and the new challenges posed by rehabilitation
training were analyzed. Third, for the adaptations of life, the
source of energy that drives individuals with AVI to lead life
with such strong will against all odds was identified, while an in-
depth analysis was conducted on the meaning of musicing that
ultimately led the participants to achieve PTG.

Strictness of the Study
To ensure reliability of the study results, peer debriefing and
member checking were performed (Stemler, 2001). First, in the
peer debriefing designed to maintain objectivity, as a pilot test,
samples were drawn to measure the inter-rater reliability. It is
suggested that 10% or 20% of the entire set be used as samples
to test the inter-rater reliability (Wimmer and Dominick, 1997),
while 5–7% is also regarded suitable (Kaid and Wadsworth,
1989). Thus, in this study, 20% was applied for the test of
reliability, which was performed by a Ph.D. researcher in the
field of music therapy and who has an experience in conducting
a qualitative study. For the items of disagreement in the first
inter-rater reliability test, the raters and the researcher had a
thorough discussion, after which the reliability in the second test
was 92.5%. Next, in the member-checking phase, the aim was
to re-evaluate the validity of the study results, and for this, the
analysis results and conclusions drawn from the study by the
researcher were sent via email to eight study participants, who
were requested to give their opinions and evaluate the validity of
the results. Through this process, the participants were able to
examine the results directly, and this enhanced the accuracy of
the study contents and analysis.

Ethical Considerations
To observe the research ethics guidelines in a manner that
protects the research participants’ privacy and their possible
confrontation of negative memories, the researcher has applied
conversation, integrity, and connection of the criteria as
proposed by Sikes (2010). The researcher continually initiated
conversations through person-to-person sessions and partner-
like relationships, maintained the integrity of life stories by
collecting qualitative data and in-depth interviews, and finally
tried to relate these stories by linking trajectories of AVI
inner resources, positivity, and new relationships with the
given socio-cultural context. Considering the psychological
and emotional difficulties that the participant may experience
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by recalling traumatic events during in-depth interviews, the
researcher performed all interview sessions after initiating
prompt interventions from a mental health expert.

RESULTS

Nine common concepts were derived, as these were consistently
shown by the 15 individuals with AVI, and they were detected
through the life history method.

Analysis of the Dimensions of Life
In the life history method, the dimensions of life represent more
than just simple livelihood; they reveal how an individual has
survived up to the present moment. For the participants of this
study, the dimensions of life that enabled them to live through
the various relationships and changing social environment and
culture from birth to the present were found to be their family,
rehabilitation center, and music groups. As the most crucial
resources that enabled these individuals to endure through and
live up to the present moment, these three dimensions formed
the core of their existence, and at the same time, served as the
fundamental driving force for their ceaseless efforts and fighting
spirit to respond to future challenges.

Family
For the participants of this study, the family was their most
reliable support group and the refuge they could always go back
to for comfort. The family was also the source of positive energy
that motivated individuals with AVI to face the harsh reality
and endure through hardships, as they suddenly acquired visual
impairment in midlife and received rehabilitation training. Their
family was the pillar they could lean on, despite constant feelings
of guilt and apology. As in other people’s lives, their family
was not particularly special to them before the impairment, but
afterward, their family became the most important dimension of
their life, protecting and supporting them. The family was the
source of energy these individuals needed to continue on with the
challenge, and to grow despite insecurities about the future.

“I used to work in a heavy equipment rental business when I
lost my vision. I received rehabilitation training at X Community
Welfare Center, and my wife visited me once a week during that
time. She always brought the sashimi that I like the most in a
cooler for me. Now I am running a massage parlor with several
employees who are visually impaired like me. My wife manages all
the laundry such as bed sheets, pillow covers, and towels, because
I can’t see if they are too old or have holes since I lost my vision.
I can’t imagine living another day without my wife. I am truly
grateful, and feel sorry for her, always.” (Ghi-Ho).

“I didn’t study hard at high school and frankly, I didn’t like
it. So I couldn’t go to college. I worked as a sales person at a
department store, and during my sixth year at that job, I became
visually impaired. I am unable to work now, so I live with my
parents, and I think my mum cries a lot. She seems to be full of
worries because I don’t have a job. I feel so sorry and ashamed,
but living with my parents has given me a great deal of energy
and I really get a lot of help from them.” (Hye-Soo).

Rehabilitation Center
For the participants of this study, the rehabilitation center was
another dimension in their life that played a central role in their
daily activities from the moment their vision got impaired. It
presented possibilities for these individuals whose vision was
suddenly impaired, with the center providing practical support
for them to continue to lead an active life despite feeling
frustrated about being losers, and for them to interact with
other people in the society. For these individuals who had to
face unforeseen changes due to their visual impairment, the
rehabilitation center was a place where they could find those
facing the same challenges and with whom they can interact, to
share the pain and provide consolation and encouragements; this
helped them face the reality of their impairment and plan their
future with hope.

“I was working at a major company when my visual
impairment happened. A colleague of mine introduced me to X
Community Welfare Center, and on the day I visited the center
with my wife, I felt that the staff were really kind. I used to feel
alone, suddenly becoming a person with impaired vision, but at
the center, I saw that there were many people just like me. It
was great relief for me that I could talk to those facing the same
problems I face, about things that I couldn’t tell anyone else. I still
often call them. When we get together, we chat a lot and drink
sometimes.” (Do-Hoon).

“When I was studying abroad I became visually impaired.
Soon after I came back to Korea, a friend of my brother
introduced me to X Community Welfare Center. I visited the
center and entered their education program. I learned Braille
and how to use screen reader programs for the visually impaired
there. Last year, they helped me get a cane for women that is much
thinner and lighter than I used before; I am using it now and I love
it. Even after completing my education, they still reach out to me
and care about me. I feel truly grateful to them.” (Mi-Rhim).

Music Groups
The music groups in which all the 15 participants of this study are
an active member (choir, vocal band, orchestra, church choir, etc.)
served as a shelter away from their weary life, a place of comfort
where they could momentarily forget about the frustrating and
sometimes sad constraints of their daily life, and a constant source
of positivity that invigorated them. In meeting those with the
same disability or those without impairment and singing and
playing instruments together, these individuals with AVI seemed
to broaden their horizons and gain energy to overcome the fear
they frequently felt. They created music with the members of
the music group to which they belonged, thereby finding reasons
to live on, discovering hope, and drawing energy to face the
extraordinary reality of their impairment.

“After about six months of playing a wind instrument in a
military band, I lost my vision. I work at the Community Welfare
Center now, and whenever I feel weary and stressed, I think about
Sunday afternoon [band] practices, and I always smile. There are
seven of us in the band, four with visual impairment, including
me, and three with normal vision who are college friends of mine;
we practice in the basement of the Center, and it is great fun. At
first, we weren’t very good, but we’ve now been together for a year
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and a half, we played a song by The Beatles last month. Our hope
is to have a concert of our own next year.” (Myeong-Gyu).

“When I was working at the department store, I often went to
Karaoke with my friends. I was the best in our group. Now in our
choir, I sing the soprano part with a friend of mine with visual
impairment, and people tell me I have a beautiful voice. Living
with my parents, I often feel sorry, ashamed, and guilty, but here,
with the choir, I can forget about all those negative feelings. I am
amazed that I can do this well, and people’s compliments are a
huge support.” (Hye-Soo).

“I lost my vision in an accident while working at a construction
site. It was at the Community Welfare Center where I learned
to play the drums through their music education program.
When I am absorbed in playing, I can feel my anger and stress
dissipating. Even though my playing is still clumsy, I am the
loudest instrument in our band. The others tell me to be quiet
when we practice, and it is all so enjoyable and I feel happy. I
hope to be in the band for a long time.” (Nam-Geon).

“I learned to play a string instrument when I was young,
and these days, I play in a local amateur orchestra with school
teachers. It is a bit difficult to memorize the score, but everyone
is considerate as I am the only one with visual impairment. At
the end of the rehearsal, when we play a piece from the beginning
to the end, I feel a sense of accomplishment and happiness for
completing the piece, which I suppose is only possible through
music.” (Mi-Rhim).

Analysis of Turnings of Life
The analysis of the turnings of life targets the entire life of
each participant, as proposed by Mandelbaum (1973). The
turnings—that had a direct influence on the life before and after,
their trigger, meaning, significance, relation to present life and
influence on the different choices taken in the face of reality—
were examined. The life of an individual was viewed as a cycle
based on the close correlations among events rather than a
simple, linear flow of time. Individuals with AVI were found to
have lived a life of an ordinary person or achieved economic
success that draws everyone’s envy, in spite of suddenly acquiring
visual impairment. Considering the time these individuals spent
in overcoming the related challenges and the fact that they must
live every day feeling the same burden, accepting and overcoming
the reality of impairment was found to be the key factor for them.
This was beyond personal experience, choice, or decision, but
rather, in direct or indirect interaction with different conditions,
including their relation to the society, the social conventions
within a specific culture in South Korea, and social prejudices
toward individuals with AVI or the disabled in general. In the
context of life, to accept and overcome the impairment was the
central theme throughout the life of these individuals, from the
very beginning up to the present time.

Positive Change Through Awareness and Tolerance
of One’s Impairment
The participants of this study experienced positive changes
through awareness and tolerance of their impairment. To be
precisely aware of, be tolerant of the impairment, and change
their thoughts and actions for their future life is a matter of

identifying for themselves what they would continuously face
throughout their life. For individuals with AVI, the question is
not about what they want to do but about what they can do,
having suddenly acquired visual impairment and being subject
to limited conditions in their social environment, culture, values,
and social conventions. An active attitude to achieve awareness
and tolerance of their impairment and positive changes in their
life are the true turnings of life, as well as real-life tasks that they
continuously face.

“I studied vocal music at university, married my husband who
also majored in music, and in my early 30s, I became visually
impaired. After that terrible event, my husband disappeared and
now I don’t know where he is. It was—or rather, is—a tragedy
in my life. I am currently working at the Welfare Center for the
Blind in X city, and every day for me is like going to war. Going to
and from work is really challenging, but I muster up the courage,
thinking that I should be thankful I have a job and people who
need me, and when I come home to have dinner, I say I had a
good day, I should keep on, and one day, something good might
happen to me.” (Ah-Rhan).

“Graduating from a college, I worked at a small shop for
more than 10 years before my visual impairment. Now I
work at a massage parlor. When I began work, my hands
and arms were painful, but these days I am accustomed to
it. My clients say that they feel rejuvenated after I massage
them; the elderly love my service because I can locate the
precise spot that causes them pain. I feel like I’m living a
new life, so I feel happy at times and say to myself that
my life is really quite good, that I should do my best in
this life, accepting that the visual impairment has already
happened.” (Yeon-Jin).

“I went on a winter hike to celebrate my graduation from
university, and I fell from a cliff. I was in the hospital for
more than half a year, but in the end, I lost my vision.
Now I work at a local branch of the organization for the
visually impaired in X city. My work is rewarding, as it
involves helping those with the same visual impairment. Last
year, our branch was given five cars by X city to support
the mobility of visually impaired people in the community. I
wrote that proposal, so I was very pleased. I am hoping for a
better tomorrow, while staying calm to resolve daily tasks and
challenges.” (Dong-Geun).

New Challenge in Rehabilitation Training
For those who used to have normal vision and rely on their
vision to do everything, a sudden loss of vision denies them
their previous life, causes fear of the future, and poses new
challenges, and those holding on to a positive mindset choose
to receive rehabilitation training. For the study participants,
the training provided them with techniques for life after
rehabilitation as they continuously overcame challenges, while
they retained hope and encouraged themselves, thinking they
will get used to this one day. For individuals with AVI who had
to change the habits, lifestyle, thoughts, and even occupation
they had before the impairment, the rehabilitation training was
the turning of life that gave them hope with regard to the
functional aspect of PTG.
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“I worked at a big company, and I became visually impaired
in my late 20s. An acquaintance introduced me to X Community
Welfare Center, where I received rehabilitation training. In the
center I learned how to walk alone with a cane and how to use
software for the visually impaired. It is still quite inconvenient for
me to walk around with a cane on my own, but I have improved
greatly compared with how it was at the beginning. I work at a
massage parlor now, and without rehabilitation training, I would
probably be sitting at home, sighing away my time and feeling
helpless.” (Da-Hee).

“When I lost my vision I thought I wouldn’t be able to do
anything. I even thought, ‘Can a blind person eat by himself?’
After rehabilitation training at X Community Welfare Center,
I am now able to walk around alone with a cane, although
clumsily, and I can use a smart phone, too. My accomplishments
are tremendous. Now I can call anyone and also send messages
anytime I want. I am getting better and better every day.” (Jong-
Goo).

“I studied cooking in college, ran a restaurant with two of
my friends that my parents had supported money for opening,
but in my late 20s, I lost my vision. I received training at a
rehabilitation center, where I learned everything from braille, gait,
and how to use software for individuals with visual impairment.
I acquired a barista certificate two years ago, and now I work at
a cafe on the first floor of the Welfare Center for the blind in X
city. I am truly happy when people drink the various beverages
I serve and hear them say that the aroma is good or the flavor is
special. I want to run my own cafe one day, so I am working hard
and saving money. With hope in my heart, the work is always
fun.” (Yoon-Ji).

Finding Inner Resources Through Music
For the participants of this study, music was an aesthetic tool
that enabled them to find their inner-resources and use these
resources to achieve a positive lifestyle. Music was a source of
happiness that invigorated them to discover a dream to become
someone and hope to do something, and be a significant member
of the society, where the true value of one’s self could be shared
in healthy and robust ways. The process of finding one’s inner
resources—the potentials they had, the new possibilities they
defined, and the uniqueness that became apparent only after the
visual impairment—through music was a true turning of life that
taught these individuals to keep their chin up and never feel
hopeless in heading toward the future.

“I was in a band in high school and I played the keyboard. I
worked at a big company until I lost my vision at my early 40s.
Several other individuals with visual impairment and I formed
a band last year, and it is wonderful as I am the leader. Even
though more than twenty years have passed, my experience in
high school band still gives me confidence to lead my group.
I feel like I’m living a new life, leading this band.” (Min-
Seon).

“My father bought me a guitar as a birthday gift when I was
in the first year of middle school. I had forgotten about it for a
long time; going to college, the army, running a business, and
then, in rehabilitation training at X Community Welfare Center,
I picked it up again. Now, I play for the choir at church with

several players, and I feel happy. I made a lot of church friends
and completely stopped drinking, and perhaps in spiritual terms,
I feel I am renewed.” (Ghi-Ho).

“We have a choir at our branch where I sing the bass part; there
are three men and four women, a total of seven members. We
frequently perform at local events. Last year, we sang for an event
at a care home, and the elderly loved it so much that they invited
us to come back the following year. They thanked us, and I felt
true happiness in singing and making people happy, regardless of
my visual impairment.” (Dong-Geun).

Analysis of Adaptations of Life
Adaptation is a part of life, which, in a progressive sense,
comprises continuous changes. The most frequently mentioned
words for the PTG of individuals with AVI were positive,
relationship, value, and meaning. The process in which
individuals who have suddenly acquired AVI accept the reality
of life in a harsh social environment, to lead relationships
with others and to rediscover the values of life through
musicing; all these signify a proactive attitude toward
a different dimension beyond the adaptation to a new
life. To overcome the trauma of visual impairment and
accept it in a positive light to achieve growth, to establish
relationships with others and use the aesthetic resource
of musicing to rediscover the values of life, are creative
adaptation strategies that enable finding significance in the
given environment, culture, and conventions, and allow
assuming social roles.

Accepting My Life in a Harsh Social Environment
The most important adaptation strategy chosen by individuals
with AVI in this study was “accepting” or “accommodating.”
They were aware of the harsh environment that surrounded
them, and through experience, they understood that such
challenges could not be readily resolved. However, they also
understood that—to accept and overcome the impairment and
to take a positive approach in their current life (despite its
vast difference from the past) with hope for the future—taking
initiative in creating their reality rather than just waiting and
seeing the social environment overpower it was the only way to
achieve growth both on the personal and social levels.

“My husband and sons, and especially my parents, worry
about me greatly. When I lost my vision, I could not accept it at
all. But I think it’s amazing how well I get on with life and I take
pride in that. Although my husband and two of my sons help me a
lot, I do all the cooking, not to mention all the household chores. I
am the wife and mother in this house; that has remained the same,
before and after visual impairment. I am slowly getting better and
getting used to it. It is my life, and I should live it sincerely, and
enjoy it thoroughly.” (Ji-Seon).

“I used to be a mechanic, then I lost my vision. In a
rehabilitation center I learned various skills to live as a person
with visual impairment, so I can manage everyday living anyway.
Now, I am working as the director of a civil rights group for the
disabled; the earnings aren’t much, but I enjoy my work because
it helps individuals with visual impairment like me. As I listen to
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their stories, I can’t help but feel I am the lucky one among them.
There are a lot of them with true hardships.” (Jeong-Ho).

Actively Establishing Relationships With Others as an
Individual With Visual Impairment
Individuals with AVI encounter more difficulties in daily life than
those with congenital visual impairment who have spent longer
time without vision. From an independent gait and the use of a
smart phone or a computer to activities of leisure, life after trauma
for individuals with visual impairment is completely different
from life before trauma. Nevertheless, the participants of this
study were found to lead an active lifestyle as they established
relationships with others in their changed environments. They
shared the experiences they had before their impairment with
other individuals who are visually impaired, while accepting the
impairment as a hard fact of life. They interacted with others in
the society through new behavioral patterns and strived to survive
as a healthy member of the society. What they were achieving
by actively establishing relationships with others included social
growth, internal growth, and existential growth beyond recovery
to the state before their trauma.

“There are several individuals with visual impairment among
the staff at the Welfare Center, and I am the slowest among them.
This is because I lost my vision only recently. So, I get a lot of
help. I feel both sorry and thankful. The other staff with visual
impairment express their respect and envy whenever I tell them
that I was the prima donna of an opera, as I sang the best in my
department at university. I try to be close to them, to be candid in
conversation, to share my experiences before the trauma, and try
to talk to them first and open up to them.” (Ah-Rhan).

“Working as the director of a civil rights group for the
disabled, I get to meet a lot of people. There are cases
that necessitate regular meetings and discussions as well as
collaborative responses to certain issues, for individuals with
visual impairment who visit our organization. I can never be
careless about any of those cases as they all feel like my own. I
feel truly happy to be able to learn about the pain or hardship of
others and to help them and solve problems together. I do my
best because they feel like my family.” (Jeong-Ho).

Re-finding Meaning of Life Through Musicing
Musicing, for the individuals with AVI in this study, was the
repository of vigor that has led them to a uniquely happy and
enjoyable life and the “Treasure Island” that kept replenishing
itself. The participants said with a smile that they felt happy even
before arriving at the place for practice, in anticipation of meeting
their fellow musicers, who filled their hearts with vigor and joy.
Music or musicing to them was a precious route that connected
them to the memory of those days that felt like a spring day filled
with sunlight and happiness and so much more but that they can
never return to, as well as a space for hope and growth that has
led them to accept reality as it is and to advance from it for a new
leap toward a more positive lifestyle.

“Five of us are in a choir; me, my coworker at the cafe, a singing
major who works at the Welfare Center, and two people with
normal sight. The worker at the Welfare Center is the leader and
she gives vocal lessons to me and my coworker and also coaches

guitar players. Every Sunday afternoon, we get together in the
bible study room of my church for practice. Sometimes, I bake
bread or cookies for our team members, and everyone loves them;
they said that they’d never tasted such delicious bread or cookies
before.” (Yoon-Ji).

“At my church, which is for individuals with visual
impairment, I sing hymns with two male vocalists with piano,
guitar, and drum accompaniment, and that’s when I feel the
happiest. We meet for rehearsals on Saturday evenings and play
before the second and third services on Sundays. Despite all of
the housekeeping work on weekdays, I memorize the lyrics of the
hymns and practice singing them several times. I always await
Sundays with joy.” (Ji-Seon).

“I sing the soprano part in the choir of our branch in X
city, and as we are quite a well-known team, we are invited for
concerts over ten times a year. It is what keeps me going, a fun
and happy chance to dress up and express myself in front of
others.” (Da-Hee).

“We’ve created a band, all of us with adventitious visual
impairment. The keyboard player, having experience in a school
band, is leading our team really well. I am the vocalist, and when
all the instruments—the guitar, the keyboard, and the drums—
are playing the song for me to sing, I feel so happy, as I feel
like the protagonist of a story. We get together to practice and
share our life stories, and we have grown really fond of each other
performing in the band. Our band is the most valuable part of my
life now.” (Jong-Goo).

DISCUSSION

This study aimed at an in-depth and contextual understanding
of the key factors and processes of PTG of individuals with
AVI that bring about positive changes in life. For this, the
interview data of 15 individuals with AVI were analyzed,
using the life history method proposed by Mandelbaum as the
framework (Mandelbaum, 1973). Three domains: dimensions,
turnings, and adaptations, were examined, and the discussion
from results is as follows.

First, the dimensions of life of individuals with AVI were found
to be the family, rehabilitation center, and music groups. These
were the crucial parts of life for these individuals who underwent
the extreme change of vision loss at midlife. These dimensions
provided support for their survival and were the basis of their
will to keep on living with vigor. For individuals who had to face
unforeseen visual impairment, the family was seen as a strong
source of support from the onset of impairment (Leyser and
Heinze, 2001); however, the participants now feel that they should
return value to the family by being successfully integrated into
society. Some researchers emphasized that there was a significant
negative association between family psychological resources (e.g.,
family emphasis on personal growth, family cohesion, family
support) and stress of unique responsibilities and challenges
due to increased family demands (Dyson, 1997; Sanders and
Morgan, 1997; Padeliadu, 1998; Van Riper, 2000). In contrast
with this, for individuals with AVI in this study, the perception
of family as a source of support and the returned favor is not
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only interactive but also compossible, which is different from
negative impacts possibly arising in families of the impaired.
The rehabilitation center was a place where they could find
those facing the same challenges to share the pain, consolation,
and encouragement that helped them face reality and plan their
future with hope. The rehabilitation center, wherein individuals
with AVI could be proactive leaders of their life and become
active members of the society, was the root of their pride
and self-esteem that allowed rediscovering their real problems.
Meanwhile, the music groups provided an opportunity for
individuals with AVI to console one another through hardships;
these groups served as a shelter where they could feel a sense
of stability that they could not feel anywhere else, and provided
a place where those facing the same challenges could embrace
one another for encouragement and sharing. This finding is
consistent with previous studies reporting that musicing, with an
aim to improve social relationships, could help individuals with
AVI to form positive relationships with others, thereby reducing
their sense of isolation and promoting mutual exchange (Metell,
2015). The findings also agreed with a previous study on the
function of music for social groups, which reported that music,
to individuals with AVI, could make a marked contribution to
promoting the exchange among group members and enabling
them to acquire a sense of belonging (Park et al., 2015). Thus,
music groups should be utilized actively to help individuals with
AVI overcome psychosocial problems such as feelings of loss,
alienation, and isolation.

Second, the turnings of life were found to be the positive
changes through awareness and tolerance of impairment, new
challenges in rehabilitation training, and finding inner resources
through music, among which a notable positive effect was found
in rehabilitation training. As these individuals could acquire
various techniques through rehabilitation training to overcome
the sudden challenges of impairment, they were motivated to
develop a new lifestyle and achieve PTG. As in previous studies,
this may highlight the importance of psychological rehabilitation
in helping individuals with AVI overcome barriers to their
satisfaction of life such as severe stress and feelings of anxiety,
loss, isolation, and helplessness (Papadopoulos et al., 2013),
while contributing to social integration. Meanwhile, individuals
with AVI were found to live on with the hope that they
would get used to the impairment one day, as they steadily
increased the boundaries of everyday life with memories and
accumulation of meaningful daily experiences. When compared
with a previous study on musicians with visual impairment
(Park, 2017), a similar result was found regarding the individual’s
attitude toward the impairment among the turnings of life. To
individuals with AVI, the impairment posed an endless problem
of identifying for themselves what they had to face and solve
each and every moment. In addition, musicing was found to
be the core among the turnings of life, because the process
of experiencing, enjoying, and creating music played a key
role in transforming the traumatic event of visual impairment
toward growth. Hence, for individuals with AVI, musicing
was found to be the source of positivity that invigorated
them to continue to step forward toward growth amid a
challenging reality.

Third, the adaptations of life were found to be accepting
one’s life in a harsh social environment, actively establishing
relationships with others as an individual with visual impairment,
and re-finding the meaning of life through musicing. Music and
musicing were found to play a key role in enabling individuals
with AVI to live on with a positive mindset, despite a harsh
social environment and among those facing the same challenges.
For individuals with AVI, musicing was the source of vigor
amid the challenges of life, serving as a bridge to the time
before their loss of vision, when life was happy, fulfilling, and
wonderful, and as a place in a different dimension for survival
that helped them endure through the pain brought about by the
visual impairment. As such, the experience of musicing in the
process of adaptation to the impairment played a central role,
giving them the sense of autonomy through independent activity,
satisfaction through accomplishment, and social communication
or empathy, thereby ultimately leading to growth (Lee, 2015).
This may be attributed to the process of creating music as
a group having a significant influence on increasing not only
the personal experience of accomplishment but also self-efficacy
(McPherson and McCormick, 2006; Hendricks, 2016; Zelenak,
2020). Hence, music is likely to have reinvigorated individuals
with AVI to live on, by letting them actively apply their
remaining senses and attain a sense of immediate reward
(Rostohar, 2006). In fact, the activity of creating music has
been reported to help improve the self-efficacy of individuals
with AVI, and the activity of listening to music was found to
reduce depressive feelings (Clements-Cortes and Pascoe, 2020;
Park et al., 2020). This implies that the varied experiences of
musicing could help individuals with AVI to overcome the
challenges of psychosocial adaptation so that they may actively
communicate and empathize with others as a healthy member of
the society.

Based on the discussion, the limitations of the study are as
follows. First, the research was conducted on PTG, which is
positive change, and therefore the positivity of the findings and
their interpretations was emphasized. Individuals with AVI may
have experienced pain and hardships to reach PTG, and the
associated negativity they may have confronted was to some
degree overlooked. In fact, the negative emotions the participants
experienced in the early stages of impairment might be personal
and multifaceted. Second, this study was performed on 15
individuals with AVI. Among them, 13 had an occupation and
were actively engaged in economic activities. Considering the
current economic and social status of individuals with AVI in
South Korea, generalizing the findings in this study may be
limited. Third, for this research, participants were recruited from
a single facility (X community welfare center) and all of them
were found to be currently participating in music activities.
To accomplish the goal of this study, purposive sampling was
sufficient. However, PTG can be experienced by many individuals
with AVI through various aspects and characteristics, not only
through the musicing thoroughly investigated in this research.
In future studies, it will be necessary to conduct a more
sophisticated and comprehensive study by considering their
individual characteristics and impairment-related variables by
using a larger sample. It is also suggested that empirical studies
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demonstrate the effectiveness of musicing for individuals with
AVI through objective and quantitative approaches.
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This study proposed a line of research on entrepreneurship based on the analysis

of personality traits and geographical area. Its objective is to identify whether certain

personality traits or sociocultural variables typical of a particular geographical area

influence those who have already started an entrepreneurial activity to keep it up,

in other words, to maintain their entrepreneurial intention. The research results reach

a sample of 479 entrepreneurs from two Iberian Peninsula geographical areas. The

analyse of the psychometric properties on the Entrepreneurial Orientation Questionnaire

(EOQ) identified five dimensions of the enterprising personality. They also evidence

that geographical location is a factor that contributes to the development of the

entrepreneurial intentions that determine the business profile. The results show that

entrepreneurs in the northern area tend to maintain their business than those in the

central zone.

Keywords: maintaining entrepreneurial intention, entrepreneur’s personality, geographical area, regional

development, entrepreneurship

INTRODUCTION

In recent years there has been growing social interest in everything that has to do with the
world of entrepreneurs and the role that they can play in socio-economic life as activating agents.
It has also become necessary to increase employability indices to improve the quality of life
of the population, and a valid mechanism for achieving this is self-employment. The latter, in
permanent transformation, stands as the great challenge that drives economic growth, which is why
entrepreneurial initiative plays a significant role in the present societies (European Commission,
2012; Moriano et al., 2012; Wu et al., 2013).

Entrepreneurial behaviour, in what it implies to creating and implementing an idea or business,
can be defined as planned behaviour. If the simple intention to execute conduct does not guarantee
its execution, and that the intention is one of the best predictors of certain types of behaviour,
we can justify the model of intentions in the field of entrepreneurship (Krueger et al., 2000;
Coulibaly et al., 2018; Echeverri et al., 2018; Dencker et al., 2019; Hou et al., 2019; Tornikoski
and Maalaoui, 2019). Entrepreneurship-based research highlights the contribution of intent as
an individual predictor of planned behaviour. They are a coherent and robust framework that
helps to understand entrepreneurial processes (Sánchez, 2005; Sánchez García, 2010; Sánchez and
Yurrebaso, 2012; Coulibaly et al., 2018; Echeverri et al., 2018; Dencker et al., 2019; Hou et al., 2019;
Tornikoski and Maalaoui, 2019).

Even Krueger et al. (2000) turned to the Theory of Planned Behaviour by
Ajzen (1991) and Shapiro’s Business Event Model (Shapiro, 1982), after confirming
in their research that situational (loss of employment) and individual variables
(personality traits) offer partial and inconsistent empirical results in predicting
entrepreneurial behaviour. They concluded that intentions are the essential
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elements of entrepreneurial behaviour, over and above the
situational and individual variables that indirectly influence
the entrepreneur. Intention plays a mediating role between
entrepreneurial action and potential external influences. The
intention is the cognitive state immediately before the execution
of behaviour. Attitudes influence behaviour, because of their
impact on intentions, in the same way that intentions and
attitudes depend on the situation. In the intention model, in
addition to the variables referred to, other factors of individuals
are also influential, such as their level of education, marital status,
and vicarious experience (Krueger et al., 2000).

Scholten et al. (2004) also apply the Theory of Planned
Behaviour to entrepreneurial behaviour. In their definition of
the antecedents of intention, an “attitude for entrepreneurship”
refers to the beliefs about the possible results obtained
from creating a business and how these results would be
evaluated. The subjective norm, which includes beliefs about the
expectations of others regarding entrepreneurial behaviour and
themotivations tomeet these expectations, would be the image of
entrepreneurship. Finally, the perceived control of this behaviour,
which includes beliefs about the presence of factors that can
facilitate or impede the creation of the venture, and the perceived
power to control these factors, are known as control beliefs.
Scholten et al. (2004) conclude that maintaining the intention
to embark on an undertaking will be more likely the more
favourable the attitude and the subjective norms, and the greater
the control perceived by the subject (Scholten et al., 2004).

Another decisive element in the maintenance of
entrepreneurial intention is found in the social aspects that
directly or indirectly influence the desire, capability, and
feasibility of implementing a business idea (Hurtado et al.,
2007; Zahra and Nambisan, 2011; Obschonka and Stuetzer,
2017; Obschonka et al., 2019; Van de Vliert and Van Lange,
2019; GEM Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2020; Gieure
et al., 2020). Knowledge, abilities, distinctive personality traits,
and the socially perceived and transmitted image of the figure
of the entrepreneur, can condition entrepreneurship and the
maintenance of a company. Having patterns of reference on
entrepreneurship in the immediate environment can determine
one’s perception of the possibilities of entrepreneurship (GEM
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2020) because our perception
is based on the belief about it and the concrete value that we
as individuals confer on it (Ajzen, 1991; Hung, 2006; Rauch
and Frese, 2007; Suárez and Pedrosa, 2016; Baluku et al., 2019;
Tornikoski and Maalaoui, 2019).

The social aspects that directly or indirectly influence the
desire, capability, and feasibility of implementing a business idea
can be decisive in maintaining the business. This is because
cultural content reinforces our characteristics and certain types of
behaviour while penalising others. The cultural substratum—the
system underlying normative values and themodels of perceiving
entrepreneurial activity—plays a critical role in determining our
entrepreneurial behaviour (Throsby, 2001; Zahra and Nambisan,
2011; Baluku et al., 2018, 2019).

The model differentiates between two dimensions of analysis:
the intention (before the behaviour, in this case, the intention
to open a business or undertaking) and the final behaviour to

which the intention (start the business) is supposed to lead. This
study will focus on the second dimension, given the few studies
that have analysed it so far (most focus on the intention and
not the realisation). To do so, it employs as a sample a group of
entrepreneurs who have already opened their companies.

We understand that the entrepreneur has different personality
traits, some innate and others socially learned, values, social
patterns, and cultural factors that contribute to the configuration
of that personality. In addition to the personality traits, we
examine the potential effects of the geographical location of the
company on maintaining entrepreneurial intention. Given the
exposure, this paper aimed to study the role of geographical area
and the possession of certain personality traits in maintaining
entrepreneurial intention.

Although the Iberian Peninsula indeed shows levels of
entrepreneurial activity similar to those of other countries with
the same degree of economic development, the existence of
solid regional inequalities in its evolution, both in the level
of entrepreneurship and in the type of activity undertaken, is
evident. According to the GEM report on Spain (2020), the
central area of a country shows a lower rate of entrepreneurial
activity. The northern region has a higher rate of entrepreneurial
activity, and the average size of its companies is bigger.

The novelty of our study lies in the confirmation that the
differential characteristics of a geographical area contribute to the
choice of location and maintenance of a business activity, which
could contribute to profiling different contents in institutional
policies focused on the promotion of entrepreneurship.

This paper begins by analysing the theoretical framework of
geographical area, assuming that each region has its cultural
factors, to go on to that of the entrepreneurial personality. This
will lead to the hypotheses formulation that supports the model
proposed. After analysing the methodological characteristics
of our study, we present the results obtained and the main
conclusions and implications deriving from them.

GEOGRAPHICAL AREA AND
PERSONALITY TRAITS: A THEORETICAL
REVIEW

Certain complementary sociodemographic factors can contribute
to developing personality traits, jointly affecting the formation
and maintenance of entrepreneurial intention through its effects
on the antecedents of intention (Fishbein Ajzen, 2010).

Geographical Area and Regional Culture
Many scholars assume that cultural factors are crucial for the
development of economic activity in general (Beugelsdijk, 2007;
Rentfrow et al., 2013) and the fostering of entrepreneurship
in particular (Davidsson, 1995; Davidsson and Wiklund, 1997;
Audretsch, 2007; Nunn, 2009; Kibler et al., 2014; Obschonka
et al., 2015; Obschonka, 2017). Given the growing interest of
different disciplines in this area, psychological research, based on
Big Data, is attempting, although still with certain limitations, to
use personality studies to assess the origins and possible effects of
an enterprising culture, in the assumption that entrepreneurship
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could be motivated by local culture (Fritsch and Wyrwich, 2013;
Hayton and Cacciotti, 2013; Obschonka, 2017).

A group approach assumes that the inhabitants of a town,
region, or area would share and be influenced by specific cultural
patterns that favour entrepreneurship. Such as entrepreneurship
perception, experiences, and training in business activity, role
models, attitudes, and beliefs, ways of doing things. Some
scholars even claim that entrepreneurship should be understood
as something social and regional (Feldman, 2001) since the
processes generated in business systems motivate and regulate
the entrepreneurial intention (Ute Stephan and Patgak, 2016) and
even the business activity of an area (Bandura, 1997; Stam, 2015).

In a recent study, Stuetzer et al. (2017) conclude that some US
regions with higher scores in business culture experience more
significant economic growth and even higher employment rates.

The so-called geography of personality traits reveals the
existence of differences in personality profiles at the regional
level in relation to entrepreneurship, analysing those cultural
factors that influence individual behaviour and how these, in
turn, generate local culture (Rentfrow et al., 2013, 2015; Oishi,
2014; Jokela et al., 2015; Obschonka et al., 2015, 2019).

Given the difficulty of identifying the boundaries of each
area or region and the essential components of such a cultural
framework, assigning to each region its cultural characteristics
could help us explain the reason for their differences regarding
entrepreneurship. We are saying that some regions may be
immersed in a local culture that predisposes its inhabitants to
act and start up new businesses (Andersson and Koster, 2011;
Rentfrow et al., 2013).

Obschonka et al. (2015) assume that personality is the basic
component of entrepreneurial culture, focus their attention on
relatively small spatial areas, and attempt to predict regional
entrepreneurial activity by focusing on the interaction between
the knowledge the population has about entrepreneurship and
the culture in which it is immersed. Obschonka et al. (2015)
conceive of culture as the collective programming of the mind
that makes it possible to differentiate the members of one group
from another and evaluate the cultural characteristics mainly by
analysing the values (McClelland, 1961; Hofstede, 2001) and the
personality characteristics (Schwartz and Sagiv, 1995; McCrae
and Terracciano, 2005) that prevail in the area. Personality
characteristics are expressed through the corresponding values
and norms in the region (Hofstede and McCrae, 2004; Rentfrow
et al., 2008), to the point of empirically making traits at
the cultural level operative as the measure of traits at the
individual level.

Obschonka et al. (2015) consider knowledge as the basis for
detecting opportunities when starting new business activities.
In this way, those regions with high resources in knowledge
can potentially have more significant business activity. This
knowledge can even be a condition for the detection of business
opportunities. Culture would be a mental model or set of
internal representations, variable in time because of experience
and training, created by the same cognitive systems that can
interpret the environment and thus have a decisive impact on
decision-making. These individual mental models are formed in
interactions with others in the environment, thus creating the

business culture of an area when it is shared by the majority of
members of that region. In this way, the regions that develop
knowledge and solid business culture will be more innovative,
translating into greater business activity (Obschonka et al., 2015).

In short, these studies that analyse cultural evolution based
on personality traits are critical in understanding the origin and
effects of regional business culture. They highlight the usefulness
of approaching personality in studying economic environments
(Fredin and Jogmark, 2017).

For all of the above, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H1. The geographical location of an enterprise contributes
to maintaining entrepreneurial intention. Specifically, the
entrepreneurial intention will be carried to a greater extent in the
northern area than in the central area of the Iberian Peninsula.

Entrepreneurial Personality
The study of entrepreneurs based on personality traits claims
that these individuals possess a series of personal attributes
that arouse in them the intention to undertake an enterprise,
differentiating them from the rest of the population (Cromie and
Johns, 1983; Cromie, 2000; Montoya Cardona, 2015; Suárez and
Pedrosa, 2016). Other authors (Krueger et al., 2000; Loveland
et al., 2005; Vargas, 2007; Chan et al., 2015; Yurrebaso et al.,
2020) add that the personality traits that individuals possess are
determinants for entrepreneurial behaviour to emerge.

The literature firmly accepts that cultural, situational, and
social function factors are also integral components of the
entrepreneurial process (Herron and Sapienza, 1992; Van de
Ven, 1993; Baluku et al., 2018, 2019; Bockorny and Youssef-
Morgan, 2019). But it is also suggested that, under similar
circumstances, not all people become entrepreneurs, which leads
one to believe that individual characteristics can be decisive
(Cromie and Johns, 1983; Hmieleski and Carr, 2008; Contreras
et al., 2017). Therefore, the attributes or characteristics of the
individual must be an integral part of the research as a significant
element in the understanding of the process of entrepreneurship
(Carland et al., 1984; Johnson and Loveman, 1995; Stewart and
Roth, 2001; Collins et al., 2004; Sánchez et al., 2005; Zhao et al.,
2005; Chan et al., 2015).

This leads us to form our second hypothesis: H2. Personality
variables are involved in maintaining entrepreneurial intention.

Given the difficulty involved in analysing an individual
personality and the fact that many of these traits, in turn, may
be influenced by environmental or sociocultural factors, we
identify the ones that most authors (e.g., Cromie and Johns, 1983;
Koh, 1996; Covin and Slevin, 1997; Cromie, 2000; Filion, 2003;
Vecchio, 2003; Collins et al., 2004; Solesvik et al., 2014; Tarapuez
et al., 2018; Tovar et al., 2018; Yurrebaso et al., 2020) establish as
determinants of an entrepreneurial personality: self-efficacy, risk,
proactivity, locus of control, and personal initiative.

Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy is understood as the conviction that one can organise
and execute actions to produce desirable results that affect
situations that affect their lives (Bandura, 1997), taking on
significant explanatory weight in entrepreneurship. It is an
attribution of personal competence and control in a particular
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situation. It shows the perception that an individual has about
their ability to carry out a specific action. Self-efficacy is
thought to affect the choice of action and the amount of
effort that the individual has to make, this being the basic
predictor that the subject has in the choice of entrepreneurship
(Bandura, 1997). We associate high levels of self-efficacy with
persistence, innovative behaviours, and the recognition of
entrepreneurial opportunities.

Some individuals avoid entrepreneurial action because they do
not think they have the necessary skills (e.g., Chen et al., 1998;
De Noble et al., 1999; Shane et al., 2003; Vecchio, 2003; Lent and
Brown, 2006;McGee et al., 2009; Ruiz Arroyo et al., 2014; Luthans
and Youssef-Morgan, 2017; Pease et al., 2018).

For all of the above, we propose that: H2a. People
with greater self-efficacy will be more likely to maintain
entrepreneurial intentions.

Risk-Taking Propensity and Ambiguity Tolerance
Risk-taking propensity, together with proactivity, is one of
the three dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation (Covin
and Slevin, 1997). It refers to the disposition of a subject
to commit to sources of opportunities even when failure is
a possibility and involves the willingness of an individual to
take risks. This trait is understood by Cromie and Johns
(1983) as the ability of enterprising individuals to seek and
undertake productive opportunities and move comfortably in an
uncertain environment.

Recent studies have found that tolerance and positive attitudes
toward risk predict the formation of entrepreneurial intentions
(Yurrebaso et al., 2020). It has likewise been found that a risk-
taking propensity is positively associated with intentions of self-
employment through its influence on certain predictors of these
intentions, such as self-efficacy (Stewart and Roth, 2001; Zhao
et al., 2005; Baron et al., 2016; Contreras et al., 2017; Pease et al.,
2018).

Cromie and Johns (1983) understand ambiguity tolerance
as the ability of entrepreneurs to make decisions even when
lacking certain necessary information for doing so, that is, in a
situation of uncertainty. They even contend that this attribute
is definitive for distinguishing between entrepreneurs and non-
entrepreneurs. In short, we propose that H2b. People with a
greater risk-taking propensity will be more likely to maintain
entrepreneurial intentions.

Proactivity
The scholarly literature identifies proactivity as an important
driver of entrepreneurial intention. We can define it as the
ability to identify different opportunities and act on them.
It involves initiative, direct actions, and perseverance until a
significant change is achieved. Proactivity puts the accent on
anticipation, preventing problems before they occur and having
a clear orientation to action (Shapero, 1982; Stewart and Roth,
2001; Sánchez et al., 2005; Neneh, 2019).

Taken up by Covin and Slevin (1997) as a basic dimension
in the so-called entrepreneurial orientation, it involves
perseverance, adaptability, and a high willingness to take
responsibility for failure in entrepreneurship. Proactive

individuals continuously seek business opportunities, as do
organisations in markets (Stevenson and Jarillo, 1990; Lumpkin
and Dess, 1996; Stewart and Roth, 2001; Mustafa et al., 2016;
Arco-Tirado et al., 2019; Neneh, 2019). We, therefore, posit
that: H2c. People with greater proactivity will be more likely to
maintain entrepreneurial intentions.

Locus of Control
The term “locus of control” refers to the degree to which
individuals believe they control their life and the events that
influence them (Rotter, 1966). It has to do with the attributions
that people make about the result of their actions and can refer
to factors that are outside of themselves (external factors, such
as chance or others) or to factors that the individual can control
(internal factors, such as skills, or personal work).

Internal locus of control has been one of the most
frequently mentioned psychological traits as a predictor of
entrepreneurship. Hansemark (2003) concluded that the
founders of new businesses have a higher level of internal locus
of control than non-founders and defends the idea that the
internal locus of control can be learned and developed over time.
Experiences of success will help generate a sense of control over
the situation, and failures will be attributed to external factors
outside of one’s control (Hansemark, 2003; Korunka et al., 2003).

Consequently, our hypothesis at this point is H2d. People with
a greater internal locus of control will be more likely to maintain
entrepreneurial intentions. Specifically, the opposite will be true
for people who have a high external locus of control.

Personal Initiative
Frese and Fay (2001) suggest that this concept mainly reflects
the need of organisations today to have an active conception of
performance. The primary characteristic of personal initiative
is that it is a work behaviour that is defined as self-initiated;
someone doesn’t need to say what should be done, and it does
not form part of the job obligations or requirements. Instead
of established objectives, in this case, we are talking about self-
imposed objectives. Even though the ideas and objectives in
question may have already been described previously, they have
never been practised in that context. Furthermore, in cases in
which it is very difficult for the behaviour to be self-initiated,
that is, when it does not form part of the tasks that a person
usually carries out, it can perhaps be employed with sub-tasks or
certain aspects of the job, which are not clearly described as part
of one’s tasks.

The second characteristic that defines personal initiative is
proactivity, which is behaviour oriented in the long term and
not only in response to demand. Thus, the person with the
initiative is prepared to deal immediately with both opportunities
and threats/problems.

The third characteristic is persistence or the ability to
overcome barriers to achieve a set goal since it is likely that
when making the necessary changes to reach a new goal, things
may not go well from the beginning. The last characteristic that
defines personal initiative is that it must be pro-organisational
behaviour. That is, it must positively affect the short-term results
of the organisation.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 67193136

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Yurrebaso et al. Entrepreneurship and Regional Development

In the specific case of entrepreneurship, we would say that
initiative is a social and dynamic process in which individuals,
alone or in collaboration, identify opportunities to innovate and
act by transforming ideas into practical activities within a social,
cultural, or economic context.

The European Commission (2012) defines entrepreneurial
initiative as the propensity to induce changes in oneself, the
ability to accept and support innovation caused by external
factors, to welcome change, to take responsibility for one’s own
actions (whether positive or negative), to finish what is started,
to know in which direction it is going, to establish objectives and
fulfil them, and to have the necessary motivation for success.

It is in this theoretical framework that we formulate the
following hypothesis: H2f. People with greater personal initiative
will be more likely to maintain entrepreneurial intentions.

Now that the main theoretical concepts of this work have been
defined, and in response to the interest of delimiting the influence
of certain individual and cultural variables in maintaining
innovative entrepreneurial intention, our starting hypotheses
can be summarised thus: (a) the personality variables described
are associated with the intention to continue entrepreneurship;
(b) the geographical area of an entrepreneur is associated with
the intention to continue with entrepreneurship. With these
premises in mind, we intend to build a parsimonious model that
will allow us to predict, with the least possible error, the degree to
which this entrepreneurial intention is maintained.

METHOD

Participants
For this study, we carried out an incidental rather than
probabilistic sampling. Through this procedure, a sample of 479
enterprising subjects was obtained, 262 of which were males
(55%), 210, females (44%) and 7 did not answer (1%). Regarding
the work experience of the respondents, 148 had an experience
of between 1 and 10 years (31%), 183 had more than 10 years of
experience (38%), and 148 did not answer (31%).

To put together the sample, the lists of companies registered in
each geographical area were taken as a reference. These lists were
facilitated by the different Chambers of Commerce and Industry
of each province. Once obtained, a request for collaboration
with the study was sent. Those who wanted to collaborate were
counted for the sample and those who were founders of a
company and continued to maintain links with it.

The ages of these subjects range between 19 and 76 years, with
an average of 38.68 years. As for the origin of the 479 subjects
in the sample, 225 came from the northern part of the Iberian
Peninsula, and 254 from the central peninsular area (hereinafter
referred to as “North” and “Centre”).

Instrument
The instrument used to carry out this research was the
Entrepreneurial Intent Questionnaire-COE (Cuestionario de
Intención Emprendedora in the original Spanish) (Sánchez
García, 2010), chosen for its optimal adaptation to our
study purposes since it measures traits that in the literature
are considered important in entrepreneurial behaviour. The

structure of the questionnaire is divided into two blocks:
the first section of control variables (personal data such
as age, sex, type of education, employment situation, the
profession of parents ...) that could have an effect on their
entrepreneurial intention, and a second block with variables
related to the personal profile of an entrepreneur (internal
and external locus of control, entrepreneurial self-efficacy,
proactivity, risk, and initiative) measured on a Likert scale (from
0 to 5).

For this study, we also used the variables of work intention
to maintain one’s own company, the perception of the feasibility
of the idea, the attractiveness of the idea, and the support of the
environment toward the idea. With the weighting of the data
collected in all of these variables, a new variable was calculated:
maintenance of entrepreneurial intention.

Data Analysis
To assess the influence of the geographical area variable on
the maintenance of entrepreneurial intention, a t-test of the
difference in means was performed. Also, to deepen the analysis,
a Chi-square test was run, dividing the variable “maintenance
of entrepreneurial intention” into three categories (low-
medium-high). To analyse whether there were differences in the
personality variables (ILC, ELC, Self-efficacy, Proactivity,
Risk, and Personal Initiative), a one-way ANOVA was
performed in which subjects who had maintained a high
entrepreneurial intention were compared to those with a
low entrepreneurial intention. Finally, a logistic regression
analysis was carried out to construct a model in which the
geographical area variable, as well as personality variables, come
into play.

Psychometric evaluation of scales is set out in Table 1.
Regarding reliability, taking as reference the Crombach Alpha,
none of the values is <0.7. As for the one-dimensionality of
the scales, LCE, that of LCI, Self-Efficacy, and Proactivity,
seems more than an acceptable hypothesis, even though
they all have at least two self-values above one. This one-
dimensionality would not be so clear for the last scales.
The difference between the variance that explains the
first factor and the one that explains the second is not
so great.

As for The Confirmatory Factorial Analysis, all models have
a significant value of χ2. However, the contrast of hypotheses
about this value is very sensitive to certain characteristics of the
sample, such as its size. Hence it has been chosen to also refer to
the value of other goodness-of-fit indicators. Generally speaking,
all scales have an acceptable fit to the one-dimensional model
proposed for each of the scales. The value of the NFI, taking
as a reference 0.09, would notify us that there are adjustment
problems in the Scale of Risk Propensity and Personal Initiative.
On the other hand, the value of RMSA, taking as reference
0.08, would warn us of a possible problem of adjustment in
the Self-efficacy scale. These possible mismatches will be taken
into account when interpreting, with more or less caution, the
conclusions of this investigation.
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TABLE 1 | Psychometric evaluation of scales.

Number of

items on the

scale

Reliability

(Crombach

Alpha)

KMO/Bartlett’s

Sphericity Test

Scale One-

Dimensionality

(CP.)

χ
2 Confirmatory

model

adjustment

indicators

Covariance between

mistakes

LCI 11 0.84 0.89/χ2
= 1,601;

p < 0.00

2 self-values >1.

The first explains

41% variance and

the second 21%

169 (p < 0.00) Cmin/df = 4,

NFI = 0.9 and

RMSEA = 0.08

Between the error of item 6

and item 11 and between

the error of item 11 and the

error of item 15

LCE 8 0.81 0.83/χ2
= 1,525;

p < 0.00

2 self-values >1.

The first explains

44% variance and

the second 23%

35 (p < 0.00) Cmin/df = 2.5,

NFI = 0.98 and

RMSEA = 0.06

Between the error of item 3

and item 7, between the

error of item 3 and the error

of item 12, between the

error of item 3 and item 16,

between the error of item 7

and the error of item 12,

between the error of item 7

and the error of item 16 and

between the error of item 12

and the error of item 16

Self-efficacy 23 0.93 0.94/χ2
= 5,335;

p < 0.00

4 self-values

above 1. The first

self-value would

explain 40% of the

variance and the

second self-value

would explain 8%

1,090 (p < 0.00) Cmin/df = 4.8,

NFI = 0.9 and

RMSEA = 0.09

Between the error of item 6

and item 12, between the

error of item 7 and the item

error 2, between the error of

item 7 and item 13,

between the error of item 12

and the error of item 16, and

between the error of item 18

and the error of item 21

Proactivity 10 0.83 0.85/χ2
= 1,311;

p < 0.00

2 self-values

above 1. The first

would explain 40%

of the variance

and the second

self-value 11%

146 (p < 0.00) Cmin/df = 4.3,

NFI = 0.9 and

RMSEA = 0.08

Between the error of item 5

and item 9

Risk propensity 11 (¬v21) 0.69 0.75/χ2
= 974;

p < 0.00

3 self-values

above 1. The first

would explain 26%

of the variance

and the second

self-value by 17%

144 (p < 0.00) Cmin/df = 4.8,

NFI = 0.84 and

RMSEA = 0.08

Between item 11 and item

19, between item 12 and

item 21, between 12 and

16, between 14 and 16, and

between 16 and 17

Personal initiative 13 0.74 0.8/χ2
= 1,047;

p < 0.00

3 self-values

above 1. The first

would explain 26%

of the variance

and the second

self-value by 11%

257 (p < 0.00) Cmin/df = 4.01,

NFI = 0.8 and

RMSEA = 0.08

Between the error of item

25 and item 35

RESULTS

Geographical Area and Entrepreneurial
Intention
First, the relationship between the geographical area variable
(North, Centre) and the maintenance of entrepreneurial
intention was analysed. The average entrepreneurial intention for
the North was 5.57 (5.38–5.75), and that of the Centre was 4.62
(4.14–4.38) (Figure 1).

A t-test for independent samples, assuming different
variances, suggests significant differences between entrepreneurs
in North and those in the Centre in terms of maintaining
entrepreneurial intention (t = 7.74, p < 0.05).

However, to reinforce the hypothesis that there
are differences in the maintenance of entrepreneurial
intention between the North and the Centre subjects, we
decided to categorise the maintenance of entrepreneurial
intention variable to perform a χ

2 analysis that would
shed more light on this result. The new variable
consisted of three categories: maintenance of low
(0–3.55), medium (3.60–5.90), and high (5.91–9.32)
entrepreneurial intention.

In the analysis, no expected frequency with a value lower
than 5 was found, and therefore the Chi-square test results
can be considered free of the problem that this circumstance
could imply.
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FIGURE 1 | Box plot of the variable maintenance of entrepreneurial intent in

the north and in the central area.

The χ
2 value obtained differs significantly from 0 (χ2

= 42.3,
p < 0.05), which means that the hypothesis of independence
is rejected for the usual levels of significance. Thus, it can
be affirmed that the test yields a positive result regarding
the association between the maintenance of entrepreneurial
intention and the geographical area of the entrepreneur. The
degree of association between the two variables, taking Cramer’s
V as the indicator (V = 0.3, p < 0), is significant. In addition,
the magnitude of Cramer’s V suggests a moderate relationship
between the maintenance of entrepreneurial intention variable
and the variable representing the geographical area in which the
entrepreneur set up their company. Furthermore, the Spearman
correlation takes a value of −0.28, with a p < 0.01. The negative
sign of the Spearman correlation tells us that subjects from the
North tend to belong to a higher category in the maintenance
of entrepreneurial intention variable, confirming what could
already be intuited in Figure 1.

Once the value of Lamda (L = 0.01; p = 0.04) was estimated,
taking the geographical area variable as dependent variable
(λ area = 0.16; p < 0), knowledge of the classification in
the maintenance of entrepreneurial intention variable makes
it possible to reduce the uncertainty in the prediction of the
geographical area variable in a significant way, specifically
by 16%. In contrast, knowledge of the group to which a
subject belongs in the geographical area variable does not
make it possible to reduce the error when predicting the
group to which the subject pertains in the maintenance of
entrepreneurial intention variable ( yarea = 0.05; p > 0.05). That
is, the moderate relationship found between the geographical
area variable and maintenance of entrepreneurial intention
variable would be better reflected if we take the maintenance
of entrepreneurial intention variable as an independent variable
and the geographical area variable as a dependent variable, since

placing the variables otherwise the difference with what would be
a random distribution would not be significant.

Personality Variables, and Maintenance of
Entrepreneurial Intention
To analyse the relationship between personality variables (ILC,
ELC, Self-efficacy, Proactivity, Risk Propensity, and Personal
Initiative) and the categorised maintenance of entrepreneurial
intention (low-medium-high) variable, one-way ANOVA
was performed.

To analyse the homogeneity of variances, the Levene test
was used for the ILC scale (2.2, p = 0.11), for the ELC scale
(5.5, p < 0), for the Self-efficacy scale (0.92, p = 0.92), for
the Proactivity scale (0.38, p = 0.38), for the Risk scale (0.43,
p = 0.65) and for the Personal Initiative scale (0.64, p = 0.52).
According to this test and a significance level of 0.05, the only
scale that shows a variance problem would be the ELC scale.

And within the test, for the ILC variable, it was found that
there were significant differences (F = 25.52, p < 0.00); for
the ELC variable, it was found that there were no significant
differences (F = 0.86, p = 0.43); for the Self-efficacy variable it
was found that there were differences (F =23.02, p < 0); for the
Proactivity variable, it was also found that there were differences
(F = 20.62, p < 0.00), and the same can be said of both the Risk
variable (F = 8.51; p < 0), and the personal initiative variable
(F = 16.35, p < 0).

Subsequently, two more tests were run, the Tuckey test for
being one of the most used and the Sheffé test for being one
of the most demanding when rejecting the null hypothesis.
For ILC, significant differences were found between the three
groups with a level of significance of 0.05. At the same time,
the means of the three groups in ILC are in the same order as
the groups in terms of maintaining entrepreneurial intention.
From these results, it is inferred that there is an association
between ILC and maintenance of entrepreneurial intention and
that this association is positive. That is, the greater the ILC, the
greater the entrepreneurial intention. For ELC, no significant
differences were found between any of the three groups. This
means that there is no association between ELC andmaintenance
of entrepreneurial intention.

For Self-efficacy, significant differences were found between
the three groups. The three groups are ordered in the same
way in self-efficacy as in maintaining the entrepreneurial
intention variable. That is, the more Self-efficacy, the more the
maintenance of entrepreneurial intention.

For Proactivity, significant differences were found between
the three groups. The same order is also maintained as in
the maintenance of entrepreneurial intention variable, implying
an association between the proactivity of an individual and
the maintenance of entrepreneurial intention. Moreover, this
association is positive: the greater the proactivity on the
part of the entrepreneur, the greater the maintenance of the
entrepreneurial intention.

For Risk propensity, significant differences were found in one
of the three groups: those who maintain a low entrepreneurial
intention and those with a high entrepreneurial intention.
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Regarding the meaning of the difference of means, it can
be deduced that those who maintain a high entrepreneurial
intention would be willing to assume a greater risk than those
who maintain a low entrepreneurial intention.

For Personal initiative, significant differences were found
between those who maintained a high entrepreneurial initiative
and maintained a low entrepreneurial initiative. On the other
hand, no significant differences were found between those
maintaining a medium or high entrepreneurial intention. Still,
there was a significant difference between those maintaining a
medium and those maintaining a low entrepreneurial intention
in terms of personal intention.

Finally, a predictive model was constructed using logistic
regression. To do so, the subjects belonging to the intermediate
group were eliminated from the sample in the maintenance of
the entrepreneurial intention variable. The regression parameters
were calculated using Wald’s backward elimination method. In
the first model, all the variables were entered. This model was
significant (χ2

= 21.56, p < 0).
The second model, in which the self-efficacy variable

disappeared (W = 0.05, p = 0.82) with respect to the previous
one, was also significant (χ2

= 21.08, p < 0). The third model, in
which the variable ELC (W = 0.75; p = 0.39) disappeared with
respect to the previous one was likewise significant (χ2

= 20.52;
p < 0). The fourth and final model, in which the personal
initiative variable disappeared (W = 1.47, p = 0.22), was also
significant (χ2

= 18.31; p< 0). Themodel was refined to fulfil the
principle of parsimony that must prevail in all scientific methods.

In the final logistic model, only the variables ILC, Proactivity,
Risk, and Geographical Area appeared, the only variables whose
OR is significantly different from 1 (see Table 2). Thus, the final
model can increase success by 27 (77%) points concerning what
would be expected if the subjects had been randomly distributed.
Taking into account the scores in the three independent variables,
it correctly classifies 66.1% of the entrepreneurs who maintain a
low entrepreneurial intention and 83.7% of those who maintain
a high entrepreneurial intention.

For each additional point on the ILC scale, the probability that
a subject will pertain to the group of subjects whomaintain a high
entrepreneurial intention increases by 16% [Exp (B)= 1.16]. For
each additional point on the scale of Proactivity, the likelihood
that a subject will belong to the group of subjects who maintain a
high entrepreneurial intention increases by 12% [Exp (B)= 1.12].
Finally, the probability that a subject from the North will belong
to the group of entrepreneurs in which the entrepreneurial
intention remains high is 6.73 [Exp (B)= 6.73] times greater than
if the subject belonged to the central area.

Thus, once the parameters are estimated, the model would be
configured as follows:

Pr
(

Y = Maintaining the entreprenurial intention.|x1, x2, x3, x4
)

=
1

1+ exp(−8, 07+ 0.14∗x1 + 0.11∗x2 + 0.11∗x3 + 1.91∗x4)

where x1 is the score of the subject in the ILC variable; x2 is
the score of the subject in the Proactive variable (PROACTV);
x3 is the score of the subject in the Risk variable, and x4

TABLE 2 | Logistic regression model including the Risk-taking propensity variable.

B ET. Wald Sig. Exp(B)

ILC 0.14 0.04 15.33 0 1.16

PROACT 0.11 0.04 8.84 0 1.12

RISK 0.11 0.05 4.95 0.03 1.12

G.AREA(1) 1.91 0.32 35.65 0 6.73

Constant −8.07 1.25 41.69 0 0

TABLE 3 | Final logistic regression model.

B ET. Wald Sig. Exp(B)

G.AREA(1) 1.86 0.31 35.2 0.00 6.44

ICI 0.14 0.04 15.13 0.00 1.15

PROACTV 0.14 0.04 13.61 0.00 1.15

Constant −7 1.1 40.34 0.00 0

is the score of the subject in the Geographical area variable
(0= Centre;= 1 North).

Since the Hosmer and Leme show test gave a significant
χ2 value and the Wald statistic was not significant for a
confidence level of 99%, a new model was calculated excluding
the Risk variable. For this model, the χ2 improved significantly
(χ2

= 18.31, p = 0.02 –> χ2
= 14.25, p = 0.08), and also

the R2 of Cox and Snell only decreased by one hundredth
(0.3 –> 0.29) and the R2 of Nagelkerke barely decreased by
another thousandth (0.40 –> 0.39). Regarding the percentage
of success in the classification, it decreased only one point
(78.3% –> 77.2%). The omnibus test for both models suggests
that in both, there is at least one variable associated with the
maintenance of entrepreneurial intention (Model: χ2

= 102.35,
p < 0). Mathematically, this new model would be defined by the
estimated parameters that appear in Table 3.

The advantage of this last model over the previous one, which
justifies its calculation and exposition, is that it makes it possible
to classify entrepreneurs in the maintenance of entrepreneurial
intention variable with an error very similar to the previous
model. Thus, with this new model, fewer resources would be
needed to achieve a very similar predictive power.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The most relevant finding of this work has to do with the fact
that both the social aspects, represented by the Geographical
area variable, and some of the personality variables, identified
by different authors as being significantly associated with
entrepreneurial intention, are also related to the maintenance of
a business initiative (Cromie and Johns, 1983; Covin and Slevin,
1989; Koh, 1996; Cromie, 2000; Throsby, 2001; Filion, 2003;
Vecchio, 2003; Collins et al., 2004; Sánchez García, 2010; Zahra
and Nambisan, 2011; Sánchez and Yurrebaso, 2012; Montoya
Cardona, 2015; Mustafa et al., 2016; Baluku et al., 2018, 2019;
Arco-Tirado et al., 2019; Neneh, 2019; Yurrebaso et al., 2020).
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In relation to the Geographical area variable, following the
momentum generated by the so-called geographical economy,
which contends that within each geographical environment,
there are differences that are projected directly onto the economic
structure of the place in question (Gertler and Barnes, 1999;
Kautonen et al., 2015; Obschonka et al., 2015, 2019; Acs et al.,
2017; Ferrando et al., 2019; Guerrero and Santamaría, 2020), it
was understood as a starting hypothesis for this research that
there would be differences in the maintenance of entrepreneurial
intention between entrepreneurs who had started their activity in
the northern area and those who had started it in the centre area.

In this regard, the results of this work show that there are
differences in the maintenance of entrepreneurial intention and
that these differences are favourable to entrepreneurs in the
North. In turn, these results would support the need to explore
the business economic framework from a molecular or regional
perspective (Albertos, 2002; Tarapuez et al., 2018; Guerrero and
Santamaría, 2020).

As to the origin of these differences, the causes could be
several, ranging from differences in grants and subsidies—the
direct effect of the role that political institutions can play—to the
impact of good business education (Obschonka et al., 2015; GEM
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2020) in which innovative
ideas are rewarded (Wu et al., 2008; Dilli and Westerhuis, 2018).

Following the line defended by several authors (e.g., Krueger
et al., 2000; Chan et al., 2015; Yurrebaso et al., 2020), according
to which the personality traits that characterise people are
important modulators of entrepreneurial intention, in this
research, we found that in the variables Internal Locus of
Control, External Locus of Control, Self-efficacy, Proactivity,
Risk and Personal Initiative there are differences between those
entrepreneurs who maintain allow entrepreneurial intention vis-
à-vis those entrepreneurs who maintain a high entrepreneurial
intention. In this regard, entrepreneurs who maintained a
higher intention also scored higher in these variables, except in
External Locus of Control. Thus, the profile of the entrepreneur
who maintains a high entrepreneurial intention would be
characterised by a high Internal Locus of Control, a low External
Locus of Control, and high Self-efficacy, Proactivity, Risk, and
Personal Initiative as compared to those with low entrepreneurial
intention as regards these same variables.

On the other hand, when taking the two types of variables
(geographical area and personality traits), it was found that
in the most parsimonious logistic model of dichotomous
classification (high entrepreneurial intention to continue—low
entrepreneurial intention to continue), the variables Internal
Locus of Control, Proactivity and Geographical area stood
out from the rest. Moreover, the positive aspect of this
model is that, if we look at the psychometric data of
these scales, in particular, we find that they have acceptable
validity and reliability. Future research would be necessary
to investigate whether an improvement in the design of
these scales, specifically adapted to the population that has
already opened a business, would yield better fitted data for
the model or favour the inclusion or exclusion of some
other variable.

In an adaptation of the role model theory, which states
that an entrepreneurial attitude would be favoured if other
entrepreneurs could be imitated, that is, by the availability
of entrepreneurial role models, future research could cheque
whether the model itself influences the maintenance of
entrepreneurial intention and, if so, identify in which ways it
does so.

The research findings help entrepreneurship promotion
policies define how to assist some regions in enhancing their
support policies to business creation and, therefore, try to
overcome regional disparities. Regarding the regional cultural
differences, the policymakers may also seek to stimulate
their regional societies to become more entrepreneurial and
consequently diminish economic regional disparities.
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In this study, a systematic and comprehensive meta-analysis of the relationship between
thriving at work and its antecedents is conducted. The antecedents in terms of the
characteristics of unit contextual features, the resources produced at work, agentic
work behaviors, and personality traits are illustrated according to the socially embedded
model of thriving described by Spreitzer and research. Additionally, we examine possible
cultural influence on the relationship between thriving and its antecedents at different
levels of individualistic culture. According to 67 independent samples (N = 28,097), our
findings reveal the correlations between thriving at work and the antecedents such as
those in the form of unit contextual features, the resources produced at work, agentic
work behaviors, and personality traits. Furthermore, we find that individualism moderate
the relationships between certain antecedents and thriving at work. Finally, we discuss
the theoretical and practical implications of this study as well as the directions for
future research.

Keywords: thriving at work, antecedents, unit contextual features, resources produced at work, individual agentic
work behaviors, personality traits, national culture

INTRODUCTION

Being a positive psychological state, thriving at work has attracted increased attention in recent
decades. It is defined as “the joint experience of a sense of vitality and learning and is most
accurately conceptualized as a continuum—where people are more or less thriving at any point
in time—rather than a dichotomous state of either thriving or not” (Porath et al., 2012, p. 250).
Thriving is extremely important, because vitality and learning are the two key factors in improving
performance and well-being, to talented employees who face intensifying competitions in the
workplace (Pfeffer, 2010).

Several scholars and managers have paid attention to thriving at work due to its positive
effects. A few studies have shown that thriving at work contributes to the improvement of task
performance, job satisfaction, and physical well-being (Spreitzer et al., 2012). Furthermore, Porath
et al. (2012) proposed that thriving was a different construct when compared to a positive/negative
effect and learning goal orientation, etc., and found this notion, which in turn could better explain
these outcomes. Compared with employees who fail to be in the state of thriving, employees who
are in the state of thriving at work can continue to acquire growth and self-development, which
ultimately promote organizational efficiency and prosperity (Han and Wei, 2013). In addition,
employees are more likely to have negative emotions due to an increasing competition in the
workplace, which induces many problems such as burnout, the lack of work vitality, and even poor
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health conditions. Therefore, it is always the pursue for managers
to keep employees vigorous and efficient at work. In sight of the
importance of thriving in the workplace, it is critical to explore
the factors that motivate employees’ thriving at work.

Many factors, including organizational context, job
characteristics, and personal factors, have an impact on
employees’ thriving at work such as perceived organizational
support (Collins, 2014), trust (Carmeli et al., 2009), workplace
incivility (Panagiotis et al., 2013), job crafting (Han, 2017),
challenge stress (Flinchbaugh et al., 2015), and proactive
personality (Albi et al., 2020). Recently, some other constructs
have served as important antecedents of employees’ thriving
at work such as workplace friendship (Chen et al., 2016),
taking charge (Xu et al., 2020), and social functioning (Zhang
et al., 2020). Despite these profound research findings, some
inconsistent conclusions were obtained. For example, Jaiswal
and Dhar (2017) found that work experience was one of the
important drivers of thriving at work. However, it was confirmed
by Zhang R. G. et al. (2018) that individuals with more work
experience were lacking in thriving at work. Such a discrepancy
probably arises due to the accuracy of statistical results being
subjected to the possible measurement and sampling error and
the moderating role of some contingent variables. Therefore, a
meta-analysis is needed to address this problem by integrating
the existing results in empirical studies by controlling both kinds
of statistical errors and considering some contextual factors.

By systematically examining the antecedents of the
characteristics of individuals and relational resources, the meta-
analysis mentioned in Kleine et al. (2019) provided a general
research framework according to the socially embedded model
of thriving (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Despite being influential, their
study excluded some other prominent categories of indicators
such as unit contextual features and individual agentic work
behaviors. Simultaneously, a greater number of indicators in
each category of antecedents are needed to be further explored,
thus necessitating a more in-depth exploration and finely grained
meta-analytic review of the antecedents that engender thriving.

Furthermore, the impact of culture on the relationship
between thriving and its antecedents requires investigation,
ensuing the potential variations in the relationships among
various indicators and thriving, identified in a previous
study, as existing across cultural contexts (Rozkwitalska, 2018).
Specifically, according to the socially embedded model of thriving
at work (Spreitzer et al., 2005), the personal development
of employees depends heavily on dynamic interactions with
others, which are assumed to occur in different patterns, in
various cultural contexts. However, the effects of these different
patterns in different cultures, on various indicators and thriving,
are not yet known.

This study contributes to this field in several ways. Firstly,
we have extended the research of Kleine et al. (2019)
by integrating additional categories of antecedents into the
existing research model. We meta-analyzed the relationship
between unit contextual features and thriving, such as challenge
stressors, hindrance stressors, work control, job crafting, and
organizational justice, which is not noted in their study. We
also performed a meta-analysis of the relationship between

thriving at work and individual agentic work behaviors such
as task focus, exploration, and heedful relating. Secondly, to
supplement the study by Kleine et al. (2019) on resources and
personality traits (antecedents), we conducted a review of several
types of resources produced at work, which promote employees’
thriving, including types of leadership, positive meaning, and
work experience. A further meta-analysis of four additional
types of personality traits, including self-efficacy (Geiger, 2013),
optimism, openness, and conscientiousness, was also performed.
Thirdly, we discuss the differences in the relationships between
thriving and its antecedents across employees from different
cultures. Specifically, we examine the moderating effects of
individualistic culture on the relationship between thriving and
its antecedents.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESES

Theoretical Backgrounds
Previous empirical studies have paid close attention to the
antecedents of employees’ thriving at work. Some studies
explored the motivators who enable employees to thrive at
work from the perspective of the characteristics of individuals
such as psychological capital (Paterson et al., 2014), proactive
personality (Albi et al., 2020), and positive affect (Porath et al.,
2012). Furthermore, a series of empirical studies have been
carried out for studying the impact of organizational context on
employees’ thriving at work. For instance, the existing research
covers leadership style (Russo et al., 2018), managerial coaching
(Raza and Ahmed, 2020), fairness perception (Ghulam et al.,
2020), etc. Other studies focus on job characteristics, including
innovation and feedback (Xie, 2016), decision-making discretion
(Liu and Bern-Klug, 2013), challenging stress (Prem et al.,
2017), etc. Meanwhile, some researchers explored the effects
of some antecedents on employees’ thriving at work from the
perspective of workplace interpersonal relationship. The existing
results show that workplace friendship (Chen et al., 2016),
colleague relationship (Xie, 2016; Ehrhardt and Ragins, 2019),
workplace incivility (Gkorezis et al., 2013), and knowledge hiding
(Jiang et al., 2019) will also affect employees’ thriving at work
in different ways.

As shown in Table 1, although they were not exhaustive,
the major determinants of thriving at work were summarized
through an in-depth review of its antecedents. Because a number
of fruitful and influential achievements have been made on the
topic of employees’ thriving at work in these years, it is necessary
to systematically review and sort out the scattered research, not
only to reflect on its omissions and weaknesses but also to make
forward-looking prospects for future research.

In this respect, Spreitzer et al. (2005) and Kleine et al. (2019)
systematically summarized these antecedents and proposed
different theoretical frameworks for the following researchers to
better grasp important findings in this research field.

Specifically, Spreitzer et al. (2005) proposed a socially
embedded model of thriving at work, which explained how
individual learning and vitality should be integrated into
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TABLE 1 | Summary of the antecedents of thriving at work.

Antecedents References

Abusive supervision Liu (2016), Luo (2016), Zhao et al. (2018),
Usman et al. (2021)

Authentic leadership An (2015), Mortier et al. (2016), Xu et al. (2017),
Shen et al. (2018)

Autonomy Gu (2015), Xie (2016), Li (2018)

Broad information sharing Liu and Bern-Klug (2013)

Challenge stress Flinchbaugh et al. (2015), Prem et al. (2017)

Conscientiousness Hennekam (2017)

Decision-making
discretion

Liu and Bern-Klug (2013), Sia and Duari (2018),
Novaes et al. (2020)

Empowering leadership Li et al. (2016), Han (2017), Ali et al. (2018)

Exploration Sia and Duari (2018)

Fairness perception Ghulam et al. (2020)

Feedback Lee et al. (2015), Xie (2016)

Heedful relating Niessen et al. (2012), Ted et al. (2013), Paterson
et al. (2014), Abid et al. (2016), Sia and Duari (2018)

High-performance work
system

Liu (2017), Zhang et al., (2018)

Job crafting Han (2017), Wang (2018)

Job satisfaction Hennekam (2017), Zhao et al. (2018)

Knowledge resources Niessen et al. (2012)

LMX An (2015), Li (2015), Xu et al. (2017), Zhang (2018)

Managerial coaching Commer et al. (2017), Raza and Ahmed (2020)

Negative affect Porath et al. (2012)

Openness Hennekam (2017), Hildenbrand et al. (2018)

Organizational justice Deng (2016), Bensemmane et al. (2018)

Paradoxical leader
behavior

Liu et al. (2019), Yang et al. (2021)

Perceived organizational
support

Collins (2014), Abid et al. (2015), Gao D. (2017),
Shen et al. (2018)

Positive affect Porath et al. (2012)

Positive meaning Niessen et al. (2012), Prem et al. (2017)

Proactive personality Jiang (2017), Albi et al. (2020)

Prosocial motivation Ghulam et al. (2018)

Psychological safety Kark and Carmeli (2010), Xu et al. (2017),
Jiang et al. (2019)

Psychological capital Ted et al. (2013), Paterson et al. (2014),
Chen et al. (2016), Levy (2016), Shen et al. (2018)

Relational resources Niessen et al. (2012)

Self-efficacy Gao D. (2017), Bensemmane et al. (2018),
Zhu et al. (2019)

Servant leadership Luo (2016), Walumbwa et al. (2018)

Social functioning Zhang et al. (2020)

Supportive climate Ted et al. (2013), Paterson et al. (2014)

Taking charge Xu et al. (2020)

Task focus Niessen et al. (2012), Ted et al. (2013),
Paterson et al. (2014), Sia and Duari (2018)

Transformational
leadership

Collins (2014), Huang (2017), Niessen et al. (2017),
Dong (2018), Hildenbrand et al. (2018)

Trust Carmeli and Spreitzer (2009), Koçak (2016),
Li (2018), Xu et al. (2020)

Work control Li (2018), Wang (2018)

Work family enrichment Na (2017), Russo et al. (2018)

Workplace friendship Chen et al. (2016)

Workplace civility Ghulam et al. (2018)

Workplace incivility Panagiotis et al. (2013)

Workplace violence Zhao et al. (2018)

social systems. They argued that employees thrive through
an interaction with others in the workplace, by observation,
and by communication with supervisors or colleagues. They
also identified the two key predictors of thriving: “The social
structural features of the focal work unit context and resources
produced at work” (Spreitzer et al., 2005, p. 540). The context
of the focal work unit included the social structural features of
encouraging a discretion in decision-making, broad information
sharing, and a climate of trust and respect. The resources
produced at work included a sense of knowledge, positive
meaning, positive affective resources, and relational resources.
Further, they proposed three agentic work behaviors that predict
thriving: task focus, exploration, and heedful relating.

Kleine et al. (2019) meta-analyzed the relationship between
antecedents and thriving according to the socially embedded
model of Spreitzer et al. (2005), but focused on thriving from the
perspective of the characteristics of individuals and the relational
resources involved. However, their model excluded the context
of the work unit to be focused. Such factors included the social
structural features of work demand, feedback, work autonomy,
job crafting, and more. Their model also did not consider agentic
work behaviors such as exploration and task focus. Furthermore,
although they examined the characteristics of individuals such as
core self-evaluation and proactive personality, certain personal
attributes, such as self-efficacy, were excluded.

Both abovementioned frameworks are essential for us to
acknowledge the indicators for employees’ thriving and fully
encourage the enterprises to use corresponding strategies to
motivate the employees to be more thrived. However, through a
comparably comprehensive review of existing empirical studies,
we find that there still exists some other important antecedents of
employees’ thriving, which need further attention. Furthermore,
we believe it is necessary to combine both the frameworks to
figure out all possible antecedents as thoroughly as possible.

Therefore, this research extends the abovementioned basic
frameworks by combining the models of Spreitzer et al. (2005)
and Kleine et al. (2019) and systematically reviewing the
antecedents of thriving. Considering the literary inclusion criteria
of meta-analysis and some constructs, which were by Kleine
et al. (2019), the study includes a comprehensive review of
the effects of the contribution of unit contextual features, the
resources produced at work, and the agentic work behaviors
to thriving at work. Additionally, several types of personality
traits, which were excluded from the previous frameworks, have
been meta-analyzed. Meanwhile, this study follows a moderating
effect of individualism on the links of antecedents and employees’
thriving with great interest, which has gained limited attention
by existing studies. Figure 1 shows the research framework
employed for this study.

HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

Unit Contextual Features
According to Spreitzer et al. (2005), reducing stressors in
the workplace alone is not a sufficient encouragement for
employees to thrive. Other workplace factors, such as enabling

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 65907247

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-659072 July 30, 2021 Time: 16:33 # 4

Liu et al. Antecedents of Thriving at Work

FIGURE 1 | Framework of the research.

conditions, are also the crucial motivators of employees’
thriving. Therefore, unit contextual features are considered as an
important indicator of thriving that should not be overlooked
when examining its antecedents. Spreitzer et al. (2005) stated that
unit contextual features are the characteristics of the individual
work environment of an employee and include expectations,
work practices, and operating procedures (Spreitzer et al., 2005,
p. 541). We also argue that various workplace characteristics,
work practices, and procedures may facilitate or impede a climate
of information sharing, decision-making discretion, and trust.
Therefore, we start with a review of the influences of various
contextual characteristics on thriving.

Challenge Stress
It is a stressor that positively induces personal learning,
growth, and accomplishment (LePine et al., 2004). Flinchbaugh
et al. (2015) provided a challenge-hindrance framework, which

evidenced that challenge stressors have the opposite effect on
general stress, mitigate the passive effects of hindrance stressors,
improve thriving, and increase employee life satisfaction.
Further, their study shows that challenge appraisals indicate the
magnitude of challenge stress and motivate employees to handle
their daily workload effectively while actively experiencing a
sense of learning. Prem et al. (2017) conducted a more detailed,
diary study of the divided aspects of thriving, measuring the
effects of two challenge stressors (i.e., time pressure and learning
demands) in the workplace. On the two aspects of thriving,
challenge stressors positively affected learning but had no impact
on vitality. Generally speaking, challenge stress, which variably
depends on the industry, employee’s age, tenure, and the nature of
the firm, is positively associated with employee thriving (Huang,
2017). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H I-1: Challenge stress is positively related to thriving at work.
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Hindrance Stress
In contrast to challenge stress, hindrance stress represents the
pressure to perform mundane and repetitive tasks (LePine et al.,
2004). According to Dollard et al. (2013), hindrance stress,
measured by hindrance appraisals, is closely related to the
feelings of low morale. Thus, it reduces worker satisfaction and
undermines thriving (LePine et al., 2004). Additionally, when
compared with challenge stress, hindrance stress discourages
individual growth and its beneficial consequences as individuals
use their limited resources, of time and energy, to cope
with meaningless, mundane, and repetitive tasks. Subsequently,
individuals perceive thriving as a strain in the workplace
(Flinchbaugh et al., 2015). For example, Huang (2017) found that
hindrance stress is negatively associated with thriving according
to the field and online research including 542 questionnaires in
East China. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H I-2: Hindrance stress is negatively related to thriving
at work.

Autonomy
It refers to the sense of volition and control that employees
experience in improving their work efficiency (Rhoades and
Eisenberger, 2002). A high degree of autonomy, along with
other components of intrinsic motivation, can contribute
toward thriving, including vitality and learning (Geiger, 2013).
Mukhaimer (2012) concluded that autonomous motivation
positively affects thriving because employees feel better in a
flexible work environment. According to Sia and Duari (2018),
decision-making authority is critical to work satisfaction and
involvement and is a key motivator for employees to thrive.
Decision-making authority can enhance employee autonomy
and interact with task focus, thereby motivating employees to
learn and work harder. Several studies (e.g., van Scheppingen
et al., 2015; Li et al., 2016) have revealed a more direct, more
detailed relationship between autonomy and vitality, namely,
half of thriving, whereby increased vitality stimulates the active
involvement of employees, thus encouraging thriving behavior at
work. Therefore, given a proper autonomy, employees experience
a greater mental motivation and thriving, which effectively
increases their desire to work (Gu, 2015; Xie, 2016; Gao F., 2017;
Li, 2018). In light of the aforementioned studies, we propose the
following hypothesis:

H I-3: Employee autonomy is positively related to thriving
at work.

Work Control
In terms of work control, employees can manage their own
work tasks and plans, granting them greater flexibility and
decision-making power (Quick et al., 1990). Cheng et al. (2013)
concluded that employees with more control tend to perform
better and remain more positive about their work than those
with less control. Therefore, the ability to control work with
optimistic synergy motivates employees to confidently face the
challenges of their work (Cheng et al., 2013). Additionally,
strengthening the supervision and control and focusing on
comparisons between work goals and outcomes improve vitality

and learning processes. Employees are more likely to effectively
control the quality of their work when using the quality of
outcomes to set appropriate job requirements. With improved
work outcomes, employees who are acknowledged for their
abilities are motivated to continue working (Li, 2018). By
effectively controlling work, employees can gain more resources,
such as objective opinions, positive emotional, and behavioral
management, which encourage employee thriving. Therefore, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H I-4: Work control is positively related to thriving at work.

Trust
It is defined as a part of interpersonal relationships at work and
plays a significant role in predicting the thriving of employees.
It is the belief that another party can perform well without being
forced to reach the target (Koçak, 2016). Trust can be divided into
three aspects: a management team, a supervisor, and colleagues.
Trust in a management team is developed when an employee
feels supported and shows that he/she relies on the decisions of
the organization. The relationship between employees and their
supervisors and/or colleagues also emphasizes trust on a smaller
scale (Koçak, 2016). High-quality relationships are beneficial
in motivating the employees to be more active at work and
when interacting with supervisors and colleagues, and ultimately
thrive more (Li, 2018). Additionally, employee trust in leaders
equips leaders with power and authority for management, and
trust in employers ensures that employers are more capable of
supervision and learn from colleagues. With the proper guidance
of supervisors and colleagues, employees are more willing to
thrive in a voluntary manner (Jaiswal and Dhar, 2017). Through
collective trust-based interactions, employees enjoy high-quality
social bonds and a higher level of thriving at work. Carmeli
et al. (2009) explored the relationship between positive work
relationships and vitality in an alternative explanatory path. With
trust, building high-quality relationships encourages employees
to have the confidence to actively express their personal opinions.
It also enables employees to respect the requirements of their
work. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H I-5: Trust is positively related to thriving at work.

Supportive Climate
The workplace environment can positively or negatively affect
employees (Paterson et al., 2014). In a supportive and friendly
environment, supervisors tend to pay attention to their
subordinates and express concern in many aspects, including
work performance and individual development. They also tend to
provide a variety of resources to help with employee tasks. These
behaviors facilitate the work of an employee and encourage them
to work agentically, which leads them to thrive (Paterson et al.,
2014). Additionally, the social support provided by supervisors
and colleagues can be helpful in supporting employees to feel
secure in their jobs. In short, under a supportive climate,
unconfident or confused employees are motivated by suggestions
for improvement, increasing their likelihood of thriving well for
a longer period of time (Cheng et al., 2013). Zhu et al. (2019)
discovered the positive effect of a supportive environment among
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a particular group of workers, namely, people with disabilities.
They also suggested that a climate of team learning can reduce the
negative impact of disability and ultimately enhance the thriving
of people with disabilities. Therefore, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H I-6: A supportive workplace climate is positively related to
thriving at work.

Organizational Justice
It is perceived as the opinion of an employee on workplace
equity (Colquitt et al., 2001). Bensemmane et al. (2018)
argued that, despite an individual variation, the overall average
sense of justice across a team contributes to the collective
thriving of team members. Mushtaq et al. (2017) uncovered the
mechanisms underlying the influence of justice on employee
thriving and suggested that employees with a higher sense of
organizational justice show greater confidence in the assessment
and reward system of an organization. Given this belief,
employees concentrate on their work and pursue performance
improvement, which translates to a higher degree of thriving.
Working in an organization that emphasizes the improvement of
three components of justice, including procedural, interactional,
and distributive justice, drives the motivation for employees to
thrive (Deng, 2016). Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

H I-7: Organizational justice is positively related to thriving
at work.

Feedback
It is a way for supervisors to provide information to subordinates
according to the outcomes of their work (Maurer et al., 2002).
Useful feedback not only provides an incentive for employees
to learn new skills and ideas but also potentially transforms the
workplace to an open and a transparent system, significantly
increasing employee thriving (Xie, 2016). In terms of an
integrative model of human growth in the workplace, Gao
F. (2017) concluded that supervisory developmental feedback
positively affects the basic psychological needs of employees
and further influences their thriving. Supervisors use verbal
encouragement and express concern to build relationships
with their subordinates. This effective interaction strengthens
employees’ sense of belonging to the organization and guides
them on how to improve their work, which ultimately stimulates
thriving (Wang et al., 2017). Lee et al. (2015) stated that feedback-
seeking behavior in a team feedback environment can also
significantly improve the work performance and attitude of
employees, leading to increased thriving as employees become
clear about their work abilities and responsibilities. Therefore, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H I-8: Work feedback is positively related to thriving at work.

Job Crafting
It refers to the behavior of an employee in modifying and
adjusting the content of a job to improve performance; a
process that clarifies and confirms their job requirements
and their own beliefs (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001). This
leads to the conclusion that employees with positive and

enthusiastic attitudes toward work ultimately experience thriving
(Li, 2015). Employees who craft their jobs strengthen their
awareness of their duties and abilities. After proper positioning,
they use organizational resources more efficiently and feel
motivated to learn on their jobs (Wang, 2018). Additionally,
job crafting enables employees to take on challenges, advance
their knowledge, and lay the foundation for their personal
growth. Through this process, the advantages of concentration
and progress at work motivate employees with crafted jobs to
thrive at a higher level (Han, 2017). Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis:

H I-9: Job crafting is positively related to thriving at work.

Resources Produced at Work
There are other factors, in addition to the influence of
the different unit contextual features on employee learning
and vitality, which influence employee thriving, including the
resources produced at work. In the socially embedded model of
thriving of Spreitzer et al.’s (2005), various types of resources
can facilitate employee’s thriving, such as knowledge resources,
a positive meaning, and relational resources. In this section,
according to the existing empirical research, we perform a meta-
analysis to examine the effects of various types on leadership,
defined as a type of relational resources, in addition to the positive
meaning and knowledge resources (work experience).

Abusive Supervision
It is defined as a “subordinate’s perception of the extent to
which supervisors engage in a sustained display of hostile, verbal,
and non-verbal behaviors, excluding physical contact” (Zhang
and Bednall, 2016, p. 455). According to the theory of affective
events, researchers argue that abusive supervision is negatively
associated with thriving (Luo, 2016). Employees perceive abusive
supervision as a negative affective event that undermines the
climate of trust and respect; a climate that ensures employee
safety and encourages them to take risks and explore. Without
this, employees can feel untrusted or disrespected and can lose
their energy and enthusiasm for learning at work. Therefore, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H II-1: Abusive supervision is negatively related to thriving
at work.

Authentic Leadership
It is a specific leadership style that focuses on the self-awareness
and psychological capital of both workplace leaders and followers
(Gardner et al., 2005). Under this kind of leadership, leaders
driven by their own values and beliefs provide more support
to their staff and pursue an equal work environment (Gardner
et al., 2005). Therefore, a positive relationship may exist between
authentic leadership and employee thriving. Xu et al. (2017)
emphasize this finding by highlighting a positive association
between authentic leadership and thriving, especially through the
meditating variable of leader–member exchange (LMX). LMX
improves communication and interaction from the team level
to an individual level, so that authentic leaders can influence
their followers, in supervisory interactions, by increasing an
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inherent motivation for self-determination (Ryan and Deci,
2000). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H II-2: Authentic leadership is positively related to thriving
at work.

Empowering Leadership
Unlike authentic leadership, empowering leadership emphasizes
delegation to subordinates to improve their psychological
experience at work (Li et al., 2016). Delegation is a process of
power-sharing, whereby employees have flexibility in decision-
making, setting goals, or completing tasks. Simultaneously, they
are more likely to feel motivated to learn on their own as they
realize more responsibility and confidence from their leader
(Ali et al., 2018). Empowered employees tend to shoulder
more responsibilities than originally required (Kabat-Farr and
Cortina, 2017). In the process, they are vitalized and become
willing to learn to improve their work performance. Along with
this opinion, Li et al. (2016) also proposed that empowering
leadership engenders thriving. Specifically, this leadership style
contributes to a greater tendency for employees to thrive, by
encouraging them to participate in decision-making processes
and providing many supportive resources. As a result, employees
are highly willing to learn, stay vitalized, and feel more secure
and responsible at work (Han, 2017). Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis:

H II-3: Empowering leadership is positively related to thriving
at work.

Leader–Member Exchange
It refers to a particular relationship between leaders and their
subordinates built via exchanges at work. Atwater and Carmeli
(2009) concluded that the higher the quality of LMX, the more
employees engage, and the more willing they are to be active and
passionate at work because they feel trusted and respected. In
short, harmonious LMX leads to employee thriving and improves
work outcomes (Li, 2015; Xu et al., 2017). Zhang et al., (2018)
drew a similar conclusion that LMX facilitates emotional bonding
between leaders and their subordinates beyond the simpler
relationship between the colleagues. This bond enhances the
efficiency of employees, encourages engagement, brings vitality,
and promotes learning. Thus, high-quality LMX between leaders
and employees beneficially facilitates their work efficiency and
enriches their job content (Atwater and Carmeli, 2009; Zhang
et al., 2018). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H II-4: LMX is positively related to thriving at work.

Servant Leadership
Previous studies have suggested that there is a strong relationship
between servant leadership and thriving at work (e.g., Jaiswal
and Dhar, 2017; Walumbwa et al., 2018). Servant leadership is a
positive leadership approach, focusing on serving colleagues and
supporting them via necessary work resources and compassion.
This empowers employees to take on challenges and be confident
in continuously improving themselves (Walumbwa et al., 2018).
Furthermore, servant leadership can lead to employee trust in
leadership and enhance creativity in thriving (Jaiswal and Dhar,

2017). Luo (2016) revealed a positive correlation between servant
leadership and thriving by investigating the effect of aggressive
mistreatment by customers on employee thriving. Therefore, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H II-5: Servant leadership is positively related to thriving
at work.

Transformational Leadership
It exists when leaders actively stimulate employee motivation and
help them achieve higher goals (Collins, 2014). The relationship
between thriving and transformational leadership has recently
attracted attention, and current empirical evidence has proven
to be very positive (Dong, 2018). Transformational leadership
enables employees to experience beneficial encouragement,
happiness, and openness at work while encouraging them to feel
more autonomous in a respectful and supportive environment.
This collectively leads to the thriving of individual employees
(Hildenbrand et al., 2018). Furthermore, this leadership style
motivates employees to learn and increase vitality via social
capital. Niessen et al. (2017) shed light on the relationship
between the perceived transformational leadership and the
thriving of teachers. Although they did not conclude a direct
relationship between them and revealed that employees felt
increased levels of thriving under strong transformational
leadership, given that they were less emotionally exhausted.
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H II-6: Transformational leadership is positively related to
thriving at work.

In addition to various types of leadership, also known as
relational resources (Spreitzer et al., 2005), two types of resources
were meta-reviewed: positive meaning and knowledge resources
(work experience).

Positive Meaning
It involves both the purpose and significance of work. It comes
from the value of work and the creation of worth via interacting
with colleagues at work (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Positive meaning
at work aligns the expectations of employees to each other and
also helps them to understand the goals of the organization. It
enables them to understand their work and its significance and
engenders thriving at work. Niessen et al. (2012) conducted a
diary study and showed a positive relationship between personal
variability during workdays and positive meaning and thriving.
Their study provides evidence for a number of hypotheses for
the socially embedded model of thriving proposed by Spreitzer
et al. (2005), and expands the literature by focusing on identifying
personal differences in positive meaning in a single day alone
rather than concentrating on personal growth- and work-related
outcomes. Individuals who experience a stronger sense of positive
meaning at work will feel a sense of thriving on the same day.
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H II-7: Positive meaning is positively related to thriving
at work.
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Work Experience
In the model of Spreitzer et al. (2005), knowledge resources
are known as the important resources generated at work that
engender employee thriving. We argue that work experience
is a knowledge resource because it is generated at work and
enables employees to understand their work; in other words, it is
related to the knowledge required and how to obtain the relevant
information to get the job done (Moreland and Argote, 2003).
Therefore, we expect that work experience serves as a knowledge
resource for employees to learn about how to acquire the
knowledge, information, and skills needed to work and promote
thriving. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H II-8: Work experience is positively related to thriving
at work.

Individual Agentic Work Behaviors
Also known as the engine of thriving (Spreitzer et al., 2005),
agentic work behaviors include exploration, task focus, and
heedful relating, and have significant effects on the thriving of
an individual. This section focuses on the effects of these three
behaviors on thriving.

Exploration
It is a phenomenon in which individuals seek new ways of
working, via experimentation, discovery, innovation, and risk-
taking (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Previous studies have evidenced the
positive relationship between exploration and thriving (Button
et al., 1996). Spreitzer et al. (2005) posited that, when employees
experienced explore at work, they were willing to acquire new
knowledge to resolve problems, therefore positively related to
the thriving of an employee. Exploration behavior also enhances
employee vitality; Kleine et al. (2019) stated that exploration
is a direct outcome of thriving as the activity is associated
with the immediate experience of both vitality and learning. Sia
and Duari (2018) evidenced the positive result of thriving by
finding that work exploration stimulates employees to produce
surprising ideas and strategies. Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis.

H III-1: Exploration is positively related to thriving at work.

Task Focus
Although the importance of heedful relating has attracted much
attention, it is also essential, in investigating thriving at work, to
analyze individual work task characteristics such as task focus.
Task focus refers to the dedication and concentration required
by an employee to achieve the objectives of a job (Brown
et al., 2005). Niessen et al. (2012) concluded that task focus
is a key agentic work behavior that plays an important role
in increasing employee thriving. Specifically, highly dedicated
employees focus on completing tasks and finding the best
possible solutions, resulting in a higher likelihood of success and
molding them into vital, active-learning employees. Employees
who are highly task-focused feel a sense of accomplishment
at work and actively acquire, previously unknown, integral
job skills; thereby increasing thriving (Paterson et al., 2014).
Furthermore, Paterson et al. (2014) found that, to thrive in a

variety of job roles, employees adopt various behaviors depending
on the scenario. People tend to be attracted to work by the
tasks involved in the job, ergo, and are inclined to feel more
vitality from these tasks and actively learn what is necessary to
complete them (Sia and Duari, 2018). Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis.

H III-2: Task focus is positively related to thriving at work.

Heedful Relating
It refers to cooperative and mutually supportive interactions
between the workers (Paterson et al., 2014). Many people work
in advanced teamwork-based organizations, where collaboration
and communication with teammates significantly affect
employee thriving. In this case, the focus is on the interactions
within the group and the achievements of the entire team. More
effective and high-quality cooperation between the employees,
that is, more heedful relating, engenders higher levels of thriving
(Paterson et al., 2014). Heedful relations between colleagues
are important for employees to fully realize the functions
of the organizational structure and the ultimate goals of the
organization. Through intensive and high-quality interactions,
employees tend to actively learn from their colleagues and
play responsible, larger roles in the team, ultimately increasing
their levels of thriving (Sia and Duari, 2018). Abid et al. (2016)
conducted an empirical study in support of the positive effects
of heedful relations and posited that heedful relating motivates
positive employee behavior, which is consistent with previous
arguments. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H III-3: Heedful relating at work is positively related to
thriving at work.

Personality Traits
In addition to the above antecedents in the model of thriving
by Spreitzer et al. (2005) and Kleine et al. (2019) meta-analyzed
several types of personality traits such as core self-evaluation
and proactive personality. For this study, we meta-analyzed the
relationship between the other four types of personality traits and
thriving at work to complement the models of Spreitzer et al.
(2005) and Kleine et al. (2019).

Self-Efficacy
It implies having an optimistic attitude toward difficulties and
hurdles (Geiger, 2013). The relationship between self-efficacy
and thriving has recently attracted attention as evidencing
significantly positive effects on thriving, regardless of employee
group (Geiger, 2013; Lee et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2016;
Levy, 2016; Bensemmane et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2019).
Building self-efficacy, as a part of intrinsic mindfulness, increases
the likelihood of employees thriving regardless of workplace
characteristics, including the organizational climate (Geiger,
2013). Moreover, employees with high self-efficacy are ready
to face the challenges at work and are confident enough to
complete them. Thus, as self-efficacy accumulates, employees are
more likely to feel that they are thriving regardless of the work
environment (Levy, 2016). Bensemmane et al. (2018) discovered
this relationship in the context of a team and proposed that
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self-efficacy is integral to understanding the importance and
effectiveness of personal resources. Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis.

H IV-1: Self-efficacy is positively related to thriving at work.

Optimism
It is a personality trait that refers to the ability to positively
associate events with outcomes (Luthans et al., 2007). Similar
to the analytical path of self-efficacy, Levy (2016) agreed
that optimism encourages employees to focus on their work,
which increases the likelihood of meeting the job requirements
and completing difficult tasks, thereby contributing to their
experience of thriving. Xie (2015) also proposed that optimism is
one of the four components of psychological capital. Employees
are believed to thrive more from frustration when they use
psychological capital, such as the patience and courage offered
by optimism, to manage challenges or to face unfair treatment.
Furthermore, optimistic employees accept challenges, with
confidence and a positive attitude, making them less likely to be
influenced by anxiety or anger. Thus, they gain more positive
outcomes such as thriving (Cheng et al., 2013). Therefore, we
propose the following hypothesis.

H IV-2: Optimism is positively related to thriving at work.

Openness
Employees who are open tend to show positive emotions and
also tend to be active and energetic at work. Additionally,
open-minded employees are modest and inherently learn from
their surroundings (Hennekam, 2017) and, therefore, experience
higher levels of thriving. The interaction between being open to
experience and transformational leadership also affects employee
thriving (Hildenbrand et al., 2018). In the context of leadership,
people who are open are able to cope with opposing voices and
to avoid serious embarrassment at work, thus supporting them to
thrive. By analyzing the underlying mechanisms, we propose the
following hypothesis.

H IV-3: Openness is positively related to thriving at work.

Conscientiousness
It describes the ability of an individual to maintain self-discipline
and continued motivation to achieve goals (Costa et al., 1991),
and has been found to positively influence employee thriving.
Conscientious employees tend to behave well and work hard
toward their goals as they are familiar with their work and job
contents (Hennekam, 2017). Simultaneously, this ability leads
to outperformance and provides a sense of accomplishment.
Therefore, conscientious employees tend to thrive easily
(Hennekam, 2017). Conscientiousness also expresses a sense of
responsibility that helps employees motivate themselves to thrive,
and the employees tend to work more eagerly and broadly, laying
a foundation for the emergence of thriving (Xie, 2015). Therefore,
we propose the following hypothesis.

H IV-4: Conscientiousness is positively related to thriving
at work.

The Moderating Effects of National Culture
Most research on management specifies national culture as
an import contingent factor that influences the relationships
between different variables (Rattrie et al., 2020). For example,
it serves as an important contextual factor that will influence
the relationships between some work-related antecedents and
outcomes (e.g., Choi et al., 2015, personality traits and
organizational commitment). The dimensions of national culture
were also regarded as influential factors that determine
the responses of individuals toward work conditions and
subsequently the associated results of the work (Liu et al., 2007;
Taras et al., 2010, 2011). According to his research on national
culture, Hofstede (1984) identified individualism as an important
characteristic of each country and revealed the contrast in
the scores of individualism between Eastern, primarily Asian
countries, and Western countries. Compared to China with a
score of being 20, the United States had a much higher score of
91 (Hofstede, 2001). Several studies are consistent with this result,
including the regulatory focus theory of Higgins (1997) as well as
the other relevant disparities between the scores.

Among the dimensions of national culture,
individualism/collectivism dimension was considered as
one of the important factors that cause the deviation of the
reactions of individuals toward different job characteristics
(e.g., Spector et al., 2007) and that of the different levels of
their commitment to the organizations (Parkes et al., 2001).
Individuals with an interdependent self-construal, in low-level
individualistic countries, actively respond to information about
accepting, or avoiding, responsibility for their surroundings;
whereas, those with an independent self-construal, in high-
level individualistic countries, tend to react to information in
terms of personal goals and objectives (Lee et al., 2000; Elliot
et al., 2001; Xu et al., 2018). Citizens living in high-scoring,
individualistic countries tend to prioritize their interests, and
set themselves apart from others. Therefore, the relationship
between antecedents and thriving varies depending on the levels
of individualistic culture.

According to the socially embedded model of thriving,
the thriving of an individual is not only self-driven but
also occurs through his/her interactions with others (Brown
and Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Low-level individualistic
countries emphasize the importance of collective interests
in a group level and encourage individuals to support each
other and maintain harmonious relationships. Individuals
in low-level individualistic countries “are integrated into
strong, cohesive in-groups, which throughout people’s lifetime
continue to protect them in exchange for unquestioning
loyalty” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 225). Ronen and Mikulincer
(2009) also stated that individuals in low-level individualistic
cultures were more sensitive to the fulfillment of group
goals, the completion of teamwork, and the improvement
engagement in a group level (Rattrie et al., 2020). This
necessary interaction brought by the teamwork among
individuals, via culture, is more likely to facilitate employee
thriving in benign work environments, with positive work unit
contextual features and resources. Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis.
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H V: The relationship between antecedents and employee
thriving is stronger in the countries with low-level of
individualism than in the countries with high-level
of individualism.

METHODS

Search Strategy
To identify the empirical studies on thriving at work for use in the
meta-analysis, we followed the search procedures in other meta-
analysis (e.g., Zhang et al., 2017) and employed the following
strategy to locate appropriate articles. Firstly, we conducted
a computer-based search in the databases, including Web of
Science (SSCI), EBSCO, ABI/INFORM, ERIC, PsycINFO, Google
Scholar, and Scopus by filtering the date prior to 2019, and
using the keywords “work” and “thriving” or two dimensions
of thriving, namely “vitality” and “learning.” We also search for
the articles containing the term “ ”
in China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), which
is the most commonly used database for searching Chinese
academic publications. Secondly, we manually searched for
recent empirical articles that address thriving via qualitative
and/or quantitative review (Kleine et al., 2019). For unpublished
studies, we took four search approaches into dissertations,
reports, book chapters, working papers, and conference papers.
Firstly, dissertations were searched for in the ProQuest databases.
Secondly, book chapters, working papers, and conference papers
were searched for on Scopus and Web of Science. Finally,
we distributed the information about our meta-analysis on
the service lists of the Human Resources and Organizational
Behavior Divisions at the Academy of Management conference
and extracted additional working papers on thriving at work.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The following procedure was used to identify the eligible studies
that could be used for meta-analysis. Firstly, empirical studies
must include the variable to be focused on, that is thriving
at work, and must be categorized within the discipline of
management. Secondly, at least one of the antecedents for
thriving, from the current model, must be included in the study.
Thirdly, thriving must be measured empirically with the reported
correlations between thriving at work and its antecedents. Finally,
67 current studies (N = 28,097) were included in the final sample.

Coding Procedures
Prior to the coding process, two researchers of this study
developed a coding scheme according to Krippendorff (2013)
to guarantee consistency between different coders. Specifically,
to decrease the inconsistency of the concepts among the
antecedents, which are similar but termed in different forms
(e.g., challenge stress/challenging stress), two coders had a
discussion with each other to ensure the consistency of a related
term in the coding scheme. In addition, concepts such as
“challenge demand” in some papers were coded as challenge
stress as these two constructs fully resemble each other. In
this study, as shown in Table 2, similar constructs are used to

describe specific antecedents. Next, according to this scheme, two
coders independently coded the data from the selected empirical
studies. The coded information for each study included: (1) the
correlations between thriving and its antecedents, (2) the sample
size, (3) Cronbach’s alpha of thriving and its antecedents, and
(4) the moderators, which specify the countries, wherein each
study was conducted. After completing their task, each coder
independently checked the coding sheets of each other, and in
case of existence of any inconsistencies, the disagreement was
discussed and addressed. The inter-rater reliability of the two
coders was high (Cohen’s kappa= 0.88).

Sample Information
Most of the empirical studies were conducted in China and the
United States, which account for 50 and 7.81%, respectively.
The samples included male and female participants with the
percentage of men being greater than 50% accounting for 61.40%,
and women being greater than 50% accounting for 38.6%. Most of
the research subjects were in the range of 30–40 years old. Details
about each sample are shown in Table 3.

Publication Bias
Two methods were used to expose the publication bias in the
analysis. Firstly, we used the fail-safe N of Rosenthal (1979) as
a measure of the number of existing, unpublished studies needed
to transform a significant population effect size estimate into a
non-significant result. Table 4 shows the results of all the fail-safe
Ns for each bivariate relationship in this study. On an average,
our sample had a fail-safe N of 893.5, suggesting that 893.5, or
more, unpublished studies should be included in the analysis to
reduce the size of the population effect to a non-significant level.
Secondly, after deriving the number of unreleased publications
needed to change the result, we calculated if it was actually
influenced by a publication bias. In Begg and Mazumdar (1994),
the Kendall rank correlation coefficient was used to test the effect
on the significance of the results. As shown in Table 4, the non-
significant Kendall rank correlation coefficient indicates that all
relationships are independent of publication bias. These results
show that most of the tested correlations (24 out of 24, i.e., 100%)
are not influenced by publication bias.

Analysis
A random effects model was implemented to test hypotheses
I–IV, which were proposed to describe the relationships between
thriving and its outcomes. In Hunter and Schmidt (2004), an
approach to psychometric meta-analysis was used as it considers,
in the field of organizational behavior, the influence of artifacts
such as measurement error—a common issue in psychometric
empirical research. Regarding the mean effect, we report the
independent effect size (k), sample size (N), and weighted mean
correlation (r). We also report mean true-score correlation (ρ̄);
and observe SDs of corrected correlations [SD_(r_c)], residual
SDs of ρ (SD_ρ), the 95% CI for the main effect, and the variability
of corrected effect size estimates investigated by calculating 80%
credibility intervals.

As mentioned and according to the previous research
on cross-cultural meta-analysis, national culture has various
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TABLE 2 | Summary of similar constructs used to identify specific antecedents.

Antecedents Similar constructs

Unit contextual features

Challenge stress Challenge stress

Challenge demand

Challenge appraisal

Hindrance stress Hindrance stress

Hindrance demand

Hindrance appraisal

Role ambiguity

Role overload

Time pressure

Autonomy Autonomy

Work autonomy

Autonomy orientation

Decision-making authority

Autonomous motivation

Flexibility-autonomy

Need for autonomy

Work control Work control

Job control

Sense of work control

Trust Trust

Trust in leader

Trust in Colleagues

Trust in Supervisor

Interpersonal trust

Supportive climate Supportive climate

Supportive supervising style

Team-learning climate

Organizational justice Organizational justice

Fairness Perception

Average transient overall team justice

Feedback Supervisor feedback

Feedback-seeking behavior

Supervisor developmental feedback

Job crafting Job crafting

Resource produced
at work

Abusive supervision Abusive supervision

Abusive management

Workplace violence

Authentic leadership Authentic leadership

Empowering leadership Empowering leadership

Empowerment

LMX Leader–member exchange

LMX

LMX quality

Supervisor-subordinate relationship

Leader relational behaviors

Social exchange

Servant leadership Servant leadership

Transformational
leadership

Transformational leadership

Perceived transformational leadership

(Continued)

TABLE 2 | Continued

Antecedents Similar constructs

Positive meaning Positive meaning

Work experience Experience

Work experience

Number of organizations one has worked in

Personal traits

Self-efficacy Self-efficacy

Average transient self-efficacy

Innovation self efficacy

Job self-efficacy

Optimism Optimism

Openness Openness

Openness to experience

External work contacts

Conscientiousness Conscientiousness

Individual agentic
work behaviors

Exploration Exploration

Active exploration

Task focus Task focus

Concentration

Heedful relating Heedful relating

moderating effects on the results of this study (e.g., Liu
et al., 2016). The website of Geert Hofstede1 displays the
national scores, calculated by representative country samples,
from the World Values Survey. These scores were assigned
in an ascending order from 0 to 100 to accurately measure
the individualism culture dimension. These scores were then
matched according to the samples in our meta-analysis. The
final step was to conduct a meta-regression (Borenstein et al.,
2009) to test the significance of the moderating effect of long-
term orientation.

RESULTS

The Influence of Work Unit Contextual
Features on Thriving
From H I-1 and H I-2, it is inferred that unit contextual
features such as hindrance stress are negatively related to thriving
at work. In Contrast, challenge stress is positively related to
thriving at work. As shown in Table 5, challenge stress (ρ̄
= 0.46; H I-1) is positively associated with thriving, and
hindrance stress (ρ̄ = − 0.19; H I-2) is negatively associated
with thriving.

From H I-3 and H I-4, it is inferred that that autonomy
(ρ̄ = 0.49; H I-3) and work control (ρ̄ = 0.26; H I-4) are
moderately and positively related to thriving at work. All 95% CIs
exclude zero. Therefore, H I-3 and H I-4 are supported.

From the hypotheses H I-5 to H I-9, it is inferred that
trust, supportive climate, organizational justice, feedback, and job

1https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country/china/
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TABLE 3 | Summary of sample information.

Category Percentages

Gender (% of male)

<=50% 61.40%

>50% 38.60%

Average age

>20 and ≤30 24.14%

>30 and ≤40 44.83%

>40 and ≤50 27.59%

>50 3.45%

Country

Austria (Central Europe) 1.56%

Belgium (Central Europe) 1.56%

Canada 4.69%

China 50.00%

Finland 1.56%

France 1.56%

Germany (Central Europe) 4.69%

India 3.13%

Indonesia 1.56%

Israel 6.25%

Korea 1.56%

Netherlands 3.13%

Pakistan 3.13%

South Africa 3.13%

Taiwan 1.56%

Turkey 1.56%

United States 7.81%

Worldwide 1.56%

crafting is positively related to thriving. As shown in Table 5,
trust ρ̄ = (0.49; H I-5), supportive climate (ρ̄ = 0.40; H I-6),
organizational justice (ρ̄ = 0.67; H I-7), feedback (ρ̄ = 0.62; H
I-8), and job crafting (ρ̄ = 0.61; H I-9) have moderate to strong,
positive effects on thriving as all 95% CIs exclude zero. Therefore,
H I-5 to H I-9 are supported.

The Influence of Resources Produced at
Work, on Thriving
H II-1 proposes that negative leadership such as abusive
supervision is negatively related to thriving. As shown in Table 5,
abusive supervision is negatively associated with thriving (ρ̄
= − 0.21, H II-1). H II-1 is supported because the 95%
CIs of these estimated relationships exclude zero. H II-2 to
H II-6 propose that positive leadership, including authentic,
empowered, servant, and transformational leaderships, as well
as LMX and trust, is positively related to thriving. As shown in
Table 5, authentic leadership (ρ̄ = 0.38; H II-2), empowered
leadership (ρ̄ = 0.47; H II-3), LMX (ρ̄ = 0.59; H II-4), servant
leadership ρ̄ = 0.49; H II-5), and transformational leadership
(ρ̄ = 0.46; H II-6) are moderately and positively correlated
with thriving as all 95% CIs exclude zero. Therefore, H II-2 to
H II-6 are supported.

TABLE 4 | The results of publication bias test.

Antecedents k N Classic
Fail-safe N

Kendall’s
Tau

P

Unit contextual features

Challenge stress 6 2,580 669 −0.27 0.452

Hindrance stress 9 5,610 435 0 1

Autonomy 11 3,883 3679 −0.121 0.583

Work control 7 3,161 680 0.19 0.548

Trust 8 2,418 882 −0.07 0.851

Supportive climate 5 2,176 271 −0.67 0.296

Organizational justice 3 1,013 553 −0.33 0.601

Feedback 5 2,423 1931 0 1

Job crafting 3 803 534 −0.33 0.601

Resources produced at work

Abusive supervision 3 1,602 55 −0.67 0.296

Authentic leadership 5 1,819 54 0.33 0.601

Empowering leadership 6 2,364 167 0 1

LMX 9 2,871 2636 −0.25 0.348

Servant leadership 5 2,028 271 −0.67 0.296

Transformational leadership 6 2,121 882 −0.07 0.851

Positive meaning 4 631 320 −0.1 0.81

Work experience 6 2,537 8 0.5 0.22

Individual agentic work behaviors

Exploration 3 509 536 −0.8333 0.089

Task focus 6 1,751 1373 −0.13 0.707

Heedful relating 12 3,149 121 0.1 0.806

Personality traits

Self-efficacy 9 3,606 1580 0.107 0.711

Optimism 4 1,856 1109 0.17 0.734

Openness 3 1,470 1109 0.17 0.734

Conscientiousness 5 2,702 599 0.1 0.807

k, the number of independent effect sizes included in each analysis; N, the number
of participants in each analysis; Classic fail-safe N, the number of unpublished
studies it will take to raise the p-value to an insignificant level; Kendall’s Tau, Kendall
rank correlation coefficient; p, the p-value for Kendall rank correlation coefficient.

H II-7 proposes that positive meaning is positively related to
thriving. As shown in Table 5, positive meaning (ρ̄ = 0.53) is
moderately and positively correlated with thriving as all 95% CIs
exclude zero. H II-8 proposes that work experience, as one type
of knowledge resources, positively influences thriving. The results
in Table 5 show that work experience (ρ̄ = 0.05) is not related
to thriving as the 95% CIs include zero. Therefore, H II-7 and H
II-8 are partially supported.

The Influence of Individual Agentic Work
Behaviors on Thriving
H III-1 to H III-3 propose that individual agentic work
behaviors are positively related to thriving. The results in Table 5
indicate that exploration (ρ̄ = 0.66; H III-1), task focus (ρ̄
= 0.63; H III-2), and heedful relating (ρ̄ = 0.52; H III-
3) have moderate to strong, positive correlations with thriving
as all 95% CIs exclude zero. Therefore, H III-1 to H III-
3 are supported.
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TABLE 5 | Meta-analysis of relationships between thriving at work and its antecedents.

Antecedents k N r SDr SDres ρ̄ SDrc SDp 95% CI 80% CR

Unit contextual features

Challenge stress 6 2,580 0.39 0.18 0.18 0.46 0.19 0.19 (0.30,0.61) (0.22, 0.70)

Hindrance stress 9 5,610 −0.17 0.11 0.10 −0.19 0.12 0.11 (−0.27, −0.11) (−0.33, -0.04)

Autonomy 11 3,883 0.42 0.18 0.17 0.49 0.20 0.19 (0.38, 0.61) (0.25, 0.74)

Work control 7 3,161 0.21 0.29 0.29 0.26 0.34 0.34 (0.00, 0.51) (−0.18, 0.69)

Trust 8 2,418 0.35 0.16 0.15 0.49 0.20 0.19 (0.35, 0.62) (0.25, 0.72)

Supportive climate 5 2,176 0.35 0.15 0.16 0.40 0.17 0.16 (0.26, 0.54) (0.19, 0.60)

Organizational justice 3 1,013 0.59 0.16 0.15 0.67 0.16 0.15 (0.49, 0.84) (0.47, 0.86)

Feedback 5 2,423 0.53 0.12 0.12 0.62 0.14 0.14 (0.50, 0.75) (0.45, 0.80)

Job crafting 3 803 0.51 0.06 0.03 0.61 0.09 0.07 (0.51, 0.71) (0.52, 0.70)

Resources produced in doing of work

Abusive supervision 3 1,602 -0.17 0.06 0.05 -0.21 0.07 0.05 (−0.29, -0.13) (−0.27, -0.15)

Authentic leadership 5 1,819 0.32 0.19 0.18 0.38 0.22 0.21 (0.19, 0.57) (0.11, 0.65)

Empowering Leadership 6 2,364 0.39 0.15 0.14 0.47 0.16 0.15 (0.35, 0.60) (0.28, 0.66)

LMX 9 2,871 0.49 0.13 0.12 0.59 0.15 0.14 (0.50, 0.69) (0.42, 0.77)

Servant leadership 5 2,028 0.39 0.10 0.09 0.49 0.12 0.10 (0.40, 0.59) (0.36, 0.62)

Transformational leadership 6 2,121 0.42 0.19 0.19 0.46 0.21 0.21 (0.29, 0.64) (0.20, 0.73)

Positive meaning 4 631 0.46 0.07 0.04 0.53 0.09 0.06 (0.44, 0.62) (0.45, 0.60)

Work experience 6 2,537 0.05 0.09 0.08 0.05 0.11 0.10 (−0.03, 0.13) (−0.07, 0.18)

Individual agentic work behaviors

Exploration 3 509 0.55 0.04 0.00 0.66 0.06 0.00 (0.59, 0.73) (0.66, 0.66)

Task focus 6 1,751 0.54 0.12 0.11 0.63 0.14 0.13 (0.52, 0.74) (0.47, 0.80)

Heedful relating 12 3,149 0.42 0.13 0.11 0.52 0.13 0.12 (0.45, 0.59) (0.37, 0.67)

Personality traits

Self-efficacy 9 3,606 0.41 0.16 0.15 0.48 0.16 0.15 (0.38, 0.58) (0.28,0.68)

Optimism 4 1,856 0.54 0.03 0.01 0.65 0.05 0.03 (0.60, 0.70) (0.62, 0.69)

Openness 3 1,470 0.06 0.07 0.06 0.07 0.08 0.06 (−0.02, 0.16) (−0.01, 0.15)

Conscientiousness 5 2,702 0.35 0.14 0.13 0.40 0.14 0.14 (0.28, 0.53) (0.23, 0.58)

k, number of studies contributing to meta-analysis; N, total sample size; r, mean observed correlation; SDr , observed standard deviation of r; SDres, residual standard
deviation of r; ρ̄, mean true-score correlation; SDrc, observed standard deviation of corrected correlations (rc); SDp, residual standard deviation of P; CI, confidence
interval around ρ̄; CR, credibility interval around ρ̄. Correlations corrected individually.

The Influence of Personality Traits on
Thriving
H IV-1 and H IV-2 propose that positive personality
traits, including self-efficacy, optimism, openness, and
conscientiousness, are positively related to thriving. As shown in
Table 5, self-efficacy (ρ̄ = 0.48; H IV-1), optimism (ρ̄ = 0.65;
H IV-2), and conscientiousness (ρ̄ = 0.40; H IV-4) are positively
correlated with thriving as all 95% CIs exclude zero. However,
openness (ρ̄ = 0.07; H IV-3) does not correlate with thriving
as the 95% CIs include zero. Therefore, with the exception of H
IV1-4, H IV-1, H IV-2, and H IV-4 are supported, but H IV-3
is not supported.

The Moderating Effect of National
Culture
H V proposes that the moderating effect of national culture on the
relationship between thriving and its antecedents can be found in
lower-level individualistic countries and that the relationship in
the countries with lower levels of individualism is stronger than
in the countries with higher levels of individualism. To test this

hypothesis, a random meta-regression was employed to examine
all moderating effects.

As shown in Table 6, unit contextual features and
individualistic culture moderate the correlations between
thriving at work, autonomy (B = 0.006, p < 0.05), feedback
(B = 0.026, p < 0.01), organizational justice (B = − 0.01,
p < 0.01), and supportive climate (B= 0.006, p < 0.05).

For leadership variables, individualistic cultures moderate the
correlations between thriving and servant leadership (B = 0.011,
p < 0.01), and transformational leadership (B=− 0.09, p < 0.01).

For individual agentic work behaviors, individualistic cultures
moderate the correlation between thriving and exploration
(B = − 0.01, p < 0.01). Finally, for personality traits,
individualistic cultures moderated the correlation between
thriving and conscientiousness (B=− 0.005, p < 0.01).

DISCUSSION

This study systematically and comprehensively meta-analyzes the
relationship between antecedents and thriving at work according
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TABLE 6 | The moderating effect of national culture on the relationships between
thriving at work and its antecedents.

Antecedents Individualism

k B SE

Unit contextual features

Challenge stress 6 −0.03 0.004

Hindrance stress 9 0.001 0.002

Autonomy 11 0.006* 0.003

Work control 7 −0.002 0.008

Trust 6 −0.011 0.009

Supportive climate 4 0.006* 0.003

Organizational justice 3 −0.01** 0.001

Feedback 5 0.026** 0.007

Job crafting – – –

Resources produced at work

Abusive supervision – – –

Authentic leadership 3 0.003 0.002

Empowering Leadership – – –

LMX 9 0.002 0.003

Servant leadership 3 0.011** 0.003

Transformational leadership 6 −0.09** 0.003

Positive meaning 4 0.001 0.001

Work experience 5 0.000 0.001

Individual agentic work behaviors

Exploration 3 −0.01** 0.001

Task focus 6 0.003 0.003

Heedful relating 12 −0.01 0.002

Personality traits

Self-efficacy 8 −0.001 0.002

Optimism 4 0.002 0.002

Openness 3 0.001 0.002

Conscientiousness 5 −0.005** 0.002

k, number of samples in the regression analysis; β, regression coefficients; p,
the p-value for the coefficient. Individualism scores were coded according to the
dimension data matrix on Hofstede’s website.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

to the socially embedded model of thriving by Spreitzer et al.
(2005) and the research of Kleine et al. (2019). It illustrates the
antecedent effects of thriving, including work unit contextual
features, the resources produced at work, agentic work behaviors,
and personality traits. It also examines the possible influence
of individualistic cultural contexts on the correlations between
thriving and its antecedents.

In our meta-analysis, we found that work unit contextual
features, the resources produced at work, agentic work behaviors,
and personality traits have a moderate to strong effect on
thriving at work.

As to the unit contextual features, most of the constructs
are found to be significantly correlated with employees’ thriving
at work. Among them, autonomy and work control are both
positively related to the thriving of employees. Although some
similarities are shared by both constructs, we believe there
are still some discrepancies between these two concepts. Work
control of employees refers to their control over their own

work tasks and practices (Quick et al., 1990), which will benefit
the working state of employees. However, autonomy focuses
on more psychological experience of employees in improving
their efficiency (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002), and will also
promote employees’ thriving at work. Indeed, job crafting also
reflects a certain level of autonomy and control the work of
individuals. All these results further confirm the vital role of
motivational factors proposed in the hygiene-motivation theory
(Herzberg et al., 1959).

In terms of resources produced at work, it seems that a
welcomed leader plays an important role in increasing employees’
thriving at work. According to the results, different styles
of positive leadership (such as transformational leadership,
authentic leadership, and empowering leadership) are believed
to be positively correlated with employees’ thriving at work. The
conclusions resemble the results of most studies on leadership–
thriving relationships (e.g., Collins, 2014; Mortier et al., 2016;
Ali et al., 2018). Although it is not our research focus in this
study, the differences in these effects across different leadership
styles were not confirmed. If there do exist some differences, why
these distinctions occur and what the mediation effects between
the leadership–thriving relationship are needed to address in the
following empirical studies. We fail to predict the relationship
between work experience and thriving as we expected. It occurs
probably because individuals with more experience are also the
aged ones, who are not easily to be thrived in their work.
The limited samples in the meta-analysis were considered to be
another possible reason for this issue.

Individuals who act as an agent toward their work will be more
thrived at work. Consistent with the point made by Spreitzer
et al. (2005), exploration, task focus, and heedful relating are
reported to be positively correlated with employees’ thriving at
work. Exploration indicates some exploratory behaviors (Button
et al., 1996), which help individuals to be more thrived. Task focus
enables individuals to be more concentrated on their tasks, and
also to be more thrived (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Brown and Ryan,
2003). Meanwhile, heedful relating of individuals facilitates them
to be energetic and studious ones by offering help to others and
acquiring new skills (Spreitzer et al., 2005).

Personality traits (e.g., self-efficacy, optimism, and
conscientiousness) are also the correlates of employees’ thriving
at work. Individuals with stable positive personality traits are
more likely to be thriving at work. This was consistent with
the results of those studies that focused on personality-related
predictors of thriving at work (Ren et al., 2015). However,
contrary to our expectations, openness was not related to
thriving at work. The insignificant result might be also due to a
small sample in the meta-analysis.

In addition, we found that the relationships between thriving
and antecedents (autonomy, feedback, supportive climate, and
servant leadership), which were supposed to provide employees
with support and discretion, are stronger in a higher-level
individualistic country. In contrast, the relationships between
employees’ thriving at work and antecedents (organizational
justice and transformational leadership) that can represent the
quality of the relationship between employees and colleagues, and
antecedents (exploration and conscientiousness) that describe
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the self-characteristics of an individual are stronger in the lower-
level individualistic cultures. The possible explanation might
be that individuals tend to react to the information in terms
of personal goals and objectives in individualistic countries,
thus the enabling conditions, such as discretion and support
that could help them better get job done, could more likely
to encourage them to be thrived. In contrast, individuals in
the collectivistic culture concerned more on the relationship
with each other. Therefore, the indicators that could help
them get well along with others could more likely to drive
them thriving.

This study theoretically contributes to the existing literature
with the following: Firstly, this research focuses on more
categories of antecedents of employee thriving compared with
the model of Kleine et al. (2019), which provides a comparably
comprehensive review for existing empirical studies. Although
the study by Kleine et al. (2019) contributed a great deal,
theoretically, to recent literature, their study meta-analyzed only
two categories of antecedents of employee thriving: individual
characteristics and relational resources. In addition to individual
characteristics, we believe the effects of unit contextual features
on thriving were also important indicators for employees’
thriving at work, including those of hindrance/challenge stress,
autonomy, job crafting, etc. Therefore, our study diverts the
attention of following researchers from individual characteristics
to a working environment when exploring the antecedents of
employees’ thriving at work. We also explore the relationships
between the thriving of employees and the three types of
agentic work behaviors in our meta-analysis as these behaviors
are regarded as an important engine of thriving in the model
of Spreitzer et al. (2005).

Secondly, this research includes a greater number of indicators
in each category of antecedents of employee thriving in the model
described by Kleine et al. (2019) and tries its best to depict a full
picture of the indicators, which may lead to employees’ thriving at
work. In terms of relational resources, Kleine et al. (2019) meta-
analyzed the relationships of employees’ thriving and 10 types
of relational resources: heedful relating, supportive colleague
behavior, workplace civility, etc. This study adds a systemic
classification to these relational resources by incorporating the
model of Spreitzer et al. (2005), and assigning them to leadership,
positive meaning, and work experience. Such classifications
ensure a better understanding for future researchers when they
attempt to interpret the corresponding resources that may
lead to employees’ thriving at work. Specifically, the relational
resources of leadership include abusive supervision, authentic
leadership, empowering leadership, LMX, servant leadership,
and transformational leadership, which supplement the study
of Kleine et al. (2019) with a more comprehensive analysis
of the effects of various types of leadership on thriving.
Additionally, a meta-analysis of the influence of positive meaning
and knowledge resources (i.e., work experience) on thriving
was performed, and the results demonstrate small-to-moderate
positive effects.

However, with regard to personality traits, this study
supplements the study of Kleine et al. (2019) of the antecedents
of thriving, which included the individual characteristics of

psychological capital, core self-evaluation, proactive personality,
positive affectivity, negative affectivity, perceived stress, and
job engagement. This study includes a meta-analysis of four
types of personality traits: self-efficacy, optimism, openness,
and conscientiousness. In a slight contrast to our expectations,
openness does not influence thriving, whereas other types of
personality traits moderately and positively influence thriving.

Thirdly, we examine the cultural differences of individualism
in the relationship between antecedents and thriving at
different levels of individualism. Knowledge of the influence
of antecedents in different cultural contexts may assist in
establishing boundary conditions for the theory of thriving.
Our results are thought provoking as we find the difference
of the moderating effects of individualistic culture on the
relationships between employees’ thriving and variables such as
autonomy, feedback, supportive climate, comparing with that
between thriving and variables such as organizational justice and
transformational leadership. We also encourage future research
to design a very finely grained empirical study to verify the
different influences of culture on the relationship between
thriving at work and its different correlates.

Practically, for organization managers, this study has critical
implications. Firstly, it is important that managers show a
concern toward the influence of unit contextual features on
employee thriving. Our results indicate that work practices
and scheduled procedures, such as work autonomy, work
control, job crafting, and feedback, can facilitate employee
thriving by prompting managers to redesign work scopes
for strengthening the employee direction, thereby increasing
employee learning and vitality. Additionally, cultivating an
atmosphere of respect and trust is important for thriving as our
results show that trust, organizational justice, and supportive
climate have significant impacts on employees. These antecedents
are significant factors in cultivating a trusting and respectful
climate, and can contribute to the active learning and vitality in
the workplace of employees.

Secondly, another managerial implication comes from
the importance of leadership. Our results show that negative
leadership, such as abusive supervision, negatively influences
thriving. Further, various types of positive leadership, such as
authentic leadership and servant leadership, significantly and
positively influence thriving. Managers should acknowledge that
more employees self-actualize through the social development
of modern society, and, therefore, the role of supervisors
will become more quiescent by providing support and
authority to employees. Autocratic leadership, including
abusive leadership, is not conducive to employee growth and
hinders organizational development.

Finally, although there are studies that emphasize personality
traits as inherent and immutable throughout the growth of
an individual, our results show that, in fact, the personality
traits of self-efficacy, optimism, and conscientiousness positively
influence thriving. Managers frequently use personality tests for
prospective employees as positive personality traits engender
thriving at work. Employees with positive personality traits
actively learn and have increased vitality, leading to self-
development at work.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This study has some limitations. Firstly, most of the empirical
studies used in our analysis examined the antecedents
of thriving at an individual level. However, fewer studies
examined the high-level indicators on thriving such as
group climate, inter-group communication, or intra-group
communication. Furthermore, there are a limited number of
studies on the influence of culture at an organizational or
a national level. Therefore, we suggest that future research
pays attention to the effects of high-level indicators, such
as climate and culture, on employee thriving in multi-
level models.

Secondly, there are a limited number of studies, which
use the data from multiple sources or multiple waves.
Therefore, it is not possible to analyze the moderating
effects of the methodology such as the moderation of
multiple raters (Zhang and Bednall, 2016). Therefore, a
lot of research on thriving set one employee as a single
rater. We encourage future research to employ multiple
raters by using employee and colleague ratings to examine
the effects of antecedents on the collective thriving of
employees as individuals and relative to others. Additionally,
the samples reported in most empirical studies are cross-
sectional, meaning that measurement and acquiescence bias
were unavoidable, thus these studies may be affected by
a common method bias. Therefore, we encourage future
research to collect the data from multiple waves or have
used experience sampling methods to test the dynamic
relationship between the different levels of antecedents and
employee thriving.

Finally, in this study, existing empirical studies failed
to provide a full picture of the antecedents of thriving
as we could not access sufficient effect sizes to meta-
analyze certain antecedent–thriving relationships. For example,
we intended to meta-analyze the effects of all Big-Five
personality domains on thriving, but were unable to collect
sufficient effect sizes for the variables of extroversion
and agreeableness. Therefore, to complete the research
on the antecedents of thriving at work, we encourage
future research to explore further systematic indicators
of thriving.

CONCLUSION

Using the socially embedded model of thriving of Spreitzer
et al. (2005) and the research of Kleine et al. (2019) as
starting points, we systematically and comprehensively meta-
analyze the relationship between antecedents and thriving at
work. Our findings suggest that there are correlations between
thriving at work and its antecedents, including unit contextual
features, the resources produced at work, agentic work behaviors,
and personality traits. Furthermore, it is shown that cultural
differences, such as individualism, play a moderate role in
the influence of certain antecedents on thriving at work. This
study adds substantially to our understanding of which and
how antecedent variables impact thriving at work. Moreover,
it makes several noteworthy contributions to the influence of
individualistic culture, which acts an addition to the effects of the
antecedents of thriving.
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Five Steps Towards Avoiding
Narrative Traps in Decision-Making

Paul Dolan and Amanda Henwood*

London School of Economics and Political Science, London, United Kingdom

Narratives provide simple rules about how we ought to live and what our priorities

ought to be. They are especially appealing in times of high uncertainty. Using the

uncertainty surrounding Covid-19 as an illustration, we show how a narrative to preserve

life has become dominant, and we illustrate how it has been reinforced by several

behavioural biases. We argue that being able to identify and critically evaluate the impact

of dominant narratives is vital to ensuring optimal decision-making. To facilitate this, we

offer five recommendations—the ABCDE of decision-making—that can help to reduce

the “narrative trap” in decision-making in any uncertain environment.

Keywords: narratives, biases, heuristics, COVID-19, uncertainty

INTRODUCTION—THE POWER OF THE STORY

Dominant social narratives are stories told by society about the way things ought to be. They are
communicated through social and cultural institutions, by mass media, and via social networks
(Rappaport, 2000). Social narratives have been shown to powerfully shape decision-making in
many domains, including marketing (Escalas, 2007), economics (Shiller, 2017), and politics
(Merkus et al., 2014). In an example of how stories influence health-related behaviour more than
evidence, one study altered text highlighting the risks of sunbed use. The “narrative” condition
detailed the story of a young woman’s experience using sunbeds and getting skin cancer and the
“statistics” condition simply presented facts about sunbeds and their relationship to skin cancer.
Those who received the narrative text reported much higher intentions to engage in skin protecting
behaviours, such as not tanning and wearing sunscreen, than those in the statistical text group
(Greene and Brinn, 2003).

The personal and social stories that become dominant are heavily influenced by the values,
desires, and life experiences of decision-makers. Narratives form part of a larger sense-making
process that helps us to ascribe meaning to our lives (McAdams and McLean, 2013). Shaped by
our interactions, social narratives become the means through which we are able to assert our values
and identities. Socio-cultural models propose that narrative identity builds over time as individuals
engage in a shared sense-making process with others (McLean et al., 2007). The close tie with our
identities is one significant reason why social narratives have become so ingrained in so many of
the decisions we make for ourselves and on behalf of others (Sewell, 1992). Narratives also tend to
originate from the most powerful individuals and groups in society, thus affording extra weight to
the values, desires and life experiences of powerful people (Hampton, 2009).

In defining narratives, some scholars place emphasis on progression toward individual goals
over time (Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004), whilst others consider particularly salient ideas as signals
of dominant cultural narratives (Shiller, 2017; Tubadji et al., 2020). We are not concerned with the
variations here but rather with the general idea that, building upon an underlying set of values,
certain stories become dominant social narratives adopted by society. In this sense, narratives are
akin to social norms, which are comprised of behavioural regularities that individuals will be judged
harshly for deviating from Hechter and Opp (2005).
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Whilst the reassurance and sense-making that narratives
provide is certainly beneficial (McAdams, 2006), following them
blindly poses a signficant threat to decision-making (Dolan,
2019). The narrative that “people should strive to earn as much
money as they can,” for example, suggests that we should take
jobs with higher salaries whenever the opportunity arises. This
might serve us well when we are poor but the narrative may lead
us to take jobs without proper regard for our work-life balance
and other factors that are critical to our well-being (Kahneman
and Deaton, 2010). Therefore, being alert to dominant social
narratives that guide our decisions, and to the point at which they
may yield potentially negative effects, is essential for promoting
individual and social welfare.

Social narratives will most powerfully influence decisions
under conditions of uncertainty. There is good evidence that we
become more reliant on simple rules of thumb when decision
outcomes are uncertain (Mousavi and Gigerenzer, 2014) and
social narratives provide us with simple guides to decision-
making. These decision-making short cuts, also known as
heuristics, certainly help make decisions easier, but their effects
on the consequences of those decisions is ambivalent. On the
one hand, they can help us to ignore spurious reasons to act
in a particular way and to instead focus on those aspects of
the decision problem that are most likely to lead to the best
oucomes (Mousavi and Gigerenzer, 2017). On the other hand,
they can misdirect us from properly accounting for the full costs
and benefits of our decisions and to instead focus only on a
limited subset of relevant factors (Simon, 1997). Although there
are a number of heuristics that impact upon the decision-making
process, the degree to which social narratives help or hinder
effective decision-making has received very little attention.

In this paper, we consider the potential for dominant social
narratives to influence the decision-making process. We stress
the importance of paying attention to their impact in order to
establish whether, on balance, narratives help or hinder effective
decision-making. We contend that the failure to step back and
consider the impact of narratives will impede effective decision-
making by leaving the decision-maker open to unspecified
and unrecognised bias. Narratives are not good or bad in
themselves, but their ability to make some decisions appear more
appealing than others—often in ways that lie below our conscious
awareness—is detrimental to effective decision-making.

Given the uncertainty surrounding COVID-19, we focus on
the public policy decisions in response to the pandemic, which
around the world have primarily sought to suppress the virus.
We illustrate how an already dominant social narrative—namely,
“preserve life”—will have increased the attractiveness of certain
policy decisions over others. We show how other important
aspects that bias behaviour (social norms, fear, and situational
blindness) can increase the power of dominant narratives in
decision-making. We do not comment on the appropriateness
of the policy decisions discussed in our examples, but rather
highlight the extent to which our evaluations of them may be
influenced by the power of the preserve life social narrative.

In the final section of the paper, we provide the first framework
to help policy-makers and other decision-makers better attend
to the possible influence of narratives on their decisions. The

five steps we set out—the ABCDE of decision-making—are
intended to be useful in any decision-making environment, and
not just in response to a crisis such as COVID-19. Indeed,
since social narratives can impact upon any decision-making
environment, we recommend that the framework is used widely.
We provide examples of other decision-making contexts where
social narratives may have a significant impact.

The Preserve Life Narrative
Across the world, a natural inclination to preserve life and fight
death right up until the bitter end is widespread. The preserve
life narrative prescribes that we should all prolong our lives in
good health for as long as possible even when we incur significant
financial and well-being costs in doing so. In a clear example of
this, not only do healthcare costs in the last year of life account for
about one-quarter of total healthcare expenditure (Duncan et al.,
2019), but higher levels of death anxiety are associated with a host
of negative psychological effects (Coupland, 2020). In contrast,
terminally ill patients who know about and accept their prognosis
experience less mental suffering in the time leading up to death.
We cannot claim that spending a quarter of the health budget
in the last year of life is an inefficient use of resources, but it
is entirely possible that the preserve life narrative fuels some of
this spending.

Further evidence of the preserve life narrative can perhaps be
found in our unwillingness to legislate in favour of assisted dying
in the UK and many other parts of the world. The current law on
assisted dying in the UK states that there are no circumstances
under which people can receive medical assistance to end their
lives, even with strict safeguards in place. Again, we cannot assert
that the narrative to preserve life does not also increase social
welfare by acting as a barrier against vulnerabe people being
coerced into ending their lives but many people go through
significant mental and physical suffering in their last years of life
and around 300 terminally ill people take their lives in England
each year (The Sunday Times, 2021). So, any benefits of the
current law need to be set against these costs.

Terror Management Theory, which posits that the fear of
death drives much of human behaviour, helps to explain a lot
what is going on here (Greenberg et al., 1992). According to
this theory, our fear of death leads us to employ two protective
mechanisms to help us cope with this fear. First, we endorse
certain worldviews such as a belief in an afterlife, which gives us
a sense of “symbolic immortality.” Second, we bolster our self-
esteem, by viewing ourselves as an essential part of the culture
within which we are embedded. An impressive body of work
comprising nearly 300 experiments has shown that investment
in cultural worldviews and self-esteem buffers the potential for
death anxiety under conditions of increased mortality salience
(Burke et al., 2010). This natural inclination toward self-
preservation likely fuels our affinity for the preserve life narrative,
even under circumstances where our values conflict with the
narrative (such as believing in the right to self-determination
relating to assisted death). Under conditions of heightened fear
and mortality salience, the power of the preserve life narrative
may become especially strong.
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Arguably, another underlying value in society is that human
life is a protected or sacred value (Waldmann et al., 2012). This
standpoint can function as an important foundation for social
justice, since it encourages us to argue against political practises
that threaten human life and cause widespread suffering. Yet
on the other hand, it has made the possibility of trading off
human life for other attributes of value, such as income or mental
health, appear impossible, and immoral (Singer, 2016). Those
who do seek to compare the value of a human life against other
values evoke a feeling of moral disgust in others and risk social
disapproval (Tetlock, 2000). We certainly do not rule out the
possibility that other factors are at play, but it is likely that fear
and deeply held societal values about the sanctity of life increase
our affinity for the preserve life narrative. These values might not
always be aligned with increasing social welfare.

When COVID-19 hit, governments were faced with the
difficult decision of whether, and by how much, to prioritise
policies seeking to suppress the virus over those seeking to
mitigate its harms, whilst allowing for more economic activity
and social interaction (Pearce et al., 2020; Wang and Flessa,
2020). Across the world, the preserve life narrative functioned
as a direct call to action, and the effects of the virus for
mortality risks came to dominate public communication and
policy responses (Ogbodo et al., 2020). “Stay home, save lives,
protect the NHS” was the dominant government messaging
at the advent of the pandemic, which had a very clear
health framing. Discourse analysis of the UK media coverage
during the pandemic has highlighted three main narratives,
each of which speak to the larger preserve life narrative we
discuss: “(1) fear of an uncontrollable, unknown new virus
and its uncertain consequences—associated with sensationalist
language. . . (2) managing uncertainty and fear via calls for
behaviour change, associated with use of war metaphors; and (3)
mourning and loss narratives” (Sowden et al., 2021).

In the UK, the response to COVID-19 was repeatedly said
by the Government to have been guided by “the science.” But
the science can never be clear-cut and is much easier to “sell”
if it is underpinned by a clear narrative. In an example of
this narrative persuasion, key figures such the UK Secretary
of State for Health, Matt Hancock, used fear-evoking, militant
terminology in describing the UK’s planned approach to tacklng
Covid-19: “We are at war against an invisible killer and we
have to do everything we can to stop it” (Denham, 2021). Here
saving lives was highlighted as the ultimate, and only, end goal.
A focus on communicating and enacting policies to stop death
and bereavement was clear. This kind of coverage provided a
dominant lens through which the public were encouraged to view
the crisis. Arguably, this resulted in less attention being paid to
education, mental health, and income related decision outcomes,
which also pose a signficiant and direct, but less immediate, threat
to human life.

In one way or another, all governments would seek to suppress
virus transmission rates to reduce mortality risks, and so the
question becomes by how much and at what cost. We know that
people regularly make trade-offs between various attributes of
value to their lives. Even amid a lockdown, many people would
willingly put their own health at risk to be able to see their

grandchildren, or to attend the funerals of loved ones. Similarly,
citizens and policy-makers care about mortality risks (ONS,
2011), but also care about mental health (Department of Health,
2014), and education (Britton et al., 2019). There will therefore
come a point at which the costs of restrictions become too high a
price to pay for the reduction in mortality risks. Consequently,
we must be able to appraise whether accepting higher rates of
virus transmission and associated increases in mortality risks
from COVID-19 might lead to greater social welfare when all
the costs and benefits of the various policy options are properly
accounted for.

BEHAVIOURAL BIASES THAT ENDORSED

A PRESERVE LIFE NARRATIVE

Narratives can be enhanced by existing behavioural biases.
We must be alert to these biases when trying to mitigate the
influence of narratives on decision-making. Below, we highlight
three behavioural biases that reinforce many social narratives:
following the first, fear and situational blindness. We provide
examples of how these factors have accelerated the take up of the
preserve life narrative in response to COVID-19. To reiterate, we
do not seek to make any substantive claims about the rightness of
different decisions, only to show how the preserve life narrative
will have been magnified by these effects.

Following the First
Much of our own behaviour is heavily influenced by what other
people are seen to do first. There is a wealth of psychological
and behavioural evidence highlighting our heavy reliance on
other people for cues on how to behave (Milgram et al., 1969;
Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004; Campbell-Meiklejohn et al., 2010).
When we are uncertain about what to do, we are even quicker
look to the behaviour of others to guide us (Smith, 2007).
Whoever responded first to COVID-19 was going to set the
tone for the nations that followed. Consider China’s response
to COVID-19, which was to lock down Wuhan. When the UK
went into a national lockdown on 23 March 2020, it was after
Italy, Spain, France and Ireland had imposed quite stringent
restrictions on personal freedoms. Lockdown might still have
been the best policy in the UK by preventing the healthcare
system from becoming overwhelmed, but lockdowns elsewhere
that were justified on this basis will havemade it harder for proper
consideration of the wider health, economic and social impacts.

Fed by Fear
Our desire to avoid negative emotions is much stronger than
our desire to approach positive ones (Baumeister et al., 2001),
and so narratives that target and seek to mitigate fear are
very appealing. When choosing between policies about infection
control, suppression policies are generally preferred tomitigation
ones because they are aligned with narratives that help us to deal
more directly with our fears of the virus. Suppression policies
might still be more effective than mitigation policies, of course,
but not for this reason. One study explored the impact of national
lockdowns on national anxiety levels by using the frequency of
“Death” as a search term in Google, and found that national levels
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of anxiety rose steeply in the UK when Italy went into lockdown
(Tubadji et al., 2020). Anxiety fell a little once the UK went into
lockdown, suggesting that some of the initial anxiety was due to
the differences in policy between the two countries.

It is of course rational in a substantive sense to be afraid of a
new virus with relatively high mortality risks and a pretty grim
process of dying. And it also makes sense for governments to
play on our fears to some extent in order to get us to comply
with the restrictions they put in place (Van Bavel et al., 2020).
Fear motivates us to avoid harm (Michie et al., 2020). Indeed,
increasing the “perceived level of personal threat” in the public
was a listed an evidence-based strategy for increasing adherence
to social distancing policies by government advisors (Scientific
Advisory Group for Emergencies, 2020). But making younger
people scared of dying in ways that are wholly disproportionate
to their own risks is very different from making them concerned
about the effects of their behaviour for the risks of older people,
and raises serious ethical concerns about how the government
and the media has deliberately evoked fear in people that may
be difficult to reverse (Henwood, 2020).

There have been many news reports on the absolute number
of deaths from Covid-19 without the figures ever being placed in
context—for example, as a percentage of mortality by all causes.
This has promoted hypervigilance to COVID-19 deaths (Cole
et al., 2013), which stands in the way of us adapting to our fears
through an understanding of the actual levels of risk (Haegler
et al., 2010). We know from risk perception studies that the more
aware of risks people become, the more fearful of them they
will be (Fox, 2006). Studies also show that under conditions of
uncertainty people place a larger weight on small probabilities if
they are fear-inducing (for example, the probability of a car crash)
(Rottenstreich and Hsee, 2001). Overall, the exacerbation of fear
succeeds in pushing the preserve life narrative.

Spurred on by Situational Blindness
The famous “invisible gorilla” experiments powerfully illustrate
that when you attend to one aspect of your environment you do
not attend to another (Hama, 2010). This can lead to situational
blindness, whereby you are so focused on one aspect that you
fail to notice the bigger picture. When COVID-19 arrived, it was
obvious that most attention would be directed at the mortality
risks from the virus. But this also means that policymakers did
not pay enough attention to the invisible gorilla of harms caused
elsewhere. As one example, the message to “Stay at home. Protect
the NHS. Save Lives” resulted in people not going to hospital
with serious health problems, such as suspected cancers, which
could eventually result in more life years being lost than from
COVID-19 (Maringe et al., 2020).

Some of this situational blindness could be explained by a
natural human proclivity to focus on immediate effects over
delayed ones. The deaths from COVID-19 are now, those from
cancer will be later, and today matters more than tomorrow.
But this is only part of the story. When governments around
the world decided to close schools, they were forcing many
children to stay at home in dysfunctional households and away
from a school environment, which may have been the only
place they received a decent meal, let alone care. Governments

were harming many children with immediate effect and so it is
not only the immediacy of COVID-19 deaths that made them
more salient.

Perhaps the biggest differences with mortality risks compared
to misery impacts is their permanence and the related ease with
which they can be attributed to policy responses. There is no
recovering from death and whilst deaths can be attributed more
directly to policy responses, other impacts, such as mental health,
are harder to prove as having a direct relationship to policy
given the many other factors by which they can be influenced.
Moreover, whilst many children’s lives will be significantly, and
perhaps even irreparably, damaged from missing many months
of school, their lives are not literally over, and there is always
the small glimmer of hope that their lives can be turned around.
Perhaps this is all how it should be, but situational blindness
directs us toward further downplaying psychological impacts that
could well turn out to be irreversible (Mental Health Foundation,
2020).

ACTIONABLE RECOMMENDATIONS FOR

AVOIDING THE NARRATIVE TRAP IN

DECISION-MAKING

Using COVID-19 as an example, we have highlighted the
potential for narratives to enhance the attractiveness of certain
decisions over others, especially in the context of radical
uncertainty. The ABCDE of decision-making set out below will
help us to rebalance the impact of dominant social narratives
in ways that allow for an assessment of whether such narratives
are having a welfare enhancing impact on the decision-making
process. These simple rules can be applied to any decision-
making environment, and are summarised in the table below:

Acceptance Accept the potential influence of narratives on

decision-making

Balancing Identify the dominant narratives and balance them against

other stories

Checklists Create a checklist of the different impacts any given decision

will result in

Diversity Include people with a diverse range of backgrounds and

perspectives

Evaluation Quantify and compare the effects across different domains

The first step is acceptance. To understand why we act and
feel in the ways we do, and to change those behaviours and
emotions, we must first accept who we are and our actions,
thoughts and feelings (Hayes et al., 2012). To understand the role
that narratives play in determining our decisions, we must accept
their potential influence on our behaviour. Greater acceptance of
the emotions that drive us can also help us to manage negative
emotional states such as anger and anxiety (Wolgast et al., 2011).
In the context of COVID-19, wemay well have been better able to
assess the overall impact of different policies after accepting that
our natural inclination will be to try and avoid deaths.
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The second step is balancing. Stories are comforting, and so
alternative stories are required if the dominant ones are to be
challenged. We cannot simply rely on more and better evidence,
because we can always find evidence to support a story we
feel confident about (Rollwage et al., 2020). Preserve life has a
simplicity and a strength to it in a way that something along the
lines of “consider all the costs and benefits of action” does not.
But “misery mitigation” might be a little more salient and can, in
the very least, be considered alongside preserve life to show how
different policies have different consequences for life expectancy
on the one hand and life experiences on the other. Decision-
makers should seek to first identify the dominant narratives
and then think of some counter narratives. This enables us
to maintain the sense-making that narratives provide whilst
protecting ourselves from being unduly influenced by the power
of one familiar narrative. Consider how the narrative “move fast
and break things” might lead tech mogels to seek to disrupt too
often and in contexts that do not demand it. Only after setting
out competing narratives, can we properly consider how and in
what ways narratives might be influencing how we are weighing
the evidence and reaching our judgements.

The third step is checklists. Checklists work because they
force us to evaluate our judgements in terms of pre-determined
criteria, rather than just in terms of criteria we cherry-pick as
being more important at that time. They are especially helpful
in drawing us back from situational blindness. This is most
frequently discussed in the aviation and medical sectors to
describe the causes of errors made by pilots and surgeons when
theymiss crucial information in their environment (Haynes et al.,
2009). For example, theWorldHealthOrgansation now routinely
advise surgeons to use the Surgical Safety Checklist, which has
19 items across three critical time points: sign-in, timeout, and
signout (World Health Organization and WHO Patient Safety,
2008). Completion of these critical steps ensures safer delivery
of key medical services by reducing the likelihood of important
omissions and improving situational awareness (Low et al., 2012).
A COVID-19 checklist of impact might include attributes such as
“mental health effects,” “effects on lifetime inequalities,” could be
added to the impact checklist in addition to “mortality risks from
COVID-19.” The decision-makers then have the responsibility
to ensure that every decision made has considered each of
these factors.

The fourth step is diversity. There is good evidence that
performance is improved when a diversity of values and
perspectives are involved in decision-making (Jackson et al.,
995). Not only does diversity of values and perspective help
to uncover neglected areas of impact from blindly following
the dominant narratives, but it has also been proven to
generate more creative solutions under conditions where
perspective taking is encouraged (Jackson et al., 1995). We
must seek to include decision-makers from as many disciplines,
values, perspectives and experiences as possible. COVID-
19 has been a health, economic, and social crisis, and yet
health experts have dominated the discussions of how best
to respond.

The fifth step is evaluation. There is the need to consider
all the available evidence, and to evaluate what represents the
best policy. An evaluation of policy responses should account
for the full range of effects from an intervention. Attempts
should be made to gather up the items on the checklist under
(C) in ways that allow the various impacts to be compared
to one another. Different indices could be used in different
domains (e.g., aggregated health effects, aggregated income
effects etc.). This allows policymakers to determine the weights
attached to the different domains. Alternatively, and arguably
ideally, all outcomes will be expressed in a single metric. Cost-
benefit analysis (CBA), as recommended by the UK Treasury for
example, seeks to express all costs and benefits in monetary units
(The Green Book, 2013). For the purposes of cost-effectiveness
analysis (CEA), a single metric of benefit is required but it
does not have to be converted into monetary values. Evaluations
of this kind and depth can help to address the impact of
following the first, fear and situational blindness since they
force us to scrutinise the choices made empirically. In the case
of COVID-19, policymakers could be required to express the
impacts of their policies in quality-adjusted life years (Dolan,
2001), for example, not just from COVID-19 risks but from
the effects of missed cancer diagnoses, mental health effects
and so on.

CONCLUSION

We accept that combating long-standing dominant narratives
is a difficult task, and it is naïve to believe that they can ever
be eliminated completely from any decision-making process.
Indeed, since they can sometimes be helpful—particularly when
it comes to sense-making—they shouldn’t be removed entirely.
But the five steps set out here can help to reduce the power
of the most dominant stories and avoid the potentially large-
scale costs that may be incurred when we are blindly led
by narratives about how the world ought to be. This is a
call to action, then, for decision-makers everywhere to start
paying more attention to the ways in which narratives can
impact upon their decisions, especially in uncertain and high
stakes environments.
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Examining the trust-creativity relationship is important to promote creativity and

organizational innovation. The goal of this study is to investigate how trust influences

creativity by summarizing existing findings of diverse empirical studies. The impact of

trust at different levels on creativity primarily manifests in three ways: (1) individuals’

cognition- and affect-based trust has a positive effect on creativity together with the

role of trust-derived perspective taking in creativity; (2) interpersonal trust helps enhance

the joint creativity of an entire group via mediators such as team communication and

commitment together with trust-evoked safety and the motivation to risk proposing,

sharing, accepting or adopting uncommon ideas; (3) group trust has a positive, mostly

indirect effect on creativity via mediating variables such as collaborative culture/climate

and team communication. Potential implications and avenues for future research are

also discussed.

Keywords: trust, creativity, interpersonal trust, dispositional trust, team communication

INTRODUCTION

Trust and creativity are the two fundamental elements that drive the reproduction and development
of human society. The two features are important driving forces behind the sustainable
development of enterprises, societies, and nations, and they are valuable assets of the human
spiritual world. With rapid economic and technological development, creativity is the key
factor involved in technological innovation and the scientific revolution and in improving the
core competitiveness of enterprises (Zhou and Shalley, 2003; Anderson et al., 2004). Creativity
typically manifests in human activities at different levels, ranging from everyday life to advanced
technological industries. Trust is a key aspect of various social interactions and an important
condition triggering efficient organizational collaboration and performance (McLean, 2005). Trust
also plays an increasingly important role in the sharing economy, in online trade, and in business
negotiations, particularly in situations involving risk, uncertainty, and interdependence (McKnight
and Chervany, 2001), and it has been widely examined in many disciplines, including but not
limited to positive psychology (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Charyton et al., 2009),
anthropology, and sociology (Beldad et al., 2010).

In recent decades, psychologists have conducted numerous studies and in-depth discussions
of these two issues and have accumulated a large number of meaningful results. With regard to
trust, some researchers have argued that although trust is rich in connotations and important for
any organization (Rousseau et al., 1998; Gong et al., 2017), it can be defined at the individual,
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interpersonal (or interindividual), and group levels and often
includes cognition- and emotion-based trust (McAllister, 1995),
competence, goodwill, and integrity (Mayer and Davis, 1999).
In terms of creativity, no consensus has been reached on its
definition. According to the “standard definition,” however,
creativity, is conceptualized as the ability to produce something
that is novel and useful (Sternberg and Lubart, 1996).

Although research on trust and creativity has been fruitful,
an examination of their possible relationship, especially of the
potential influence of trust on creativity, has been lacking.
However, perhaps due to the initiatives of innovation-oriented
national development strategies, more significance is being
attributed to trust and creativity, resulting in increased research
regarding the roles of trust in creativity in recent years and
emerging critical findings in this field. In addition to a growing
number of journal articles, several books (e.g., Xiaoge and
Ming, 2021) and chapters (e.g., Jo and Lee, 2012; Wu et al.,
2016) have been devoted to this topic. While these studies
have made important theoretical and conceptual advancements,
particularly in understanding trust and creativity as well as their
potential association, the associated literature, which is mostly
fragmented and scattered across various disciplines, does not
provide an integrated and coherent understanding (McEvily
et al., 2003). This may be partially the case because most
research considers trust to be a variable or construct of existing
theories of organizations, resulting in inconsistent and diverse
findings on the hierarchy of trust. Anecdotally, researchers tend
to use different approaches to trust to satisfy the idiosyncratic
requirements and purposes of a particular study. However, we
simply do not have an accurate and clear sense of the extent to
which consistency across various studies exists in the impact of
trust on creativity, since no systemic literature review on this
issue is available.

Without an evidence-based review of the influence of trust
on creativity, advancing our understanding of effects, roles, and
potential mechanisms of trust in relation to creativity would be
impaired and fragmented. There is also no way of evaluating
how diverse or integrated the literature is, the mechanism by
which trust influences creativity, and the specific role of different
types of trust in creativity. To our knowledge, no systematic
review has evaluated the effect of trust on creativity. Accordingly,
to establish a comprehensive understanding of the essence of
creativity and the potential role of trust in creativity, this
work attempts to integrate available studies from an integrated
research perspective.

This review makes at least three contributions. First, we
offer a careful assessment of the current state of research
approaches used in determining the role of trust in creativity,
especially organizational creativity. Our evaluation of the degree
of fragmentation and convergence across studies is conducted by
examining the effect of trust on creativity. Second, as mentioned
above, trust is a multidimensional construct that can be found
in a single person (individual dispositional trust), between
two individuals (interpersonal trust), and within groups of
individuals (group trust; Brattström et al., 2012). Accordingly, we
profile three typical and primary approaches and summarize the
separate influences of individual, interpersonal and group trust

on creativity. Third, the present review could be used to construct
guidelines for investigating the impact of trust on creativity
and for nurturing organizational creativity in the future. Taken
together, the presented results will be of important value to
future research on trust and in cumulating useful knowledge
on trust and creativity development. Our review focuses on
studies that examine the influence of trust on creativity across the
individual and/or group levels, including studies on dispositional
and situational trust (see McEvily and Tortoriello, 2011). The
remainder of this paper is organized as follows. We first provide
a definition of trust and discuss the role of individual trust
in creativity. Then, we evaluate the role of interpersonal trust
in creativity. Next, we illustrate the impact of group trust on
creativity. Finally, we summarize the impact of different types of
trust on creativity with proposed directions for future research.

METHODOLOGY

The current study is framed as a narrative literature review.
Different from a meta-analytical investigation, a narrative
literature review offers many advantages in the analytical
integration of different studies adopting various perspectives or
distinct methodologies (Samuelsen et al., 2012) without requiring
all selected studies to align with the same rigorous design of a
systematic empirical evaluation (Green et al., 2006). Following
prior studies (e.g., Mahmood et al., 2014), a standardized
methodology focused on literature searching and inclusion was
employed to execute an integrated analysis of the role of trust in
creativity. Specifically, to identify publications specific to the role
of trust in the field of creativity and collect publication records
on the creativity-trust relationship, multiple combinations of
relevant search terms (e.g., creativity, convergent thinking,
creative, divergent thinking, innovation, and trust) were devised
to search through several comprehensive databases. We searched
for literature between April and May 2021 without specifying
periods of publication. An established stepwise approach was
followed to search for and screen out potentially relevant studies
in this integrated analysis.

To identify as many relevant papers as possible, a
comprehensive literature search was first conducted by searching
for relevant papers (1) published in all international creativity
journals; (2) listed in multiple online electronic databases,
including the Springer, Google Scholar, Web of Science, CNKI,
EBSCO, Elsevier, and ProQuest Digital Dissertations databases;
(3) published in a trust-specific journal, e.g., Journal of Trust
Research; and (4) accessible from other information sources,
including the citation records and references of the preselected
papers. To unbiasedly identify the literature on the role of trust
in creativity, we also analyzed master’s theses and doctoral
dissertations that satisfy the literature inclusion criteria. We
focused on each paper’s subject, title, abstract, and keywords
without searching for the target words in the full text (due
to the large number of studies pertaining to trust and our
limited resources).

In addition, we developed literature inclusion and exclusion
criteria. All reviewed studies are written in Chinese or English,
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FIGURE 1 | A schematic illustration on the process of literature inclusion and exclusion.

providing empirical (correlational or experimental) data results
on the relationship between trust and creativity. Papers were
excluded according to the following criteria (see Figure 1): (1)
those not addressing the role of individual/interpersonal/group
trust in creativity or not explicitly stating which form of trust
was measured; (2) those not theoretical, meta-analytical, or
conceptual in nature (e.g., perspectives, theoretical analyses,
commentaries, dialogs, qualitative evaluations, editorials,
book reviews, literature reviews, and newspaper/magazine
articles); and (3) those for which full texts were not available.
Supplementary Table 1 lists the hit records and shows
the impacts of individual, interpersonal, and group trust
on creativity.

THE IMPACT OF INDIVIDUAL TRUST ON
CREATIVITY

Developed by psychologists in the 1950s, the concept of trust
has since be explored in many other areas (Smith, 2010),
such as sociology, management, and marketing. Trust can be
conceptualized as a willingness to be vulnerable to others (Mayer
et al., 1995) and has long been treated as a stable dispositional
or individual difference variable. (Gefen, 2000, p. 728) argued
that “disposition to trust is a general, . . . not situation specific,
inclination to display faith in humanity and to adopt a trusting
stance toward others.” Following the integrative model proposed
by Schoorman et al. (2007), trust is a function of one’s disposition
or propensity to trust people in general together with one’s
perceptions of trustworthiness regarding specific other(s) in
terms of moral integrity, personal benevolence, and ability.

Thus, some persons are “more trusting” of others, and a person
with high levels of dispositional trust tends to be more likely
to trust others than a person with low levels of dispositional
trust. Likewise, initial levels of trust found in an interaction do
not have at a starting point of zero (i.e., no trust) but vary
from person to person (Kramer, 1999). Several studies have
empirically revealed and documented the effects of dispositional
trust. As a dispositional trait, individual trust takes two primary
forms: cognition- and affect-based trust (McAllister, 1995).
Cognition-based trust, which serves as an “uncertainty reducer”
in facilitating interpersonal communications, refers to the extent
to which partners’ or others’ competence and responsibility is
positively expected (McAllister, 1995). In contrast, affect-based
trust, which largely builds on emotional investment, genuine
care, concern for partners’ welfare and relevant reciprocation
belief, refers to the extent to which an individual expects her/his
partners to express care and concern toward her/him (McAllister,
1995).

Trust involves having confidence in others and their good

intentions even when risks are involved and therefore is a

fundamental facet of social interactions. First, people with higher

trust scores are unlikely to deceive others in interpersonal
relationships and are highly likely to give others the benefit of
the doubt unless there is clear evidence that the other party
cannot be trusted (see Lewicki and Robinson, 1998). In addition,
those who are trusting appear to be more trusted and popular
among others (Rotter, 1967). Some scholars (e.g., Driscoll, 1978)
argue that the effect of trust as a personality trait can be
“washed out” given a person’s level of trust within a defined
context; certain trust states maymediate the relationship between
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generalized trust and trusting behavior. According to Panteli and
Sockalingam (2005), trust implies that others trust the language,
actions, and decision-making abilities of others they can trust,
and as a result, they also try to take action. In this regard,
trust enables cooperative behavior, facilitates collaboration-based
organization forms, reduces interpersonal conflict, encourages
the rapid formulation of ad-hoc work groups, and improves
the creativity of individuals or teams (e.g., Chen et al., 2008;
De Clercq et al., 2009; Tsai et al., 2012). The impact of trust
on creativity primarily manifests in the roles of cognition- and
affect-based trust in creativity.

On the one hand, cognition-based trust enables helping
behavior (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2012), reduces personal uncertainty
for creative individuals, and allows these individuals (especially
those who are open to experience) to believe that their peers can
help them effectively complete their work. Creativity, which is
highly associated with risk taking and sometimes termed a risky
investment process, is often conceptualized as a process of finding
solutions to problems, deficiencies, knowledge discrepancies,
missing components, and dissonances (see Sternberg and Lubart,
1996; Tyagi et al., 2017). Given that creativity involves high levels
of uncertainty and risk (Shen et al., 2018) and as radical creativity
in particular entails a substantial departure from existing work
procedures and techniques, this form of individual trust may
be helpful in increasing creativity. Additionally, cognition-based
trust is useful in facilitating communication between a person
and her/his trusted peers (McAllister, 1995), obtaining useful
feedback and even challenging critique (beneficial to radical
innovation) from peers (Zhou, 2003), and evoking a belief that
peers can provide social support and help in solving problems
as necessary and in problem solving (Madjar et al., 2002,
2011). All of these resources help facilitate the development
of a creative solution that is safe and reliable (Madjar et al.,
2002, 2011). Poor cognition-based trust in others, including
colleagues, would make it impossible for problem solvers or
innovators to put themselves in situations where they can obtain
valuable resources for creative thinking. From the interactionist
perspective, Xu et al. (2016) found that cognition-based trust
in one’s colleagues is positively related to perceived creativity,
implying that cognition-based trust generally helps employees
generate creative ideas. In contrast, affect-based trust can build
mature interpersonal relationships and encourage safe emotional
attachments that may relieve employees’ anxieties toward taking
greater risks associated with creativity. Affect-based trust does
not seem to be directly related to creativity, but employees may
feel more confident about taking risks when they have affect-
based trust in their colleagues. In situations where strong affect-
based trust is present, individuals feel particularly able to seek
and respond to feedback from their peers. Even if constructive
feedback contains some criticism, it may be welcomed in light
of positive emotional connections maintained with peers or
colleagues. Therefore, affect-based trust can help individuals
experience a sense of security and encourage them to pursue
creative solutions, especially those that are radically creative
(Madjar et al., 2002). Indeed, some studies have reported that
trust induces creativity and/or innovation when communication
is open and the environment is supportive, tolerant, and

friendly (Simons and Peterson, 2000; Martins and Terblanche,
2003; Dakhli and De Clercq, 2004). In fact, generating a
new idea requires practicing divergent reasoning, identifying
many possible solutions, communicating with others, modifying
alternatives, and choosing clever solutions to new problems
(Zhou, 2003). Trust is an important trait that increases individual
creativity, idea generation, information sharing, and openness
(Dirks and Ferrin, 2002; Den Hartog, 2003; Bidault and Castello,
2009).

Trust tends to be interpreted as involving uncertainty (e.g.,
Mayer and Mussweiler, 2011), which is often considered the
default state or trigger present when one feels that specific others
are “safe” in the sense of being dependable, having no malevolent
motivation, and being able to assist. In this regard, a state of
trust (distrust) may resemble more general positive (negative)
mood states. According to Schwarz (2012), people often draw
on their moods as a cue of the nature of their situation: Good
moods signal a benign situation, whereas bad moods signal
a problematic situation. Moreover, because thinking processes
are tailored to the given situation, experiencing good vs. bad
mood states can lead to different processing strategies (Schwarz,
2012). Cognitive tuning theory (Friedman and Förster, 2000)
and accumulated empirical evidence reliably show that a positive
mood can motivate individuals to adopt a risky, explorative, and
heuristic thinking style and then lead to the development of
creative or insightful solutions. In contrast, negative moods can
trigger a more conservative, careful, deliberative, and analytical
style and are more likely to result in the generation of routine
or analytical solutions. Similar to mood states, trust/distrust can
shape the types of processing strategies people utilize based on
the challenges and opportunities of the situations that trigger
them. Because creativity is a non-routine behavior that involves
“thinking outside of the box” (Nusbaum and Silvia, 2011) and
often requires adopting an unusual perspective to challenge
obvious responses or mental sets, trusting individuals may be
better able to master multiple frames by thinking from another
person’s point of view. Accordingly, creativity is a risk-taking
behavior that is usually seen as deviant behavior in standard
work settings. A perceived threat from a leader can be induced
by the proposal of new ideas and the potential fear resulting
from a high probability of idea failure. Employees who trust their
leaders tend to exhibit creative behavior through the adoption of
a heuristic approach.

Perspective taking is an important ability involved in
problem-solving activities and can further enhance individual
creativity, especially divergent thinking and cognitive flexibility.
An object generally has more than one property and multiple
functions that can be seen quite differently according to one’s
perspective (Naghavi and Nyberg, 2005). An object considered
or viewed from one specific perspective is seen as having
one particular superordinate even though it could have many.
Different perspectives on the same object cause different
properties to be highlighted, which further triggers different uses
of the same object. In other words, viewing an object from a new
perspective can help in perceiving a novel function or meaning of
the object (Shen et al., 2017). The process of creativity, especially
divergent thinking and solving insight tasks, is needed because
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the problem solver must move away from common or high-
frequency responses and highly activating mental sets to view
a problem from a unique or unusual perspective or identify
a constrained new search space in which the solution resides
(Chermahini and Hommel, 2012; Shen et al., 2018). In this
regard, perspective taking benefits creativity by allowing for
many distinct or novel perspectives. Additionally, the impact
of trust on creativity may not be direct; instead, the effect may
be indirect and mediated by moderators such as openness to
experience. Several studies (e.g., Madjar, 2008) have reported that
openness to experience may strengthen the role of individual
trust in creativity because persons who score high in this
trait tend to demonstrate open-minded thinking and to not
pay attention to markers of uncertainty; therefore, when such
individuals trust their leaders, they exhibit high levels of openness
to experience and more creativity.

Taken together, most available studies tend to support the
influence of individual trust on creativity. This influence typically
manifests in the facilitating roles of cognition- and affect-
based trust in creativity across the individual and group levels
together with the positive association between perspective taking
derived from individual trust and creativity, particularly for
divergent thinking and insight. Additionally, the positive effect
of individual trust on creativity can be strengthened or weakened
by moderators such as openness to experience, organizational
commitment, creativity measurement, and leadership style.

THE IMPACT OF INTERPERSONAL TRUST
ON CREATIVITY

Trust that originates within the individual is not only a
cornerstone of a collaborative climate but is also inherently
relational and interpersonal in essence (Zaheer et al., 1998). In
contrast to individual trust, a disposition involving assuming the
general trustworthiness of others, the form of relational trust
present is related to the counterpart in the dyad and is based on
experiences and interactions with a particular exchange partner
(Ring and Van de Ven, 1992). That is, trust can be divided
into (1) individual trust primarily influenced by an individual’s
growth trajectories, personality type and cultural background
and (2) interpersonal trust born from human interaction and
heavily reliant on whether an individual’s characteristics are
trustworthy (Cerne et al., 2014). Trust among people is essentially
interpersonal; it involves an individual being willing to be
defenseless to the other party and having positive assumptions
regarding the other person’s intentions, actions, or behaviors
(e.g., Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998). Such trust
may form from the propensities of the trustor, but it is not
purely a personality trait but a condition that is also influenced
by the given context, interactions with the other person, and
individual differences. Therefore, interpersonal trust is primarily
psychological (Rousseau et al., 1998), but it is actually interactive
in that both parties trust and are trusted (individually in
the positions of trustors and trustees) to engage in mutually
beneficial exchanges.

Trust is a facet of all relationships and interactions and
is recognized as a crucial ingredient in building trustworthy
organizational behavior and workplace collaboration (Dirks and
Ferrin, 2001), resulting in a variety of positive effects. All 43
empirical studies reviewed by Dirks and Ferrin (2001) show that
interpersonal trust benefits individuals or their organizations.
These expected benefits include improved communication, more
organizational civic behaviors, reduced competitive behavior in
negotiations, heightened group performance, alleviated conflict,
and enhanced job satisfaction. Creativity has been emphasized
and discussed in various fields. For individuals and organizations
to remain sustainably competitive, constant innovation is
required, and employee creativity initiates such innovation. To
unleash organizational creativity and increase organizational
innovation, individuals, and organizations need to induce
creativity through personal effort or systematic organizational
mechanisms. Employees are trusted, and experiences of trust
support their activities. Employees are aware of the need to
be trusted and to trust in their organizations (e.g., leaders
and managers) to minimize risk (Guchait et al., 2012), and
trust is an important dimension of organizational creativity.
Rather, scholars are greatly interested in the supportive
role of interpersonal trust in promoting employee creativity.
Theoretically, Prati et al. (2003) related interpersonal trust to
creative performance. Empirically, Weng (2014) found that
trust developed based on the relationships between supervisors
and subordinates is the primary motivator of an innovation
climate. Klimoski and Karol (1976) reported that trusted teams
outperform less trusted teams in terms of creative problem
solving. In a study of 82 student teams, Barczak et al. (2010)
also documented a positive association between team trust and
creative performance. In other words, interpersonal trust can
improve organizational creativity and/or innovation. Building
on existing studies, Bidault and Castello (2009) constructed a
dual-pathway framework to explain the effect of interpersonal
trust on creativity. First, mutual trust between partners of
collaborative projects influences partnership creativity; therefore,
interpersonal trust can promote collaborative creativity. Research
indicates that the more advanced a team’s level of experience
is, the more innovative its output will be (Taylor and Greve,
2006). Trust in teammates is considered to be the foundation
that allows team members to freely share knowledge, explore,
and make the utmost contributions to the success of their tasks.
Trust seems to create a more open, supportive, and tolerant
environment and reduce hostility and competitiveness. This
is particularly true when one must collaborate or wants to
achieve creative outcomes (Barczak et al., 2010). In addition,
trust affords team members more freedom, which can trigger
the development of new ideas and mitigate conflicts. All of these
factors should result in a higher level of creativity. It has also
been shown that trust in partners is associated with partnership
commitment. Prior studies have shown that while low levels of
trust can be abused by a partner through opportunism and “free-
riding” behavior, leading to low levels of commitment, high levels
of trust increase commitment and have a positive impact on
creativity or innovativeness. When the two effects are combined,
innovation leads to creativity, as creative ideas are implemented
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through the use of resources committed by both partners, leading
to innovation.

Moreover, interpersonal trust is a fundamental factor
involved in dynamic collaboration and continuous knowledge
sharing, which may have moderating and indirect effects on
creativity (Huang et al., 2006). On the one hand, if team
members trust each other, they cannot be defenseless and can
dedicate more energy to creating and discovering rather than
defending themselves. In this situation, trust is key to uniting
employees, which facilitates the generation of creative solutions
or creative collaboration. More generally, negative expectations
of competence and reliability (i.e., low cognitive trust) make
individuals less attractive as exchange partners or “sounding
boards” for new ideas and reduce team members’ willingness
listen to these individuals’ alternative ideas and perspectives.
In turn, these effects dampen creative collaboration. In support
of this reasoning, Barczak et al. (2010) empirically revealed
that interpersonal trust can positively influence organizational
creativity via a collaborative culture or cognitive trust. On the
other hand, recent research linking social networks to creativity
emphasizes that creativity involves a social process (Perry-Smith,
2006) and that fluency and openness in sharing diverse and
novel ideas are key to creative performance. Trust generated from
the emotional bonds between individuals (i.e., affect-based trust)
enables creative collaboration by motivating people to carefully
listen to, share and understand others’ alternative perspectives
and by resolving potential misunderstandings arising from
cognitive gaps in problem representation that tend to occur
in interactions. That is, affect-based trust is a means to
facilitate communication and generate creative or new ideas.
By understanding and appreciating different perspectives, when
individuals understand and appreciate perspectives that differ
from their own, individuals with high levels of affect-based trust
can successfully manage relevant frictions, engage in constructive
debate, and use essential differences to generate creative
solutions. In this regard, affect-based trust creates a conduit
allowing for the two-way communication of new ideas and
motivates individuals to better understand diverse perspectives,
facilitating creative collaboration, especially between culturally
different individuals. Chua et al. (2010) reported that affect-
based trust is particularly relevant for sharing new ideas in a
manager’s job network. In a large-scale investigation by Monge
et al. (1992), this link between group communication and
team innovation was replicated. From a review of individual-
, team-, and organizational-level factors related to creativity,
Shalley and Gilson (2004) found that leaders should promote
communication between team members if they wish to foster
creativity or strengthen the positive relationship between team
communication and creativity.

Furthermore, trust in interpersonal relationships reflects a
willingness to accept vulnerability based on positive expectations
of another person’s intentions and actions. Given that trust plays
an important role as a “social lubricant” and has been established
to alleviate conflicts within an organization, individuals can
interact with each other in any exchange condition and in
dialog with a partner who exhibits confidence and distrust.
Therefore, the effect of interpersonal trust is considered to

be particularly effective in situations where the intentions
of others are somewhat ambiguous. However, among other
organizational, interpersonal, and personal factors that may
alleviate interpersonal conflict, trust is associated with exchanges
between individuals occurring at the same hierarchical level. In
short, trust in others can play a positive role in an individual’s
willingness to act innovatively by creating a sense of connection
(Carmeli and Spreitzer, 2009). Overall, affect-based or emotional
trust is considered to be particularly important in interpersonal
relationships. Affect-based trust buffers interpersonal anxiety,
which often impedes close cooperation (Stephan et al., 1999;
Thomas et al., 2009), especially the sharing of new ideas across
different cultures. Notably, affect-based trust emphasizes the
kind of resilient, flexible, and adaptive relationship that allows
managers to respond to market changes in a timely manner.
Cognitive trust may occur when the internal and external
environments are relatively stable, while emotional trust may
be advantageous when the environment is more volatile and it
is difficult for managers to make specific plans and forecasts
for business operations, requiring them to be flexible in their
strategic direction (Zhang, 2014).

In summary, the role of interpersonal trust in facilitating
creativity, which brings something both new and useful to an
organization, is primarily such that, consistent with the dual-
pathway framework proposed by Bidault and Castello (2009),
interpersonal trust not only facilitates joint creativity but also
enhances the creativity of an entire group via mediators such
as a collaboration-based shared mind, systematic efforts, and
team communication or commitment. In addition, individual
willingness or motivation induced by interpersonal trust may
be critical in facilitating organizational creativity through
the sharing of diverse, distinct, and sometimes unique ideas
or perspectives.

THE IMPACT OF GROUP TRUST ON
CREATIVITY

Trust in a team context, namely, team trust, refers to the belief
that one’s teammates have good intentions and confidence in
the capabilities and character of their partners or colleagues,
which is a key basis for constructing a friendly and harmonious
environment and climate for teamwork and achieving better
outcomes. With the expansion of team-based work, the role
of trust in work teams has gained momentum. Research has
increasingly accumulated, particularly at two specific levels of
analysis—interpersonal trust between individual members at the
individual level and group trust (sometimes termed team trust)
shared among members at the team level. In this regard, group
trust can be seen as a special form of interpersonal trust that
involves multiple agents beyond the two agents of mutual trust
and the members of a group. In support of this idea, McAllister
(1995) adopted the term interpersonal trust to conceptualize trust
among team members. Compared to individual trust, trust in a
group setting, typically referred to as group (team) trust, often
involves one or multiple targets for a given trusting individual.
According to Cummings and Bromiley (1996), group trust in
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a team means that “individuals and groups strive in good-faith
efforts to act in accordance with all promises regardless of (a)
explicit or implicit, (b) sincere in any negotiation prior to such
a promise, and (c) does not overuse others even if there is an
opportunity” (p. 303). This definition of trust in a group is closely
related to the definition of trust in an individual and refers to
general feelings of trust in other members of a given group.

Creativity is often defined as the origination of ideas, problem
solutions, and visions that are both novel and appropriate and
usually appears as an interaction between a person and the
given situation (Scott and Bruce, 1994; Amabile, 1997). In other
words, creativity depends on organizational conditions such as
the freedom of idea generation, team characteristics, and support
and encouragement from superiors (Amabile, 1998). Trust is
widely supported as an important precursor to performance,
and few studies have examined the role of group (team) trust
in individual and/or team creativity. According to Whitener et
al. (1998), teams need more trust (than individuals) because
they require a high degree of interdependence to complete
their tasks. In general, a team in which members have various
goals, perspectives, and backgrounds is more likely to result
in misunderstanding, conflict and miscommunication among
teammates even though such a team is considered more creative.
A high level of team trust allows members to be better able to
focus, communicate and support each other and increases team
creativity. When team members trust each other, they are more
likely to work closely together, share knowledge and allocate
resources to common goals (Wicks et al., 1999; Dirks and Ferrin,
2001). Consequently, teammates become more motivated and
pursue their common goals to achieve more creative outcomes
(Jaskyte, 2008). Research shows that team members tend to be
very creative and innovative when interpersonal communication,
support, and purpose clarity are at high levels (Jaskyte, 2008).
Barczak et al. (2010) surveyed a team of 82 students and found
a positive relationship between team trust and creative task
performance. Both team trust and a collaborative culture can
support more effective communication, information sharing,
focus, and cooperation, which leads to more creative endeavors.
Research on a sample of 273 master’s students from the
University of Science and Technology of China shows that team
trust has a reliable impact on team creativity by promoting
team communication.

High levels of trust allow teams to work smoothly and reach
their goals (Wicks et al., 1999). Trust helps forge interdependent
relationships and facilitate creative collaboration. Without trust,
political behavior emerges within a team, pitting individuals with
different perspectives against each other, which would further
interfere with or undermine the efforts of other team members.
In other words, trust is critical to constructive and positive
collaborative relations (Adler, 2001). However, group trust is
dynamic in that early trust may be different from later or mature
stages of trust; early trust may be based on abilities and tends to be
more cognitively based while only later drawing on benevolence
(Knoll and Gill, 2011) and becoming more affect based, which
might be established by fostering greater communication among
team members. In general, initial trust among team members
is thought to be based on two factors: (1) demographic
similarity judgments (e.g., Costa, 2003) and (2) information

about team members. This information is conveyed through the
first communication among teammates. Through this relatively
short communication process, team members communicate
information to determine the three factors involved in building
trust: teammate competence, goodwill, and integrity (character)
(Mayer et al., 1995). As group trust evolves, a collaborative
culture, an important prerequisite to team creativity, is gradually
formed, which can affect how team members interact and
collaborate. Barczak et al. (2010) present a more nuanced and
complex scheme of the antecedents of “team creativity.” The
authors find that team trust helps build a collaborative culture
that leads to higher levels of team creativity. From a survey
of 82 student teams at a large university, Barczak et al. (2010)
found that team trust fosters a collaborative culture that enhances
team creativity. A trusting environment involves connecting
with colleagues, team spirit and cooperation, the ability to take
risks, greater tolerance, and receptivity to diverse ideas and
perspectives. Thus, teams that trust each other are more likely
to work closely together and engage in meaningful reciprocal
behaviors in addressing problems and issues, which is essential
to creating effective outcomes.

Similarly, cognitive trust can increase team creativity
through the moderating roles of collaborative culture or team
communication. Creativity allows teammates to solve problems
and leverage opportunities by integrating various perspectives or
divergent thoughts developed by their partners or teammembers
(Tu and Lu, 2013), wherein team trust enables individuals
within a group or team to feel free to share information, explore,
contribute their ideas and exhibit an increased willingness to
assume the risks of creativity without a fear of failure (Barczak
et al., 2010; Shen et al., 2018). That is, teams with high levels
of cognitive trust will easily be perceived to include members
with strong functional and interpersonal capabilities that can
create a secure attachment or feelings of safety from which the
team can collaborate, jointly make decisions, take risks and share
ideas without fears of criticism, invoking more creative solutions
to their tasks. Consistent with Bierly et al. (2009) and Barczak
et al. (2010) also reported that team trust builds on individual
confidence and belief that the actions of members are beneficial
to joint and/or team creativity.

To conclude, the number of available studies examining
the effect of group trust on creativity is still very limited,
with most showing an indirect effect of trust on creativity.
Building on previous studies, group trust positively influences
organizational creativity, especially team creativity, through a
collaborative culture (climate) and through harmonious and
positive team communication cultivated by cognition- and affect-
based trust, which in turn enables teammates to feel free to
share information, explore, contribute their ideas, and exhibit
an increased willingness to assume the risks of investing and
engaging in creativity.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Trust can facilitate creativity. In this review, from the perspective
of the trust hierarchy, the positive effect of trust on creativity
or innovation was reviewed and summarized. Studies of trust
typically focus on the roles of individual, interpersonal, and
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group trust in individual and/or team creativity in organizational
settings. Our research makes an important contribution to the
literature by offering the first review carefully summarizing
the role of trust across different levels of individual and/or
team creativity in organizational settings and providing key
insights to future studies in this field by demonstrating the
positive role of trust in organizational creativity and innovation
and the potential mechanisms by which trust influences
creativity. Several studies have suggested that trust can be
divided into different categories, resulting in the differentiation
of goodwill and general trust, dispositional and state trust
(e.g., Ross and LaCroix, 1996) and cognition- and affect-
based trust (Schaubroeck et al., 2011). Future studies should
make greater efforts to systemically investigate and isolate
the roles of such different types of trust in individual and
team creativity. Nevertheless, it should be noted that several
studies have reported that high levels of team trust might have
dysfunctional consequences for team creativity. This effect can be
accounted for or moderated by the group-centrism perspective,
which seems worthy of further investigation. In addition to
consolidating the positive impact of trust on creativity, the
specific mechanism by which trust facilitates creativity should
also be examined, as this would further deepen understanding
of the relationships that form between trust and creativity
and organizational innovation through nurtured organizational
creativity and trust. Additionally, future studies could adopt
well-developed technologies, such as behavioral experiments,

or interbrain measures, and meta-analytical approaches with
large sample sizes to investigate and empirically determine
the roles of individual, interpersonal, and group trust and
different orientations of trust such as trust toward leaders
or trust toward subordinates in creativity within or beyond
organizational settings.
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Objectives: Better subjective and eudaimonic well-being fosters better health

conditions. Several studies have confirmed that mindfulness-based interventions are

effective for improving well-being; however, the samples examined in these studies have

been limited to specific populations, and the studies only measured certain aspects of

well-being rather than the entire construct. Additionally, few studies have examined the

effect of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy on well-being. The present study examines

the feasibility of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and its effectiveness for improving

subjective and eudaimonic well-being among community residents.

Methods: The study design featured an 8-week randomized, waiting-list controlled,

parallel-group study. 8 weekly mindfulness classes, followed by 2 monthly classes, were

provided for healthy individuals aged 20–65 years who had a Satisfaction with Life Scale

score of ≤ 24 indicating average to low cognitive aspect of subjective well-being. This

trial was registered with the University Hospital Medical Information Network Clinical Trials

Registry (ID: UMIN000031885, URL: https://upload.umin.ac.jp/cgi-open-bin/ctr_e/ctr_

view.cgi?recptno=R000036376).

Results: The results showed that cognitive aspect of subjective well-being and

mindfulness skills were significantly improved at 8 weeks, and this effect was enhanced

up to the end of the follow-up period. Positive affective aspect of subjective and

eudaimonic well-being were significantly improved at 16 weeks.

Conclusions: Eight weeks of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy with a 2-month

follow-up period improves cognitive and affective aspects of subjective and eudaimonic

well-being in healthy individuals. The order of improvement was cognitive, positive

affective, and eudaimonic well-being. To verify these findings, multi-center randomized

controlled trials with active control groups and longer follow-up periods are warranted.

Keywords: subjective well-being, mindfulness, mindfulness based cognitive therapy, healthy volunteers, quality

of life, resilience, happiness, eudaimonic well-being
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INTRODUCTION

Research on well-being has been gaining increasing academic
attention recently. (Ryff, 2014; Diener et al., 2018). In this field,
subjective well-being (SWB) and eudaimonic well-being are the
two dominant concepts (Keyes et al., 2002; Ryff, 2014; Diener
et al., 2018), which differ in the way they approach well-being
(Keyes et al., 2002). SWB represents a global assessment of how
a person evaluates his or her own life and experiences (Diener,
1984). Two aspects of SWB have been identified, namely, life
evaluation, and affect (OECD, 2013; Diener et al., 2018). Life
evaluation relates to the cognitive aspect of SWB, and represents
a person’s satisfaction with their life (Diener et al., 1985). The
affective aspect of SWB relates to the experience of both positive
and negative emotions (OECD, 2013). Eudaimonic well-being
is a type of well-being that has been discussed in humanistic,
existential, developmental, and clinical psychology since the
philosophy of Aristotle in ancient Greece, which represents a
person’s level of functioning and realization of their potential
(Keyes et al., 2002; Huppert et al., 2009; OECD, 2013; Ryff, 2014).
The cognitive and affective aspects of SWB and eudaimonic well-
being are mildly correlated, but are clearly distinguishable from
one another (Keyes et al., 2002; OECD, 2013; Diener et al.,
2018). When measuring an individual’s well-being, taking into
account both SWB and eudaimonic well-being can provide a
comprehensive snapshot of their well-being (OECD, 2013).

Better status in each type of well-being contributes to better
health (Diener et al., 2018), including lower stress (Diener
et al., 2017), higher resilience (Diener et al., 2018), and longer
life expectancy (Howell et al., 2007; Diener and Chan, 2011;
Steptoe et al., 2015). Therefore, from a public health perspective,
developing intervention methods to improve the well-being of
the general public is very important.

Some interventions, such as keeping positive events diaries
(Burton and King, 2004; Lyubomirsky et al., 2011), expressing
gratitude (Lyubomirsky et al., 2011), and performing acts of
kindness (Buchanan and Bardi, 2010) are effective for improving
well-being in both clinical and non-clinical settings (Bolier et al.,
2013). In addition, mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) have
shown potential to improve well-being among the general public.

Although the original target of MBIs was clinical populations
such as people with depression (Teasdale et al., 2000), anxiety
disorders (Hoge et al., 2013), patients with cancer who were
experiencing psychological distress (Foley et al., 2010), and
people experiencing chronic pain (Khoury et al., 2013), MBIs
have also been applied outside of the medical field, including to
healthy populations, targeting stress management or well-being
improvement. Mindfulness-to-meaning theory is one theory
that explains the mechanism of the effects of mindfulness
on well-being. According to this theory, the improvement of
metacognitive awareness throughmindfulness training promotes
a positive reappraisal of experiences. As a result, the increasing
positivity creates a sense of meaning in life, which enhances
eudaimonic well-being (Garland et al., 2015). Several other
studies have also confirmed that MBIs are effective for mitigating
stress and improving well-being (Shapiro et al., 1998, 2005, 2011;
Cohen-Katz et al., 2005; Jain et al., 2007; Carmody and Baer, 2008;

Vieten and Astin, 2008; Klatt et al., 2009; Robins et al., 2012; de
Vibe et al., 2013; Flook et al., 2013; Malarkey et al., 2013; Nyklicek
et al., 2013; Huang et al., 2015; Song and Lindquist, 2015; Ivtzan
et al., 2016, 2018; van Dongen et al., 2016; Bartlett et al., 2017;
Chu and Mak, 2020).

However, there are some limitations to the above findings.
First, they targeted specific populations such as students (Shapiro
et al., 1998, 2011; Jain et al., 2007; de Vibe et al., 2013; Song and
Lindquist, 2015), school teachers (Klatt et al., 2009; Flook et al.,
2013), health-care workers (Cohen-Katz et al., 2005; Shapiro
et al., 2005), and employees in their workplaces (Malarkey et al.,
2013; Huang et al., 2015; van Dongen et al., 2016; Bartlett
et al., 2017). It is therefore difficult to generalize these results
to the community. Second, neither of the two studies (Robins
et al., 2012; Nyklicek et al., 2013) that targeted healthy people in
the community assessed both SWB and eudaimonic well-being
simultaneously. Consequently, it is unclear how MBIs affect
each aspect of these well-beings. Finally, despite the confirmed
effects of mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) on well-
being (Khoury et al., 2015), the evidence of mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy (MBCT), another major MBI (Segal et al.,
2002), on well-being is sparse. Considering these limitations, our
study aims to perform a randomized controlled trial (RCT) to
assess the feasibility and effectiveness of MBCT in improving the
cognitive and affective aspects of subjective and eudaimonic well-
being among healthy people enrolled from a community sample.
The economic evaluation will be reported separately.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study was performed at Keio University Hospital, Tokyo,
Japan. The study protocol is published (Sado et al., 2020) and
was registered in the University Hospital Medical Information
Network Clinical Trials Registry (UMIN000031885; https://
upload.umin.ac.jp/cgi-open-bin/ctr_e/ctr_view.cgi?recptno=
R000036376) and was performed and reported according to
CONSORT guidelines.

Participants
Participants were recruited through the Center for Stress
Research at Keio University (Keio CSR). Eligibility criteria were
healthy individuals who (1) were aged 20–65 years, (2) had no
history of psychiatric disorder in the past 2 years, (3) scored≤ 24
on the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985)
indicating average to low cognitive aspect of subjective well-being
(Oishi, 2009), and (4) were able to complete a consent form.

The exclusion criteria were (1) being likely to be difficult
to follow up, (2) previous engagement in MBIs similar to
that administered in this study, and (3) having a severe
physical illness.

Enrollment
Participants applied through a form presented on Keio CSR’s
website and answered online screening questionnaires (first
screening). Each participant who passed the first screening was
then interviewed by a psychiatrist or psychologist from the study
team (second screening) to confirm whether they satisfied the
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eligibility criteria. For diagnostic assessment, participants were
screened using the Japanese version of the Structured Clinical
Interview for DSM-IV Axis I Disorders (American Psychiatric
Association, 2000). Participants were enrolled according to the
results of the second screening. Eligible participants were given
detailed explanations of the study procedures, after which they
provided written informed consent.

Baseline Assessment
A battery of questionnaires was used to collect demographic and
psychosocial data from the eligible participants. Details of the
psychological measures are provided below.

Randomization and Masking
All enrolled participants were randomly assigned 1:1 to the
MBCT group or the waiting list control group (control group)
with masking for researchers and participants. Assignment was
performed using a computer-generated random number system
that was administered independently of the present authors by
the Keio Center of Clinical Research Project Management Office.

Randomization was stratified using the participants’ baseline
scores for the SWLS (≥20, ≤19). The nature of the psychological
intervention in question meant that the allocation group of the
participants and intervention instructors could not be blinded. As
all outcome instruments utilized were self-reported, participants
were not assessed by anyone.

Interventions
MBCT Group
The intervention program comprised a modified version of
MBCT, and was based on the guide developed by Williams and
Penman (2011). MBI programs need to be based on MBCT and
MBSR, and adjusted appropriately for the target of intervention
(Crane et al., 2017). As the MBCT was originally developed
for patients with depression (Teasdale et al., 2000), for the
present study, we modified the MBCT program to focus on
improving well-being of a non-clinical population. The contents
of the program are shown in Table 1. The main differences
between our program and the original MBCT were as follows:
(1) a psychoeducational lecture concerning depression was

TABLE 1 | Contents of the program.

Session Theme Contents

1 Waking up to the automatic pilot Psychoeducation: What is mindfulness?

Exercise: Mindfulness eating (‘raisin exercise’)/asking yourself why you are here now/mindfulness of

body and breath

Homework: Mindfulness of body and breath/mindfulness of a routine activity/Let go of habits

2 Keeping the body in mind Psychoeducation: Association of mood and thoughts

Exercise: Mindfulness of body and breath/ Thoughts and feelings exercise/Body scan

Homework: Body scan/pleasant event calendar/mindfulness in everyday life/Let go of habits

3 The mouse in the maze Psychoeducation: Awareness of mind wandering and focusing on the breath

Exercise: Breathing meditation/meditation of sounds/gentle yoga/mindful walking

Homework: Three-minute breathing space/gentle yoga/mindful walking/Diary of appreciation and

gratitude events/let go of habits

4 Moving beyond the rumor mill Psychoeducation: Staying present

Exercise: Mindfulness meditations (breathing/sounds and thoughts)

Homework: Mindfulness meditations (breathing/sounds and thoughts/three-minute breathing

space)/Unpleasant events calendar/Let go of habits

5 Turning toward difficulties Psychoeducation: Exploring difficulty

Exercise: Mindfulness meditations (breathing/sounds and thoughts/exploring difficulty)

Homework: Mindfulness meditations (breathing/sounds and thoughts/exploring difficulty/three-minute

breathing space)/Let go of habits

6 Trapped in the past or living in the present Psychoeducation: Cognitive biases/Compassion for myself

Exercise: Mindfulness meditations/compassion meditation/watching the movie “Happy” about

well-being.

Homework: Mindfulness meditations (sounds and thoughts/exploring difficulty/compassion/three-minute

breathing space)/diary of your kind behaviour

7 When did you stop dancing Psychoeducation: Choosing functional behaviours/behavioural activation/identifying triggers

Exercise: Mindfulness meditations (breathing/sounds and thoughts)

Homework: Mindfulness meditations (choose what you like/three-minute breathing space)/diary of

activity that nourishes

8 Your wild and precious life Psychoeducation: Personal reflections of course/plans for future practice and strategies for maintaining

momentum/farewell

Exercise: Body scan/asking yourself why you are here now and what you realised through the program
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omitted from our program, and (2) compassion meditation and
activity records (pleasant, unpleasant, appreciation events, and
nourishing and depriving activities) were added to the program.
Through the program, participants experienced mindfulness
practices (e.g., the raisin exercise, body scan, sitting meditation,
mindful walking, and three-step breathing space) and learned
cognitive approaches.

Eight 2-h sessions, administered once a week, were
implemented in the program. Each session was conducted
in groups (of up to 15 participants). Once these eight sessions
were completed, two booster sessions, once a month, were
provided during a 2-month follow-up period. During the initial
8-week period, participants were given daily homework in which
they performed mindfulness meditation for 30–60min. No
homework was assigned during the follow-up period. Instead,
participants were asked to submit a short essay each month
regarding their daily practice to share their experiences with the
other group members.

Control Group
During the intervention period, no interventions were provided
for the participants on the waiting list. These participants were
instructed not to participate in other mindfulness or meditation
activities during this period. Once the intervention period had
ended, the control group was given opportunities to participate
in the MBCT program.

Outcomes
Primary Outcome
The primary outcome was the difference between the MBCT
group and control group regarding their respective mean change
scores for SWLS from the baseline evaluation to the post-
intervention evaluation.

Secondary Outcomes
The secondary outcomes were the differences between the
MBCT group and control group regarding their respective mean
change scores (again from the baseline to the post-intervention
assessment) for the variables measured using the instruments
listed in the following section.

Instruments
Satisfaction With Life Scale
The SWLS is a self-reported questionnaire that assesses life
satisfaction through five questions. Total score is in the range of
5 to 35, and higher scores represent increased cognitive aspect of
subjective well-being (Diener et al., 1985).

Flourishing Scale
The Flourishing Scale (FS) comprises eight items measuring
factors that represent the social-psychological well-being linked
to eudaimonic well-being to complement existing measures
of SWB. It can measure well-being in eight dimensions that

TABLE 2 | Schedule of assessments.

Screening Week

s-1 s-2 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 12 16

Screening (web) ©

Screening (face to

face interview)

©

Informed consent ©

Randomization ©

MBCT Class © © © © © © © © © ©

SCID ©

Demographics © ©

SWLS © © © ©

FS © © © ©

SPANE © © © ©

RSES © © © ©

FFMQ © © © ©

CDRISC © © © ©

SCS © © © ©

QIDS © © © ©

GAD7 © © © ©

PSS © © © ©

WHO-HPQ © © © ©

MAIA © © © ©

EQ-5D-5L © © © ©

SCID, Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV; SWLS, Satisfaction With Life Scale; FS, Flourishing Scale; SPANE, Scale of Positive and Negative Experience; RSES, Rosenberg Self-

Esteem Scale; FFMQ, Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire; CDRISC, The Connor Davidson; RS, Resilience Scale; SCS, Self-Compassion Scale; QIDS, The 16-item Quick Inventory

of Depressive Symptomatology; GAD7, 7-item anxiety scale; PSS, Perceived Stress Scale; WHO-HPQ, The World Health Organization Heath and Work Performance Questionnaire;

MAIA, The Multidimensional Assessment of Interceptive Awareness; EQ-5D-5L, Five level EuroQoL-5 Dimensions. © symbol means that an assessment, intervention, randomization,

informed consent, or interview was conducted at that time.
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are based on existing theories plus recent theories related to
psychological and social well-being. Total score is in the range
of 8 to 56. Higher scores indicate higher eudaimonic well-being
(Diener et al., 2010).

Scale of Positive and Negative Experience
The Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE) is a 12-
item scale (six items assess positive experiences and six assess
negative experiences) that measures the affective aspect of SWB.
The scale evaluates the whole range of positive and negative
experiences with specific feelings. The positive and negative
scales are scored separately because the two types of emotions are

partially independent or separable. The positive score (SPANE-
P) and the negative scale (SPANE-N) are in the range of 6 to
30. Higher scores represent higher positive or negative affective
aspects of SWB. Subtracting the negative score from the positive
score represents the SPANE-B score that ranges from −24 to 24
(Diener et al., 2010).

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) is a self-administered
rating scale that assesses self-esteem. Total score is in the range of
10 to 40. Higher scores indicate higher self-esteem (Rosenberg,
1965).

FIGURE 1 | Flow diagram of the study.
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Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire
The Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ) is a self-
reported questionnaire that assesses mindfulness abilities. The
five facets are observing, describing, acting with awareness,
non-judging, and non-reacting. Higher scores indicate higher
mindfulness abilities (Baer et al., 2006).

Connor Davidson Resilience Scale
The Connor Davidson Resilience Scale (CDRISC) is a self-
reported scale measuring resilience over the past month. Total

score is in the range of 0 to 100, with higher scores indicating
greater resilience (Connor and Davidson, 2003).

Self-Compassion Scale
The Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) measures a person’s ability to
understand themself with kindness, rather than being harsh or
self-critical of their pain and failure. It comprises 29 items and
six subscales (self-kindness, self-judgment, common humanity,
isolation, mindfulness, and over-identification); scores for each
subscale range from 1 to 5 and are calculated from the average
score of each component. The sum of the subscales is the total

TABLE 3 | Baseline sociodemographic characteristics.

Sociodemographic

characteristics

Total

(n = 50)

MBCT

(n = 25)

Control

(n = 25)

Statistics

Age, mean (SD), y 46.8 (8.7) 47.8 (9.6) 45.7 (7.8) 0.39a

Sex (female), n (%) 39 (78.0) 20 (80.0) 19.0 (76.0) 0.73a

Education, n (%), 0.44b

High school 3 (6.0) 2 (8.0) 1 (4.0)

Junior college/vocational school 12 (24.0) 4 (16.0) 8 (32.0)

University 22 (44.0) 13 (52.0) 9 (36.0)

Graduate school 12 (24.0) 5 (20.0) 7 (28.0)

Unclear 1 (2.0) 1 (4.0) 0 (0.0)

Job, n (%) 0.51b

President/exective 6 (12.0) 1 (4.0) 5 (20.0)

Office worker 16 (32.0) 6 (24.0) 10 (40.0)

Civil servant 3 (6.0) 2 (8.0) 1 (4.0)

Self-employed 7 (14.0) 5 (20.0) 2 (8.0)

Freelancer 1 (2.0) 1 (4.0) 0 (0.0)

Profession 6 (12.0) 3 (12.0) 3 (12.0)

Part-time worker 4 (8.0) 2 (8.0) 2 (8.0)

Student 2 (4.0) 1 (4.0) 1 (4.0)

Homemaker 4 (8.0) 3 (12.0) 1 (4.0)

Others 1 (2.0) 1 (4.0) 0 (0.0)

Marital status, n (%) 0.79b

Married 30 (60.0) 15 (60.0) 15 (60.0)

Single 15 (30.0) 7 (28.0) 8 (32.0)

Separated, divorced, 4 (8.0) 2 (8.0) 2 (8.0)

Widowed 1 (2.0) 1 (4.0) 0 (0.0)

Cohabiting, n (%) 35 (70.0) 17 (68.0) 18 (72.0) 0.76a

Physical complications, n (%) 8 (16.0) 3 (12.0) 5 (20.0) 0.44a

Household income (yen), n (%) 0.97b

<2,000,000 1 (2.0) 1 (4.0) 0 (0.0)

2,000,000 ≤, 4,000,000 < 2 (4.0) 1 (4.0) 1 (4.0)

4,000,000 ≤, 6,000,000 < 9 (18.0) 5 (20.0) 4 (16.0)

6,000,000 ≤, 8,000,000 < 6 (12.0) 3 (12.0) 3 (12.0)

8,000,000 ≤, 10,000,000 < 7 (14.0) 3 (12.0) 4 (16.0)

10,000,000 ≤, 12,000,000 < 7 (14.0) 3 (12.0) 4 (16.0)

12,000,000 ≤ 18 (36.0) 9 (36.0) 9 (36.0)

Income (yen), n (%) 0.67b

<2,000,000 11 (22.0) 8 (32.0) 3 (12.0)

2,000,000 ≤, 4,000,000 < 8 (16.0) 4 (16.0) 4 (16.0)

4,000,000 ≤, 6,000,000 < 11 (22.0) 4 (16.0) 7 (28.0)

6,000,000 ≤, 8,000,000 < 9 (18.0) 5 (20.0) 4 (16.0)

8,000,000 ≤, 10,000,000 < 3 (6.0) 1 (4.0) 2 (8.0)

10,000,000 ≤, 12,000,000 < 3 (6.0) 1 (4.0) 2 (8.0)

12,000,000 ≤ 5 (10.0) 2 (8.0) 3 (12.0)

aStudent’s t-test.
bChi-square test.
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SCS scale score. Its range is from 5 to 30, with higher scores
indicating more self-compassion (Neff, 2003).

16-Item Quick Inventory of Depressive

Symptomatology
The 16-item Quick Inventory of Depressive Symptomatology
(QIDS) is a self-reported questionnaire that assesses depressive
symptoms. The total score is in the range of 0 to 27. Higher scores
represent increased depression (Rush et al., 2003).

General Anxiety Disorder-7
The General Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) examines anxiety
symptoms experienced during the previous 2 weeks. Total score
is in the range of 0 to 21. Higher scores represent higher levels of
anxiety symptoms (Spitzer et al., 2006).

Perceived Stress Scale
The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) evaluates stress regarding one’s
life conditions over the previous month. Total score is in the
range of 0 to 40. Higher scores indicate higher stress levels
(Cohen et al., 1983).

World Health Organization Health and Work

Performance Questionnaire
The World Health Organization Health and Work Performance
Questionnaire (WHO-HPQ) is a self-reported scale that
evaluates the workplace costs of health issues relating to loss of
job performance (presenteeism). The scale has two items, one
to assess one’s own work performance and the other to assess
how well one’s colleagues are performing at work. Both items
have a range of 0 to 10. Absolute presenteeism is a ten-fold
increase in the former item’s score (range from 0 to 100). Relative
presenteeism is the score of the former divided by the score of

TABLE 4 | Baseline clinical outcomes.

Measures Total

(n = 50)

MBCT

(n = 25)

Control

(n = 25)

Statisticsa

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

SWLS 18.5 4.3 18.7 4.2 18.3 4.5 0.75

FS 39.0 6.0 40.6 5.1 37.5 6.5 0.06

SPANE-P 22.9 3.1 21.3 2.8 18.8 2.8 0.003

SPANE-N 15.8 4.0 17.0 3.6 18.6 2.9 0.09

SPANE-B 2.3 5.0 4.3 5.4 0.20 3.6 0.00

FFMQ totalb 118.3 14.3 119.8 13.1 116.7 15.5 0.45

MAIA

Noticing 2.7 0.90 2.8 0.98 2.7 0.84 0.59

Not-distracting 2.6 1.0 2.4 0.91 2.8 1.1 0.16

Not-worrying 2.4 0.85 2.7 0.63 2.2 0.96 0.03

Attention regulation 2.7 0.59 2.8 0.55 2.7 0.62 0.47

Emotional awareness 2.8 0.87 2.9 0.86 2.7 0.88 0.52

Self-Regulation 2.8 0.81 2.9 0.76 2.7 0.86 0.39

Body listening 2.0 1.2 2.2 0.99 1.8 1.3 0.19

Trusting 2.4 0.94 2.6 0.90 2.2 0.93 0.09

RSES 23.8 3.6 23.2 3.6 24.3 3.6 0.68

CDRISC 59.0 14.1 62.6 13.1 55.4 14.4 0.07

SCS total 17.6 3.3 18.2 2.9 17.0 3.6 0.21

PSSb 17.8 4.1 16.8 3.9 18.8 4.1 0.08

GAD7 4.3 3.1 4.2 3.4 4.3 2.9 0.93

QIDS 3.8 3.0 3.6 2.5 4.0 3.5 0.68

EQ-5D-5L utility 0.90 0.11 0.92 0.11 0.88 0.11 0.81

WHO-HPQ

(absolute presenteeism)c
55.8 21.3 55.2 25.4 56.5 16.4 0.83

WHO-HPQ

(relative presenteeism)c
0.99 0.30 0.92 0.31 1.1 0.27 0.10

aStudent’s t-test.
bTotal number decreased in the Control group (n=25→24, FFMQ, PSS) because of missing value.
cExclude those not working; results for 48 in total, 25 in the MBCT group and 23 in the Control group.

CD-RISC, the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale; EQ-5D-5L, Five level EuroQoL-5 Dimensions; FFMQ, Five Facet Mindfulness Scale; FS, Flourishing Scale; GAD7, Generalized Anxiety

Disorder Questionnaire; MAIA, The Multidimensional Assessment of Interoceptive Awareness; PSS, Perceived Stress Scale; QIDS, Quick Inventory of Depressive Symptomatology;

RSES, Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale; SCS, Self-Compassion Scale; SPANE, Scale of Positive and Negative Experience; SWLS, Satisfaction With Life Scale; WHO-HPQ, The World

Health Organization Heath and Work Performance Questionnaire.
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the latter (range from 0.25 to 2.0). Higher scores indicate a higher
rating for work performance (Kessler et al., 2003).

Multidimensional Assessment of Interceptive

Awareness
Interceptive awareness is known to be a vital element in
meditation and stress reduction (Bornemann et al., 2015)
The Multidimensional Assessment of Interceptive Awareness
(MAIA) is a 32-item instrument that assesses interceptive
awareness using the following eight dimensions: noticing,
not-distracting, not-worrying, attention regulation, emotional
awareness, self- regulation, body listening, and trusting. Total
scores for each dimension are in the range of 0 to 5 (Mehling
et al., 2012).

EuroQoL-5 Dimensions 5-Level
The EuroQoL-5 Dimensions 5-level (EQ-5D-5L) measures
health outcomes and quality of life. It is a five-item questionnaire
that focuses on health-related quality of life. Total score is in the
range of 0 to 1 (Herdman et al., 2011).

Instrument Reliability and Validity
The reliability and validity of all of the above instruments
have been proven for Japanese populations (Kadono, 1994;
Hamashima and Yoshida, 2001; Tsuchiya et al., 2002; Mimura
and Griffiths, 2007, 2008; Ito et al., 2009; Muramatsu et al., 2009,
2010; Fujisawa et al., 2010; Sugiura et al., 2011; Arimitsu, 2014;
Sumi, 2014; Doi et al., 2018; Shoji et al., 2018; Kawakami et al.,
2020).

Schedule of Visits and Assessments
All participants completed these instruments at baseline, 4,
8 weeks, and at the end of the follow-up. The schedule of
assessment is shown in Table 2.

Sample Size
We conducted a pilot study (unpublished) to explore the
feasibility, safety, and effectiveness of MBCT for improving well-
being before this study. The pilot study showed that the mean
SWLS score had a pre/post difference of 3.1 (SD = 3.4). Based
on the results, a sample size calculation was performed to obtain
a statistical power of at least 80% and a significance level of 5%
(two-sided), and it was determined that 20 participants were
required in each group. Estimating a dropout rate of 20%, 25
participants in each arm were needed (50 participants in total).

Statistical Analysis
To compare the two groups’ baseline demographic and clinical
characteristics, unpaired t-tests were adopted for the continuous
variables and chi-square tests for the categorical variables.
The primary and secondary outcomes were analyzed using an
intention-to-treat approach, and a mixed-effects model repeat
measurement was used to control for dropouts. A fixed-effects
model was used for the intervention group, week, and group-by-
week interaction, age, and sex. A 5% significance level was used
for all statistical analyses. Stata Version 14 software (StataCorp
LLC, College Station, TX, USA) was adopted to perform the
statistical analyses. For well-being outcomes (i.e., SWLS, FS, and

SPANE), the effect size was calculated dividing the difference
between groups by its standard deviation.

RESULTS

The flow of the study from screening to post intervention is
shown in Figure 1. This study began recruiting participants in
July 2018 and final data collection was completed in December
2019. Dataset construction was completed at the end of March
2020. Beginning in July 2018, 90 participants were screened.
Fifty participants (55.6%) met the inclusion criteria and were
randomly allocated to the MBCT group (n = 25) or the waiting-
list control group (n = 25). Two participants in each group
dropped out. The participants’ baseline demographic and clinical
characteristics are shown in Tables 3, 4. The average age was
46.8 ± 8.7 years, and 78.0% were female. All participants
were employed or were students or homemakers, and the
average household income was relatively high. No significant
differences between the groups were observed with respect to
sociodemographic status. In terms of the clinical measures, there
were no significant differences, except for SPANE-P, SPANE-B
and MAIA Not-Worrying.

Treatment engagement is shown in Table 5. Average
attendance of the 8-week session was 7.08 ± 1.58 classes.
Fourteen (56.0%) participants completed the 8-week session. The
average attendance of the 8 weekly sessions plus the two follow-
up classes was 8.76 ± 2.05 classes. No serious adverse events
were observed over the study period. Total mean homework
time during the 8-week session was 1202.2± 455.5 min.

Primary Outcome
Differences between the MBCT group and the control group
regarding mean change scores for SWLS scores (effect size: 0.47;
difference: 2.79; 95% confidence interval [CI]: 0.39–5.20; P =

0.023) were significant at 8 weeks (Table 6). The MBCT’s effect
was even stronger at the 2-month follow-up (effect size: 0.55;
difference: 3.38; 95% CI: 0.94–5.81; P = 0.007).

Secondary Outcomes
Scores for the FS and SPANE-P (which represented positive
affect) showed significant improvement at the 2-month follow-
up (Table 6). There was a significant improvement in total
FFMQ, SCS and PSS score at 8 weeks, and in CDRISC scores

TABLE 5 | Treatment engagement.

Variable MBCT (n = 25)

8 week session, n (SD) (Weekly,

range: 0–8)

7.08 (1.58)

Completion rate of the full course of

MBCT sessions (8 week), n (%)

14.0 (56.0)

Follow up session, n (SD) (Monthly,

range: 0–2 sessions).

1.68 (0.63)

Total, n (SD) (Range: 0–10 sessions) 8.76 (2.05)

Home work time (min) 1202.2 (455.5)
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and in WHO-HPQ absolute presentism at 2 months (Table 7).
For the MAIA subscales, there were significant improvements
in Noticing, Not-worrying, Attention regulation, Emotional
awareness, Self-regulation, Body listening, and Trusting at
4 weeks, and in Not-distracting at 8 weeks (Table 7). No
significant differences were found for SPANE-N, SPANE-
B, GAD, QIDS, EQ-5D-5L utility, or WHO-HPQ relative
presentism (Tables 6, 7).

DISCUSSION

Overall Results
This is the first RCT of MBCT to feature a 2-month follow-
up and to target the cognitive and affective aspects of SWB
and eudaimonic well-being in community residents. Treatment
adherence was high, and the absence of adverse events indicates
the favorable feasibility of the program. In terms of the
demographics of the participants, a higher proportion of
participants were female, a general trend in other MBI studies
(de Vibe et al., 2012).

Cognitive aspect of SWB score significantly improved by
the end of the 8-week intervention. After 2 months’ follow-
up, the cognitive aspect of SWB improvement was further
enhanced, and positive affect and eudaimonic well-being had also
significantly improved.

For the secondary outcomes, most MAIA subscales showed
significant improvements as early as 4 weeks. Previous research
has shown that mind-body interventions increase awareness
for interception (Bornemann et al., 2015) and awareness of
interception is linked to mindfulness abilities (Hanley et al.,
2017). Furthermore, it has been theoretically proposed that
improved awareness of interception is the basis for metacognitive
abilities fostered by mindfulness training (Garland et al.,
2015). The present study’s finding of significant improvements
in awareness of interception followed by improvement of
mindfulness skills accords with this suggestion. At 8 weeks, there
was a significant improvement in mindfulness abilities and self-
compassion, both of which are considered to be elements of
the mindfulness mechanism (Kuyken et al., 2010; Gu et al.,
2015). Further, resilience, self-esteem, and work productivity
significantly improved at 16 weeks. This indicates that intensive
mindfulness training can improve a variety of health outcomes,
even with a reduced frequency of intervention after 8 weeks.

There was no significant improvement in some outcomes. In
particular, anxiety and negative affect that were demonstrated to
be improved by MBIs did not improve in the study (Schumer
et al., 2018) (Ninomiya et al., 2019). In a study of Japanese
undergraduate students, the mean score (SD) of the SPANE-N
was 16.61 (4.87) (Sumi, 2014), which was similar to the results
of the present study. Similarly, the mean score (SD) of the
general population for GAD7 was 2.95 (3.41) (Löwe et al., 2008),

TABLE 6 | Effects of repeated-measure analyses of well-being outcomes (intention-to-treat population).

Measures Time points MBCT Control Difference in mean change scores

(95% Cl)

P Value Effect size

(n = 25) (n = 25)

Mean SD Mean SD

SWLS Baseline 18.7 4.2 18.3 4.5

4-wk 21.0 4.4 19.5 5.4 0.90 (−1.49 to 3.28) 0.46 0.21

8-wk 22.8 5.3 19.6 5.9 2.79 (0.39 to 5.20) 0.02 0.47

2-mo follow-up 24.3 4.9 20.5 5.4 3.38 (0.94 to 5.81) 0.007 0.55

FS Baseline 40.6 5.1 37.5 6.5

4-wk 42.4 5.1 37.1 7.4 2.07 (−0.45 to 4.60) 0.11 0.63

8-wk 43.2 5.3 38.7 5.3 1.39 (−1.15 to 3.93) 0.28 0.57

2-mo follow-up 45.0 7.2 38.4 5.6 3.56 (0.98 to 6.14) 0.007 0.81

SPANE-P Baseline 21.3 2.8 18.8 2.8

4-wk 22.8 2.7 20.0 3.2 0.08 (−1.57 to 1.73) 0.92 0.78

8-wk 23.1 3.0 19.3 3.1 1.24 (−0.41 to 2.90) 0.14 0.96

2-mo follow-up 24.4 3.3 19.1 3.4 2.89 (1.21 to 4.57) 0.001 1.33

SPANE-N Baseline 17.0 3.6 18.6 2.9

4-wk 15.2 3.6 17.0 4.2 −0.40 (−2.41 to 1.60) 0.70 0.39

8-wk 15.4 4.3 17.8 3.5 −1.04 (−3.06 to 0.97) 0.31 0.50

2-mo follow-up 15.7 4.5 17.1 3.6 −0.08 (−2.13 to 1.96) 0.94 0.31

SPANE-B Baseline 4.3 5.4 0.2 3.6

4-wk 7.6 5.1 3.0 6.1 0.47 (−2.59 to 3.52) 0.76 0.65

8-wk 7.7 6.3 1.5 5.6 2.27 (−0.81 to 5.34) 0.15 0.86

2-mo follow-up 8.7 7.0 2.0 5.9 2.95 (−0.16 to 6.07) 0.06 0.91

FS, Flourishing Scale; SPANE, Scale of Positive and Negative Experience; SWLS, Satisfaction With Life Scale.
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TABLE 7 | Summary of repeated-measure analyses of other outcomes (intention-to-treat population).

Clinical measures Time points MBCT Control Difference in mean

change scores (95% Cl)

P Value

(n = 25) (n = 25)

Mean SD Mean SD

FFMQ (total) Baseline 119.8 13.1 116.7 15.5

4-wk 127.5 14.5 120.4 15.0 3.46 (−2.57 to 9.49) 0.26

8-wk 131.6 14.4 118.6 16.4 9.86 (3.70 to 16.03) 0.002

2-mo follow-up 138.6 13.5 120.3 15.8 14.82 (8.56 to 21.08) <0.001

MAIA

Noticing Baseline 2.79 0.98 2.65 0.84

4-wk 3.14 0.82 2.16 0.92 0.87 (0.39 to 1.35) <0.001

8-wk 3.38 1.11 2.26 0.91 1.01 (0.53 to 1.50) <0.001

2-mo follow-up 3.52 0.92 2.17 0.87 1.26 (0.77 to 1.75) <0.001

Not-Distracting Baseline 2.43 0.91 2.84 1.14

4-wk 2.67 1.02 2.57 1.14 0.50 (−0.07 to 1.08) 0.09

8-wk 2.93 0.82 2.67 0.76 0.66 (0.09 to 1.24) 0.02

2-mo follow-up 2.87 0.85 2.80 1.10 0.43 (−0.15 to 1.02) 0.15

Not-Worrying Baseline 2.68 0.63 2.17 0.96

4-wk 2.69 0.77 2.25 0.77 0.63 (0.20 to 1.06) 0.004

8-wk 2.69 0.69 2.36 0.65 0.10 (−0.33 to 0.53) 0.65

2-mo follow-up 2.88 0.85 2.35 0.62 0.08 (−0.36 to 0.52) 0.72

Attention Regulation Baseline 2.78 0.55 2.66 0.62

4-wk 3.18 0.61 2.46 0.77 0.62 (0.26 to 0.97) 0.001

8-wk 3.35 0.66 2.48 0.90 0.79 (0.43 to 1.15) <0.001

2-mo follow-up 3.55 0.81 2.30 0.81 1.17 (0.80 to 1.53) <0.001

Emotional Awareness Baseline 2.90 0.86 2.74 0.88

4-wk 3.33 0.76 2.69 0.92 0.47 (0.07 to 0.86) 0.02

8-wk 3.59 0.83 2.60 1.00 0.85 (0.45 to 1.24) <0.001

2-mo follow-up 3.75 0.77 2.43 0.92 1.17 (0.77 to 1.57) <0.001

Self-Regulation Baseline 2.86 0.76 2.66 0.86

4-wk 3.54 0.68 2.71 0.73 0.62 (0.26 to 0.98) 0.001

8-wk 3.64 0.82 2.64 0.82 0.81 (0.45 to 1.18) <0.001

2-mo follow-up 3.80 0.83 2.47 0.84 1.15 (0.78 to 1.52) <0.001

Body Listening Baseline 2.21 0.99 1.77 1.31

4-wk 3.03 0.82 1.96 0.90 0.68 (0.21 to 1.15) 0.005

8-wk 3.19 0.97 1.82 0.91 0.96 (0.48 to 1.44) <0.001

2-mo follow-up 3.36 1.15 2.12 1.03 0.87 (0.39 to 1.36) <0.001

Trusting Baseline 2.64 0.90 2.19 0.93

4-wk 3.39 0.71 2.07 1.01 0.89 (0.40 to 1.38) <0.001

8-wk 3.58 0.93 2.14 0.87 1.05 (0.55 to 1.54) <0.001

2-mo follow-up 3.94 0.95 2.19 1.02 1.34 (0.84 to 1.84) <0.001

RSES Baseline 23.2 3.6 24.3 3.6

4-wk 22.1 3.8 23.5 3.6 −0.23 (−1.80 to 1.34) 0.78

8-wk 21.6 3.8 23.4 3.6 −0.79 (−2.37 to 0.79) 0.33

2-mo follow-up 20.3 5.0 23.3 3.3 −1.97 (−3.57–0.36) 0.02

CDRISC Baseline 62.6 13.1 55.4 14.4

4-wk 66.2 10.3 55.5 13.4 3.06 (−2.13 to 8.24) 0.25

8-wk 65.8 12.7 53.9 14.1 4.88 (−0.34 to 10.10) 0.07

2-mo follow-up 72.2 14.3 53.5 14.2 11.10 (5.80 to 16.39) <0.001

SCS total Baseline 18.2 2.9 17.0 3.6

4-wk 19.4 4.0 17.3 3.4 0.85 (−0.47 to 2.16) 0.21

8-wk 20.3 3.8 17.5 3.4 1.58 (0.26 to 2.89) 0.02

2-mo follow-up 21.4 4.2 17.4 3.5 2.82 (1.49 to 4.15) <0.001

(Continued)
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TABLE 7 | Continued

Clinical measures Time points MBCT Control Difference in mean

change scores (95% Cl)

P Value

(n = 25) (n = 25)

Mean SD Mean SD

PSS Baseline 16.8 3.9 18.8 4.1

4-wk 15.4 3.1 17.9 4.0 −0.09 (−2.47 to 2.30) 0.94

8-wk 13.9 4.7 19.7 5.3 −3.46 (−5.86–1.06) 0.005

2-mo follow-up 13.7 4.8 18.4 4.7 −2.33 (−4.76 to 0.11) 0.06

GAD7 Baseline 4.2 3.4 4.3 2.9

4-wk 2.6 2.1 3.5 3.1 −0.77 (−2.31 to 0.77) 0.33

8-wk 2.5 2.6 4.0 3.6 −1.35 (−2.90 to 0.19) 0.09

2-mo follow-up 2.3 3.0 3.2 2.0 −0.67 (−2.24 to 0.89) 0.40

QIDS Baseline 3.6 2.5 4.0 3.5

4-wk 2.5 2.6 4.2 2.1 −1.27 (−2.70 to 0.16) 0.08

8-wk 2.1 2.4 3.4 3.0 −0.90 (−2.33 to 0.53) 0.22

2-mo follow-up 1.7 2.7 3.8 2.9 −1.44 (−2.89 to 0.00) 0.05

EQ-5D-5L utility Baseline 0.92 0.11 0.88 0.11

4-wk 0.92 0.11 0.86 0.12 0.02 (−0.05 to 0.08) 0.63

8-wk 0.94 0.10 0.87 0.11 0.03 (−0.03 to 0.10) 0.32

2-mo follow-up 0.95 0.09 0.91 0.12 0.01 (−0.06 to 0.07) 0.85

WHO-HPQ Baseline 60.0 20.0 56.5 16.4

(absolute presenteeism) 4-wk 71.7 18.5 60.4 15.8 7.01 (−3.16 to 17.19) 0.18

8-wk 71.4 18.3 58.8 16.2 9.26 (−0.91 to 19.44) 0.07

2-mo follow-up 74.5 20.2 56.5 13.0 12.93 (2.65 to 23.21) 0.01

WHO-HPQ Baseline 0.98 0.25 1.06 0.27

(relative presenteeism) 4-wk 1.07 0.35 1.12 0.33 0.04 (−0.15 to 0.24) 0.66

8-wk 1.05 0.20 1.05 0.29 0.06 (−0.14 to 0.26) 0.53

2-mo follow-up 1.06 0.30 1.00 0.29 0.11 (−0.09 to 0.31) 0.27

CD-RISC, the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale; EQ-5D-5L, Five level EuroQoL-5 Dimensions; FFMQ, Five Facet Mindfulness Scale; GAD7, Generalized Anxiety Disorder Questionnaire;

MAIA, TheMultidimensional Assessment of Interoceptive Awareness; PSS, Perceived Stress Scale; QIDS, Quick Inventory of Depressive Symptomatology; RSES, Rosenberg Self Esteem

Scale; SCS, Self-Compassion Scale; WHO-HPQ, The World Health Organization Heath and Work Performance Questionnaire.

which was similar to the score of the participants in the present
study. Therefore, the participants in the study were mentally
healthy individuals with low baseline anxiety and negative affect
scores, which led to our inability to detect statistically significant
improvement in the scales after the intervention.

Relationship Between Mindfulness and

Subjective Well-Being
Garland et al. (2015) proposed a mindfulness-to-meaning theory
that explains the mechanism of the effect of mindfulness
on well-being (Garland et al., 2015). This theory suggests
that mindfulness practice increases metacognitive capacity
for experience by improving mindfulness skills. This releases
habitual perceptions of the experience, which leads to a
broadening of recognition and a reconstruction of the experience.
This results in a positive reappraisal of the experience and an
increase in positive affect. Positive affect is linked to meaning
in life through the recognition of experiences broadened by
mindfulness training, which results in enhancing eudaimonic
well-being. According to this theory, the order of improvement

should be mindfulness skill, followed by the cognitive, affective,
and eudaimonic well-being, respectively.

Interestingly, the temporal order in which mindfulness skill
and each type of well-being improved in the study (i.e., the
mindfulness skill and cognitive aspect of SWB after 8 weeks,
followed by the affective aspects of SWB and eudaimonic well-
being at 16 weeks) paralleled the order of improvement shown
in the theory. Although more detailed research is needed,
the framework of the theory could potentially explain the
mechanisms by which each aspect of well-being improves.

Clinical Implications
This study highlights a means of improving SWB and
eudaimonic well-being among healthy individuals. Mindfulness
is a “static” and “reflecting” intervention; therefore, it may
represent a desirable option for people who do not prefer
“activating” interventions (e.g., exercise, behavior activation).

Limitations
First, the follow-up period, 2 months after the intervention,
was relatively short. Second, although the participants were
recruited from the community, because this was a single-center
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study with small samples, they didn’t necessarily represent the
characteristics of the whole population. Finally, the control group
was a waiting group. Thus, we cannot exclude the influence of
non-specific intervention effects. Future studies should include
multi-center RCTs for more diverse community residents with
active control groups and longer follow-up periods.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, we found that 8 weeks of MBCT with a 2-
month follow-up period improves cognitive and affective aspects
of subjective and eudaimonic well-being in healthy individuals.
The order of improvement was cognitive, positive affective,
and eudaimonic, respectively. Future studies should conduct
multi-center RCTs with active control groups and longer follow-
up periods.
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Psychological capital (PsyCap) is documented to be positive in influencing employees’ 
behavior. However, little attention has been paid to its role in maintaining a sustainable 
workforce in underprivileged rural areas. Also less known is the complex relations between 
PsyCap and other consequence variables. Moreover, previous studies in this field did not 
adequately address the cross-cultural applications of positive resources, though many facets 
of PsyCap are culture related. To address the gaps, the current study explored the complex 
relationships linking PsyCap and organizational commitment in a sample of public civil 
servants (gongwuyuan cadres, n = 583) at the township level in the rural areas of northwestern 
China. Two types of PsyCap, task-oriented PsyCap, which is similar to the PsyCap in the 
west, and guanxi-oriented PsyCap, which is unique in the Chinese culture, were measured. 
Task-oriented PsyCap is composed of enterprise-diligence, resiliency-perseverance, 
optimism-hope, and confidence-courage. Guanxi-oriented PsyCap is composed of 
toleration-forgiveness, modesty-prudence, thanksgiving-dedication, and respect-courtesy. 
AMOS 23.0 software was used to establish structural equation models. The results show 
that both types of PsyCap were positive predictors of organizational commitment. Vocational 
identity and job satisfaction mediated the relation between task-oriented PsyCap/guanxi-
oriented PsyCap and organizational commitment. The chained relationship from the two 
types of PsyCap to vocational identity, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment was 
also significant. These results and their implications for workforce stability are discussed.

Keywords: psychological capital, task-oriented psychological capital, guanxi-oriented psychological capital, 
organizational commitment, vocational identity, job satisfaction, gongwuyuan cadres

INTRODUCTION

Over the last several decades, increasing attention has been shifted to the organizational dynamics 
in the developing economies around the world. In China, with the central government’s Targeted 
Poverty Alleviation program in 2013, the national efforts in reducing poverty have since pivoted 
to the rural areas (Guo et  al., 2019). As such, the grassroots public service sector has expanded 
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steadily, with increasing workloads placed on the local civil servants 
in the anti-poverty campaigns (Lin, 2014) as well as general public 
affairs administration. Their work is characterized as a stressful 
and intensive job with relatively low income and heavy work 
investment (Snir and Harpaz, 2009) typically driven by the 
compulsion to work. As a cohort of workers within close contact 
with the general public in the underdeveloped rural areas, they 
face challenges of managing public affairs and utilities. Studies 
show among the grassroots public sector employees, their highly 
stressful jobs have caused an increasing turnover (Shi and Zhao, 
2014) and have had negative impacts on their physical and mental 
health (Yu and Chen, 2020). On the other hand, these grassroots 
gongwuyuan cadres are a part of “post 1980s/1990s generations.” 
Most of them have grown up under the “Reform and Opening-up” 
policy in 1978 and as a result, have experienced major socioeconomic 
and cultural changes. Similar to Generation Y in the west, this 
new generation of employees in China is characterized as being 
more autonomous, self-centered with diversified career ideals and 
paying more attention to the work-life balance than their 
predecessors (Zhu et  al., 2015). Previous studies found that they 
tend to resist traditional hierarchy, distrust workplace institutions, 
and challenge the workplace through rapid turnover (Cogin, 2012; 
Chung and Fitzsimons, 2013; Chen et  al., 2016). Given the 
increasingly aging society with a low birth rate in China (Zhu 
et  al., 2019), the current employee workforce, especially the new 
generations post the 1980s, has been important for employers to 
reflect on their management models and to boost their employees’ 
motivation and commitment to their organizations.

While previous research has documented that the employees’ 
behavior and motivation in their positions are influenced by 
the resources of positive psychology, such as psychological capital 
(PsyCap), few studies have attempted to uncover the potential 
benefits of PsyCap in maintaining a sustainable public workforce 
and improving stressed staff performance especially in the 
underprivileged areas (Shang Guan et al., 2017). Though previous 
studies have explored how PsyCap may impact some consequence 
variables, such as work performance (Luthans et  al., 2007a; 
Rabenu et  al., 2017; Nolzen, 2018), more efforts are needed to 
explore the path leading to a steady workforce as a whole and 
to untangle the complexities between relevant variables concerning 
PsyCap. The current study aims to fill these gaps and examines 
the complex relationship between PsyCap and other consequence 
factors of job satisfaction, vocational identity, and organizational 
commitment in the public sector workforce in the less developed 
rural townships1 of northwestern China.

1 Under the supervision of the central government, the local government in China 
is composed of four different levels in a hierarchy, the township, county, prefecture 
or municipality, and the province. Each level in the structure is responsible for 
supervising the work done by lower levels on the administrative strata. Under the 
county level, the township, where villages (usually around a 100 families per village) 
are governed, is normally considered the grassroots in rural areas. Starting from 
the 1990s, the national system of civil servants (gongwuyuan in Mandarin Chinese) 
was launched and has been undergoing constant reform ever since. Currently, all 
the regular staff working in the grassroots government and its various branch 
offices are roughly categorized as gongwuyuan cadres, spanning levels 10–15  in 
the national gongwuyuan scale. Participants in the current study are the gongwuyuan 
cadres of various levels in the local administration system of the townships.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS AND 
HYPOTHESES

The Conservation of Resources (COR) theory proposes that 
individuals who possess positive resources “might be  more 
capable of selecting, altering, and implementing their other 
resources to meet stressful demands” (Hobfoll, 1989, 2002). 
The stressors are likely to dampen employees’ motivational 
behaviors, thwart work performance, and discourage personal 
growth (Lepine et  al., 2005). Previous studies have shown the 
relevance of COR theory as a theoretical foundation for the 
importance of individual’s positive psychological resources to 
cope with stressors, such as negative organizational politics 
and economic hardship (Hobfoll et  al., 2018). In the 
underprivileged environment, the grassroots gongwuyuan cadres 
in the current study must leverage their positive emotions as 
well as other social supports to carry out their roles and to 
meet the expectations from their organizations and communities. 
As a motivational theory, COR theory is basic and evolutionary 
in explaining much of how human beings conserve resources 
to survive. Therefore, it is appropriate to rely on COR theory 
as a starting point to examine how positive psychological 
resources of the cadres might influence job-related outcomes. 
In line with COR theory, broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 
2001) and in particular positive psychology theory (Seligman 
and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) are also relevant in building up 
our hypotheses. The broaden-and-build theory proposes that 
people’s positive emotions broaden their “thought–action 
repertoires,” resulting in actions that are wider than what they 
typically do. In the social and interpersonal context, this theory 
predicts that experiences of positive emotions broaden people’s 
sense of self so that their identification with others are enhanced 
and consequently the feeling of self-other overlap and “oneness” 
is gradually achieved (Waugh and Fredrickson, 2006). With 
the above theories we  argue that in the case of the current 
study, the grassroots cadres with high levels of PsyCap would 
possess capacity to derive pathways to be  successful and 
perseverance in the face of adversities (Stajkovic and Luthans, 
1998). They tend to be  more satisfied with their job and 
gradually develop their identification with and commitment 
to the organization they work for.

In the late 1990s, positive psychology gained momentum 
and saw its influence across various fields, such as business 
and management. Instead of traditional psychology with its 
focus on weakness, pathology, and mental problems, positive 
psychology is defined as “the scientific study of what goes 
right in life” (Peterson, 2006). It explores more positive view 
of human mind, such as strengths, virtues, and characters to 
enable a productive and flourishing functioning of individuals, 
groups, and organizations. Under the influence of positive 
psychology as a theoretical rationale, Luthans initiated a positive 
organizational behavioral (POB) movement (Luthans, 2002). 
Originated in economics studies, PsyCap was initially an 
important form of capital in impacting wages (Goldsmith et al., 
1997). Luthans and his colleagues later singled out PsyCap as 
fundamentally “who you are” (Luthans and Avolio, 2003) from 
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“what you  know” [or, human capital, (O'leary et  al., 2002)] 
and “who you know”(or, social capital, Adler and Kwon, 2002). 
To be  specific, PsyCap is defined as a core psychological factor 
of positivity in general, and POB criteria meeting states in 
particular, that go beyond human and social capital to gain 
a competitive advantage through investment/development of 
“who you  are.” To measure PsyCap, various dimensions have 
been put forward. Optimism, hope, and resiliency and self-
confidence/self-efficacy are the main components of PsyCap 
(Larson and Luthans, 2006). More aspects, such as creativity, 
wisdom, humor, and gratitude, are also regarded as factors in 
building a PsyCap composite (Luthans et  al., 2007b). Since 
then, the last decade has seen a rapid increase in the amount 
of research on PsyCap, including its measurement and effects 
in various areas, such as in sports (Kim et al., 2019), education 
(Carmona-Halty et al., 2021; Siu et al., 2021), and management 
(Nolzen, 2018).

Meanwhile, it is also cautioned that cross-cultural differences 
need to be  considered in developing the construct, as the 
subordinate concepts, such as self-efficacy, optimism, and 
resiliency, are subject to individual differences and external 
contexts (Luthans et  al., 2007b; Newman et  al., 2014). In fact, 
some studies revealed it is necessary to take cultural context 
into account. For example, some items of the Resilience Scale 
(Wagnild and Young, 1993) did not apply to a sample of 450 
Soviet immigrants formerly living in the collectivist culture 
(Aroian et al., 1997). In a study targeting professional managers 
working in the oil and gas industry in Saudi  Arabia, Idris 
and Manganaro (2017) did not find an association between 
PsyCap and organizational commitment, regardless of covariates. 
They speculated that a cultural difference from the west might 
be  one of the reasons leading to the null correlation as the 
participants tended to select middle responses in organizational 
commitment and job satisfaction measurements, resulting in 
significantly different standard derivations of the variables. The 
other reason might lie in the language use, also a crucial part 
of a culture, in their investigation. The English language, rather 
than the native Arabic of the participants, was used in the 
survey questions.

Luthans and colleagues also argue for the difference in the 
resource sets to be  obtained over the life spans of people in 
different cultural contexts (Luthans et  al., 2007b). In contrast 
to western culture, Chinese culture lays much more emphasis 
on social interpersonal connections, or “guanxi” in Chinese. 
As Fei (1992) pointed out, different from the American society 
featuring voluntary associations on the basis of universalistic 
principles, the social fabrics in China are organized by guanxi 
circles. Not surprisingly, Guanxi is regarded as essential in 
gaining access and approval in almost every realm of life 
including business and politics (Lee and Dawes, 2005). At 
both levels of organizations and individuals, conflicts in guanxi 
with others could cause ineffective communications and even 
less successful work performance and career.

Based on the POB meeting criteria and rooted in the Chinese 
culture, the local PsyCap Scale is tested to include two high-
order constructs of task-oriented PsyCap and guanxi-oriented 
PsyCap (Ke et  al., 2009). The task-oriented PsyCap has four 

sets of factors of enterprise and diligence, resiliency and 
perseverance, optimism and hope, and confidence and courage. 
Guanxi-oriented PsyCap is composed of toleration and 
forgiveness, modesty and prudence, thanksgiving and dedication, 
and respect and courtesy. To some extent, the task-oriented 
PsyCap is more inclusive than its counterpart in the west 
(Larson and Luthans, 2006) but the two scales are “basically 
similar” with a high correlation coefficient of 0.70 (Ke et  al., 
2009, p 882). The guanxi-oriented PsyCap is found to be unique 
in the Chinese context with its strong connection with traditional 
Chinese values. Since the first report by Ke et  al. (2009), other 
studies replicated the guanxi-oriented PsyCap in Chinese primary 
and middle school teachers (Wu et  al., 2012), doctors (Sun 
et  al., 2014), employees in a company and a local government 
in Beijing (Ke and Sun, 2014), and those working in the 
aviation industry (Wang, 2020). These studies provide evidence 
for the properties of guanxi-oriented PsyCap. According to 
Ke et al. (2009), guanxi-oriented PsyCap as well as task-oriented 
PsyCap met the POB criteria of “being measurable, open to 
development, and can be  managed for more effective work 
performance” (Luthans, 2002). The construct of guanxi-oriented 
PsyCap was set up with the following two steps, which showed 
that the PsyCap is measurable. First, to collect measurement 
items of the local PsyCap scale, various methods were used 
including in-depth interview, literature review, successful people’s 
biography material collection, and unstructured questionnaire 
survey. Then, item analysis, reliability analysis, factor analysis, 
correlation analysis, and regression analysis were used to test 
the reliability and validity of the scale. The four sets of 
characteristics of guanxi-oriented PsyCap are widely regarded 
as critical moral characters in traditional Chinese philosophy. 
They are largely advocated and expected in social communications 
in modern China. They are cultivated not only by people 
themselves (Ivanhoe, 2000; Ke et  al., 2009) but also promoted 
in education (Yang and Liu, 2020) and managed in business 
settings (Han et  al., 2012; Tsui et  al., 2017). Also in Ke et  al. 
(2009), high-performance employees were invited in an open 
questionnaire survey for their state of mind and later interviewed. 
This ensured that the characteristics of PsyCap contributed to 
work performance. In sum, guanxi-oriented PsyCap abides by 
the POB meeting criterion and can be  measured, improved, 
and managed for effective performance. The local PsyCap, 
covering both task- and guanxi-oriented constructs, can explain 
larger variances of work performance than the PsyCap counterpart 
in the west (Ke and Sun, 2014). To provide a complete picture 
of the positive psychological sources specific to the concerned 
grassroots servants in the Chinese cultural setting, the local 
PsyCap and its measurement composed of task and guanxi 
facets are used in the current study.

Two lines of research in relation to PsyCap can be  found 
in recent years. One is the study of the antecedents of PsyCap, 
i.e., the factors that influence PsyCap, such as organizational 
culture, leadership, and perceived organizational support (Wang 
et  al., 2017). The other is concerned with the outcomes of 
PsyCap, such as organizational commitment, job satisfaction, 
and subjective wellbeing (Li, 2018). Organizational commitment 
is an employee’s psychological attachment to their organization 
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which over a period of time helps maintain membership in 
an organization (Meyer et  al., 2002). It is linked to the degree 
to which the individual employee identifies with and makes 
efforts to achieve the common organizational goals (Allen and 
Meyer, 1993). Various conception frames of organizational 
commitment have been formulated. For example, Meyer and 
Allen suggested three components of affective, continuance, 
and normative commitment (Allen and Meyer, 1993). Affective 
commitment focuses on the emotional bond that employees 
feel toward their organization. Continuance commitment is 
the awareness of employees of the cost of leaving the organization. 
Normative commitment is defined as the individual’s attachment 
with the organization as a result of an obligation on the part 
of the individual.

In a study exploring the correlation between volunteers’ 
PsyCap and their commitment to volunteer service, Xu et  al. 
(2020) reported a positive influence of the PsyCap on their 
organizational commitment. The PsyCap in their study refers 
to the traditional version covering self-efficacy, optimism, hope, 
and resilience (Luthans and Youssef, 2007). Still in a Chinese 
work environment, in a sample characterizing public servants 
in a local government and employees in a company in Beijing, 
Ke and Sun (2014) found both task-oriented PsyCap and 
guanxi-oriented PsyCap are significantly related with 
organizational commitment, with the latter correlation much 
stronger than the former one (0.21 vs. 0.47). The gongwuyuan 
cadres concerned in the current study share the same Chinese 
culture with those organizational employees’ investigated (Ke 
and Sun, 2014). With previous studies and in line with COR 
theory and broaden-and-build theory, it is hypothesized that 
as follows:

H1a: Task-oriented PsyCap will be  a significant 
predictor of organizational commitment of grassroots 
gongwuyuan cadres.
H1b: Guanxi-oriented PsyCap will be  a significant 
predictor of organizational commitment of grassroots 
gongwuyuan cadres.

It is later found that the positive effect on individuals and 
their organizations from their PsyCap is indirect, with some 
mediating or moderating variables functioning between the 
outcome variables and PsyCap (Culbertson et  al., 2010). One 
of the potential mediating variables is vocational identity. 
Vocational identity is a crucial factor in the employee’s career 
development. It plays critical roles in job-related choices, 
occupational directions, transitions from training/education to 
workplace, and career prospects by serving as “a strong cognitive 
and affective foundation for dispositional employability” (Porfeli 
et  al., 2011). According to social identity theory, people have 
an innate need for categorization and tend to classify themselves 
into certain groups with membership in a group (Turner and 
Oakes, 1986). In such social groups, they construct their identity 
by learning the common language, participating in its social 
activities, appreciating, and adapting themselves to the culture 
of the group. In this way, they gain higher self-esteem and 
cognitive security and enjoy a sense of belonging and develop 

their personality (Turner and Oakes, 1986). Therefore, the 
elements of a worker’s social identity may reflect how the 
membership in a group impacts them intellectually and 
emotionally and followers in terms of their intergroup behavior. 
It is reported that a strong identification with a workgroup 
is correlated with increased employee motivation and 
organizational trust and commitment (Van Dick et  al., 2005). 
It enhances employee’s job satisfaction (Ullrich et  al., 2005) 
and increases job performance and organizational effectiveness 
(Chughtai and Buckley, 2010). According to this theory, the 
gongwuyuan cadres’ identification with their profession in the 
local government may influence their personal opinions on 
their jobs and their organizational commitment. Variables, such 
as individual-related factors (demographic dimensions, self-
efficacy, response style, and self-esteem), family-related factors 
(parenting, family climate), and types of organization, have 
been found to influence vocational identity. In a study 
investigating how the western PsyCap related to vocational 
identity in Chinese nurses (Wang et  al., 2013), a sample of 
455 nurses across five large top hospitals were surveyed. There 
existed a significant correlation between PsyCap and vocational 
identity (p < 0.01). The dimensions of self-efficacy and optimism 
in PsyCap were positive in building a healthy vocational identity 
of the nurses. As for the guanxi-oriented PsyCap, there have 
been few studies on how it may impact vocational identity. 
But according to Vuyk et al. (2020), guanxi, which is pervasive 
between individuals and organizations in China, to some extent 
affects undergraduates’ career choice and development. They 
are more likely to exchange vocational experiences in social 
communication, as it could benefit their future career. So the 
attributes in guanxi-oriented PsyCap, such as modesty, toleration, 
and respect, might help maintain good social contexts, which 
in turn may contribute to their vocational identity. On the 
other hand, vocational identity guides employees to enact and 
sustain their behaviors consistent with their self-view and 
promote their employability (Fugate and Kinicki, 2008). Their 
dispositional employability was significantly associated with 
employees’ positive emotions; their affective commitment was 
related to organizational changes (Fugate and Kinicki, 2008). 
In a sample of Chinese college teachers, a significant correlation 
was found between vocational identity and organizational 
commitment (Sun and Ye, 2015). Tasked with increasing teaching 
load and research output, the teachers in Chinese higher 
education institutions tended to complain about their careers 
to some extent. This has been reflected in their relatively low 
level of commitment to their colleges as well as their teaching 
job. Based on the social identity theory and previous 
investigations, we  formulate the following hypothesis:

H2a: Vocational identity will act as a mediator between 
task-oriented PsyCap and organizational commitment.
H2b: Vocational identity will act as a mediator between 
guanxi-oriented PsyCap and organizational commitment.

Apart from vocational identity, another important variable 
is job satisfaction. As one of the most intensively studied 
variables in organizational behavior domain, job satisfaction 
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is defined as “a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting 
from the appraisal of one’s job or job experiences” (Locke, 
1976, p  1304). Job satisfaction can be  divided into intrinsic 
job satisfaction and extrinsic job satisfaction (Cooper-Hakim 
and Viswesvaran, 2005). Extrinsic satisfaction is the ability of 
a job to bring value to employees, such as salary and benefits, 
interpersonal relationships, and the physical conditions of the 
work environment. Intrinsic job satisfaction is the pleasant 
emotions and positive attitudes that a job brings to employees, 
including the sense of achievement, creativity, and opportunities 
for development. Dissatisfied employees have a high propensity 
to engage in counterproductive behaviors and even leave the 
organization. If employees believe they are being treated and 
rewarded fairly, they are less likely to leave the organization. 
Both intrinsic satisfaction and extrinsic satisfaction are effective 
predictors of employees’ organizational commitment. In a sample 
of 214 Chinese employees at a state-owned steel company, job 
satisfaction and its facets had “a significant impact” on 
organizational commitment and its forms, in particular the 
affective component of commitment (Fu et  al., 2011). Recent 
studies also suggest the predictive role of job satisfaction on 
organizational commitment (Ćulibrk et al., 2018; Lambert et al., 
2020). Ćulibrk et al. (2018) investigated the relationship between 
job satisfaction and organizational commitment in a group of 
566 participants working for eight companies in Serbia. They 
reported a moderate-to-strong correlation between the 
two factors.

As an important attitudinal variable, job satisfaction is 
also shown to be  correlated with PsyCap. Li and colleagues 
investigated the relationships between western PsyCap and 
job satisfaction in a sample of 426 Chinese primary and 
middle school teachers (Li et  al., 2011). The PsyCap of the 
teachers is significantly correlated with their job satisfaction. 
The teachers with higher PsyCap make more positive cognitive 
evaluations of work situations and are more able to seek and 
create positive conditions conducive to their development, 
which in turn leads to higher levels of job satisfaction. After 
the demographic variables being controlled for, PsyCap is 
found to be  a direct predictor of job satisfaction. Still in the 
Chinese cultural setting, both task-oriented and guanxi-oriented 
PsyCaps are correlated with job satisfaction, with the latter 
correlation stronger than the former one (ρ = 0.15 vs. 0.31; 
Ke and Sun, 2014). Based on these findings as well as the 
positive psychology theory, we  believe that a high level of 
task-oriented and guanxi-oriented PsyCaps among the grassroots 
gongwuyuan cadres might enable them to cope with difficulties 
and stressors in their daily jobs, thus may help them feel 
more satisfied with their work, thereby reducing their intention 
of turnover and growing to be  more committed to their 
organization. Consequently, we  suggest as:

H3a: Job satisfaction will mediate the relation between 
task-oriented PsyCap and organizational commitment 
such that the relationship will be  stronger when job 
satisfaction is high.
H3b: Job satisfaction will mediate the relation between 
guanxi-oriented PsyCap and organizational commitment 

such that the relationship will be  stronger when job 
satisfaction is high.

Above the mediators of vocational identity and job satisfaction 
are proposed as the two crucial factors linking PsyCap to 
organizational commitment. While vocational identity is mainly 
concerned with an employee’s view toward their categorization 
and membership as a whole in a specific profession, job 
satisfaction focuses on individual experience as a worker in 
a given work environment. According to the social identity 
theory (Turner and Oakes, 1986), an individual’s social identity 
might help in understanding the group influence on the 
individual, such as their emotional state, motivation, and 
performance (Van Dick et  al., 2006). Ulrich and colleagues 
suggested workgroup identification may influence employee job 
satisfaction during a major organizational change event that 
is often the result of large enterprise projects (Ullrich et  al., 
2005). Based on this theory and the above research on PsyCap 
and organizational commitment, it is hypothesized that as follows:

H4a: A chained mediation model could exist between 
task-oriented PsyCap and organizational commitment, 
with vocational identity and job satisfaction as 
two mediators.
H4b: A chained mediation model could exist  
between guanxi-oriented PsyCap and organizational 
commitment, with vocational identity and job 
satisfaction as two mediators.

In summary, four sets of hypotheses are formulated based 
on previous studies and related theories. Based on these 
hypotheses, a conceptual framework on the PsyCap’s effects 
on organizational commitment was formed (Figures  1A,B). 
With this, we  aim to examine the complex underlying 
mechanisms linking PsyCap to organizational commitment, 
through two potential chained mediators: vocational identity 
and job satisfaction. To address this aim, we  collected data 
from a sample drawn from three townships in northwestern 
China. The ultimate goal is to shed light on the mechanisms 
of the grassroots gongwuyuan cadres’ behaviors and provide 
evidence for future prevention/intervention programs 
maintaining employees in government, especially in the 
rural areas.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Altogether a sample of 650 grassroots gongwuyuan cadres was 
selected in Gansu province, using a stratified sampling method. 
Three counties, Jinta, Pingchuan, and Qin’an were randomly 
chosen from the three representative cities corresponding to 
the west, middle, and east parts of Gansu. A total of 650 
questionnaires were issued and 600 questionnaires were collected. 
Seventeen questionnaires were found invalid with missing data. 
So a total of 583 valid questionnaires was obtained for the 
final data analysis.
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Measures
Psychological Capital
We used the Chinese PsyCap Scale (Ke et  al., 2009) to measure 
the task-oriented and guanxi-oriented PsyCaps. The Cronbach’s 
α coefficients for task-oriented PsyCap Scale, guanxi-oriented 
PsyCap Scale, and a composite scale consisting of the two 
PsyCaps were 0.85, 0.87, and 0.90, respectively. Task-oriented 
PsyCap and Guanxi-oriented PsyCap were of good criterion-
related validity. Task-oriented PsyCap was related to task 
performance (0.43**), contextual performance (0.60**), job 
satisfaction (0.15*), job involvement (0.41**), and organizational 
commitment (0.21**). Guanxi-oriented PsyCap was related to 
task performance (0.42**), contextual performance (0.68**), 
traditionality (0.17**), interdependent self (0.52**), job satisfaction 
(0.31**), job involvement (0.45**), and organizational commitment 
(0.47**; Note: * p < 0.01; **: p < 0.01). The Chinese PsyCap Scale 
also featured good construct validity. The confirmatory factor 
analysis showed χ2 = 1,469, df = 731, χ2/df = 2.01, GFI = 0.85, 
CFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.070. In the current study, together 40 
items were included to measure the four components of task-
oriented PsyCap (enterprise and diligence, resiliency and 
perseverance, optimism and hope, and confidence and courage) 
and the four components of guanxi-oriented PsyCap (toleration 
and forgiveness, respect and courtesy, modesty and prudence, 
and thanksgiving and dedication). All responses were recorded 
on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to 6 = “strongly 
agree”). The Cronbach’s α coefficient for the scale was 0.84.

Vocational Identity
We measured vocational identity with the 20-item Civil Servants 
Career Identity Scale (Liang, 2013). The scale included four 

factors: professional values, professional disposition, role values, 
and sense of belonging. A high vocational identity score on 
the scale means a stronger commitment to the job position. 
The coefficient alpha for this scale in the current study was 0.81.

Job Satisfaction
We measured job satisfaction with the short form of the 
minnesota satisfaction questionnaire (Weiss et  al., 1967). The 
scale consists of 20 items, with 12 items measuring intrinsic 
satisfaction and 8 items measuring extrinsic satisfaction.  
The coefficient alpha for this scale in the current survey 
was 0.87.

Organizational Commitment
The organizational commitment measure comes from the Chinese 
Employees Organizational Commitment Scale (Ling et al., 2001). 
This scale, designed and developed specifically for the employees 
in China, reflects five dimensions of affective commitment, 
ideal commitment, economic commitment, normative 
commitment, and choice commitment. The participants were 
asked to indicate to the extent they agreed with the descriptions 
of commitments in a 7-point response scale, ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The test-retest reliability 
was above 0.8 for most of its items and the Cronbach’s α 
coefficient for this scale was 0.84.

Data Collection and Processing
The grassroots gongwuyuan cadres in each township of the 
counties were contacted and informed about the survey 
beforehand. Voluntarily, they took part in a meeting where 
experimenters detailed the instructions as to how to finish 
questionnaires and answered their questions. All the participants 
gave consent forms before data were collected. All data were 
processed and analyzed using AMOS 23.0. The study was 
approved by the Research Ethics Committee of Lanzhou City 
University and carried out according to the regulations of the 
Committee as well as in line with the Helsinki Declaration.

RESULTS

Common Method Deviation Analysis
Harman’s one-factor test was used to carry out the common 
method deviation analysis on all the valid data. The 
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of all variables without 
rotation showed 22 factors featuring root values bigger than 
one. The variance of the first one was 29%, smaller than 
the critical value of 40%.

Preliminary Analysis
Table1 displays the descriptive statistics and correlation results. 
Results revealed that both task-oriented PsyCap and guanxi-
oriented PsyCap correlate positively with vocational identity, 
job satisfaction, and organizational commitment. The correlation 
coefficients are 0.57, 0.72, 0.70; 0.62, 0.72, and 0.61, respectively 
(ps < 0.01), which showed that it was necessary to further reveal 

A

B

FIGURE 1 | (A) The conceptual framework with task-oriented PsyCap. 
(B) The conceptual framework with guanxi-oriented PsyCap.
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the internal relationship between these factors. The two types 
of PsyCap are also closely related (coefficient: 0.82, p < 0.01).

Multi-Collinearity Test
Multi-collinearity test was carried out (Table  2) to test any 
linearity existing between the two types of PsyCap, vocational 
identity and job satisfaction. All the four variance inflation 
factors (VIFs) are smaller than 5, suggesting the multi-collinearity 
between vocational identity, job satisfaction, task-oriented PsyCap, 
and Guanxi-oriented PsyCap was not an issue.

Measurement Model
The measurement models for task-oriented PsyCap and guanxi-
oriented PsyCap are displayed in Figures  2, 3.

In Figure 2, the measurement model of task-oriented PsyCap 
included four latent factors of task-oriented PsyCap, Vocational 
identity, Organizational commitment, and Job satisfaction. Task-
oriented PsyCap was composed of four explicit factors of 
Enterprise-Diligence (loading 0.79), Resiliency-Perseverance 
(0.62), Optimism-Hope (0.89), and Confidence-Courage (0.83). 
Their squared values were 0.62, 0.38, 0.79, and 0.69. Vocational 
identity was composed of four explicit variables of Professional 
values (0.92), Professional disposition (0.69), Role values (0.68), 
and Sense of belonging (0.28). Their squared values were 0.85, 
0.48, 0.46, and 0.08. Job satisfaction was composed of two 
explicit factors of Intrinsic satisfaction (0.83) and Extrinsic 
satisfaction (0.89). Their squared values were 0.69 and 0.79. 
Organizational commitment was composed of five explicit 
factors of Affective commitment (0.88), Economic commitment 
(0.38), Normative commitment (0.38), Ideal commitment (0.90), 
and Choice commitment (0.65). Their squared values were 
0.77, 0.15, 0.15, 0.81, and 0.42.

In Figure  3, the measurement model of guanxi-oriented 
PsyCap includes four latent factors of guanxi-oriented PsyCap, 

Vocational identity, Organizational commitment, and Job 
satisfaction. Guanxi-oriented PsyCap was composed of four 
explicit factors of Toleration-Forgiveness (0.89), Modesty-
Prudence (0.65), Thanksgiving-Dedication (0.78), and Respect-
Courtesy (0.68). Their variances explained by the latent variable 
were between 0.79, 0.42, 0.61, and 0.83. Vocational identity 
is composed of four explicit variables of Professional values 
(0.35), Professional disposition (0.91), Role values (0.69), and 
Sense of belonging (0.69). Their squared values were 0.12, 
0.83, 0.48, and 0.48. Job satisfaction is composed of two explicit 
factors of Intrinsic satisfaction (0.88) and Extrinsic satisfaction 
(0.84). Their squared values were 0.77 and 0.71. Organizational 
commitment is composed of five explicit factors of Affective 
commitment (0.89), Economic commitment (0.39), Normative 
commitment (0.44), Ideal commitment (0.89), and Choice 
commitment (0.65). Their squared values were 0.79, 0.15, 0.20, 
0.79, and 0.42.

Structural Model: R2

In the structural model with task-oriented PsyCap as an 
exogenous latent variable, R2 of the three endogenous latent 
variables of vocational identity, job satisfaction, and organizational 
commitment were 0.54, 0.75, and 0.82, respectively. Task-oriented 
PsyCap explained 54% variance of vocational commitment; 
task-oriented PsyCap and vocational identity together explained 
75% variance of job satisfaction; and task-oriented PsyCap, 
vocational identity, and job satisfaction together explained 82% 
variance of organizational commitment.

In the structural model with guanxi-oriented PsyCap as an 
exogenous latent variable, R2 of the three endogenous latent 
variables of vocational identity, job satisfaction, and organizational 
commitment were 0.62, 0.74, and 0.82, respectively. Task-oriented 
PsyCap explained 62% variance of vocational commitment; 
task-oriented PsyCap and vocational identity together explained 
74% variance of job satisfaction; and task-oriented PsyCap, 
vocational identity, and job satisfaction together explained 82% 
variance of organizational commitment.

From Task-Oriented PsyCap to 
Organizational Commitment: Modeling the 
Mediation Effects of Vocational Identity 
and Job Satisfaction
To control measurement errors, the current study used the 
mediating effect analysis procedure proposed by Wen and Ye 

TABLE 2 | Multi-collinearity test.

Independent variable Tol VIF

Vocational identity 0.51 1.95
Job satisfaction 0.37 2.74
Task-oriented PsyCap 0.29 3.48
Guanxi-oriented PsyCap 0.28 3.62

Dependent variable: organizational commitment.

TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and correlation matrix of variables.

Variables M SD Task-oriented  
PsyCap

Guanxi-oriented 
PsyCap

Vocational 
identity

Job  
satisfaction

Task-oriented PsyCap 5.07 0.69
Guanxi-oriented PsyCap 5.18 0.61 0.82**
Vocational identity 3.97 0.50 0.57** 0.62**
Job satisfaction 4.08 0.48 0.72** 0.72** 0.67**
Organization commitment 3.76 0.49 0.70** 0.61** 0.48** 0.71**

**p < 0.01.
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(2014). The procedure, applicable to the observed variables 
and/or latent variables, is shown to be  effective in terms of 
Type I  error rate and power (Wen and Ye, 2014). The error-
correction-based non-parametric percentage Bootstrap method 
was used to estimate confidence intervals of all coefficients. 
Task-oriented and guanxi-oriented PsyCaps, vocational identity, 
job satisfaction, and organizational commitment were treated 
as latent variables. The factors of each of these variables were 
treated as explicit indicator variables.

The goodness-of-fit of the models was evaluated using absolute 
and relative indices. The absolute goodness-of-fit indices calculated 
are the chi-square goodness-of-fit statistic, RMSEA, GFI, NNFI, 
IFI, and CFI. Non-significant values of chi-square indicated that 
the hypothesized model fitted the data. The values of RMSEA 
between 0.05 and 0.08 indicated an acceptable fit while a value 
greater than 0.1 means the model should be  rejected. Relative-fit 
index values greater than 0.90 suggested a good fit.

We first tested the effect of task-oriented PsyCap on 
organizational commitment, i.e., testing the significance of  C. 
The findings showed that the model fits well, with RMSEA = 0.08, 
SRMR = 0.04, CFI = 0.98, and NNFI = 0.96. The PsyCap was 
found to be a significant predictor of organizational commitment 
(β = 0.88, p < 0.001). Therefore, Hypothesis 1a was supported. 
Then, we continued to add vocational identity and job satisfaction 
as mediating variables in the model. The result shows that 
the model fitted well, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.05, CFI = 0.98, 

and NNFI = 0.96. The predictive effect of the PsyCap on vocational  
identity reached significance (β = 0.73, p < 0.001). Vocational 
identity was a significant predictor of job satisfaction  
(β = 0.45, p < 0.001), and job satisfaction was a significant  
predictor of organizational commitment (β = 0.56, p < 0.001). 
This showed that the higher the PsyCap ratings of  
gongwuyuan cadres, the stronger their vocational identity could 
be. Strong identification with their profession will in turn 
increase their job satisfaction and ultimately their commitment 
to their organizations. See Figure  2 for the modeling.

The Bias-Corrected Percentile Bootstrap (BCPB) method 
(using 3,000 random bootstrap samples) was used to test the 
mediating effect. This method was used over alternative tests 
(e.g., the Sobel test) as it allows us to avoid Type  I errors 
that may result from non-normal distributions of an indirect 
effect as well as it accommodates small- and medium-sized 
samples (Mackinnon et  al., 2004). As shown in Table  3, the 
mediating effect of vocational identity between task-oriented 
PsyCap and organizational commitment was not significant, 
95% CI [−0.01, 0.01]. Therefore, Hypothesis 2a was not supported. 
The mediating effect of job satisfaction between PsyCap and 
organizational commitment was 0.27, 95% CI [0.03, 0.20]. Thus, 
Hypothesis 3a was confirmed. The chained mediating effect 
of vocational identity and job satisfaction was also significant 
(0.18), 95% CI [0.01, 0.28]. Therefore, Hypothesis 4a was 
supported. All things considered vocational identity and job 

FIGURE 2 | Chained mediation modeling of associations among task-oriented PsyCap, vocational identity, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment. 
C, commitment.
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satisfaction played a chained mediating effect between PsyCap 
and organizational commitment.

From Guanxi-Oriented PsyCap to 
Organizational Commitment: Modeling the 
Mediation Effects of Vocational Identity 
and Job Satisfaction
The same method as the above was used in testing the model 
involving guanxi-oriented PsyCap. With the tested significance 
of C, the result showed a good fit in modeling guanxi-oriented 
PsyCap and other consequence variables, RMSEA = 0.07, 
SRMR = 0.05, CFI = 0.98, and NNFI = 0.95. The guanxi-oriented 
PsyCap was a significant predictor of organizational commitment 
(β = 0.81, p < 0.001). Therefore, Hypothesis 1b was validated. 
This model remained fit with the addition of vocational identity 
and job satisfaction as mediators, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.05, 
CFI = 0.96, and NNFI = 0.94. As shown in Figure  3, the 

guanxi-oriented PsyCap was a positive predicator of vocational 
identity (β = 0.79, p < 0.001), vocational identity a positive 
predictor of job satisfaction (β = 0.34, p < 0.001), and job 
satisfaction a positive predictor of organizational commitment 
(β = 0.76, p < 0.001).

The same BCPB method as above was used in the mediating 
effect test. As shown in Table 4, the mediating effect of vocational 
identity between guanxi-oriented PsyCap and organizational 
commitment was not significant, 95% CI [−0.25, 0.07]. Therefore, 
Hypothesis 2b was not supported. The mediating effect of job 
satisfaction between guanxi-oriented PsyCap and organizational 
commitment was 0.47, 95% CI [0.17, 0.89]. Thus, Hypothesis 
3b was supported. The chained mediating effect of vocational 
identity and job satisfaction reached significance (0.20), 95% 
CI [0.04, 0.51]. Therefore, Hypothesis 4b was supported. Taken 
together, vocational identity and job satisfaction chain-mediated 
guanxi-oriented PsyCap and organizational commitment.

DISCUSSION

Although PsyCap and its consequence variables have remained 
a hot subject of inquiry for decades, their role in maintaining 
a sustainable workforce in underdeveloped rural areas has 
been largely unknown. Still unknown are the effects of positive 
resources in the collectivist culture setting which is, to some 
extent, different from those in the western culture where 
PsyCap has been researched mostly. The current study is 
among the few that addressed these concerns. It explored 

FIGURE 3 | Chained mediation modeling of associations among guanxi-oriented PsyCap, vocational identity, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment. 
C, commitment.

TABLE 3 | Testing the mediation effects of vocational identity and job 
satisfaction in Model 1.

Path Mediating 
effect size

Confidence 
interval

Task-oriented PsyCap—Vocational identity—
Organizational commitment

0 [−0.01, 0.01]

Task-oriented PsyCap—Job satisfaction—
Organizational commitment

0.27 [0.03, 0.20]

Task-oriented PsyCap—Vocational identity—
Job satisfaction—Organizational commitment

0.18 [0.01, 0.28]
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the complex relationships among PsyCap, vocational identity, 
job satisfaction, and organizational commitment in a sample 
of grassroots gongwuyuan cadres in the rural areas of northwest 
Gansu province of China. Both task-oriented and guanxi-
oriented PsyCaps positively predict organizational commitment. 
Vocational identity and job satisfaction work as mediators 
in the chained relationship between task-oriented/guanxi-
oriented PsyCap and organizational commitment. Vocational 
identity alone does not fulfill the role of a mediator between 
task-oriented/guanxi-oriented PsyCap and organizational 
commitment. In the following, these findings will be discussed 
in detail.

The Effect of PsyCap on Organizational 
Commitment
Task-oriented and guanxi-oriented PsyCaps were found to 
be  positive predictors of organizational commitment. This is 
consistent with previous studies in China (Ke and Sun, 2014; 
Xu et  al., 2020) and with the findings in the west (Larson 
and Luthans, 2006; Newman et  al., 2018). Thus, our study 
provides further support for the association between PsyCap 
and organizational commitment. In the current study, the 
predictive effect of task-oriented and guanxi-oriented PsyCaps 
on organizational commitment of gongwuyuan cadres reached 
0.88 and 0.81, respectively, suggesting a major role of the 
two types of PsyCap. Those cadres characterized by high 
task-oriented PsyCap states, such as optimism and resiliency, 
are likely to make progress and improve their job performance 
and remain committed to the local governments they work 
for. PsyCap goes beyond human capital (e.g., knowledge, skills, 
perspectives, and abilities) and social capital (e.g., trust and 
relationships) and focuses on who you are (e.g., self-confidence, 
hope, optimism, and resilience; Luthans et  al., 2005). The 
four sets of positive PsyCap among the gongwuyuan cadres, 
namely, confidence-courage, optimism-hope, resiliency-
perseverance, and enterprise-diligence, may be  closely related 
to their values, ideals, and personal interests and traits. The 
later factors as well as wages and benefits of work influence 
their organizational commitment, which measures an emotional 
attachment to the organization (Zhong, 2007). Notably, in 
comparison with the western PsyCap scale which included 
hope, optimism, and resiliency (Luthans et  al., 2005), the 
local task-oriented PsyCap scale featured an addition of two 
factors of enterprise-diligence and confidence-courage  

(Ke et al., 2009), which were emergent through POB criterion-
meeting standard and careful data collection and analysis 
procedures (detailed in Introduction). According to Ke et  al. 
(2009; in Table  2), the eigenvalues of enterprise-diligence, 
resiliency-perseverance, optimism-hope, and confidence-
courage were 7.61, 2.94, 1.68, and 1.34, which explained 28.18, 
10.88, 6.20, and 4.97% variance of the task-oriented PsyCap 
scale. In the EFA of the task-oriented PsyCap Scale, each 
factorial loading of the four sets of enterprise-diligence, 
resiliency-perseverance, optimism-hope, and confidence-
courage was larger than 0.60. The four sets together explained 
54.68% of the total variance. Each Cronbach’s α coefficient 
of the four elements was higher than 0.70. These additional 
elements of the task-oriented PsyCap were also replicated in 
different samples in China, such as primary and middle school 
teachers (Wu et al., 2012), doctors (Sun et al., 2014), employees 
in a company and a local government in Beijing (Ke and 
Sun, 2014), and those working in the aviation industry (Wang, 
2020). In comparison with the western version of PsyCap 
(Luthans et  al., 2005), the task-oriented PsyCap was found 
to explain more variances of employee’s task performance 
[(β = 0.453 vs. 0.421); Ke et  al., 2009]. In a meta-analysis, it 
is found that task performance and organizational commitment 
are significantly correlated (Wang et al., 2019). So the additional 
enterprise-diligence and confidence-courage might also 
contribute to the relatively high predictive power of our task-
oriented PsyCap in the Chinese cultural setting. Guanxi-
oriented PsyCap represents the qualities of modesty, respect, 
toleration, and devotion which arguably are facilitators in 
communications between colleagues in an organization. In 
China, both harmonious relationships between individuals 
and between organizations are regarded as highly important 
in their achievements. The strong predictive power of the 
guanxi-oriented PsyCap, therefore, bolsters this cultural 
characteristic. It also highlights the importance of these qualities 
in grassroots cadres in fostering their commitment to their 
organizations and reducing job turnover.

While the PsyCaps were shown to be  strong predictors of 
organizational commitment, no evidence of the mediating effect 
of vocational identity was found. This result suggests that 
vocational identity alone cannot serve as a mediator connecting 
task-oriented/guanxi-oriented PsyCap and organizational 
commitment. Previous studies do show that components of 
task-oriented PsyCap are statistically significant predictors of 
vocational identity (Wang et  al., 2013), which also impacts on 
turnover intention, an outcome variable of organizational 
commitment (Wang et  al., 2020). Meanwhile, some of the 
attributes of guanxi-oriented PsyCap are found to benefit social 
contacts in the collectivist cultures (Vuyk et  al., 2020), which 
presumably influences vocational identity. So the null mediating 
effect of vocational identity of the grassroots cadres might 
be due to an absence of an accompanying variable in associating 
PsyCaps and organizational commitment. Therefore, it is 
necessary to further explore the complex dynamics underlying 
the relation between the PsyCaps and organizational commitment, 
with job satisfaction and vocational identity as two possible 
critical factors involved.

TABLE 4 | Testing the mediation effects of vocational identity and job 
satisfaction in Model 2.

Path Mediating 
effect size

Confidence 
interval

Guanxi-oriented PsyCap—Vocational 
identity—Organizational commitment

0 [−0.25, 0.07]

Guanxi-oriented PsyCap—Job satisfaction—
Organizational commitment

0.47 [0.17, 0.89]

Guanxi-oriented PsyCap—Vocational 
identity—Job satisfaction—Organizational 
commitment

0.20 [0.04, 0.51]
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The Mediating Role of Job Satisfaction 
Between PsyCap and Organizational 
Commitment
In our study, job satisfaction serves as a mediator between 
PsyCap and organizational commitment. It suggests an indirect 
effect of PsyCap on organizational commitment, through the 
mediating effect of job satisfaction. This result is consistent 
with previous findings documenting the positive effects of 
PsyCap (Schulz et  al., 2014; Karakus et  al., 2019). Karakus 
et al. (2019) investigated the effects of PsyCap on organizational 
commitment in a sample of primary school teachers in Turkey. 
They reported that PsyCap functions as a predictor of the 
organizational commitment of teachers (as well as motivation 
and intent to leave), through the mediator of job satisfaction. 
According to the Duality Theory of Job Satisfaction (Herzberg 
et al., 1959), the work dimensions are classified into motivators 
and hygiene factors. Motivators refer to the six satisfying events 
of achievement, recognition, responsibility, advancement, work 
itself, and growth. Hygiene factors are mainly disruptions in 
the external work, such as supervision, salary, administration, 
personal life, and relationships with subordinates. Job satisfaction 
can be  improved only by the motivator factors which are 
concerned about the internal states of mind. The positive 
psychological qualities of the gongwuyuan cadres in the rural 
governments, such as confidence, courage, hope, and optimism, 
will equip them with the energy, initiative, and self-discipline 
to better work performance. All these contribute to high job 
satisfaction. Employees with high (task-oriented) PsyCap are 
found to possess the capacity of self-regulation that provides 
the energy, initiative, and discipline necessary to accomplish 
goals (Bandura, 1997; Luthans and Youssef, 2007). In a sample 
of 231 employees in different companies in Pakistan, Abbas 
et  al. (2014) found that PsyCap leads to more confidence and 
more positive thinking in employees and importantly results 
in better work performance and higher job satisfaction. Likewise, 
the guanxi-oriented PsyCap was also found to correlate with 
job satisfaction. This is in agreement with the previous finding 
in China (Ke and Sun, 2014). The resulted satisfaction with 
their job from their task-oriented and guanxi-oriented PsyCaps 
can be internalized as their positive attitude to their organization. 
This may help them to become attached to the organization 
and committed to their work.

Vocational Identity and Job Satisfaction 
Work as Mediators Between Task-Oriented 
and Guanxi-Oriented PsyCaps and 
Organizational Commitment
Vocational identity and job satisfaction are closely related. Both 
are mediators in the chained relation between PsyCap and 
organizational commitment. Though no evidence of vocational 
identity as a mediator was found, the variable plays its role 
through job satisfaction, thus building the chained mediators 
linking PsyCap and organizational commitment. With an inherent 
need for identification with their organization (Van Dick et al., 
2005), the gongwuyuan cadres’ thoughts, feelings, and even 
actions might be  positively influenced. In China, gongwuyuan 

cadres enjoy a relatively high and stable social position and 
prestige (Smith, 2015). Still, the positive personal attributes, 
such as courage and motivation, may help the cadres fit in 
with their work environment and in turn, enhance their 
vocational identity. Such an identification plus positive internal 
characteristics may well result in betterment in their perception 
toward their daily jobs and become increasingly committed 
to their organizations. While previous studies did not adequately 
address the link between PsyCap and organizational commitment 
(Miao et  al., 2013; Sun and Ye, 2015), the current study is 
among the few that explores this area. It clarifies the underlying 
mechanisms associating PsyCap with employees’ attitudinal 
variables. The positive influence of PsyCaps on organizational 
commitment is realized through the chained mediators of two 
attitudinal variables: vocational identity and job satisfaction. 
It supports the critical role of PsyCap in shaping employees’ 
job performance and organizational commitment (Van Dick 
et  al., 2005; Karakus et  al., 2019). It also lends support to 
social identity theory in that the positive task-oriented and 
guanxi-oriented psychological capitals of members in an 
organization themselves can influence their identification (Turner 
and Oakes, 1986). Positive psychological capitals can benefit 
them in forming a strong identification with their organization. 
This might be  attributed to the collectivist culture in China 
where employees value team spirit and develop a sense of 
belonging toward the organization they work for and honor 
them (Smith, 2015). This is true especially in the state-owned 
enterprises and government agencies which feature stability 
and relatively good work-family balance and logistics support. 
The resulted satisfaction toward their careers leads to their 
commitment to the government agencies they work for.

Implications
Our findings have several practical implications. First of all, 
boosting gongwuyuan cadres’ positive task-oriented and guanxi-
oriented PsyCaps are critical in maintaining a steady and 
committed pool of workforce. As can be seen from our chained 
mediating analysis, the two PsyCaps initiate a chained mediation 
linking them to organizational commitment. What supervisors 
and managers need to do first is to demonstrate positive 
leadership through PsyCap development. Being “more positive, 
authentic, transparent, and trustworthy” leaders enable them 
to be role models for their employees and help create necessary 
resources and the positive climate in an organization necessary 
for them to develop their PsyCaps (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 
2017). In recruiting employees, in addition to their performance 
in written exams, such as the Annual Gongwuyuan Examination 
in China, their psychological attributes need to be  taken into 
consideration. Those with high task-oriented PsyCap states, 
such as motivation, resiliency, and perseverance, and guanxi-
oriented PsyCap states, such as toleration, respect, modesty, 
and thanksgiving, should be  valued in the selection process. 
Still, various intervention methods and programs may be  used 
to enhance the PsyCap levels of existing employees, such as 
the psychological capital intervention model and gamification 
(Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017), though cross-cultural 
adaptations are needed. Secondly, the chained mediators of 
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vocational identity and job satisfaction suggest their roles in 
promoting employees’ commitment to their organization. 
Managers should train and supervise employees to build up 
their work identification by focusing on the positive image of 
public service in government, creating role models, promoting 
a harmonious work climate, and practicing healthy inter-colleague 
and employer-employee interactions. All these measures are 
key to cultivating and developing civil servants’ commitment 
to their work and adherence to the professional norms.

Limitations
The current study is not without limitations. First, with a 
cross-sectional research design, this study cannot warrant a 
causal relationship linking PsyCap and organizational 
commitment. Researchers may endeavor to conduct 
experimental studies to test the potential causal impact of 
PsyCap training intervention on organizational commitment. 
Second, the sampled data were collected in one of the most 
underprivileged townships in Gansu, a less developed province 
in western China. Caution may be  applied in attempts to 
generalize the findings to other sectors or to those relatively 
well-off areas. Third, with questionnaires, we  are not 100 
percent sure our respondents gave the accurate answers they 
intended to provide. Further studies may overcome this by 
utilizing a mixed-method approach.

CONCLUSION

Notwithstanding the above limitations, our study is among the 
few to provide a chained mediation analysis of the link of the 
variables of PsyCap, vocational identity, job satisfaction, and 
organizational commitment in underprivileged rural areas. Taking 
into account the cultural differences in psychological resources, 
the current study measured the local PsyCap in China, which 
is composed of task-oriented PsyCap and guanxi-oriented PsyCap. 
The task-oriented PsyCap is similar to the western PsyCap while 
guanxi-oriented PsyCap is unique in the Chinese context. Based 
on a sample of gongwuyuan cadres at the grassroots level of 
government in northwestern China, it is found that task-oriented 
and guanxi-oriented PsyCaps are significant predictors of 
organizational commitment. They influence organizational 
commitment through vocational identity and job satisfaction, 
which are two mediators in the chained mechanism among the 
four variables. Given the gongwuyuan cadres as part of the new 

employee workforce in today’s China featuring more individualistic 
perspectives into their career development, it is crucial that 
employers manage and develop their PsyCap in order to maintain 
a sustainable workforce, especially in the rural areas.
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Background: Subjective well-being (SWB) has a protective role in mental health

maintenance and is prone to change during short stressful moments, such as pregnancy.

Longstanding research suggests that social support (SS) from the partner and family

members of pregnant women directly or indirectly acts as a buffer against negativemental

outcomes. For happier pregnancies, it is important to understand how SS and pregnancy

affect the SWB.

Objective: This review aims to examine the extended association of being pregnant

and SS on the SWB of pregnant women.

Methods: A systematic review was conducted in PubMed, ScienceDirect, and Google

Scholar. Articles published in peer-reviewed journals were included regardless of the year

and if they had assessed the impact of at least one SWB or SS outcome among healthy

pregnant women. The tools of the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute were used

for quality assessment.

Results: Thirty-four studies that assessed the domains of SWB measurements,

such as happiness, quality of life (QoL), life satisfaction, positive and negative effects,

and well-being, were included and its association with either pregnancy or SS was

summarized. Variable results, such as life satisfaction, happiness, andmental component

of QoL, were found to be high during pregnancy, but positive emotion and physical

components of QoL had decreased. Almost universally, SS during pregnancy was found

to have a positive association with all measurements of SWB.

Conclusion: This study had found that, despite some arising trends, pregnancy itself

does not necessarily have similar impacts on SWB across healthy pregnant women.

However, SS had a significant effect on SWB.

Keywords: systematic review, subjective well-being, social support, pregnancy, quality of life
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INTRODUCTION

Within multiple studies in the literature, research has yielded
an association between subjective well-being (SWB) and social
support (SS) with mental health (Umberson and Montez,
2010; Steptoe et al., 2015; Ngamaba, 2017; Tough et al.,
2017; McDonald, 2018). There is extensive evidence about the
importance of mental health during pregnancy. The majority
of these studies focused on mental health conditions such as
depression and anxiety (Psaros et al., 2009; O’Connor et al., 2016;
Zegeye et al., 2018; Yasuma et al., 2019; Ponting et al., 2020).
However, it is important to consider positive psychology and its
positive effect on mental health and well-being within pregnant
women (Park et al., 2014; Giangiordano et al., 2020). It has been
hypothesized that social relationships directly protect mental
health or indirectly act as a buffer against stressful circumstances
(House et al., 1988). Furthermore, the importance of strong social
ties for life satisfaction and SWB caused the WHO to identify SS
as a key determinant of active aging (WHO, 2002).

Subjective views of people of their life experiences and
perceptions of existence (including effective reactions and
cognitive judgments) are referred to as SWB (Diener, 1984;
Russell, 2008; Martín-María et al., 2017; Jebb et al., 2020). The
three different aspects of SWB are evaluative, hedonic, and
eudemonic well-being (Steptoe et al., 2015). The evaluation of
how content people are with their lives, such as life satisfaction
(LS) and work satisfaction, is referred to as evaluative well-
being. Feelings or moods such as happiness or pleasant effects
are indicated under hedonic well-being. Eudemonic well-being
is about the judgment on the meaning and purpose of life
(Steptoe et al., 2015). The terms QoL, happiness, and LS
are used interchangeably (Ngamaba et al., 2017), and there
is heterogeneity in measurements and concepts used in the
field of positive psychology. As from the perspective of the
individual and community experiencing well-being, many of
those measurements may overlap with each other, but not fully;
each one captures, as a measured variable, distinct aspects of
SWB. The inclusion or exclusion of the measurement QoL to
SWB is in many studies mentioned as a prominent aspect of SWB
(Diener et al., 2006; Camfield and Skevington, 2008; Steel et al.,
2008; Medvedev and Landhuis, 2018), although it is not included
in all of them (Steptoe et al., 2015). As many scholars find the
mental component of QoL an important aspect of SWB, some
researchers maintain that it is as important as the three aspects of
SWB (Sakuraya et al., 2020).

Although there are several studies that focus on a particular
aspect of SWB in physical and mental health (Zautra and
Hempel, 1984; Vothknecht et al., 2011; Ngamaba et al., 2017;
Mansfield et al., 2018; Vescovelli et al., 2018; Buecker et al.,
2020; Moura and Hamdan, 2020; Tilley et al., 2020; Todd et al.,
2021), studies on pregnancy and pregnant women have received
little attention. Several reviews have looked at the quality of
life (QoL) of pregnant women (Mogos et al., 2013; Lagadec
et al., 2018), yet none have specifically focused on the association
between pregnant women and SWB. Furthermore, in previous
meta-analyses and reviews, perinatal maternal or postpartum
depression is much more widely researched (Alder et al., 2007;

Grigoriadis et al., 2013; Biaggi et al., 2016; Seth et al., 2016;
Gentile, 2017). Previous studies assessed the factors influencing
the QoL of pregnant women (Lagadec et al., 2018) and the
quality of tools to measure QoL among pregnant and postpartum
populations (Mogos et al., 2013). They discovered that while the
physical aspect of QOL declined, the mental aspect remained
steady and improved throughout pregnancy (Lagadec et al.,
2018). An increased QoL was related to a lack of social and
economic issues, having family and friends, feeling happy about
being pregnant, and being optimistic (Lagadec et al., 2018). Due
to the broad definition of SWB, studies being assessed under
the same perspective of well-being might not be found under
the same keyword. Hence, this review included all aspects of
SWB, which includes happiness, QoL, LS, and positive and
negative effects. For global mental health, the improvement
of SWB is one of the major concerns (Steptoe et al., 2015).
Studies indicate that higher levels of SWB are associated with
more adaptive dispositions and temperaments, more functional
health statuses, fewer symptoms of mental illness, stronger
interpersonal relations, more self-enhancing cognitive styles, and
more prosocial functions (Diener, 1984; Diener et al., 1995;
Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Pressman and Cohen, 2005). At the
time of this writing, maternity care policies emphasize the need
for fostering emotional well-being along with physical health
(Jomeen, 2004).

Since the early 1970s, the term SS has been appraised in
various studies of health and well-being (Tsouna-Hadjis et al.,
2000) and is a complex, multifaceted construct (Uchino, 2004).
According to the APA Dictionary of Psychology, it is defined as
“the provision of assistance or comfort to others, typically to help
them cope with biological, psychological, and social stressors”
(APA, 2020). SS can be described through two different concepts,
namely, perceived or received (Cobb, 1976) and structural or
functional (Shumaker and Brownell, 1984). Perceived SS relates
to perceptions of the general availability of support (Schwarzer
et al., 2004; Haber et al., 2007), as both satisfaction with the
support and the availability of it (Sarason et al., 1990). Received
SS, on the other hand, relates to the actual recognized instance or
measure of received supportive behavior of an individual (Haber
et al., 2007). Overall, it is possible to consider perceived and
received support as theoretically separate and marginally related
(Schwarzer et al., 2004; Haber et al., 2007). The quantity and
types of connections inside the social network of an individual
are referred to as structural SS (e.g., size of the social network,
network composition, and frequency of contact with network
members) (Uchino et al., 1996; Ford et al., 1998; DiMatteo, 2004;
Haber et al., 2007). Functional SS, on the other hand, is defined
as the exchange of emotional (e.g., encouragement), instrumental
(e.g., housekeeping), or informational (e.g., notifying someone of
a job opportunity) aid received from others (House, 1981; Thoits,
1982; House et al., 1988). SS is concerned with the function
and quality of social relationships in general (Schwarzer et al.,
2004). By contrast, there are various definitions of loneliness.
One definition in particular defines loneliness as “a distressing
feeling that accompanies the perception that one’s social needs
are not being met by the quantity or especially the quality of one’s
social relationships” (Weeks, 1994; Hawkley et al., 2008; Yu et al.,
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2020). A portion of the literature discovered that isolation and
aloneness are synonymous with loneliness (Banet, 1978; Peplau
and Perlman, 1982); however, according to studies, people must
view themselves as lonely to experience loneliness, regardless of
their physical or social surroundings (West et al., 1986; Liu et al.,
2016). Simultaneously, investigations into social network size,
social network cohesiveness (density), and loneliness may yield
crucial insights, which could pose a tremendous contribution
to the literature (Newall and Menec, 2017). Hence, this review
focuses on loneliness in the context of SS.

Social support may decrease the risk of depression during
pregnancy, and women with more SS had more positive health
and better pregnancy outcomes (Wells et al., 1989; Orr et al.,
2002; Orr, 2004; Figueiredo et al., 2014). Other than positive
pregnancy outcomes, receiving adequate SS has been associated
with improvements in her LS and school performance (Stevenson
et al., 1999). Due to continued care and support from the
partner and the family members of pregnant women, they
would be less affected by depression, mental stress, and anxiety
disorders (Maharlouei, 2016). Another research had stressed the
significance of considering each source of support, whether it
comes from parents, peers, spouses, or friends, and its impact
on well-being individually (Stevenson et al., 1999). Although
it has been broadly accepted that SS has a positive impact on
the possible stresses on SWB (Henderson, 1977; Sarason, 1990;
Cramm et al., 2010; Khan and Husain, 2010), there are not many
publications about pregnant populations. Among the existing
publication of SS during pregnancy (Gjerdingen et al., 1991;
Orr, 2004; Hodnett et al., 2010; East et al., 2019), many have
clearly stated the importance of support on pregnancy and its
outcome. However, to our knowledge, the only publication that
has assessed both QoL and SS among pregnant women had stated
that the satisfaction these women feel of their support has more
impact on SWB. Instead of SWB, numerous researches have
looked into the association between SS and psychological well-
being in pregnant women. The vast majority of these studies were
centered on the postpartum period (Thompson, 1986; Colletta,
1987; Kissman and Shapiro, 1990; Thompson and Peebles-
Wilkins, 1992; Davis and Rhodes, 1994) or sampled pregnant
teens (Barrera, 1981; Sacco and McLeod, 1990; Cynthia Logsdon
et al., 2005).

This review included all studies up to spring 2021 that
utilized self-reported health and QOL as outcomes, as these are
the frequently used metrics of subjective health. The research
findings comprised within this paper are a systematic review
of research on SS and pregnancy in SWB published between
1985 and 2021. It focuses on studies that look at differences in
self-rated SWB, happiness, QoL, life satisfaction, and loneliness.
Hence, this review expands on the much-needed SWB literature
and pregnant women, as well as about the impact SS has
on pregnancy.

METHODOLOGY

The search strategy and search terms were based on the
participants, intervention, comparison, outcomes, and study

design (Higgins et al., 2019). The preferred reporting items for
the systematic reviews and metaanalyses checklist were used to
complete this review (Tricco et al., 2018; Figure 1).

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Predefined inclusion criteria included articles with the following
key factors: (i) Population: healthy pregnant women, without
previous mental or physical complications, except for transitions
into disease; (ii) intervention (or exposure to observational
studies): pregnancy itself is at the center of these studies, with
at least one measurement of any form of SWB; the health,
education, and natal health promotion interventions that led
to improvements in the SWB of the target; (iii) comparison:
particularly of nonpregnant female participants and participants
who did not receive health education and health promotion
interventions; (iv) outcome: changes in any form of SWB; (v)
studies: observational studies (e.g., cohort, cross sectional, case-
control) as well as qualitative studies (interviews); and (vi)
published in English; (vii) published prior to February 2021 with
no restrictions in the starting date, regardless of ethical group or
geographical origin.

Nonempirical articles (such as abstracts, conference
submissions, and editorials), dissertations, and thesis papers
were omitted.

Search Strategy and Data Sources
Systematic, yet broad, searches of the literature were carried
out using the following electronic databases: PubMed, Google
Scholar, and ScienceDirect. Search terms were derived from
the theoretical consideration of the writer, as well as terms in
accordance with the previous review. The following main key
terms were used: pregnancy and SWB, happiness, life satisfaction,
well-being, and QoL. The search strategy is displayed in Table 1.
Results were obtained from the initial search from Set 4. The
search was limited to title or abstract, as without it, the search
became too broad. For each database, the search strategy was
changed to generate the desired papers.

Study Selection
A database search was conducted on February 16, 2021.
The preliminary findings were stored in the endnote citation
manager and integrated into one file. Duplicates and foreign
articles were removed. Two independent researchers screened
the title and abstract of the identified papers for their
relevance. The complete texts of papers deemed “relevant”
for the review were then obtained and compared with our
inclusion criteria. The full-text screening was performed by
one researcher, and the results were discussed. Until a census
was obtained, any differences were carefully explored in the
group meetings.

Data Extraction and Synthesis
For data extraction, an excel file was created. The following
features were extracted: (i) name of the first author and
year of publication; (ii) the country in which the research
was carried out; (iii) research design; (iv) sample size and
participant characteristics; (v) the type of assessment instrument
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FIGURE 1 | Flowchart of the systematic literature search.

TABLE 1 | Search term for the literature search.

Set Search terms

1 “social network” OR “social support” OR “social connection” OR

“social isolation” OR “loneliness”

2 (“happiness” OR “Quality of life” OR “subjective well-being” OR “life

satisfaction)”

3 “pregnant” OR “pregnancy”

4 [((“social network” OR “social support” OR “social connection” OR

“social isolation” OR “loneliness”) AND “pregnant”) OR “pregnancy”]

AND (“happiness” OR “Quality of life” OR “subjective well-being” OR

“life satisfaction”)

(SWB, happiness, life satisfaction, and life quality); and (vi)
results and conclusions. We focused on the data relevant
to our research topic if articles addressed several research
issues. Summaries of the characteristics and results of each
outcome of the included studies were organized in a tabular
form (Tables 2, 3).

Commonly Used SWB and SS

Measurements
There are many measurements for SWB and SS across cultures.
We have focused on the evaluative, hedonic, and eudemonic well-
being, as well as on the perceived or received and structural
or functional SS. The measurements used to assess these SWB
and SS can be one-item or multi-item scale, qualitative or
quantitative. Therefore, clarification is made in this section about
the commonly used scales.

The satisfaction with life scale is the most commonly used

index of SWB (Diener et al., 1985). This scale is used to assess

overall LS by asking five questions, each of which involves a broad

assessment of life. The personal wellbeing index (PWI; Cummins,

2014) takes a different approach. The PWI contains eight such

domains which describe life as a whole. These are safety, health,
the standard of living, achievement, future security, relationships,
connection to community, and spirituality/religion. The 20-
item positive and negative effect schedule (Watson et al., 1988)
focused on positive effects such as excitement, enthusiasm, and
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TABLE 2 | The effect of pregnancy on subjective well-being (SWB).

Author (Year) and

Design

Country/setting Sample size Mean age Pregnancy state Covariant Dependent

variable/SWB scale

Main result on SWB outcome

(1) Taşdemir et al. (2010)

and Cross sectional

Turkey/Primary

health centers

147 adolescents,

156 adults

18.0 ± 0.1,

23.9 ± 0.3

Pregnant adolescents

(<20 years of age),

pregnant adults (20–29

years of age)

Age, age at first marriage,

multiparity, gestational period,

consanguineous marriage, social

insurance, smocking, education,

and economic status

QoL/SF-36 All QoL scores, except the bodily pain

scale, were lower among the

adolescents when compared to the

adults. The QoL scores were highest

in the second trimester for both

groups.

(2) Robinson et al. (2018)

and Cross sectional

Norway/Maternity

care units

283 31.3 ± 4.2 Gestation week 15, 30,

and at 12 weeks and 1

year postpartum

Age, weight, height, BMI,

education, pain intensity,

disability, marriage, employment,

and parity

HRQoL/SF-36, NHP

questionnaire

Statistical significant differences in all

domains of both HRQoL instruments

in late pregnancy compared to the

expected age-adjusted means of the

reference populations except for

Social isolation

(3) Drescher et al. (2003)

and Cross sectional

Texas/Prenatal

care at the

University Hospital

42 16 Pregnant teens Age, education, live with family,

parity, and population

QoL/MOS-SF 36v2 Pregnant adolescent girls had slightly

lower overall scores for all

components of perceived QoL,

except the vitality component. Scores

were significantly lower than

normative scores for only the physical

functioning component.

(4) Chang et al. (2014)

and Cross sectional

Taiwan/ Medical

center

358 N\A ≤16 weeks of gestation Employment, marital status,

education, gravidity, parity,

abortion, infertility, assisted

reproduction, medical condition,

expected pregnancy, and

income (personal, household)

HRQoL (MCS)/SF-36 The significant factors predicting the

MCS scores during pregnancy

included stage of pregnancy, parity,

and medical condition. The factor

predicting the mental health scores

was a medical condition.

(5) Tesfa et al. (2020)

and Cross sectional

Ethiopia/General

Hospital

1,606 ≤19 (7.0%),

20–29 (64.5%),

30–39 (25.3%),

≥40 (3.2%)

Pregnancies in the last

6 months, without

complications that

need admission to a

hospital

Residence, age (maternal,

partner), age during first

pregnancy, education (maternal,

partner), occupation (maternal,

partner), marital status, and

family size

Happiness/OHQ The prevalence of happiness was

24%. Mothers who were exposed to

unintended pregnancy reported

intimate partner violence and being in

the third trimester were the most

predictor variables with a low level of

happiness.

(6) Türk et al. (2017) and

Cross sectional

Erzurum/Maternity

hospital

272 17–25 (47.0%),

26–34 (39.7%),

35 and over

(13.4%)

Pregnancies without

exclusion

Age (maternal, partner),

education (maternal, partner),

marriage age, working status

(maternal, partner), income

status, living place, and family

type

Happiness/OHQ-SF Getting pregnant for the first time at

the age of 26–35, having no stillbirths,

and having a planned pregnancy

were found to increase the level of

happiness.

(7) Ishfaq and and

Mushtaq (2019) and

Cross sectional

Pakistan/Gynecology

Wards of

hospitals, Private

clinics

204 27 ± 1.34 Had at least one child

and no physical or

mental disabilities

Age Happiness/The

Subjective Happiness

Scale-Urdu

Younger women have more

subjective happiness than elder

pregnant women.

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 | Continued

Author (Year) and

Design

Country/setting Sample size Mean age Pregnancy state Covariant Dependent

variable/SWB scale

Main result on SWB outcome

(8) Malhotra et al. (2015)

and Cross sectional

India/Nursing

homes,

dispensaries, child

care clinics

100 28.73 Pregnancies without

exclusion

Age, family size, family type,

working status, trimester, order

of pregnancy, and past medical

complications

Happiness/OHQ Pregnancy emerged as a period that

elicits an increase in the emotional

states of women, with average

happiness of 74.01% among Indian

women

(9) Ndombe et al. (2011)

and Longitudinal

Norway/based on

the Norwegian

Mother and Child

Cohort Study

67,355 30.0 ± 4.6 Routine ultrasound

examination around 18

weeks of gestation

N/A LS/SWLS, five-item

Relationship

Satisfaction scale

LA increased with almost 0.1

standard deviations during pregnancy

and infancy to reach its highest level

at 6 months postpartum. SA changed

more across time than satisfaction

with the relationship and that

satisfaction with life and with the

relationship were more highly related

as time passed

(10) Branecka-Wozniak

et al. (2020) and

Cross sectional

Poland/Pregnancy

pathology ward,

Independent

Public Clinical

Hospital

181 29.22 ± 3.88 Different trimesters Age, place of residence,

education, employment status,

trimester, first pregnancy, having

children (number, age), previous

delivery, presence of partner at

delivery, Kegel’s exercise

LS/ SWLS The most numerous women were

those with a high level of life

satisfaction.

(11) Aasheim et al. (2014)

and Longitudinal

Norway/based on

the National

Norwegian

Mother, Child

Cohort Study

18,565 25–31 (n =

13,107) 32–37, (n

= 4,827) ≥ 38 (n

= 631)

Routine ultrasound

examination at ∼17

weeks of gestation

Age, single status, native

language, employment status,

income, pregravid BMI, smoking,

obstetric and infant outcomes

(IVF, mode of delivery, preterm,

neonatal transfer)

LS/SWLS Satisfaction with life decreased from

around age 28–40 and beyond.

When comparing women of

advanced and very advanced age

with the reference group, satisfaction

with life was slightly reduced in the

two older age groups and most of all

in women of very advanced age.

(12) Farooq et al. (2018)

and Cross sectional

Pakistan 100 pregnant

women, 100

nonpregnant

women

N\A Pregnancies without

exclusion

N/A PAandNA/Positive

Affect and Negative

Affect Scale, Brief

Cope Scale

Active avoidance coping is negatively

correlated with positive affect and

positively correlated with negative

affect. Emotion-focused coping and

problem focus coping do not predict

positive affect and negative affect

across pregnant women.

(13) Lips (1985) and

Longitudinal

Various places

(Obstetricians,

prenatal classes,

parenting classes,

church, etc.)

105 pregnant

women and 95 of

their husbands,

151 nonpregnant

women and 116 of

their husbands

N\A Pregnant and

nonpregnant women

Age, mean duration of marriage,

and education

PAandNA/55 item

Symptom Checklist

(XL), Beck Depression

Inventory

A number of women experience an

increase in negative emotionality over

the course of pregnancy and into the

early postpartum

QoL, Quality of Life; HRQoL, Health-related Quality of Life; MCS, Mental component summary; LS, Life Satisfaction; PAandNA, Positive Affect and Negative Affect; SF-36, 36-Item Short Form Survey; NHP, Nottingham Health Profile;

MOS, Medical Outcomes Study; OHQ, The Oxford Happiness Questionnaire; SWLS, Satisfaction with Life Scale.
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TABLE 3 | The effect of social support (SS) on SWB among pregnant women.

Author (Year) and

Design

Country/setting Sample size Mean age Covariable Social support outcome

measurement

Dependent

variable/SWB scale

Result on SWB Outcome

(1) Emmanuel et al.

(2012) and

Longitudinal

Australia/Public

hospitals

473 18–24 (28.40%),

25–29 (32.4%),

30–45 (38.8%)

Age, length of relationship,

partner, education, first

antenatal visit, parity,

childbirth, education classes

The Maternal Social

Support Scale

HRQoL/SF-12 Social support was found to be a

significant and consistent predictor of

higher HRQoL scores, particularly in

the physical domain at 12 weeks

following childbirth and mental

domain during the perinatal period.

The other significant predictor was

the length of relationship with the

partner in the mental domain at 36

weeks of pregnancy.

(2) Ngai and Ngu (2013)

and Cross sectional

China/Antenatal

clinic

267 32.0 ± 4.4 Age, education,

employment status,

household income, and

gestation

Family Sense of Coherence

Scale, Social Readjustment

Rating Scale

HRQoL/SF-12 Family sense of coherence and social

support had a direct impact on the

mental health component of QoL and

depressive symptoms during

pregnancy.

(3) Gul et al. (2018) and

Cross sectional

Pakistan/District

Headquarters

Hospital

120 26.76 ± 4.11 Age, trimester, education,

history of illness

Multidimensional scale for

perceived social support

HRQoL/SF-36 There was a significantly positive

relationship between social support

and health-related QoL among the

pregnant subjects.

(4) Elsenbruch et al.

(2007) and Cross

sectional

Germany/Private

practice

896 29.20 ± 5.02 Week of pregnancy, planned

pregnancy, age, partnership

status and duration,

children, education,

employment status, BMI,

smoking, and health

condition

22-item version of the social

support questionnaire

HRQoL/CES-D, SF-12 Pregnant women with low support

reported increased depressive

symptoms and reduced QoL.

(5) Calou et al. (2018)

and Cross sectional

Brazil/Public

prenatal care

services, a private

unit in Fortaleza

261 28 Age, partnership status,

education, employment

status, income, trimester,

prenatal consultation, parity,

previous birth

A questionnaire covering

sociodemographic,

obstetric, and health-related

QoL data

HRQoL/Mother-

Generated

Index

The predictors that positively

influenced the QoL:

occupation/self-esteem;

parity/relationship with the family;

partner support/relationship with the

partner; marital status/relationship

with the partner and persons with

whom the woman lives.

(6) MoghaddamHosseini

et al. (2021) and

Cross sectional

Hungary/Antenatal

clinics at the

Department of

Obstetrics,

Gynecology of the

University of Pécs

477 32.41 ± 5.32 Age, education,

employment status, marital

status, place of residence,

economic hardship,

gestational age, parity,

wanted pregnancy, history

of miscarriage, mode of last

birth, and psychological

characteristic

Multidimensional Scale of

Perceived Social Support

HRQoL/PROMIS-43 Social support was a significant

predictor for better HRQoL in

depression.

(Continued)
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TABLE 3 | Continued

Author (Year) and

Design

Country/setting Sample size Mean age Covariable Social support outcome

measurement

Dependent

variable/SWB scale

Result on SWB Outcome

(7) Macleod and Weaver

(2003) and

Longitudinal

Maternity units’

antenatal clinics

99 19.5 ± 3.26 Age, postal area,

employment status

The Social Support

Questionnaire, Network size

and composition,

Satisfaction with available

support

Happiness/ Happiness

with 6-choice item,

Attitudes toward the

pregnancy 15-item

rating scale

The participants felt well supported

by their families, and many appeared

to be in stable relationships

throughout the antenatal period.

Positive changes in attitudes toward

the pregnancy and fetus between 20

and 37 weeks were found.

(8) Pakseresht et al.

(2019) and Cross

sectional

Iran/Teaching

hospital in Rasht

480 <18 (0.4%),

18–25 (21%),

26–35 (56.9%),

>35 (21.7%)

Age (maternal, husband,

marriage), education

(maternal, partner),

occupation (maternal,

partner), marital satisfaction,

living with, income, obstetric

characteristic

A questionnaire covering

their husband’s

characteristics and support

of family/others

Happiness/OHQ 18.3% of women had low happiness

levels, 65.4% moderate level, and

16.3% high level of happiness.

Significant association with marital

satisfaction, family support

(9) Stevenson et al.

(1999) and Cross

sectional

Baltimore

County/prenatal

teen clinics

67 Black and 43

White

16.7 Ethnic composition, age,

parity, pregnancy week, and

planned pregnancy

Procidano and Heller’s 1983

parents and friends scales,

Marital Adjustment Scale

LS, Self-

esteem/Rosenberg’s

Self-esteem scale,

5-item LS scale by

Diener

The reciprocal exchange of support

between parents and teens was

correlated with increased mastery

and life satisfaction and decreased

depression and anxiety. The

reciprocal exchange of support with

friends did not correlate with

well-being. A high-quality relationship

with a significant other was

associated with increased

self-esteem among pregnant teens

dating the father of their child.

(10) Yu et al. (2020) and

Cross sectional

China/Community

Healthcare Service

centers

290 31.88 ± 3.83 Age, educational degree,

family per capita monthly

income and employment

status

Multidimensional Scale of

Perceived Social Support

LS/SWLS, SAS,

MSPSS

A higher level of perceived social

support was related to a higher level

of LS. Perceived social support partly

mediated the relationship between

anxiety symptoms and LS

(11) Gebuza et al. (2014)

and Longitudinal

Antenatal ward,

clinic “K,” the

private

gynecological

practice

199 N\A Marriage status, education,

live with partner, age

(maternal, partner), gravidity,

parity, financial status,

employment status,

antenatal class, newborn

condition and weight

The Berlin Social Support

Scales

LS/SWLS Significant increase in life satisfaction

in the postpartum period. An

important correlate of life satisfaction

in the third trimester of pregnancy is

social support received.

(Continued)

F
ro
n
tie
rs

in
P
syc

h
o
lo
g
y
|
w
w
w
.fro

n
tie
rsin

.o
rg

S
e
p
te
m
b
e
r
2
0
2
1
|
V
o
lu
m
e
1
2
|A

rtic
le
7
1
0
8
5
8

116

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


B
a
ttu

lg
a
e
t
a
l.

S
o
c
ia
lS

u
p
p
o
rt
o
n
S
u
b
je
c
tive

W
e
ll-B

e
in
g

TABLE 3 | Continued

Author (Year) and

Design

Country/setting Sample size Mean age Covariable Social support outcome

measurement

Dependent

variable/SWB scale

Result on SWB Outcome

(12) Giblin et al. (1987)

and Cross sectional

Prenatal clinic 57 16.6 Age, socioeconomic status,

work/school status,

pregnancy outcome

Questionnaires assessed

living arrangements,

sources of financial support,

adolescent female’s partner,

family, friends to the

pregnancy, use of health

care services, anticipated

assistance with child care

Positive

emotion/short-form

Coopersmith

Self-Esteem Inventory

The pleasure with pregnancy was

positively associated with the receipt

of assistance from the adolescent’s

mother, favorable opinions of friends,

and satisfaction with living

arrangements.

(13) Nakamura et al.

(2018) and

Longitudinal

Japan/based on

the Japan

Environment and

Children’s Study

3,513 30.5 Age at delivery, type of

family, marital status,

education, income, and

employment

The Family APGAR Positive emotion/MCS,

Kessler-6

The extent of positive emotion was

significantly related to health-related

QoL and satisfaction with family

relationships during pregnancy

(14) Rokach (2007) and

Cross sectional

Canada/urban city 91 pregnant

women, 97

women during the

first year following

childbirth, 208

women from the

general population

30.4 ± 10.4 Age, marital status,

education,

General Questionnaire Loneliness/The

Loneliness

Antecedents

Questionnaire

Sources of loneliness were

significantly different amongst the

three groups. The differences were

confined to the Personal

Inadequacies and the

Relocation/Significant Separation

subscales.

(15) Klein (1998) and

Cross sectional

U.S.A/Multiple

sites in Northern

California

Early (n = 11),

middle (n = 22),

and late (n = 24)

Early adolescence

(12–14), middle

adolescence

(15–16), and late

adolescence

(17–21)

Age, race and ethnicity,

marital status, employment

status, education,

participation in Adolescent

Family Life Program

Shyness Scale and the

Self-Esteem Scale,

Perceived Maternal

Expressiveness Instrument

and the Perceived Paternal

Expressiveness Instrument,

PRQ-85-Part 11

Loneliness/UCLA

Loneliness Scale

Situational loneliness, as measured

by perceived maternal and paternal

expressiveness, was expressed with

greater significance than

characterological loneliness. In the

early, middle, and late age groups,

there was a significant inverse

relationship between social support

and loneliness.

(16) Yu et al. (2020) and

Longitudinal

Obstetric clinics at

a University

Hospital

94 23.77 ± 4.42 Age. public insurance, race

and ethnicity, relationship

status, mental health,

network characteristic,

relationship type and

closeness

Egocentric social network

methods, EgoWeb software

Loneliness UCLA

3-Item Loneliness

Scale

Completers and noncompleters did

not differ on key characteristics.

Social network density, but not social

network size, predicted maternal

loneliness in the first and third

trimester.

HRQoL, Health-related Quality of Life; LS, Life Satisfaction; SF-36, 36-Item Short Form Survey; SF-12, 12-Item Short Form Survey; CES-D, Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale; PROMIS, Patient-Reported Outcomes

Measurement Information System; OHQ, The Oxford Happiness Questionnaire; SWLS, Satisfaction with Life Scale; SAS, Self-Rating Anxiety Scale; MSPSS, Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support; MSC, Multiple

Chemical Sensitivity.
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inspiration. The Oxford happiness inventory scale (Hills and
Argyle, 2002) is a scale that contains items on personality,
optimism, control, self-esteem, and positive and negative effects.
Hence, it is the most commonly used measurement of happiness.
It correlates with almost any other well-being scale. For health-
related QOL, the SF-36 scale (McHorney et al., 1993) is
broadly used.

Themultidimensional scale of perceived SS (Zimet et al., 1988)
is a 12-item questionnaire using a 5-point Likert scale. It includes
measures of perceived SS from family, friends, and significant
others. The SS questionnaire (Sarason et al., 1983) assesses how
people perceive SS. The quantity and types of connections inside
a social network of an individual and the exchange of emotional,
instrumental, or informational aid received from others can
be assessed.

RESULTS

Search Results
After removing duplicates, the original search generated 5,323
articles, leaving 4,948. After screening titles and abstracts, 86
eligible full texts were retrieved and screened. It was found that
34 studies were eligible according to our inclusion criteria. Four
eligible abstracts could not be read in full as the authors did not
respond to our full-text request or the manuscript had not been
printed yet.

Risk of Bias
The quality assessment tool of The National Heart, Lung, and
Blood Institute for observational cohort and cross sectional
studies statement was used to study the extent of bias in the
studies (Table 4) (National Heart, 2018). This tool has been used
in previous reviews (Ismaiel et al., 2019; López-Soto et al., 2019;
Allevi et al., 2020; Kinshella et al., 2020; Larsen et al., 2020;
Tarrant et al., 2020; Tinitali et al., 2021). The studies included
in the present review were evaluated using this instrument. The
reviewers (VM and JB) determined a total quality score for each
article, and disagreements were successfully resolved during the
discussion. About 61.7% of the studies use a cross sectional
design. Due to the nature of the design, it increases the bias where
several items cannot be applied. One strength of the selected
articles is that they all used valid and reliable instruments for
measuring an SWB outcome, as well as SS. The results varied
from 4 to 13 out of a possible 14 points. Studies with a score of
nine or above were deemed “good,” those with a score of from six
to eight were deemed “fair,” and those with a score of five or less
were deemed “poor” in terms of methodological quality.

Study Characteristics
The included studies covered a total of six domains of
measurement, such as happiness, QoL, life satisfaction, positive
and negative effects, well-being, and loneliness. These were
grouped into the following: whether it measured the effect of
pregnancy on the SWB of pregnant women, the effect of SS
on the SWB of pregnant women, and whether an intervention
or a qualitative approach was used. A total of 13 studies were
included in the pregnancy itself (Lips, 1985; Drescher et al., 2003;

Taşdemir et al., 2010; Ndombe et al., 2011; Aasheim et al., 2014;
Chang et al., 2014; Malhotra et al., 2015; Türk et al., 2017; Farooq
et al., 2018; Robinson et al., 2018; Ishfaq and Mushtaq, 2019;
Branecka-Wozniak et al., 2020; Tesfa et al., 2020), 16 studies in SS
(Giblin et al., 1987; Stevenson et al., 1999; Macleod and Weaver,
2003; Elsenbruch et al., 2007; Rokach, 2007; Emmanuel et al.,
2012; Ngai and Ngu, 2013; Gebuza et al., 2014; Goodman et al.,
2014; Calou et al., 2018; Gul et al., 2018; Nakamura et al., 2018;
Pakseresht et al., 2019; Yu et al., 2020; MoghaddamHosseini et al.,
2021), three interventions (Corno et al., 2018; Nazari et al., 2018;
Hasanzadeh et al., 2020), and two qualitative studies (Cynthia
Logsdon et al., 2005; Kazemi et al., 2017).

Descriptive analyses over the past 36 years (1985–2021)
revealed an increasing research interest in the impact of
pregnancy and SS on SWB with 24 studies of the 34 being
published in the last decade. The studies were conducted in
various countries across the globe, where the most common
countries were Pakistan, Norway, China, and Iran. From each
country, there were three (8.8%) studies. Three of the five
intervention/qualitative studies were conducted in Iran. In
regards to their design, studies varied little, with the vast
majority being cross sectional studies (n = 21; 61.7%), followed
by longitudinal studies (n = 8; 23.5%). In this review, three
interventions and two qualitative assessments were included.
The follow-up for the longitudinal studies was mostly done
during and after pregnancy, commonly starting from their early
pregnancy (n= 5; 14.7%). Follow-up time ranged greatly with an
estimated time of 4 weeks (from the third trimester of pregnancy
till after giving birth (Gebuza et al., 2014) to 3 years after birth
(from gestational week 17 till 3 years after the birth; Aasheim
et al., 2014).

Sample sizes varied from n = 6 (Corno et al., 2018) to n =

67,355 (Ndombe et al., 2011). The age of participants ranged from
16 (Drescher et al., 2003) to over 40 years (Tesfa et al., 2020).
The most common age group in the studies included adolescent
pregnancies (n = 8; 23.6%; Giblin et al., 1987; Stevenson et al.,
1999; Drescher et al., 2003; Macleod and Weaver, 2003; Cynthia
Logsdon et al., 2005; Taşdemir et al., 2010; Tesfa et al., 2020). Of
the 20 studies which had mentioned education as a variable, in
more than half of these studies (n= 14, 70%), the population was
mostly educated with a high school diploma or higher. Among
the population with primary education, there were illiterates or
those who had not completed their school, and half of them (n=

6, 50%) were adolescent pregnancies, whereas the other half were
adults. About 10 of the 17 studies had a population that either
had a stable income or were employed. Among the studies which
had assessed whether the mothers had spouses/partners or were
single/divorced, almost all of them (n= 11, 91.7%) were married
or had a stable relationship with their partner. Very few studies
had assessed whether their current pregnancy was their first or
if they had given birth before. Five out of the eight studies had
a population where the majority was pregnant for the first time,
whereas the other three studies had one or more children.

A great variety of SWB assessment tools was used. In total,
20 distinct SWB, happiness, and QoL questionnaires were used
across studies with The Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (n =

6) and the 36-item short-form health survey (SF-36; n = 5)
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TABLE 4 | Summary of risk bias.

References Criteria Quality rating

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14)

Taşdemir et al. (2010) YES YES YES YES NO NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA YES Good

Robinson et al. (2018) YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES YES YES YES NA NA YES Good

Drescher et al. (2003) YES YES NR YES NO NA NA NA NO NA YES NA NA NO Poor

Chang et al. (2014) YES YES YES YES NO NA NA YES YES YES YES NA NA YES Good

Tesfa et al. (2020) YES YES YES YES YES NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA YES Good

Türk et al. (2017) YES YES YES YES NO NA NA NA NO NA YES NA NA YES Fair

Ishfaq and Mushtaq (2019) YES YES NR YES NO NA NA NA NO NA YES NA NA NO Poor

Malhotra et al. (2015) YES YES NR YES NO NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA NO Poor

Ndombe et al. (2011) YES YES NO YES NO NA YES YES YES YES YES NA YES NO Good

Branecka-Wozniak et al. (2020) YES YES NR YES NO NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA YES Fair

Aasheim et al. (2014) YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES Good

Farooq et al. (2018) YES YES NR YES NO YES NA YES YES NA YES NA NA NO Good

Lips (1985) YES YES NR YES NO NA YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES Good

Emmanuel et al. (2012) YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES Good

Ngai and Ngu (2013) YES YES NR YES NO NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA YES Fair

Gul et al. (2018) YES YES NR YES YES NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA NO Fair

Elsenbruch et al. (2007) YES YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES NA YES NA YES YES Good

Calou et al. (2018) YES YES YES YES YES NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA YES Good

MoghaddamHosseini et al. (2021) YES YES YES YES YES NA NA YES YES NO YES NA NA YES Good

Macleod and Weaver (2003) YES YES YES YES NO NA YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES Good

Pakseresht et al. (2019) YES YES NR YES YES NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA YES Good

Stevenson et al. (1999) YES YES NR YES NO NA NA YES YES NA YES NA NA NO Fair

Yu et al. (2020) YES YES YES YES YES NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA YES Good

Gebuza et al. (2014) YES YES NR YES NO NA YES YES YES YES YES NA YES NO Good

Giblin et al. (1987) YES YES YES YES NO NA NA NA YES NA YES NA NA YES Good

Nakamura et al. (2018) YES YES NO YES NO NA YES YES YES YES YES NA NR YES Good

Rokach (2007) YES YES NR YES NO YES NA YES YES NA YES NA NA NO Fair

Klein (1998) YES YES NR YES NO NA NA YES YES NA YES NA NA NO Fair

Yu et al. (2020) YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES Good

Corno et al. (2018) YES YES NR NO NO YES YES YES YES YES YES NA NA NO Fair

Hasanzadeh et al. (2020) YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES Good

Nazari et al. (2018) YES YES NR YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES Good

Cynthia Logsdon et al. (2005) YES YES NR YES NO NA YES YES YES YES YES NA YES NO Good

Kazemi et al. (2017) YES YES NR YES NO NA NO NA YES NO YES NA NA YES Fair

NA, not applicable; NR, not reported.
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TABLE 5 | The intervention and qualitative assessments of SS, SWB among pregnant women.

Author/Year Country Study design Intervention/Interview Sample size Mean age Dependent

variable

Outcome measurement Result of intervention/interview

Corno et al. (2018) Not listed Prospective study “Positive Pregnancy” is a

5-week, self-applied, web-based

program designed with each

module includes a brief

psychoeducation unit focused

on a positive psychology

dimension and a positive

psychology exercise.

6 N/A Well-being The Warwick–Edinburgh Mental

Well-Being Scale, PHQ-92, The

Pregnancy-Related Anxiety

Scale, The Satisfaction with Life

Scale, The Multidimensional

Scale of Perceived Social

Support

On average, women’s mental

well-being levels increased from pre-

to postintervention. Women’s levels of

satisfaction with life increased from

pre- to postintervention

Hasanzadeh et al.

(2020)

Iran Prospective study The intervention group received

attachment training through six

90-min sessions, while the

control group underwent the

hospital’s routine care. The two

groups were required to fill out

the study questionnaires once

more after 4 weeks after the

intervention

84 29.49 ± 4.28 Happiness Oxford Happiness Questionnaire,

Cranley’s Maternal-Fetal

Attachment Scale

There was a significant difference

between the two groups’ pretest and

posttest mean scores of happiness.

The difference between the two

groups was statistically significant

Nazari et al. (2018) Iran Prospective study Fordyce Happiness

Cognitive-Behavioral training

based on self-efficacy was done

in the intervention group and

there was no intervention for the

control group.

100 (50, 50) Intervention group:

28.80 ± 4.89,

Control group:

26.98 ± 5.16

Happiness Oxford Happiness Inventory,

Perceived Stress Questionnaire

The results of the Wilcoxon Test

indicated a significant difference in the

intervention group’s median scores of

happiness and perceived stress

before and after the intervention

Cynthia Logsdon

et al. (2005)

U.S.A Qualitative The rationale for meeting twice

was to capture information about

social support needs as the

adolescent was adjusting to

pregnancy and again as the time

of the birth drew closer.

30 13–14 years old (n

= 6), 15–16 years

old (n = 19),

17–18 years old (n

= 5)

Social support (a) What is the experience of

receiving social support like? and

(b) How does the need for social

support, and the ability to

negotiate social support, vary by

age?

SS for pregnant adolescents varied

depending on their family,

socioeconomic status, threats to

safety, and relationship with the

baby’s father. The younger

adolescents felt that their parents

recognized that they still needed to

act like a child. Older pregnant

adolescents had more realistic

expectations, such assist them to

apply for college and/or to obtain a

job.

Kazemi et al.

(2017)

Iran Qualitative Data were collected through

face-to-face in-depth

semistructured interviews.

During interviews, searching

questions were asked in order to

further clarify participants’ views.

16 29.69 ± 5.03 QoL “What crosses your mind when

you hear the word QOL?” “How

has your QOL been since you fell

pregnant?” “What negative

effects has pregnancy had on

your QOL?” “Which negative

effects of pregnancy on your

QOL have worried you”? “When

is a pregnant woman’s QOL

considered good?”

All participants referred to their

husbands’ greater attention and

support from them during pregnancy

as major factors contributing to their

stress reduction. Pregnant women’s

mothers played significant roles in

reducing their stress by providing

them with emotional support. Some

of them also expressed their

satisfaction with healthcare services

by their physicians and midwives.
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were the most recurring tools. SS was measured with 12 distinct
questionnaires, the most common being the multidimensional
scale of perceived SS (n = 4). Three studies used nondistinct
questionnaires assessing sociodemographic characteristics, living
arrangements, sources of financial support, adolescent partner
of the female, family, friends during pregnancy, or use of
health care services or anticipated assistance with child care.
Two studies used in-depth semi structured personal interviews
(Cynthia Logsdon et al., 2005; Nazari et al., 2018). One of the
longitudinal studies reviewed the medical records of postpartum
to ascertain pregnancy outcomes and subject information (Giblin
et al., 1987). As a result, the changes in SWB and the effect of
SS were assessed in different ways by using distinct standard
questionnaires, by using medical records, or simply by inquiring
about the QoL and SS of the participants.

The Effect of Pregnancy Itself on SWB
The analysis is structured according to the different SWBmetrics
used in the papers. Starting from positive and negative effects,
QoL, and happiness to LS.

Changes in SWB during pregnancy were measured by changes
in positive and negative effects and emotions in three studies.
According to one study, the mean degree of positive emotion
during pregnancy at 12 weeks and 24–28 weeks of gestation
scarcely varied (6.13 2.3 vs. 6.18 2.1), and there was no significant
difference between the two time periods (Nakamura et al.,
2018). Another study revealed that during pregnancy and the
early postpartum period, a percentage of women reported an
increase in negative emotion. Between the middle and the end of
pregnancy, their depression ratings had risen considerably, which
may reflect the increased physical stress of changing body form
and weight as well as a sense that the pregnancy has gone on
“forever” (Lips, 1985). In the third study, coping mechanisms,
such as emotion-focused coping and problem-focused coping,
proved to be ineffective predictors of positive and negative effects
across pregnant participants (Farooq et al., 2018).

For both pregnant adolescents and adults, when measured
across trimesters, QoL ratings were found to be greatest in
the second trimester. Although, except the physical pain scale,
all ratings were lower among teenagers when compared with
adults (Taşdemir et al., 2010). Similarly, findings on the mental
component summary (MCS) scores, vitality, and mental health
had grown all across the three phases of pregnancy, with an
increase in early to middle pregnancy and a reduction from
middle to late pregnancy, according to another study (Chang
et al., 2014). Two studies have found that QoL mean scores of
pregnant women were significantly lower than women in the
age-adjusted population norms. However, one report found no
significant difference in the lower score (Drescher et al., 2003).
Overall, the QoL of pregnant women is lower than the general
population, but is at its highest during the second trimester, with
a slight decline in the third trimester.

Happiness during pregnancy was found to be high with
a mean of 74.01%. According to Malhotra et al. (2015), this
height of happiness is characterized by sentiments of joy and
self-fulfillment of women. The experience of being pregnant
appears to have made them regard life as highly fulfilling and

full of joy. Age-wise, it was reported that younger women have
more subjective happiness (4.19 ± 1.67) than older pregnant
women (3.11 ± 1.24). The results show significant differences
between the groups of younger and elder pregnant women
(Ishfaq and Mushtaq, 2019). Malhotra et al. (2015) and Türk
et al. (2017) reported similar results in their research. The odds
of being unhappy (poor degree of happiness) among pregnant
women were higher in their third trimesters (AOR; 1.89, 95%
CI; 1.19, 3.01) than among women in their first trimesters.
Unintended pregnancy and intimate relationship violence were
two other indicators of a lower degree of happiness (Tesfa
et al., 2020). According to Malhotra et al. (2015), pregnant
women living in joint families were happier than those living in
nuclear households, with 75.8 and 71.2% reportedly experiencing
contentment [contentment (75.8%) and ??? (71.2%)]. There is a
missing term to compare with, respectively.

Life satisfaction during pregnancy was high among the
mothers, with scores ranging from 1 to 10 (8 on average;
Branecka-Wozniak et al., 2020). Controversial results were
reported about LS level changes during pregnancy. While one
study found that satisfaction increased during pregnancy and
infancy, peaking at 6 months postpartum (Ndombe et al., 2011),
another found that the mean LS scores were similar regardless
of age at the first timepoints (gestational weeks 17 and 30, and 6
months), but were significantly lower 3 years later (Aasheim et al.,
2014). The third research found that as pregnancy develops, the
LS of pregnant women (p < 0.05) declines (Branecka-Wozniak
et al., 2020). Age was also found to be another component
affecting LS, where during gestational weeks 17, 30, and 6
months, LS increased from the age of 25–28 years eventually,
dropping around 40 years of age and over (Aasheim et al., 2014).

The Effect of SS and Pregnancy on SWB
The results have been structured according to the effect SS had
on pregnancy, as well as on the different SWB metrics used. It
focused on the effect of SS on pregnancy itself, onQoL, happiness,
LS, and at last on loneliness.

The effect of social support on SWB among pregnant women
was measured by two studies. One of them found that positive
emotion at 12 weeks of gestation to have a positive correlation
with health-related QOL and good family functioning. This
differed significantly between the positive emotion-decrease
and the positive emotion-increase group (Nakamura et al.,
2018). Positive interactions with the teenage father throughout
pregnancy were linked to getting sufficient prenatal care and
good attitudes about the pregnancy from relatives and friends,
as well as the overall happiness of the adolescent with living
circumstances (Giblin et al., 1987).

Several studies found that SS had a significant positive
correlation with HRQoL (p < 0.01; Elsenbruch et al., 2007;
Emmanuel et al., 2012; Ngai and Ngu, 2013; Gul et al., 2018;
Nakamura et al., 2018). One study reported that other than
HRQOL, SS had a significant positive correlation to physical
functioning (p < 0.01), emotional well-being (p < 0.05), and
energy/fatigue (p < 0.01) (Gul et al., 2018). In another study,
mothers with partners reported higher SS ratings, whereas those
without spouses reported lower scores (Emmanuel et al., 2012).
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Calou et al. (2018) summarized that the relationship with the
partner and the family influenced the health-related QoL of
pregnant women. Persons with whom the woman lives/anxiety
for the birth of the baby (p = 0.029), parity/relationship with
the family (p = 0.005), occupation/self-esteem (p = 0.000),
marital status/relationship with the partner (p = 0.029), and
partner support/relationship with the partner (p = 0.018) were
predictors that positivity influenced the QoL (Calou et al., 2018).
A better feeling of family coherence was found to be essential
in another study, as it was linked to a higher degree of SS,
a higher QoL (mental health component), reduced stress, and
fewer depressive symptoms during pregnancy (Ngai and Ngu,
2013). In a study measuring the QoL during pregnancy, the
eight dimensions of HRQoL revealed means for the relevant age
group that was lower than the population norms, which after
birth, despite the improvements, remained below the general
population norm (Emmanuel et al., 2012). Similarly, pregnant
women with high SS scored higher compared with the published
German reference values, whereas, the results of the poor SS
group were substantially lower than the norm (both p < 0.001;
Elsenbruch et al., 2007).

The effect of SS on happiness was assessed in two studies,
one study in which it was found that happiness had a significant
relationship with the support of the husband/support of the
parents (p = 0.001), marital satisfaction (p = 0.001), and
education of the husband (p = 0.003), as well as age (p =

0.001), occupation (p = 0.029), and monthly income (p =

0.001) (Pakseresht et al., 2019). It was observed that roughly
80% of the respondents in the older group and roughly 60%
of respondents in the younger group identify their partners as
a source of SS. At 37 weeks, both age groups expressed equal
levels of satisfaction with SS (Macleod and Weaver, 2003). At 20
weeks gestation, participants included 3.45 ± 2.10 individuals in
their SS networks, that is, three to four people, and at 37 weeks,
the number was 3.45 ± 2.10, that is, three to four people. The
author did, however, find that the “scale of the social network”
had no impact on “satisfaction with social support,” “attitudes,”
or “happiness” metrics. They explained that SS from their family
was plentiful, with over 80% of the respondents claiming to
have received it from either their moms or both parents during
pregnancy. In addition, support from friends dwindled by the
37th-week interview, and SS of the healthcare workers was
noticeably lacking (Macleod andWeaver, 2003). Overall, SS from
their husband, followed by family and friends, has a substantial
influence on the happiness of pregnant women. The quality of the
happiness of a mother with their assistance was more important
than the quantity.

Life satisfaction was positively associated with SS (r = 0.576,
P < 0.01; Yu et al., 2020). Another study found that among
the forms of SS received during pregnancy, emotional support
was high among the group with a “high degree of support,”
which accounted for 85% of the observations. This implies
that the women in the study were surrounded by caring,
protecting, and empathic significant others, according to the
author. As for “instrumental support received,” it consisted of
82%, and “information support received” consisted of 60%.
Finally, emotional support was shown to have the strongest

connection between assistance received and LS (Gebuza et al.,
2014). In another study among adolescent pregnant women and
SS from their parents, 44 (40.4%) had a bidirectional exchange
of support, 19 (17.4%) were providers, 13 (11.9%) receivers, and
33 (30.3%) low supporters. Bidirectional trended toward higher
life satisfaction, less anxiousness, and less depression than others
(Stevenson et al., 1999). Hence, the LS of pregnant women can
be higher if the support is given as well as it is received. There
were no significant changes in any of the well-being measures
between teenagers dating the father of their child and dating an
individual other than the father of the child, or those without a
partner (Stevenson et al., 1999).

Loneliness is another important measure of SS among
pregnant women. When comparing loneliness among pregnant,
new mothers, and the general population, scores of pregnant
women indicated that they felt lonelier than the general
population. Defying Rokach’s (Rokach, 2007) expectations of
Rokach, there was no significant difference in loneliness score
between pregnant and new mothers on any subscales. Yu et al.
(2020) discovered that the size of the social network of an
individual had no significant impact on maternal loneliness.
Social network density, on the other hand, was shown to be
negatively associated with the loneliness of the mothers. In other
words, people who had more linked social networks reported
experiencing less loneliness. There was a substantial negative
association between SS and loneliness among early adolescence
(12–14), middle adolescence (15–16), and late adolescence (17–
21) age groups. The study also assessed the characterological
and situational variables concerning loneliness and had found
them to be significant in the total sample. In particular, perceived
maternal expressiveness and SS had a significant positive
relationship between the situational variables of loneliness (Klein,
1998).

Intervention, Qualitative Assessment of

SWB, and SS
Three interventions were conducted to improve happiness
among pregnant women (Table 5). Fordyce happiness training,
focused on self-efficacy, was the subject of research of Nazari et al.
(2018), whereas Hasanzadeh et al. (2020) applied attachment
training to their study. There was a substantial distinction
between the pretest and posttest mean happiness levels of the two
groups in both the investigations (Nazari et al., 2018; Hasanzadeh
et al., 2020). The study revealed that without the training, there
was a substantial reduction in the happiness median score and
an increase in perceived stress ratings at the conclusion of the
trial when compared with preintervention data. Furthermore, an
inverse correlation between stress and happiness was observed
(Nazari et al., 2018). A 5-week, self-applied, internet program
named “positive pregnancy” was undertaken in another study.
For each unit, including a brief psychoeducation unit centered
on a positive psychology facet and exercise, the findings revealed
that, on average, the mental well-being of a women and LS rose
from pre- to postintervention (Corno et al., 2018).

The study concluded that SS for pregnant teenagers differed
based on their family, financial position, safety risks, and
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connection with the father of the baby, while applying a
qualitative method. The mothers of the pregnant teenagers were
more constant sources of assistance than their fathers. Even
though they were pregnant, the younger ones (13–14 years old)
among the adolescents felt that their parents realized that they
still needed to behave similar to a child. The connection of
an adolescent with the father of the baby was characterized by
a significantly high level of ambivalence. The older pregnant
teenagers (17–18 years old), on the other hand, had more
practical SS needs. They desired assistance in applying for
college and/or finding employment (Cynthia Logsdon et al.,
2005). In another study among participants with a mean age
of 29.69 ± 5.03, participants referred to greater attention and
support of their husbands and an adequate understanding
of pregnancy as a major factor contributing to their stress
reduction and QoL improvement. Apart from spouses, other
family members, notably the mothers of pregnant women, played
an important role in providing emotional support with, for
example, soothing words (Kazemi et al., 2017). Some of them also
reported contentment with the medical attention provided by
their doctors and midwives, mentioning their attentiveness and
professionalism as factors in their serenity (Kazemi et al., 2017).

DISCUSSION

The relationship between SWB and SS in pregnant women is not
well defined. Based on the content researched for this review, this
is the first systematic review to assess SS and its effect on SWB
in healthy pregnant women. In this regard, we summarized key
findings and the research landscape.

The studies employed a variety of SWB and SS outcome
measures. Due to the infeasibility of utilizing a meta-analysis, this
review focused on summarizing the similarities and differences
in the outcomes and comparing these studies within the
methodology. The results show some general patterns, despite the
variation in measures.

The principal finding of the present systematic review
is that pregnancy by itself has a positive association with
happiness (Malhotra et al., 2015; Türk et al., 2017; Ishfaq and
Mushtaq, 2019); however, the other SWB assessments had diverse
results. SS during pregnancy has a positive association with all
measurements of SWB (Macleod and Weaver, 2003; Elsenbruch
et al., 2007; Emmanuel et al., 2012; Ngai and Ngu, 2013; Gebuza
et al., 2014; Gul et al., 2018; Nakamura et al., 2018; Pakseresht
et al., 2019; Yu et al., 2020).

Pregnancy on SWB
The different measurements of SWB show different results
during pregnancy. Happiness and LS were found to be high with
a mean of 74.01% or a score of 8 out of 10. These results are
consistent with the SWB homeostasis theory. It is proposed that
SWB bears some resemblance to body temperature homeostasis
and that it is actively regulated and maintained (Cummins
and Nistico, 2002). The theory mentions that it has several
characteristics which help the general sense of well-being to be
held remarkably positive at a nonspecific, abstract level. One
of its characteristics is that each person has a stable positive

mood state level that is set genetically to a specific “set-point”
(Davern et al., 2007). It lies high amongst the dissatisfied–satisfied
continuum, specifically in the “satisfied” section (Cummins et al.,
2002). As a result, when participants are asked “How satisfied
are you with your life as a whole?”, on a scale of 0 to 100,
the average set-point is 75 among western nations (Cummins,
1995, 1998). These responses are quite similar to the results
discovered by the researchers of this review. One question used
in the satisfaction with life scale of the included studies is “I
am satisfied with my life,” which is the same as the one in the
theory above. Hence, the LS assessment of SWB is consistent
in both theory and practice. Another feature of LS is that it
is stable. Even if exceptionally good or terrible, events create
changes in the near term, and homeostasis will generally restore
global contentment with life to its prior level over time. These
results show different changes throughout pregnancy. In several
of these studies, LS remained stable while in others, it either
increased or decreased. According to the theory, these changes
are short term and might have returned to the previous level
of LS if the studies had done a follow-up again after birth. We
have found that during pregnancy, the QoL and positive emotion
had decreased and that the mean scores of QoL among pregnant
women were lower than women in the age-adjusted population
norms. In these studies, the results showed the overall QoL,
involving both the mental and physical components, whereas,
the study which separately focused on the different components
of the questionnaire had discovered an increase in MCS scores
throughout the three stages of pregnancy, in contrast with a
decline in physical component summary scores. A number of
studies support the statement of similar results (Tendais et al.,
2011; Dalfrà et al., 2012; Do et al., 2017; Bai and Raat, 2018),
as almost all of them had found a decrease in physical HRQoL
with moderately increased MCS scores. The physical changes in
the body throughout the pregnancy have negatively affected the
mental component and the happiness level of the population.
As stated in this study the odds of being unhappy were almost
two times higher among women in their third trimesters than
those in the first trimesters. It is consistent with the results
of an SWB review, which stated that “conditions that cause
physical, psychological, economic, and social suffering, which
impact SWB” (Das et al., 2020).

From the interventions conducted among pregnant women,
most focused on the measurements of depression, stress, and
anxiety (Barber et al., 2013; Kim et al., 2014; Bright et al., 2019) or
on postpartum depression (Danaher et al., 2013; O’Mahen et al.,
2014; Pugh et al., 2016). To our knowledge, other than the three
studies in this review according to our inclusion criteria, only a
few sought to improve SWB (Abdos et al., 2018). These studies
were conducted to improve SWB, and happiness has shown
that Fordyce happiness cognitive-behavioral training (Nazari
et al., 2018), attachment training (Hasanzadeh et al., 2020),
and “positive pregnancy” (Corno et al., 2018) improved the
median score and decreased perceived stress scores. A positive
psychology aspect (i.e., awareness and self-acceptance, relishing,
connectivity, supports, positivity, and life happiness) and a
positive psychology practice were the emphases of the programs
(Corno et al., 2018). The findings of this review suggest that
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focused effort on a positive psychology dimension and positive
psychology exercises had positive mental health outcomes among
pregnant women.

SS of Pregnant Women on SWB
This review found that SS had a more evident positive association
with SWB than pregnancy did, even if the variables were isolated.
SS was often measured using both objective (e.g., the size of
the “social circle” of an individual) and subjective (e.g., quality
or satisfaction with social contacts). We paid equal attention to
both aspects.

A review that summarized the theoretical tenets of SWB
has stated one of the seven determinants/correlates of SWB.
These are the following: SS, fundamental demographics, financial
position, health and functioning, character, spirituality and
culture, and location and infrastructure (Das et al., 2020).
The ability of SS from family, community, and friends and
acquaintances to buffer the impact of possible stresses on SWB
has been almost widely recognized in research and literature
reviews (Henderson, 1977; Sarason, 1990; Cramm et al., 2010;
Khan and Husain, 2010). Other publications have indicated
that the quality of relationships (Pinquart and Sörensen, 2000;
Sandstrom and Dunn, 2014) influences SWB. Similarly, in this
review, we found that the more the number of social contacts
and the satisfaction the pregnant women experienced from
the relationship, the more was a salient impact on happiness
(Macleod and Weaver, 2003). Most of the studies in the review
stated that most women ranked their partner as the main
source of support, followed by their family members. Support
from mothers was extremely essential for teens, and “emotional
support” had the strongest link between LS and support received.

Social support is one of the defenses against negative
environmental interactions that could prevent the SWB
homeostasis to fail and set the SWB set-point below its normal
range (Cummins et al., 2010). Cummins et al. (2010) stated
that a “relationship with another human being that involves
mutual sharing of intimacies and support” is the most important
buffer of balance. Das et al. (2020) stated that SS may also be
more critical to SWB for individuals with health difficulties
compared with the general norms. Hence, SS during pregnancy
has a very strong impact on SWB. Although there are reviews
about SS during pregnancy (Gjerdingen et al., 1991; Orr, 2004;
Hodnett et al., 2010; East et al., 2019), to our knowledge, only
one publication was found assessing both QoL and SS among
pregnant women (Lagadec et al., 2018). This study concluded
that SS was one of the main factors associated with QoL. It also
shows that SS during pregnancy may reduce the likelihood of
depression, which might enhance SWB and pregnancy outcomes
(Lagadec et al., 2018). In this review, we have found that pregnant
women with more SS positively correlated with adequate levels
of prenatal care, physical functioning, emotional well-being,
health-related QoL, life satisfaction, and happiness.

The current analysis also reveals a strong link between
loneliness and its adverse association with SS (Klein, 1998).
The research of SS and loneliness has many published reviews,
of which, the results are consistent with ours (Hawkley and
Cacioppo, 2010; Wang et al., 2018). However, different from

the expectation of the author of decreased loneliness after birth,
the results showed no significant difference in loneliness scores
between pregnant and new mothers on any subscales (Rokach,
2007). It means that there was no difference found in the source
of loneliness among the pregnant women and the new mothers
with an additional member to the family.

The sort of SS received differed based on their family, social
level, safety risks, and connection with the father of the baby,
according to the qualitative results of pregnant women. Among
the younger pregnant women, they had stated their parents to be
a major emotional support, while the older parents wanted SS for
their future aspirations, such as obtaining a job.

The main contribution from this systematic review is that
SS influences SWB whereas pregnancy by itself had varying
results. Based on the evidence in this study, further research
and interventions can be done to gather the necessary data
and clarify the exact role of pregnancy and SS on SWB.
Among the publications, much is about depression, anxiety, and
stress. Therefore, other rigorous and systematic study designs,
interventions (including evaluation of positive psychology),
SWB, the measurement effectiveness of health services (public
or private) for pregnancy care, and the quality-adjusted life years
should be considered. These are likely to be the key factors in
explaining possible differences between SS and pregnancy, and
how this affects SWB in developed and developing societies.

Limitations
Concerning this review, several limitations were identified. First,
several SWB measures included in the study seemed to be the
most logical. However, we recognized that more SWB terms
might have been incorporated as well. Nevertheless, considering
the complexity of the topic of these studies, we propose that
these initial measurements as specific keywords can map out
content about SWB. Moreover, there is the second limitation in
this regard. While the inclusion of 34 studies evaluated seven
different aspects of SWB, SS measurements and their relationship
to each other are a notable strength of this research in mapping
out the landscape of this topic. Due to the vast scope, the narrative
synthesis of data does not reflect the full breadth and complexity
of the pregnancy/SWB/SS connection. Rather, it attempts to
highlight the emerging patterns and trends across research on
a more basic level. The third limitation, a sole author examined
the entire text to see if it was eligible. The inclusion of arguable
studies was discussed among the research group if they fit the
inclusion criteria until consensus was reached. Fourth, in the
included studies, we did not conduct a quality appraisal. As a
result, while scoping the research landscape, all studies were
allotted the same relevance. Fifth, we attempted to reduce the
possibility of missing any relevant articles that were published
in a different language or in publications that were not featured
in the databases by cross referencing three separate databases.
Wemay have overlooked potentially relevant gray literature (e.g.,
dissertations, government documents, and white papers) because
we only examined peer-reviewed journal articles. Sixth, research
focused on specific positive psychology (e.g., happiness, well-
being, LS, etc.) but not utilizing the sought terms may have
been missed by scanning for phrases like SWB or happiness.
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We attempted to reduce this specific danger once again by cross
referencing. Finally, among the variables of the pregnant women,
this review found that the majority of studies included pregnant
women, who are educated, married, or had a partner who was
either employed or had a stable income. Women with other
socioeconomic characteristics are underrepresented, leading to a
slight overestimation of SWL in the review.

CONCLUSION

This scoping review presents an overview of the existing state of
research on the influence of pregnancy and SS on SWB, as well as
a synopsis of significant results. SS had a significant effect on SWB
among pregnant women. While the association of pregnancy
itself with SWB is more variable, generally LS, happiness, and
the mental component of QoL are high during pregnancy but
positive emotion and physical components of QoL decreased
through the pregnancy. In this context, during pregnancy SWB
tends to change for both better and for worse, while SS during
this time can act as a buffer to the negative changes. Despite
certain emerging trends, the general profile of research on
this subject remains diverse and fragmented due to the lack
of conceptual and terminological clarity, as well as disparate
study methodologies and reporting. As a result, it is difficult to
combine and evaluate data from different investigations. Last, we

believe that these findings will contribute to the advancement
of research techniques in the critically important domains of
SWB and SS.
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This study explores the influence of parental emotional warmth (PEW) on college students’ 
Internet altruistic behavior (IAB), and the mediating roles of personal belief in a just world 
(PBJW) and positive moral personality traits (PMPT). A total of 893 college students were 
assessed using questionnaires. Results: (1) PEW, PBJW, PMPT, and IAB are positively 
correlated with each other; (2) PEW can directly predict the IAB of college students; and 
(3) PEW can indirectly predict IAB through the mediating effect of PMPT and PBJW-PMPT. 
PBJW and PMPT account for 22.79% of the total influence of PEW on IAB.

Keywords: parental emotional warmth, internet altruistic behavior, mediation effect, belief in a just world, moral 
personality

INTRODUCTION

Internet altruistic behavior (IAB) refers to some voluntary behaviors displayed on the Internet 
for the benefit others and society, without expectation of anything in return. These include 
reminding, supporting, sharing information with, and guiding others online (Zheng et  al., 
2011). As cyberspace provides anonymity to users, people who seek help on the Internet rarely 
disclose personal information, which they otherwise would offline. They are also more likely 
to seek help from individuals online than from those around them (Sproull et  al., 2005). As 
the bystander effect does not exist online, IAB occurs more frequently than altruistic behavior 
in real life (Wang et  al., 2021). Those who provide the help as well as the recipients of this 
help are considerably happier because of altruistic behavior (Takebe and Murata, 2017). Therefore, 
this study investigates the mechanism of IAB, specifically in college students.

Social learning theory assumes that children’s extensive adaptive outcomes are influenced by 
early parenting experiences and can be  continually enhanced during growth (Liu et  al., 2003). 
In particular, families with positive parenting styles provide their children with an array of 
encouragement, support, and help, which could be  helpful for the children’s development. In this 
study, we  explore the relationship between parental emotional warmth (PEW) and individual’s 
IAB through two main development areas: cognitive [personal belief in a just world (PBJW)] 
and personality [positive moral personality traits (PMPT)]. Considering previous studies, PBJW 
and PMPT are potential mediating mechanisms that associate PEW with individual behavioral 
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development (Nudelman, 2013; Wang et  al., 2021). Therefore, 
while considering IAB as an adaptive consequence in college 
students, we  investigate the association between PEW and IAB, 
and the mediating roles of PBJW and PMPT in this association.

PEW and IAB
Parenting style is the behavioral tendency that parents show 
while educating and raising children. It is comprehensively 
displayed in parents’ educational concepts and behavior 
(Jiang, 2004). Social learning theory indicates that altruistic 
behavior is learned and that this influence lasts until adulthood 
(Liu et  al., 2003). Thus, parenting style is an important 
factor that cannot be  disregarded in individual altruistic 
behavior (Li, 2000). PEW, however, is a positive parenting 
style in which, parenting behaviors are supportive, reactive, 
and consistent and include timely, sensitive responses to 
children’s needs (Gauvain and Huard, 1999). PEW can 
promote a strong sense of self-worth and security, 
psychological well-being, helping behavior, and other positive 
outcomes (Wolfradt and Engelmann, 2003). Therefore, when 
using the Internet, college students who grow up under 
active parenting styles are likely to be  active in solving 
problems that they encounter online, such as helping and 
reminding others. Hence, this study assumes that PEW is 
positively correlated with IAB.

Belief in a Just World as a Mediating 
Variable
According to just-world theory, belief in a just world (BJW) 
is when “people believe that the world they live in is a just 
world, where they will be  treated fairly. Good people will 
be  rewarded, bad people will be  punished, and everyone will 
get what they deserve” (Lerner and Miller, 1978; Lerner and 
Simmons, 1966). Dalbert (1999) divided BJW into two 
dimensions: PBJW and general belief in just world (GBJW). 
GBJW operates on the belief that the world is generally fair, 
and people will get what they deserve. GBJW is commonly 
associated with less helping behavior and indifferent, delinquent 
attitudes toward social suffering (Bègue and Muller, 2006; Sutton 
and Winnard, 2007; Khera et  al., 2014). In contrast, PBJW is 
mainly concerned with self-related justice, such as the belief 
that one is being treated fairly, and is linked with more prosocial 
behavior (Hafer and Sutton, 2016; Wang et  al., 2021). Thus, 
individuals with high levels of PBJW sympathize with those 
seeking help and are likely to aid them.

The socialization theory developmental model suggests that 
the quality of social interpersonal relationships among children 
and adolescents has a significant impact on the internalization 
of their beliefs and values (Grusec and Goodnow, 1994; Dalbert, 
1999). A positive parenting style is conducive to strengthening 
cooperation and sharing between individuals, enhancing mutual 
trust, and making individuals feel that they are being treated 
fairly. Previous studies have generally explored the influence 
of parenting style on adolescents’ beliefs in a just world. For 
example, Dalbert and Sallay (2004) showed that individuals 
living in an emotionally oriented family atmosphere usually 

have a stronger belief in a just world. Therefore, the current 
study assumes that PBJW plays a mediating role in the relationship 
between PEW and IAB.

PMPT as a Mediating Variable
Moral personality is the moral dimension of personality and 
the overall organization of moral cognition, emotion, and 
behaviors formed by individuals during the socialization process 
(Wang and Guo, 2013). It is the unity of an individual’s inner 
qualities and external moral behaviors. The moral personality 
of college students includes both positive and negative moral 
personality traits. PMPT mainly include benevolence, faith, 
respect, integrity, selflessness, honesty, and diligence-frugality, 
whereas negative moral personality traits mainly include 
unrighteousness, utilitarian, indulgence, deceit, and aggression 
(Wang and Guo, 2013). Parenting styles play an important 
role in the internalization of such moral values by children 
and adolescents (Fatima et  al., 2020). A meta-analytic review 
research has also shown that PEW is significantly positively 
correlated with children’s positive personality dispositions 
(Khaleque, 2013). Furthermore, cognitive factors can influence 
the formation and development of personality (Wang, 2009). 
Studies have shown that PBJW is also significantly positively 
correlated with personality traits, such as extroversion and 
agreeableness (Nudelman, 2013).

Social exchange theory indicates that helpers actually receive 
an internal reward, although external benefits are lacking 
(Homans, 1958). Helpers affirm self-worth through altruistic 
behavior and experience happiness from self-realization. Studies 
have found that individual moral personality traits are closely 
related to altruistic behavior (Li, 2000). PMPT is significantly 
and positively correlated with moral behavior. The higher the 
positive moral personality level of an individual, the more 
likely they will be  to engage in altruistic behavior (Wang, 
2009). Zheng and Gu (2012) found that personality traits such 
as extroversion, conscientiousness, and openness are significantly 
positively correlated with IAB. Therefore, this study presents 
the following assumptions: (1) PMPT is positively correlated 
with IAB, (2) PMPT plays a mediating role between PEW 
and IAB, and (3) PBJW and PMPT play a chain mediating 
role between PEW and IAB.

In summary, the present study establishes a hypothetical 
model to explore the influence of PEW on college students’ 
IAB, and the mediating roles of PBJW and PMPT (see Figure 1).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The study protocol was approved by the Research Ethics 
Committee of the authors’ affiliation. The stratified cluster 
random sampling method was used to select 893 students 
from freshman to senior years from two universities in Liaoning 
as participants. A total of 1,000 questionnaires were distributed. 
After the collection, 893 valid questionnaires were obtained, 
with an effective recovery rate of 89.3%. Participants included 
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528 men (59.1%) and 365 women (40.9%). Their ages ranged 
from 17 to 23 years, with an average age of 20.44 (SD = 1.44).

Measures
Swedish Acronym for Short Version of Egna 
Minnen Beträffande Uppfostran
Perris et  al. (1980) developed a new inventory Egna Minnen 
Beträffande Uppfostran (EMBU) to assess memories of parental 
rearing behavior. The simplified Chinese version of Swedish 
acronym for short version of Egna Minnen Beträffande 
Uppfostran (s-EMBU) was revised by Jiang et  al. (2010), 
including three dimensions: parental emotional warmth (eight 
items), parental rejection (seven items), and parental 
overprotection (six items). The parental emotional warmth 
subscale was used in this study. A four-point scoring scale 
was used, where 1 represents “never,” and 4 represents “always.” 
The average sum score of the two parents in each dimension 
was calculated. The Cronbach’s α coefficients of the mother 
and father emotional warmth subscales are 0.790 and 0.795, 
respectively.

Belief in a Just World Scale
Dalbert (1999) developed the BJW scale. The Chinese version 
of the BJW scale, revised by Wu et  al. (2011), was adopted 
in this study. The questionnaire consists of 13 items. Participants 
responded on a six-point scale, in which 1 indicates “completely 
disagree,” and 6 indicates “completely agree.” The questionnaire 
comprises two subscales: GBJW (six items) and PBJW (seven 
items). The PBJW subscale was used in this study. The Cronbach’s 
α coefficient of the PBJW subscale was 0.874.

Undergraduates’ Moral Personality Adjective 
Evaluation Questionnaire
Based on the lexical hypothesis of personality research, Wang 
(2009) used moral personality trait analysis to examine the 
structure of college students’ moral personality. First, adjectives 
describing the moral personality characteristics were 
determined. Second, the glossaries were simplified, and unbiased 

samples were selected. Third, the college students rated the 
degree to which each adjective described themselves or others, 
and then, the structure was determined through factor analysis. 
Finally, the undergraduates’ moral personality adjective 
evaluation questionnaire (UMPAEQ) was compiled by 
Wang (2009).

The UMPAEQ includes 72 terms that mainly pertain to 
seven dimensions of undergraduates’ moral personality: 
benevolence (nine items), faith (seven items), respect (three 
items), integrity (four items), selflessness (four items), honesty 
(six items), and diligence-frugality (two items), which are PMPT. 
Immorality (36 items), a negative moral personality trait. The 
PMPT subscales were also used in this study. Participants rated 
each item on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 
5 = strongly agree). The Cronbach’s α reliability coefficients of 
six subscales were acceptable (0.683–0.795), excluding the respect 
subscale (0.581).

The Internet Altruistic Behavior Scale
The IAB scale compiled by Zheng et  al. (2011) was adopted 
for this study. The IAB questionnaire contains 26 items. A 
five-point Likert scale was used (1 = None, 5 = Always), with 
a higher score indicating greater IAB. The questionnaire 
included four subscales: network support, network guidance, 
network sharing, and network reminders. The Cronbach’s α 
coefficient of the total scale was 0.937. The Cronbach’s α 
coefficient of each subscale was 0.872, 0.824, 0.783, and 0.795, 
respectively.

Data Analysis
SPSS 23.0 was used for the descriptive statistics, reliability, 
and correlation analyses. The series mean was used to deal 
with missing values. Mplus 8.1 was used to perform a mediation 
analysis of the structural equation modeling (SEM). Considering 
the large number of items in the s-EMBU, UMPAEQ, and 
IAB scales, this study parceled the items of each scale according 
to the item parceling strategies to simplify the structure of 
the model (Ran et  al., 2007).

FIGURE 1 | The proposed mediation model.
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RESULTS

Common Method Bias Test
To avoid common method biases in the self-assessment 
analysis and increase the authenticity of the subjects’ responses, 
all questionnaires were filled anonymously during the sampling 
test. The exploratory factor analysis of 91 items of the four 
scales was carried out using Harman’s single-factor test. A 
total of 19 factors with characteristic roots greater than 1 
were extracted. The explanatory power of the first factor 
was only 15.897%, which is less than 40% of the judging 
criteria. Therefore, a common method bias was not observed 
in this study.

Correlation Analysis Among the Variables
Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses were performed. 
The correlation analysis results showed significant positive 
correlations among PEW, PBJW, PMPT, and IAB (see Table 1).

Analysis of Mediating Effects
This study used a bootstrapping and Markov chain Monte 
Carlo (MCMC) method to test the mediating effects of PBJW 
and PMPT. First, the significance of the total effect was examined. 
In this study, the total effect of PEW on IAB was 0.215 (c), 
with a significant total effect coefficient (p < 0.001), and almost 
fitting indices of the total effect model are accepted (χ2 = 67.932***, 
df = 8, CFI = 0.979, TLI = 0.960, SRMR = 0.024, and 
RMSEA = 0.092).

Second, the significance of each path coefficient of the 
mediation model was checked. In this study, the mediating 
model A was constructed (see Figure  2). The fitting indices 
of the model were good (χ2 = 695.565***, df = 164, CFI = 0.943, 
TLI = 0.934, SRMR = 0.040, and RMSEA = 0.060). SEM showed 
that the path coefficient of PBJW → IAB was 0.053 (p > 0.05). 
The other path coefficients and the normalized factor loads 
of the observed variables reached the significance level (see 
Figure  2), thereby indicating that the model was standard. 
Therefore, PEW has a direct predictive effect on the IAB, while 
PMPT and PBJW-PMPT play mediating roles in the relationship 
between PEW and IAB.

Lastly, the CI of path coefficients was estimated, and a total 
of 1,000 samples were selected through random sampling (see 
Table 2). In model A, the mediating effect of PBJW and PMPT 
on PEW and IAB was 0.049, which accounted for 22.79% of 
the total effect. The mediating effect includes two indirect 
effects: (1) the first is the mediating role of PMPT (0.041, 

19.07% of the total effect); (2) the second is the chain mediating 
effect of PBJW–PMPT (0.008, 3.72% of the total effect).

DISCUSSION

Direct Effect of PEM on College Students’ 
IAB
The results of this study found that PEW had a significant 
positive predictive effect on college students’ IAB, which is 
consistent with previous studies (Padilla-Walker et  al., 2016). 
Children accepted by parents generally demonstrate the behaviors 
needed by society, such as emotional stability and compassion. 
When parents provide additional respect, understanding, and 
emotional warmth to their children, the development of children’s 
prosocial behavior will increase, and there will be  an increase 
in altruistic behavior when dealing with problems encountered 
on the Internet.

Mediating Effects of PBJW and PMPT
The results of this study showed that PEW had an indirect 
effect on college students’ IAB through PMPT, validating 
our research hypothesis. According to social learning theory, 
during the socialization process, individuals acquire some 
behavioral norms mainly through the identification of 
examples and focus considerably on imitating examples with 
similar characteristics (Liu et  al., 2003). Thus, individuals 
who grow up under PEW imitate their parents’ emotional 
warmth and upbringing behavior, thereby forming PMPT. 
Individuals with PMPT are often enthusiastic, friendly, and 
good in interpersonal communication. Studies have shown 
that individuals who like to socialize show increased altruistic 
behavior (Liu and Yang, 2004). Therefore, PMPT plays a 
significant mediating role in the impact of PEW on college 
students’ IAB.

However, there was no mediating effect of PBJW on the 
relationship between PEW and IAB, which is inconsistent with 
the results of previous studies (Jiang et  al., 2017; Quan, 2021). 
A possible reason is that in some respects, IAB is different 
from altruistic behavior in real life. In the real world, mutual 
helping is regarded as a social norm that expresses the principles 
of fairness. However, cyberspace is accompanied by anonymity; 
thus, IAB is almost unidirectional. Hence, individuals with 
PMPT prefer to engage in IAB.

The results of this study showed that PEW had an indirect 
effect on college students’ IAB through PBJW and PMPT. 

TABLE 1 | Correlation matrices in key variables (N = 893).

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4

1 Parental emotional warmth 2.736 0.506 1
2 Personal belief in a just world 4.172 0.835 0.317** 1
3 Positive moral personality traits 4.172 0.835 0.329** 0.259** 1
4 Internet altruistic behavior 3.758 0.518 0.190** 0.128** 0.198** 1

**p < 0.01.
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Parents’ positive educational behaviors and effective interactions 
with children (i.e., active parenting styles) may promote the 
development of children’s PBJW. The warm support and 
reasonable feedback of positive parenting styles provide a good 
family atmosphere for children and adolescents. If parents treat 
children as independent individuals equally and fairly, the 
children’s PBJW will improve. Individuals with a strong PBJW 
are likely to form positive and unselfish PMPT. Therefore, 
PBJW and PMPT play a significant intermediary role in the 
impact of PEW on college students’ IAB.

Limitations
First, this cross-sectional study only examined correlations of 
values and could not provide causal interpretations. It is thus 
important for longitudinal studies to replicate our findings in 
the future. Second, the questionnaires in this study were self-
reported. Although, the common method bias test was used, 

future studies may attempt to use the other-report method to 
test the effects of mediation factors on the mechanisms of 
IAB. Third, the sample of this study was from two colleges; 
thus, samples in different regions and age groups can be  used 
for future research.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the present study emphasized the role of parenting 
style, PBJW, and PMPT in improving engagement in IAB 
among Chinese college students. PBJW is an important cognitive 
value that influences the behavior of individuals. Parents and 
educators should adopt a positive parenting style and create 
a fair environment to improve children’s PBJW. Our findings 
also have implications for the cultivation of PMPT. In addition, 
considering the overall mediating effect of moral personality 
on PBJW and IAB, parents and educators should attach 

FIGURE 2 | A mediation model of the personal belief in a just world (PBJW) and positive moral personality traits (PMPT) between parental emotional warmth and 
Internet altruistic behavior (IAB; N = 893). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

TABLE 2 | Bootstrap analysis of mediating effects test.

Influence path Standardized indirect effect estimation
95% CI

Lower limit Upper limit

Parental emotional warmth→PMPT→IAB 0.332 × 0.123 = 0.041 0.000 0.078
Parental emotional warmth→BJW→PMPT→IAB 0.364 × 0.180 × 0.123 = 0.008 0.002 0.022
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importance to the cultivation of moral personality to stimulate 
participation in IAB.
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Background: Chinese square dance has become well known worldwide in recent years, 
and most participants are women who dance with a group in their communities. In 
particular, middle-aged women may have physical and mental health problems, and 
participating in square dance may increase women’s positive subjective well-being and 
decrease their negative emotions, which may improve their health over the long term. In 
addition, participating in square dance can promote group cohesion. Our study aimed to 
examine the relationship between the subjective exercise experience of participating in 
square dance and group cohesion and whether some variables (e.g., age, education, 
duration, income level, and work) play a role as mediators in the association with subjective 
exercise experience and group cohesion.

Methods: In total, 1,468 Chinese women from 31 provinces and 82 cities participated 
in this study by completing an online questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of a 
subjective exercise experience questionnaire and a group environment questionnaire. 
We analyzed the collected data and built a statistical model.

Results: (a) Square dance satisfied women’s physical and psychological needs partly; 
(b) positive well-being (PWB) was positively correlated with group cohesion, and fatigue 
was negatively correlated with group cohesion; and (c) the income level was a partial 
mediator of the relationship between group cohesion and subjective exercise experience.

Conclusion: Chinese women have different motivations for participating in square dance. 
Because this activity can help meet women’s physical and psychological needs, an 
increasing number of individuals worldwide participate in square dance. As women’s 
subjective well-being increases, group cohesion increases, and vice versa. Moreover, the 
subjective exercise experience remains a significant predictor of group cohesion after 
including income level as a mediator, suggesting that the model indicates partial mediation.

Keywords: Chinese square dance, middle-aged women, subjective exercise experience, group cohesion, 
subjective well-being
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INTRODUCTION

Chinese Square Dance
Chinese square dance is a fitness activity with distinctive 
traditional Chinese characteristics that spontaneously occurs 
via grassroot efforts and has been widely acknowledged by 
people since 1978. By the time Beijing held the Olympics 
Games in 2008, Chinese square dance flourished in communities 
in almost all parts of China.

Square dance is defined as an aerobic group activity with 
music and various dance types that improves physical health 
and mental health, and the suitable duration of this exercise 
ranges from 20 min to an hour (General Administration of 
Sport of China, 2020). Square dance is a form of amateur 
dance performed popularly among Chinese middle-aged and 
elderly women in public places (Xie et  al., 2021). Thus far, 
Chinese square dance has gradually spread worldwide.

Given the charm of square dance, a unique form of exercise, 
fitness campaigns have achieved sustainable development. In 
China, there are different levels of square dance competitions, 
such as “Dancing China” leagues and competitions, in different 
categories of adults, including disabled people since 2017 
(General Administration of Sport of China, 2020). Relatively 
formal and consistent square dance group competitions are 
held in both urban and rural regions of China. According to 
one China Central Television program, there were over 100 
million fans of square dance (Hu, 2013). More than 100 million 
people – dubbed “dancing aunties” because they are primarily 
older women – took over squares and park to tango, waltz, 
and grind from flamenco to traditional Chinese dance every 
day (Kuwait Times, 2018). However, the Chinese show Chinese 
square dance in either the Louvre in France or the Red Square 
in Moscow, which could be  identified as a new image of China 
worldwide (English China News, 2014).

One of the central United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals is gender equality for females as being a woman is a 
risk factor for physical and psychological health problems, 
social issues, etc., particularly in developing countries (United 
Nations, 2015). In recent years, studies worldwide have indicated 
that women are at an increased risk of developing a wide 
variety of psychiatric disorders and psychological health problems 
(Collier et al., 2020). Women, especially middle-aged and elderly 
women, have psychological problems, such as depression, anxiety, 
and psychological fatigue (PF; Choi et  al., 2015; Kim and 
Park, 2018; Kalhan et  al., 2020). The U.S. Federal Interagency 
Forum on Aging-Related Statistics (2010) found that almost 
18% of older women presented clinical symptoms of depression 
in 2006.

Compared to males, females always report fatigue in subjective 
exercise experiences caused by exercise (Ivancic et  al., 2016), 
and elderly women are more prone to fatigue than men (Hardy 
and Studenski, 2010). Moreover, evidence suggests that the 
prevalence of fatigue among women aged over 45 years was 
33.9% in China (Jing et al., 2015) and that middle-aged Chinese 
women have physical and mental exhaustion symptoms in their 
daily life (Kong et al., 2019). Although young women’s, middle-
aged women’s, and elderly women’s psychological problems may 

be related to work stress, menopausal symptoms, etc. (Melchior 
et al., 2007; Howard et al., 2014), attending physical and group 
activities, such as square dance, could significantly enhance 
the happiness index of women and effectively improve their 
psychological problems (Zhang et  al., 2014). In addition, other 
studies found that moderate-intensity square dance exercise 
has effects on cognitive function and quality of life in older 
Chinese women with mild cognitive impairment, indicating 
that square dance can increase the quality of life due to a 
relationship between square dance exercise and cognition 
(Song et  al., 2018; Chang et  al., 2021).

Motivation
Chinese square dance has become one of the most popular 
exercise formats in China. People participate in this physical 
and group activity for different reasons, including fitness, 
socialization, and self-satisfaction.

The motivation to engage in physical activity is often related 
to physical and psychological health, weight management, and 
fitness (Allender et  al., 2006), and group-based settings are 
valuable in promoting physical activity when individuals perceive 
high groups or when they prefer to exercise in a true group 
(Spink et  al., 2010). Notably, young women engage in physical 
activity due to their body image and motivation for weight 
loss (O’Dougherty et  al., 2010), while middle-aged women 
focus on physical fitness and activity (Sit et  al., 2008). In 
addition, female exercisers aged 65–96 living in rural areas 
had significantly higher motivation related to fitness, health, 
etc. (Janssen et  al., 2014).

Second, spending time with friends and making new friends 
also served as motivation for participating in square dance 
(Cong, 2019). Dance exercise, such as square dance, offers 
women the opportunity to participate in a group, which enables 
them to experience social relationships, thereby lowering the 
risk of psychological diseases and improving subjective well-
being (Paulson, 2005). Moreover, the association between physical 
activity and social practices can encourage people to be physically 
active and provide better results in adherence exercise programs 
in the general population (Rosa et  al., 2015).

Finally, participating in social group activities and being 
accepted by a social group increase self-worth (Baumeister 
and Vohs, 2002; Stavrova and Luhmann, 2016). For example, 
working women reported an improved self-worth even though 
they attended a web-based group activity (Mailey et  al., 2016).

Subjective Exercise Experience
The subjective exercise experience is understood as follows: 
The stimulus properties of the exercise environment may give 
rise to subjective interpretations of physical symptoms during 
and following physical activity, and these stimuli produce 
subjective experiences that vary along a dimension other than 
positive and negative dimensions (McAuley and Courneya, 1994).

Psychological or subjective well-being has been defined as 
people’s overall evaluations of their lives and their emotional 
experiences (Diener et  al., 2017) and is a multidimensional 
concept that refers to people’s evaluative judgments of their 
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quality of life, “life satisfaction,” and emotional or affective 
states, such as happiness (Dolan and White, 2007). On the 
one hand, the positive effects of physical exercise on psychological 
well-being have been proven in previous research (Penedo and 
Dahn, 2005), and most research focused on physical exercise 
that may result in a positive effect, especially well-being (Gauvin 
and Rejeski, 1993; McAuley et  al., 1996; Fox, 2000; Focht and 
Hausenblas, 2001; Thomas and Davies, 2007; Reed and Buck, 
2009). Meanwhile, participating in a group activity could also 
enhance women’s psychological health and subjective well-being 
(Okun and George, 1984; Pinquart and Sörensen, 2000; Glass 
et  al., 2006; Dai et  al., 2013; Zhang and Zhang, 2015). For 
example, women in an aerobic exercise group showed higher 
positive well-being (PWB) than non-exercisers in a control 
group (Arbinaga et  al., 2018). Similarly, older women exhibit 
significant growth in PWB after performing physical group 
activities over a 6-month period (McAuley et al., 2005). Therefore, 
square dance is a physical group activity that increases women’s 
positive effect and is gradually becoming a unique way for 
women to engage in entertainment and exercise.

In addition, fatigue is defined as individuals’ perceptions of 
somatic states (fatigue, pain) that can also be perceived as subjective 
feeling states (Clore et  al., 1987; Gauvin and Brawley, 1993). 
Previous studies have demonstrated that physical group activities 
can help women decrease negative psychological effect (Domene 
et  al., 2016). For example, middle-aged women with climacteric 
symptoms and women with breast cancer reported decreased 
PF when they participated in physical group activities (Canário 
et  al., 2012; Boing et  al., 2018). In addition, a recent study 
showed that performing square dance decreased negative effect, 
such as depression, among perimenopausal women (Gao et  al., 
2015). However, whether square dance improves women’s PF 
and the relationship between square dance and PF remain unclear.

Group Cohesion
Group cohesion, which is a fundamental need of humans, 
implies that people need to belong (Baumeister and Leary, 
1995). Previous studies defined group cohesion in many ways 
(Gross and Martin, 1952; Mullen and Copper, 1994; Mikulincer 
and Shaver, 2007). In this study, the concept of group cohesion 
is considered a dynamic process reflected in the shared pursuit 
of common objectives to satisfy members’ needs and place 
people together (Carron and Hausenblas, 1998) because it is 
consistently used in physical activity promotion and research.

A close relationship exists between physical group activities 
and group cohesion (May et al., 2008; Caperchione et al., 2011), 
and Xie et al. (2021) found that women participating in square 
dance exhibited enhanced group belonging, which strengthens 
this interpretation. In addition, square dance is a group activity 
spontaneously organized by Chinese women in their daily lives. 
The attraction of social and task cohesion may encourage 
middle-aged women to perform physical activity (Smith-Ray 
et  al., 2012). When participants set group goals, the group 
cohesion and positive effects of physical activity are facilitated 
(Burke et  al., 2006; Estabrooks et  al., 2012), and friendly 
competition in a group activity may further promote minority 
women’s perceptions of group cohesion (Harden et  al., 2014).

The Relationship Between the Subjective 
Exercise Experience and Group Cohesion
Although few previous studies have investigated the relationship 
between subjective exercise experience and group cohesion, 
the relationship between positive and negative subjective exercise 
experience and group cohesion has been shown.

First, positive psychological effects, such as PWB, are positively 
correlated with group cohesion, which has been clearly 
demonstrated in previous studies. For example, Delhey and 
Dragolov (2016) found that Europeans in more cohesive societies 
are happier and psychologically healthier, which increases the 
capacity of their citizenry to create togetherness and solidarity 
among their members, thereby improving social cohesion. Second, 
women participating in square dance gain higher group belonging 
in square dance teams, enabling them to achieve a higher level 
of subjective well-being (Xie et  al., 2021) because women who 
participate in social organizations and play active roles can enjoy 
higher levels of subjective well-being (Putnam and Harvey, 2000).

On the other hand, relatively limited research investigated 
the relationship between negative psychological effect and group 
cohesion among women, and the direct relationship between 
fatigue and group cohesion has not been proven in previous studies.

In addition, different variables may affect the results of studies. 
For instance, Bahou (2017) found that education is considered 
a vital vehicle for promoting positive well-being and social 
cohesion. Second, most studies recognized that a higher duration 
of performing physical activity was related to higher group 
cohesion (Steca et  al., 2013). Therefore, our research considers 
not only the duration of belonging to a square dance team but 
also more variables (e.g., age, education, duration, income level, 
and work) during the data collection state to identify the variables 
that may influence the relationship between the subjective exercise 
experience and group cohesion among square dance teams. 
We  hypothesized that (1) the motivation for participating in a 
square dance group could be explained by the benefits on physical 
and psychological health partly; (2) the positive aspect of the 
subjective exercise experience is positively related to group cohesion, 
whereas the negative aspect of the subjective exercise experience 
is negatively related to group cohesion (Kim et  al., 2020); and 
(3) some variables (e.g., age, education, duration, income level, 
and work) play a role as mediators in the association between 
the subjective exercise experience and group cohesion. The 
Subjective Exercise Experience Scale score was regarded as the 
predictor (PWB and PF), while the Group Environment 
Questionnaire score was regarded as the dependent variable [group 
integration-task (GI-T), group integration-social (GI-S), individual 
attractions to group-tasks (ATG-T), and individual attractions to 
group-social (ATG-S)]. To test the above hypotheses, we performed 
the following analysis.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
This study strictly adhered to the operation rules of standard 
biosecurity and institutional safety. Before the formal 
questionnaire, we obtained informed consent from the participants. 
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TABLE 1 | Demographic information of the participants (N = 1,166).

Demographic measures
Income (yuan)

≤2,000 2,001–3,500 3,501–5,000 5,001–6,500 6,501–8,000 >8,000

Education (n)

Primary 8 1 0 0 0 1

Junior high 111 117 33 3 2 4

Senior high 80 216 139 25 3 9
Undergraduate 18 67 127 112 33 33
Higher than undergraduate 2 2 3 5 1 11

Location (n)

Northeast 2 4 1 2 2 2
East 70 300 263 121 26 44
West 33 27 11 9 1 9
Center 103 57 20 6 8 2
Abroad 11 15 7 7 2 1

Work (n)

Government 0 0 8 4 3 5
Government-sponsored institution 6 14 44 48 7 12
Retiree 36 238 182 61 18 23
Enterprise 14 80 46 18 3 10
Individually owned business 7 11 3 1 5 7
Military 0 0 0 0 0 0
Framer 70 17 2 0 0 0
Student 6 1 0 0 0 0
Full-time house work 80 42 17 13 3 1

Age (M ± SD) 50.02 ± 10.25 58.26 ± 8.19 59.80 ± 8.82 56.54 ± 11.77 54.56 ± 10.65 53.50 ± 8.07

Through online recruitment, 1,468 female participants were 
invited from 31 provinces of China (e.g., Northeast: Liaoning 
et  al.; East: Beijing et  al.; West: Qinghai et  al.; and Center: 
Hubei et  al.) and abroad from October 1 to October 24, 2019. 
To explore the effect of various demographic characteristics on 
the association between the subjective exercise experience and 
group cohesion, several choice (e.g., How much money could 
you earn every month? What is your highest educational level?) 
and fill-in (e.g., How old are you? What is your job? What 
have you  gained from participating in a square dance group, 
and When did you begin to participate in a square dance group?) 
questions were designed for all participants.

The validity of the data was considered; thus, 77 samples 
were deleted based on time (>120 s) and age (≥18 years) 
limitations. In addition, for the purpose of this study, 
questionnaires with self-reported answers noting that the 
participant did not participate in a square dance group or 
responses with missing information were also regarded as 
invalid (114 samples). Although sampling was not limited to 
females, only a fraction of the data (102 samples) was submitted 
by males. Therefore, these responses were not included in the 
analysis. After eliminating incomplete data, we finally included 
1,166 participants. Based on the income level (e.g., less than 
2,000 yuan, 2,001–3,500 yuan, 3,501–5,000 yuan, 5,001–6,500 
yuan, 6,501–8,000 yuan, and more than 8,000 yuan), the age 
of the participants can be described as 50.02 ± 10.25, 58.26 ± 8.19, 
59.80 ± 8.82, 56.54 ± 11.77, 54.56 ± 10.65, and 53.50 ± 8.07, 
respectively. The length of the participation time can be described 
as 5.17 ± 5.76, 5.76 ± 5.86, 5.19 ± 5.53, 5.03 ± 4.74, 3.87 ± 4.33, 
and 3.00 ± 3.88. By virtue of policy indicating that women’s 
retirement age is 55 years, 566 participants were retired (Interim 
Measures of the State Council on the Placement of Old, Weak, 
Sick and Disabled Cadres, 1978; Interim Measures of the State 

Council on Workers’ Retirement and Resignation, Development, 
1978), and the item related to work did not apply (Table  1).

Questionnaire
Subjective Exercise Experience
The subjective exercise experience was measured using the Subjective 
Exercise Experience Scale (SEES; McAuley and Courneya, 1994), 
which was highly reliable (αPWB = 0.86, αPF = 0.88) in college students 
(age M = 20.78 years, SD = 2.18). The factory, development, and 
preliminary validation of two factors, namely PWB and PF, has 
been shown using data collected from middle-aged (M = 55 years) 
exercisers. In this study, the subjective exercise experience was 
measured using a subset of 8 items measuring two dimensions 
of the SEES, and each dimension contained four items. Additionally, 
the Chinese version of the SEES has been repeatedly confirmed 
to have good reliability (average α = 0.86) and validity (Zhou and 
Xie, 2016). These two dimensions were scored on a seven-point 
Likert scale ranging from not at all (1) to very much so (7).

Group Cohesion
Group cohesion was measured using the Group Environment 
Questionnaire 15 items based on the conceptual model, which 
contains the following four constructs: GI-T, GI-S, ATG-T, and 
ATG-S (Carron et  al., 1985). Its validity is considered good 
(ɑATG-T = 0.65, ɑATG-S = 0.64, ɑGI-T = 0.71, and ɑGI-S = 0.72), and its 
reliability was tested among athletes. The original GEQ was 
adjusted to Chinese by Hongyu (2008), and this version is 
scored on a 7-point Likert scale to indicate the extent of 
agreement with each item from extremely agree (7) to extremely 
disagree (1). The Chinese version of the GEQ also has excellent 
internal consistency (ɑATG-T = 0.76, ɑATG-S = 0.75, ɑGI-T = 0.85, and 
ɑGI-S = 0.78), test–retest reliability (rATG-T = 0.70, rATG-S = 0.80, 
rGI-T = 0.74, and rGI-S = 0.70), and construct and criterion validity.
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Statistical Analysis
Open question item 22, i.e., “What did you gain from participating 
in a square dance group?,” was analyzed through three steps 
referred to as objective grounded theory (OCT, Strauss and 
Corbin, 1998), including open coding, axial coding, and selective 
coding in sequence. Group cohesion (GI-S, ATG-S, GI-T, and 
ATG-T) and the subjective exercise experience (PWB and PF) 
across the groups, which were divided by demographics (e.g., 
age, education, and income level) and duration, were analyzed 
using a MANOVA with IBM SPSS version 24.0 (IBM Corp., 2017).

According to Weston and Gore (2006), a major advantage 
of structural equation modeling (SEM) over a general linear 
model is that SEM considers error variables. Specifically, 
SEM allows researchers to model both variability common 
to a latent variable (i.e., error-free scores) and variability 
not explained by a latent variable (i.e., error). Moreover, 
SEM enables the creation of weighted aggregate variables of 
targeted constructs (Hawes et  al., 2019). Therefore, 
we conducted and analyzed this single mediation model using 
Amos version 23.0 (IBM SPSS, 2014). The analyses were 
carried out using the recommended two-step approach to 
SEM. The first step involved testing the measurement model 
using confirmatory factor analyses (CFA). The purpose of 
the measurement model is to test and observe the relations 
between the manifest variables and the relations between 
these variables and the hypothesized latent variables. The 
second step involved analyses of the full structural equation 
models. The purpose of this step is to test the hypothesized 
interrelations between factors that are similar in some ways 
to general linear regression models (Kline, 2015). Specifically, 
the default maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) procedures 
were considered. All analyses were conducted using raw 
(continuous) scores. A modification index was required for 
Chi-squared values ≥10. We used the following three goodness-
of-fit statistics to compare our CFA models and determine 
the model fit: (1) root-mean-square error of approximation 
(RMSEA), (2) comparative fit index (CFI), and (3) standardized 
root mean residual (SRMR). Notably, we  also report the 
Chi-squared values (53.911) and degrees of freedom values 
(11) for comparison purposes, but due to the large sample 
size (>200), we  did not interpret the statistically significant 
results in any meaningful way (Kline, 2015).

To test the mediating role of the income level in the 
association between the subjective exercise experience and 

group cohesion, the pathways of this model should be  tested 
separately following the method outlined by Preacher and Hayes 
(2008). The bootstrapping technique was suggested by Hayes 
(2013) for hypothesis testing and effect size estimation. The 
indirect effect is considered significant when the CI (95%) 
does not contain the number zero (Hayes, 2013). Alpha was 
set to 0.05 for all analysis. Power analyses were conducted to 
determine the minimum sample size needed to detect a medium 
effect size with α = 0.05 and p = 0.95 (Soper, 2018).

RESULTS

Based on the analytic framework of the OGT, the responses 
to item 22 can be  summarized as a safety need (fitness and 
health), attachment need (social circle), esteem need (sense 
of identity), cognition need (knowledge acquisition), aesthetics 
need (artistic accomplishment), and self-actualization need 
(sense of honor and patriotic sentiment) based on Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1958), and PWB was added as 
the seventh item (see Table  2).

Table  3 shows the bivariate zero-order correlations between 
all variables. Only the income level and education were 
significantly correlated with either group cohesion or the 
subjective exercise experience. The correlation between the 
income level and location was significantly weak (rs = 0.332, 
p < 0.001).

The mediation model of education did not fit the data (χ2/
df = 9.409, AGFI = 0.935, CFI = 0.958, GFI = 0.972, RMSEA = 0.085, 
SRMR = 0.035, and TLI = 0.926), and the indirect effect of the 
subjective exercise experience on group cohesion through 
education was not significant (a × b = −0.001, SE = 0.002, 95% 
CI [−0.006, 0.001], p = 0.176). The mediation model of income 
had an excellent fit to the data (χ2/df = 4.901, AGFI = 0.967, 
CFI = 0.98, GFI = 0.987, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.04, and 
TLI = 0.97). The detailed results of the mediation analysis are 
displayed in Figure 1, where the effect of the subjective exercise 
experience on the income level is illustrated as a; the effect 
of the income level on group cohesion is illustrated as b; and 
the indirect effect is the product of paths a and b and is 
illustrated as a × b. The direct effect and the total effect are 
illustrated as c’ and c, respectively.

Through the bootstrapping procedure, the results indicate 
that the indirect effect of the subjective exercise experience 

TABLE 2 | Answers to question 22 measuring motivation participating in square dance between different income levels.

Hierarchy of needs (n)
Income (yuan)

≤2,000 2,001–3,500 3,501–5,000 5,001–6,500 6,501–8,000 >8,000

Safety e.g., I strengthened my body. 124 265 208 95 20 37

Attachment e.g., I made more friends. 40 101 75 40 7 12
Esteem e.g., I became more confident with my performance. 6 8 4 4 2 0
Cognition e.g., I gradually improved my dance skills. 17 37 30 19 5 12
Aesthetics e.g., I cultivated my artistic aesthetics. 11 23 23 8 2 2
Self-actualization e.g., I took pride in my or our teams achievement. 3 2 0 1 0 0
Positive well-being e.g., It makes me feel happy. 123 238 157 68 23 34
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TABLE 3 | Pearson correlations among the demographic, group cohesion, and subjective exercise experience variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Age 1.000
2. Duration of exercise 0.206** 1.000
3. Education −0.048 −0.124** 1.000
4. Income level 0.067* −0.071** 0.527** 1.000
5. Group cohesion 0.012 0.084** −0.080** −0.106** 1.000
6. Subjective exercise experience −0.116** 0.048 −0.106** −0.144** 0.113** 1.000

All values represent standardized estimates. **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

on group cohesion through income level was also significant 
(a × b = −0.005, SE = 0.003, 95% CI [−0.003, 0.000], p = 0.037). 
Approximately 77.6% of the variance in group cohesion was 
accounted for by the subjective exercise experience and income 
level. The direct effect of the subjective exercise experience 
on group cohesion was significant after controlling for the 
income level (c = 0.874, SE = 0.039, 95% CI [−0.951, −0.800], 
p = 0.001). Additionally, the total effect was significant (c’ = 0.879, 
SE = 0.038, 95% CI [−0.955, −0.806], p < 0.001).

The evaluation of the specific paths from the subjective 
exercise experience to the income level and group cohesion 
indicated that the subjective exercise experience was a significantly 
positive predictor of group cohesion (B = −1.067, β = −0.874, 
SE = 0.094, p = 0.001) and a negative predictor of the income 
level (B = 0.055, β = 0.080, SE = 0.026, p = 0.035), which was a 
negative predictor of group cohesion (B = −0.105, β = −0.058, 
SE = 0.052, p = 0.044). This study also explored whether the 
duration of exercise had a mediating effect on the relationships 
between the subjective exercise experience and group cohesion. 
In contrast to expectation, this study did not find any significant 
association. In summary, the results demonstrate the presence 
of significant direct and indirect effects in the mediation model. 
The subjective exercise experience remained a significant predictor 
of group cohesion after including income level as a mediator, 
suggesting that the model involves partial mediation.

Subjective Exercise Experience and Group 
Cohesion
PWB, which represents the positive aspects of the subjective 
exercise experience, was strongly positively associated with 
group cohesion. In contrast, PF, which represents the negative 
aspects of the subjective exercise experience, was moderately 
negatively associated with group cohesion as shown in Figure 2.

Income Level and Subjective Exercise 
Experience
There were several increases and decreases in the associations 
between the PWB and PF ratings and income. Negative and 
positive relations are related to the characteristics of regions (such 
as developing countries) and participants (such as retirees, Notice 
on Adjusting the Basic Pension for Retired Persons in 2020, 2020).

As displayed in Figure 2, the association between the income 
level and group cohesion was negative.

Income Level and Social Aspect of Group 
Cohesion
The social aspect of group cohesion consisting of ATG-S and 
GI-S was defined by Carron et al. (1985) as a general orientation 
toward developing and maintaining social relationships within 
a group. According to Figure  2, an increasing income level 

FIGURE 1 | The mediating model of the subjective exercise experience, group cohesion, and income. PF, psychological fatigue; PWB, positive well-being; GI-T, 
group integration-task; GI-S, group integration-social; ATG-T, individual attractions to group-task; and ATG-S, individual attractions to group-social. Summary 
standardized path coefficients representing the effects of the subjective exercise experience and income rating on group cohesion. All values represent standardized 
estimates/coefficients. ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; and *p < 0.05.
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had a greater effect on the reduction in GI-S than ATG-S, 
whereas the fifth income level (6,500–8,000 RMB) was the 
most strongly associated with GI-S.

Income Level and Task Aspect of Group 
Cohesion
The task aspect of group cohesion consisting of ATG-T and 
GI-T was defined by Carron et al. (1985) as a general orientation 
toward achieving the group’s goals and objectives. Figure  2 
shows that an increasing income level had a greater effect on 
the reduction in GI-T than ATG-T.

Income Level and Individual Attractions to 
Group Cohesion
Individual attractions to the group represent the interaction among 
the motivations for an individual to remain in a group, i.e., the 
composite of the individual members’ feelings regarding the group, 
their personal role involvement, and involvement with other 
group members (Carron et  al., 1985). Notably, increases in the 
income level had a minimal effect on ATG-T and ATG-S, except 
for the rating of ATG-T provided by the lower income-level 
group (<3,500 yuan), which increased with the income level.

Income Level and Group Integration
Group integration represents the closeness, similarity, and 
bonding within the group as a whole, i.e., the degree of 
unification of the group (Carron et  al., 1985). Figure  2 shows 
that an increasing income level had a greater effect on the 
reduction in GI-T than GI-S.

DISCUSSION

The current study found that first, square dance satisfied women’s 
physical and psychological needs partly, which is consistent 

with hypothesis 1. Second, PWB was positively associated with 
group cohesion, and in contrast, PF was negatively correlated 
with group cohesion, supporting hypothesis 2 of our study. 
However, a part of hypothesis 3 was supported because only 
income showed a mediating effect between the subjective exercise 
experience and group cohesion.

Square Dance Satisfied Women’s Needs 
Partly
Recently, the physical and psychological problems of women 
have become major concerns worldwide (Biering, 2019). From 
a subjective view, square dance as a type of synchronizing 
dance group activity satisfied women’s physical and psychological 
health needs partly.

First, our study found that most women who perform square 
dance seek to satisfy physical health needs because they believe 
that square dance can not only help them maintain wellness 
but also enable them to build a good shape. Indeed, previous 
studies indicate that square dance, a music-related public group 
activity, promotes women’s physical health (Xiao and Hilton, 
2019). More specifically, square dance is an entertaining way 
for people to improve their physical health, such as flexibility, 
lower extremity strength, and coordination (Yu et  al., 2020). 
In addition, older women who dance synchronously in a group 
are more resistant to pain and have elevated pain thresholds 
(Tarr et  al., 2016). Therefore, the physical health benefits of 
square dance could help women meet their physical health 
needs partly.

Second, notably, square dance also helps women satisfy 
psychological needs, such as increasing positive psychological 
moods and acquiring social opportunities. Given that women, 
especially middle-aged women, always feel lonely in their daily 
life (Lund et al., 2018), they are at an increased risk of developing 
negative mood disorders (Seedat et al., 2009). Therefore, women 

FIGURE 2 | Differences in income level in the ratings of group cohesion and subjective exercise experience. PF, psychological fatigue; PWB, positive well-being; 
GI-T, group integration-task; GI-S, group integration-social; ATG-T, individual attractions to group-task; and ATG-S, individual attractions to group-social.
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need to increase their positive effect and broaden their social 
circles to improve this condition. Indeed, previous studies indicate 
that physical group activities, such as square dance, effectively 
increase women’s positive effect (Seedat et al., 2009). In addition, 
our study found that most women choose to participate in 
square dance because they feel a sense of belonging to the 
group and gain more social interaction opportunities, such as 
communicating with others and meeting new friends. Participating 
in square dance meets women’s psychological needs (social 
demands) because synchronizing full-body dance activities help 
the participants increase their feelings of social closeness to 
each other in a group (Robertson et al., 2017). Specifically, when 
participants perform the same movements synchronously, there 
is coactivation of action and perception networks, which is 
believed to blur the sense of others and the self (Overy and 
Molnar-Szakacs, 2009), implying that participating in synchronous 
full-body dance contributes to a social bond among the participants 
in the group (Decety and Sommerville, 2003). Therefore, to 
meet their physical and psychological needs, women are more 
likely to participate in square dance.

Subjective Exercise Experience and Group 
Cohesion
The current study showed that PWB was positively associated 
with group cohesion and that fatigue was negatively related 
to group cohesion, which is consistent with previous studies.

Previous studies indicate that group cohesion, such as social 
interaction, is positively associated with PWB (Lee and Ishii-
Kuntz, 1987; Nezlek et  al., 2002; Cramm and Nieboer, 2014, 
2015), indicating that identification with a social group tends 
to promote PWB (Greenaway et  al., 2015). However, 
anthropologists emphasize the important role of positive 
emotional states leading to social closeness in a synchronized 
dance group (Durkheim, 1915). Similarly, at least one recent 
study found that better psychological health also predicted 
higher group identifications (Miller et al., 2017), which supports 
the results of our study because group identification is the 
main reason why individuals are attracted to group activities 
(Brawley, 1979). These results are consistent with those reported 
by Benish-Weisman et  al. (2015). In addition, notably, a panel 
analysis of nationally representative Australian data showed 
that group participation predicts well-being, while well-being 
is related to more group identifications (Ding et  al., 2015), 
indicating that there is a reciprocal relationship between 
psychological well-being and group participation.

Second, fatigue is negatively related to group cohesion. When 
fatigue or negative effect is decreased by participating in square 
dance, group cohesion is increased. In fact, the relationship 
between fatigue and group cohesion has been less discussed 
in previous studies, but it is important to determine why square 
dance simultaneously helps decrease fatigue and promote group 
cohesion among women. When participating in square dance, 
people usually dance synchronously with different music 
accompaniments; listening to music appears to be  rated as a 
very pleasant experience since it decreases PF (Guo et  al., 
2015), and social facilitation theory suggests that arousal levels 
increase in the presence of others (Zajonc and Sales, 1966) 

because emotional contagion is believed to occur through 
processes of unconscious motor mimicry, causing individuals 
to experience emotions parallel to those perceived by the group 
(Hatfield et al., 2011). However, notably, emotional experiences 
tend to be  amplified in group settings through processes of 
social feedback (Garrido et  al., 2017), suggesting that women’s 
fatigue is decreased by music and that group members also 
decrease PF by social connection in the group.

The Mediating Effect of Income Level on 
the Relationship Between Subjective 
Exercise Experience and Group Cohesion
In addition, the current study tested whether the relationship 
between the subjective exercise experience and group cohesion 
is mediated by the income level, indicating that subjective 
exercise experiences are negatively related to income and that 
income is positively related to group cohesion. However, the 
mediating role of the income level in the relationship between 
subjective exercise experiences and group cohesion is less 
discussed in related studies.

Positive well-being is negatively associated with income. 
Currently, many researchers have different perspectives 
regarding the relationship between well-being and income. 
On the one hand, income growth results in an increase in 
well-being. On the other hand, given the happiness–income 
paradox described by Easterlin et  al. (2010), over time, a 
higher rate of income growth does not result in a greater 
increase in happiness. Indeed, Miñarro et  al. (2021) found 
that higher levels of subjective well-being can be  achieved 
with a low income level, further challenging the perception 
that economic growth raises life satisfaction among low-income 
populations. Similarly, Shapiro and Taylor (2002) found that 
higher subjective well-being can also be achieved by low-income 
elderly individuals. For example, Howell and Howell (2008) 
examined the relationship between economic status and 
subjective well-being in different income groups in developing 
countries, and the results showed that this relationship was 
the strongest in the sample of low-income developing economies 
but the weakest in the sample of high-income developing 
economies. This phenomenon is most likely due to the happy 
waterwheel theory, which posits that as the income level 
increases, the material desires of individuals continue to 
increase, which makes them gradually adapt to the reality 
of income increases and reduces the happiness that wealth 
brings (Knight, 2012; Tsutsui and Ohtake, 2016).

Furthermore, fatigue is positively related to income. 
Community-based studies employing bivariate analyses have 
shown a relatively consistent positive association between low 
income and negative effect (Lund et  al., 2010). Similarly, over 
12-month periods in India (Patel et  al., 2006) and Taiwan 
(Seplaki et al., 2006), positive associations between low income 
and negative emotion have been reported. In addition, Wayne 
(2008) found that African-Americans in high-middle classes 
reported more fatigue than African-Americans in lower classes, 
indicating that people may have more fatigue when they are 
in a high income level, which is an important factor predicting 
social class (Featherman et  al., 1975).
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In addition, income is negatively associated with group 
cohesion, indicating that low income may promote group 
cohesion. For example, communities of older adults with a 
relatively low socioeconomic status, such as low-income attributes, 
gather (Lai et al., 2021), indicating that low income may predict 
high cohesion and that participation is considerably linked to 
belonging. Chinese people are more collectivistic than Westerners 
(Oyserman et  al., 2002) because social capital in China resides 
largely in families and other narrow circles of social relationships, 
implying that people may participate in social activities involving 
their circles and trust those who belong to the same in-group 
(Allik and Realo, 2004).

Ultimately, the study also explored whether the duration 
of square dance has a mediating effect on the relationship 
between the subjective exercise experience and group cohesion, 
but our study did not find any significant association likely 
because the duration of square dance is not related to group 
cohesion, and Steca et  al. (2013) also found similar results 
showing that there is no significant association between group 
cohesion and the duration of exercise in basketball and soccer 
teams. Therefore, these results support our initial prediction 
that the relationship between the subjective exercise experience 
and group cohesion is mediated by the income level.

Nevertheless, this study has several limitations. Both income 
and education were significantly correlated with the subjective 
exercise experience and group cohesion, but the mediating 
effect of education was not proven by the results. Therefore, 
the relations among these four variables require further 
investigations in the future. Second, studies should increase 
the sample size of participants from different cultures and 
countries and investigate the correlation between income and 
the motivation to participate in square dance (Kurková and 
Maertin, 2014). Furthermore, this study involved a random 
sampling survey, and 0.27% of the participants in our study 
were postgraduates; future studies should consider male 
participants and various age groups and collect more 
comprehensive and specific geographical information.

Moreover, future studies should conduct a longitudinal 
analysis to identify changes in the subjective exercise experience, 
group cohesion, and other geographical information and the 
duration of such associations. Despite these limitations, this 
study revealed a mediator of the relationship between the 
subjective exercise experience and group cohesion, i.e., the 
income level of the participants. Given the strong association 
between a positive exercise experience and group cohesion 
through income level, understanding this mechanism underlying 
group exercising behavior is an important contribution.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, our research found that women’s motivation to 
participate in square dance and square dance satisfied women’s 
physical and psychological needs partly. Second, PWB was 
positively associated with group cohesion, and fatigue was 
negatively related to group cohesion. Third, our research found 
evidence that the subjective exercise experience remained a 

significant predictor of group cohesion after including income 
level as a mediator, suggesting that the model was a partial 
mediation. Compared to previous studies, our findings explore 
a wide range of participants in China and use the Subjective 
Exercise Experiences Scale and Group Environment 
Questionnaire to study a new physical activity of national 
fitness, which may provide guidance for sports psychologists 
and square dance teams.

In addition, since early 2020, due to the breakout of the 
new coronavirus epidemic (COVID-19), the potential burden 
on the psychological health of the general public has increased 
(Burhamah et  al., 2020). Notably, physical exercise benefits 
individuals by increasing positive feeling states and decreasing 
negative emotions (Bartholomew and Miller, 2002). Given that 
square dance can not only promote people’s physical and 
psychological health but also has no restrictions in space and 
time, individuals can practice square dance at home during 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Cheng and Li, 2020; Su, 2020). For 
example, the news has reported that doctors and patients 
participate in square dance in mobile cabin hospitals in China, 
which has a good impact on their psychological mood. In 
addition, people can share videos of their dancing and 
communicate with their friends via WeChat or TikTok (New 
Highlights in the Promotion of Home Scientific Fitness Methods, 
2020). Therefore, the effects of square dance deserve more 
empirical and applied research. We  believe that square dance 
activities may encourage people to perform exercises worldwide.
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Cultural consumption provides numerous benefits for individuals, especially for younger 
generations. Imaginary travel narratives can shape people’s perceptions about other 
cultures thus are useful tools for developing intercultural competences. On the other 
hand, positive psychology provides an approach to understand different aspects of 
students/youngsters’ wellbeing. This study investigates the wellbeing associated with 
learning the meanings of being different and growing in emotional resilience, flexibility, 
and openness to other cultures through movies. The positive psychology approach was 
used to examine the benefits of movie consumption in order to investigate the activation 
of five domains of wellbeing: positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, 
and accomplishment (PERMA). The research methodology consisted of the experiment 
and questionnaire survey. The students’ scores on the wellbeing and intercultural 
competences were measured before and after the intervention. The intervention 
consisted of sessions of watching two example movies, Eat Pray Love and Hotel 
Transylvania 2, and subsequent group discussions about the movies’ respective 
messages. The participants’ group was formed by 236 university students from Brunei 
and Romania, ages between 18 and 49 years old. The results showed an increase in 
students’ openness to other cultures and across some of the wellbeing PERMA 
dimensions. The study makes a theoretical contribution by connecting positive 
psychology and the intercultural competence constructs and the influences of movies.

Keywords: wellbeing, intercultural awareness, PERMA model, cinematic storytelling, intercultural sensitivity

INTRODUCTION

Functioning effectively in cross-cultural environments is one of the core cross-cutting 
competencies in a highly globalized world with teams made up of highly diverse individuals 
(Akdere et al., 2021). Therefore, students need to be  trained to develop a high level of 
intercultural tolerance in order to integrate into society and increase their employability, 
an important indicator of accomplishment for most universities. The ability to cooperate, 
that is to work in multi-ethnic, multinational teams, to be open to new working environments 
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is one of the crucial aspects that employers consider in 
addition to basic training in a field. In the face of this 
increase in cultural and socioeconomic diversity, researchers 
have come up with multiple solutions to implement 
intercultural competency training programs for both teachers 
and students (Kohli Bagwe and Haskollar, 2020; Peng et 
al., 2020; Romijn et al., 2021). Some of these refer to 
measuring intercultural competence before and after 
completing a university course (Snodgrass et al., 2018), after 
a semester of educational exchange experience (Dervin et al., 
2020), others involve the use of virtual reality technology 
to develop intercultural competence (Akdere et  al., 2021) 
and, the ones that caught our attention, are those that use 
movies as a support in developing intercultural competence 
(Yue, 2019).

The idea of using film as an authentic teaching medium 
is not new (Chaya and Inpin, 2020), but it is certainly 
appropriate for a generation of students with a predominantly 
visual style of information accumulation. Although the 
primary intention of most movie producers is not to induce 
visitors to the filmed locations, the natural attractions, 
lifestyle, and cultural experiences featured in films do play 
an impact in influencing viewers awareness (Bolan et  al., 
2011). With the evolution of media in our lives, movies 
and television shows have become our mainstream 
entertainment exposing us to visualized images and culture, 
thus creating awareness and openness of different cultures 
through movies. According to Spears et  al. (2013), how the 
location is featured in a movie and how the cultural image 
is portrayed both affect the viewers’ perception and 
engagement toward the filming destination. A movie may 
have the ability to attract tourists to a particular location 
(Leotta, 2011; Waade, 2016; Chin and Liu, 2018), it also 
often has embedded cultural content that has implications 
in our acceptance of cultures (Jane, 2020). Some films shot 
in a particular location can provide a consistent promise 
of possibly profound life-changing experiences for potential 
tourists (Frost, 2010).

Films can also be used in a discreet pedagogy of exemplary 
acts. Films have often been used as part of therapeutic 
interventions (Hesley and Hesley, 2001), creating a new 
niche called cinematherapy. It is well known that today, 
increasing pressure from school activities translated into 
high levels of mental illness and stress among university 
students (Pedrelli et  al., 2015; Evans et  al., 2018), as some 
studies reported lower levels of wellbeing for this category 
compared with the general population (Stewart-Brown et al., 
2000). The higher incidence of depression symptoms among 
university students compared with the general population 
was reported by Ibrahim et al. (2013), as well as an increasing 
level of anxiety for first year students (Stallman, 2010). 
Therefore, this comparative study attempts to investigate 
the connection between student wellbeing and their 
intercultural competence constructs through the influence 
of popular movies with a narrative of traveling to multiple 
destinations, making both theoretical and practical 
contribution to the field of positive psychology research.

Intercultural Competence
The concept of intercultural competence has been intensively 
debated by researchers and has a rich theoretical foundation. 
Recent studies show the existence of more than 300 theoretical 
constructs and terms equivalent to intercultural competence 
(Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009). In this research, we  use 
the definition of intercultural competence proposed by Bennett 
(2008), which includes “a set of cognitive, affective, and 
behavioral skills and characteristics that support effective 
and appropriate interaction in a variety of cultural contexts” 
(p.  3). This definition emphasizes the components of 
competence, knowledge, skills, and attitudes that are based 
on diversity values.

The theoretical basis of intercultural competence is grounded 
in the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) 
(Bennett, 1986). The developmental model proposed by the 
theoretical perspective of intercultural competence has its main 
directions the acquisition by individuals of a global, international 
perspective of identity and the development of harmonious 
relationships with people from different cultures (Armstrong, 
2020). A high level of development of this competence allows 
the individual to select appropriate behavior, be more empathetic 
(Meleady et al., 2020), minimize prejudice, and ethnocentrism 
(Gregersen-Hermans, 2017), have a higher level of tolerance 
for ambiguity (Romijn et al., 2021), manage stress more easily 
(Schwarzenthal et al., 2020), and communicate easily in cross-
cultural environments (Stier, 2009). Also, when conceptualizing 
this term, we  need to take into account the fact that today 
most individuals belong to diverse groups (ethnic, religious, 
national, occupational, etc.) thus have diverse socio-cultural 
identities (Barrett, 2018).

From a cognitive behavioral paradigm perspective, an 
interesting construct within intercultural competence is cultural 
intelligence (Li, 2020). It focuses on an individual’s ability 
to adapt efficiently to cultural settings in which people think 
and behave differently from the person’s culture (Presbitero, 
2020). Recent studies highlight that individuals with high 
levels of cultural intelligence tend to perceive the settings 
more complexly (Hu et al., 2020). The two theoretical 
perspectives are included in this research to deepen the 
connections between these constructs and to uncover new 
measurement possibilities.

The clear conceptual delineation of “intercultural competence” 
is still an under-explored aspect in the literature. Thus, often 
the concept of intercultural competence is overlapped over 
terms, such as “intercultural sensitivity, cross-cultural 
effectiveness, intercultural skills, cross-cultural adaptation, global 
competence, multicultural competence, cross-cultural relations, 
cultural proficiency, intercultural agility, and even the misnomer 
cultural intelligence” (Bennett, 2015, p.  483). Intercultural 
sensitivity is a central concept in the model developed by 
Bennett, representing an individual’s ability to adapt with cultural 
differences. Cultural intelligence is defined as “the ability to 
function in intercultural contexts” (Ang et  al., 2015, p.  273). 
These concepts, although seeming to denote the same reality, 
actually have subtle demarcations. Thus, intercultural sensitivity 
refers more to being aware of and understanding cultural 
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differences, and cultural intelligence emphasizes more the 
perspective of competence in action, what makes individuals 
to operate effectively in varied cultural contexts. From a 
complementary perspective, we  have chosen to include both 
“intercultural sensitivity” and “cultural intelligence” as facets 
of intercultural competence.

PERMA Students’ Wellbeing
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and research signals 
about the negative effects on student mental wellbeing makes 
relevant all the solutions dealing with this issue, and wellbeing 
programs from positive psychology perspective being one of 
these (Morgan and Simmons, 2021). Schools and universities 
need to have a strategic approach over the use of positive 
psychology in areas like teacher and school leadership and 
other tools needed to create a positive environment for students, 
and Seligman (2011) PERMA model being considered a potential 
useful framework for fostering positive education in those 
institutions aiming at improving academic engagement and 
achieving results (Waters, 2011). The reasons for including 
positive education in higher education institutions are the 
encouraging effects on life satisfaction, learning process and 
creativity, lowering depression, and enhancing civic participation 
of the students (Seligman et al., 2009; Kern et al., 2015; Wingert 
et  al., 2020). Houghton and Anderson (2017) go further by 
suggesting that wellbeing should be  embedded into the 
curriculum content.

Seligman (2011) PERMA model was used in many contexts 
in order to measure wellbeing within educational frameworks. 
Research into positive education is not related only to formal 
teaching settings, Oades et  al. (2011) recommended that the 
whole university should be  included and gave examples of 
activities structured on all five PERMA dimensions and oriented 
toward five key aspects of university life: classroom, social, 
local community, faculty residential administration, and 
residential. For local community activities, the authors suggested 
movie screenings with positive psychological content.

Kern et  al. (2015) concluded that measuring subjective 
perspectives of wellbeing across multiple domains will successfully 
promote student wellbeing. The increased concern over students’ 
wellbeing translated into positive education interventions as 
wellbeing programs addressing this target group with minimal 
resources and low stigma (Young et  al., 2020). The aims of 
intervention programs are offering to the youth means to attain 
the skills to achieve greater versions of themselves, something 
not currently on offer in most academic institutions (Lambert 
et al., 2019).

The PERMA-Profiler (Butler and Kern, 2016) was used in 
university contexts for measuring effects of a character strength 
(Smith et  al., 2021), the role of intergenerational program in 
providing positive experiences and interactions for students 
(Gray et al., 2020), relationship between affective wellbeing 
and academic self-efficacy and performance (Cobo-Rendón 
et al., 2020), examinations of student veterans wellbeing (Umucu 
et  al., 2018a,b, 2019), effects of the patience training program 
on patience and wellbeing (Bülbül and Izgar, 2018), the 

relationships between social networking tools and wellbeing 
(Zhou and Zhang, 2019), and effects of mindfulness-based 
strengths practice on wellbeing (Wingert et  al., 2020).

Movies Influence in our Lives
Using DRAMMA and PERMA model of wellbeing, Laing and 
Frost (2017) focus their study on contemporary non-fiction 
books – some of these books have been adapted into popular 
films – written by women about their travel experiences in 
Italy and “examine the Italian transformative journey as a travel 
trope… omnipresent in women’s travel narratives” that affect 
“well-being on a broad level” (pp.  116–117). Laing and Frost 
(2017) further suggest future study could consider whether 
the trope of transformation also resonates with men visiting 
Italy in both literary and cinematic contexts (p.  118).

In a matter of fact, Niemiec (2008); 2009, 2010a, 2010b, 
2011, 2014, 2015, 2020 has long suggested and discussed 
approaching movies as character strength-based interventions 
for both researchers and practitioners in positive psychology 
field. Niemiec (2009,2010a,b, 2011) and Niemiec and Bretherton 
(2015) reviewed popular movies, such as Twilight (Hardwicke, 
2008), Invictus (Eastwood, 2009), Alice in Wonderland (Burton, 
2010), Happy (Belic et  al., 2012) and Frozen (Buck et al., 
2014), through the positive psychology lens and elaborated 
how to carry out the science-based, positive interventions via 
the use of popular films in the psychotherapy process. Such 
interventions are based on the via classification of 24 strengths 
and six virtues (Peterson and Seligman, 2004) that have been 
found universal across cultures and nations (Park et al., 2006). 
Niemiec and Wedding (2014) claimed “cinema is not restricted 
to one country or group of people. Therefore, movies are a 
commentary on more than society – they inform us about 
the human condition” (p. 3). They went on to associate cinematic 
storytelling and characters with positive psychology research: 
“Positive psychology theories, virtues, and strengths lie in the 
film’s subtext. They emerge as powerful themes and motifs, 
and as qualities within the characters but beneath the storyline” 
(p.  3). “Positive psychology grows out of robust research on 
subjective well-being and character strengths, and it links with 
humanistic psychology and other avenues of inquiry that 
emphasize wellness” (p. 7). In particular, the protagonist Elizabeth 
“Liz” Gilbert in Eat Pray Love (Murphy, 2010) from the 
perspective of PERMA model, “can be viewed as her personal 
training in each of these three areas (positive emotions, 
engagement and meaning). She develops pleasure through 
enjoying the food and wine in Italy, engagement through her 
meditation training in India, and meaning in the development 
of purpose and a loving relationship in Bali” (Niemiec and 
Wedding, 2014, p.  335). Here, Liz’s “loving relationship” with 
her new boyfriend Felipe in Bali and the happy ending of 
their reunion on the dock and then sailing on the sea embody 
the other two components of PERMA model – positive 
relationships and accomplishment. Not only because the spiritual 
guru Ketut tells Liz: “Sometimes, to lose balance to love is 
part of living a balanced life,” so that she realizes the relationship 
with Felipe is a positive “crossover” for her to “living a balanced 
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life”; but also because, by so doing, Liz eventually accomplishes 
her truth-searching and self-discovery journey. No wonder EPL 
received the Positive Psychology Film Awards, in the category 
of Authentic Happiness Theory, given yearly by Niemiec (p. 380).

In Hotel Transylvania 2 (HT2), PERMA model is also reflected, 
through a diverged dichotomy, in terms of how to train the 
5 years old Dennis (ovitch), who is fathered by a human Johnny 
and mothered by a vampire Mavis, to become a human or a 
vampire. Mavis considers the former way to raise up Dennis 
as a human by moving to California where Johnny grew up, 
while Mavis’s father Drac wants his grandson to stay in 
Transylvania and become a “fanger.” Both Mavis and Drac 
attempt to bring a positive future, strength, and happiness to 
Dennis, but only through their respective engagement. Drac 
even encourages Johnny to bring Mavis to visit his parents 
in California, but his real intention is to let Johnny keep 
Mavis distracted during her visit, so that she will not move. 
At the same time, Drac summons a group of monster friends 
to help him train Dennis to become a vampire at a summer 
camp. Dennis does not transform into a vampire by Drac’s 
stunts; but Dennis grows his fangs quickly and his vampire 
abilities demonstrate immediately, when Bela, the bat-like servant 
of Drac’s father Vlad, injures Winnie, who is monster Wayne’s 
daughter and has a crush on Dennis, and threatens to destroy 
Hotel Transylvania. Dennis begins to fight Bela with his sprouting 
superpower and fierce strength triggered by the close bonding 
between Winnie and himself. Drac, Mavis, Vlad, and other 
monsters soon join Dennis and defeat Bela and his giant-bat 
minions. Both Drac and Mavis grasp the meaning of education; 
Dennis achieves having vampire abilities and being true himself, 
while Johnny and Mavis decide to continue raising him 
in Transylvania.

Niemiec and Schulenberg (2011) also extended their research 
on integrating movies and positive psychology to understand 
death attitudes, in order to manage death anxiety with positive 
interventions. Using the compound word cinematherapy, Niemiec 
(2020) recently concluded as: “Character strengths cinematherapy 
offers clients an opportunity to look within, using a medium 
that is, at its best, enjoyable, engaging, and empowering. 
Strengths-spotting practices in the cinema can be a focal point 
in therapeutic discussions and serve as springboards for 
positive interventions.”

According to Hofstede (2001), there is often a shared 
perception within a society, a social environment that determines 
how individuals behave and interact with each other. The 
significant dimensions of cultural values to differentiate cultural 
differences are whether societies are individualistic or collectivistic 
and whether they have strong or weak uncertainty avoidance. 
Collectivistic cultures stressed the importance of interdependence 
and uncertainties are avoided in high uncertainty culture (Lee 
et  al., 2021), i.e., what is accepted in the United  States might 
be  different from what is accepted in Korea, hence movie 
acceptance and influence may vary across different cultures. 
However, Hofstede approach has been criticized for its data 
collection method and outdated data (Eringa et  al., 2015), 
while Handford (2020) warns that his model may develop a 
stereotype image of others.

Purpose of the Study
This study investigates the wellbeing associated with learning 
the meanings of being different and growing in emotional 
resilience, flexibility, and openness to other cultures 
through movies.

Therefore, in this research, we  want to answer the question: 
What is the extent to which films can be  a good support in 
developing intercultural competences and increasing wellbeing?

The specific research questions are as:

1. Are there relationships between the level of intercultural 
competence, cultural intelligence, and the level of wellbeing?

2. Are there differences between the two groups of participants, 
based on cultural differences, in the level of development 
of intercultural competence, level of cultural intelligence, 
and level of wellbeing?

3. What is the effectiveness of the intervention program on 
intercultural competence, cultural intelligence, and level 
of wellbeing?

4. What are the participants’ opinions on the influence of 
cinema on intercultural education?

Participants and Data Collection
The group of participants is composed of 142 (60.2%) 
students from Romania, Transilvania University of Brasov 
and 94 (39.8%) students from Universiti Brunei Darussalam. 
Initially, a group of 300 participants was recruited with an 
equal number of students from both universities. Only 
complete responses were kept in the analysis. Students were 
rewarded for their participation in this study by being 
recognized for 2 h of internship activities. The participant 
group consists of 173 females (73.3% of the total), 59 males 
(25%), and four individuals (1.7%) did not wish to declare 
their affiliation. The participants are aged between 18 and 
49 years, with a mean of 20.45 (standard deviation 2.76). 
The ethnicity of the Romanian students is Romanian (60.2%), 
Hungarian (19.8%), German (8%), Roma (7%), and a few 
declared themselves as having two ethnicities, Romanian 
and Hungarian (2%), Romanian and Roma (2%), and 
Romanian and German (1%). Students from Brunei are of 
Bruneian (70%), Bruneian and Malay (20%), Chinese (4%), 
Chinese and Thai (3%), and Dusun (2%), Bruneian and 
Filipino (1%) ethnicity. The predominant religion in the 
Romanian student group is Christianity and Islam in the 
Brunei student group. Buddhism is also represented in a 
very small proportion. The majority of students (74%) has 
traveled abroad at least once and 26% have never been 
abroad. They are students on similar degree programs. All 
students are from the field of socio-human studies (educational 
sciences, sociology, communication, and arts).

Data Analysis
This study was based on an experimental research design, 
with two parallel, relatively equivalent groups (one in Romania 
and the other in Brunei), with two measurement moments, 
pretest and posttest, within-subject, and between-subjects.
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The following instruments were used at the pretest time: 
Butler and Kern’s PERMA-Profiler (2016), Cultural Intelligence 
Scale (Van Dyne et al., 2012); Intercultural Competence Inventory 
(Brinkman and Wink, 2007). In the posttest, the same instruments 
were used as in the previous stage and another instrument 
was used to address the influence of film on intercultural 
education (Popa, Nechita, Liu and Chin, 2021).

The experimental intervention consisted of viewing two 
films, EPL (Murphy, 2010) and HT2 (Tartakovsky, 2015), and 
subsequent group discussions about the movies’ respective 
messages. Students were divided into small, conventional groups 
(due to the COVID 19 situation, it was only possible to work 
with 18–20 students in face-to-face activities). After watching 
each film, the students participated in a group discussion 
session of one hour each. The main topics of discussion were 
the themes of the films, the feelings they had while watching 
the films and afterward, the aspects they could add as learning 
experiences, about analogies with their personal lives. The films 
were analyzed from the perspective of cultural elements that 
become part of personal identity. The extent to which films 
become cultural products, that could influence any society in 
which they are shown, was also examined. Collective discussions 
were chosen in order not to embarrass shy students, and, to 
observe the syntality of groups.

Prior to enrollment in the research, participants were asked 
for informed consent. They were informed about the purpose 
of this study, research methods and instruments, and the 
intervention. They were also informed about their rights as 
research participants and data confidentiality issues. The research 
has received the approval of the Ethics Commission for Socio-
Human Research of the Transilvania University of Brasov, 
Romania.

The instrument used for measuring students’ wellbeing is 
Butler and Kern’s PERMA-Profiler (2016). The instrument has 
15 items, divided into five subscales: “Positive emotion: valence 
and arousal for positive emotion; Engagement: absorption, 
interest, and involvement; Relationships: connection with others, 
satisfaction, and giving/receiving support; Meaning: sense of 
direction, transcendence (connecting to something bigger than 
oneself), and the sense of value/worth; Accomplishment: self-
efficacy, sense of accomplishment, and achieving personal goals” 
(Butler and Kern, 2016, p.  5). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
values were between.69 and.90, demonstrating an acceptable 
level for further analysis. Although the authors of the instrument 
use a response scale from 0 to 10, we  preferred a scale from 
1 to 7, with 1 being the lowest and 7 the highest. The arguments 
in favor of this choice were the intention to facilitate the 
completion of the instruments.

The intercultural competence was measured by Cultural 
Intelligence Scale (Van Dyne et  al., 2012) and Intercultural 
Competence Inventory (Brinkman and Wink, 2007). The Cultural 
Intelligence (CQ) Scale measures individuals’ abilities to function 
effectively in cross-cultural environments. The instrument has 
four subscales: cognitive, metacognitive, motivational, and 
behavioral dimensions (Ang et al., 2007) and a response scale 
from 1 to 7, where 1 represents strongly disagree and 7 strongly 
agree. The Cognitive CQ subscale consists of 12 items that 

test understanding of similarities and differences between 
cultures. The Metacognitive CQ subscale, with 9 items, refers 
to the process of acquiring culture-specific information and 
its influence on culture-specific experiences (Culture General 
Knowledge and Context-Specific Knowledge). The Motivational 
CQ subscale has nine items that test individuals’ intention to 
learn about other cultures and confidence in their own strengths 
to act effectively in culturally mixed environments. The Behavioral 
CQ subscale contains nine items reflecting the individual’s 
ability to select appropriate behaviors in environments different 
from the culture of origin. The CQ Scale contains 39 items. 
The scale was used by permission of the Cultural 
Intelligence Center.

Intercultural Competence Inventory (Brinkman and Wink, 
2007) is a questionnaire of 27 statements which the respondents 
can answer on a 5-item scale, ranging from never to always. 
The instrument has four dimensions: the first investigates self-
monitoring, adaptability, and flexibility, the second checks the 
individual’s ability to value people from different cultures, the 
third focuses on the individual’s ability to build relationships 
with others, and the last investigates behaviors related to stress 
management, listening, and observation skills. In this research, 
we  used only the subscales Building relationships with other 
10 items and the subscale Listening and observation skills 
with four items, in order not to overburden the participants 
and following the analysis of the results obtained by Brinkman 
and Wink (2007), the other subscales not having the 
expected results.

The opinion questionnaire investigating the influence of 
cinema on intercultural education (Popa, Nechita, Liu and 
Chin, 2021) contains 42 items with specific content related to 
the influences of films viewed by participants. The scale was 
reliable (α is 0.87), which allowed us to continue the research. 
The questionnaire has a 7 item section focusing on the influence 
of films in general (type of messages offered, film from the 
perspective of cultural products, interest formed, and impact 
on the audience’s views of other cultures). The second section 
with 17 items investigates the opinions formed after watching 
EPL (character characteristics, message conveyed, reflection of 
other cultures, stimulation of tourist interest, and stimulation 
of lifestyle adoption). The third section containing 18 items 
focuses on the opinions formed after watching HT2 (cultural 
appreciation, reflecting on one’s own upbringing, encouraging 
intercultural experiences, negotiating, and respecting 
cultural norms).

The data were statistically analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistic 
23. The statistical analyses used were correlational analyses, 
parametric t-tests for comparison of means.

RESULTS

The first research question aimed to investigate the relationships 
between the level of intercultural competence, cultural 
intelligence, and the level of wellbeing. Table  1 summarizes 
the Pearson correlation coefficients showing the existence of 
the correlations between PERMA and Cultural Intelligence 
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dimensions. Even if the correlation coefficients have small and 
medium values, we note the existence of statistically significant 
and strongly statistically significant correlations between the 
Cognitive and Metacognitive CQ subscales and all PERMA 
model dimensions. Interestingly, there are no statistically 
significant correlations between the PERMA model dimensions 
and the Motivation and Behavioral subscales. It is likely that 
the intention to interact with other cultures and the level of 
confidence in one’s ability to manage the stress of interacting 
with people from different cultures, in the ability to adapt to 
living conditions different from those specific to the culture 
of origin are not associated with positive emotions experienced, 
having direction in life, sense of working toward and reaching 
goals, mastery, and efficacy to complete tasks. However, this 
aspect deserves further research.

Table  2 synthesized those existing between PERMA and 
Intercultural Competence dimensions. We observe the existence 
of highly significant, inversely proportional, bidirectional 
correlations between the Listening, observation skills of 
Intercultural Competence dimensions, and the Engagement and 
Accomplishment subscales. The existence of these associations 
demonstrates that engaging in behaviors that involve selecting 
effective communication strategies interrupts the state of flow, 
the focus on the task, being more concerned with appearances. 
Also, increased attention to listening, observation skills diminishes 
sense of working toward and reaching goals, mastery, and 
efficacy to complete tasks. Table  3 shows the existence of 
strongly significant positive bidirectional correlations between 
Cultural Intelligence and Intercultural Competence dimensions. 
These associations were expected, the only interesting aspect 
to investigate further is related to the values of the correlation 
coefficients which are small and moderate. This shows us that 
the strength of the linear relationship between the two variables 
is not very large. We  expect the coefficients to be  higher due 
to an overlap between the two investigated dimensions reported 
in the literature (Li, 2020).

The second research question targeted the existence of 
possible differences between the two groups of participants, 
based on cultural differences, in the level of development of 
intercultural competence, level of intercultural intelligence, and 
level of wellbeing. The results show that there are highly 
significant positive differences between the means of the two 
groups in the level of wellbeing self-reported. Thus, students 
from Brunei report higher levels of wellbeing compared to 
Romanian students (Table 4). There are no statistically significant 
differences between the groups on the following CQ subscales: 
Motivation, Metacognitive, and Cognitive. At the level of the 
Behavioral CQ and Intercultural competence subscales, there 
are statistically significant negative differences. Thus, the group 
of Romanian students reports higher levels of intercultural 
competence development and pay more attention to formal 
aspects of encounters with other cultures.

The third research question concerned the effectiveness of 
the intervention program on intercultural competence, cultural 
intelligence, and level of wellbeing. As the intervention program 
was minimal, the changes are not very large either. However, 
it is gratifying that the viewing of the two films and the TA
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non-formal discussions after the viewing resulted in outcomes 
showing an increase in the level of positive emotions felt, a 
higher level of engagement and awareness (Metacognitive CQ) 
of how cultural background influences the interactions with 
people from different cultures (Table  5).

One last research question addressed the participants’ opinions 
on the influence of cinema on intercultural education. The 
instrument constructed by the authors of the research has a 
Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of.97, which allows for further 
study. The vast majority of participants (60.8%) believe that 
films have the capacity to reach mass audiences globally. A 
high proportion of students (58.3%) believe that films provide 
powerful persuasive messages, letting people learn through 
imagination and play. Thus, films with cultural values can 
deliver results in line with the objectives that film producers 
set themselves. Participants (62.3%) believe that the effect of 
globalization on the film industry makes films cultural products 
that could influence any society in which they are shown. 
Respondents (69.6%) perceive films as a means to learn about 
different cultures and to observe and understand cultural 
differences in a positive way. The most important feature of 
the main character of the EPL film is her incredible power 
to live, more than half of the participants (53.9%) said that 
this character inspires them to fight for the life they want to 
live. Some respondents (52.5%) said that as a result of this 
film, they felt inspired to stay strong and fight against possible 
depression. The film stimulated the desire for freedom in 
lifestyle for 67.2% of participants. 54.9% of students said that 
the EPL film accurately reflected different cultures through 
narratives and characters. The film also inspired 55.9% of 
students to visit Italy, India, and the island of Bali. Interest 
in other cultures was stimulated for 66.2% of respondents. 
EPL provided moments of reflection on life for 73.2% of 
participants and encouragement to step out of their comfort 
zone for 55.4% of students.

HT2 was a film reflecting different cultural perspectives 
for 65.7% of participants. Interest in visiting Transylvania 
(Romania) and California (United States) was stimulated 
for 55.4% of students. The vast majority of participants 
reflected on their own education after this film. They wanted 
to experience life in different cultural environments 59.3% 
of the respondents. HT2 encouraged 66.7% of participants 
to learn about other cultures and to look at the world with 
a more open mind. A good proportion (74.6%) felt that 
the two educational typologies compared increased the fun 
effects. From the HT2 perspective, 59.8% students stated 
that inclusivity of different cultural codes and viewpoints 
is essential for film culture and honest presentation of a 
richer narrative. The vast majority (67.1%) believed that 
the happy ending of HT2 involves negotiating and respecting 
two cultures toward each other.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this research was to investigate the extent to 
which films can be  used as support in the development of TA
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intercultural competences and in increasing wellbeing level. 
The study confirmed that films can be  helpful in the 
development of intercultural competences. Participants 
expressed a higher level of awareness (Metacognitive CQ) 
of how cultural background influences the interactions with 
people from different cultures (t = 17.94, p < 0.001). These 
results confirm the findings of recent research in this direction 
(Truong and Tran, 2014; Cao and Meng, 2020; Nematzadeh 
et al., 2021). Many studies that have used films in pedagogical 
interventions have rather focused on improving language 
skills, but in addition to the main purpose, higher cultural 
awareness (Peng and Wu, 2016; Chaya and Inpin, 2020) 
and a higher level of tolerance for ambiguity and differences 
have often been achieved (Genç, 2018).

Research results also showed that participants achieved higher 
levels of engagement (t = 24.56, p < 0.001) and positive emotion 
(t = 20.56, p < 0.001) following the intervention. The results are 
similar to those obtained by Cao and Meng (2020), who 
highlighted that the use of foreign films and TV shows in 
psychoeducational interventions facilitates the reduction of 
participants’ anxiety when anticipating and engaging in outgroup 

interactions and generates positive emotions, such as comfort 
and ease of interacting with people from other cultures. Other 
studies show that films can be  successfully used systematically 
in the teaching – learning process to improve positive traits 
and behaviors (Smithikrai, 2016) and increase wellbeing 
(Niemiec, 2014).

This comparative study has practical contribution to the 
field of positive psychology research. The individual reflections 
and group discussion of the two films helped develop their 
cultural competence and improve their wellbeing. The power 
of the group, the fact that opinions can be  discussed in 
groups, the atmosphere that is created in the environment 
where the analysis takes place, leads to a much higher level 
of awareness compared to other settings where this was not 
explicitly foreseen.

The results confirm the existence of correlations between 
the variables. Instruments measuring Cultural Intelligence and 
Intercultural Competence have been used for the first time 
on the Romanian and Bruneian population. Furthermore, the 
results of the internal consistency coefficients of the scales are 
similar to those obtained with other studies (Brinkman and 

TABLE 3 | Correlations between cultural intelligence and intercultural competence dimensions.

M SD 6 7 8 9 10 11

6 Motivation 5.70 0.77 –
7 Metacognitive 5.31 0.90 0.26** –
8 Behavioral 4.90 1.07 0.25** 0.41** –
9 Cognitive 4.21 0.94 0.26** 0.33** 0.25** –
10 Listening and observation skills 3.30 0.73 0.19 0.53** 0.27** 0.21** –
11 Building relationships 4.09 0.59 0.33** 0.22** 0.25** 0.26** 0.15
Cronbach’s alpha 0.63 0.77 0.61 0.79 0.76 0.82

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

TABLE 4 | Nationality differences for PERMA wellbeing, cultural intelligence, and cultural competence dimensions.

N M SD Difference t Effect size (Cohen’ d)

PERMA Positive Emotion Romanian 142 5.28 1.16 0.75 5.63*** 0.73
Bruneian 94 4.54 0.71

PERMA Engagement Romanian 142 5.80 0.84 1.09 10.29*** 1.30
Bruneian 94 4.71 0.73

PERMA Relationship Romanian 142 5.54 1.18 0.41 2.96** 0.38
Bruneian 94 5.13 0.80

PERMA Meaning Romanian 142 5.32 1.14 0.45 3.42*** 0.45
Bruneian 94 4.87 0.71

PERMA Accomplishment Romanian 142 5.32 1.11 1.25 9.29*** 1.21
Bruneian 94 4.07 0.85

CQ Motivation Romanian 142 5.67 0.87 −0.02 −0.15 0.02
Bruneian 94 5.69 0.75

CQ Metacognitive Romanian 142 5.23 0.97 −0.21 −1.78 0.23
Bruneian 94 5.44 0.77

CQ Behavioral Romanian 142 4.77 1.13 −0.29 −2.10* 0.27
Bruneian 94 5.07 0.95

CQ Cognitive Romanian 142 4.26 0.94 0.12 1.03 0.13
Bruneian 94 4.13 0.93

Intercultural competence Romanian 142 3.06 0.73 −0.62 −7.00*** 0.91
Bruneian 94 3.68 0.56

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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Wink, 2007; Li, 2020). As findings of Brinkman and Wink 
(2007) revealed that it is possible to train the intercultural 
competence of students, our study explored the role of movies 
in this direction. However, the results of the study showed 
that the use of films to develop intercultural competence has 
limited influence.

We follow the direction created by Lopez et  al. (2002) 
to encourage studies in social science and clinical practice 
to introduce positive psychology in a multicultural context. 
We believe, like Nelson (2009), that an educational approach 
based on creating learning contexts that facilitate positive 
emotions can generate a higher level of cognitive flexibility, 
a greater degree of openness to addressing less familiar 
issues, and a greater degree of tolerance for cultural differences. 
This study also has some practical implications by presenting 
how using movies in educational contexts can enhance and 
develop both cultural intelligence and intercultural competence 
of the students as universities aim to involve them in 
internationalization projects. The bridges between students 
can be built with some 21st century tools that require digital, 
global, and visual skills as it is known that they prefer 
visuals to text rather than the opposite (Karkoulia, 2016). 
As other studies explored the relationship between cultural 
intelligence and wellbeing (Ayoob et  al., 2015; Chen, 2015; 
Mehra and Tung, 2017) and intercultural competence and 
wellbeing (Wang et  al., 2020), the present study contributed 
by exploring the relationships between the level of intercultural 
competence, cultural intelligence, and the level of wellbeing 
based on two samples of students from Romania and Brunei 
and using two well-known movies as a platform for 
shared understanding.

CONCLUSION

This research investigated the role of films in developing 
intercultural competence and increasing wellbeing. An 
experimental design was used with two parallel, relatively 
equivalent groups (one in Romania and the other in Brunei), 
with two measurement moments, pretest and posttest, within-
subject, and between-subjects. The results are not spectacular, 
but they are significant. The effectiveness of the intervention 
program on intercultural competence, cultural intelligence, 
and level of wellbeing has been demonstrated. The viewing 
of the two films (EPL and HT) and the non-formal discussions 

after the viewing resulted in an increase in the level of 
positive emotions felt, a higher level of engagement and 
awareness of the ways in which cultural background affects 
interactions with individuals from cultures different from 
one’s own.

The results are similar to other research. For example, Chao 
(2013) found that by using foreign movies, the students involved 
in an intercultural setting made real progress in developing 
intercultural motivation, attitudes, knowledge, and awareness. 
That is why we choose the two movies, Eat Pray Love (Murphy, 
2010) and Hotel Transylvania 2 (Tartakovsky, 2015), as our 
research cases. They are both Hollywood blockbusters and set 
in multiple locations around the world telling stories that 
focused on intercultural communication and interaction. 
Moreover, as aforementioned, the two chosen movies, albeit 
in quite differing ways, both manifest the respective characters’ 
practical passage through the six stages, i.e., denial, defense, 
minimization, acceptance, adaptation, and integration, in (DMIS) 
summarized by Bennett (2015, p.  519-524). The plot designs 
and, especially, the happy endings in both movies stress the 
distinctive cross-cultural value orientations, e.g., harmony, 
embeddedness, affective autonomy, and egalitarianism in the 
cultural value dimensions examined by Schwartz (2006). 
Therefore, the unequivocal messages conveyed in EPL (Murphy, 
2010) and HT2 (Tartakovsky, 2015) make them become two 
quintessential examples for our crosscultural studies on 
intercultural sensitivity and competence carried out in two 
representative universities located in eastern Europe and southeast 
Asia, respectively.

Typical pandemic conditions did not allow to conduct the 
experimental intervention as originally designed. Therefore, 
this aspect brought some constraints to the study. However, 
the results show that there were increases in wellbeing, a 
higher level of engagement and awareness. The concept of 
intercultural competence is based on valuing diversity; therefore, 
a value cannot be  adopted after a short intervention. But 
the fact that there were increases in the engagement and 
awareness subscales shows that the participants employed in 
a reflective process, analyzing their own orientations, and 
opening to other cultures. All this occurred with an increased 
level of positive emotions.

The fact that self-reporting instruments were used gives the 
study certain specific limitations (social desirability). Measures 
have been taken to mitigate this possible effect. Research design 
can be improved by incorporating qualitative research methods. 
Future studies may investigate the mediating or moderating 
effects of wellbeing on the development of intercultural  
competence.

The future studies can explore the relationship between 
intercultural competence, cultural intelligence, and wellbeing 
by evaluating the common projects and interactive models of 
teaching and learning like COIL1 developed by Transilvania 
University of Brasov and University Brunei Darussalam. These 
projects will be  further developed during and after COVID-19 
pandemic and acknowledging that international and intercultural 

1 http://coil.suny.edu/

TABLE 5 | Paired samples test differences for wellbeing and cultural intelligence.

M SD Difference t

PERMA Positive Emotion T1 4.98 1.07 0.60 20.56***

T2 5.59 0.91
PERMA Engagement T1 5.36 0.96 0.70 24.56***

T2 6.06 0.78
CQ Awareness T1 5.64 1.03 −0.70 17.94***

T2 6.34 0.67

N = 236, ***p < 0.001.
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competency are underscored in a limited number of settings 
(de Wit and Altbach, 2021). Future intervention programs can 
also be  improved.
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Parents’ emotional management was highly required during the COVID-19 lockdown,

as juggling as their own job moved online and with being a parent of a child whose

school was online proved to be a challenge for many. Our sample was restricted to

parents who had to work online from their homes while their children had to attend school

online, as external imposed conditions. The present study was based on Mayer and

Salovey’s theory and we aimed to investigate the relationship between parents’ emotional

intelligence and their ability to manage their emotions during this period, hypothesizing

that a higher emotional intelligence and well-developed emotional management abilities

contribute to better adjustment to everyday challenges, thus contributing to keeping

levels of exhaustion low. The double role played by these adults strained their resources,

therefore we were also interested in their level of burnout after almost a year spent in

a home turned into office and school. We also investigated the participants’ level of

flourishing, as described by Ed Diener, as these changes impacted differently on every

parent’s well-being. The analysis of the data obtained offered us the possibility of issuing

a series of recommendations for parents’ well-being in such a situation, as the prospect

of continuing to work and learn online in future seems very real. The need to set clear

boundaries between the roles played in these settings emerged as a main objective of

future therapeutic interventions based on positive psychology.

Keywords: well-being, emotionmanagement, emotional intelligence, burnout, COVID-19 pandemic, online school,

online work, parents

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic, declared as such by theWorldHealthOrganization onMarch 11th 2020,
brought about numerous changes in everyday life. The most notable ones were those regarding
work and learning, which relied on online versions. In Romania, the recommendations were
to work online, where possible, after the end of the first severe lockdown, when only certain
restrictions were kept. As concerning the education system, schools moved their classes online
during the lockdown and during the restrictions that came with the second pandemic wave in
September; from November 9th 2020 only a few students went to school (primary school students
and those in their final years of studies) and only if there were no more than three cases of
SARS-CoV-2 infection in their classes. Hence, most classes were online during the 2020–2021
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academic year with students attending from their homes, which
had already been turned into offices by their parents. If work
is defined as not necessarily a paid activity, but one that is
oriented by goals and directed by specific outwardly imposed
tasks (Schaufeli et al., 2020), both attending school and being
a parent can be seen as work. Most work activities had to be
held in the same space – the family home - which may have
generated friction among family members and put pressure
on parents as managers of their household. Parents’ well-being
should have become a major concern during the COVID-19
pandemic because of the major role shifts or overlaps they
encountered. However, the focus being on the medical aspects of
the pandemic, each parent had to find their own strategies to face
the changes it brought about.

Personal and professional success and lasting and harmonious
interpersonal relationships are based on emotional intelligence
(Segal, 1999), which requires a set of abilities regarding both
the discrimination and monitoring of one’s own emotions and
others’, and the achievement of goals by using such emotional
information to direct thinking and behavior (Stefan and Kallay,
2010). Successful facing of challenges asks for fundamental
acquisitions in cognitive, social, and decision-making domains,
which are subordinated to the emotional domain, hence the
controversy over the type of ability emotional intelligence
belongs to: is it a cognitive or non-cognitive ability, does
it involve explicit or implicit emotional knowledge, and is
it an ability or outcome of a specific social and cultural
context (Zeidner et al., 2001)?

Emotional intelligence can be defined as “the ability to
perceive, assess, and express emotions, to access and generate
feelings when they facilitate thinking, to understand emotion and
emotional information, and to adjust feelings for affective and
intellectual development” (Mayer and Salovey, 1997). Emotional
intelligence can be regarded through a set of principles: it
is a mental ability, and it is best measured as an ability.
Problem solving does not always match intelligent behavior, so to
measure human mental abilities the problem-solving area must
be clearly stated and have well-defined subjectmatters. Emotional
intelligence is a broad type of intelligence and it is a member
of the class of broad intelligences focused on hot information
processing (Mayer et al., 2016). Different perceptions of
emotional intelligence can be grouped in several models: the
abilities model, which considers emotional intelligence as being
a cognitive ability, and the mixed models, which see emotional
intelligence as a mixture of personality traits and cognitive skills
(Mayer et al., 2008).

Considering emotional intelligence as based on abilities
different from personality traits, four clusters can be identified:
(1) perception of emotions – the ability to identify emotions
in oneself and others, as well as in objects, art, stories,
music, and other stimuli; (2) use of emotions to facilitate
thought – the ability to generate, use, and feel emotion as
necessary to communicate feelings, or use them in other
cognitive processes; (3) understanding emotions – the ability
to comprehend emotional information and the way emotions
combine and progress through relationship transitions, and
to appreciate such emotional meanings; and (4) management

of emotions – the ability to be open to feelings and to
regulate them in oneself and others to promote personal
understanding and growth (Salovey et al., 2003). This model’s
premise is that emotions contain information about relationships
between people, and when the relationship between two people
changes, there is a change on the emotional level toward
the other person (Mayer et al., 2001). These abilities help
people engage in processing emotional information about
their own emotions and others’ and solve cognitive or
behavioral problems.

Physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion can be caused
by prolonged participation in emotionally demanding situations.
This exhaustion demands a great amount of emotional and
physical resources, as the cynicism provoked by burnout creates
interpersonal distancing, while self-efficacy acts as a buffer for
the burnout symptoms (Maslach, 1993; Maslach et al., 2008).
Professional exhaustion is as a result of long-time stress at work,
occurring when there is an imbalance between the professional
area and personal abilities (Kalimo et al., 2003); it mostly
affects those working with people: medical staff, social workers,
therapists, teachers, educators, lawyers, or civil servants (Bakker
et al., 2002). Burnout may appear along with depression, anxiety,
alcoholism (Ahola et al., 2010).

Burnout can be defined as “a work-related state of exhaustion
that occurs among employees, which is characterized by extreme
tiredness, reduced ability to regulate cognitive and emotional
processes, and mental distancing” (Schaufeli et al., 2020). These
four core dimensions of burnout (exhaustion, mental distance,
and emotional and cognitive impairment) are accompanied by
three secondary dimensions (depressed mood, psychological
distress, and psychosomatic complaints). The most obvious
symptom is exhaustion or extreme tiredness and is described as
a severe and serious drain of physical and mental energy, this
lack of energy also impairing other capacities. Thus, burnout
causes emotional impairment (reduced functional capacity to
adequately regulate one’s emotional processes such as anger or
sadness) and cognitive impairment (reduced functional capacity
to adequately regulate one’s cognitive processes, such as memory
or attention). Also, mental distance is present, referring tomental
withdrawal and psychological detachment from the job, as an
ineffective coping attempt which may increase stress at work by
causing conflicts with colleagues or clients, and hence exacerbate
the employee’s feelings of exhaustion. The three secondary
symptoms are atypical and may also appear in other physical
and mental disorders, not hindering the ability to work, but are
the main reason why people seek help or assistance: a depressed
mood - a common reaction to disappointment or loss, distinct
frommood disorder or a major depression; psychological distress
- unpleasant feelings that interfere with daily activities; and
psychosomatic complaints - physical symptoms that are thought
to be caused, or exacerbated, by psychological factors (Schaufeli
et al., 2020).

Although burnout refers to a mental state occurring
in situations related to work, work is regarded from a
broader, psychological perspective, including all goal-directed
andmandatory tasks, thus burnout being expanded to the activity
of students, sportsmen, and even parents, who are overwhelmed
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by being a parent, feeling emotionally distanced from their
children, and ineffective as a parent (Schaufeli et al., 2020).

We consider flourishing as an indicator of high levels
of well-being defined as “a pattern of positive feelings and
positive functioning in life” (Diener et al., 2010). Based on
humanistic and positive psychology traditions, the concept
of flourishing takes into account a person’s psychological
and social functioning and emphasizes the presence of
positive relationships, engagement, purpose and meaning,
self-acceptance and self-esteem, competence, optimism, and
social contribution (Diener et al., 2010). Flourishing is not
a material output or a psychological state, but an emergent
quality that cannot be quantified or managed directly, as it
depends on contextual factors (Ehrenfeld, 2019). Considering
the mental health continuum, developed by Keyes (2002), in
order to describe the way individuals function, both personally
and socially, people can be languishing (having low levels of
emotional, psychological, and social well-being), moderately
mentally healthy (being neither flourishing nor languishing),
and flourishing (having high levels of emotional, psychological,
and social well-being).

Flourishing refers to the state in which an individual has
achieved their full potential. Although all living entities’ potential
is biologically set into their genome, in humans there is a second
dimension to flourishing, an existential potential reflecting their
striving to lead meaningful lives. Flourishing can be attained
on a personal and a social level, expressing the need for both
autonomy and socialization, reflected in personal wholeness, as
the expression of one’s uniqueness occurring in specific contexts,
and in social coherence, reflecting the way an individual’s actions
respect the present institutional norms (Ehrenfeld, 2019).

METHODS

The main objective of our study was to investigate the
relationship between parents’ emotional intelligence and their
ability to manage their emotions in order to adjust to everyday
challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic, namely the parents
working remotely at the same time as having children that
were learning online. This meant they had to face numerous
challenges regarding professional and personal life; therefore,
we were interested to identify their level of burnout and/or
flourishing. Our focus was on the Romanian society, where after
March 11th, 2020, the day when WHO declared the COVID-
19 pandemic, learning was mainly online for all students and
the recommendation was to work online as much as possible,
although a complete lockdown was not set during the 2020–2021
school year. All schools, both public and private, were obliged to
comply with the safety regulations during the pandemic which
stated the scenarios of online or face-to-face learning, where
primary school children and pupils in the final years of studies
had face-to-face classes unless there were at least three cases of
coronavirus infection in their class, while all other pupils were
learning online.

Our hypotheses were:

1. Emotional intelligence is positively and statistically
significantly associated with flourishing.

2. Emotional intelligence is negatively and statistically
significantly associated with burnout.

3. Emotional intelligence predicts low levels of burnout.
4. Emotional intelligence predicts high levels of flourishing.

Participants
Our sample was composed of 85 parents (78 mothers and seven
fathers), aged between 28 and 59 years, with a mean age of
40.35 years old. As concerning their level of studies, only 12.9%
were high-school graduates, 64.7% had a university degree, and
35.3% had post-university studies. They had one child (41.2%),
two children (47.1%), or three children (11.8%). The data was
collected online and all participants gave their informed consent
for their answers to be collected for this research and it was made
clear to them that they could withdraw from the study at any
moment without any inconvenience to them.

Instruments
Emotional Intelligence Scale – EIS assesses emotional
intelligence from an aptitude perspective. It is based on the
original model proposed by Salovey and Mayer and it consists
of a self-administered questionnaire with 33 items. It has a very
good internal consistency, of α = 0.90 (Schutte et al., 1998) for
the original scale and α = 0.93 was found for the present study,
also indicating good psychometric properties.

Test for assessing the four skills of emotional intelligence –

TASEI – comprises four parts: (a) the perception of emotions, (b)
the use of emotions to facilitate thought, (c) the comprehension
of emotions, and (d) the management of emotions (Caruso
and Salovey, 2012). The results of this research prove a good
internal consistency for understanding emotions (α = 0.80) and
for managing emotions (α = 0.82) and an acceptable internal
consistency for the identification of emotions (α = 0.65) and for
use of emotions to facilitate thought (α = 0.63).

The Flourishing Scale – FS (Diener et al., 2010) was used to
assess personal well-being and sense of achievement, consisting
of eight items on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly
disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). As concerning its psychometric
properties, it showed a good reliability in the present study
(α = 0.91).

The Burnout Assessment Tool – BAT (Schaufeli et al.,
2019) assesses the burnout syndrome as such (total score), as
well as its four core components (exhaustion, mental distance,
cognitive impairment, and emotional impairment) and two
secondary symptoms regarding psychological and psychosomatic
complaints. The authors report good internal consistencies of
the BAT-C (above 0.70) and its four subscales (exhaustion: 0.92,
mental distance: 0.91, cognitive impairment: 0.92, and emotional
impairment: 0.90) and a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.95 for the total
BAT-C. Cronbach’s alpha was reported at 0.90 for the composite
BAT-S, whereas for psychological and psychosomatic complaints,
at 0.81 and 0.85 (Schaufeli et al., 2019), respectively, similar in
range to those found for the present study: the BAT-C (0.94)
and its four subscales (exhaustion: 0.88, mental distance: 0.77,
cognitive impairment: 0.89, and emotional impairment: 0.86)
and a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.95 for the total BAT-C. For the
composite BAT-S, Cronbach’s alpha was reported at 0.87, whereas
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for psychological and psychosomatic complaints, it was reported
at 0.86 and 0.75.

Procedure
We created a questionnaire on the Google forms platform by
using the instruments described above and we also asked for
personal data including the participant’s age and number of
children they had. It was distributed on social media, in groups
for parents (both mothers and fathers), and the participants were
also asked to further distribute the questionnaire to other parents.
All answers were anonymous.We used for the analysis only those
answers belonging to those who simultaneously fulfilled our two
requirements set as external conditions: the adults were working
online while their child/children were learning online.

RESULTS

The data collected was analyzed using the SPSS.23 program.
We performed correlations and regression analyses to verify our
hypotheses. The data analysis offered us the possibility to argue
the confirmation of our hypotheses. For the first hypothesis,
emotional intelligence is positively and statistically significantly
associated with flourishing, we calculated the Pearson correlation
coefficient: r = 0.546, p = 0.000. Also, flourishing is positively
and statistically significantly associated with emotional abilities:
with the perception and identification of emotions (r = 0.352, p
= 0.001), the use of emotions for the facilitation of thinking (r =
0.309, p= 0.004), the understanding of emotions (r = 0.280, p=
0.009), and the management of emotions (r = 0.540, p= 0.000).

Parents who are able to feel, identify, and express their
emotions clearly, to use them to improve their cognitive
processes, to comprehend complex feelings and the way they
evolve, to identify the causes of their own emotions, and to
understand the relations among them as well as to manage their
own emotions tend to report good well-being even if they were
challenged to switch between personal and professional roles.
The parents’ flourishing expresses their well-being and, even
more, their state of feeling comfortable in the life context they
are in at the present moment, despite the pandemic constraints.
Some parents may have felt being at home with their family and
working at the same time as a positive.

The association of emotional intelligence with burnout was
negative and statistically significant (r = −0.562, p = 0.000),
underlying the fact that emotional intelligence and the ability
to identify, express, understand, use, and manage one’s own
emotions may act as a buffer for the stressful factors that
may otherwise cause burnout and thus confirming our second
hypothesis, emotional intelligence is negatively and statistically
significantly associated with burnout. Also, burnout is negatively
associated with the four emotional abilities: with the perception
and identification of emotions (r=−0.349, p= 0.001), the use of
emotions for the facilitation of thinking (r =−0.324, p= 0.002),
the understanding of emotions (r = −0.323, p = 0.003), and the
management of emotions (r =−0.588, p= 0.000).

The pandemic context brought about stressful situations
in both professional and personal life, emphasized by the
feeling of uncertainty and possibly the fear of the consequences

TABLE 1 | Correlations between emotional intelligence and burnout dimensions.

Emotional

intelligence SIE

Core symptoms Exhaustion BAT −0.405**

Emotional impairment BAT −0.542**

Cognitive impairment BAT −0.448**

Mental distance BAT −0.340**

Secondary symptoms Psychological distress BAT −0.526**

Psychosomatic complaints BAT −0.499**

**p < 0.001.

that infection with the Corona virus might cause. However,
the parents who were aware of their own emotions, able to
understand their emotions and use them in deciding and finding
solutions to everyday problems, and those parents who integrate
emotions in their way of thinking have a greater chance of
not developing burnout syndrome, being protected by their
emotional abilities (Table 1).

Also, emotionally intelligent parents tend not to develop
symptoms specific to burnout syndrome, neither core symptoms
(exhaustion, emotional impairment, cognitive impairment, and
mental distance), nor secondary symptoms (psychological
distress and psychosomatic complaints).

Parents able to perceive, assess, and evaluate their own
emotions, to access and generate emotions to facilitate thinking,
to understand emotional information and its causes, and to
manage their own emotions have better chances to avoid the
development of the burnout syndrome. These parents have small
chances of feeling extremely physically tired and emotionally
drained, of presenting intense negative emotions, and feeling
overwhelmed by the professional workload or relations. The
emotionally intelligent parents perform cognitively and are
focused on their tasks, being able to adapt to the new work
conditions imposed by remote work as well as to their children’s
online education, which required a shift in their roles as both
professionals and parents, being connected to the requirements
of these changes.

Their emotional abilities helped them succeed in this
pandemic context without developing difficulties in sleeping
or other physical complaints, such as palpitations, stomach
problems, headaches, etc., not explained by any specific
physical disorder.

Not only are emotional intelligence and burnout as well as
flourishing associated, but emotional intelligence can also predict
a high level of flourishing and a low level of burnout. The
data obtained show that 31% of the protection against burnout
syndrome is explained by emotional intelligence (R2

= 0.31) as
emotional intelligence has a negative contribution, predicting
burnout syndrome negatively and significantly (Table 2).

Our results also highlight that emotional intelligence predicts
the parents’ well-being, having a significant positive contribution
(29%) to explaining their flourishing (Table 3).

Our third and fourth hypotheses were thus confirmed,
emotional intelligence being able to positively predict flourishing
and negatively predict burnout syndrome.
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TABLE 2 | Regression analysis regarding the influence of emotional intelligence on burnout.

Coefficients t Sig. 95.0% Confidence Interval for B

B Std. Error Beta Lower Bound Upper Bound

(Constant) 30.337 2.805 10.815 <0.001 24.757 35.916

SIE −0.128 0.021 −0.562 −6.194 <0.001 −0.169 −0.087

Dependent Variable: Burnout

R = 0.562, R2
= 0.312, F (1, 84) = 38.365, p < 0.001

TABLE 3 | Regression analysis regarding the influence of emotional intelligence on flourishing.

Coefficients t Sig. 95.0% Confidence Interval for B

B Std. Error Beta Lower Bound Upper Bound

(Constant) 13.097 4.723 2.773 0.007 3.705 22.490

SIE 0.207 0.035 0.546 5.941 <0.001 0.138 0.276

Dependent Variable: Flourishing

R = 0.546, R2
= 0.298, F (1, 84) = 35.297, p < 0.001

DISCUSSION

The boundaries between professional and personal life were
erased during the pandemic lockdown and the ensuing

restrictions. In line with other studies, showing that the
occurrence or fear of COVID-19 could predict negative states of
mind such as stress, depression, and parental burnout, our results

show that high levels of emotional intelligence can act as a buffer
for these negative experiences. The highest levels of parental
burnout were experienced by those whoweremore anxious about

COVID-19 and who believed that they were at greater risk of
getting this disease (Prikhidko et al., 2020).

Everyday life was completely changed by the crisis the

COVID-19 pandemic created through the restrictions imposed
to maintain health regulations, with a heavy toll on individuals’
emotional experiences and generating burnout in parents (Le

Vigouroux et al., 2021). Research showed that individuals with
high levels of emotional intelligence experience fewer negative

effects from work-life imbalance as compared to those who
cannot manage their emotions (Bansal and Agarwal, 2017). A
study on healthcare professionals’ emotional intelligence and

burnout showed that 20% of the variability in the level of
experienced burnout is explained by emotional intelligence
(Nǎstasǎ and Farcaş, 2015), a percentage lower than that we
obtained for our sample of parents when the same relationship
was investigated. At the same time, those who were not diagnosed
with depression or burnout presented higher levels of positive
emotional reactions such as hope, resilience, well-being, and
flourishing (HaganVettera et al., 2018), underlying the possibility
that the latter states could be trained and used in interventions for
relieving burnout and depression.

A study comparing parental burnout before and during the
lockdown found a small, but significant, difference between the
two samples, with a slightly higher parental burnout score during
the pandemic than for the parents interviewed 2 years earlier.
The lockdown and all the other restrictions may have aggravated

some of the difficulties parents were facing even before the
pandemic, highlighting the weight of dispositional risk factors
in the risk/resource balance of parental burnout (Le Vigouroux
et al., 2021). The level of parental burnout during COVID-19
lockdown in Malaysia, for example, was between average to high,
highlighting the possible threat it posed on the future mental
health of those parents because of the increased emotional and
mental pressure (Manja et al., 2020). The pandemic may have
increased the risk of trauma, based on the lack of predictability
in the known world, detachment or distancing, a lost sense
of time, and a lost sense of security which, combined with
the parents’ worries about their economic and physical health,
their concerns about their children’s social isolation from peers
and teachers, and the outcomes of homeschooling, may have
caused the exacerbation of pre-existing mental health problems
(Fontanesi et al., 2020).

Parents reported their children struggling with distance
learning and they, as the proxy educators during the distance
education imposed by the pandemic, experienced elevated
symptoms of mental health distress (Davis et al., 2020). This
new type of education, a pandemic distance learning, asks for
both specific technological devices and the skills necessary to use
them and, even more, teachers must use pedagogical strategies
specific to online teaching (Nicolau et al., 2020). All these features
meant not only teachers, but also parents, had to do a sort of
home-schooling during COVID-19 pandemic for the benefit of
their children. Starting a new job is a stress factor and parents
during the pandemic restrictions had to face changes in their own
profession which turned online and start or focus more on their
teaching abilities performed with their children, all aggravating
factors for burnout.

The parents’ ability to perform both their professional
and family roles during the COVID-19 crisis was challenged,
new responsibilities being imposed on them by the new way
of (tele-)working and their children’s distance learning. This
especially affected mothers, being the ones assuming these
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responsibilities (Mousavi, 2020). Mothers were at greater risk of
suffering from parenting-related exhaustion in Italian culture,
very similar to the Romanian one, both being of Latin origin,
which still hold that women should be the primary caregiver
to their children, while also managing their household and
having some sort of career (Marchetti et al., 2020). Almost
25% of parents reported both anxiety and depression at clinical
significance and that they had felt burned out, facts which
reflect the burden and detrimental disruption of daily life routine
that parents have experienced during the COVID-19 lockdown,
mothers reporting more parental stress compared to their male
counterparts (Johnson et al., 2020). Also, healthcare workers’
burnout has become more accentuated during the COVID-
19 pandemic, the professional careers of women in general,
and women physicians in particular, being disproportionately
affected primarily because of their caregiver responsibilities in
their own families, thus underlying a situation that might also
be correct for other types of professions, but not yet investigated
(Padilla et al., 2021). Although a gender comparison was planned
for this research, in line with other research showing higher
burnout levels in mothers (Mousavi, 2020), because of the very
limited number of male subjects, such an analysis could not be
performed. Also, comparisons based on the parents’ professions
could offer interesting perspectives on the way burnout affects
different types of professionals and also on which professions are
more susceptible to sustaining flourishing.

In order to help face the uncertainty of the 21st century
world of work, the intrapreneurial self-capital can be used, a
concept seen as an individual resource comprising core self-
evaluation as positive judgment of oneself in terms of self-
esteem, self-efficacy, locus of control, absence of pessimism,
resistance, creative self-efficacy as one’s perception of one’s
ability to solve problems creatively, resilience, goal mastery,
the ability to make decisions, and vigilance in searching
for relevant information. This intrapreneurial self-capital is
positively associated with eudaimonic well-being, contributing to
the variance in flourishing and resilience (Di Fabio et al., 2017).

Other studies indicate that COVID-19 had indirect effects
on employees’ flourishing via parenting stress, based on the
work–family spill over theory (Srinivasan and Sulur Nachimuthu,
2021). Emotional intelligence can be seen as a protective factor
against vulnerability in times of change, implying an increased
performance as well as a plausible predictor of well-being and
therefore flourishing (Broli et al., 2011), results in line with
our own findings. Emotional intelligence was also found as
statistically significantly related to all well-being, quality of
patient care, and psychological empowerment among a group of
Australian aged care employees, and well-being was significantly
predicted by emotional intelligence abilities (Karimi et al., 2021).

A significant interaction was identified between workplace
bullying and emotional intelligence in predicting flourishing
and this can be extrapolated to the crisis situation created
by the lockdown, namely, emotional intelligence may lower
the negative effects of workplace situations in the prediction
of flourishing (Nel, 2019). Violating the work-life boundaries
revealed a direct and positive relationship with burnout
and a negative relationship with flourishing, emphasizing

its prejudicious effect for well-being, role switching (from
professional to parental) not allowing teleworkers to function
optimally (Carvalho et al., 2021).

Other studies also found emotional intelligence to have a
mediating role in the relationship between basic psychological
needs and personal well-being, measured as flourishing and
happiness (Callea et al., 2019), and also in the relationship
between personal traits and positive resources predicting
individual well-being (Di Fabio et al., 2018), hence the need for
further analysis of this topic. When parents were able to create a
flourishing state, based on their emotional intelligence and their
ability to use it in everyday situations, their burnout levels were
low. Therefore, we can suggest intervention programs designed
to develop parents’ emotional intelligence as a protective factor
for the occurrence of burnout and also as incentives for
developing parents’ well-being and flourishing.

Recent research highlighted the importance of implementing
support groups for parents of children with special needs
(Nǎstasǎ et al., 2018), taking into account that these parents were
not professional caregivers or teachers – a situation similar to
what happened during the pandemic distance education when
parents had to turn to their skills to perform the teacher’s
role for their own children. We suggest that support groups
focused on developing emotional abilities and on the most
effective emotional management strategies to cope with the
pandemic situation, to avoid burnout, and even more, to thrive
during it, achieving a high flourishing state, could be helpful in
such unpredicted and strenuous contexts as living during the
pandemic restrictions. Our results highly emphasize the need
for parents to participate in training for the development of
their emotional intelligence abilities, as factors influencing the
coping mechanisms employed in facing adversities such as those
generated by the COVID-19 pandemic, could be done in specific
contexts – training like that descried by Nǎstasǎ et al. (2021)
and Nǎstasǎ and Fǎrcaş (2012). Also, school counselors could
promote the development of emotional intelligence abilities
for the adults (parents and teachers) involved in raising and
educating children, with our study as a strong argument in
favor of the benefits of a high emotional intelligence and highly
developed emotional intelligence management abilities.

Future therapeutic interventions within the positive
psychology paradigm, such as the development of the
intrapreneurial capital (Di Fabio et al., 2017), could be the
foundation of increasing the parents’ levels of eudaimonic
well-being. Learning how to manage their own lives in terms of
long-term and priority goals while keeping in mind gratitude
for what they already have may be a shift in perspective for
parents struggling with the multitude of tasks generated by
strenuous contexts, such as the pandemic, but also for future
situations which cannot even be imagined at the present
moment. Emotional intelligence could mediate the relationship
between adverse situations and burnout or flourishing. More
subjects’ characteristics should be investigated in future research.
Also, the emotional self-regulation strategies used by parents
could be discovered in a psychological intervention focused
on the development of emotional intelligence, but especially
on learning strategies to co-regulate emotions in the couple to

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 751153167

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Henter and Nastasa Parents’ Emotion Management

improve parenting abilities. When one of the parents allows
themselves to depend on the partner in the couple, they create a
base of security and a source of power and resilience, which gives
them the freedom to explore opportunities in the environment,
to take risks, and to develop autonomously (Johnson, 2020). If
parents learn to recognize their attachment needs, communicate
them coherently to their partner, and accept responsibility
for their own emotions (followed by clear identification and
correct labeling of their own emotions, their discrimination, and
processing), they have a good chance to gain safety, satisfaction
with life, well-being, and flourishing. At the same time, the
quality of family relationships is an important factor in terms
of the physical, mental, and emotional health of its members
(Johnson, 2008).

Our participants were mainly women as in Romania it is
usually the mothers who take care of children and are concerned
with their education and they were more available to share
the difficulties they encountered during the pandemic; this
lack of gender equal representation could be considered the
main limitation of our study. The questionnaire was created
using the Google forms platform and was distributed in groups
for parents on social media. We found that mainly women
answered, although there were also men in those groups, this
being an aspect that could be addressed in future research on
the direction of men’s involvement in raising children or their
readiness to answer questions about fatherhood. Our focus was
on the impact of the pandemic on adults’ coping strategies;
therefore, we collected answers from those with a parental status
in order to identify the compound impact of the demands of
online schooling for their children and working online in their
own profession. Also, it would be an interesting future study
to identify their children’s emotional intelligence abilities as it
could mediate the relationship between the adults’ emotional
intelligence abilities and their level of burnout respectively

flourishing as the children’s abilities could impact the parents’
well-being. We also consider the fact that we did not compute
the differences between the parents’ levels of burnout/flourishing
based on the number of children they had a limitation. This
will be part of a future investigation, focused mainly on the
differences in parents’ well-being according to their number
of children.

The major contribution of our study is the investigation of
the relationship between emotional intelligence and well-being
at its two opposite poles, burnout and flourishing, during the
COVID-19 pandemic context. We could not identify any study
or article in the main databases researched (Web of Science Core
Collection, Scopus, and Science Direct) where all three variables
(emotional intelligence, burnout, and flourishing) were analyzed
together; therefore, we may say we opened a new line of research.
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Whilst the assessment of quality of life (QoL) and well-being has burgeoned in the past
50 years, there still remains relatively little research into its treatment in psychology,
in spite of the launching of such approaches as positive psychology to widen the
ambit of interventions to promote well-being. We posit that there are a number of
outstanding QoL areas that could be integrated into standard therapeutic procedures,
and that this would this result in an increase in well-being as a therapeutic outcome. To
investigate this an exploratory search of the literature was undertaken of associations
between improvements in a life domain and increased well-being or QoL. Ten domains
(relationships, work, money, health, and leisure, mindfulness, self-esteem, resolution of
past life events, mental style and life management skills) were identified. In view of the
substantial evidence of the cumulative impact of these domains upon well-being, it is
proposed that conducting a unidimensional clinical intervention that focuses only on the
presenting issue is not sufficient. Implications and possible therapeutic pathways are
discussed and it is recommended that practitioners include such QoL domains in their
assessment, case formulation, and intervention planning.

Keywords: quality of life, well-being, intervention, assessment, case formulation, positive psychology, therapy,
counselling

INTRODUCTION

The range of evidence-based clinical interventions has certainly grown over recent decades and has
gained both popularity and public credibility (Barlow et al., 2016). One approach, however, that has
received comparatively less attention is the investigation of domains that are both therapeutically
amenable to change and correlate with perceived quality of life (QoL).

Whilst there is now a sizeable amount of research into the predictors of QoL there remains a lack
of communication between researchers of QoL and clinicians to assist in the integration of relevant
findings, so much so this has even spawned review articles entitled “Findings all psychologists
should know from the new science on subjective well-being (SWB)” (Diener et al., 2017) to try
to address this dilemma. This lack of cross-pollination has led to research vital to well-being being
left undiscovered in clinical fields.

Objectives
In response to this, we raise the question as to whether there are a number of outstanding QoL areas
that could be integrated into standard therapeutic procedures to improve intervention outcomes.
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And if so we ask what some of the possible approaches could be
that may be taken for this to be achieved. As such the objective of
this study is to both investigate QoL domains relevant to clinical
interventions and, if applicable to identify feasible avenues for
their inclusion by clinicians seeking to improve intervention
efficacy. The above objectives take up Veenhoven’s (1991) early
and largely unheeded call that research that dealt with some of
the principles or practices of happiness would provide a good
foundation for the development of QoL interventions.

It is postulated that the addition of such domains as part
of a therapeutic intervention, will result in an overall increase
in both perceived and self-reported well-being, a stated goal of
therapy. Such a view is founded on the notion that QoL is a multi-
factorial phenomenon, one impacted by a broad range of both
objective and subjective influences. Hence it seems reasonable
to hypothesize that including more of the domains that make
up the overall experience of well-being, will result in an overall
increased happiness quotient, as opposed to primarily targeting
the presenting issue.

Conceptualizing Quality of Life
In the early research into QoL, major life areas such as
relationships, work, money, health and leisure were seen to play
a critical role and hence received much attention (Andrews
and Withey, 1976; Campbell et al., 1976; Diener, 1984; Argyle,
1987; Veenhoven, 1991; Diener et al., 1999). For example, in
seminal research by Campbell et al. (1976) involving 2,164
respondents, life satisfaction correlated with the following
domains: Family Life (0.41); Marriage (0.36); Financial Situation
(0.33); Housing (0.30); Job (0.27); Friendship (0.26); Health
(0.22); and Leisure (0.21). However, the authors found that the
major domains of life satisfaction still only accounted for 15% of
the variance in happiness.

Similarly, Andrews and Withey (1976) found that whilst age,
sex and occupation correlated with well-being, these variables
accounted for only 8% of the variance. Likewise, Kammann
(1983) reported that most objective life experiences accounted for
no more than a staggering 5% of the variance in measures of well-
being. Furthermore, he found that the combination of dozens
of life satisfaction domains accounted for fewer than 10% of the
variance, leaving him to assert that “objective” life circumstances
had a counter-intuitively small impact because they were
influenced by multiple “subjective” cognitive processes. It is
possibly the complexity of this interaction that has made it hard
to integrate into standardized interventions. As such we often
find a polarization between goal setting programs (Locke and
Latham, 2013) and cognitively based interventions (Hawthorne
et al., 2019) rather than a multi-dimensional intervention.

Again, in early seminal research Easterlin (1974, 1995)
reported that Americans in the post war decades did not
demonstrate an increase in happiness even though income
per head had doubled, leading to the “Easterlin paradox”
which asserts that circumstances will influence well-being for
a limited time before moving back to a set point. Myers
(2000) later review over a five-decade span post World War
II again found that income in real terms (accounting for
inflation) had risen dramatically over this period, yet well-being

had not shifted significantly. These findings were in line with
Biswas-Diener and Diener’s (2001) research that income had a
controversial but generally weak association with happiness, with
average estimates being not more than 2–5% of SWB.

Argyle (1999) found that competencies such as intelligence
and physical attractiveness had very weak positive correlations
with happiness. This accorded with Lyubomirsky (2001) who
also found that objective circumstances, demographic variables
and life events correlated minimally with SWB. Argyle also
found that age had a small positive effect on some aspects of
happiness but suggested that this was due to a declining goal-
achievement gap. However, this contrasted with later studies
that found either no substantial difference in well-being across
age (Siedlecki et al., 2013) or U-shaped age profiles in positive
hedonic well-being after middle age and a decline in negative
hedonic well-being variables such as stress and anger from the
early 20s (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2008; Stone et al., 2010;
Muhli and Svensson, 2017).

Again, early studies such as that of Brickman et al. (1978)
on the transient psychological impact of lottery winning and
paraplegia represented sine qua non-examples of the failure
of objective variables to predict shifts in well-being. This
phenomenon was replicated in terms of health which correlated
minimally with well-being (Okun and George, 1984). To
highlight again the complexity of the relationship between
subjective and objective factors, research on the “perception” of
one’s general health status was found to correlate more strongly
with QoL ratings than “actual” health (George and Landerman,
1984; Argyle, 1987). This is another example of how research
findings may lead clinicians to be ambivalent about what they
should focus on.

There were attempts, however, to integrate this and explain
why such a broad range of life areas, both individually and
collectively, were so poorly correlated with the perception of
QoL. For example, the Hedonic Adaptation Prevention model
was proposed which suggests that people adapt to positive life
changes due to the progressive decline in the number of positive
events and emotions associated with the once new change. This
is coupled with an increase in people’s aspirations for more
once they have achieved a goal, which leads to a dissatisfaction
with their current level and a gradual return to their well-being
baseline (Armenta et al., 2014).

Cummins (2003, 2016) has subsequently suggested that
the interaction of these variables occurs within a psycho-
social system that maintains well-being homeostasis within
a narrow range. He suggested that internal buffers such as
self-esteem, optimism, and belief in perceived control along
with external buffers made up of resources such as receiving
personal assistance, ameliorate the impact of negative events.
Cummins acknowledged that poor objective conditions could
defeat homeostasis, however, there was typically an expected
covariation between objective and subjective indicators.

Over time in response to the poor predictive performance
of objective factors there was a shift toward the subjective
factors that might play a role in predicting QoL ratings (Sirgy
et al., 2006). As the research evolved, along with both straddling
the issues of measurement (Kimberlin and Winterstein, 2008),

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 747435171

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-747435 October 25, 2021 Time: 15:31 # 3

Jones and Drummond Quality of Life in Clinical Interventions

and beginning to include the concepts of well-being and life
satisfaction, subjective factors began to take on a far larger role,
highlighting that the perception of QoL was indeed a multi-
factorial construct. These included the dominant role of affect
(Lykken and Tellegen, 1996; Carter, 2004) and the diverse range
of cognitive processes implicated in the assessment of one’s well-
being (Lyubomirsky, 2001; Layous and Lyubomirsky, 2013).

In an attempt to capture the construct more fully, Diener et al.
(1999) carried out an extensive three-decade review of the QoL
research and found further evidence to support the multifactorial
quality of happiness. In a somewhat reductionist distillation of
findings, they found that happy people were most likely to be at
the top of the social ladder, typically married and got on well with
friends and family. They usually were healthy both physically and
mentally, were active and open-minded and felt in control of their
lives. In addition, their aspirations concerned social and moral
matters rather than money-making, and they frequently were on
the conservative side of the political divide.

In terms of objective domains, Diener et al. (1999) in
their review identified six domain satisfactions: work, leisure,
health, finances, family and one’s group. In a subsequent
review, Sin and Lyubomirsky (2009), combined results from
51 randomized controlled interventions and found, in terms
of subjective factors, that people engaging in a positive
mental style such as thinking gratefully or optimistically
or demonstrating increased mindfulness, became significantly
happier (Layous and Lyubomirsky, 2013).

In addition, people’s well-being was also found to receive
a boost from a range of other factors like positive life events
(Kahneman et al., 1999; Lucas et al., 2003), stable positive self-
concept (Huebner et al., 1999; Hutz et al., 2014), or the ability to
set goals and be self-directing (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Steca et al.,
2015; Threadgill and Gable, 2018). With the added inclusion of
subjective factors along with the objective life domains (how I feel
about my life circumstances), much more of the variance in well-
being was explained (Vella-Brodrick et al., 2008; Geerling and
Diener, 2018).

Previous Efforts to Integrate Happiness
Research and Therapy
When we look at the early research, we find the call to
integrate QoL research into standard therapeutic procedures
has been ever present. For example, seminal researchers like
Fordyce (1977) lamented that “There is, however, one very
important area of happiness research that has not yet received
attention—attempts to increase personal happiness” (p. 510).
In response to this he developed one of the first packaged
happiness enhancement training programs known as the
Personal Happiness Enhancement Program (PHEP). Based on
the happiness literature Fordyce (1983) subsequently identified
what he saw as fundamental cognitions and behaviors which he
operationalized into 14 fundamental strategies.

Fordyce (1983) tested his program with 64 both male and
female students (mean age = 24.5 years). He reported that “81%
of subjects claimed actual increases in their happiness as a result
of their learnings” (p. 489). Smith et al. (1995) added to this

program by investigating the effect of combining the PHEP with
meditation training. They found that the meditation plus PHEP
group significantly improved on all dependent measures over the
control group and the PHEP group.

One would have thought that such early and promising
beginnings would have heralded a new age in clinically oriented
QoL interventions. However, most QoL researchers maintained
their focus on predictors and assessment, whilst the majority of
clinical interventions research continued to favor pathology and
symptom reduction over QoL and well-being promotion.

There have, however, been some exceptions and approaches
that have aimed to bring QoL research into clinical settings.
For example, Seligman and Csíkszentmihályi’s (2000) launching
of positive psychology aimed to widen the ambit of clinical
interventions to promote well-being and focused on three
components: positive institutions, positive experiences and
emotions, and positive attributes. Over the years positive
psychology has become a credible based-evidence field focused
on how to assist people to improve their lives and flourish.
It’s focus is on developing practical tools and techniques to
improve peoples’ lives.

Peterson and Seligman (2004) subsequently produced the
Values-in-Action Classification of Character Strengths which
identified 24 character strengths that together produced six
higher order virtues: wisdom, courage, humanity, justice,
temperance, and transcendence (Ruch et al., 2019). Similarly,
around this time, Frisch (1994, 2016) developed QoL therapy,
where participants are taught skills to set goals in sixteen areas
of life correlated with well-being. Participants are encouraged to
either: change their circumstances, attitude, goals and standards,
priorities, or boost their satisfaction in other areas.

Over the years several models developed that can be divided
into hedonic and eudaimonic conceptualizations of well-being
(Hanley et al., 2014). The former, typically referred to as SWB,
defines well-being more in terms of the presence of positive
affect, absence of negative affect (Kahneman et al., 1999),
and the cognitive appraisal of life satisfaction (Diener et al.,
1985). By contrast the eudaimonic approach, often referred
to as psychological well-being or happiness, focuses more on
psychological functioning, human potential and meaning (Ryff
and Keyes, 1995; Peterson and Seligman, 2004).

In some research this division has been reconceptualized as
well-being processes (eudaimonic processes of engagement) and
well-being outcomes (hedonic affects such as life satisfaction
and affect) (Bhullar et al., 2013). However, what is shared
in these diverse conceptualizations is an agreement that well-
being is a multi-factorial construct (Michalos, 2017), hence
targeting it with unidimensional interventions could be naïve and
even unscientific.

The above observations indicate that there have been sporadic
and yet convincing attempts to bring more of a health focus to
traditionally pathology focused approaches, yet the latter remains
the dominant paradigm. We argue, in view of the insufficient
dialogue, that it is imperative to make headway in building
the relationship between psychological interventions and QoL
research. To bring to the surface more well-being data relevant
to therapy, we will briefly summarize some of the findings from
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10 QoL domains and discuss the well-being implications for
clinical interventions.

METHODS

In response to the research question that asked what influential
QoL areas could be integrated into therapy, an exploratory search
was conducted of empirical studies that reported significant
correlations between a life domain and well-being or perceived
QoL. Psychology databases PsycINFO and PsycARTICLES were
searched with the keywords of “quality of life,” “subjective
well-being,” and “empirical studies,” between 1985 and 2017 to
include foundational literature and more recent contributions
that built upon these foundations. Search results were divided
into so-called objective life areas (such as money or health) and
subjective components (mental style topics such as self-esteem
or mindfulness).

As the rationale of the inquiry was to show evidence of
the impact of a range of life domains upon QoL, and to then
argue for their inclusion in therapy and group programs, the
number of areas chosen was limited to a clinically manageable
10 areas (five objective and five subjective life domains). A limited
number of life areas is seen as manageable within planned clinical
interventions (Sakiris and Berle, 2019), and was in line with
recommendations from Barlow et al. (2016) who propose “the
possibility of distilling a set of psychological procedures that
would comprise a unified intervention” (p. 838).

The selection criteria for the final 10 areas were based upon
weighing up frequently occurring domains in the literature
with the areas reported as having the most impact upon
well-being or perceived QoL. For the objective domains
there was sufficient evidence that the following areas had a
significant correlation with well-being and were worthy of
further consideration: relationships, work, money, health
and leisure. Similarly for the more subjective domains,
mindfulness, self-esteem, resolution of past life events, mental
style, and life management (administration) were chosen
for investigation. A minimum of 10 studies per domain was
seen as a sufficient number to cover different dimensions of
each domain.

SUMMARY OF CURRENT FINDINGS ON
10 QUALITY OF LIFE AREAS

The following section briefly summarizes the findings from the
QoL areas that were identified in the exploratory search of
empirical studies that reported significant correlations between
life domains and well-being (for more detail on the specific facets
see Supplementary Appendix).

Relationships
Seen as pivotal in the experience of well-being, relationships
are the most significant of all the life conditions (Argyle,
1987; Headey and Wearing, 1988; Inglehart, 1990; Demir and

Weitekamp, 2007; Proulx et al., 2007; Carr et al., 2014). Multi-
axial in nature, relationships can include intimate relationships,
family, friends, and colleagues, with satisfaction mediated by the
perception of connection, bonding and nourishing interaction
with others (Lucas and Dyrenforth, 2006; Gere and Schimmack,
2011).

Close bonds may generate both positive and negative effects
on well-being. A case in point is Warr and Payne’s (1982) early
study that found that for 1,964 men and 1,113 women in Britain,
the family emerged as a major source of pleasure and strain.
For women (41%), particularly housewives (56%) the family was
a source of strain, although conversely it was identified as a
source of pleasure by 31% of the men and 37% of the women.
Of all relationship states, marriage has been found to have the
strongest effect, with the married being on average most happy,
the divorced second and separated last (Myers, 1999; Gottman
et al., 2017).

Relationships deliver the experience of intimacy and closeness
(Reis, 2012), provide a buffer for stress and social support
(Brannan et al., 2012), and help to achieve better health
outcomes (Taylor, 2010; Tay et al., 2013). Similarly, the more
social relationships people have, the more positive their sense
of well-being (Lucas et al., 2008; Tan and Tay, 2017). Whilst
falling out with others or reporting a lower relationship quality
can have a negative effect upon happiness (Williams, 2009;
Bookwala, 2014), relationship health has responded well to
both cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and behavioral marital
therapy (Shadish and Baldwin, 2005; Nirmalan, 2014).

Work
Work is also considered to play a significant role in the perception
of QoL (Argyle, 1999; Van Katwyk et al., 2000) and includes the
work conditions and psychological processes under which a sense
of well-being at work evolves (Cranny et al., 1992). Employee
counseling (Ahmad, 2013) and supportive management has been
found to affect vocational satisfaction and QoL reports (Monnot
and Beehr, 2014), whilst obstructive management and conflict
with program mandates (Shier and Graham, 2013) has been
linked to lower SWB (Mathieu et al., 2014).

Feeling stimulated and achieving success at work has also been
consistently linked to better health and greater life satisfaction
(Shimazu et al., 2015). Conscientiousness or the propensity to
be goal directed, plan and delay gratification in work settings
is positively related to job satisfaction and SWB (Judge et al.,
2005; Carter et al., 2015), although some have argued it has a
curvilinear relationship to work outcomes (Astakhova, 2014).
The satisfaction of an individual’s basic psychological needs at
work relates positively both to their performance and personal
well-being (Bryson et al., 2017), and having autonomy for
decision making and work planning plays a significant role in the
maintenance of that well-being.

Whilst a comprehensive research focus for decades has
identified many variables associated with work satisfaction it
has also drawn criticism at the lack of defined job satisfaction
constructs (Büssing and Bissels, 1998; Eschleman and Bowling,
2009). Similarly, it has been criticized for distortion effects such
as the unclear partialling out of work satisfaction from other
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independent dimensions such as social desirability, cognitive
dissonance or attitudinal variables (Unanue et al., 2017).

Money
Money also appears to play a small role in the perception
of QoL, albeit a limited but complex one. Haggerty and
Veenhoven’s (2003) longitudinal study of the relationship
between life satisfaction and gross domestic product/person
across 21 nations revealed that increasing national income
correlates with increased national happiness. Whilst the findings
were mixed (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004; Davies, 2010), the
effects were generally positive (Stevenson and Wolfers, 2008).

Diener and Biswas-Diener (2009) found that whilst there are
strong correlations between national wealth and reports of SWB,
there are mostly small correlations between income and well-
being within those nations. Similarly, whilst economic growth
is accompanied by only a small rise in SWB (Böckerman et al.,
2015), increases in individual income can lead to increased
well-being when it means avoiding poverty or allows the
individual to fulfill material desires in keeping with their values
(Srivastava et al., 2001).

However, whilst money can be a robust indicator of SWB
(Dolan and White, 2007), if material goals are prized more
than other values people appear to be less happy (Diener and
Biswas-Diener, 2009). By contrast, financial problems are a strong
predictor of clinically diagnosed depression (Huppert and So,
2011), and how people use their income (e.g., spending income
on others’ predicted happiness) also impacts on well-being (Dunn
et al., 2008). In response to this, financial counseling and goal
setting have been found to have positive outcomes on a range
of measures including financial capability, health and well-being
(Brackertz, 2013).

Health
The burgeoning area of health-related QoL research highlights
how highly health is held in terms of its impact upon QoL
(Cummins et al., 2004; Salvador-Carulla et al., 2014; Brazier
and Tsuchiya, 2015). Lee et al. (2013) highlight a reciprocal
relationship between health status and QoL by arguing for
the relevance of well-being for resource allocation decisions
within health and social care. For example, positive and negative
emotions have been found to correlate with symptom checklists
(Krampen, 1999), along with other health-related QoL indicators
such as asthma (Christie et al., 1991), physical functioning, pain
and general health (Jenkinson et al., 1993; Karimi and Brazier,
2016).

The relationship between health and SWB also appears to be
bidirectional. For example, people with illnesses such as heart
disease, arthritis, and lung disease often present with increased
levels of depressed mood and impaired hedonic and eudemonic
well-being (Boehm and Kubzansky, 2012). Conversely, Steptoe
et al. (2015) analysis of a longitudinal study identified that
reduced well-being was associated with decreased survival (29.3%
of people in the lowest well-being quartile died during the 8
year follow-up period compared with only 9.3% of those in the
highest quartile).

In terms of interventions, this two-way relationship can be
influenced by either regular physical activity to increase well-
being (Windle et al., 2010), or actions taken to protect well-being
by reducing cortisol output during the day (Steptoe et al., 2012).
Personal training interventions that incorporate both aerobic and
anaerobic exercise (Patel et al., 2017) improve health-related QoL
and cognitive function (Sjøgaard et al., 2016).

Leisure
The research on leisure has identified a small but significant
positive association with mental health, personal needs
gratification (Tinsley and Eldredge, 1995; Lloyd and Auld,
2002; Tinsley et al., 2002) and life satisfaction (Rodríguez
et al., 2007). Identified as a multidimensional construct that
encompasses both structural and subjective aspects, the presence
of either discretionary time free from obligations (Kelly and
Godbey, 1992; Mitas, 2010), recreational activity under voluntary
control (Argyle, 1999) and the pursuit of rewarding activities
that transcend daily concerns (Larson et al., 1986) all promote
well-being (Sonnentag and Niessen, 2008).

Newman et al. (2014) found five core psychological
mechanisms of leisure linked to SWB: detachment-recovery,
autonomy, mastery, meaning, and affiliation. Advocating a
bottom-up theory of well-being, they posited that the presence
of these components leads to an enhanced global experience of
well-being. Similarly, Csíkszentmihályi (1990, 2003) suggests
in his theory of flow that leisure could also offer peak states of
well-being if it included complete concentration, effortlessness
and ease and the sense of leisure being intrinsically rewarding
(Csíkszentmihályi, 2014). As it can act as a buffer of stress,
educating people about leisure has been found to facilitate
a sense of resilience that can play a protective role in the
maintenance of well-being (Denovan and Macaskill, 2016).

Mindfulness
In respect to the subjective domains identified as mediating
well-being, an individual’s ability to have sufficient control over
their cognitive or affective processes (Ingram et al., 1998; Segal
et al., 2002; Diener, 2017) is critical. As such, researchers have
found that an individual’s capacity for self-examination (Carver
and Scheier, 2011) and self-regulation (Linehan, 1993, 2000),
are components of mindfulness which may influence well-being
(Kabat-Zinn, 1990, 2011; Tacon et al., 2004; Cahn et al., 2013).

Modern mindfulness includes a group of methods that
teach individuals to develop non-judgmental awareness that
is conducive not only to insight and analysis but also to
well-being (Williams et al., 2000). Mindfulness practitioners
report a host of benefits including heightened awareness of
consciousness or meta-awareness (Schooler et al., 2011), and an
improvement in cognitive processing (Lutz et al., 2008) such as
improved attentional regulation (Andrews-Hanna et al., 2010;
Vago and Nakamura, 2011), executive monitoring (Jha et al.,
2007), orienting ability and improved alerting-related processes
(Ganaden and Smith, 2011), and better working memory (Brewer
et al., 2011). These outcomes are in turn associated with increased
QoL (Vibe et al., 2017).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 747435174

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-747435 October 25, 2021 Time: 15:31 # 6

Jones and Drummond Quality of Life in Clinical Interventions

Self-Esteem
Similarly, the well-researched area of self-esteem presents much
evidence that persistent and stable positive self-concept plays a
role in the maintenance of well-being (Heatherton and Polivy,
1991; Wong, 2010; Hutz et al., 2014) and life satisfaction (Kwan
et al., 1997; Moksnes and Espnes, 2013). Whilst there appears
to be a global concept of self-esteem, there is evidence that it is
constructed from multiple components which are both internal
(e.g., sense of inherent self-worth) and external (e.g., physical
appearance, intelligence, social status, level of success) (Marsh,
1990; Harter, 1999; Huebner et al., 1999).

Self-esteem also has a bidirectional relationship with well-
being and is strongly and inversely associated with state
depression and state anxiety, lending further support to its role
in relation to emotional health and well-being (Huppert and
So, 2011; Freire and Ferreira, 2018). It is not only responsive
to intervention but, in being found to play a mediating role in
mental well-being (Kong et al., 2013), has prompted clinicians
to develop interventions that specifically address and target self-
esteem in the attainment of well-being (Bajaj et al., 2016).

Life Events
The effects of life events upon well-being have received less
focus than the more traditionally associated areas such as self-
esteem, work or relationships (Klumb and Baltes, 2004). In
earlier research Suh et al. (1996) suggested that “the potential
influence of events on positive outcomes, such as SWB, remains
relatively unexplored” (p. 1091). This deficit could be due to the
methodological challenges of reliably mapping this independent
of other variables.

In more recent research Clark and Georgellis (2013) found
that life events such as marriage, divorce and widowhood had
no long-term effect (contrary to early research by Headey et al.,
1984, who found death of a spouse to be significant 2 years
later), whereas unemployment still had a negative impact on SWB
after 5 years. Margolis and Myrskylä (2011) found that happiness
increased around the birth of the first child but, in line with set
point theory which suggests that well-being is offset positively
within a small range (Cummins et al., 2014), it subsequently
returned to the pre-birth level.

There also appears to be gender differences in processing
challenging or traumatic life events. For example, Lamoureux-
Lamarche and Vasiliadis (2017) found that exposure to violence,
an accident or sexual trauma were more likely to be associated
with post-traumatic stress syndrome in women than men.
Conversely, a life-threatening disease was associated with a
reduced life satisfaction only in men whereas life-threatening
disease of a close one was significant for women. However,
like most subjective variables, the effect was ameliorated
by the presence of some kind of intervention or support
(Pocnet et al., 2016).

Part of the complexity and hence comparative scarcity of
research on the impact of life events is that cross-sectional designs
are limited by the measurement of people to a single point
in time and hence can’t account for the impact of adaptation.
Furthermore, as its mediated by multiple variables such as

the temporal distance between events (Bar-Anan et al., 2006),
cognitive style, level of affect and personality, knowledge of the
status of objective life conditions in itself is not sufficient to
predict levels of well-being.

Similarly, as past events can be used as a standard of
comparison to judge present circumstances (Strack et al., 1985;
Pedersen and Schmidt, 2011), recent negative events have been
found to affect people’s appraisal of their well-being (Campbell
et al., 1976; Lyubomirsky, 2001). One method to address this
has been the development of self-report measures that simply
measured the number of recorded positive minus negative
life events. This method aimed to remove some of the above
confounds and long-term SWB has been found to be correlated
with these kinds of calculations (Pavot et al., 1991; Diener and
Fujita, 1995; Plagnol and Scott, 2011). Further research into
the impact of life events upon well-being could benefit from
controlling for such variables.

Mental Style
A range of psychological mechanisms have been found to mediate
the effect of life events upon self-report of happiness (Day et al.,
2010) such as resilience, coping style, level of affect or capacity
for adaptation (Brickman et al., 1978; Luhmann et al., 2012).
Cognitive adaptation includes the sets of basic adaptive processes
that intervene between stress and its psychological (including
the presence of positive affect and negative affect), social and
physiological outcomes (Wong and Lim, 2009; Luhmann et al.,
2012; Lyubomirsky, 2013).

For example, through the triggering of cognitive and affective
regulatory functions that switch on either behavioral activation
or inhibition (Higgins et al., 1999; Freund and Baltes, 2002),
individuals could choose the best responses to rebound from
the unhappiness of an abusive relationship once the relationship
ends (Arriaga et al., 2013). This in turn serves a broader
evolutionary function (White, 1974) of protecting, maintaining
or enhancing well-being.

Sometimes described as the construal theories of happiness
(Van Doorn et al., 2012), this area of research explores
the multiple cognitive and affective processes utilized in the
attainment of well-being (Lyubomirsky, 2001; Layous and
Lyubomirsky, 2013). For example, in semantic network theories
it is suggested that emotion can serve the function of activating a
network of memories that enhances the accessibility of relevant
beliefs about the self and specific life experience (Forgas and
Bower, 1987; McIntosh, 2000; Forgas, 2012).

A ruminative, self-focused mental style, however, interferes
with these problem-solving skills and the ability to generate
effective solutions which, in turn, increases depressed mood
and compromises well-being (Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow,
1991; Carver and Scheier, 2015). By contrast, strong self-
determination (Ryan and Deci, 2014), positive self-rating in
social comparisons (Pavot et al., 1997; Hoorens and Damme,
2012), and a positive interpretation of negative events (Pauls,
2007), are all associated with heightened well-being. Therapeutic
modalities that specifically target mental style such as cognitive
behavioral therapy and mindfulness are consistently effective in
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achieving improvements in ongoing well-being including now
online interventions (Carlbring et al., 2009).

Life Management
Finally, the ability to be self-directing, make decisions and
set personal goals has traditionally been seen as a sign of
psychological maturity (Allport, 1961; Carver and Scheier, 1990;
Deci and Ryan, 2000), and indicative of healthy or mature
functioning (Ford and Urban, 1963; Strickland, 2016). One’s self-
management or successful life administration has often been
associated with motivation (Sheldon and Elliot, 1999), and has
some role in the perception of QoL and well-being (Prenda and
Lachman, 2001; Kleiber et al., 2011; Steca et al., 2015).

Having a clear strategy to achieve one’s life goals is also
seen to play a critical part in SWB maintenance (Conrad et al.,
2010; Coote and MacLeod, 2012). It has been associated with
the reduction in anxiety about one’s life direction (McGrath
and Adams, 1999; Coughlan et al., 2016), and focus on life
goals has been found to improve the well-being outcomes and
treatment engagement of patients with mental illness (Stanhope
et al., 2013). In fact training in goal setting to improve perceived
progress along the expectation-outcome gap (Michalos, 1985;
Levesque et al., 2004) has demonstrated significant results
in the augmentation of health and well-being markers, with
new gamification technology replicating these results in virtual
training (Johnson et al., 2016).

DISCUSSION

In the exploratory search of studies reporting correlations
between improvements in life domains and increased well-being
and QoL, we raised the question as to whether there were a
number of outstanding areas that warranted inclusion in clinical
work. We hypothesized that, in view of the goal of therapy to
improve a client’s QoL and well-being, that such an integration
of these influential areas, would improve intervention efficacy.

In the investigation we found that there is in fact substantial
evidence that each of the reported domains play differing, but
mediating roles in the perception of QoL. Considering this it is
recommended that they need to be considered by practitioners
in the assessment, case formulation and intervention planning
stages of their interventions.

Limitations
Several limitations to the methods chosen in the current
investigation have emerged that need to be addressed. For
example, the exploratory examination of the literature, whilst
serving as a preliminary search to gather information for a more
detailed investigation into selected domains, could have had more
weight and less selection bias if it had been conducted as a
systematic review in line with PRISMA guidelines, included gray
literature and two independent reviewers that could have assessed
quality more thoroughly (Panic et al., 2013).

Secondly subsequent to the initial exploratory literature
search, as there was an interest in integrating the identified
domains into a clinical intervention, a decision was made

to limit the number for further investigation to 10 areas. In
view of the presence in the literature of both objective and
subjective life domains (Diener et al., 1999; Rodríguez et al.,
2007; Diener and Biswas-Diener, 2009), it was expected that
a similar type of division would occur, hence, a decision was
made to split evenly the number of areas chosen for examination
into objective and subjective domains. On reflection both the
constraint of 10 areas and the equality of the division created an
unnecessary limitation which may have narrowed the range of
identified factors.

Furthermore, the selection criteria for this choice were
based upon the 10 most frequently occurring domains with
empirical evidence of a significant relationship with SWB
or perceived QoL. This selection process could have been
more formalized with a standardized approach that included a
quality appraisal for internal validity of the individual studies
(Forbes et al., 2017).

Implications
As each of the reported domains have been found to not only have
an impact upon well-being but also interact with each other, it
seems that to conduct a unidimensional intervention that focuses
on one domain such as relationships, or a distressing past life
event, does not seem to be sufficient. As there are many other
factors that impact an individual’s experience of happiness, we
maintain that it would be more clinically responsible to address
the larger set of factors that are responsible for the multi-factorial
phenomenon of happiness.

There appear to be a few ways to approach this, with one
option being the creation of an individual or group interventions
that target these areas with the goal to improve QoL and well-
being. To practically address the concern that clients typically
present with one specific issue that causes them distress,
intervention design could include, along with diagnosis-specific
treatment, both psycho-education on the impact of these areas
upon well-being and achieving a balanced QoL, and exercises
to address the indicated cognitive and behavioral repertoires
associated with well-being.

That is the delivery of treatment could be integrated into
an existing clinical intervention or be a stand-alone QoL
goal setting intervention. For example, for the former option,
along with regular treatment the client could be trained in
the skillsets associated with each of the life domains such as
health, relationships and so on. Concurrently with standard
cognitive restructuring and behavioral schedules, clients could be
given worksheets and guided to set goals, strategies and time-
frames across the major QoL domains. Finally, in view of the
typical client’s lack of knowledge of these factors, including a
psycho-educational component on the identified predictors of
QoL (akin to education on the fight-flight response in anxiety
interventions), also seems warranted.

Once treatment for the initial presenting issue was complete,
the intervention could move to a well-being focus with the client
designing and building their own QoL plan. Clients could be
taught how to set goals and strategies in each domain with the aim
to build a robust foundation for the maintenance of well-being.
Counseling could move closer to a coaching or accountability

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 747435176

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-747435 October 25, 2021 Time: 15:31 # 8

Jones and Drummond Quality of Life in Clinical Interventions

model with ongoing booster or follow up sessions to assist in the
maintenance of goals. If new issues emerged, the model could
seamlessly integrate standard cognitive-behavioral techniques,
before returning to the well-being maintenance model.

Another extension of this research could be the development
of a scale constructed from sub-domains of the domains found to
have an impact upon well-being. For example, as communication
skills are a major component of relationship satisfaction, items
could be derived from the components that make up this domain.
Such a scale could include items from each of the domains and
could be used in conjunction with group programs and individual
clinical work to assess pre-post intervention gains.

In view of the critique leveled at unidimensional interventions
that they may be inferior to multidimensional approaches further
testing of this hypothesis is warranted. To address this, an active
control group of a known treatment could be compared to a
proposed QoL intervention. Using standardized psychometric
well-being measures, pre-post-follow up data could shed more
light on the veracity of this claim.

It would also be prudent to test the hypothesis that the
proposed ten domains are all relevant for inclusion in therapy
by investigating whether any of them have common underlying
factors. For example, could the domain of mindfulness and being
in the present moment have something in common with the
domain of mental style? A factor analysis on the ten suggested
areas to identify underlying domains could clarify any overlap.
If some domains could be collapsed into each other, this could
simplify the intervention.

CONCLUSION

An exploration of objective and subjective life domains revealed
evidence that they cumulatively impact overall QoL and the

perception of well-being. As such it is suggested that they are
relevant to intervention design and treatment. It is proposed
that unidimensional clinical interventions that miss out these
key areas, may be inferior to multidimensional interventions that
include them. Further research is required to test this proposition,
and it is recommended that both researchers and practicing
clinicians consider these domains and their possible impact in the
delivery of clinical interventions.
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The aim of the study was to evaluate the relation between prosocialness and happiness 
in a sample of student teachers (N = 224, age = 21.42). Adapted versions of a prosocialness 
scale and another on happiness were used. A structural equations model was estimated 
that presented a suitable fit (CFI = 0.951; TLI = 0.944 and RMSEA = 0.065). The results 
yielded a positive relation between prosocialness and happiness. Its implications for initial 
teacher training are discussed.

Keywords: prosocialness, happiness, education, teaching, initial teacher training

INTRODUCTION

Prosocialness is defined as a voluntary behavior meant to benefit someone else (Dovidio et  al., 
2006; Caprara and Steca, 2007; Eisenberg et  al., 2015). These benefits can be  on both the 
physical and emotional levels (Catalano et  al., 2004; Caprara et  al., 2005; Benson et  al., 2006). 
Its study has become important in the last two decades given that these behaviors are desirable 
and beneficial to society (Eisenberg et  al., 2006). It has been stated that prosocial behaviors 
affect the increase in happiness and well-being (Lyubomirsky, 2001; Lyubomirsky and Layous, 2013).

Happiness has been approached from three psychological perspectives: hedonic, eudaimonic, 
and flourishing. The first, reduces it to the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain 
(Waterman, 2008; Goodman et  al., 2018). In contrast, the eudaimonic approach puts the focus 
on self-actualization and the actualization of human potential (Ryan and Deci, 2001). Consequently, 
it conceptualizes happiness as a state of fullness of personal functioning and valuing the 
meaning of life (Ryan and Deci, 2001; Waterman, 2008). Research has also developed complementary 
propositions (Keyes et  al., 2002). Flourishing is one of the designations used to identify this 
integrated perspective (Seligman, 2011). In the context of the present research, happiness is 
defined from a broad orientation, encompassing elements of these three streams. That is, as 
the experience of joy, satisfaction, positive well-being, combined with the feeling that our life 
is good, meaningful, and worth living (Lyubomirsky, 2008).

At societal level, prosocialness promotes civic virtue, which in turn is positively associated 
with happiness (Simon and Mobekk, 2019; Lubian, 2020); moreover, it constitutes an effective 
way to increase happiness sustainably (Lai et  al., 2020), which can also involve the economic 
dimension (Aknin et  al., 2020; Dunn et  al., 2020). This is relevant since a common goal of 
human beings is to achieve happiness (Buss, 2000). It should be  emphasized that happy people 
are more successful on different vital planes (Lyubomirsky et  al., 2005a): They adapt better 
to everyday situations and are more resilient to negative experiences (Abbe et  al., 2003; 
Lyubomirsky et  al., 2005b; Nielsen and Christensen, 2021).
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Based on the previous research, Unanue et al. (2021) studied 
the relationship between prosociality and happiness applied to 
the organizational environment. Using a longitudinal model, 
they considered the concepts of hedonic, eudaimonic, and 
flourishing happiness and their relationship with prosocial 
behaviors at work. These proved to be  positive predictors of 
the three types of happiness. In turn, the three types of happiness 
positively predicted such prosocial behaviors. This model suggests 
the existence of a virtuous circle of prosociality and well-being 
in the workplace.

In its relation to education, several studies have agreed 
on the positive or advantageous aspects of prosocialness. 
During childhood, for example, it is associated with the 
positive self-concept (Garaigordobil and García De Galdeano, 
2006) and with a better psychosocial adjustment in children 
and adolescents (Eisenberg and Fabes, 1998; Xiong et  al., 
2021), as well as with a superior display of social skills and 
group integration (Plazas et  al., 2010) and greater academic 
achievements by preventing depression and transgressive 
behavior (Bandura et  al., 1996; Cappella et  al., 2013; Flórez-
Donado et  al., 2018; Deng et  al., 2021). More concretely, 
the promotion of prosocialness at school strengthens civic 
bonds (Luengo et  al., 2014) and a better school climate 
(Luengo et  al., 2017). Therefore, it promotes safety, healthy 
relationships, and the efforts for scholastic improvement 
(Cohen et  al., 2009; Thapa et  al., 2013). Consequently, it is 
to be  expected that levels of happiness and well-being will 
improve in all the actors involved. This is because the cognitive 
and emotional advantages derived from prosocialness radiate 
especially to those who are closer to prosocial people 
(Chancellor et  al., 2018). For others, both children and 
adolescent students, the existing positive relation between 
prosocial behaviors and self-assessed happiness has been 
stated (Krettenauer et  al., 2019). This relation appears to 
be  positively associated with strength of character, which 
contributes to coping better with harassment and intimidation 
in schools (García-Vázquez et  al., 2020).

Given the theoretical and empirical background, this study 
sought to evaluate the relation between prosocialness and 
happiness in a sample of student teachers. The purpose was 
to generate knowledge that serves as input to orient future 
processes of initial teacher training in relation to the 
dimensions studied. Limiting the issue to the one described 
also accommodates the recommendations to deepen the 
study of prosocialness in specific milieus and to address 
the problem of its measurement (Auné et  al., 2014), in 
particular in adulthood (Caprara et al., 2005). In this respect, 
it should be added that 86% of Chilean university students – 
including student teachers – are aged between 18 and 29 years 
(Ministerio de Educación de Chile, 2017). This age range 
corresponds to so-called emerging adulthood, a transitional 
stage to adult life. This is characterized as being culturally 
constructed due to the search for identity and the consolidation 
of traits that will accompany the individual into adulthood 
(Barrera and Vinet, 2017); thus, the attitudinal, formative, 
and value-based trajectory to which the young people are 
exposed is important.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The sample was comprised of 224 student teachers belonging 
to a university located in the Region of La Araucanía, Chile. 
61.6% were women and 38.4% were men. The average age of 
the participants was 21.42 years with a standard (SD) of 2.48 years.

Methodological Approach
The methodological approach was correlational quantitative 
with a nonexperimental and cross-sectional design (Toro and 
Parra, 2010). A covariance structure model of interdependence 
was evaluated, since a correlation among the latent constructs 
that were studied was proposed (Lévy and Varela, 2006). 
Consequently, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was applied 
because the factor loads or saturations were defined in advance 
(Lévy and Varela, 2006).

Instruments
Prosocialness was measured with an adapted version of the 
prosocialness scale for adults by Caprara et  al. (2005). This 
was adjusted and validated in a previous study with Chilean 
student teachers (N = 859; age = 20.72). It is a one-dimensional 
model of 13 items (see Table  1) with adequate psychometric 
properties for use on populations like the one under study. 
Each item is linked to five categories on an ordinal scale that 
goes from never (1) to always (5). The items include actions 
referring to helping (e.g., “I try to help others”); to sharing 
(e.g., “I easily lend money or other things”); to caring (e.g., 
“I try to be  close and care for those who need it”); and to 
feeling empathy (e.g., “I easily put myself in the shoes of 
those who are in an awkward situation”). The internal consistency 
study applied to the instrument in Chile presented a Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.867, lower than that obtained by the authors of the 
original scale in Italy (0.91); however, it also reflected 
suitable reliability.

Happiness was measured with the subjective happiness 
scale proposed by Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999). The 
version translated and evaluated in Chile by Vera-Villarroel 

TABLE 1 | Prosocialness scale for adults by Caprara et al. (2005) (adapted 
version).

1. I share my things with my friends.
2. I try to help others.
3. I am available for volunteer activities to help those in need.
4. I help those in need right away.
5. I do what I can to help others avoid getting into trouble.
6. I feel what others feel intensely.
7. I am willing to make my knowledge and skills available to others.
8. I try to console those who are sad.
9. I easily lend money and other things.
10. I easily put myself in the shoes of those who are in an awkward 

situation.
11. I try to be close and care for those who need it.
12. I spend time with those friends who feel lonely.
13. I immediately feel it when my friends are uncomfortable, even 

when they do not communicate it to me directly.
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et  al. (2011) was used. It is a global measurement of 
subjective happiness. It focuses on the evaluation of a molar 
category of well-being in terms of an integral psychological 
phenomenon. It evaluates happiness from the respondent’s 
point of view because it supposes that each subject has 
their own idea of happiness; moreover, they are able to 
discern if they are happy or not and report it (Lyubomirsky, 
2008). It is an instrument comprised of four items (see 
Table  2), each linked to a seven-point Likert-type scale. 
The ends range from “not a very happy person” to “a very 
happy person” (item 1); “less happy” to “more happy” (item 
2); and “not at all” to “a great deal” (items 3 and 4). The 
internal consistency study applied to the instrument in 
Chile showed a Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78 (Vera-Villarroel 
et  al., 2011).

Procedure
Once the sample had been defined, contact was made with 
the directors and teachers in the programs the participants 
were enrolled in. The aims of the study were explained to 
them and their permission was sought to enter the classrooms 
and apply the instruments. Another option taken was to 
contact the students directly in other organizational units. 
Participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous and 
all the participants signed an informed consent. In this letter, 
the objectives and scopes of the investigation were explained. 
In addition, the confidentiality of the data was guaranteed. 
It should be  noted that anonymity, along with protecting the 
identity of each participant, helps mitigate the effect of social 
desirability (Fisher, 1993). The surveys were applied in August 
and September 2019.

Data Analysis
A CFA was carried out using polychoric correlation matrix 
and the mean- and variance-adjusted unweighted least squares 
method. This method is recommended to analyze ordinal 
variables with a limited number of categories (Finney and Di 
Stefano, 2006; Forero et  al., 2009).

The reliability indicators applied were Cronbach’s alpha 
(1951) and the omega coefficient (McDonald, 1999). The 
latter was used to complement the former because Cronbach’s 
alpha sees its reliability reduced when applied to ordinal 
variables (Elosua and Zumbo, 2008). It is also affected by 
sampling error (Ledesma, 2004). For this, Ventura-León 
and Caycho-Rodríguez (2017) propose complementing the 

measurement with the omega coefficient which, in contrast 
to the alpha coefficient, works with the factor loads and 
achieves more stable calculations (Gerbing and Anderson, 
1988). In this context, omega coefficient values between 
0.70 and 0.90 are considered acceptable (Campo-Arias and 
Oviedo, 2008).

To evaluate the goodness-of-fit of the model, the following 
indicators were used as: the comparative fit index (CFI), the 
Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the root mean-square error of 
approximation (RMSEA). From an interpretative perspective, 
the model presents a suitable fit when the CFI and the TLI 
display values over 0.90 (Schumacher and Lomax, 1996), whereas 
for the RMSEA values below 0.08 are considered adequate 
(Browne and Cudeck, 1993; Gouveia et al., 2018). The analyses 
were generated with the support of the Mplus program 7.11 
(Muthén and Muthén, 2012).

RESULTS

The proposed model presented a good fit to the data, yielding 
the following values: CFI = 0.951; TLI = 0.944 and RMSEA = 0.065 
(CI90% = 0.053 0.078).

The internal consistency indicators produced by the CFA 
for the prosocialness and subjective happiness scales were as: 
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.843 and 0.756; omega coefficient = 0.858 
and 0.839, respectively.

Figure 1 summarizes the model, including the measurement 
variables with their factor loads and standard errors. The factor 
loads varied between 0.442 and 0.731 for prosocialness, and 
between 0.370 and 0.930 for subjective happiness, all statistically 
significant (p < 0.0001). The correlation between the prosocialness 
and subjective happiness scales was 0.338 and statistically 
significant (p < 0.0001).

The results yielded by the CFA applied confirmed a positive 
relation between prosocialness and happiness. In other words, 
the standards of prosocial behavior (Dovidio et  al., 2006; 
Caprara and Steca, 2007; Eisenberg et  al., 2015) reported by 
the participants, including its physical and emotional facets 
(Catalano et  al., 2004; Caprara et  al., 2005; Benson et  al., 
2006), were associated positively with their subjective happiness 
(Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999; Vera-Villarroel et  al., 2011).

The instruments applied presented suitable levels of 
reliability. In the case of the adapted version of the 
prosocialness scale for adults by Caprara et  al. (2005), the 
Cronbach’s alpha, although lower than the one in the original 
study, was acceptable (Cronbach, 1951). In addition, the 
value produced by the omega coefficient (McDonald, 1999), 
applied according to the directions given by Ventura-León 
and Caycho-Rodríguez (2017), is also admissible (Campo-
Arias and Oviedo, 2008). It also provides the results with 
greater stability (Gerbing and Anderson, 1988). This is due 
to the problems presented by the Cronbach’s alpha when 
applied to ordinal variables (Ledesma, 2004; Elosua and 
Zumbo, 2008), like those in the present study.

In the same vein, the subjective happiness scale presented 
a slightly lower Cronbach’s alpha than that of the validation 

TABLE 2 | Subjective happiness scale by Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999), 
translated and evaluated by Vera-Villarroel et al. (2011).

1. In general, I consider myself:
2. Compared with most of my peers, I consider myself:
3. Some people are generally very happy. They enjoy life regardless of 

what is going on, getting the most out of everything. To what extent 
does this characterization describe you?

4. Some people are generally not very happy. Although they are not 
depressed, they never seem as happy as they might be. To what 
extent does this characterization describe you?
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study conducted in Chile (0.756 vs. 0.780). The result of the 
omega coefficient – the advantages of which have already been 
explained – served to confirm what was indicated.

In relation to the goodness-of-fit indicators, both the CFI 
and the TLI were within the ranges that the literature considers 
acceptable (Schumacher and Lomax, 1996). The same occurred 
with the RMSEA value (Browne and Cudeck, 1993; Gouveia 
et  al., 2018).

DISCUSSION

First of all, and on a general level, the positive relation 
between prosocialness and happiness was consistent with 
the results of other studies (Lyubomirsky, 2001; Lyubomirsky 
and Layous, 2013; Unanue et  al., 2021). This extends to 
the economic dimension if it is considered that item 9 on 
the prosocialness scale for adults specifically refers to this 

(“I easily lend money or other things”). In this sense, this 
part of the results is in line with those studies that report 
a positive connection between prosocial economic behaviors 
associated with higher happiness levels (Aknin et  al., 2020; 
Dunn et  al., 2020). However, more research is needed to 
make a more definitive statement about this link. What 
could be  truly interesting is if the focus was confined to 
a university education environment like that of students 
who have only limited resources. It could also anticipate 
the response by the subjects about being professionals, since 
the teaching profession is characterized by mid-level salaries. 
This is because the recently reviewed theoretical and empirical 
considerations could be  applied to a specific professional 
area of great potential for the development of prosocial  
behaviors.

Second, if the discussion is limited to the education 
sphere, it is worth emphasizing the application of the 
instruments in a context of initial teacher training; particularly 

FIGURE 1 | Standardized results of the CFA applied to the model created by the authors with the support of Mplus 7.11 (Muthén and Muthén, 2012).

186

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Mieres-Chacaltana et al. Prosocialness and Happiness in Teachers

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 745163

in the case of the prosocialness construct, where the preceding 
study has recommended the development and/or adaptation 
of measuring instruments to specific institutional areas 
(Auné et  al., 2014), and in specific age groups, such as 
adulthood (Caprara et  al., 2005), which is also interesting 
for the discussion, because the study participants can 
be  classified as emerging adults (Barrera and Vinet, 2017). 
Moreover, their age distribution was consistent with the 
statistics produced by official entities (Ministerio de 
Educación de Chile, 2017). This is relevant because it is 
an evolutionary stage in search of identity and consolidation 
of characteristics that will accompany them into adult life. 
More importantly, however, is their future condition as 
teachers, added to implications that their prosocial standards 
may have for their later professional behavior; hence, 
confirming this relation anticipates prosocial behaviors in 
future professional work, which together with the link to 
happiness could result in better job satisfaction (Nielsen 
and Christensen, 2021). This is due to the increasing number 
of reports that place prosocialness as positively associated 
with socioemotional development (Baiocco et  al., 2018; 
García and Tully, 2020), which in turn is related to a wide 
range of issues, such as the development of self-esteem 
(Garaigordobil and García De Galdeano, 2006), psychosocial 
adjustment (Eisenberg and Fabes, 1998; Xiong et  al., 2021), 
and group integration (Plazas et  al., 2010). Consequently, 
it is also related to better academic results (Bandura et  al., 
1996; Cappella et  al., 2013; Flórez-Donado et  al., 2018), 
which subsequently reinforces the indications that point 
out the relevance of socioemotional education in teacher 
training, which can amplify the effect of positive modeling 
they would have for their future students (Cefai et  al., 
2018; García-Vázquez et  al., 2020; Zee et  al., 2020; Oliveira 
et  al., 2021; Sezen-Gultekin et  al., 2021).

Third, the results lead to thinking about the social 
relevance of school and its potential to make substantive 
changes in individuals and therefore society. For example, 
in areas, such as civic education, if it is conceived not 
only as a cognitive exercise for learning concepts but also 
is stimulated with prosocial behaviors, its potential 
contribution in the formation of happier citizens is augmented 
(Simon and Mobekk, 2019; Lubian, 2020) and from multiple 
perspectives of happiness (Ryan and Deci, 2001; Keyes et al., 
2002; Lyubomirsky, 2008; Waterman, 2008; Seligman, 2011; 
Goodman et  al., 2018). At the same time, they would 
be  more committed to the issues of their community and 
its development (Eisenberg et  al., 2006; Grant and Dutton, 
2012; Luengo et  al., 2014). And in a reciprocal way, better 
conditions for the development of each individual would 
be  established. This is in terms of the provision and 
internalization of resources to confront various life problems 
(Abbe et  al., 2003; Lyubomirsky et  al., 2005a,b) and thus 
to facilitate the construction of several personal and collective 
projects for happiness and a good life (Buss, 2000). Without 
a doubt, school is one of the socialization spaces to teach 
these behaviors and put them into practice, especially if 
it is considered that the development of social skills, the 

ability for self-regulation, and self-esteem is important for 
personal growth. This becomes a valuable resource to tackle 
complex events like intimidation and harassment (García-
Vázquez et  al., 2020). In all these processes, the facilitating 
and modeling role of teachers can be  fundamental in terms 
of their leadership and proximity to the possible beneficiaries 
of their actions (Chancellor et  al., 2018; Deng et  al., 2021), 
especially with respect to their contributions to establishing 
a suitable school climate and its resulting beneficial effects 
(Cohen et al., 2009; Thapa et al., 2013; Luengo et al., 2017).

Thus, the behaviors focused on the benefit of others are 
fundamental to promoting education, safeguarding health, and 
combatting poverty and hunger (Grant and Dutton, 2012). 
Several studies recommend introducing social policies that 
promote the development of prosocial competences and behaviors 
to increase children’s happiness (Baiocco et  al., 2018). At the 
same time, the recognition of these expressions should be fostered 
from an early age, since they provide positive opportunities 
for socialization (García and Tully, 2020). This addresses the 
processes of initial teacher training directly because students’ 
socioemotional development requires the social and emotional 
training of the teachers (Cefai et  al., 2018; García-Vázquez 
et  al., 2020; Zee et  al., 2020; Oliveira et  al., 2021; Sezen-
Gultekin et  al., 2021).

CONCLUSION

This study evaluated the relation between prosocialness and 
subjective happiness in a sample of student teachers at a 
university in the Region of La Araucanía, Chile. The proposed 
model presented suitable levels of reliability and fit.

Although the sample size was acceptable in terms of 
the number of items considered, the non-probabilistic nature 
of the study does not permit these results to be  generalized 
to the rest of the population. This trait is the most relevant 
limitation of this study. It should be added that the searched 
data were self-reported by the participants with the resulting 
impact that social desirability and memory bias could have 
had on the responses. Finally, the homogenizing nature of 
the scale responses does not account for the inherent 
specificities that social phenomena have, always located 
territorially and historically.

However, the evaluated model forms a basic line for the 
development of future investigations referring to the relation 
between prosocialness and happiness in the field of teacher 
training. Given the dynamics that these constructs represent 
in relation to the evolution of life, longitudinal studies are 
recommended that incorporate more variables. For example, 
age (in more specific ranges), gender, ethnic group, and 
the effects of the curriculum and the teaching specialty, 
among others. On the last point, the coordination of training 
proposals referring to the development of socioemotional 
skills with their corresponding evaluations would 
be  interesting given the increasing number of investigative 
reports that recommend their inclusion in the teacher 
training curriculum.
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The paper presents studies related to positive psychology that have been conducted in 
Poland. The article is based on a review of texts available in the databases of Google 
Scholar and EBSCO published by Polish researchers in the years 2001–2021. The 
selection criterion was the presence of some concepts in the title and/or abstract of 
articles that are constructs of positive psychology. Thirty intentionally selected articles 
were analyzed in terms of research objectives, variables, and measurement tools they 
described. In this way, a picture of research interests and methods of research on human 
and organization from the perspective of positive psychology was obtained. It seems that 
the main subjects of interest of Polish researchers were problems related to positive 
human qualities, life satisfaction, and mental well-being with a growing interest in positive 
society. The most common variable to study was life satisfaction, and the most frequently 
used measuring tool was the SWLS. It was concluded that there is a need for scientific 
exchange and integration within Polish researchers and the international community of 
positive psychologists.

Keywords: positive psychology, polish psychology, study review, three PP pillars, PERMA, well-being

INTRODUCTION

The emergence of a new field of psychological research, described as positive psychology, at 
the end of the 20th century resulted in a discussion on the concept of good life, the importance 
of satisfaction and happiness for the functioning of individuals and society, and the prevention 
of disorders (for example: Ryan and Deci, 2001; Keyes and Waterman, 2003; Seligman, 2003; 
Ryff and Singer, 2004; Haidt, 2007). Polish researchers, including Czapiński (1992), Sęk et  al. 
(1992), and Trzebińska (2008), also joined the discussion and research into positive psychology. 
Gradually, a group of researchers interested in positive psychology grew and more and more 
publications related to it appeared. A need arose to create a journal on positive psychology. 
Its first issue was published in 2002. It was titled “Psychology of Quality of Life” and was 
edited by Trzebińska (2008). An important event was also the establishment of the Polish 
Society of Positive Psychology1 in 2012, whose aim was to promote the accumulation and 
systematization of knowledge on high quality of life and its conditions and to scientifically 
develop the principles of psychological practice.

1 https://ptpp.org.pl/
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Thus, it was worth examining the current state of Polish 
research related to positive psychology. The authors of this 
article attempted to analyze the publications of Polish researchers 
that were written between 2001 and 2020 that is the period 
when Polish psychologists began to notice the importance of 
positive attitude (Trzebińska and Łuszczyńska, 2002). The authors 
decided to focus on the contribution of Polish psychologists 
and therefore decided to exclude monographs and review articles 
from the analyses. In addition, the authors’ intention was to 
select publications that could have a real impact on the state 
of knowledge about positive psychology in Poland, and for 
this reason, they only selected texts which were accessible for 
free. To create a database of articles on positive psychology, 
reference was made to the concepts contained in the three 
pillars of positive psychology, such as “mental health,” “mental 
well-being good life,” “quality of life,” “life satisfaction,” and 
“meaning in life.” Only texts containing these concepts in the 
title or abstract and the term “positive psychology” were selected 
for further analysis.

It was also assumed that in order to show the attitude of 
Polish researchers to positive psychology, the analysis of the 
texts would be  determined by three aspects of the research 
process – research goals, variables, and measurement tools.

Basic Assumptions of Positive Psychology
Within the assumptions of the Polish Society of Positive 
Psychology2 formulated by Polish psychologists, a synthetic 
understanding of positive psychology can be  found. It is 
understood as a theoretical and empirical trend, in which the 
attention of researchers is focused on the abilities and skills 
that favor taking up challenges, developing individual dispositions, 
achieving a high quality of life, and coping with difficult 
situations. It is supposed to see an individual as a creative 
and productive being, enjoying life and coping with adversities 
(Trzebińska, 2008).

Three research pillars of positive psychology are to help to 
implement the above tasks (Seligman, 2003). The first pillar 
refers to research into positive, subjective experiencing an 
individual’s life in the past, present, and future. Experiencing 
the past positively can be  described through contentment, 
satisfaction, and well-being, while experiencing the present can 
be  described using the following terms: happiness (Czapiński, 
1992; Ryan and Deci, 2001; Argyle, 2004; Seligman, 2005), 
flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2005), flourishing (Seligman, 2005), 
sensual pleasures (Seligman, 2005), and positive affects 
(Fredrickson, 2002). Finally, the positive experience of the 
future can be  reflected in terms of optimism and hope 
(Seligman, 2003).

The second pillar of positive psychology (Seligman, 2003) 
refers to the research of the so-called good personality, that 
is, a system of timeless and cross-cultural virtues, which include 
wisdom, humanity, courage, restraint, justice, and transcendence 
(Peterson and Seligman, 2004). The pillar also includes studies 

2 https://ptpp.org.pl/

on strong traits (e.g., curiosity, prudence, and forgiveness) that 
condition the formation of virtues (ibid.).

The third pillar of positive psychology involves an analysis 
of positive society. In this regard, researchers identify institutions, 
such as the democratic system in the state and a properly 
functioning family, that allow individuals to develop positively. 
As Seligman (2003) emphasizes, social institutions and processes 
taking place in them support the abilities of individuals (e.g., 
commitment and responsibility) and thus create conditions for 
the emergence of positive emotions, which are an important 
capital in coping with difficult situations.

Concepts of “Good Life”
When discussing good life, two ways of evaluating the course 
of life have been adopted which refer to the ancient hedonistic 
and eudaimonistic philosophical systems. From the hedonistic 
point of view, individuals experience good life when they feel 
pleasure and satisfaction (Czapiński, 1992; Diener et  al., 2004;  
Trzebińska, 2008). According to the eudaimonistic approach, 
good life is achieved when a person shows certain valuable 
dispositions and aims to develop his/her potential, and his/her 
life is consistent with the real self (Ryff, 1989; Ryan and Deci, 2001).

Attempts to integrate both approaches were made by Keyes 
and Waterman (2003) who created a three-dimensional concept 
of well-being. Their concept took into account emotional 
well-being (hedonistic approach), psychological well-being 
developed by Ryff (1989) (eudaimonistic approach), and social 
well-being developed by Keyes (2003) (eudaimonistic approach) 
(Keyes and Shapiro, 2004). Another concept that integrates 
the hedonistic and eudaimonistic approaches was constructed 
by Seligman (2003) and called PERMA. It takes into account 
five dimensions of well-being (Seligman, 2011). They include 
“positive emotions,” “engagement,” “relationships,” “meaning,” 
and “accomplishment/achievement.”

Seligman (2005, p.18) emphasizes that none of the 
components can independently define well-being. Seligman 
(2005, p.  18) postulates that each component of PERMA 
contributes to well-being, it is pursued for its own sake, 
and it is defined and measured independently from the 
other components. Seligman (2005, p.  18) believes that only 
by fostering each of the PERMA elements can we  work 
toward a true sense of well-being.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Article Selection Procedure
The study was based on a review of the texts available in 
Google Scholar and EBSCO databases which were published 
by Polish researchers in the years 2001–2020.

In line with the objectives of the study, the following criteria 
for selecting publications for the analysis were formulated:

 1. The text was written by a Polish researcher.
 2. The text was published between 2001 and 2020.
 3. The text is an article.
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 4. Free (free of charge) access to the full text of the article.
 5. The title and/or abstract contains the expression: “positive 

psychology” and at least one of the following concepts that 
are constructs of positive psychology: “mental health,” “mental 
well-being/good life,” “quality of life,” “satisfaction/life 
satisfaction,” and “the meaning of life.”

 6. The article is of empirical nature (presentation of the results 
of own research). Thus, review articles were neglected.

Using the above-mentioned criteria, a target sample of 30 
articles was selected for analysis.

Research Procedure
The research procedure referred to:

 - Research goals specified in the articles.
 - Variables taken into account in the articles.
 - Research tools used in the study.

In the first step of the analysis, the authors assigned each 
article to one of the three pillars described in concept of 
Seligman (2003). Then, each of the articles was subjected to 
a qualitative analysis in terms of variables and tools used in 
the described research.

PUBLICATION ANALYSIS RESULTS

Characteristics of Research Goals
The research goals included in the selected articles were 
analyzed in terms of their content and the historical aspect. 
The review of the research goals led to the conclusion that 
most of them (50%) concerned the issues of the second 
pillar, that is, positive human qualities and cross-cultural 
virtues and talents. About 30% of the goals referred to the 
issues of the first pillar, that is, the description of positive 
past or present human experiences, using the following 
concepts: satisfaction with various spheres of life, life 
satisfaction, mental well-being, and mental health. The rest 
of the articles (20%) contained goals referring to the third 
pillar, that is, positive society. Statistical verification (p = 0.122 
Chi2 = 4,2) does not show significant differences in the 
frequency of the content of the explored research goals 
related to the three pillars of Seligman’s concept.

The historical approach to the research goals in the 
analyzed articles made it possible to describe the dynamics 
of changes in the research interests of Polish researchers. 
Two periods were distinguished: from 2001 to 2011 and 
from 2012 to 2021. Having compared him research goals 
undertaken in these two periods, and some interesting 
differences were discovered. In the earlier period, no 
publications on issues related to the third pillar were found, 
while in the later period, an even distribution of research 
goals between the three pillars could be  observed. There 
was also an increase in the number of publications in the 
later period (p = 0.01 Chi2 = 3,6). This may indicate the growing 
interest of researchers in positive psychology.

Variables
The analysis of the studied variables took into account their content 
and their status in the research projects presented in the articles.

Having analyzed the content of the variables, it was found 
that the articles most often referred to the variables that 
concerned the emotional aspect of human functioning (the 
emotional dimension of well-being, Keyes and Waterman, 2003) 
and the first pillar of positive psychology (Seligman, 2003), 
which is about positive experiences and the individual’s 
experiences in his/her life.

The most frequently studied variable (33%) was “general 
level of life satisfaction,” then “well-being” (23%) and “satisfaction 
in various areas of life,” that is, sex, marriage, work, and leisure 
time (20%). In the studied projects, these constructs most 
often played the role of dependent variables.

Other variables in the articles were related to concept of 
character strengths/positive traits of Peterson and Seligman (2004). 
They were as follows: “self-efficacy” (in 12% of the articles), “hope, 
meaning and will to live” (in 10%), and “coping with stress and 
resilience” (in 10%). These variables (virtues, positive traits) played 
the role of explanatory/independent variables. The studies most 
often examined the relationships between these variables and 
various dimensions of well-being (77%). In the remaining analyzed 
articles (23%), the assumptions of positive psychology were treated 
as a supplementary theory. As a result, despite the use of PERMA 
model concepts or the three-factor concept of well-being, these 
studies did not refer in the discussion or the conclusions to the 
overall models of positive psychology.

Tools
In the analyzed publications, the most frequently used tool 
(36%) was the SWLS by Diener et  al. (1985) in the Polish 
adaptation by Juczyński (2001), and it was treated as a measure 
of mental well-being. It should be noted that incidentally other 
adapted tools were also used: Meaning in Life Questionnaire 
(MLQ) (Steger et  al., 2006), Cantril Ladder (Levin and Currie, 
2014), the Scales of Psychological Well-being of Ryff (Ryff and 
Singer, 2004), Oxford Happiness Inventory, Minnesota Satisfaction 
Questionnaire, and PANAS-X (Watson and Clark, 1994).

Own research tools were used in 20% of the papers.
When comparing the research tools used in the two periods, 

it can be  noticed that the earlier period the adaptations of 
research tools were less frequent. In the later period, there 
was a noticeable increase in the number of adapted tools (18). 
There is an emerging tendency to use already recognized and 
proven tools to a greater extent than to create new ones. This 
proves the involvement of Polish positive psychology researchers 
in global research cooperation that allows for the comparison 
of the obtained results and their integration. Although, the 
above change was not statistically significant, but it was close 
to the level of significance (p = 0.101, Chi2 = 0.75).

DISCUSSION

The aim of the article was to present an analysis of the 
publications written by Polish researchers. The analyzed 
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open-access articles referred to positive psychology and were 
available in the databases of scientific articles.

The analysis of the research goals revealed that over the 
period of 20 years, researchers were interested in all three pillars 
of positive psychology. Based on the historical analysis, it can 
be  indicated that along with the development of positive 
psychology in Poland, areas within the third (social) pillar 
were explored more and more often. Studies conducted in the 
earlier period (2001–2011) focused mainly on the first and 
second pillar. In the later period (2012–2021), one could notice 
an increase in the number of articles, the diversity of their 
topics, an expansion of the research issues, and the content 
of the research goals.

As far as variables are concerned, it was found that the 
main concepts present in the articles were well-being and life 
satisfaction. The majority of the studies focused on variables 
related to emotional well-being (happiness, overall life satisfaction, 
or satisfaction in various areas of life). It was also noticed 
that this aspect of well-being was often equated with the broad 
concept of mental well-being. This tendency is noticeable both 
in Poland and in the world (Czapiński, 1992; Fredrickson, 
2002; Diener et  al., 2004; Haidt, 2007; Ruggeri et  al., 2020).

Also, the assumptions of the positive psychology concept 
were used in the analyzed articles in different ways. On the 
one hand, the articles contained extensive, coherent research 
models using the existing theory or showing new possibilities 
of this approach (e.g., Wojciechowska, 2007 – discussion on 
the concept of psychological well-being and suggesting the 
concept of personality well-being). On the other hand, the 
categories of positive psychology were treated as a collection 
of useful and fashionable concepts, and the concepts of positive 
development were used to include this thread in research 
conducted within a different approach. As a result, despite the 
use of PERMA model concepts or the three-factor concept of 
well-being, some articles did not refer in the discussion or 
conclusions to the overall models of positive psychology.

It seems that the described phenomenon may be a consequence 
of the low level of awareness of the possibilities and 
conceptualization offered by positive psychology. One can also 
conclude that there is certain conservatism in created research 
plans, and only a small group of experienced researchers apply 
research plans fully anchored in positive psychology models. 
Therefore, on the basis of the analysis of available publications, 
it is possible to predict the next stage in the development of 
positive psychology in Poland: There will be  comprehensive 
research plans based on positive psychology, which will meet 
Seligman (2003) postulate and will cover all dimensions of 
psychological well-being, all PERMA elements, and the concept 
of character virtues and strengths by Peterson and 
Seligman (2004).

The analysis of the research tools showed that the SWLS 
was the most frequently used tool. This may result from the 
popularity of this tool related to its availability, simplicity of 
testing, and short time needed to obtain results.

Based on the historical analysis, it can be  noted that there 
is a growing tendency to use other, already recognized and 
proven tools. This facilitates the involvement of Polish positive 

psychology researchers in global collaboration, and this makes 
the result comparison possible. On the other hand, it is worth 
emphasizing the fact that efforts are made to create new tools 
in the eudaimonistic trend (Ryff, 1989; Wojciechowska, 2007; 
Karaś et  al., 2013; Krok, 2013).

Summarizing, it can be  stated that although the authors of 
this study had the limited material from open-access databases, 
they were able to outline the research interests of Polish scientists 
dealing with positive psychology between 2001 and 2021. The 
discovered interests of Polish researchers indicate that Polish 
positive psychologists are active and creative in positive 
psychology as a psychological metatheory. Moreover, it was 
also possible to present/define specific trends and development 
paths of positive psychology in Poland (along with the most 
popular theories or measurement tools).

Limitation and Conclusion
This text was prepared on the basis of 30 selected articles 
presenting empirical research. The selected articles were available 
in two open-access databases. Before starting the selection 
procedure, it was expected to find at least 100 articles meeting 
the adopted criteria. However, only 30 articles met them. The 
selection method excluded non-open-access articles. We  are 
aware of the existence of other databases with a greater number 
of publications related to positive psychology, but access to 
these databases is not free of charge.

On the basis of the presented review of publications, it can 
also be concluded that Polish scientists do not control whether 
their publications are available to a wide audience. The scarce 
dissemination of the scientific achievements of Polish researchers 
makes the contribution of Polish science to the development 
of positive psychology almost unknown. Therefore, this problem 
requires greater care and efforts leading to a greater 
internationalization of the scientific achievements of Polish 
positive psychologists.

The intensification of research into positive psychology would 
contribute to the study of the conditions and processes necessary 
for the maximum functioning and development of individuals, 
groups, and institutions. This would enable the creation of 
consortia with experienced researchers who use extensive 
research plans. As a result, the integration of results from 
micro-areas related to specific age or problem groups into 
knowledge useful for positive psychology would be  possible.
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The present study investigated a conceptual model by testing flow experience and
subjective well-being of university students during Coronavirus Diseas-19 (COVID-19)
via considering their underlying mechanisms of academic self-efficacy and self-esteem.
A total of 1,109 Chinese university students completed a questionnaire containing
scales of subjective well-being, flow, academic self-efficacy, and self-esteem. Results
yielded from the structural equation modeling analysis indicated a significant and positive
association between flow experience and subjective well-being, and such an association
was sequentially mediated by academic self-efficacy and self-esteem. Findings also
provided empirical evidence for the proposed model highlighting the significant role of
flow experience at the higher educational context in predicting subjective well-being of
Chinese university students, and how such a relation can be supported by suggested
mediating roles academic self-efficacy and self-esteem played.

Keywords: flow experience, academic self-efficacy, self-esteem, subjective well-being, Chinese university
students

INTRODUCTION

Subjective well-being can be defined as an overall evaluation of one’s own life and affective feelings
regarding emotional experience (Diener et al., 2017). Therefore, it has two components: cognitive
component of life satisfaction or contentedness and affective component (positive vs. negative
affect) of emotional experience, which make individuals feel productive and able to cope with life
stressors to achieve well-being (Diener and Seligman, 2004; Delle Fave et al., 2011). Research has
indicated that higher level of subjective well-being of university students is associated with better
physical, mental, and academic growth (Delle Fave and Bassi, 2016). As a younger generation, well-
being of university students exhibits great impacts on science and technology development for any
given society within any country, since they play special social roles in carrying out important
missions for the development of a nation compared with other general populations (Slutske, 2005).

A very recent challenge posed by the new coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) that has
threatened well-being of individual (Pagliaro et al., 2021; Peng et al., 2021), also threatened
physical and mental health of university students, disordered their campus life by changing the
lifestyle (Charles et al., 2021). Under such circumstances, university students have experienced
unprecedented challenges (Brooks et al., 2020), such as anxiety (Cao et al., 2020; Chi et al., 2020;
Huang and Zhao, 2020), distress (Hasan and Bao, 2020), and disengagement in learning activities
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(Khlaif et al., 2021), which in turn have threatened their
well-being. Given these ongoing challenges faced by university
students, it is paramount for the government, educators, and
psychologists to act for maintaining or promoting the well-being
of this population (Qiu et al., 2020; Tian et al., 2020; Wu and
McGoogan, 2020).

Research on factors associated with the mental health status of
students during COVID-19 has been well documented (Cui et al.,
2021; Pagliaro et al., 2021). For instance, university students who
were more satisfied with the educational environment would feel
much happier (Anderson et al., 2019; Booker and Perlin, 2020;
Bélanger and Ratelle, 2020). Numerous records have suggested
that facilitating an enjoyable flow experience is a good strategy
for promoting academic performance of university students
(Shernoff, 2010; Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 2014; Mao et al.,
2020) and promoting their well-being, directly or indirectly
(Cantor and Sanderson, 2003; Diener and Diener, 2009; Bassi
et al., 2014; Coffey et al., 2016; Daw et al., 2016; Tse et al., 2021).
Previous works also found that an increase in academic self-
efficacy and self-esteem is associated with an increased optimal
enjoyable experience of flow (Choi and Kim, 2013), which in turn
contributes to subjective well-being (Diener and Diener, 2009;
Delle Fave and Bassi, 2016; Wang and Fowler, 2019). However, we
are not aware of any studies that have simultaneously assessed the
joint contributing roles of these factors (i.e., flow, academic self-
efficacy, and self-esteem) for subjective well-being of university
students, especially in the context of COVID-19. To this end,
we aimed to investigate a conceptual model by testing flow
experience of university students and their subjective well-being
relation via considering the underlying mechanisms of academic
self-efficacy and self-esteem within such a relationship.

Development of the Model
Flow and Subjective Well-Being
Though there is no unified definition of subjective well-being
that can be adopted by all institutions (Travia et al., 2020),
in consensus, psychological studies on subjective well-being are
mainly focused on two perspectives: hedonic and eudaimonic.
The hedonic perspective focuses on personal happiness and
good mood, which includes life satisfaction and positive effects
(Diener et al., 2009). While the eudaimonic perspective focuses
on outcomes, such as the purpose of life, personal growth,
and meaning in life (Waterman, 1993, 2007). For instance,
recent work has found that eudaimonic orientation of university
students moderates the happiness benefits of prosocial activities
like money donation (Lai et al., 2020); living in truth to one’s
true self gives rise to eudaimonia, which certainly leads to
subjective well-being (SWB) (Waterman, 2011; Cui et al., 2021).
People achieve and maintain hedonic well-being through the
eudaimonic process (Lent, 2004), as people are likely to achieve a
happy and satisfaction in life by engaging in meaningful activities
and working through their personal goals (Mao et al., 2016).
Such engagement, according to the father of positive psychology
(Seligman, 2002), is actually the optimal experience called “flow.”

Flow describes the affective and cognitive state when people
are immersed in the current activities at hand (i.e., academic

study), they are completely involved, entirely concentrated, and
fully focused with capacity in information processing at the
speed of about 110 bytes per second (i.e., vs. 40 b/s when doing
academic work while talking), having a sense of time distortion
that either time passes quickly or stops (Csikszentmihalyi
and Csikszentmihalyi, 1992; Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi,
2002). For many years, the flow has become an increasingly
important asset in a variety of fields (Mao et al., 2016). For
example, the flow was found to significantly reduce anxiety of
university students through increased academic self-efficacy and
promoted self-esteem in higher education (Mao et al., 2020).
Flow related to work has been proven to be able to promote
positive organizational outcomes, such as work performance,
organizational citizenship behavior, and subjective well-being
(Bakker, 2008; Fullagar and Kelloway, 2009; Soriano et al.,
2021). Interestingly, research has also demonstrated that flow
experience is a highly unstable “optimal experience” in all walks
of human activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Mao et al., 2016),
as the individuals keep stretching their skills in coping with
fluctuated challenges from the outside world on their way of
personal growth. Flow is varied greatly at the within-person level,
indicating that it changes at an individual’s different stages of
life span (i.e., from pre-school to college years) and with its
dynamic nature being stressed (Fullagar and Kelloway, 2009;
Debus et al., 2014). In this regard, Ceja and Navarro (2009,
2011, 2012) have found that the flow state within human beings
tends to follow a disordered pattern, that is, flow experience
shows a constant fluctuation during each day and does not go
steady over time. What experiencing flow means and what effects
flow potentially for university students in the world have been
verified by many researchers (Chang et al., 2017; Soulliard et al.,
2019). Although the positive impact of flow on subjective well-
being is well established, and flow is found to be a universal
experience especially in work and study (Bonaiuto et al., 2016;
Mao et al., 2016), the precise underlying mechanism of the flow
effect on subjective well-being, however, remains unclear. The
accumulating works on flow demonstrate that flow moderates
the link between quarantine length and well-being in Chinese
participants (Sweeny et al., 2020) and many research records on
subjective well-being of college students in the time of COVID-
19 (Cui et al., 2021; Genç and Arslan, 2021), we accordingly
hypothesize that:

H1. A disposition to experience flow is positively associated with the
subjective well-being, the more flow experience, the more subjective
well-being of the Chinese university students.

The Potential Mediation Effects of Academic
Self-Efficacy and Self-Esteem
Self-efficacy refers to the confidence of an individual to take
actions toward his or her goals (Bandura, 1977). When university
students do not have the confidence to pursue their desired
academic goals, they may lose hope or find no meaning in
life, because the study is one of the major daily activities
they pursue. Self-efficacy encourages increasing personal skills
and abilities via finding ways to manage stress and to control
challenging situations on one’s own (Muris, 2002), therefore, it
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can enhance mental health and one’s well-being (Kim, 2003).
When one’s skill competence meets the challenge of outside
or external social environment, s/he will experience flow from
the activity at hand (Mao et al., 2016). Within the context
of higher education, academic self-efficacy is considered to
be an important determinant of academic performance of
university students and their personal development (Honicke and
Broadbent, 2016; Talsma et al., 2018), because academic self-
efficacy is positively related to optimal enjoyment of flow brought
about by study/learning activities (Joo et al., 2015; Mesurado
et al., 2016). For example, when students control their learning
situation and completely immerse themselves in their own
academic activities, they feel a strong sense of time distortion,
and therefore flow tends to occur more frequently (Fullagar et al.,
2013). With coping as a mediator between personality and stress
outcomes (Knoll et al., 2005), self-efficacy activates the response
to be assertive when facing a challenging situation, resulting
in the encouragement of one’s well-being (Eskin, 2003). When
university students feel that they have the confidence to deal
with stressful and uncomfortable situations, they manage the
situations and move on (Bandura, 1997). A study about academic
adjustment and life satisfaction in Portuguese college students
via a longitudinal design has found that academic self-efficacy
and environmental support are predictive of goal progress and
academic adjustment, of which academic adjustment is predictive
for global life satisfaction of students, and academic self-efficacy
and positive affect are found to be reciprocally related to one
another (Lent et al., 2009). Academic self-efficacy is also an
important factor in predicting academic resilience of Latino
college students (Cavazos et al., 2010). Taken together, given that
an individual with higher academic self-efficacy can better cope
with difficult situations like trying to alleviate anxiety (Mao et al.,
2020), it is much more likely that academic self-efficacy can be
positively associated with subjective well-being.

Theoretically, the higher the level of one’s flow (or optimal
experience), it is more likely that one can set a clear goal, the
steadier control one has over his task, the stronger immersion
and pleasure one can feel (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990). As an
important part of the flow, one’s independence or freedom when
engaging in activities is repeatedly found to be able to increase
positive affect (Saavedra and Kwun, 2000) and motivation (Fried
and Ferris, 1987), which in turn promotes academic self-efficacy.
As academic self-efficacy is reflected widely in the daily life
of university students especially during the challenging time of
COVID-19 (Alemany-Arrebola et al., 2020), an individual who
has more frequent flow experience may feel increased confidence
and a loss of self-awareness during academic activities, in this
sense, we predict that:

H2. Academic self-efficacy mediates the positive relationship
between flow and subjective well-being so that individuals who have
experienced more flow will have stronger academic self-efficacy and
thus more subjective well-being.

Self-esteem refers to the extent to which individuals like,
value, accept, and respect themselves at a general or global level
(Rosenberg, 2015). It is defined as a positive attitude one holds
toward him- or herself and is a self-assessment of one’s own

value (Jordan et al., 2020). Self-esteem, as a sense of self-worth,
is closely associated with subjective well-being and a number of
other adaptive outcomes (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000;
Diener and Diener, 2009; Diener et al., 2015). Prior research has
indicated that an individual with higher self-esteem enjoys more
positive feelings, in comparison with those who hold lower self-
esteem (Martín-Albo, 2007). Numerous research records have
dated that one’s self-esteem can strongly predict positive mental
health, such as life satisfaction and well-being (Mann et al., 2004;
Lehtinen et al., 2006; Wang and Fowler, 2019). Besides, self-
esteem is also important for maintaining objective physical health
(Stinson et al., 2008). Self-esteem begins to shape in childhood
and continues to change and develop throughout the lifespan
(Rubin et al., 2002). Studies from a large national sample of young
adolescents in the United States (aged between 12 and 16 years)
demonstrate that lower level of self-esteem is associated with a
number of modifiable risk factors, such as a lower level of team
sports participation and poor school performance, and vice versa
(McClure et al., 2010). In contrast, a higher level of self-esteem
helps to cope with stressors by accumulating available coping
resources that support mental health (Crabtree and Rutland,
2001; Taylor and Stanton, 2007).

As for the relationship between one’s self-esteem and his or
her flow experience, contradictory findings coexist in research
records. For instance, some have argued that self-esteem is the
antecedent of flow: greater self-esteem encourages an increased
level of flow when engaging in digital games (Choi and Kim,
2013). Whereas others have suggested that it is the lower level
of self-esteem (instead of higher self-esteem) that allows people
to have a higher level of flow experiences when surfing on the
Internet, playing computer games, and immersing in mobile
phones (Khang et al., 2013). Understanding such a paradox
needs to consider the nature of game experiences based on flow
theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990): if the activity itself is to
be carried out with a meaningful goal toward personal growth,
self-actualization and harmonious integration of the individual
are achieved in the social context, then higher self-esteem brings
about higher flow, which is consistent with the eudemonic value
of well-being. If, however, playing digital games is to avoid
negative feedback and unpleasant situations from others and the
outside world, then, the activity itself is reckoned as an anti-social
activity, thus engaging in such anti-social activity is to express
low self-esteem, though one may still have a sense of optimal
enjoyment with hedonic pleasure (Delle Fave, 2013). To date, the
above concrete evidence supporting a link between self-esteem
and flow is generated from the digital activities over the social
media, however, whether such a paradox relationship applies
to academic activities within a university context, needs further
investigation, though the flow concept has been introduced in
designing educational software/games.

The previous section has indicated that self-esteem is the
antecedent of flow (Khang et al., 2013). However, it can be
the other way around, because the flow has important potential
in promoting personal development, such as developing one’s
character strength (Wells, 1988), that being said, experiencing
more frequent flow in everyday life brings about higher self-
esteem (Asakawa, 2010). Recent findings have indicated that
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because of the impact of COVID-19 lockdown, youngsters who
are exposed to more social network sites show lower self-esteem
(Vall-Roqué et al., 2021). Flow experienced more and frequently
during academic activities at university is associated with
increased self-esteem (Mao et al., 2020), which, in turn, mediates
the association between positive psychological functioning (i.e.,
optimism and social support) and subjective well-being (Kong
et al., 2013; Duy and Yıldız, 2019). However, little is known
about whether the challenge of COVID-19 that brought about
in-campus lifestyle changes of university students, such as a
sudden shift to online learning due to the pandemic quarantine
(Anderson et al., 2020; Pagliaro et al., 2021), may pose an impact
on their experience of both positive functioning of flow and
self-esteem, which may in turn affect subjective well-being. We
therefore assume that:

H3. Self-esteem mediates the positive relationship between flow and
subjective well-being.

Previous sections have provided supports on the positive
association of flow with academic self-efficacy and of flow with
self-esteem. Prior empirical work has also supported a positive
association between self-esteem and self-efficacy beliefs (e.g.,
D’Amico and Cardaci, 2003). However, there are inconsistent
findings about the association between self-esteem and self-
efficacy, yet no records can be traced in the literature to address
their joint contribution to well-being. Specifically, there are
inconsistent results about the association between self-esteem
and self-efficacy. In fact, self-esteem concerns one’s judgment of
his or her self-worth, whereas perceived academic self-efficacy
is concerned with the judgment of personal competencies and
capabilities in academic study. For example, one may judge
himself inefficacious in a certain activity without investing
his self-worth in that activity, thus, he will not suffer from
any loss of self-esteem for being inefficacious (Bandura, 1997).
Considering the academic activities in higher educational
context at university, students may perceive themselves with
increased self-esteem if they achieve academic goals by stretching
capabilities with increased skills (Delle Fave and Bassi, 2016),
and such positive self-esteem may in turn induce them to
perceive their academic capabilities as more positive (D’Amico
and Cardaci, 2003). However, although cognitive ability and
conscientiousness have been found to predict performance, less
is known about whether and when certain mediating variables
help explain these relationships (Chen et al., 2001). There are
no studies, to our best knowledge and insofar, on the roles of
academic self-efficacy and self-esteem played in uncovering flow
and subjective well-being relationship. Nevertheless, a recent
work may provide an implicit clue that flow can predict academic
self-efficacy, which in turn predicts self-esteem, and subsequently
predicts reduced anxiety (Mao et al., 2020).

Other indirect evidence can also support such a sequential
mediation. For instance, Stupnisky et al. (2013) proposed that
if students can maintain both a higher sense of control and
self-esteem at university, they will experience more positive well-
being and will perform better academically afterward. Odaci
(2013) found a positive (but not significant) correlation between
the belief of postgraduate students in academic self-efficacy in

research and their self-esteem. Data from the German Aging
Survey revealed that programs aiming at increasing optimism,
self-esteem, and self-efficacy might be helpful to maintain
subjective well-being (Hajek and König, 2019). Taken together,
all these evidences lead us to propose our assumption that:

H4. Academic self-efficacy and self-esteem sequentially mediate the
relationship between flow and subjective well-being.

The proposed model is therefore indicated below in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedures
A large sample of university students in southwest China
(N = 1109, Mage = 21.8, SD = 2.5) participated in the present
survey, of which 237 were male and 872 were female (see
Table 1 for details). All the participants were given the online
informed content, were confirmed their voluntary participation,
and were notified the confidentiality prior to answering all the
questionnaire items. The invited participants were encouraged
to share the survey link with their peers within and outside
their university. The questionnaire took approximately 5–10 min
to complete. Ethical review and approval were waived for this
study by the Institutional Review Board of Southwest Jiaotong
University according to the guidelines of the Declaration of
Helsinki, as the study involving questionnaire survey did not
involve personal privacy issues, yet issues on psychological or
physical harms to participants. The data-gathering phase started
from December 13 to December 28, 2020.

Measures
All measures were administered in the Chinese language, going
through translation and back-translation procedures from the
original English version. Answers to each item of our adopted
measure were registered on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (It
doesn’t describe me at all) to 7 (It describes me exactly).

Subjective Well-Being
Subjective well-being was assessed by the 5-item Satisfaction
With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985), which has been
widely used for testing the core component and the cognitive

FIGURE 1 | Proposed conceptual model. ASE, academic self-efficacy; SE,
self-esteem; SWB, subjective well-being; H1, Flow-SWB; H2,
Flow-ASE-SWB; H3, Flow-SE-SWB; H4, Flow-ASE-SE-SWB.
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TABLE 1 | Social demographic features of participants (N = 1109).

Variables Percentages

Gender Male 21.37%

Female 78.63%

Age 15–25 96%

26–35 4%

Discipline Literature 40.67%

Engineering 32.91%

Science 11.09%

University year First-year Graduate 24.53%

Freshman 15.42%

Senior 14.16%

Single child Yes 50.05%

No 49.95%

Marital status Single 62.67%

In love 35.17%

Parenthood status Yes 0.45%

No 99.55%

Family monthly income Above 8,000 31.74%

Below 4,000 26.78%

4,000–6,000 22.36%

60,000–8,000 19.12%

Personal income Family support 74.75%

Scholarship and subsidies 16.86%

Part-time job 6.76%

aspect of subjective well-being (e.g., Zanon et al., 2014; Jovanović
and Brdar, 2018; Chaves et al., 2021; Kong et al., 2021). Since the
first item is similar to the second item under Chinese context in
our pilot test, while the factor loading for the fourth item was
pretty low, these two items were excluded in further analysis.
The sample item was “The conditions of my academic life in
this university are excellent.” We averaged responses to create
an overall individual subjective well-being index, in which a
higher score on this measure indicated greater subjective well-
being (Arrindell et al., 1999). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the
present sample was 0.800.

Flow
The 7-item Swedish Flow Proneness Questionnaire (SFPQ; Ullén
et al., 2012) was designed as a self-report measure of how
frequently the participant has flow experiences pertained to each
of the three typical divisions of activities (work, maintenance, and
leisure time). SFPQ has been used in numerous studies (Mosing
et al., 2012; De Manzano et al., 2013; Gyurkovics et al., 2016;
Niksirat et al., 2019; Liu and Csikszentmihalyi, 2020). Three items
were deleted because of the low factor loadings, therefore, yielded
four items representing typical flow characteristics for a single
dimension that was pertained to academic study in a university
context for the frequency of flow. The sample item was “I often
feel that my skills/abilities completely match what I do no matter
how difficult it is.” Scores of each participant including reversed
items were coded, higher scores represented higher frequency of
flow experience. The reliability of the scale was good (Cronbach’s
α = 0.813) in the present sample.

Academic Self-Efficacy
We adopted an 8-item Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (Stagg et al.,
2018) that has been used previously by Mao et al. (2020) in
a Chinese adolescent sample with a reported good internal
consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.837). However, in the present
work, we deleted three items after the pilot test due to its lower
factor loadings conducted from confirmatory factor analysis.
Thus, the responses of each participant were registered based on
five finalized items of academic self-efficacy scale, which covered
the three principal facets: learning efficiency, examination, and
learning processes (e.g., I am confident in my ability to manage
my time effectively in study). The higher the score, the greater
the level of the academic self-efficacy. For the present sample, the
reliability was good (Cronbach’s α = 0.879).

Self-Esteem
Self-esteem was measured based on the well-recognized 10-item
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965) on which
the participants indicated the extent to which they felt themselves
to possess good qualities, to accept their own characteristics, and
to have achieved personal success or experienced failure. This
scale has been widely used (e.g., Mao et al., 2020). Because of
the low confirmatory analysis (CFA) factor loadings yielded on
three items, data were analyzed based on seven items. The sample
item was “I take a positive attitude toward myself.” The greater the
accumulated score, the greater the self-esteem. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient was 0.911.

Analytic Strategy
Data were analyzed via SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 21.0. First,
descriptive statistics, correlational indices among variables, and
validity and reliability of constructs were conducted in SPSS.
Recommended by researchers (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988), the
subsequent two-step procedure was followed to test the proposed
conceptual model in AMOS. Step 1, the measurement model was
tested ensuring that the observed indicators could represent the
four latent variables well. On the premise that the measurement
model was fine, finally, step 2, a series of possible structure
models were tested via structural equation modeling with the
estimation of maximum likelihood (ML) method. Specifically, a
set of fitting indices were considered for the model fit: root-mean-
square error of approximation (RMSEA < 0.08), standardized
root-mean-square-residual (SRMR < 0.08), comparative fit index
(CFI > 0.90), normative fit index (NFI > 0.90), and goodness-
of-fit index (GFI > 0.90). A non-parametric bootstrap method
(5,000 samples) was used to test the significance of the mediating
effects, with a 95% CI failing to contain zero, indicating a
significant mediation effect (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

RESULTS

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of all study variables.
As predicted, all study variables were positively and significantly
correlated with each other (with p < 0.01). Specifically, the flow
was positively associated with academic self-efficacy, self-esteem,
and subjective well-being. It was worth noting that the results
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TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics and correlational indices among variables.

Variable Mean SD Flow ASE SE SWB

Flow 3.9853 0.98142 1

ASE 4.5713 1.02560 0.568** 1

SE 4.7391 1.01558 0.521** 0.652** 1

SWB 3.9468 1.01190 0.475** 0.495** 0.484** 1

**p < 0.01. ASE, academic self-efficacy; SE, self-esteem; SWB, subjective well-being.

of the ANOVA taking gender or age group as the factor yielded
no significant effect on our study variables. Therefore, social
demographic variables (i.e., gender and age) were excluded from
the subsequent analyses.

Validity and Reliability of Constructs
We carried out Kaiser–Mayer–Orkin (KMO) test and Bartley
spherical test (p-value) in SPSS before conducting CFA.
According to recommendations, KMO > 0.5 with Bartley
spherical test (p < 0.05) would indicate that the questionnaire is
of good structural validity (Kaiser and Rice, 1974). As indicated
in Table 3, the KMO values for flow, academic self-efficacy, self-
esteem, and well-being were all above 0.7 (p < 0.001), indicating
that this measurement model had good structural validity and
was suitable for CFA. The truncation value of the Cronbach’s
α (internal consistency) higher than 0.8 represents the good
reliability of the measurement model. As indicated in Table 3
and Figure 2, all of the CFA factor loadings of the observed
indicators corresponding to respective latent variables are above
0.522, indicating that the extracted common factors are highly
representative of the study variables.

The Measurement Model
The measurement model that composed of four latent variables
with 19 observed indicators, as depicted in Figure 2, revealed
a satisfactory fit to our data: x2 = 343.136, df = 121,
p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.041; RMR = 0.052; CFI = 0.985;
GFI = 0.977; NFI = 0.969.

Test of the Structural Model
Tests of hypotheses via structural equation modeling analysis
were conducted using the ML estimation method to examine
the hypothesized mediational model (driven by theory and
literature), adjusted model (driven by data), and three possible
alternative models (possible pathway relations that might exist
though not driven by the theory and literature) to find an
optimal model solution. As indicated in Table 4 and followed
by Hu and Bentler (1999) for the cut-off indices for the
goodness-of-fit (x2/df < 3, RMSEA < 0.08, CFI > 0.9,
NFI > 0.9, IFI > 0.9, and GFI > 0.9), Model 4 fitted the
data better in comparison to alternative models. To compare
our proposed model with alternative models (see Table 4), we
also relied on the Akaike information criterion (AIC), which
states that models with lower AIC should be preferred to
models with higher AIC, as it compares the parsimony of
models based on the same covariance matrix. Taken together,
results demonstrated that Model 4 adjusted from the conceptual

TABLE 3 | Test of construct validity and reliability.

Construct Item CFA factor
loading

KMO Bartley
spherical

test

Cronbach’s α

Flow Flow3 0.582 0.780 0.000 0.813

Flow5 0.721

Flow6 0.860

Flow7 0.744

ASE ASE1 0.788 0.854 0.000 0.879

ASE2 0.847

ASE3 0.791

ASE4 0.879

ASE5 0.887

SE SE1 0.876 0.835 0.000 0.911

SE2 0.877

SE4 0.807

SE6 0.816

SE7 0.820

SE9 0.522

SE10 0.532

SWB SWB1 0.681 0.670 0.000 0.800

SWB2 0.718

SWB3 0.566

ASE, academic self-efficacy; SE, self-esteem; SWB, subjective well-being; CFA,
confirmatory analysis; KMO, Kaiser–Mayer–Orkin.

model, which yielded a chain mediation, was the optimal fitting
model for our data.

The complete structural equation model estimated by ML
is shown in Figure 3. A chain mediation of academic self-
efficacy and self-esteem between flow and subjective well-being
was found. With a non-parametric (5,000 samples) bootstrap
method used to test the significance of the mediating effects,
it was demonstrated to have statistical significance (p = 0.01).
As would be discussed subsequently, the general goodness-of-fit
and other internal quality indices of the adjusted model (Model
4) were confirmed to be optimal. Therefore, we continued to
perform tests of mediation and multigroup analyses based on the
diagram, which are presented in Figure 3.

Mediating Effects and Total Effects
Despite the fact that all paths of the model in Figure 3 were
confirmed to be statistically significant, further tests of mediating
effects and total effects were essential to identify the predicting
effects that flow and other psychological constructs exerted on
subjective well-being.
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FIGURE 2 | The measurement model. ASE, academic self-efficacy; SE, self-esteem; SWB, subjective well-being.

Results based on standardized estimates of indirect effects
and direct effects by ML are shown in Table 5. It was
clear that all indirect and direct effects were significant, with

p-values less than 0.01. Table 5 reports two mediating-effect
tests and two direct-effect tests. In one respect, self-esteem
played a mediating role in the relationship between flow and
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TABLE 4 | Fitting indices for the proposed model and adjusted model (N = 1,109).

Model Fit Indices χ2 df χ2/df GFI NFI IFI RMSEA AIC AGFI CFI P

Model 1: Flow-SE-ASE-SWB 2,499.917 148 16.891 0.835 0.832 0.841 0.120 2,583.917 0.788 0.840 0.000

Adjusted Model 1 482.752 137 3.524 0.955 0.968 0.977 0.048 588.752 0.938 0.977 0.000

Model 2: ASE-Flow-SE-SWB 2,702.965 148 18.263 0.820 0.819 0.827 0.125 2,786.965 0.769 0.827 0.000

Adjusted Model 2 451.960 123 3.674 0.958 0.970 0.978 0.049 585.960 0.935 0.978 0.000

Model 3: ASE -SE-Flow-SWB 2,499.917 148 16.891 0.835 0.832 0.841 0.120 2,583.917 0.788 0.840 0.000

Adjusted Model 3 473.449 128 3.699 0.957 0.968 0.977 0.049 597.449 0.936 0.977 0.000

Proposed conceptual model (Figure 1) 2,380.908 146 16.308 0.843 0.840 0.849 0.118 2,468.908 0.795 0.848 0.000

Model 4 (Figure 3) 392.121 131 2.9934 0.96 0.974 0.982 0.042 510.121 0.947 0.982 0.000

χ2/df 3, RMSEA < 0.08, GFI > 0.9, AGFI > 0.9, NFI > 0.9, CFI > 0.9 indicating good fit. RMSEA, root-mean-square error of approximation; NFI, normative fit index;
GFI, goodness-of-fit index.

FIGURE 3 | Adjusted structural equation model.

TABLE 5 | Standardized indirect and direct effects and 95% CIs.

Path Standardized estimate p Bias-corrected percentile Results

Lower Upper

H1: Flow→SWB 0.381 0.000 0.271 0.490 Supported

Flow→ASE 0.663 0.000 0.605 0.717 Supported

Flow→ASE→SE 0.519 0.000 0.463 0.574 Supported

H4: Flow→ASE→SE→SWB 0.253 0.000 0.204 0.309 Supported

SWB, subjective well-being; ASE, academic self-efficacy; SE, self-efficiency.

subjective well-being, while academic self-efficacy mediated the
link between flow and self-esteem. Self-esteem mediated the
relation between self-efficacy and subjective well-being. It can

be concluded that self-esteem played a fully mediating role in
two related associations, while academic self-efficacy partially
mediated the link between flow and self-esteem. These results
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confirmed our hypotheses H1 and H4. From Table 5, it was
also noted that of all the predicting effects for subjective
well-being, self-esteem had the strongest total effect, followed
by flow (optimal experience), while academic self-efficacy was
the weakest predictor for subjective well-being. Accordingly,
the diagram of the adjusted structural model is displayed in
Figure 3.

DISCUSSION

The present study introduced a conceptual framework to uncover
the bounded relationships between flow, academic self-efficacy,
self-esteem, and subjective well-being, under the challenge of
the spread of COVID-19, which has posed severe threats
to the well-being of individuals especially the youngsters of
university students. Findings obtained from a large sample
(N = 1109) of Chinese university students confirmed that
flow experience was a peculiarly positive and complex state
of conscious experience that can be achieved in academic
activities in a higher educational context (Csikszentmihalyi
and Larson, 2014; Mao et al., 2020). It is worth noting
that though our sample was not balanced by gender or age,
the primary ANOVA test via the factor of either gender
or age did not yield any significant difference on study
variables. Findings that flow was massively reported via
academic activities irrespective of gender or age in present
work were consistent with prior literature (Csikszentmihalyi,
1975, 1990; Bonaiuto et al., 2016; Mao et al., 2016; Mao
et al., 2020; Peng et al., 2021). Besides, such findings were
in line with previous results that were generated from other
populations (Bakker, 2008; Fullagar and Kelloway, 2009; Delle
Fave and Bassi, 2016; Peifer et al., 2020; Peng et al., 2021).
Our result that flow had a significant positive impact on
subjective well-being of university students is confirmed by
our hypothesis H1, while was also consistent with prior
studies in western culture (Cantor and Sanderson, 2003;
Tamannaeifar and Motaghedifard, 2014; Ilies et al., 2017;
Kim and Hall, 2019).

Findings confirmed that flow was positively associated with
academic self-efficacy, greater flow experience, and academic
self-efficacy being reported at university tended to be associated
with greater learning progress (Hong et al., 2017) and greater
well-being (Kim, 2003; Joo et al., 2015; Mesurado et al., 2016).
But academic self-efficacy did not play the full mediating role
between flow and well-being, when interpreting this result, it
is important to consider variables described in other studies,
such as behavioral markers connected to vulnerability to stress
(Natovová and Chýlová, 2014), perceived social support (Wang
and Castañeda-Sound, 2008), and so on, which may be key
when it comes to explaining why there are other variables in the
chain relation, i.e., between academic self-efficacy and subjective
well-being. Other variables, such as personality factors and
character strengths, may also have effects on such a relationship,
as earlier studies found that neuroticism showed a negative
relationship with flow proneness (e.g., Ullén et al., 2012; Ross
and Keiser, 2014; Tse et al., 2021) and subjective well-being,

self-esteem, and self-efficacy (Judge and Bono, 2001; Sobol-
Kwapinska, 2016).

Findings on academic self-efficacy and self-esteem confirmed
that the relationship between the two remained a matter
of contention that the direction of these variables is likely
to be bidirectional. Though other studies have pointed out
the contribution of self-esteem to academic self-efficacy
(e.g., Di Giunta et al., 2013). However, our data led us to
the conclusion of the prediction effect of academic self-
efficacy to self-esteem, and this is consistent with recent
findings from the Chinese university student samples
(Mao et al., 2020).

Results on hypothesis H4 confirmed that self-esteem was
positively associated with subjective well-being (Diener and
Diener, 2009; Kong et al., 2015), which resembled various studies
that had reported university students in some populations having
higher levels of subjective well-being in terms of more flow
experiences and greater self-esteem (Asakawa, 2010), but the
best fitting model from the current study did not support
the full mediation effect of self-esteem between flow and
subjective well-being, one clue that might help to explain
this finding is that although low self-esteem is conceptually
distinct from some factors, such as social anxiety, depression,
or loneliness, evidence exists for moderate correlations among
these variables (Leary and MacDonald, 2003). Hence, a particular
note should be taken into consideration for interpreting such
a result, as the relationship between flow and self-esteem and
the possible mediators need further verification (Mao et al.,
2020). As we anticipated, academic self-efficacy and self-esteem
play a great sequential mediation role in the process of the
impact of flow on the subjective well-being of university
students, that is, the higher the academic self-efficacy and
thus higher self-esteem of university students, the greater the
impact of flow on their subjective well-being. Our research
supported previous findings on the positive association among
flow, academic self-efficacy, and subjective well-being (Eskin,
2003; Lent et al., 2009), flow, self-esteem, and subjective
well-being (Tse et al., 2021); among flow, academic self-
efficacy and self-esteem (Pellas, 2014; Kim and Park, 2018);
and among academic self-efficacy, self-esteem and subjective
well-being (Hajek and König, 2019), and further extended
these findings to a Chinese university students’ sample. As
consistent with previous studies (Odaci, 2013; Stupnisky et al.,
2013; Hajek and König, 2019; Mao et al., 2020), the present
investigation verified the chain mediation effect. It should also
be noted that previous research results have already shown
the correlation between enhancing subjective well-being by
considering flow experiences, personal traits, and values along
with confidence in learning ability and perceived academic
control (Stupnisky et al., 2013; Bajaj et al., 2016). However, in
contrast to our assumptions, the results revealed a uniquely
full and sequential mediation effect among these four variables.
We also wish to reassert the need to include both school
variables (Weber et al., 2016) in this analysis and factors
from the socio-family environment (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005),
so as to depict a full picture of subjective well-being of
university students.
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Implications
The present study has suggested that a higher level of flow
is directly and positively associated with subjective well-being
of university students, and flow is also significantly and
positively predictive for subjective well-being through a chain (or
sequential) mediation effect of academic self-efficacy and self-
esteem. Therefore, implications of this work relate to strategies
for facilitating flow, academic self-efficacy, and self-esteem for
promoting well-being of university students. It is worth noting
that though COVID-19 has posed threats and challenges to
academic life of university students that has been greatly shifted
into the online mode because of governmental implemented
quarantine and self-isolation measures (Anderson et al., 2020;
Pagliaro et al., 2021), exposure to the more online social
network when performing learning activities did not lower down
university students self-esteem (in contrast with prior findings,
Vall-Roqué et al., 2021), academic self-efficacy or subjective well-
being, as long as there was optimal enjoyable flow experience in
learning activities.

First, flow theory acts as an option, which can be implemented
in terms of everyday ordinary activities, with very simple
and clear ways of knowing by which we can create simple
and available strategies for improving human psychological
sustainability of commonly and optimally experienced activities
and contexts (such as academic study). Therefore, it represents
a way to foster students resilience in the face of challenging,
demanding, and stressing requests (Csikszentmihalyi and
Csikszentmihalyi, 1992; Mao et al., 2020). Proposed strategies for
flow can start with setting clear and achievable learning goals,
especially in the period of COVID-19 that both self-isolation
and quarantine require self-discipline without any supervision
as students are usually in the university campus. Therefore,
strategies, such as writing a to-do list, for every tomorrow before
sleep at night can ensure a step-by-step feedback checking if
goals are achieved or not, make each day fulfilled and leave
anxiety or boredom behind (Peifer et al., 2020). Strategies are
also needed to encourage university students to learn soft skills
and new knowledge to foster interpersonal relations and stretch
resilience in coping with potential challenges on the way to
approach academic goals (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Supervisors,
course instructors, and university administrates could provide
online virtual teaching resources for students to stretch their
skills and competencies for balancing academic challenges on the
way beyond the COVID-19 pandemic.

Second, regarding the proposed strategies for academic self-
efficacy and self-esteem, efficient teaching and psychological
guidance should be provided to prepare students for the
situation of long-term online distance education, improve
adaptive capacity of students, reduce their cognitive anxiety,
and enhance self-efficacy in academic activities (Mao et al.,
2020). In this way, social network sites’ detrimental effects
on students could be exacerbated during the pandemic (Vall-
Roqué et al., 2021), due to the great impact of enjoyable
flow being experienced, either alone or with other peers, or
online that could bring students with identity at different
levels (personal, social, or place) (Bonaiuto et al., 2016;

Mao et al., 2016). The greater sense of self at various
levels may encourage great self-academic efficacy. Therefore,
university students should control the frequent and aimless
use of digital tools (i.e., mobile, personal computer or other
software), instead, make academic learning more meaningful
and purposeful so as to transfer the hedonic happiness into
eudaimonic well-being. University administrative staff, together
with supervisors and course teachers, should collaborate together
in building a harmony atmosphere through various online
teaching platforms that can facilitate enjoyable academic learning
to build strong self-confidence and courage in coping with
academic demands and stress in their daily routine during
COVID-19 (Cui et al., 2021).

In a word, a positive attitude toward one’s self and learning
activity, a positive cognitive evaluation of self and academic
situation, together with positive engagement—flow (Waterman,
1993), all help enrich internal resources of students to cultivate
and increase frustration tolerance, promoting their resilience and
preventing their burnout, therefore to make their academic in an
upward spiral (Delle Fave and Bassi, 2016), and so that facilitate
subjective well-being and personal growth of university students
(Delle Fave et al., 2011).

Limitations
There are several limits that warrant notice. First, the nature
of cross-sectional data prevents us to make causal inferences,
therefore, longitudinal studies, time series cross-lagged analyses
(i.e., dairy study), or strict experimental designs are profitable
in future work to specify the directionality of the relationships
among the variables, such as the proposed mediational
effect of academic self-efficacy and self-esteem. Second, the
model tries to approximate the reality but cannot draw a
whole picture with limited factors in consideration, thus
future work may try to involve more indicators with more
crucial exogenous variables to improve the structure model
and to depict a better subjective well-being picture that is
close to reality, or alternatively, apply qualitative comparative
analysis (QCA) to depict a full picture with a comprehensive
perspective. As our data were self-reported from measures
regarding the last 3 months pertaining to a length of
the COVID-19 period, we therefore used trait-based flow
frequency measure (instead of state-based flow). On this basis,
we only adopted the core dimension-cognitive dimension
of the subjective well-being measure (Kong et al., 2013),
excluding the affective dimension as the emotional affect
of the students fluctuates across time during the days of
COVID-19. Though a final yield of three items may not
fully represent general well-being, the positive and significant
role of dispositional flow in facilitating subjective well-
being of university students has never been challenged.
Additional research is likely needed to identify other mediators
within this relationship, such as personality factors (i.e.,
big five personalities), which can be associated with flow
proneness, self-esteem, and self-efficacy. As subjective well-being
is an extremely sophisticated phenomenon involving a large
number of factors that may cover economics and sociology
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besides education, a proposed model with more factors
and with better methodological solutions may help
gain deeper insights into mechanisms for facilitating
flow experiences in predicting subjective well-being of
university students.
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The Combined Effects of Patient
Activation and Relational Aspects on
the Quality of Life in Atrial Fibrillation
Patients
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Lin Wang2, Gang Yang2, Min Gao2* and Guozhen Sun1,2*

1 School of Nursing, Nanjing Medical University, Nanjing, China, 2 Department of Cardiology, The First Affiliated Hospital
of Nanjing Medical University, Nanjing, China

Objective: This study aims to explore the influence of patient activation (PA) and
relational aspects on the quality of life (QoL) in patients with Atrial Fibrillation (AF) for
developing measures to improve PA and QoL.

Methods: A cross-sectional study was undertaken in 2021 among 190 AF patients
in Nanjing, China. Research instruments included a self-designed social-demographic
characteristics scale, the Patient Activation Measure (PAM), the Atrial Fibrillation Effect
on Quality of Life (AFEQT). The data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS 25.0.
Spearman correlation analysis, multiple linear regression analysis, and Wilcoxon rank-
sum tests were used to assess the association accordingly.

Results: The average AFEQT score for the 190 AF patients was 69.32 ± 14.52.
The distribution of activation Levels 1, 2, 3, and 4, were where 4.7, 34.2, 47.4,
and 13.7%, respectively. The multiple linear regression analysis revealed that patient
activation, work status, and cardiac rehabilitation of AF patients predicted AF-related
QoL (β = 0.270, −0.205, and 0.183, respectively; all P < 0.05). The influences of PA
level on subdimensions of AF-related QoL were as follows: symptoms, daily activities
and treatment concern.

Conclusion: The level of QoL of patients with AF was moderate. Higher levels of
patient activation in those with AF were associated with milder symptoms, more
positive daily activities and fewer treatment concern. Based on our findings, we
suggest that healthcare personnel should encourage AF patients to take active
participation in cardiac rehabilitation, disease self-management and foster progression
of PA level. Future research is warranted to develop tailor-made interventions aimed at
the activation level.

Keywords: patient activation, quality of life, atrial fibrillation, cardiac rehabilitation, cross-sectional study
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INTRODUCTION

Prevalent of chronic illnesses are increasing rapidly due to
population aging. The diminished quality of life in elderly
population has fostered the general concern and leads to an
increasing demand for optimizing care and health-related quality
of life (QoL) (Jiang et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2020; Jing et al.,
2021). Atrial fibrillation (AF) is the most common sustained
arrhythmia and usually not life-threatening. It is a significant
public health issue among the increasingly elderly population
which seriously affects the quality of life. Currently, the estimated
AF prevalence in adults is between 2 and 4% worldwide
(Hindricks et al., 2021). In a large national representative,
community-based study, the weighted AF prevalence for age
>45 years old was 1.8% in China (Du et al., 2021). Kao et al.
(2010) showed that quality of life is an independent risk factor
for rehospitalization rate and mortality in AF patients. In 2000,
the Working Group on Atrial Fibrillation of the European Society
of Cardiology emphasized that clinicians should include health-
related QoL as important indicators of assessment of treatment
outcomes (Camm et al., 2012).

About one-third of AF patients had no obvious clinical
symptoms (Dilaveris and Kennedy, 2017), which often be
neglected regarding the prevention of heart failure and
thromboembolism. AF symptoms include palpitations, fatigue,
dizziness, dyspnea, and presyncope. Reoccurred episodes of these
symptom greatly increase the psychological burden and reduce
the QoL. Previous studies have shown that AF patients had a
worse QoL regarding different subdimensions assessed by Atrial
Fibrillation Effect on Quality-of-Life (AFEQT) than healthy
individuals (Wokhlu et al., 2010). Furthermore, symptomatic AF
patients demonstrated a significant lower AFEQT total scores
than asymptomatic patients (Spertus et al., 2011). However,
subclinical atrial tachyarrhythmias, including asymptomatic AF,
were shown to have a higher prevalence of stroke and a great
impact on QoL (Kupper et al., 2013). Moreover, AF reduces
cardiac output and function reserve, which also results in a
decrease in QoL (Watanabe et al., 2012).

Patient activation (PA) refers to an individual’s ability to
understand their role in managing their own health and having
the knowledge, skills, and confidence to do so (Hibbard et al.,
2004). Patient’s engagement in health care is a fundamental
component of quality healthcare and improves therapy efficacy
and prognosis (Karim et al., 2018). In recent years, a growing
evidence indicates that higher activation contributes to the
better self-management, shorter hospital stay, less medical costs
and improvement in functional status. Participation in medical
management might decrease medical errors and adverse events
by improving patient compliance and realize self-administration.

Recent researches about PA in patients with chronic disease
were focused on three aspects–first, activation level and its
influencing factors, such as Chen et al. (2020) explored the
association of PA and demographic(education, monthly income
and illness severity, etc.) in heart failure patients. Second, the
relationship between activation and self-management. More
targeted interventions have been developed to strengthen and
maintain self-management behaviors by early identification of

the activation level. A randomized controlled trial indicated
that individualized telephone health coaching might improve
treatment adherence, improve health outcomes, and decrease
health resource utilization (Oddone et al., 2018). Third, the
relationship between activation and health outcomes. Milo et al.
(2021) reported that activation could predict glycemic control
and lower low-density lipoprotein. However, little is known about
patient activation in AF patients. By integrating the knowledge
of the activation level and its relationship to QoL in AF patients
are important for promoting patient autonomy and shared
decision making.

Therefore, the purposes of this study were (1) to investigate
the PA and QoL of AF patients, (2) to assess how PA and
sociodemographic characteristics contribute to AF-related QoL,
and (3) to analyze how the PA level affect the QoL and
its subdimensions.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Design, Sample, and Settings
The present study is a cross-sectional study. The convenience
sampling was employed to recruit participants from the
Department of Cardiology at the First Affiliated Hospital
of Nanjing Medical University. The inclusion criteria were
(1) diagnosed with AF according to ECG-documented and
symptoms; (2) patients ≥18 years of age; (3) able to provide
oral and written informed consent. Patients were excluded:
(1) patients with cognitive impairment or severe psychiatric
disorders; (2) patients with any severe diseases, with life-
threatening complications, such as malignancy, multiple
organ dysfunction.

Measurements
Sociodemographic Variables
The collected data included age, gender, education level, marital
status, work status, health insurance, monthly income, type of
AF, the number of radiofrequency ablation, and participation in
cardiac rehabilitation (CR) or not.

Patient Activation
Patient activation was measured using the Patient Activation
Measure developed by Hibbard (Hibbard et al., 2004). The
scale is an abbreviated version of PAM-22 with 13 items
(Hibbard et al., 2005). The questionnaire is composed of
four dimensions: cognition, skill, action, and belief. The
items are measured with a Likert scale of five points (one-
strongly disagree, five-not applicable). The score is calculated
by summing up the raw scores and mapping up the sum
onto a scale of 0–100. The PAM13 score is higher, the
patient activation level is higher. PA is divided into four
stages according to the score: level 1 (patients are at a loss
and cannot play an active role in the process of disease
diagnosis and treatment, score <47.0), level 2 (patients are
short of confidence and knowledge on disease self-management,
47.1∼55.1), level 3 (patients start taking an active role in
their treatment, but still lack enough confidence and skills to
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TABLE 1 | General characteristics (n = 190).

Variables n % Mean ± SD

Age (years) 59.66 ± 9.86

<45 15 7.9

45∼60 78 41.1

>60 97 51.1

Gender

Male 132 69.5

Female 58 30.5

Education level

Primary school and below 16 8.4

Middle school 37 19.5

High school/secondary technical
school

41 21.6

Junior college 41 21.6

University and above 55 28.9

Marital status

Married 182 95.8

Unmarried/divorced 3 1.6

Widowed 5 2.6

Work status

Working 58 30.5

Retired 110 57.9

Not working 22 11.6

Health insurance

Medical insurance for urban
employees

120 63.2

Medical insurance for
non-working urban residents

39 20.5

The new rural endowment
insurance

31 16.3

Income monthly

<2000 CNY 38 20.0

2000∼4000 CNY 48 25.3

>4000 CNY 104 54.7

AF type

Paroxysmal AF 138 72.6

Persistent AF 50 26.3

Permanent AF 2 1.10

The number of RFCA

Before the first RFCA 40 21.1

After the first RFCA 111 58.4

After two or more RFCA 39 20.6

Participate in CR or not

Yes 62 32.6

No 128 67.4

RFCA, radiofrequency catheter ablation; CR, cardiac rehabilitation.

support their actions, 55.2∼67.0), and level 4 (patients bear
their disease with confidence and take actions, but cannot
stick to their behaviors in a stress situation, score ≥67.1).
The questionnaire has been validated for multiple language
editions with all adequate clinimetric properties. The internal
consistency of PAM13, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha, was
0.85 in this study.

Quality of Life
Quality of life data was collected using the Atrial Fibrillation
Effect on Quality-of-Life developed by Spertus (Spertus et al.,
2011) in 2011. This study specifically used the Chinese version of
Zhang (Zhang et al., 2020). Twenty questions were evaluated by
four dimensions (symptoms, treatment concern, daily activities,
and treatment satisfaction). Responses were recorded using a 7-
point Likert scale. The total score of AFEQT ranging from 0 to
100 covers the sum of the first three dimensions. The question 19,
20, and 21 regarding satisfaction with treatment and health care
providers are not included in the overall AFEQT score and are
each calculated independently. In the present study, the internal
consistency had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81 for symptoms, 0.90 for
treatment concern, and 0.92 for daily activities.

Data Collection
All the investigators accepted the uniform training and
instruction before the survey. Face to face questionnaire survey
was performed. Participants were informed about the study aim
and study procedures. Participants filled out the questionnaire
independently. Written informed consent was obtained from
patients or family members.

Statistical Analysis
Data were skewed in the survey instruments except for the total
AFEQT score. The descriptive statistics were presented using
the median with interquartile range (IQR), mean and standard
deviation. Independent-sample t-test or one-way ANOVA were
used to determine the association of the categorical variables with
AFEQT. Finally, multiple linear regression was constructed to
explore explanatory factors for AF-related QoL.

Continuous variables were compared with a Kruskal-Wallis
rank sum test and multiple pairwise comparisons were made by
the using the Dwass-Steele-Critchlow- Fligner method. P-values
lower than 0.05 were considered statistically significant. All data
analyses were performed by using IBM SPSS version 25.0.

RESULTS

Characteristics Description
The sample consisted of 190 patients with AF. The mean age
(±SD) was 59.66 ± 9.86 years, ranging from 29 to 86 years. The
majority of our participants were males (n = 131, 69.5%). 135
(72.1%) participants experienced education beyond high school.
About 25.3% of the respondents had monthly incomes ranging
from 2,000 to 4,000 yuan, and more than a half participants
with a monthly income of 4,000 yuan or more. Around a third
of the participants received rigorous aerobic fitness tests and
personalized exercise prescriptions and took an active part in
the home-based CR. The sociodemographic characteristics of the
participants are shown in Table 1.

Quality of Life and Patient Activation
Level in Atrial Fibrillation Patients
Table 2 presents the AFEQT scores and PA levels. The total
AFEQT score was 69.32 (SD:14.52), the median symptom score
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TABLE 2 | Description of AFEQT total and subdimensions score and PA levels for the sample.

AFEQT sub-scale Mean (SD) Median (Q1, Q3) Number

Symptom 70.94 (15.28) 70.83 (62.50, 79.17) 190

Treatment concern 71.59 (15.28) 72.22 (61.11, 83.33) 190

Daily activities 66.64 (17.17) 68.75 (59.90, 77.08) 190

Treatment satisfaction 56.40 (23.05) 50.00 (41.67, 75.00) 190

AFEQT-total 69.32 (14.52) 69.44 (60.88, 78.70) 190

PAM level PAM mean (SD) PAM median (Q1, Q3) Number (%) at level

Level 1 43.76 (1.92) 43.70 4 (4.7)

Level 2 51.37 (1.12) 51.00 66 (34.7)

Level 3 61.64 (4.39) 60.60 90 (47.4)

Level 4 81.91 (9.27) 80.90 25 (13.2)

Total 59.89 (11.13) 58.10 190

was 70.83 (IQR:16.7, range: 16.7–100.0), the median treatment
concern score was 72.22 (IQR:22.2, range: 27.8–100.0), the
median daily activities was 68.75 (IQR:17.2, range: 10.4–100.0),
and the median treatment satisfaction score was 50.00 (IQR:35.4,
range: 0–100). The median PAM score was 58.1 (IQR: 14.5,
range: 40.7–100.0). Most participants reported activation level 3
(47.4%), followed by activation level 2 (34.2%), activation level 4
(13.7%) and activation level 1 (4.7%).

Associations Between Patient Activation,
Sociodemographic Characteristics and
Quality of Life
Univariate Analysis
Table 3 shows that some sociodemographic characteristics of
the participants are significant. Education level, work status,
healthcare insurance, monthly income, participation in CR or
not, and total PA score were all found to be independently
correlated with AFEQT (p < 0.05).

Multiple Linear Regression Analysis
The resulting regression model (F = 12.968, p < 0.001) contained
three predictors that together accounted for over 16% of the
variance (adjusted R2 = 0.160) in AFEQT scores among the
sample. As reported in Table 4, patient activation (β = 0.270,
p < 0.001) contributed most to explaining the variance in
AFEQT, followed by work status (β = −0.2053, p = 0.003) and
CR (β = 0.183, p = 0.007).

The Influence of Patient Activation Level on Quality of
Life and Its Subdimensions
We found that the symptom score was lower in level 2
compared to level 4 patients (P = 0.049) and lower in level 3
compared to level 4 (P = 0.024). Similarly, we also observed a
difference in levels for the treatment concern sub-dimension.
Patients in level 1 scored lower compared to those in level
4 (P = 0.011). Daily Activity sub-dimension also differed
among levels (P < 0.001), with level 4 patients reporting
significantly higher score than level 1 patients (P = 0.011)
and level 2 patients (P = 0.002), meanwhile, level 3 patients
higher than level 1 (P = 0.029). Otherwise, there were no

significant differences in treatment satisfaction subdimension
score (Table 5). Overall, the AFEQT score was lower in level 1
than level 4 patients (P = 0.003) and lower in level 2 than level 4
(P = 0.011).

DISCUSSION

This study assessed the current quality of life living with atrial
fibrillation, determined the association of AF-related QoL and
patient activation levels, sociodemographic characteristics. To the
best of our knowledge, this is the first study focusing on this
particular issue of secondary prevention in primary health care
among AF patients.

Quality of Life and Patient Activation in
Patients With Atrial Fibrillation
Quality of life is an extension of mental health that reflects a
comprehensive the physiological, psychological, spiritual, and
social state of a person (Wang et al., 2020), an important index
to measure the success of therapy. The results of our analysis
revealed a moderate level of AFEQT (69.32 ± 14.52). A web-
based, multicenter United States study of 295 AF patients (Guhl
et al., 2019) showed that the AFEQT score was (76.3 ± 17.8),
which is similar to our finding. However, the treatment
satisfaction subdimension score in our sample was lower. Two
possible explanations could account for this result. First, the
majority of study subjects were perioperative radiofrequency
catheter ablation (RFCA) inpatients with AF. A portion of the
population only underwent preoperative evaluation. In addition,
AF recurrences in the early postoperative period often occur due
to the surgical procedure (Mujović et al., 2017), which did not
perceive the postoperative improvement with persistent impaired
exercise capacity (Bao et al., 2020). Second, at least 20.6% of
patients had two or more history of RFCA. In a single-center
prospective study, one-fifth of AF patients similarly reported a
high treatment burden (Potpara et al., 2020). In patients with
repeated RFCA treatment, a large decrease in expectations of
RFCA and patients’ activity could question the sustainability of
their treatment.
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TABLE 3 | Univariate analysis of variables against AFEQT (n = 190).

Variables b (SE) t-value/F-value p

Age (years) F = 0.474 0.623b

<45 −

45∼60 −1.71(4.11)

>60 0.43(4.05)

Gender t = 1.836 0.068a

Male −

Female 4.13(2.29)

Education level F = 2.490 0.045b

Primary school and below −

Middle school 0.98(4.57)

High school/secondary technical school −7.22(4.66)

Junior college −7.22(4.73)

University and above −4.68(4.56)

Marital status F = 2.680 0.071b

Married −

Unmarried/divorced 10.26(5.56)

Widowed 12.98(7.68)

Work status F = 7.262 0.001b

Working −

Retired 4.34(2.29)

Not working 13.37(3.43)

Health insurance F = 5.491 0.005b

Medical insurance for urban employees −

Medical insurance for non-working urban residents 7.62(2.88)

The new rural endowment insurance 6.26(2.38)

Income monthly F = 8.392 <0.001b

<2000 CNY −

2000∼4000 CNY −8.03(2.88)

>4000 CNY −10.86(2.67)

AF type F = 0.424 0.655b

Paroxysmal AF −

Persistent AF 0.86(2.53)

permanent AF 9.01(9.80)

The number of RFCA F = 1.825 0.164b

Before the first RFCA −

After the first RFCA −3.64(2.56)

After two or more RFCA 0.79(3.18)

Participate in CR or not t = 2.623 0.009a

Yes −

No 5.55(2.21)

PAM score r = 0.295 <0.001c

at-test. b One-way ANOVA. c Spearman correlation analysis.

TABLE 4 | Stepwise multiple linear regression model of predictors of AFEQT.

Variables B (Standard error) 95% Confidence interval β t p

Constant 55.632(6.502) (42.805, 68.459) 8.556 <0.001

PAM score 0.341(0.086) (0.171, 0.511) 0.270 3.963 <0.001

Work status −4.789(1.590) (−7.925, −1.652) −0.205 −3.012 0.003

CR 5.652(2.061) (1.587, 9.718) 0.183 2.743 0.007

F = 12.968, P < 0.001, R2 = 0.173; adjusted R2 = 0.160.
B, unstandardized coefficients; β, standardized coefficients; CR, cardiac rehabilitation.
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TABLE 5 | AFEQT and subdimensions across PA levels.

Level 1 (n = 9) Level 2 (n = 66) Level 3 (n = 90) Level 4 (n = 25) P-value

Symptoms 0.024a

Median (Q1, Q3) 62.50(43.75, 72.92) 66.67(58.33, 81.25) 70.83(62.50, 79.17) 79.17(70.83, 88.54)

Mean (SD) 56.94(20.41) 70.39(14.99) 70.14(14.42) 79.97(12.53)

Treatment concern 0.020a

Median (Q1, Q3) 58.33(44.44, 70.83) 72.22(59.72, 80.56) 69.44(61.11, 81.25) 81.94(66.67, 94.44)

Mean (SD) 58.02(14.19) 69.66(17.02) 71.88(15.98) 80.88(13.39)

Daily activities <0.001a

Median (Q1, Q3) 60.42(35.42, 65.63) 66.67(56.25, 75.00) 68.75(58.33, 79.17) 77.08(64.58, 90.10)

Mean (SD) 50.00(17.86) 65.54(15.08) 66.18(17.49) 77.48(14.53)

Treatment satisfaction 0.545a

Median (Q1, Q3) 50.00(37.50, 75.00) 50.00(33.33, 66.67) 54.17(50.00, 70.08) 66.67(47.92, 83.33)

eMan (SD) 56.48(19.44) 53.72(19.98) 57.69(23.71) 60.58(30.05)

AFEQT-total 0.001b

Median (Q1, Q3) 49.07(42.59, 66.67) 67.59(58.80, 75.93) 70.37(60.88, 78.70) 77.31(69.68, 89.35)

Mean (SD) 54.22(13.02) 67.99(13.38) 68.96(14.44) 79.17(12.32)

a Kruskal–Wallis test. b One-way ANOVA.

Furthermore, there were 47.4% patients in activation Levels
3 and 13.2% in Level 4. To our knowledge, there were only
few articles describes PA levels in AF patients. McCabe et al.
(2018) reported there were 38 and 46% were at Levels 4 and
3, respectively. The proportion of patients in level 4 was higher
compared to our finding. A study regarding the distribution of
activation levels in hospitalized HF patients showed that only 3%
were identified as Level 4 and 40% as Level 3 (Dunlay et al., 2017).
This observation might be led by the reinforcement of “sick-role”
and the dependent on doctors and nurses in hospital stay. The
mean (SD) PAM score in our sample was 59.89 (11.13), which
was comparable to the studies regarding other chronic diseases,
ranging from 51.4 (10.0) in Hendriks and Rademakers (2014) and
55.3 (11.0) in Bos-Touwen et al. (2015).

Factors Associated With Atrial
Fibrillation-Related Quality of Life
Sociodemographic Variables Associated With Quality
of Life
The multiple linear regression demonstrated that work status
was a potential factor that affect the AF-related QoL. However,
there were limited research in exploring the association of work
status and patient-related QoL. In the present study, patients
without routine work or retired usually had higher AFEQT score
and perceived their health as good. It has been identified that
job tension is a known stress reaction resource, which relate to
various health conditions and symptoms (Chang et al., 2006).
A European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) indicated that
AF patients were more susceptible to depression attributable
to job strain in Europe (Niedhammer et al., 2021). Depression
and cardiovascular disease can serve as both cause and effect
to each other (Lichtman et al., 2014; Tully et al., 2016). More
importantly, depression can have a detrimental effect on the
quality of life in AF patients. Having returned to work means
regression from disease condition to an active social life, which

is an important component of quality of life (Du et al., 2020).
Although, the association between having returned to work and
AF-related QoL has not been confirmed, these results suggest a
future investigation in this aspect.

Recently, exercise-based CR has become part of the standard
care for patients with cardiovascular disease. Meanwhile,
interventions aimed at lifestyle and risk factors should be central
in managing patients with AF. Exercise-based CR has been
confirmed excellent results for AF patients, including improving
AF symptoms, cardiac function and QoL, decreasing resting
heart rate, increasing exercise capacity (Malmo et al., 2016;
Risom et al., 2017; Smart et al., 2018; Kato et al., 2019). In our
study, 32.6% participated in the home-based, patient-tailored and
mobile application-guided cardiac telerehabilitation program
(Cai et al., 2021), reporting higher AFEQT score than those
who did not. These results were concordant with the findings
of previous studies. It is also important to note that adherence
to exercise training was continued even after 3 months. Hence,
longer-term adherence to exercise is critical for the sustained
exercise benefits. According to the literature, a comprehensive
multidisciplinary CR program for AF patients treated with
catheter ablation found sustained improvements with respect to
physical capacity and anxiety compared to usual care at 12–
24 months, without reporting changes in QoL, however (Risom
et al., 2020). Future researches should focus on relationships
between adherence to exercise rehabilitation and AF-related
QoL, especially on patients with rehabilitation at home. With
the implementation of China’s health care reform policy, a
combination of medical care and nursing care and coordination
of home-community-institution service system become more
mature. The rehabilitation treatment and health intervention will
be delivered in the community or at home.

Spearman correlation analysis revealed that the PAM
score was positively related to AFEQT score. The results of
multiple linear regression demonstrated that PA was a strong,
independent predictor of AF-related QoL. Previous studies
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toward patient activation were mostly on the management
of cancer (Lemanska et al., 2021) and chronic disease, such as
diabetes (Kim, 2021), kidney disease (Lightfoot et al., 2021;
Wilkinson et al., 2021). Regarding PA and self-management
in heart failure and coronary heart disease, Liu (2018) and Li
and Yao (2018) both reported that the higher the PA level, the
better the disease self-management of patients. These results
implicated that promoting the PA level could improve patient
self-management behaviors. Similar to the reported by Zhou et al.
(2020) including 287 patients with coronary heart disease, results
demonstrated that the main contributions of PA to QoL were
three-fold as follows: physical health, mental health and specific
functional status.

Activation Levels Associated With
Quality of Life
Our analysis indicated that subsets in symptoms, daily activities,
treatment concerns and also the total AFEQT score differed
among the levels. As expected, patients in Level 4 reported
higher symptoms score than those from other levels. Individuals
actively engaged in health management may perceive less
symptoms than those did not (Sears et al., 2005). These
findings highlighted the importance of integrating evaluation
of symptoms and symptomatic burden into routine care for
AF patients in different activation levels, facilitating internal
or external social resources to use effectively, and fostering
progression of PA levels and improvement of symptoms.
The positive psychological interventions have developed and
gained great attention. Särnholm et al. (2017) substantiated
the efficacy of a novel cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT,
exposure-based Therapy combined with education and
Behavioral activation) approach to reduce symptoms and
improve QoL in AF patients.

A Mixed study (Stridsman et al., 2019) reported the inability
to engage in daily activities and reduced exercise capacity due
to AF symptoms. However, the relationship between activation
level and daily activity has not been widely studied. We did
observe that there was no significant difference of the median
daily activity score across four levels in our study. In actual
practice, patients who participated in CR often independent the
severity of the symptoms. Moreover, engaging in routine physical
activities may be linked to a decreased burden in managing daily
household and social activities.

In the treatment concern sub-dimension measure patients’
medical knowledge has a powerful influence on patient-perceived
treatment concern, which includes the patients’ perception of
specific treatment side-effects and the negative influences on
QoL (Eton et al., 2012). Low disease and treatment-related
knowledge in lower activation levels (Level 1 and Level 2)
contribute to a lack of informed decision-making in AF
patients. These results suggested that the patient’s experience
and concern should be shared in-depth during physician-
patient consultations. Positive computing technology is a well-
explored and growing priority in both positive psychology and
intelligent healthcare (Yarosh and Schueller, 2017). Magnani
et al. (2017) reported that smartphone-based relational agent

intervention positively affected favorable improvements in QoL
and self-reported medication adherence. AF education, common
symptoms, adherence challenges, and patient activation formed
the relational agent’s dialogue content. Findings also showed
that there were no significant association between PA level and
treatment satisfaction. Further study should pay more attention
on the relationship between satisfaction with medical treatment
and PA across samples.

This study has certain limitations. First, the population
in the study was obtained from a Grade A hospital in
Nanjing, which caused a certain degree of selective bias.
Second, considerable gaps are existing in outcomes of treatment
satisfaction compared to other studies. It is worthy of thorough
exploring and investigation. Finally, this research only included
few sociodemographic characteristics and clinical variables
associated with the life quality in AF patients. However, the main
objective of this study was to investigate the positive relationships
between PA and QoL, future research is warranted to delve deeper
into the correlation of other risk factors and QoL, PA and risk
factors management.

CONCLUSION

The level of QoL of patients with AF was generally moderate.
Among the influencing factors such as education level, work
status, healthcare insurance, monthly income, participation in
CR or not, PA was the most important factor for QoL. The
influences of PA level on subdimensions of AF-related QoL were
symptoms, daily activities, and treatment concern. Given the
importance of PA for QoL, more attention should be paid to the
PA of AF patients in the future, including the study on developing
tailor-made interventions aimed at the activation level.
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Individuals’ perceptions of their social images [i.e., meta-representations (MR)] and 
perceived stereotyping threat create involuntary stress responses that may affect important 
outcomes, such as self-esteem, academic achievement, and mental health. This study 
aimed to (1) analyze the indirect associations between residential care youth’s MR and 
their psychological adjustment (i.e., externalizing and internalizing problems) through their 
self-representations (SR) and (2) test the moderating role of youth’s age and residential 
unit size in those associations. A sample of 926 youth aged between 12 and 25 years old 
filled out self-report questionnaires regarding their representations about how people in 
general perceive them (i.e., MR) and their SR. Residential care professionals filled in the 
socio-demographic questionnaires and the Child Behavior Checklist. Data were analyzed 
through multiple mediation models and moderated mediation models. Results showed 
that (1) youth’s behavioral MR were indirectly associated with higher internalizing and 
externalizing behavior through higher levels of behavioral SR and (2) youth’s emotional 
MR were associated with higher internalizing problems through higher emotional SR, but 
also with lower internalizing problems through lower levels of behavioral SR. These results 
emphasize the importance of stimulating positive SR, by showing that they can be a 
protective factor for youth in residential care.

Keywords: young people, residential care, youth’s perceptions of their social images, self-representations, mental 
health

INTRODUCTION

Studies have consistently identified that youth in residential care have more mental health 
problems and psychopathology than the general population. Even though only a relatively 
small proportion of this population presents clinically evaluated and diagnosed behavioral and 
mental health problems in Portugal (ISS.IP, 2020), children and youth in care are, nonetheless, 
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a high-risk population in terms of their mental health, namely, 
externalizing and internalizing problems (e.g., Gearing et  al., 
2014; González-García et  al., 2017; Magalhães and 
Calheiros, 2017; Campos et al., 2019). They present a relatively 
high prevalence of conduct disorder, attention-deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
and generalized anxiety disorder (Heflinger et al., 2000; Tarren-
Sweeney and Vetere, 2013; Rodríguez et  al., 2015; Jozefiak 
et  al., 2016). These studies also indicate that male adolescents 
have a higher prevalence of externalizing disorders, while female 
adolescents have a higher prevalence of internalizing disorders. 
The over-representation of males in care contributes to the 
predominance of externalizing disorders in this population 
(Schmid et al., 2008; Jozefiak et al., 2016). Regardless of gender 
differences, the heightened vulnerability of these youth for 
adjustment problems may be  partially explained by pre-care 
(e.g., abuse and neglect; Cicchetti and Lynch, 1993; Hukkanen 
et al., 1999; Taussig, 2002; Richardson and Lelliott, 2003; Baams 
et al., 2013; Lehmann et al., 2013) and during-care experiences 
(e.g., placements and repeated breakdowns and staff turnover; 
Rutter, 2000; Attar-Schwartz, 2009; Lehmann et  al., 2013).

Another factor that may partially explain these worse outcomes 
in this population is the social stigma associated with being in 
residential care (Mullan et al., 2007; Simsek et al., 2007; Villagrana 
et al., 2018; An et al., 2020). Social stigma has been conceptualized 
as a fundamental cause of health inequalities, and one of the 
most frequently hypothesized risk factors explaining mental 
health disparities among young people (e.g., Hatzenbuehler et al., 
2013; Hatzenbuehler, 2016). When children and youth perceive 
negative stereotypes, this brings negative consequences for their 
wellbeing and psychological adjustment (e.g., Major and O’Brien, 
2005; Pascoe and Richman, 2009; Baams et  al., 2013; Puhl and 
King, 2013). According to Major and O’Brien’s review (2005), 
individuals’ negative perceptions of their social images – that 
is, what youth think other people in general think about them 
(i.e., meta-representations, MR) – and perceived stereotyping 
threat create involuntary stress responses that may have an effect 
on important outcomes, such as self-esteem, academic achievement, 
and mental health. However, previous studies have only examined 
the relationships between these two phenomena in normative 
populations. Previous studies analyzing the association between 
perceived stigma and mental health outcomes in the context 
of residential care have only focused on young people’s feelings 
of stigma (e.g., Simsek et  al., 2007; An et  al., 2020) and have 
not looked at the content of their perceptions of their social 
images (i.e., their perceptions of how others in general perceive 
them regarding specific self-relevant attributes; Calheiros et  al., 
2015). Thus, it remains unknown how different dimensions of 
MR and mental health are interrelated among adolescents in 
residential care. Therefore, aiming to expand existing knowledge 
on the risk factors for mental health problems in youth in 
residential care, this study intends to explore the relationship 
between the perceptions that youth in residential care have of 
their social images (MR) and their mental health.

In addition to the direct effect that youth’s MR may have 
on their mental health, this effect may also be  mediated by 
youth’s self-representations (SR; i.e., the set of attributes that 

individuals use to describe themselves; Harter, 2015). Individuals’ 
perceptions of their stereotypical social images provide a 
fundamental input into their identity and self-development 
(e.g., Crocker and Quinn, 2000; Gallagher and Zahavi, 2007; 
Turner and Whitehead, 2008). Indeed, symbolic interactionism 
theorists (Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934; Charon, 1985) have argued 
that the sources of self-knowledge are rooted in social interactions 
and experiences, and derive, in part, from how individuals 
perceive to be  perceived by others, that is, their MR. Prior 
studies have shown that youth in residential care are labeled 
with negative social images by laypeople and professionals (e.g., 
Kuznetsova, 2005; Montserrat et  al., 2013; Calheiros et  al., 
2015). Research has also revealed that others’ perceptions of 
youth in residential care are more negative than those of youth 
living in their natural home environment (Garrido et al., 2016) 
and that youth in residential care identify themselves as targets 
of negative social images (e.g., Mullan et  al., 2007; Simkiss, 
2013). According to the symbolic interactionism perspective 
(e.g., Mead, 1934), this may lead these youth to depreciate 
and stigmatize themselves, and to internalize others’ perceptions 
in their SR (Kools, 1997; Major and O’Brien, 2005; Vojak, 
2009; McMurray et al., 2011). Consistent with self-stigmatization 
processes, defined as the internalization of negative societal 
attitudes about one’s social group, that have been described 
in the literature (e.g., Corrigan et al., 2013), a recent longitudinal 
study with adolescents in out-of-home care found that perceived 
stigmatization predicted lower self-esteem over time (An et al., 
2020). However, that study also showed that, as adolescents’ 
perceptions of stigma decreased, their self-esteem increased. 
Thus, notwithstanding the hazards associated with the 
stigmatization of youth in residential care, such evidence points 
out the potential of positive social images to stimulate the 
development of positive self-representations in this group.

In turn, SR are associated with mental health. Studies have 
indicated that they can either predict better health and social 
behavior or function as a factor leading to internalizing (e.g., 
depression, suicidal tendencies, eating disorders, and anxiety) and 
externalizing problems (e.g., violence and substance abuse; Mann 
et al., 2004; Kepper et al., 2011; Silva and Calheiros, 2020). Thus, 
these studies suggest a possible mediation, where negative youth’s 
MR associate with negative SR (e.g., Calheiros et al., 2015), which, 
in turn, are associated with poor mental health outcomes (e.g., 
Mann et al., 2004; Waniel et al., 2006; Silva and Calheiros, 2020). 
Indeed, stigma perception has been shown to indirectly affect 
mental health through self-esteem (Lin et  al., 2009). In the same 
vein, that mediation hypothesis also foresees that youth’s perceptions 
of their positive social images may be  associated with better 
mental health outcomes through positive SR.

Although it has been previously assumed that SR might 
deteriorate due to negative processes associated with 
institutionalization, namely, stigmatization (Liebling, 1993; Kools, 
1997; McMurray et  al., 2011; An et  al., 2020), other studies 
indicate that SR may remain stable or even become more 
positive (Greve and Enzmann, 2003). Fluctuations in the valence 
of self-representations of youth during institutionalization depend 
on the relation between several processes (Greve and Enzmann, 
2003), such as their ability to adjust (Barendregt et  al., 2015), 
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and a set of personal and context variables (Hukkanen et al., 1999; 
González-García et al., 2017). Thus, in the context of residential 
care, youth’s age and characteristics of the residential care unit 
may moderate these relations. Specifically, youth’s age may play 
a moderating role in associations between youth’s MR and 
their SR. Early to middle adolescence has been associated with 
a higher internalization of social group norms and rules and 
a greater awareness of how the self is perceived by others 
(Harter, 2015), whereas young adults tend to exhibit self-
descriptions that suggest that the self is relatively differentiated 
from primary social groups (e.g., Labouvie-Vief et  al., 1995; 
McAdams, 2013). In addition, the size of the residential care 
unit may also moderate the path from SR to the outcome 
variables, since residential care settings with a lower number 
of youths and a lower youth/care worker ratio allow a more 
family-like environment, which facilitates relationship building 
and seems to contribute to better adjustment outcomes in 
youth (Lee and Thompson, 2008; Attar-Schwartz, 2009; Calheiros 
et  al., 2020b). The size of these settings in Portugal varies 
significantly (GEP/MTSS, 2018; Magalhães et  al., 2018; Silva 
et  al., 2021), since there are settings that host a large number 
of children and smaller, more family-like, units.

The present investigation builds on a previous study focused 
on analyzing the associations between youth’s MR and their 
SR, moderated by their perceived social support from their 
residential care workers and from their friends (Calheiros et al., 
2020a). As a complement to that study and given the lack of 
research regarding the link between youth’s MR and their mental 
health, mediated by their SR, especially with youth in residential 
care, this study aims to explore these associations, considering 
the moderating role of youth’s age and residential unit size 
(see Figure  1). Specifically, we  hypothesized that: (1) youth’s 
MR are indirectly associated to mental health outcomes, through 
youth’s SR – whereby negative MR are associated with worse 
SR, which, in turn, are associated to poorer mental health 
outcomes; and positive MR are associated to more favorable 
SR, which, in turn, are associated with better mental health 
outcomes; (2) the indirect association between youth’s MR and 
mental health through SR is stronger for younger youth; and 
(3) the indirect associations between youth’s negative MR and 

poorer mental health through negative SR are stronger for youth 
in bigger residential care settings, while the indirect associations 
between youth’s positive MR and better mental health through 
positive SR are stronger in smaller residential care settings. 
Pre-care variables known to be  risk factors for psychosocial 
problems, such as history of parental maltreatment and family 
socioeconomic status, will be  controlled for as covariates. The 
number of previous placements in residential care and the 
length of stay in residential care will also be  included in the 
model as covariates, given previous research showing associations 
between these variables and youth’s mental health outcomes. 
Specifically, placement change has been shown to be  associated 
with higher levels of both internalizing and externalizing behavior 
problems (Aarons et  al., 2010; Rosenthal and Villegas, 2010; 
Jones et  al., 2011). As for length of stay, research has shown 
inconsistent findings with some studies showing a positive 
association with better psychosocial functioning in young people 
(e.g., Assouline and Attar-Schwartz, 2020), others showing no 
association (e.g., Heflinger et  al., 2000), and others showing a 
negative association (e.g., Hussey and Guo, 2002). Additionally, 
given that prior research has shown significant sex differences 
in mental health outcomes of youth in residential care (Schmid 
et al., 2008; Jozefiak et al., 2016), youth’s sex will also be included 
in the hypothesized model as a covariate.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Context
In Portugal, the full implementation of a protection system 
focused on the family potential has not yet been established 
(Rodrigues et al., 2013). Thus, residential care is still the primary 
form of out-of-home care for children and youth in this country. 
The residential care system is supervised by the Ministry of 
Welfare and is divided into the following services: Foster Care, 
Generalist Residential Care Settings, and Specialized Residential 
Care Settings. Specialized care includes (a) Emergency Shelters, 
(b) Residential care to address therapeutic or educational needs 
(e.g., for children and youth with severe mental health problems), 
and (c) Autonomy apartments. Residential Care Centers are 

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model summarizing the predicted relationships between constructs.
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used as a long-term out of home response enforced by the 
child-care protection system in order to ensure the safety, 
wellbeing, and development of children and youth at risk (e.g., 
orphaned, abandoned, deprived of adequate family environment, 
subject to abuse, and/or neglect). To reduce placement instability, 
a recent change in the Portuguese law (Law n° 142/2015 of 
the Assembly of the Republic, 2015) determined that young 
people in care should only be  subjected to placement change 
when that is in their best interest. The most recent official 
report characterizing the whole population of children and 
youth in out-of-home care in Portugal (i.e., CASA report; ISS.
IP, 2020) indicates that 86% of young people in out-of-home 
care are living in generalist residential care settings, and about 
11% are living in specialized or therapeutic residential care 
settings (ISS.IP, 2020). Foster care represents merely about 3% 
of out-of-home care. These data show the still insufficient 
investment in prevention and in the promotion of family foster 
care or therapeutic residential care as an alternative to generalist 
residential care (ISS.IP, 2020).

The current study was conducted in generalist residential 
care units. The last CASA report (ISS.IP, 2020) indicates that 
72% of the young people living in these units are 12 or more 
years old. Overall, gender is relatively balanced (52% of males 
and 48% females) and the length of placement is usually high, 
with 34% of the children and youth living in residential care 
for over 4 years or more. According to that report, behavioral 
problems have been identified in 27% of this population with 
particular incidence in youth aged between 15 and 17 years 
(ISS.IP, 2020). Approximately 4.2% have been clinically diagnosed 
with a mental health problem (by a mental health professional), 
mostly (and similarly) among 10- to 20-year olds, although 
about 59% benefit from regular psychological and/or psychiatric 
counseling (ISS.IP, 2020). Indeed, the real rates of clinical 
mental health problems among this population are expected 
to be  much higher. A recent pilot study with 59 youth in 
residential care in Portugal (Rodrigues et  al., 2019) showed 
that the percentages of youth with clinical or borderline scores 
were 50.8% for externalizing problems (i.e., rule-breaking and 
aggressive behavior) and 44% for internalizing problems (i.e., 
depression/anxiety, depression/withdrawal, and somatic 
complaints) evaluated with the Youth Self-Report scale 
(Portuguese version, Achenbach et  al., 2014). Another study 
with 841 children and youth in residential care in Portugal 
(Rodrigues, 2019), assessed with the Strengths and Difficulties 
Questionnaire (Goodman, 1997; Goodman et al., 2003), showed 
that 43.6% had psychological adjustment difficulties at the 
borderline and clinical levels.

Participants and Procedures
Participants were 926 youth from 71 residential care settings 
aged between 12 and 25 years old (M = 16.26, SD = 2.22). Table 1 
presents a summary of the youth’s socio-demographic 
characteristics, namely, gender, nationality, and reason for 
placement in residential care. Notwithstanding the different 
nationalities of a small proportion of participants, all of them 
spoke Portuguese. Participating youth had been in the current 

residential care setting for 29 days to 20 years and 10 months 
(M = 3.74 years, SD = 3.71). Most (61.0%) had only been placed 
in the current setting, while 39% had previous out-of-home 
placements. Of those with previous placements, most (76.6%) 
had only one previous placement, 16.6% had two, and 6.6% 
had three or more. These data resemble the nationwide data 
provided in the CASA report (ISS.IP, 2020): 67% (4.700) had 
no previous placement experiences. Regarding psychopathology 
rates, 42.5% of the youth presented clinical or borderline scores 
for internalizing problems (15.4% borderline; 27.0% clinical), 
and 46.2% presented clinical or borderline scores for externalizing 
problems (13.0% borderline; 33.2% clinical).

The residential units hosted between three and 53 youth 
(M = 18.05, SD = 10.44). Regarding the staff, these units had 
between one and four case managers (e.g., social workers and 
psychologists) and between one and 15 care workers. The mean 
ratio was between one and 41 youth per care worker. These 
were mainly long-term residential care units (60.6%) from 
urban areas (67.6%).

Following approval from the Ethics Commission of the 
University, as part of a broader research project focused 
on youth’s SR, this study was developed in 71 generalist 
residential care units, representing 17 of the 18 districts of 
Portugal (94.4%). Formal contacts allowed the necessary 
authorizations to collect the data, and all youth placed in 
these units for more than 1  month, aged 12 or more years 
old, were invited to participate, except if they presented 

TABLE 1 | Socio-demographic characteristics of the study sample.

Valid percentage

 Gender

 Female 45.5%
 Male 54.5%

Nationality

 Portuguese 92.4%

African countries

 Guineans 2.7%
 Cape Verdean 2.0%
 Angolan 0.8%
 San Tomean 0.2%
 Moroccan 0.1%

European countries

 German 0.3%
 Ukrainian 0.3%
 Romanian 0.2%
 Spanish 0.1%

Central/South American countries

 Brazilian 0.5%
 Guatemalan 0.2%

Reason for placement in residential care

 Neglect 49.5%
 Exposure to harmful behaviors 45.2%
 Deviant behaviors 27.2%
 Psychological abuse 16.7%
 Physical Abuse 15.3%
 Abandonment 10.5%
 Sexual abuse 4.6%
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major cognitive difficulties (information given by the 
residential unit director). Consent for youth’s participation 
was first obtained from their respective residential unit 
director, who is the person responsible for accompanying 
and adjudicating youth’s formal decisions in the context of 
residential care. All youths who met the inclusion criteria 
and were authorized to participate by their residential unit 
director were included in the study, except those who declined 
to participate. Overall, youth’s consent and participation 
ranged from 13.3 to 100% (M = 68.84, SD = 24.11) across 
residential care settings. Data collection with youth was 
conducted in groups of 3–20 participants (a mean of 10 
youth per group and a ratio of at least one researcher to 
10 youth). The goals of the study and instructions for filling 
out the instruments for data collection were explained at 
the beginning of the data collection session, and the researcher 
was always present to answer any questions and provide 
youth with any help or assistance whenever necessary. 
Information regarding anonymity and confidentiality was 
also given at the beginning of the session, and youth signed 
an informed consent form prior to their participation.

Youth with any reading and comprehension difficulties were 
previously identified by their residential care workers and were 
individually interviewed by one of the researchers, following 
the data collection protocol (195 individual interviews conducted, 
21.1%). At the end of each data collection session, youth put 
their questionnaires, which were completed with the research 
team, in a closed box, in order to assure them that their 
answers would not be  viewed by the residential care unit 
professionals. The questionnaires filled out by the residential 
care workers, the case managers, and the directors were collected 
on the same day of the youth data collection. They had also 
been previously informed regarding the aims of the research, 
anonymity and confidentiality of the data, and signed an 
informed consent form prior to their participation. Data were 
collected between 2015 and 2016.

Instruments
Self-Representations
To measure youth SR, we  used the Self-Representations 
Questionnaire for Youth in Residential Care (SRQYRC; 
Patrício et  al., 2016). The questionnaire is composed of 23 
items, organized in six dimensions (Social – nice, friend, 
helpful, and funny; Competence – intelligent, hard-working, 
committed, and competent; Relational – cherished, protected, 
and loved; Behavioral – aggressive, recalcitrant, misbehaved, 
conflicting, problematic, and stubborn; Emotional – depressed, 
traumatized, sad, and lonely; and Misfit – misfit and neglected) 
measuring youth’s SR on positive social, competence and 
relational attributes, and on negative behavioral, emotional, 
and misfit attributes. Participating youth were asked to rate 
each attribute on a 5-point scale, indicating how descriptive 
it was of themselves (1 = I am  definitely not like that; 5 = I 
am  totally like that). This measure was tested in a previous 
study and showed good psychometric properties, namely, 
adequate model fit (χ2/df = 2.031, CFI = 0.927, TLI = 0.916, 

RMSEA = 0.050), reliability (except on misfit dimension; 
social α = 0.81, competence α = 0.75, relational α = 0.72, 
behavioral α = 0.80, emotional α = 0.75, and misfit α = 0.55), 
mean inter-item correlations (social 0.52, competence 0.43, 
relational 0.47, behavioral 0.40, emotional 0.43, and misfit 
0.38), and construct validity (Patrício et  al., 2016). In this 
sample, reliability evidence was similar to that obtained 
previously by the original scale authors, varying between 
0.55 and 0.81.

Youth’s Meta-Representations
Following the classic paradigm to assess individuals’ 
representations regarding others’ representations of them (e.g., 
Nurra and Pansu, 2009), the questionnaire used to measure 
youth’s MR was adapted from the SRQYRC (Patrício et  al., 
2016): Instead of rating themselves regarding each attribute, 
youth were asked to rate how descriptive each attribute was 
of the way people in general think about them, on a 5-point 
scale, (1 = People in general think I  am  definitely not like that; 
5 = People in general think I am totally like that). An exploratory 
factor analysis of this measure resulted in a final structure of 
19 attributes, organized in four dimensions (Social – nice, 
friend, and helpful; Resilience – courageous, fighter, and protected; 
Behavioral – recalcitrant, stubborn, misbehaved, aggressive, 
conflicting, and angry; and Emotional – depressed, lonely, 
traumatized, sad, neglected, low self-esteem, and abandoned) 
measuring youth’s MR (i.e., to which extent youth think that 
people in general perceive them as sociable and resilient, or 
as having behavioral and emotional problems). Since this 
measure was adapted to this study, we  tested its structure 
within this study’s sample. This scale’s structure was tested 
with a Confirmatory Factor Analysis, which showed an adequate 
model fit (χ2/df = 2.169, CFI = 0.936, TLI = 0.924, RMSEA = 0.059), 
and the four dimensions showed good reliability (Social α = 0.87, 
Resilience α = 0.70, Behavioral α = 0.84, and Emotional α = 0.83).

Internalizing and Externalizing Problems
To measure youth’s mental health, the Child Behavior Checklist 
(Portuguese version, Achenbach et  al., 2014) was filled in by 
the residential youth care workers who spent the most amount 
of time each day with each youth. In the cases, where there 
was more than one care worker spending the same amount 
of time with the youth, a number was attributed to each care 
worker, and then, one of them was randomly selected with 
the RANDBETWEEN function in excel. The 118 items of this 
measure were used, which are rated as not true (0), somewhat 
or sometimes true (1), or very true or often true (2). Although 
this measure allows for the evaluation of various mental health 
dimensions, our analysis will focus only on the Internalizing 
(Anxious/depressed, Withdrawn/depressed, and Somatic 
complaints) and Externalizing scales (Rule-breaking behavior 
and Aggressive behavior). This measure has been tested in 
previous studies and has shown adequate psychometric properties, 
namely, adequate reliability and good model fit indexes 
(CFI = 0.919, TLI = 0.917, RMSEA = 0.020; Achenbach, 1991; 
Achenbach and Rescorla, 2001; Achenbach et  al., 2014).
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Individual Characteristics and Size of the 
Residential Care Unit
The professionals responsible for the case management of each 
youth filled in a questionnaire asking for socio-demographic 
data, such as youth’s gender, birthday date, and placement 
date. To measure the size of the residential care unit, the 
respective director filled out a questionnaire asking for indicators 
such as number of youths currently placed in this unit and 
ratio of youth per residential care worker.

Previous Maltreatment
To measure pre-care parental maltreatment, the case manager 
of each youth completed the Child Maltreatment Questionnaire 
(Calheiros et  al., 2021). This questionnaire is composed of 19 
items organized in four dimensions: Neglect – lack of physical 
provision, Physical and psychological abuse, Emotional and 
educational maltreatment, and Neglect – lack of supervision. 
This measure has been tested in previous studies and has 
shown good psychometric properties, namely, adequate model 
fit (χ2/df = 3.52, CFI = 0.905, GFI = 0.905, TLI = 0.886, 
RMSEA = 0.072) and reliability (Neglect – Lack of provision 
α = 0.76, Neglect – Lack of supervision α = 0.84, Emotional and 
Educational Maltreatment α = 0.76, and Physical and Psychological 
abuse α = 0.81; Calheiros et  al., 2021). In the final part of the 
questionnaire, based on item evaluation and on the information 
available in the youth’s record, the professionals were asked 
to evaluate on a yes/no scale if the youth was subjected to 
neglect, physical or psychological abuse, or sexual abuse. These 
last items were computed in a variable ranging from 0 (no 
abuse registered) to 3 (all forms of abuse registered), which 
was used as a control variable.

Socioeconomic Status
To measure pre-care socioeconomic family status, the professional 
staff responsible for the case management of each youth reported 
on variables such as monthly income, income source, habitation, 
residence place, and parental academic level (Appendix 1). A 
Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) was conducted to 
transform the categorical variables in order to compute a 
composite variable. After optimal quantification, the variables 
on the first dimension (axis) showed adequate reliability (α = 0.74). 
From these category quantifications, a factorial score was 
calculated for each participant and therefore, a new composite 
variable was computed to measure socioeconomic status, and 
the object scores were saved as a new (quantitative) variable 
which was used as a control variable in the following analyses.

Data Analysis
First, a MCA was performed to compute a composite variable 
of socioeconomic family status. MCA is a multivariate method 
that assesses the relational structure between input variables 
(Gifi, 1996; Greenacre, 2007; Carvalho, 2008). MCA is similar 
to Principal Component Analysis, but it is applied to categorical 
variables. MCA transforms categorical input variables using 
an optimal scaling procedure and assigns an optimal 
quantification to each category of each one of the input variables. 

Using the optimal quantifications, a factorial score is calculated 
for each object, which includes all of the categories that define 
its profile. Therefore, a new composite and quantitative variable 
are obtained.

The following analyses included descriptive statistics and 
bivariate correlations of the predictor, criterion, mediator, and 
moderator variables. Then, to examine whether SR mediate 
the relation between youth’s MR and youth mental health, 
two multiple mediation analyses were conducted, one for each 
criterion variable – internalizing problems and externalizing 
problems. Finally, moderated mediation analyses were conducted 
to test the moderating role of age and residential care unit 
size. In all analyses, we  controlled for youth’s sex, previous 
family socioeconomic status, number of placement changes, 
length of placement, and previous maltreatment experiences, 
by including them as covariates in the models.

These analyses were conducted using a non-parametric 
method (bootstrap) based on recommendations by Preacher 
et  al. (2007) and Hayes (2015) through PROCESS macro for 
SPSS version 20. We  generated 5,000 bootstrap samples to 
yield a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval (CI) of the 
indirect effect and of the conditional indirect effect. If the CI 
for the indirect effect obtained by bootstrap estimation does 
not include zero, the effect is significant, and the indirect 
associations is established. Similarly, if the CI for the effect 
of moderated mediation does not include zero, the moderated 
indirect associations are established.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate 
Correlations
Descriptive statistics (M, SD) and bivariate correlations are 
presented in Table 2. Globally, positive dimensions of youth’s 
MR (Social and Resilience) were positively related to positive 
SR dimensions (Social, Competence, and Relational) and 
negatively related to negative SR dimensions (Behavioral, 
Emotional, and Misfit), while negative dimensions of youth’s 
MR (Behavioral and Emotional) were negatively related to 
positive SR dimensions and positively related to negative 
SR dimensions. Regarding the criterion variables, positive 
dimensions of youth’s MR and positive SR dimensions were 
negatively related to internalizing problems, while negative 
youth’s MR and SR dimensions were positively related to 
internalizing and externalizing problems. Externalizing 
problems were positively related to internalizing problems. 
As for the moderators, age was positively related to competence 
SR and negatively related to externalizing problems; youth/
care worker ratio was positively related to the resilience 
dimension of youth’s MR and negatively related to internalizing 
problems; and number of youths living in the residential 
care unit was negatively related to emotional SR and 
internalizing problems. Considering the number of significant 
correlations with the number of youths living in the residential 
care unit, and its positive correlation with the youth/care 
worker ratio, we decided to keep only the number of youths 
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living in the residential care unit as a moderator in the 
subsequent analysis.

Multiple Mediation Analyses
Regarding internalizing problems (Table 3), mediation analyses 
revealed significant indirect effects of the youth’s emotional 
MR on internalizing problems through emotional and behavioral 
SR; and of youth’s behavioral MR on internalizing problems 
through behavioral SR. Specifically, youth that think that others 
in general perceive them as having more behavioral problems 
also reported higher levels of negative behavioral SR (Behavioral 
MR → Behavioral SR B = 0.670, SE = 0.028, p < 0.001, 95% 
CI = 0.615, 0.724) and youth with higher behavioral SR revealed 
more internalizing problems (Behavioral SR → Internalizing 
B = 1.528, SE = 0.581, p = 0.009, 95% CI = 0.387, 2.670). Thus, 
although the direct effect of the Behavioral dimension of youth’s 
MR on internalizing problems is negative (i.e., youth that think 
that others in general perceive them as having more behavioral 
problems have fewer internalizing problems), when the Behavioral 
SR is added as a mediator, the indirect effect of the Behavioral 
dimension of youth’s MR on internalizing problems through 
Behavioral SR is positive. Since the behavioral and emotional 
dimensions of youth MR had a significant direct effect on 
internalizing problems, emotional and behavioral SR partially 
mediated these relations.

Similarly, youth that think that others perceive them as 
having more emotional problems reported higher levels of 
negative emotional SR (Emotional MR → Emotional SR B = 0.633, 
SE = 0.047, p < 0.001, 95% CI = 0.598, 0.725) and youth with 
higher emotional SR displayed more internalizing problems 
(Emotional SR → Internalizing B = 1.705, SE = 0.459, p < 0.001, 
95% CI = 0.804, 2.607). Thus, the indirect effect of the emotional 
dimension of youth’s MR on internalizing problems through 
emotional SR is positive.

Results also revealed a significant total effect of youth’s 
resilience MR on internalizing problems. That is, youth that 
think that others in general perceive them as having more 
resilience skills display fewer internalizing problems.

Regarding externalizing problems (Table  3), mediation 
analyses revealed a significant indirect effect of the behavioral 
dimension of youth’s MR on externalizing problems through 
behavioral SR. Since the direct effect was non-significant, the 
behavioral SR totally mediated this relation. That is, youth 
that think that others in general perceive them as having more 
behavioral problems also reported higher levels of negative 
behavioral SR (Behavioral MR → Behavioral SR B = 0.656, 
SE = 0.029, p < 0.001, 95% CI = 0.599, 0.713) and youth with 
higher behavioral SR displayed more externalizing problems 
(Behavioral SR → Externalizing B = 4.801, SE = 0.866, p < 0.001, 
95% CI = 3.100, 6.503). Figure  2 depicts the significant total, 
direct, and indirect effects.

As for the covariates, results showed that being female is 
associated with higher levels of internalizing problems, while 
being male is associated with higher levels of externalizing 
problems. Finally, higher placement change was associated with 
higher levels of internalizing problems (Table  3).TA
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Moderated Mediation Analyses
Based on the results of the multiple mediation analyses, the 
statistically significant indirect effects obtained were then tested 
for moderated mediation. Youth’s age was analyzed as a first 

stage moderation (path a), and the size of the residential care 
unit as a second stage moderation (path b). Mean centering 
was used for product terms. Moderator’s values of low and 
high are the mean plus/minus one standard deviation. As can 

TABLE 3 | Multiple mediation models.

Covariates, predictors,  
and mediators

Dependent variables

Internalizing problems Externalizing problems

Coeff. (SE) 95% CI Coeff. (SE) 95% CI

 Covariates

 Sex1 −1.712 (0.611)** [−2.888, −0.514] 2.152 (0.903)* [0.379, 3.927]

 Previous maltreatment experiences −0.040 (0.415) [−0.854, 0.774] −0.312 (0.632) [−1.554, 0.931]
 SES −0.098 (0.292) [−0.671, 0.475] −0.061 (436) [−0.917, 0.795]
 Placement length 0.049 (0.078) [−0.104, 0.203] −0.171 (0.114) [0.395, 0.054]
 Number of previous placements 1.022 (439)* [0.160, 1.884] −0.012 (0.674) [−1.312, 1.336]

Predictor: Social MR

 Total effect −0.252 (0.443) [−1.181, 0.677] −0.571 (0.780) [−1.965, 0.823]
 Direct effect −0.058 (0.525) [−1.088, 0.973] −0.148 (0.776) [−1.377, 1.672]
 Indirect effect
  Social SR −0.327 (0.305) [−0.946, 0.236] −0.180 (0.409) [−0.923, 0.448]
  Competence SR 0.098 (0.122) [−0.127, 0.350] −0.078 (0.351) [−0.375, 0.188]
  Relational SR −0.088 (0.137) [−0.388, 0.157] −0.053 (0.181) [−0.431, 0.286]
  Behavioral SR −0.089 (0.091) [−0.321, 0.022] −0.332 (0.219) [−0.833, 0.050]
  Emotional SR 0.125 (0.095) [−0.035, 0.342] −0.027 (0.064) [−0.173, 0.097]
  Misfit SR 0.086 (0.072) [−0.045, 0.244] −0.049 (0.112) [−0.304, 0.151]

Predictor: Resilience MR

 Total effect −0.993 (0.408)* [−1.794, −0.191] 0.378 (0.691) [−0.839, 1.596]
 Direct effect −0.822 (0.453) [−1.711, 0.068] 0.482 (0.691) [−0.875, 1.839]
 Indirect effect
  Social SR −0.156 (0.144) [−0.454, 0.114] −0.097 (0.188) [−0.494,0.246]
  Competence SR 0.136 (0.164) [−0.186, 0.461] −0.124 (0.218) [−0.584,0.278]
  Relational SR −0.128 (0.184) [−0.498, 0.242] −0.078 (0.250) [−0.543,0.436]
  Behavioral SR 0.028 (0.057) [−0.078, 0.155] 0.177 (0.173) [−0.140, 0.543]
  Emotional SR −0.078 (0.155) [−0.190, 0.094] 0.013 (0.039) [−0.055, 0.109]
  Misfit SR −0.016 (0.029) [−0.091, 0.025] 0.006 (0.033) [−0.055, 0.084]

Predictor: Emotional MR

 Total effect 2.890 (0.491)*** [1.926, 3.854] −0.481 (0.748) [−1.951, 0.989]
 Direct effect 2.002 (0.579)*** [0.865, 3.149] −0.038 (0.882) [−1.769, 1.693]
 Indirect effect
  Social SR 0.057 (0.067) [−0.057, 0.211] 0.024 (0.061) [−0.080, 0.171]
  Competence SR 0.032 (0.049) [−0.053, 0.144] −0.042 (0.085) [−0.241, 0.113]
  Relational SR 0.009 (0.033) [−0.057, 0.086] 0.012 (0.053) [−0.094, 0.129]
  Behavioral SR −0.114 (0.088) [−0.324, −0.014] −0.327 (0.200) [−0.752, 0.053]
  Emotional SR 1.080 (0.327) [0.474, 1.754] −0.238 (0.450) [−1.130, 0.634]
  Misfit SR −0.176 (0.140) [−0.464, 0.095] 0.129 (0.289) [−0.415, 0.729]

Predictor: Behavioral MR

 Total effect −0.828 (0.371)* [−1.556, −0.100] 3.675 (0.575)*** [2.546, 4.805]
 Direct effect −1.791 (0.530)*** [−2.832, −0.751] 0.484 (0.796) [−1.080, 2.048]
 Indirect effect
  Social SR −0.001 (0.034) [−0.095, 0.052] −0.001 (0.031) [−0.067, 0.066]
  Competence SR −0.045 (0.060) [−0.182, 0.065] 0.046 (0.085) [−0.111, 0.228]
  Relational SR 0.000 (0.024) [−0.051, 0.050] −0.005 (0.031) [−0.085, 0.048]
  Behavioral SR 1.024 (0.516) [0.009, 2.027] 3.151 (0.606) [1.955, 4.332]
  Emotional SR −0.004 (0.064) [−0.137, 0.123] 0.004 (0.029) [−0.064, 0.068]
  Misfit SR −0.002 (0.025) [−0.062, 0.047] −0.005 (0.033) [−0.093, 0.046]

Total effect model R2a= 0.129 0.096
Direct effect model R2a= 0.176 0.152

1Sex: 1 – Male and 0 – Female. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.
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be seen in Table 4, no moderated mediation effects were found. 
According to the index of moderated mediation, neither age 
nor the number of youths living in the residential care unit 
significantly moderated the indirect effect of the dimensions 
of youth’s MR on youth internalizing and externalizing problems 
through youth’s SR dimensions.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we  aimed to explore the associations between 
the MR of youth in residential care and their mental health, 
considering the mediating role of SR domains in those 
associations. Additionally, we  aimed to test if these relations 
were moderated by youth’s age and residential care size. Although 
we have not found support for the second and third hypotheses 
(i.e., the moderated mediation pathways), our findings supported 
our first hypothesis by revealing the mediating role of several 
domains of youth’s SR in those associations.

Specifically, we  found that youth that think that others in 
general perceive them as having more behavioral problems 
reveal more externalizing and internalizing problems and that 
this association was mediated by higher levels of negative 
behavioral SR. Likewise, youth that think that others in general 
perceive them as having more emotional problems, also perceive 
themselves as having more emotional problems, and in turn 
have more internalizing problems. Taken together, these findings 
add to the empirical evidence on the risk factors associated 
with youth’s mental health in residential care by demonstrating 
that youth’s perceptions of their social images (i.e., MR) are 
associated with their internalizing and externalizing problems. 
Findings also complement a previous study (Calheiros et  al., 
2020a) analyzing the link between youth’s MR and SR moderated 
by social support, by showing that youth’s SR not only are 
related to their MR but also function as mediators of associations 
between youth’s MR and their mental health.

Findings also revealed that the dimensions of youth’s MR 
and SR with stronger significant associations with their mental 
health outcomes are semantically related to the mental health 
dimension to which they are associated. Indeed, youth’s behavioral 
MR showed a stronger association with externalizing problems, 
while youth’s emotional MR showed a stronger association 
with internalizing problems. Moreover, emotional SR were the 
main mediator for internalizing problems and behavioral SR 
were the main mediator for externalizing problems. These 
results are consistent with studies with other types of samples 
demonstrating that a specific SR domain was more strongly 
associated with outcomes that are relevant to that domain 
(Marsh and Craven, 2006). Namely, prior research has shown 
that specific behaviors are best predicted by specific self-esteem 
domains connected to those behaviors (Rosenberg et al., 1995). 
In line with that study, a meta-analysis on the effectiveness 
of self-concept interventions demonstrated that specific self-
concept domains more logically related to the intended aims 
of the intervention had larger effects than those less logically 

FIGURE 2 | Model examining the associations between youth’s meta-representations (MR) and their mental health (i.e., internalizing and externalizing problems) 
mediated by their self-representations (SR). Coefficients in brackets refer to the total effects of MR domains on internalizing and externalizing problems. 1)Estimate 
obtained in the model for internalizing problems. 2)Estimate obtained in the model for externalizing problems. 3)Estimate obtained in both models. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, 
and ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4 | Moderated mediation models.

Indirect effect

Index of moderated mediation

Age NYRC

Coeff. (SE) 95% CI Coeff. (SE) 95% CI

Emotional MR → 
Emotional SR → 
Internalizing

−0.063 
(0.042)

(−0.152, 0.013) 0.028 (0.020) (−0.014, 0.067)

Behavioral MR → 
Behavioral SR → 
Internalizing

−0.001 
(0.021)

(−0.044, 0.045) −0.019 (0.020) (−0.060, 0.019)

Behavioral MR → 
Behavioral SR → 
Externalizing

−0.055 
(0.034)

(−0.118, 0.015) −0.055 (0.034) (−0.118, 0.015)

NYRC, Number of youths living in the residential care unit.
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related or global self-esteem (O’Mara et  al., 2006). Consistent 
with this body of research, findings of this study support the 
domain-specific nature of associations among MR, SR, and  
behaviors.

Regarding the covariates, the results showing that females 
reveal higher levels of internalizing problems while males reveal 
higher levels of externalizing problems are consistent with 
previous research documenting sex differences in mental health 
outcomes of youth in residential care (Schmid et  al., 2008; 
Jozefiak et al., 2016). Similarly, the positive association between 
the number of previous placements and youth’s internalizing 
problems is also in line with existing evidence on the detrimental 
role of placement change on the mental health of young people 
in out-of-home care (Aarons et al., 2010; Rosenthal and Villegas, 
2010; Jones et  al., 2011).

The significant direct associations between MR and mental 
health found in this study also merit mention. Specifically, 
while the indirect effect of youth’s behavioral MR on internalizing 
problems (described above) was positive, youth’s behavioral 
MR also showed a negative direct association with those 
problems, indicating that youth that think that others in general 
perceive them as having more behavioral problems display 
lower levels of internalizing problems. The opposite directions 
of the direct and indirect effect of youth’s behavioral MR on 
their internalizing problems indicate a competitive mediation 
(Zhao et  al., 2010) and point to other possible mediators that 
might explain that negative association. For instance, based 
on the identity threat model of stigma (Major and O’Brien, 
2005), it could be  that youth’s perceptions of being perceived 
as more behaviorally problematic, being identity threatening 
(i.e., perceived as harmful for their social identity), might 
instigate the use of active coping responses (e.g., seeking for 
the support of residential care worker) that may protect them 
from developing internalizing problems. Additionally, youth’s 
emotional MR were also directly and positively associated with 
those problems. That is, youth that think that others in general 
perceive them as having more emotional problems also displayed 
more emotional problems, regardless of the mediating role of 
their emotional SR. Thus, in addition to this mediator, other 
emotional, cognitive, and or behavioral responses might 
be  underlying that association. Finally, results also revealed 
that youth that think that others in general perceive them as 
having more resilience skills have fewer internalizing problems. 
It might be  that youth’s perceptions of being seen as resilient 
might stimulate their confidence in overcoming their challenging 
circumstances, thus promoting their positive adaptation and 
mental health. Future studies should explore these alternative 
hypotheses of possible mechanisms that might account for 
these direct effects.

Notwithstanding the need for future work, this study reinforces 
the idea that members of stigmatized groups who are aware 
of negative social images may incorporate those images into 
their SR (Crocker and Major, 1989) and that when negative 
stereotypes are perceived by children and youth, they may 
have negative consequences for their wellbeing and psychological 
adjustment (e.g., Major and O’Brien, 2005; Baams et  al., 2013; 
Puhl and King, 2013). This study also suggests that this 

association is partially explained by the internalization of others’ 
reflected appraisals on SR. Thus, in line with the internalization 
perspectives (Kools, 1997), we  hypothesize that youth in care 
might perceive and internalize the negative social images 
associated with them. The internalization of these images as 
a negative self-concept might contribute to explain the higher 
levels of mental health problems of youth in residential care 
when compared to youth in normative contexts, consistently 
documented in the literature of this field (Hukkanen et  al., 
1999; Heflinger et  al., 2000; Tarren-Sweeney and Vetere, 2013;  
Rodríguez et  al., 2015; Jozefiak et  al., 2016).

By the same token, these findings also suggest that youth’s 
internalizations of positive meta-perceptions in their SR are 
associated with better mental health outcomes. Actually, 
altogether, the pattern of associations obtained in this study 
clearly suggests that the more positive youths’ perceptions 
of their social images are in each of the domains evaluated, 
the more positive their SR, and the better their mental health 
outcomes. As such, findings of this study bear important 
practical implications for interventions both at the community 
level and in residential care settings. Specifically, these results 
emphasize the importance of raising awareness, among the 
overall community and residential care professionals, about 
the existence of social images of youth in residential care 
and their potential effect on these youth regarding both the 
way they perceive themselves and their mental health outcomes. 
These results highlight the need for a shift of the discourse 
about the residential care environment toward a more positive 
perspective, focused on its strengths and potential, so that 
in can begin to be  seen as a more positive environment for 
the development of the young people in care (Arpini, 2003). 
Residential care leavers are one of the most socially excluded 
groups of young people in society. The stigma associated 
with a residential care history is one of the main predictors 
of exclusion (Ibrahim and Howe, 2011): Negative social images 
can negatively impact the reintegration of residential care 
leavers not only via social discrimination, but also through 
self-imposed isolation and limitation of social exposure to 
avoid discriminatory or stigmatizing situations. Thus, at the 
community level, there is a need to deconstruct the negative 
social images of youth in residential care and increase the 
social awareness of the negative consequences they may 
produce, namely, at the level of their reintegration in their 
communities. To that end, efforts should be  made to provide 
young people with environments where their skills and strengths 
can be  expressed and acknowledged (Noble-Carr and 
Woodman, 2018).

Interventions aimed at promoting youth’s positive sense 
of self should also include the residential care staff as main 
agents. These professionals must be  mobilized to avoid 
negatively labeling and stereotyping these young people, 
since social stereotypes of young people in care cannot 
be reframed as long as residential care professionals reinforce 
such beliefs (Hodas, 2005). Thus, professionals training 
programs should help residential care staff recognize their 
biases, raise their awareness on youth’s normative development 
processes, and stimulate the development of adequate strategies 
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for dealing with the challenges posed by this development 
phase. Residential youth care workers should be  especially 
targeted in these interventions, since they are the adult 
figures who are in daily contact with the youth in care, 
and one of the main and closest support providers in their 
lives (Bastiaanssen et al., 2014; Lanctôt et al., 2016; Sulimani-
Aidan, 2016; Silva et al., 2021). Thus, residential care workers 
should focus more on the positive aspects and abilities of 
the young people in care and prepare them to cope with 
their perceived negative social images, by helping them make 
realistic appreciations of their strengths and weaknesses 
(Harter, 2015). To that end, in their interactions youth the 
youth in care, residential care workers should be  trained 
to communicate approval contingent on youth’s adequate 
behavior so as to stimulate accurate perceptions of their 
positive attributes contingent on palpable achievements. This 
recognition of competence would help youth own these new 
positive identity inputs, thereby enabling the development 
of a secure and realistic positive identity (Hiles et  al., 2014; 
Smith et al., 2017; Noble-Carr and Woodman, 2018; Marshall 
et  al., 2020). Not less importantly, care workers should also 
be  trained in providing youth with constructive feedback 
regarding their negative attributes, so as to continually 
motivate them for self-improvement.

For these strategies to be effective, they must be implemented 
within genuine caring relationships with the youth in care 
(Smith et  al., 2017; Marshall et  al., 2020). Therefore, efforts 
should be  made to promote relationship-based practice in 
residential care (Ruch et  al., 2010; Cahill et  al., 2016), by 
training residential care workers in building positive 
developmental relationships with these young people (Holden 
and Sellers, 2019). Such relationships are paramount to create 
an effective therapeutic milieu in residential care settings that 
can scaffold youth’s potential and actively support the 
development of a positive sense of self (Holden, 2009; Whittaker 
et  al., 2016; Holden and Sellers, 2019; Izzo et  al., 2020). 
Considering that in Portugal, generalist residential care still 
accounts for the majority of out-of-home care placements, a 
shift in public policy is needed toward promoting the integration 
of therapeutic residential care models, following the guidelines 
provided by Whittaker et  al. (2016) and by specific evidence-
based programs, such as the CARE model (Holden, 2009; 
Holden et  al., 2014).

An important limitation of this study is that the study 
design does not allow inferences to be  made about the 
causality of these effects. Since this is a cross-sectional 
study, we  cannot conclude about causality. Therefore, while 
youth’s self-perceptions may, indeed, be  explained by their 
meta-perceptions, they may also predict their meta-
perceptions (Kenny et  al., 1994). Additionally, although 
youth’s SR may precede their internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors, they may also be  affected by them. Indeed, self-
fulfilling prophecies may be  at stake here, whereby the 
targets of the reflected appraisals come to behave in ways 
that are consistent with the expectations of others and may 
alter their self-concepts as result of this behavior (Crocker 
and Major, 1989). Thus, future studies analyzing the direction 

of effects hypothesized in this study should employ 
longitudinal designs, considering the potential role of youth’s 
baseline mental health, so as to provide a more robust 
empirical test of that causal order. Future studies should 
also control the generalized other about whom young people 
were thinking when they completed the questionnaire. Youth 
were asked to think about how people in general think 
about them, but some may have thought about family and 
friends, others about people in the community, and others 
about people at school, among others. It would also 
be important to compare the role of general others’ reflected 
appraisals with that of specific others’ reflected appraisals, 
given that prior studies have indicated that certain people 
have a greater influence on certain SR dimensions than 
others (Cole, 1991; Branje et  al., 2003; Bois et  al., 2005; 
Pfeifer et  al., 2009). Finally, this study did not consider 
potential peer contagion processes within the residential 
care settings, which have been shown to be  relevant in 
understanding externalizing problems in residential care 
youth (Dishion et  al., 1999, Ryan et  al., 2008). Thus, future 
studies focused on analyzing the pathways hypothesized in 
this study should also consider potential peer contagion 
effects on youth’s externalizing problem behavior. It would 
also be  important in future studies to calculate the effect 
of setting on the hypothesized model, through a multilevel 
analysis. To that end, researchers should make efforts to 
ensure the participation of at least 30 youth per residential 
setting (i.e., level-2 unit) so as to achieve sufficient power 
to detect cross-level interactions (Shen, 2016).

CONCLUSION

In sum, findings of this study showed that the perceptions 
that youth in residential care have of their social images (i.e., 
MR) are related to their SR and that specific SR domains are 
related to youth’s mental health outcomes. Specifically, perceiving 
themselves as neither behaviorally nor emotionally problematic 
is associated with less internalizing and externalizing problems. 
Considering these results, this study highlights the importance 
of stimulating positive SR in youth in residential care, given 
their positive association with their mental health. Among 
other strategies suggested by Harter (1999), and based on this 
study’s results, we  underline that it is important to encourage 
the belief that positive SR can be  achieved, increase awareness 
of the origins of negative self-perceptions, and promote the 
internalization, by the youth in care, of others’ positive opinions 
of them.
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APPENDIX 1 SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS ITEMS AND CATEGORIES

Item Categories

Mensal income 1 = <500€; 2 = 500–1000€; 3 = >1000€
Income source 1 = irregular income, from allowance; 2 = weekly income; 3 = mensal income, heritage, fortune acquired, independent worker income

Habitation
1 = house without the necessary living conditions, “shack” with inappropriate living conditions; 2 = house with the necessary living 
conditions; 3 = comfortable house

Residence place
1 = Neighborhood of low value, close to factories/ports/contaminated water/tents; Neighborhood with “shack, in an unhealthy 
suburban area, with very little value; 2 = Neighborhood with old buildings, less valued and less comfortable than the next; 
3 = Residential neighborhood with well-preserved houses, large, wooded avenues, moderate value zone

Parental academic level 1 = Elementary school; 2 = Middle school; 3 = High school or Higher education
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This study aimed to revise the Chinese version of the Basic Empathy Scale for college
students. The cluster random sampling method was used to select 805 college students
from two universities to conduct confirmatory factor analysis, correlation analysis,
reliability analysis, and an independent samples t-test. The confirmatory factor analysis
model illustrated that the two-factor model failed to fit the data, and the two-factor
model with methodological effect was finally accepted. Therefore, the questionnaire
exhibits a strong methodological effect among Chinese college students which requires
further study. Emotional and cognitive empathy had a significant positive correlation with
gratitude and Internet altruism behavior, which showed good convergent validity. The
gender difference test revealed that the emotional empathy level of girls was significantly
higher than that of boys. The revised Basic Empathy Scale showed acceptable reliability
and validity.

Keywords: college students, revision, BES, psychometric properties, exploratory structural equation modeling

INTRODUCTION

Empathy is a combination of cognitive ability and emotional response, particularly the ability or
tendency to perceive other people’s feelings and emotional states (Chen and Shi, 2007). Gladstein
(1983) proposed two main types of empathy: cognitive and emotional. Cognitive empathy refers to
an understanding of the purposes, intentions, and beliefs of others, whereas emotional empathy
refers to the feelings of others’ emotional states (Chen, 2013). College students experience a
critical period of transition from adolescence to adulthood. Moreover, their low empathy levels
could characterize psychological problems, such as autism, alexithymia, and depression. Swart
et al. (2009) found that college students with high levels of alexithymia scored poorly on first-
level emotional tasks, which indicates a deficiency in their ability to understand other people’s
emotions. Similarly, Deng et al. (2017) discovered that serious alexithymia indicated an obvious
defect in empathy. Moreover, Zhang (2016) found that depression among college students was
significantly and negatively correlated with empathy. The dynamic model of empathy (Liu et al.,
2009) posits that people with low levels of empathy exhibit a low ability to deal with other
people’s behavior and difficulty in understanding other people’s emotions and empathizing with
them; their behavior too is less likely to be understood by others, increasing their tendency to
experience interpersonal distress. It is therefore clear that empathy has an important positive effect
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on the cultivation of personality among college students and
optimizes interpersonal relationships. Further research should be
conducted on college Students’ ability to empathize.

Numerous measurement tools for empathy are available,
the most common being the Hogan Empathy Scale (HES)
(Hogan, 1969) to measure cognitive empathy, the Questionnaire
Measure of Emotional Empathy (QMEE) (Mthrabian and
Epstien, 1972) to measure emotional empathy, the Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (IRI) (Davis, 1996), and the Basic Empathy Scale
(BES) (Darrick and David, 2006) to measure multidimensional
empathy. In addition to the two dimensions of appropriate
accommodation and socializing style, HES also has sensitivity
and other orientations. Therefore, HES is not a pure empathy
scale, but more like a social skills scale (Johnson et al., 1983).
The controversy over QMEE argues that it is related to the
ability to evoke emotions in the overall environment, rather
than specifically targeting human emotions (Mehrabian et al.,
1988). In addition, Darrick believes that QMEE confuses empathy
with sympathy and uses college students as a norm to assess
the empathy level of offenders or similar groups (Darrick
and David, 2006). The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI),
which is widely used in China, measures other non-empathic
variables related to empathy, such as fantasy and personal pain,
which are more similar to evaluating imagination and self-
emotional control (Simon and Sally, 2004). Darrick and David
(2006) introduced the BES to circumvent the shortcomings
of the previous main empathy scale, which was suitable for
the tenth grade. This scale has been widely used in several
cultures with acceptable reliability and validity. For example,
the Cronbach’s α of the French youth revision of the BES was
0.80 and of the emotional and cognitive empathy subscales were
0.77 and 0.66, respectively, with acceptable structural viability
(D’Ambrosio et al., 2009). The Cronbach’s α of the Italian youth
revision of the BES was 0.87 and that of the emotional and
cognitive empathy subscales were 0.86 and 0.74, respectively,
with good structural validity (Albiero et al., 2009). Li et al.
(2011) revised the BES among the Chinese youth population
and used confirmatory factor analysis to support the two-
factor model with methodical effect (reverse-scoring items as
the third dimension), and found that the questionnaire had an
acceptable coefficient of internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s
α of 0.777 for the total scale. Meanwhile, the Cronbach’s α of
the cognitive and emotional empathy scales were 0.746 and
0.718, respectively. However, Carré et al. (2013) revised the
BES among adult samples and found that three dimensions,
namely the Cronbach’s α of emotional contagion (CONT),
cognitive empathy (EMP), and emotional disconnection (DIS),
were 0.72, 0.69, and 0.80, respectively, with good structural
validity. Therefore, the psychological structure of empathy may
be influenced by culture and age.

Ding and Song (2017) discovered that college Students’ ability
to empathize was significantly and positively correlated with
gratitude and that individuals with high gratitude were likely to
exhibit strong empathy responses to other people’s unfortunate
events, thereby enhancing their helping behavior. Individuals
with a high sense of gratitude are likely to experience and
feel others’ emotions and enhance empathic responses toward

others. Furthermore, empathy has a significant and positive
predictive effect on Internet altruistic behavior (Jiang et al.,
2016). Internet altruistic behavior is a voluntary act that benefits
others in a network situation, while helpers lack a clear selfish
motive (Peng and Fan, 2005). This behavior manifests in the
reminder, support, and guidance of others in cyberspace, as well
as in information sharing with others, which is a positive pro-
social behavior. Therefore, this study assumes that empathy is
significantly and positively related to gratitude traits and Internet
altruistic behavior.

Based on the presented theoretical basis and practical
requirements, given that the BES cannot be applied directly to
college students in China, this scale needs to be revised for
Chinese college students. Therefore, the scale’s reliability and
validity among college students were tested to develop a BES
suitable for college students in China.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The study protocol was approved by the Research Ethics
Committee of the University of Science and Technology Liaoning
(China). The cluster stratified sampling method was used to
select two universities in two Chinese cities. Eight majors
(materials, chemical industry, automation, mathematics, physics,
management, foreign languages, and education) were taken as
clusters. The four grades were classified as stratification. Random
sampling was then performed for different majors in the four
grades. A total of 850 college students participated in the study, of
which 805 were included in the sample, with an age range of 17–
23 years and an average age of 20.46 years (SD = 1.45). A total of
522 (64.8%) boys and 283 girls (35.2%) participated in the study.
Among the respondents, 500 (62.1%) were engineering students,
160 (19.9%) were science students, and 145 (18%) were liberal arts
students. The participants had to sign a consent form.

Measures
Basic Empathy Scale
Darrick and David (2006) compiled the BES with items that were
generated based on the definitions of emotional and cognitive
empathy and were drawn from four basic emotions (fear, sadness,
anger, and happiness), thereby preventing social desirability bias.
The scale was divided into two dimensions: emotional empathy,
which comprised 11 items, and cognitive empathy, which
comprised nine items, yielding a total of 20 items (including
eight reverse-scoring items; Darrick and David, 2006). A five-
point Likert scale was used, where 1 = “completely disagree” and
5 = “completely agree.” A high score indicated strong empathy.

The Gratitude Questionnaire-6
Using the Gratitude Questionnaire-6 from Mccullough et al.
(2002) and the revised version by Li et al. (2012), this study
adopted six items, which were measured using a seven-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 = “totally disagree” to 7 = “completely
agree.” Among these, a reverse-scoring item was included. After
scoring, the average score of the six items was calculated.
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A high score indicated strong trait gratitude. The Cronbach’s α

coefficient of the questionnaire in this study was 0.834.

The Internet Altruistic Behavior Questionnaire
This study adopted the IABQ compiled by Zheng et al. (2011).
It contains 26 items and is scored on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 = “none” to 5 = “always.” A high score reflects
an individual’s high engagement with Internet altruistic behavior.
The questionnaire included four subscales: network support,
network guidance, network sharing, and network reminders. In
this study, the Cronbach’s α coefficient for the total scale was
0.937. The Cronbach’s α coefficients of the subscales of network
support, guidance, sharing, and reminders were 0.872, 0.832,
0.766, and 0.786, respectively.

Procedure
This study obtained authorization from Dr. Darrick Jolliffe to
revise the BES. The scale was first independently translated
into Chinese by a psychology professor and agreed upon after
the discussion. We subsequently asked a Chinese American
psychology professor to translate the Chinese-translated version
back into English. We then compared the translated English
with the original text, modified the items with considerable
differences in translation, and further improved the accuracy
of the questionnaire translation. Finally, a Chinese psychology
professor and several graduate psychology students were asked
to evaluate the content validity to ensure that it conformed to
Chinese culture and semantics in terms of expression habits and
living customs. Thirty Chinese college students were randomly
selected to complete the scale since they would understand it and
a final questionnaire was developed.

The questionnaire was then formally tested. First, all college
students who took the test were asked to complete an informed
consent form. Second, the students were asked to provide
demographic data. Finally, they were asked to complete the
questionnaire. The data collection process was administered
by a Chinese psychology professor and several undergraduate
students; the main researcher was also present in the classroom
and collected the questionnaires after the students completed
them. Considering that some items of the questionnaire may be
traumatic and cause discomfort to the participants, we used a
comforting and dignified way after the test to help the subjects
get rid of the negative influence caused by the test situation. After
the questionnaires were completed, they were collected by the
main researcher.

After 2 months, 52 subjects were randomly selected from the
sample to fill out the basic empathy questionnaire to test the
reliability of our measurement.

Data Analysis
The data were analyzed using SPSS 23.0 and Mplus 8.4. Item
analysis was used to investigate the discrimination of the items.
The internal consistency coefficient values were determined
using reliability analysis. Evidence for construct validity was
obtained through exploratory structural equation modeling
(ESEM; Asparouhov and Muthén, 2009). To determine the
degree of fit of the model, certain commonly used fitting

indices were selected for this study: the chi-square goodness-of-
fit statistic, the comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis index
(TLI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). Correlation
analysis was used to investigate correlations between different
variables. The independent samples t-test was used to analyze
gender differences.

RESULTS

Item Analysis
We initially calculated the corrected item-total r (Chen et al.,
2015). The corrected item-total r refers to the correlation
coefficient between the score of each item and the total score
of each item that remains in the subscale. The corrected item-
total r of the emotional empathy subscale ranges from 0.310 to
0.514 and from 0.324 to 0.510 for the cognitive empathy subscale
(Table 1). Evidently, both were greater than 0.30. Then, item-
total r was calculated (Hao and Hong, 2014). The total item r
refers to the correlation between the item and the total score of
the corresponding subscale. The item-total r of the emotional
empathy subscale is between 0.423 and 0.628, ps < 0.01, and
the item-total r of the cognitive empathy subscale is between
0.479 and 0.657, ps < 0.01 (Table 1). Both values were greater
than 0.30. Finally, according to the respondents’ high and low
grouping at 27% before and after each subscale score with
an independent sample t-test to compare the high and low
group scores of each item, all items are significantly different.
Table 1 reports the results. Therefore, all items of the scale were
well discriminated.

Validity Analysis
Exploratory Structural Equation Modeling
After the reverse score of the relevant items, a two-factor model
of the original data was conducted. The questionnaire’s initial
design theory set a two-factor model that included two related
factors: emotional empathy (Factor I) and cognitive empathy
(Factor II). Table 2 presents the fitting indices of ESEM. The two-
factor fitting indices illustrate that the two-factor model failed to
fit the data well.

Combined with Li et al.’s (2011) study on the analysis of the
two-factor model of the revised empathy scale for adolescents,
the two-factor model with the methodological effect was further
examined in this study. Based on the aforementioned emotional
and cognitive empathy dimensions, a methodological effect
dimension was added, and its loading was derived from all
reverse-scored items (Figure 1). Table 2 lists the fitting indices.
Although the CFI and TLI were not within the acceptable cut-off
(0.90), RMSEA and SRMR met the psychometric requirements
(Hai and Wen, 2013). Some item residuals are strongly correlated
with each other. In the correction of the covariant relation of the
item residuals, the correlation between two item residuals with
the largest MI index was gradually established. Subsequently, the
correction model fitting indices improved the desirability. Table 2
shows that all indices were accepted.
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TABLE 1 | Corrected item–total r, the item–total r, and Cr value.

Item number Item Corrected item–total r Item–total r Cr

1 我朋友的情绪不太能影响我。(My friends’ emotions don’t affect me
much)

0.360** 0.506** 40.951***

2 当身边的朋友在为某事难过时,我通常会感到,难过。(After being with a
friend who is sad about something, I usually feel sad)

0.420** 0.541** 36.210***

4 当我看到经典的恐怖电影中的角色时,我会害 怕。(I get frightened when
I watch characters in a good scary movie)

0.301** 0.499** 70.732***

5 我很容易陷入进别人的情感中。(I get caught up in other people’s
feelings easily)

0.421** 0.574** 58.808***

7 当我看到别人哭时,我不会悲伤。(I don’t become sad when I see
other people crying)

0.461** 0.592** 42.000***

8 别人的情感一点也不会打扰我。(Other people’s feeling don’t bother
me at all)

0.514** 0.628** 56.593***

11 当我在电视或电影里看悲伤的场面时,我常常,感到伤心。(I often
become sad when watching sad things on TV or in film)

0.365** 0.504** 47.225***

13 看到一个被激怒的人对我的情感没有任何影响。(Seeing a person who
has been angered has no effect on my feelings)

0.362** 0.506** 37.533***

15 当我和害怕的朋友在一起时,我容易感到害怕。(I tend to feel scared
when I am with friends who are afraid)

0.310** 0.433** 60.515***

17 我经常卷进朋友的情感中。(I often get swept up in my friends’
feelings)

0.312** 0.456** 50.930***

18 我朋友的不幸并没有让我有任何感觉。(My friend’s unhappiness
doesn’t make me feel anything)

0.323** 0.453** 35.809***

3 当我的朋友在某事上做得很好时,我能理解他//她的快乐。(I can
understand my friend’s happiness when she/he does well at
something)

0.324** 0.479** 27.544***

6 我发现我很难意识到我的朋友在经受恐惧。(I find it hard to know
when my friends are frightened)

0.331** 0.525** 39.854**

9 当有人感到“失落”时,我通常能理解他们的感 受。(When someone is
feeling “down,” I can usually understand how they feel)

0.341** 0.501** 34.066***

10 当我的朋友害怕的时候,我通常都能够感受到。(I can usually work out
when my friends are scared)

0.423** 0.569** 33.270***

12 我能够在人们告诉我之前就理解他们的感 受。(I can often understand
how people are feeling even before they tell me)

0.366** 0.541** 34.106***

14 我通常能看出人们什么时候高兴。(I can usually work out when
people are cheerful)

0.386** 0.544** 35.456***

16 当我朋友生气,我可以很快意识到。(I can usually realize quickly when
a friend is angry)

0.402** 0.557** 37.687***

19 我通常不能意识到我朋友们的感受。(I am not usually aware of my
friends’ feelings)

0.510** 0.657** 50.425***

20 我很难弄清楚我的朋友们什么时候开心。(I have trouble figuring out
when my friends are happy)

0.467** 0.625** 48.426***

**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, emotional empathy: item 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 11, 13, 15, 17, 18. cognitive empathy: item 3, 6, 9, 10, 12, 14, 16, 19, 20.

TABLE 2 | Goodness-of-fit and indices for the competitive models of the BES.

Model χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Two factors 805.904 *** 151 0.775 0.716 0.073 0.055

Two factors with methodological effect 409.648*** 133 0.868 0.812 0.051 0.038

Correction two factors with methodological effect 249.767 *** 128 0.942 0.933 0.034 0.030

***p < 0.001. CFI, the comparative fit index; TLI, the Tucker Lewis Index; RMSEA, the root-mean-square error of approximation; SRMR, the standardized root mean
square residual.

Based on the three-factor model found in the revised
basic empathy scale among the adult population by
Carré et al. (2013), the fit of the model among Chinese
college students was examined. However, no convergence

was observed. The most common reason for model non-
convergence is that latent variables cannot be identified.
The failure to identify latent variables is mainly reflected
in the collinearity between indicators, insignificant loading,
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FIGURE 1 | Two factors model with methodological effect.

and too few measurement indicators. Therefore, the
model was rejected.

Correlation and Convergent Validity
In this study, the GQ-6 and IABQ served as questionnaires to
test the convergent validity of the BES. Table 3 illustrates the
correlation matrix of the BES, the GQ-6 and IABQ. Correlations
between the two scales of BES were 0.304 (p < 0.01) for the total
sample. The BES total scores positively correlated significantly
with the two subscales. The analysis results also revealed a
significant positive correlation between empathy, gratitude and
Internet altruistic behavior.

Reliability Analysis
The reliability analysis revealed that the Cronbach’s α coefficients
of the emotional and cognitive empathy subscales were the same
at 0.72. Furthermore, the Cronbach’s α coefficient of the total
scale was 0.767. The test-retest correlations of the emotional and
cognitive empathy subscales were statistically significant at 0.853
and 0.831, respectively, indicating acceptable temporal stability.

Gender Differences
The data were tested for gender differences. The mean score of
the boys’ emotional empathy dimension was 3.38 (SD ± 0.52),
and their mean cognitive empathy dimension score was 3.66
(SD ± 0.47); the mean score of the girls’ emotional empathy
dimension was 3.63 (SD ± 0.48), and their mean cognitive
empathy dimension score was 3.73 (SD ± 0.46). Thus,
girls scored significantly higher than boys in the emotional
empathy dimension (t = 6.622, p < 0.001), and the cognitive
empathy dimension did not differ significantly (t = 1.902,
p = 0.057).

DISCUSSION

This study revised the BES for suitability for college students
in China. Item analysis revealed that the 20 items in the
questionnaire exhibited good item discrimination. The internal
consistency coefficients of the emotional and cognitive empathy
subscales were the same at 0.72. Additionally, the reliability
of the total scale was 0.767. The test-retest correlations were
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TABLE 3 | Correlations among scales of the BES, GQ-6, and the IABQ (N = 805).

Scale 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1.Empathy 1

2.Emotional empathy 0.828** 1

3.Cognitive empathy 0.786** 0.304** 1

4.Trait gratitude 0.371** 0.242** 0.364** 1

5.Internet altruistic behavior 0.164** 0.124** 0.142** 0.139** 1

6.Network support 0.226** 0.192** 0.172** 0.167** 0.874** 1

7.Network guidance 0.065 0.023 0.084* 0.044 0.871** 0.652** 1

8.Network sharing 0.059 0.028 0.070* 0.072* 0.852** 0.657** 0.719** 1

9.Network reminders 0.203** 0.170** 0.158** 0.187** 0.871** 0.709** 0.659** 0.624** 1

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

0.853 and 0.831, respectively. Therefore, the psychometric
standards were satisfied. The factor analysis results revealed
that the internal structure and number of items in the
revised questionnaire were similar to those in the original
questionnaire. The correction model fit indices revealed that
the CFI and TFI were greater than 0.90, and the RMSEA and
SRMR were less than 0.08. Thus, all fit indices satisfied the
psychological measurement standards, and the scale exhibited a
clear structure.

In this study, the GQ-6 and IABS were used as questionnaires
to test the convergent validity of the BES. The results showed
that cognitive empathy, emotional empathy, and gratitude
were significantly and positively correlated with the BES scale.
Gratitude was fundamentally triggered by the perception of
life experiences and positive recognition of the beneficial
activities of others (Liu and Liang, 2011). In the dynamic
model of empathy, cognition is an important link, and high
gratitude improves individual physical recognition of other
people’s behavior. Thus, this factor has a high empathy
ability. Moreover, individuals with high gratitude tend to have
strong sympathetic reactions to others’ negative experiences
(Mccullough et al., 2002) and can feel and sense other
people’s emotions, thereby increasing their empathy toward
others. Furthermore, the findings indicate that empathy
is significantly and positively related to altruism. Notably,
Batson’s empathy–altruism theory suggests that empathy
is the key to and an important source of altruism (Batson,
1987). Furthermore, intense empathy indicates a strong
level of altruism to help alleviate others’ difficulties. In the
network environment, people with high levels of empathy
are aware of a person’s difficult state and are likely to
exhibit Internet altruistic behavior, which is consistent with
previous studies (Zheng and Li, 2006; Zheng and Zhao, 2015;
Jiang et al., 2016).

The results of the gender difference test revealed that girls
performed better than boys on the emotional empathy subscale,
which was consistent with previous studies. Research has found
that girls have an advantage in empathy responses (Preti
et al., 2011; O’Brien et al., 2013). According to the theory
of mirror neurons, cognitive neuroscience studies have found
gender differences in the mirror nervous system of humans,
with females using the mirror nervous system more frequently

than males in perceiving others (Cheng et al., 2008); hence,
they are more likely to produce experiences similar to others.
Thus, females had a higher level of empathy than males.
In terms of psychological characteristics, females have higher
interpersonal sensitivity, particularly toward negative emotional
events, than males. Thus, women process social information
and experience other people’s emotions more intensely than
males, which is one of the reasons for the gender difference
in emotional empathy at the psychological level (Su, 2014).
The socialization of individual gender roles is another reason
for the gender difference in empathy (Chen et al., 2014). The
gender role socialization theory posits that social culture and
education expect women to pay attention to other people’s
emotions, given that they are likely to provide empathetic
responses to the difficulties of others. Meanwhile, men are
expected to be more independent than women. Thus, they tend
to solve problems through rational thinking and are less likely to
display emotionally empathetic responses toward the difficulties
of others.

In conclusion, the revised version of the BES exhibits good
reliability and validity and can be used as a tool to evaluate
college Students’ empathy ability in China. Moreover, empathy
can predict internet altruism (Jiang et al., 2016). Thus, the
questionnaire can also predict college Students’ internet altruism
from an empathy perspective.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

First, this study selected university students as participants,
but non-clinical samples were used. In the future, clinical
samples from college students could be selected to expand the
applicability of the scale. Second, a self-report method was
adopted in this study. These results may have been affected
by the social approval effect. In the future, other methods,
such as interviews, can be used to further verify the reliability
and validity of the scale. Third, as the measurement invariance
test was not carried out in this study, it is unknown whether
there is the same factor structure in different groups. Therefore,
a measurement invariance test would be used to investigate
the structural consistency of empathy in different groups in
the future.
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The aim of this study was to investigate the effects of restrictions and concerns related 
to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) on depression, anxiety, and committed 
action, and examine whether posttraumatic growth (PTG) serves as a protective factor 
for mental health. In particular, this study evaluated the moderating effects of PTG on the 
changes in levels of anxiety, depression, and committed action according to changes in 
COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns using a short-term longitudinal design. The 
Posttraumatic Growth Inventory was administered to 100 adults with significant traumatic 
experience living in the Republic of Korea, and the participants were asked to complete 
diary questionnaires on anxiety, depression, committed action, and restrictions and 
concerns pertaining to COVID-19. The results showed that anxiety and depression 
decreased, and committed action increased with an increase in PTG. These results 
highlight a complex relationship between restrictions and concerns related to COVID-19 
and psychological health; based on the results, we discussed the positive impact of PTG 
on psychological health.

Keywords: COVID-19, posttraumatic growth, depression, anxiety, committed action

INTRODUCTION

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has been posing a significant threat to public health 
worldwide since the end of 2019. The World Health Organization (WHO) declared the disease 
a pandemic, and owing to the spread of variants, rigorous and prolonged social distancing 
practices have been imposed across nations. COVID-19 not only causes concerns regarding 
infection among individuals and those around them, but the implementation of social distancing 
rules has introduced tight restrictions on many activities, such as those related to work, leisure, 
school, social gatherings, and religious activities (Ko, 2020; Orsolini et  al., 2020). Schools have 
been closed and school-age children are having to stay home due to strict social distancing 
measures in response to COVID-19, further aggravating parents’ burden of educating and 
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parenting their children at home (Wang et  al., 2020). As a 
result, many people have been suffering from fear of infection 
as well as psychological distress, such as frustration over job 
loss, financial hardship, and depression and helplessness due 
to alienation and social distancing (Wang et  al., 2020). This 
study was conducted from November 2020 to July 2021. Until 
the beginning of the study, Korea had effectively controlled 
the spread of the infection with a strong Korean quarantine 
(which is called K-Quarantine just like K-POP). However, the 
K-Quarantine was loosened as COVID-19 prolonged. This led 
to the third wave of the virus infections in November 2020 
(The Korea Herald, 2020). It took more than 80 days for the 
country to see its virus caseload increase from 20,000 to 30,000. 
However, it only took 20 days for the country to add another 
10,000 cases after its tally surpassed 30,000  in November 2020. 
Unlike the first and second waves, the cluster infection continued 
in an unspecified group. Consequently, social distancing was 
strengthened, such as only take-out possible at cafes, and 
“Corona Red,” that is, anger and frustration, grew beyond 
“Corona Blue.”

Novel infectious diseases are known to induce extreme, 
uncontrollable, and extensive distress beyond routine levels of 
stress (Main et  al., 2011). People who contracted severe acute 
respiratory syndrome (SARS) in 2003 and survived have been 
reported to experience an array of mental health problems 
since their recovery (Cheng, 2004; Mak et  al., 2009; Wing 
and Leung, 2012). Further, more than 65% of patients who 
contracted Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) in 2015 
were reported to have suffered from depression, anxiety, and 
sleep disorders as well as posttraumatic stress symptoms even 
12 months after recovery (Shin et  al., 2019). According to the 
survey of MERS victims conducted by Lee et  al. (2016), more 
than 90% of the Korean population felt a fear of infection 
for themselves and their families, and the majority of the 
population suffered from emotional distress. In particular, 
restrictions on leaving their houses increased people’s distress. 
Parents of young children were at 1.8 times the risk of developing 
a fear of infection (Nickell et  al., 2004).

What factors serve as a buffer against the adverse effects 
of COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns on mental 
health? In this study, we focus on posttraumatic growth (PTG), 
a coping mechanism developed following trauma experienced 
in the past, in examining receptive attitudes and flexible responses 
to stressful situations related to COVID-19. The term PTG 
refers to the phenomenon in which humans mature and show 
positive changes as they encounter various crises and adversities 
(Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996). People with high PTG are 
expected to engage in committed action, whereby they accept 
their situation when faced with challenges in life, establish 
goals commensurate with their values, and move forward, step 
by step, to achieve those goals (Hayes, 2004).

Until the 1990s, psychological studies were primarily focused 
on examining the vulnerabilities, pathological symptoms, and 
treatments to reduce trauma in victims (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; 
Foa and Riggs, 1993; Keh and Choi, 1993; Ahn, 2005). With 
criticism of the limited, pathological perspectives on trauma, 
more scientific and systematic studies on the positive impact 

of trauma on our lives, that is, the PTG phenomenon, began 
being conducted since the 1990s (Joseph et  al., 1993; Tedeschi 
and Calhoun, 1996). People who have experience PTG have 
not only found significant meaning to life but also strive to 
live life commensurate with their values (Triplett et  al., 2012; 
Groleau et  al., 2013; Im, 2017). Furthermore, people who have 
achieved tremendous growth following a traumatic loss have 
been reported to have broadened perspectives and become 
highly receptive to the finiteness of life and painful emotions, 
such as sorrow (Im, 2013). In other words, PTG is anticipated 
to contribute to preserving mental health by lowering the risk 
of progressing to a psychopathological condition by promoting 
the reception of discomfort and concerns caused by limitations 
in stressful situations, such as falling prey to COVID-19 and 
encouraging individuals to commit to activities that they value. 
For instance, Cui et  al. (2021) reported that COVID-19 ward 
nurses experienced PTG through psychological interventions, 
and it is speculated that PTG enables nurses to handle high-
intensity work with a positive psychological attitude by improving 
self-control and relieving negative emotions (Rodríguez-Rey 
et  al., 2019; Wu et  al., 2020).

According to the PTG model recently established by Tedeschi 
and Calhoun (Tedeschi et  al., 2018), trauma dismantles one’s 
basic assumptions of the world and causes suffering, but it 
eventually serves as an “engine” of growth (Triplett et al., 2012; 
Choi, 2014; Eom and Cho, 2016). Individuals engage in automatic 
and intrusive rumination immediately after suffering from 
trauma, but at some point after the traumatic episode, they 
re-evaluate the meaning of adversity and begin to introspect, 
looking back (Taku et  al., 2008).

Although limited in number, studies have substantiated that 
PTG is a real phenomenon and it serves as a protective factor 
against burnout. Taku (2014) proved that PTG protects surgeons 
against burnout. Even physicians with low social support, a 
factor of resilience, were found to experience maladjustment, 
such as depersonalization and achieve greater personal 
accomplishments, if they experienced significant PTG (Taku, 
2014). Gibbons et al. (2011) reported that burnout is negatively 
associated with growth in social workers. Thus, we  examined 
whether PTG is indeed a protective factor that reduces individuals’ 
levels of depression and anxiety due to COVID-19 and increases 
their committed action.

COVID-19 has inflicted intense psychological suffering on 
healthcare providers. Yang et  al. (2020) reported that 85.4% 
of frontline nurses sustained stress responses, such as somatization 
and compulsive symptoms, and moderate or severe psychological 
suffering. They are consistently exposed to infection risk during 
work and consequently required to be  separated from their 
families, which makes it difficult for them to receive familial 
support when in need. Korean studies have examined the 
suffering of nurses—healthcare providers who must deal with 
patients in closed spaces for prolonged periods. Park (2018) 
reported that stress in nurses is aggravated by their having 
to remain in an isolation ward with a patient while wearing 
personal protection equipment for more than 90 min at a time 
and having to perform tasks, such as cleaning, in addition to 
nursing work due to the closed access to isolation wards for 
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non-qualified personnel. High job stress and accumulated fatigue 
in such circumstances lead to burnout (Salari et  al., 2020; 
Jeong, 2021). Similarly, COVID-19-related restrictions and 
concerns are believed to induce depression and anxiety.

Social restrictions and concerns pertinent to COVID-19 may 
thwart value-based committed action by reducing individuals’ 
vigor and causing a sense of isolation. Committed action is 
conceptualized as that being a result of “free choice and 
voluntariness from intrinsic motivation” (Wilson and DuFrene, 
2009), and voluntariness and freedom not only increase vigor 
by providing reinforcements, such as pleasure, but also contribute 
to psychological wellbeing by conserving energy through self-
regulatory control (Wilson and Sandoz, 2008). If individuals 
cannot adopt engagement response commensurate with their 
values due to restrictions, such as those imposed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the risk for persistence or exacerbation 
of depression is elevated (Zettler, 2007; Wilson et  al., 2010). 
Moreover, some argue that individuals who are overwhelmed 
by anxiety lose their values and cannot live an engaged life 
because their views become limited to simply focusing on the 
imminent threat (Eifert and Forsyth, 2005). An engaged, pleasant, 
and meaningful life, is one aspect of happiness proposed by 
Seligman (2002).

On the other hand, restrictions and concerns pertinent to 
COVID-19 may actually promote committed action. Committed 
action refers to discovering values and living life in accordance 
with those values, and this is similar to the discovery of 
meaning in life. Although few studies have substantiated the 
relationship between committed action and COVID-19, many 
studies that investigated the association between meaning in 
life and COVID-19 observed that individuals discover life to 
be  more meaningful during the COVID-19 pandemic than 
before it. In other words, amid the demands to restructure 
daily lives during the COVID-pandemic, people are likely to 
think about the meaning of their lives more than before and 
engage in relevant activities (De Jong et  al., 2020; Eisenbeck 
et al., 2021), and it has been reported that people have discovered 
more meaning in life (Yang et  al., 2021). Thus, it is necessary 
to explore the impact of COVID-19-related restrictions and 
concerns on committed action.

To secure ecological validity, this study used a diary method, 
a type of Ecological Moment Assessment (EMA). Diary research 
is advantageous as it (1) considers naturalistic settings compared 
to a cross-sectional study design, (2) avoids possible retroactive 
contamination by investigating ongoing experiences, (3) considers 
fluctuation among individuals, such as personality, mood, and 
behavior, while a cross-sectional study considers variables as 
a fixed value, and (4) examines person–situation interaction 
considering the contextual effect of individual characteristics 
(Shiffman et  al., 2008; Ohly et  al., 2010; Iida et  al., 2012).

The degree of mood, such as feelings like anxiety and 
depression, or the degree of activity, such as commitment 
action measured in this study, is typically a variable that 
fluctuates according to daily experiences (e.g., Hankin et  al., 
2005; Starr and Davila, 2012). In addition, as described above, 
it was assumed that the level of depression, anxiety, and 
commitment behavior would fluctuate in response to the level 

of COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns. The diary 
method was thought as appropriate to dynamically examine 
the interaction between changes in levels of depression, anxiety, 
and commitment behavior according to COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns (within factor) and PTG 
(between factor).

In the present study, we  used a short-term longitudinal 
design to examine the moderating effect of PTG by collecting 
data on mental health-related parameters (depression, anxiety, 
and committed action) at several time points to ensure higher 
reliability of data than that measured at a single point. 
We established the following hypotheses: First, PTG moderates 
the effect of COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns on 
depression. Second, PTG moderates the effect of COVID-19-
related restrictions and concerns on anxiety. Third, PTG 
moderates the effect of COVID-19-related restrictions and 
concerns on committed action.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Adults aged 20–59 years in the Republic of Korea, who has 
experienced trauma, were enrolled in the study. Participant 
recruitment and survey administration were performed through 
a company conducting online surveys. The basis for the sample 
size of 100 we  used are as follows. (1) According to Maas 
and Hox (2005), small sample size at level 2(a sample of 50 
or less) leads to biased estimates of the second-level standard 
error. (2) Considering that HLM is basically a regression analysis, 
the number of survey participants required was calculated using 
the G*Power 3.1.7 program. In the regression analysis, using 
as many independent variables as possible, it was confirmed 
that at least 90 people were required when the sample size 
was calculated by setting the Effect size (f2) to 0.2, α to 0.05, 
and power to 0.95when the sample size was calculated by 
setting the Effect size (f2) to 0.2, α to 0.05, and power to 
0.95. Although 176 people enrolled in the study, data of those 
who completed all four diary questionnaires were finally analyzed.

The COVID-19 pandemic, triggered by the spread of an 
infectious disease, was considered a stressful event causing 
substantial fear and anxiety and forcing the enforcement of 
societal restrictions. A professional survey company conducting 
studies specified that this study was conducted on individuals 
with trauma experiences to recruit eligible participants. A 
posttraumatic experience in our study was taken to be a broader 
concept than the traditional definition of trauma in the DSM-5, 
and it was operationally defined as the experience of an event 
that inflicted tremendous psychological shock and pain. The 
usage of the term “trauma” in the PTG-related research domain 
is a bit broader and more inclusive than DSM-5 (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2013) criteria (Zoellner and Maercker, 
2006). Tedeschi and his colleagues (1996, 2004, 2018) have used 
the terms “trauma,” “crisis,” and “major stressor” as essentially 
synonymous expressions in their studies. PTG has often been 
studied among people having a severe disease like cancer or 
brain injury (Kent et  al., 2013; Adams, 2015; Karagiorgou and 
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Cullen, 2016; Cheng et al., 2017) and among people experiencing 
loss of close and beloved ones due to bereavement or divorce 
(Calhoun et  al., 2010; Albuquerque et  al., 2018).

The data were collected from 5th to 14th April 2021, and 
no other special events that strongly influenced the results 
occurred during that period, such as a sharp increase in the 
number of people infected with COVID-19 or major changes 
in the government’s quarantine policy.

Instruments
Baseline Questionnaire
Trauma Experience Questionnaire
To determine whether the participants had significant trauma 
experiences, they were first asked a question about whether 
they had experienced trauma in the past 10 years and then 
asked to specify the type of trauma and describe the details 
of the event. We  used a modified version of the list of events 
used by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) and re-classified the 
types of trauma into eight types: loss of a loved one, academic 
and task failure, financial hardship, abuse and harsh treatment, 
one’s accident and injury, one’s severe disease, accident and 
disease of a family member or close friend, and others.

Posttraumatic Growth Inventory-Revision (PTGI-X)
We used the PTGI, a self-report questionnaire originally developed 
by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) to measure individuals’ perception 
of positive changes after a traumatic event, with four additional 
items about spiritual-existential change. The PTGI-X contained 
25 items for five subscales: new possibilities, relating to others, 
personal strength, appreciation of life, and spiritual-existential 
change. Each item was rated on a six-point scale ranging from 
0 (never experienced) to 5 (experienced a lot). The tool was 
reported to have good reliability and construct validity according 
to the study by Tedeschi et al. (2017). They reported that Cronbach’s 
α was 0.95–0.97. and that the measures of deliberate rumination 
and core belief challenge were related to the PTGI-X scores, but 
intrusive rumination was not, consistent with findings in the 
previous literature (Cann et  al., 2010). The internal consistency 
of the study was 0.97.

Diary
Questionnaire About COVID-19-Related Restrictions and 
Concerns
We developed a questionnaire that comprehensively measured 
the psychosocial and practical restrictions imposed by the 
spread of COVID-19 and consequent concerns and threats 
with reference to a previous study (Ko, 2020). The questionnaire 
contained three items about “threat from COVID-19,” “perceived 
concerns about risks,” and “restrictions in life” rated on a scale 
from 1 to 5. The Cronbach’s α was 0.75  in the study by Ko 
(2020) and 0.73–0.81 across various time points in this study.

Depression
The Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) developed by 
Spitzer et  al. (1999) and adapted and validated by Park et  al. 

(2010) was used to measure depression after modifying the 
items to reflect experiences over the past 3 days. This nine-
item tool was rated on a scale from 1 (none) to 4 (every 
day). The Cronbach’s α was 0.81  in the study by Park et  al. 
(2010) and 0.88–0.90 across various time points in this study.

Anxiety
The Generalized Anxiety Diorder-7 (GAD-7) developed by 
Spitzer et  al. (2006) and adapted and validated by Ahn et  al. 
(2019) was used to measure anxiety after modifying the items 
to reflect experiences in the past 3 days. This seven-item tool 
was rated on a scale from 1 (not bothered at all) to 4 (bothered 
every day). The Cronbach’s α was 0.93  in the study by Ahn 
et al. (2019) and 0.93–0.95 across various time points in this study.

Committed Action
The Engaged Living Scale (ELS) developed by Trompetter et al. 
(2013) and adapted and validated by Park (2020) was used 
to measure committed action after modifying the items to 
reflect experiences in the past 3 days. The scale comprised two 
subscales, “Valued living” and “Committed action,” and all 16 
items were rated on a scale of 1 (never) to 5 (always). The 
α was 0.90  in the study by Trompetter et  al. (2013) and 0.96 
across all time points in our study.

Procedure
An online survey system was used to recruit people with 
significant traumatic experiences nationwide and administer a 
baseline questionnaire after obtaining informed consent. Prior 
to the baseline survey, the company conducting the survey 
specified that, since this study was being conducted on people 
with traumatic experiences, only those who considered themselves 
eligible to participate in the study ought to enroll. The baseline 
questionnaire contained three items from the Trauma Experience 
Scale and 25 items from the PTGI-X. After completing the 
baseline questionnaire, the participants were asked to make a 
diary entry four times at three-day intervals. The diary consisted 
of a questionnaire for COVID-19-related restraints and concerns, 
committed action, depression, and anxiety. The baseline survey 
and first diary were completed on the same day, and the 
participants were sent an online link to the diary through 
social media at three-day intervals, thereafter, to complete the 
second, third, and fourth entries.

Statistical Analysis
As this study was a short-term longitudinal one based on the 
collection of data pertaining to individuals’ daily experiences 
at several time points, the data were multilevel, with the diary 
data (level 1) at each time point nested in individuals (level 2). 
Thus, we  used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM), which is 
appropriate for the analysis of multilevel data (Singer et  al., 
2003). The restricted maximum likelihood approach was used 
on the HLM 8.0 (Scientific Software International, Lincolnwood, 
Inc., United States) for estimation. Level 1 intrapersonal variables 
were group-mean centered, while level 2 interpersonal variables 
were grand-mean centered.
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To test the study’s hypothesis, we first tested whether COVID-
19-related restrictions and concerns (CoFti) affect depression, 
anxiety, and committed action at level 1. Thereafter, to examine 
the inter-level interactions, PTG (PTGi) was entered at level 
2. Further, because time itself is not theoretically assumed to 
affect the change in the dependent variable at level 1, we  did 
not consider time as a variable. The equations for the model 
at each level were as follows.

 • Level 1 model

Depression:

 D CoF eti i i ti ti= + ×( ) +π π0 1  

Anxiety:

 A CoF eti i i ti ti= + ( ) +π π0 1  

Committed action:

 CA CoF eti i i ti ti= + ×( ) +π π0 1  

 • Level 2 model

 π β β0 00 01 0i i ir= + ×( ) +PTG  

 π β β1 10 11 1i i ir= + ×( ) +PTG  

Here, π0i is the baseline value for each individual, that 
is, average of committed action, acceptance, depression, and 
anxiety for the response to the COVID-19-related restrictions 
and concerns; π1i is the rate of change, that is, the response 
to the COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns in terms 
of depression, anxiety, and committed action on a 
particular day.

RESULTS

Demographic Characteristics and Types of 
Traumatic Events
Of the 100 participants, 50 were men and 50 women. The 
mean age was 39.9 years (SD = 11.43). Fifty were single, and 
50 were married. Fifty-one had a child, while 49 did not. 
Sixty-two did not adhere to a religion, while 38 did. The most 
common traumatic event that had the most significant impact 
was loss of a loved one (n  = 34), followed by accidents and 
diseases of a family member or close friend (n = 22), academic 
and task failure (n  = 19), financial hardship (n  = 10), severe 
disease (n  = 6), accident and injury (n  = 4), abuse and harsh 
treatment (n  = 4), and others (n  = 1) (Table  1).

The effects of demographic variables of gender, age, marital 
status, child presence, occupation, and religion on depression, 
anxiety, and committed action were analyzed through HLM. 

As a result, only the effect of the presence or absence of children 
on the committed action was significant, and the analysis was 
conducted by including the presence or absence of children 
in the analysis using future committed action as a 
dependent variable.

Depression
In the null model, there was a significant difference in depression 
between individuals at the intercept (p < 0.001). Furthermore, 
the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) was 77%, with level 
2 variance accounting for a high percentage of the total variance, 
confirming the need to use a multilevel model. Thereafter, the 
values of the outcome variables were entered in level 1 to 
examine the effects of COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns 
on depression (Table  2), and the regression coefficient of the 
slope was not significant. However, there were significant 
differences among the baseline values, so the factors that differed 
between individuals could be  analyzed at level 2. In addition, 
the rate of change of committed action as a result of COVID-
19-related restrictions and concerns increased with increasing 
baseline values.

Effects of PTG on the Relationship Between 
COVID-19-Related Restrictions and Depression
Since the random effect was significant at r0 and r1 in an 
unconditional growth model, PTG, the independent variable 
at level 2 that could explain the individual differences, was 
added to analyze the baseline values and individual differences 
(Table 3). PTG had a negative effect on the baseline depression. 

TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of Korean participants (n = 100).

Demographic 
Variable

n (%) Demographic Variable n (%)

 Gender Religion

 Men 50 (50.0%)  Christian 19 (19.0%)
 Women 50 (50.0%)  Catholic 9 (9.0%)
Age Groups  Buddhist 5 (5.0%)
 20s 24 (24.0%)  Protestantism 2 (2.0%)
 30s 21 (21.0%)  Won Buddhism. 2 (2.0%)
 40s 26(26.0%)  Oriental philosophy 1 (1.0%)
 50s 29 (26.0%)  No Religion 62 (62.0%)

Marital status Trauma Type

 Married 50 (50.0%)  Loss of a Loved One 34 (34.0%)
 Single 44 (44.0%)   Accidents and Disease 

of Close Acquaintance
22 (22.0%)

  Divorced or 
Separated

5 (5.0%)  Academic Failure 19 (19.0%)

 Others 1 (1.0%)  Financial Hardship 10 (10.0%)

Parental status  Severe Disease 6 (6.0%)

 Have Children 51 (51.0%)  Accident and Injury 4 (4.0%)
  Do Not Have 

Children
49 (49.0%)   Abuse and Harsh 

Treatment
4 (4.0%)

Job  Others 1 (1.0%)

 Service 14 (14.0%)
 Office Worker 44 (44.0%)
 Engineer 7 (7.0%)
 Others 35 (35.0%)
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TABLE 5 | The moderating effect of PTG in the effect of COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns on anxiety.

Fixed effect Coefficient
Standard 

error
t df p

 Intercept 1, π0

Intercept 2, β00 12.48 0.49 25.49 97 <0.001

PTG, β01 −0.04 0.02 −2.46 97 0.002

CoF slope, π1

Intercept 2, β10 0.23 0.12 1.88 97 0.06
PTG, β11 0.00 0.00 −0.44 97 0.66

Random 
effect

Standard 
deviation

Variance df χ2 p

Intercept 1, r0 4.69 21.97 87 1208.35 <0.001
CoF slope, r1 0.55 0.03 87 110.54 0.05
Level 1, e 2.65 7.01

CoF = COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns.

In other words, people with greater PTG had lower levels 
of depression. The slope and intercept for changes in levels 
of depression according to COVID-19-related restrictions and 
concerns were not significant, and PTG did not have a 
significant effect on the slope representing change. In other 
words, levels of depression remained similar to individuals’ 
baseline values, regardless of COVID-19-related restrictions 
and concerns.

Anxiety
There was a significant difference in anxiety between 
individuals at the intercept (p < 0.001). Further, the ICC 
was 74%, with level 2 variance accounting for a high 
percentage of the total variance, confirming the need to 
use a multilevel model. The values of the outcome variables 
were entered in level 1 to examine the effects of COVID-
19-related restrictions and concerns on anxiety (Table  4), 
and the regression coefficient of the slope was not significant, 
showing that anxiety did not change according to COVID-
19-related restrictions and concerns. Additionally, the variance 
of the slope for changes in anxiety according to COVID-
19-related restrictions and concerns was significant, and the 

rate of change of anxiety according to COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns increased with increasing values 
of baseline anxiety.

Effects of PTG on the Relationship Between 
COVID-19-Related Restrictions and Anxiety
Because the random effect was significant at r0 and r1 in 
an unconditional growth model, PTG, the independent 
variable at level 2 that could explain the individual differences, 
was added to analyze the baseline values and individual 
differences (Table 5). Results showed that PTG had a negative 
effect on the baseline anxiety. In other words, people with 
greater PTG had lower levels of anxiety. The slope and 
intercept for changes in anxiety according to COVID-19-
related restrictions and concerns were not significant, and 
PTG did not have a significant effect on the slope 
representing change.

Committed Action
Prior to performing a multilevel modeling analysis, we analyzed 
an unconditional model (null model) that only contained level 

TABLE 3 | The moderating effect of PTG in the effect of COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns on depression.

Fixed effect Coefficient
Standard 

error
t df p

 Intercept 1, π0

Intercept 2, β00 16.28 0.54 29.89 97 <0.001

PTG, β01 −0.05 0.02 −2.59 97 0.01

CoF slope, π1

Intercept 2, β10 0.25 0.13 1.98 97 0.05
PTG, β12 0.00 0.00 0.10 97 0.92

Random 
effect

Standard 
deviation

Variance df χ2 p

Intercept 1, r0 5.23 27.38 87 1291.27 <0.001
CoF slope, r1 0.52 0.27 87 117.79 0.02
Level 1, e 2.82 7.97

CoF = COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns.

TABLE 4 | Effects of COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns on anxiety.

Fixed effect Coefficient
Standard 

error
t df p

 Intercept 1, π0

Intercept 2, β00 12.48 0.50 24.88 98 <0.001

CoF slope, π1

Intercept 2, β10 0.24 0.12 1.92 98 0.06

Random 
effect

Standard 
deviation

Variance df χ2 p

Intercept 1, r0 4.82 23.19 88 1284.93 <0.001
CoF slope, r1 0.54 0.29 88 110.69 0.05
Level 1, e 2.65 7.02

CoF = COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns.

TABLE 2 | Effects of COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns on depression.

Fixed effect Coefficient
Standard 

error
t df p

 Intercept 1, π0

Intercept 2, β00 16.28 0.56 29.06 98 <0.001

CoF slope, π1

Intercept 2, β10 0.25 0.13 1.98 98 0.05

Random 
effect

Standard 
deviation

Variance df χ2 p

Intercept 1, r0 5.39 29.09 88 1384.73 <0.001
CoF slope, r1 0.52 0.27 88 118.17 0.02
Level 1, e 2.82 7.95

CoF = COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns.
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1 outcome variables to check for the suitability of the data 
for HLM (Table  1). There was a significant difference in the 
level of committed action between individuals at the intercept 
(p < 0.001). Further, the ICC was 78%, with level 2 variance 
accounting for a high percentage of the total variance, confirming 
the need for a multilevel model.

Thereafter, the values of the outcome variables were entered 
in level 1 to examine the effects of COVID-19-related restrictions 
and concerns on committed action (Table  6). The regression 
coefficient of the slope was significant, and on average, 
committed action showed a tendency to increase with greater 
COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns. There were 
significant differences among the individuals’ baseline values, 
so the factors that differed between individuals could 
be  analyzed at level 2. The variance of the slope for changes 
in committed action according to COVID-19-related restrictions 
and concerns was significant at a level of 0.05, and the rate 
of change of committed action according to COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns increased with increasing baseline 
values of committed action.

Additionally, we analyzed the effects of demographic factors, 
such as age, marital status, and children on committed action, 
and the results indicated that committed action was greater 
among childless individuals.

Effects of PTG on the Relationship Between 
COVID-19-Related Restrictions and Committed 
Action
Because the random effect was significant at r0 and r1 in the 
unconditional growth model, PTG, the independent variable 
at level 2 that can explain individuals’ differences, was added 
to analyze the baseline values and individuals’ differences 
(Table  7). It was found that PTG had a positive effect on the 
baseline level of committed action. In other words, people 
with greater PTG engaged in more committed action. The 
relationship between the slope and intercept for changes in 
committed action according to COVID-19-related restrictions 
and concerns was not significant. Additionally, we  analyzed 
the effects of children and PTG together on committed action. 
It was found that PTG had a positive effect on the baseline 
level of committed action, but effect of children on committed 
action was not significant.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to investigate how PTG acted as a buffer against 
the psychological impact of the restrictions and concerns related 
to COVID-19 using a short-term longitudinal design. More 
specifically, we analyzed whether people with high PTG exhibited 
a lower level of anxiety and depression in relation to the restrictions 
and concerns pertinent to COVID-19 and how PTG influenced 
their level of committed action. The key findings were as follows.

First, on an average, depression and anxiety were not 
associated with COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns. 
Second, committed action increased with increasing COVID-
19-related restrictions and concerns. In other words, people 
with greater COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns actually 
lived their lives more commensurate with their values. Third, 
individuals who achieved greater levels of PTG were less 
depressed and less anxious. Fourth, individuals who achieved 
greater levels of PTG engaged in more committed action.

Contrary to our expectation that COVID-19-related restrictions 
and concerns would adversely impact mental health, COVID-
19-related restrictions and concerns were not significantly associated 
with depression and anxiety. Previous studies and media coverage 
of infectious disease disasters have shown that quarantine 
experience triggers acute stress responses, such as anxiety, irritation, 
insomnia, and reduced concentration in healthcare workers (Bai 
et  al., 2004), and that a suspension of routine activities and 
severed social interactions aggravated loneliness and frustration 
(Orsolini et al., 2020). Thus, we expected that people with greater 
actual or perceived COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns 
would show a higher level of depression and anxiety, but we did 
not observe a statistically significant association between the 
two. We  propose a few reasons for this result. First, while social 
distancing practices also have negative repercussions, they can 

TABLE 6 | Effects of COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns on committed 
action.

Fixed effect Coefficient
Standard 

error
t df p

Intercept 1, π0

Intercept 2, β00 48.47 1.30 37.19 98 <0.001

CoF slope, π1

Intercept 2, β10 1.04 0.28 3.76 98 <0.001

Random 
effect

Standard 
deviation

Variance df χ2 p

Intercept 1, r0 12.60 158.79 88 1632.88 <0.001
CoF slope, r1 1.70 1.27 88 114.64 0.03
Level 1, e 6.12 37.46

CoF = COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns.

TABLE 7 | The moderating effect of PTG in the effect of COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns on committed action.

Fixed effect Coefficient
Standard 

error
t df p

 Intercept 1, π0

Intercept 2, β00 48.47 0.90 53.84 97 <0.001

PTG, β01 0.34 0.03 10.41 97 <0.001

CoF slope, π1

Intercept 2, β10 1.02 0.27 3.67 97 <0.001
PTG, β11 0.01 0.01 1.22 97 0.23

Random  
effect

Standard 
deviation

Variance df χ2 p

Intercept 1, r0 8.42 70.90 87 783.71 <0.001
CoF slope, r1 1.13 1.27 87 113.08 0.03
Level 1, e 6.11 37.40

CoF = COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns.
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induce positive changes depending on individuals’ personality 
traits. For example, people who have difficulty with face-to-face 
activities and interactions due to tendencies, such as high avoidance 
might actually benefit from social distancing in terms of their 
mental health and life, as it ensures an adequate amount of 
time alone. In particular, one characteristic feature of Korean 
social culture is frequent mandatory corporate dinners and group 
activities, and the prohibition of such activities during the 
pandemic might have been welcomed by these individuals. 
However, this is a unique phenomenon observed in the strongly 
collectivist Korean society, so subsequent studies should compare 
the impact of restrictions provoked by COVID-19 on individuals’ 
lives and mental health. Another reason may be  that this study 
was conducted 1 year after the outbreak of COVID-19 and, 
therefore, many people became accustomed to the changes in 
their lives due to social distancing. For this reason, it is possible 
that their perceived inconveniences from social distancing measures 
were considerably reduced regardless of COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns. In conclusion, our results suggest that 
the impact of COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns on 
people’s lives may be  quite complex, depending on individuals’ 
traits and the time of observation.

Following this, we  discuss the increased rate of committed 
action with increasing COVID-19-related restrictions and 
concerns. First, this may be  attributable to the sufficient time 
secured for a committed action because people have strictly 
adhered to social distancing practices, such as avoiding social 
gatherings, due to COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns. 
Although this topic has not been exactly studied in the literature, 
a Dutch study reported that people have been engaging in 
more online leisure activities at home as well as traditional 
outdoor solo sport activities, such as hiking and running, since 
the implementation of social distancing norms due to COVID-19 
(van Leeuwen et  al., 2020), suggesting that people are finding 
more time to spend on solo leisure activities.

These results can be  interpreted in relation to the result 
that men and childlessness were identified as the predictors of 
committed action according to COVID-19-related restrictions 
and concerns. In Korea, the duration of household labor, including 
caregiving labor, is 3.6 times higher among women than men 
(Park and Cho, 2020). Childless individuals or men spend less 
time on household chores or parenting compared to their parents 
or female counterparts, respectively. Thus, they have relatively 
more spare time and be more relaxed psychologically to commit 
to an engaged life in line with their values.

In addition to having more time to live an engaged life, 
people might have also been given the opportunity to reflect 
on and reestablish their values and practice them. An Italian 
study that surveyed the impact of COVID-19 on the meaning 
in life during a lockdown and performed a cluster analysis 
observed that rearranging personal priorities was one of the 
four key factors (Venuleo et al., 2020). Some argued that meaning 
can be  restructured (De Jong et  al., 2020) and engagement in 
meaningful activities increased during the process whereby daily 
lives were dismantled by COVID-19 are, subsequently, reestablished 
(Eisenbeck et  al., 2021). In a three-month longitudinal study 
conducted in China, meaning making about negative events 

increased, which in turn resulted in reduced psychological distress 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Yang et  al., 2021), and a 
four-day short-term longitudinal study reported that people with 
a higher understanding of the meaning of life were less stressed 
about COVID-19 (Trzebiński et  al., 2020). In light of these 
studies, it is possible that people have rearranged their lives’ 
priorities to focus on those activities that they had been postponing 
and pursue meaningfulness in life when given enough time alone.

The moderating effect of PTG, which was the focus of our 
study, was confirmed. In other words, regardless of COVID-19-
related restrictions and concerns, depression and anxiety decreased 
on average with increasing PTG, and people who achieved greater 
PTG demonstrated a higher baseline level of committed action. 
These results suggest that PTG positively contributes to 
psychological health and protects against psychological distress. 
We  experience growth in a variety of areas through crises and 
adversities (Tedeschi et  al., 2018). In particular, personal growth, 
referring to the awareness of one’s potential and resilience, 
enhancement of their ability to cope with difficulties, and greater 
confidence, can be  considered a factor that helps individuals 
protect themselves and respond flexibly to the confusion and 
fear around the COVID-19 pandemic. Several studies have reported 
that PTG is negatively correlated with psychological distress 
(Powell et  al., 2003), and it has also been reported that PTG 
is negatively associated with depression and anxiety among SARS 
survivors (Cheng et al., 2006). In fact, PTG has also been reported 
to be negatively associated with psychological distress in frontline 
healthcare workers who battle against the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Cui et al., 2021). In particular, Korea adopted the most rigorous 
social distancing measures in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
among countries worldwide (Kim et al., 2021), and it is speculated 
that mature emotional regulation achieved by PTG lowered the 
risk of progressing to psychopathologies, such as depression and 
anxiety, and contributed to individuals’ commitment to activities 
they value. The protective effects of PTG against burnout (Taku, 
2014) can also be understood in line with our findings. Committed 
action refers to discovering values and living a life in line with 
these values. This is closely linked to the discovery of meaning 
in life. While few studies have investigated the association between 
committed action and PTG, many studies have supported the 
positive association between meaning in life and PTG (Triplett 
et  al., 2012; Groleau et  al., 2013; Im, 2017). Further, Im (2017) 
reported that life satisfaction increases with increasing agreement 
between one’s life and its meaning. Taken together, people who 
have achieved PTG are able to discover meaning in life better 
and realize their values through committed action.

This study had several limitations. First, the total duration 
of data collection was only 12 days; therefore, subsequent studies 
should ensure a sufficient duration of study to retest the 
hypothesis. To examine individual reactions to various phases 
of COVID-19 more dynamically, we  think it would have been 
nice to measure them over a longer period of more than 
6 months. Second, because of the COVID-19 situation, the 
online survey was the most realistic method of collecting data; 
however, it did not guarantee sufficient representation of the 
sample. In order to secure representation, an online research 
company with a large-scale national research panel was selected, 
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and the ratio of demographic characteristics, such as gender 
and age, was tried to be  maintained similar to the actual one, 
but offline surveys will be  needed for more representative 
sampling. Third, the path through which COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns increases committed action needed 
to be  explored further. In particular, studies should examine 
the increase in committed action through the mediation of 
leisure time. Fourth, other types of measurement for anxiety 
and depression should be  taken. It is possible that we  could 
not accurately measure the emotional changes resulting from 
COVID-19 because these measurements do not change over 
a short period of time. The instrument we  used to measure 
COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns was a three-item 
scale developed by a Korean developer (Ko, 2020). COVID-
19-related restrictions and concerns were not significantly 
associated with depression and anxiety in our study, and this 
may be due to the small number of items in the scale. We suggest 
that better instruments to measure the COVID-19-related 
restrictions and concerns which have enough items and higher 
reliability should be  developed for further study.

Despite these limitations, this study has several methodological 
strengths and implications. First, in contrast to the predominant 
use of cross-sectional designs to study the association between 
PTG, psychological health, and meaning in life, we  collected 
data based on daily life experiences using the diary method, 
which enhanced the ecological validity of our study. Second, 
we  applied multilevel modeling to measure dynamic person-
situation interactions. By analyzing the interaction of PTG with 
COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns, we  were able to 
more thoroughly examine individuals’ behavioral patterns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

CONCLUSION

COVID-19-related restrictions and concerns would adversely 
impact mental health. COVID-19-related restrictions and 
concerns were not significantly associated with depression and 

anxiety, but with the increased rate of committed action. 
We  proposed a few possible reasons, such as social distancing 
practices, can induce positive changes depending on individuals’ 
personality traits or cultural context. And this study is an 
empirical one that evaluated the contribution of PTG in dealing 
with infectious disease disasters, where our findings provide 
evidence supporting the fact that qualitative changes attained 
by overcoming a crisis in life are beneficial for coping with 
future crises in and maintaining a high quality of life.
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Resourced: The R2 Resilience
Program’s© Psychosocial Approach
to Thriving
Michael Ungar*† and Philip Jefferies†

Faculty of Health, Resilience Research Centre, Dalhousie University, Halifax, NS, Canada

The past decade has seen growing interest in interventions that build resilience as
a complementary practice to trauma-informed care. From school-based programs
focused on self-regulation and academic success to programs that support the well-
being of disadvantaged populations or healthcare workers at risk of burnout, the
concept of resilience is being used most commonly for programming that builds
the capacity of individuals to adapt under conditions of adversity. Critiques have
raised concerns that resilience-promoting programs demonstrate bias toward changing
individual-level factors such as cognitions (e.g., mindfulness and grit), behavior (e.g.,
expressing gratitude and changing personal routines), or attachments (e.g., feeling
secure in relationships) which help people adapt to socially toxic situations without
changing access to the resources they require to overcome exposure to adverse
psychosocial factors. This trend belies advances to the theory of resilience which
support a more contextualized, multisystemic understanding of how external protective
factors (resources) enhance individual qualities (ruggedness) and vice versa. Building on
a multisystemic description of resilience, the R2 Resilience Program© was developed
and piloted with six different populations ranging from clients of urban social services
to workers in a long-term care facility, managers in the health care sector, staff of a
Fortune 500 corporation, students in a primary to grade 12 school, and adult volunteers
affiliated with an international NGO. Focused on building both individual ruggedness
and enhancing people’s resources (the two Rs), the program provides contextualized
content for each population by selecting from 52 resilience promoting factors with a
strong evidence base to create training curricula that enhance the personal qualities
and social, physical, and institutional resources most likely to support resilience. This
paper reviews the justification for a multisystemic approach to designing resilience
interventions and then explains the process of implementation of the R2 program.
Preliminary findings are reported, which suggest the program is experienced as effective,
with evaluations ongoing.

Keywords: resilience, well-being, multisystemic, resources, positive adaptation, positive development, coping,
stress

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 December 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 745283253

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.745283
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0431-347X
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4477-9012
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.745283
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2021.745283&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-12-10
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.745283/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-745283 December 4, 2021 Time: 15:29 # 2

Ungar and Jefferies Rugged and Resourced: R2 Resilience

INTRODUCTION: BACKGROUND AND
RATIONALE

There are a growing number of programs to build resilience
designed to complement trauma-informed interventions which
have a narrower focus on alleviating symptoms after exposure to
stress or adversity. This focus on resilience shifts attention from
the factors that cause mental illness (at the individual level) or
family, community, or institutional dysfunction (at a systemic
level) to how people survive and thrive despite the challenges
they experience.

Different conceptualizations of resilience over the years have
influenced programs designed to improve coping capacity. Early
perspectives likened resilience to a largely static, dispositional
personality traits which were thought to explain why some
individuals emerged relatively unscathed from disadvantage
or trauma (Anthony and Cohler, 1987; Hu et al., 2015;
Galatzer-Levy et al., 2018). Such perspectives could do little,
however, to inform programming as the premise was that
latent capacities needed early and sustained nurturing rather
than later remediation. More recently, however, attention
has shifted to the growth in people’s patterns of functioning
over time despite a “bad start,” with individual resilience seen
as malleable and a set of capacities that can be increased or
trained (Masten, 2001; Luthans, 2002). This resulted in many
resilience promoting initiatives focused on individual cognitions
or behaviors, as evidenced by the popularity of training in
self-regulation and positive thinking. Further research into
the factors that contribute to such outcomes has revealed the
complex interplay of person and environmental factors which
have supported better accounts of resilience as a process of
interaction. This perspective supports the view that positive
developmental trajectories are possible when individuals have
the personal, social, and physical resources they need for
optimal development even when early life experiences may
compromise a person’s realization of their potential (Hambrick
et al., 2019). A multisystemic model of resilience such as this
highlights the capacity of biopsychosocial and social-ecological
systems (which provide these resources) to support internal and
external conditions for well-being while enhancing the quality
of life for different populations, in particular those impacted
by structural disadvantage or conditions that threaten personal
development (Smeeth et al., 2021; Ungar, 2021). Understood
this way, resilience is the process whereby individuals navigate
to the resources they need to function optimally, as well as the
ability of individuals to negotiate for resources to be provided
in contextually and culturally meaningful ways (Ungar, 2011).
These dual processes of navigation and negotiation explain
why individual qualities like grit, optimism, and self-regulation
can only produce positive outcomes if social and physical
ecologies provide opportunities for people to develop and apply
their strengths.

Programs that emphasize individual change may produce
short-term benefits, but adaptations are likely to decrease
their impact on well-being over time unless an individual’s
environment is also transformed (Prilleltensky, 2014) in ways
that facilitate optimal growth. A dual focus on both personal

and environmental change should, therefore, be the basis
for intervention. However, programming to build resilience
delivered by mental health professionals has typically privileged
work focused on individual change alone. Other professions such
as social work, anthropology, and community development have
their own bias toward social transformation. Rarely are both
processes the focus of intervention at the same time.

In this paper, we explore the justification for a multisystemic
approach to designing resilience interventions and then describe
a novel resilience program that utilizes this approach. The
program is outlined, principles and processes are described,
and early evaluation findings are reported, which suggests the
program is experienced as effective.

THE CASE FOR MULTISYSTEMIC
APPROACHES TO RESILIENCE
INTERVENTIONS

The bifurcation of fields of practice into micro and macro
systemic interventions is being challenged by the emerging
science of multisystemic resilience (Ungar and Theron, 2020;
Ungar, 2021). To illustrate with one example among many,
there is evidence that exposing a child who is structurally
disadvantaged by race or ability (and who is experiencing
symptoms associated with PTSD following exposure to domestic
violence) to mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques will
be less effective unless efforts are made to ensure that exposure to
the violence ends and new opportunities for attachment are made
available by culturally competent caregivers (Lo et al., 2019). The
child’s resilience is, therefore, a function of both their capacity
to cope well under stress and the capacity of their social and
physical environments to facilitate positive development. While
individual ruggedness may be sufficient to support well-being
under conditions of normal stress, the greater the barriers to
functioning experienced by an individual, the more important
resources become.

We term this multisystemic perspective of resilience “R2”
(in recognition of the need to address both rugged qualities of
individuals and their access to resources). In practice, individuals
with more internal capacities (e.g., a positive future orientation,
problem-solving skills, self-regulation, etc.) tend to be more likely
to take advantage of opportunities for relationships and to exploit
opportunities for financial or academic success (e.g., Baron, 2004;
Broadbent, 2016; Bouchard et al., 2017), while individuals with
better access to external resources (e.g., good quality services,
meaningful employment, opportunities for affordable housing
and education, family supports, a safe community, etc.) tend
to be more optimistic and show higher levels of motivation
to accomplish life tasks (Clarke et al., 2012; Thomson et al.,
2015; Roksa and Kinsley, 2019). These positive feedback loops
implicate multiple systems either sequentially or concurrently.
Put simply, resilience is a dynamic process in which we interact
with the world around us to become our best selves despite
exposure to atypical stress or adversity.

Research supports this dual focus on ruggedness
and resources. In a study of Danish schoolchildren,
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Meilstrup et al. (2016) found that self-efficacy was a protective
factor that mediated the link between poverty and emotional
difficulties (e.g., anxiety and depression). Specifically, children
with greater self-efficacy had better mental health than their
peers with low self-efficacy, despite their lower socio-economic
status. In this case, the emphasis was on an individual quality
mediating the impact of a structural constraint on development
(poverty). In contrast, a study in the United States conducted
by Finan et al. (2015) investigated the impact of parental
problem drinking on children over time. They found that
problem drinking was associated with later adolescent alcohol
use, drug use, rule breaking, and aggressive behavior. However,
they found that family cohesion (a social resource) impacted
some of these outcomes, namely, rule breaking and aggressive
behaviors. Commenting on their findings, Finan et al. (2015)
called for programs to target ways to bring families closer
together as a means of buffering the negative impact of a parent’s
addiction. Studies like these suggest a pattern of systemic
feedback, with the potential for any single personal quality or
external resource to create a cascade of positive changes across
multiple superordinate and subordinate systems. Together, both
studies also illustrate three design principles that are common
to effective interventions that promote resilience (Ungar, 2019).
They must (1) identify the nature of the adversity individuals or
groups of individuals experience, (2) match the right protective
factor at the right system (or systems) level to that adversity, and
(3) clearly articulate the desired behavioral outcome which is to

be achieved (and which is reasonably likely given the nature of
the protective process which is employed). Figure 1 illustrates
this three-part model for resilience interventions applied to the
two studies just mentioned.

PEDAGOGICAL FRAMEWORK

The R2 Resilience Program© was designed with principles
of implementation science (Rycroft-Malone et al., 2013) to
ensure that all three aspects of a successful intervention were
accounted for in its design by matching the program content
to local priorities of stakeholders. By doing so, the program
avoids two common but fundamental flaws in programs that
promote positive development. First, a multisystemic focus
is less likely to unintentionally blame victims of oppressive
conditions for their inability to change, compelling multiple
systems to share responsibility for an individual’s successful
transformation or, alternatively, their adaptation to stubbornly
stable toxic life circumstances which impinge on psychosocial
growth. For example, an employee who has been asked to achieve
an unrealistically high sales quota or deal with sexual harassment
in the workplace may benefit from techniques to self-regulate
and perform work-related tasks but will also need support to
address working conditions that make individual adaptations
unsustainable or even, paradoxically, harmful if the toxicity of
workplace relationships goes unchallenged. In this example, the

FIGURE 1 | (A,B) Connections between adversity, protective factors, and outcomes.
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locus of change rests with both the individual worker and the
workplace as an institution.

The second design flaw common to interventions that
promote resilience is that programming may target change at
the wrong systemic level, producing little or no sustainable
experience of well-being. For example, there is evidence that
bullying among school-aged children is best addressed by
changes to school policy (making the school a safe space), or
by helping children who are bullied find same-age peers to
befriend them (bullies tend to prey on children they perceive as
socially isolated) rather than by empowering individual children
to resist bullying on their own (Mishna et al., 2016). While
social transformations are the better starting point, individual
changes to cognitions (and other psychological interventions) for
bullied children remain a necessary catalyst for a child to take
advantage of a safer school environment and gain the confidence
to engage socially with peers. On their own, however, efforts to
improve individual coping strategies are likely to fail if the child’s
environment remains unsafe.

RESILIENCE PROGRAMMING AND
POSITIVE DEVELOPMENTAL
PROCESSES

There are many programs and interventions already in use
that purport to build resilience. Some are aimed at the general
public and target common adversities like stress (e.g., see Joyce
et al., 2018) and burnout at work (Vanhove et al., 2016), while
others are aimed at specific populations, such as healthcare
professionals (Cleary et al., 2018), employees returning to work
(Heathcote et al., 2019), and individuals managing chronic
medical conditions such as hypertension and diabetes (Pesantes
et al., 2015). These programs are diverse in the way that they
are delivered, including single-day workshops, weekly sessions, or
self-directed psychoeducation materials packaged in the form of
online phone applications, printed manuals, or web-based tools.
All can be completed at one’s own pace. Recent meta-analyses
have found that such interventions are likely to have a small-
to-moderate impact on enhancing resilience (Leppin et al., 2014;
Joyce et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2020).

Existing resilience interventions also vary significantly in
terms of the protective factors that they target. A scoping review
now underway by the authors is finding that there are a broad
range of protective factors that existing resilience interventions
seek to improve, such as problem-solving skills, self-efficacy,
and cognitive flexibility. Most of these programs, however, are
overwhelmingly focused on modifying rugged factors, typically
by changing individual behaviors or cognitions. A small number
of interventions address resources external to the individual,
with the most common focus being building and improving
relationships with others (see also Chmitorz et al., 2018).
Programs that address other resources critical to resilience such
as improved access to social justice, health care, housing, or
changes to how one is perceived in one’s community tend to
be the focus of community development initiatives that work
with people in group settings (Springgate et al., 2011). Very

rarely do we find evidence of programs that explicitly target
both individual coping strategies and strategies to create better
resourced environments around individuals.

In developing the R2 intervention, we surveyed the vast
resilience literature and then worked as a team of resilience
scholars affiliated with the Resilience Research Centre to create
a shortlist of rugged qualities and resources with sufficient
evidence to show that enhancement of these factors would
change an individual’s experience of resilience. While many of
the factors we identified shared common elements, we were able
to identify 26 relatively distinct rugged qualities and 26 critical
resources (the symmetry is intentional to ensure equal attention
is paid to both aspects of resilience) that have been well studied
and which are known to be associated with resilience. These
factors are applicable to multiple populations and conditions
of adversity. A complete list of all 52 factors is included in
Table 1. Together, these 26 rugged qualities and 26 resources
present a list of potential protective factors that the R2 Resilience
Program© draws on.

TABLE 1 | The R2 Resilience Program’s© 52 resilience factors.

Rugged qualities Resources

A powerful identity A diverse community

Altruism A supportive peer group

Communication skills Access to mental and physical health care

Conscientiousness Access to recreational facilities and outdoor
spaces

Cooperation and help-seeking Accountability/reasonable consequences
for one’s actions/opportunities to fix one’s
mistakes

Creativity Advocacy if treated poorly

Critical thinking Appropriate use of social media

Decision-making Contact with extended family

Empathy Contact with one’s elders

Flexibility Cultural practices/family and community
traditions

Goal-setting Education/training

Gratitude Equitable access to opportunities

Humor “Good enough” parenting/caregiving

Meaning-making/spirituality Housing, supports, and connectivity

Mindfulness and self-regulation Meaningful employment

Morality Mentors and mentoring

Motivation/perseverance Opportunities to make decisions for oneself

Optimism/hope Opportunities to use one’s talents

Physical activity Orderly and regular routines

Positive emotions Physical safety/public security

Problem-solving Proper nutrition

Self-actualization Protection from discrimination and respect
for one’s rights

Self-care/compassion for self Reasonable expectations for how one
should behave

Self-efficacy Relationships with others in one’s
community

Self-esteem/confidence Social efficacy and citizenship

Sleep hygiene Transportation
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THE R2 RESILIENCE PROGRAM©
OBJECTIVES: CREATING A
CONTEXTUALLY RESPONSIVE
MULTISYSTEMIC INTERVENTION

The R2 Resilience Program© is a curriculum-based approach
to enhancing the resilience of populations experiencing atypical
stress or adversity. The program is contextualized to fit the
specific needs of an organization, educational institution, or
business setting. Ideally, every implementation of the R2
approach accomplishes the following:

• Explores the general and specific risks faced by individuals
in each work or service setting. Whether these risks are
related to individual factors like psychological trauma,
institutional conditions like corporate restructuring, or
a major event like a natural disaster, R2 responds to
the issues that are most pressing locally. To tailor the
intervention, R2 leaders meet with members of a senior
management team and those responsible for the health and
well-being of staff/students/clients to ensure the program is
adapted to the specific challenges and opportunities people
experience daily.

• Identifies the range of resilience factors that are right
for each setting. Different organizations, institutions, and
businesses need different protective factors to support their
staff/students/clients.

• Identifies the right audience for the program. Content is
created that focuses on the needs of individuals and groups
seeking to build their resilience, as well as those holding
positions of responsibility for others. The R2 curriculum
can be adapted to meet the needs of individual staff,
customers, and students, or adapted to include case material
to support the work of organizational leaders.

• Formats the delivery of the program to ensure it fits each
organizational setting and the time and resources each
has to build resilience. R2 curriculum is intentionally
designed to be turned into workshops and online resources.
Delivery can vary from a series of short interactive seminars
delivered face-to-face to day-long events, websites, and
apps, depending on what each organization needs. The
program can be offered in different mediums, such as face-
to-face coaching, group workshops, or online, and can be
facilitated by an R2 expert, an internally trained trainer,
or self-directed by participants through direct access to
learning materials. This flexibility is accomplished through
the modular formatting of the content and repurposing
curriculum as new applications are requested.

• Makes the training materials easily accessible to ensure the
program is sustainable. Once an R2 program is developed,
organizations continue to access these resources at a
minimum cost. As the program grows, changes can be
reflected in the materials that are shared.

• Supports the design of an evaluation to measure outcomes.
Evaluations can range from brief and minimally intrusive
to far larger, multisite longitudinal studies of outcomes

depending on the capacity of each setting and available
funding. In most cases, evaluation tools are built into the
delivery of the R2 curriculum through pre- and post-tests
and self-assessment exercises embedded in each module
that explores a different resilience factor. In this way, areas
of intended change are measured and data can be made
easily accessible to end-users.

To date, R2 has been piloted with six different populations
ranging from clients of urban social services, to workers in a
long-term care facility, managers in the health care sector, staff
of a Fortune 500 corporation, students in a primary to grade
12 school, and adult volunteers affiliated with an international
NGO. Focused on building both individual ruggedness and
enhancing people’s resources (the two Rs), the program provides
contextualized content for each population. Specific goals for
the intervention include: engaging participants in meaningful
conversations about the many (multisystemic) factors that
nurture and sustain resilience; providing practical strategies for
improving individual ruggedness and access to, and use of,
social, built, and natural resources; and when required, adding
to the competencies of professionals tasked with enhancing the
resilience of individuals and communities. To create and then
implement the content to fulfill these goals, the program proceeds
through four phases of intervention; contextualization, offsite
program development, implementation, and evaluation.

Phase 1: Contextualization
A Delphi process (Dalkey, 1968) prior to piloting ensures
the program is theoretically sound but matched to the risk
profiles of participants. As no single program could cover
all 52 factors, nor would all 52 factors be relevant to every
population experiencing atypical stress or adversity, the first
phase of the R2 Program is to work with senior management and
representatives (clients/staff/residents) of each setting where the
program is to be implemented to identify: (1) the most relevant
of the 52 resilience factors; (2) the format the programming
will take (this includes the amount of time the setting can
devote to the program implementation and whether content
will be delivered in person, through online synchronous or
asynchronous webinars, or whether training will be direct with
people associated with the setting or delivered through a train-
the-trainer model of implementation); and (3) the pedagogical
approach most likely to fit the needs of program participants
(lecture, workshops, experiential exercises, discussion groups,
homework assignments, personal reflection exercises, etc.).

To conduct the Delphi survey, members of an organization
that are best placed to help determine which of the factors
would form a priority R2 program are invited to rank order
the 52 resilience factors. Respondents may include a mixture of
senior management, program administrators, or even recipients
of the forthcoming program (if the target group is not the whole
of the organization) who may be the “experts by experience”
(Iqbal and Pipon-Young, 2009). These individuals form the panel
involved in the Delphi method. Involving individuals in this
way is not only important for drawing on their knowledge
and expertise, but can enhance overall engagement, perceptions
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of ownership, and acceptance of outcomes (McKenna, 1994;
Keeney et al., 2001). The Delphi method, originally developed
in the 1950s by the RAND Corporation, is now widely used
in the social sciences as a means of reducing a number of
possible options and arriving at consensus among experts
(Vernon, 2013). The traditional approach involved face-to-face
interactions but has since been adapted into more flexible
“e-Delphi” forms where online surveys and emails can be
used to gather responses asynchronously from geographically
dispersed individuals (Thangaratinam and Redman, 2005). When
developing an R2 program with organizations, we offer an
e-Delphi approach but recommend that the Delphi be included
as part of introductory meetings with an organization to expedite
the process. These meetings, which can be conducted face-to-face
or virtually, familiarize participants with the R2 approach and the
importance of addressing both rugged qualities and resources in
processes of resilience building. Each of the R2 factors is briefly
described and participants are then invited to access a survey tool
where they can anonymously rank each of the rugged qualities
and then each of the resource qualities. When ranking the factors,
participants are encouraged to consider whether they believe the
factor is:

• Something that individuals are in need of;
• Something not being adequately addressed elsewhere by the

organization, institution, or business;
• Something that individuals will find important (something

they may enjoy, appreciate, or respond positively to);
• Something that a program could realistically improve.

Participants are encouraged to distinguish resilience factors
that are important and already being addressed by their
organization, institution, or business, and those that they would
like to see new programming address. In this way, R2 extends
the capacity of an organization for resilience rather than simply
replicating effective programming already in place.

If this process is conducted during a live session (a virtual
or face-to-face meeting), responses are automatically pooled
and are then presented back to the group immediately. The
group is reminded that these are only results from a first round
and that the highest ranked choices are a potential shortlist
for the program. Time is then allocated for discussion, where
participants are invited to discuss the outcome of the first
round, which may involve reflecting on the appropriateness
of those items currently at the top of the lists or arguing for
the importance of factors that were not very highly ranked.
We also contribute to these discussions where relevant; for
instance, noting factors that have been successfully included in
similar contexts.

A second round of ranking then takes place. If the outcome
is substantially different from the first round, further discussion
takes place to review these changes. Two to three rounds are
normally required to reach a general consensus (Stone Fish
and Busby, 2005). Once achieved, the group is informed that
a priority list has been identified and an equal number of the
top rugged qualities and resources are then selected. These are

then developed into curriculum based on the logistical and
pedagogical needs of a particular setting.

While the Delphi process helps to ensure that the
most relevant factors related to resilience are the focus of
programming, results may be skewed by who was selected to
complete the ranking with those most in need of resilience
training but less motivated to participate silenced by the process.
While consensus can be achieved, this does not necessarily
mean that Delphi conclusions reflect consensus across an entire
organization. Results should therefore be considered cautiously
and in light of who was selected as an expert and whether
additional areas of expertise are required to refine results.

Phase 2: Offsite Program Development
The R2 team uses the information gathered during Phase 1 to
develop a tailored version of the R2 program that fits the need of
the host organization, institution, or business. The time required
to develop the program will vary depending on the extent of
the adaptation needed but typically can be accomplished within
4–6 weeks. An evaluation plan and evaluation materials are
also developed at the same time. The short timeframe helps to
maintain the momentum of the work already done. Each module
contains common elements. These include:

1. An introduction to the module and what participants can
expect to learn. The material, while theoretically sound, is
meant to be accessible and brief, with a heavy emphasis on
the activities R2 Resilience Program© participants can do
to integrate new resilience-enabling patterns of behavior
into their lives.

2. A brief overview of the resilience factor, as well as the
typical risk factors which threaten individuals and make
the factor more or less important in different contexts.
This section of the module includes a plain language
scientific summary that reviews the available evidence for
the effectiveness of each resilience factor.

3. Validated measures from the literature that can be used to
help participants reflect on the impact each resilience factor
may have on their lives. Where non-validated measures are
recommended (e.g., when validated measures do not exist),
anecdotal evidence of their performance as assessment
tools is provided.

4. A series of sensitizing questions that can be used in place
of standardized measures to facilitate self-reflection and
group discussion of the module’s content. These sensitizing
questions are starting prompts to help participants
consider the wide range of implications each resilience
factor has on their lives and the lives of others across their
organization, institution, or business.

5. Case studies that illustrate how the module’s content
reflects actual stories of successful recovery, adaptation
and transformation in each organization, institution, or
business. These case illustrations are developed through an
appreciative inquiry process in which those attached to a
specific setting are asked to tell stories of past successes
developing resilience and to identify the constellation of
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personal qualities and external supports that they received
which made their success possible.

6. Sample lesson plans for facilitating workshop content
specific to each resilience factor. Where available, visual
materials like PowerPoint slides and links to online videos
may be included. These lesson plans are provided in the
format requested by the host organization, institution, or
business but are usually malleable so that the program can
be easily adapted to different groups of participants with
different learning needs or the amount of time they have to
devote to the training.

7. The expected outcomes from completion of the module.
Participants are provided with a summary of the changes
they can expect from their use of the module with
specific details about potential benefits to mental health
and one’s ability to cope in social contexts that produce
stress. Specific learning objectives are also developed for
each setting, which are tailored to the selected protective
factors required for the program. For example, a program
involving self-efficacy will include learning objectives
related to conceptual understanding of the concept and
application of activities tailored for the selected setting that
improve self-efficacy.

Phase 3: Implementation of the
Contextualized Program
With the modules developed, the R2 team returns to the host
setting, this time presenting a general introduction to R2 to as
many staff and other stakeholders as possible. The R2 experts then
either (a) work with a small group of individuals to conduct a trial
of the program (refinement of the materials is then done offsite
and a revised version of the program returned to the organization,
institution, or business for implementation) or (b) train a group
of individuals within the organization or business who will be the
R2 trainers, supporting them after the training is completed and
implementation of the R2 curriculum begins.

Phase 4: Evaluation
Whenever possible, an evaluation of outcomes is conducted
by either R2 experts or by those with this expertise already
employed by the organization, institution, or business. Typically,
evaluations occur at regular intervals (e.g., on the first day of
training, and 3 and 6 months after the training ends). Evaluation
staff at the Resilience Research Centre are available to help
compile and analyze the data, produce a report on the findings,
and make recommendations for further tailored implementation
of the R2 program.

CONTEXTUALIZED VS. STANDARDIZED
VERSIONS OF THE R2 RESILIENCE
PROGRAM©

By using these four phases, R2 can be offered as a tailored
intervention that is contextually and culturally relevant. Over

FIGURE 2 | Example of intervention selection of rugged qualities and
resources. The factors selected in this Delphi process were selected from an
earlier version of Table 1. The wording of some items has changed slightly
over time.

time, however, and to make access to the program cost-
effective, several versions of the program intended for similar
populations are being aggregated into “standardized” versions
of R2. Implementation of standardized versions still includes a
period of contextualization where case examples are adapted and
pedagogical techniques are matched to the needs of each setting’s
participants, though the selection of the factors and much of the
content of each module remains constant.

To illustrate this process, a version of the R2 program was
developed for use by a Fortune 500 company conducting a
corporate social responsibility campaign to enhance the resilience
of young adults with social anxiety. Through a Delphi process
with stakeholders, 16 items were selected during Phase 1 of
implementation (see Figure 2).

In developing the modules to explain each factor, efforts
were made to demonstrate the interconnections between them.
Reflecting the science of resilience, factors, and processes
associated with resilience interact such that every rugged feature
depends on resources to facilitate growth, just as every resource
requires the development of individual qualities to cope with
atypical stressors. This dynamic model (see Figure 3) ensures the
enhancement of both ruggedness and resourcefulness at the same
time. To illustrate, participants in this version of R2 were shown
that a change in nutrition and eating habits (an individual quality)
is partially dependent on the relationships we have with others,
our access to healthy food and income, as well as cultural norms
which shape what we eat, and when and how food is prepared.
Likewise, experiences of personal control that we experience in
our workplaces or families influence self-confidence and a sense
of optimism for a future that individuals exercise some control
over. These patterns were shown by graphicly representing the 16
factors as points on two dials that each rotate, aligning factors in
different combinations.

DISCUSSION

The R2 Resilience Program© is an evidence-informed approach
to building resilience that purposefully provides participants with
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FIGURE 3 | Interaction between rugged qualities and resources.

the opportunity to tailor the content. Variation in the number
of factors chosen during each application and the factors that
are chosen suggests that the goal of matching the program to
different contexts and cultures has been effective. While results
are still being assessed, initial evaluation data suggest the program
is helping participants identify strategies that are useful when
dealing with exposure to significant threats to their mental
well-being. For example, 65 volunteers with an international
service club participated in a trial version of R2 in April 2021.
Between pre- and post-intervention, participants experienced
a reduction in anxiety and depression symptoms, as well as
perceived stress. Volunteers’ anxiety symptoms, assessed using
the seven-item Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7) scale
(Spitzer et al., 2006) decreased substantially from an average
of 12.2 at Time 1 (SD = 5.4) to an average of 9 at Time 2
(SD = 2.1). Similarly, the eight-item Patient Health Questionnaire
(PHQ-8) depression scale (Kroenke et al., 2009) was used
to measure changes in volunteers’ depression symptoms, with
scores decreasing slightly from 11.9 at Time 1 (SD = 3.2) to
10.4 at Time 2 (SD = 1.6). Following their participation in
the R2 pilot program, volunteers also experienced a decrease
in perceived stress as measured by the Perceived Stress Scale
(PSS) (Cohen, 1988). Overall, average scores on the 10-item
PSS dropped from 22.7 at Time 1 (SD = 6.8) to 19.3 at Time
2 (SD = 4.7). With regard to resilience, scores on the Brief
Resilience Scale (Smith et al., 2008) remained stable between
pre- and post-intervention assessments (M = 25.1, SD = 3.1
and M = 25.4, SD = 3.5, respectively). These results should
be interpreted in light of the challenges brought about by the
COVID-19 pandemic and the associated stay-at-home orders
and restrictions people experienced. Although the resilience of
the volunteers did not increase following their participation in
the R2 program, stability in resilience levels at this time of
great psychosocial distress should be interpreted as a positive
outcome. Finally, when volunteers were asked if, overall, the

R2 pilot program sessions were helpful in showing them how
to build their personal resilience, 80% of those surveyed said
the sessions were indeed helpful or very helpful. Similarly, 80%
found the sessions helpful for generating ideas to improve their
community’s resilience, and 86.7% stated that the sessions and the
materials that were provided were easy or very easy to understand
and follow. Among the components of the R2 pilot program that
volunteers enjoyed the most, they listed the breakout sessions
that gave participants a chance to discuss resilience issues in
a group setting with other participants and the integration of
case examples. Results from other trials are showing similar
trends in outcomes.

Pedagogically, the approach to building resilience supported
by R2 provides program participants with the opportunity to
select from a menu of options the factors at multiple systemic
levels most likely to produce positive outcomes. This approach,
like other effective resilience interventions that adapt across
cultures (see Cesana et al., 2018) shows promise of helping
mental health professionals discover locally relevant ways of
supporting individuals of all ages and abilities across a plurality
of cultures and contexts to enhance both individual and social-
ecological factors associated with successful adaptation and
transformation under stress.

CONSTRAINTS

While the content of R2 adapts when implemented in different
settings, this strength in contextual relevance can undermine
the program’s fidelity, requiring facilitators to ensure each
application adheres to a set of principles (e.g., equal focus on
ruggedness and resources) while tolerating unique expressions of
the program content. Differences in the length of the program
and variations in pedagogical techniques also raise questions
about the dosage effect of the program and whether participants
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are choosing to design the program in the most efficacious
way. We expect that with more trials and more evaluations, we
will be able to guide organizations, institutions, and businesses
better with regard to how they offer the R2 Resilience Program©
in each setting.

Despite this challenge, resilience programs (like R2) are
most likely to be effective when individuals are given access
to the resources they require and when these resources are
provided in ways that are contextually and culturally meaningful.
This means, for example, that persons in positions of power
should be involved in programs to help facilitate access
to important resources. For instance, if safety and security
are a concern in a given organizational context, then in
addition to person-centered activities such as encouraging
recognition of safe or unsafe practices and articulating safety
needs, senior staff need to be engaged in creating the
mechanisms for employees to access the supports required to
remain safe. Therefore, given an understanding of resilience
as process instead of trait, programs like R2 depend on
both individual action and the actions of other co-occurring
systems to create an optimal context for personal and
collective development.
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Life satisfaction is a research hotspot in positive psychology in recent years. This
study uses overseas students as subjects and attempts to examine the effect of place
attachment and student life satisfaction on Mainland Chinese students’ word-of-mouth
(WOM) recommendations and their Ambassador Behavioral (AB) intention. A survey
was systematically conducted in six institutions in Macao. The results of 312 valid data
indicate that place dependence has a positive influence on place identity; place identity
and place dependence have a positive influence on student life satisfaction; student life
satisfaction mediates the influence of the two dimensions of place attachment on WOM
and AB intention. Recommendations are provided to improve overseas students’ life
satisfaction in the study places. It helps to improve their sense of ownership and actively
participate in the construction of the study places.

Keywords: place attachment, life satisfaction, human-place emotion connection, ambassador behavior intention,
word of mouth, overseas students

INTRODUCTION

With the development of the economy and the influence of globalization, population mobility
increases, and the relationship between people and places becomes a prominent problem. Place
attachment is one of the most important theories to explain the relationship between human
and place (Lewicka, 2011). It originated from psychological research. With the deepening of
research, place attachment theory has gradually become a research hot spot in human geography,
environmental psychology, and sociology. Previous studies in tourism have used place attachment
theory to understand the relationship between visitors or residents and destinations. Place
attachment is a connection formed by the interaction between people and places. Its essence is a
theoretical framework with three dimensions: people, psychological process and place (Jorgensen
and Stedman, 2006). Sojourners have a long-term destination experience and prolonged social
contact with the host region (Brown, 2009). Overseas students are the most representative group
of sojourners. They travel to other places to study and stay there a long time. They have a full
understanding and special feelings about the place of study and become an important force to
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support the development of study place, so they may take a city
tourism ambassador role (Chen et al., 2015). However, it remains
unclear what is the underlying mechanism behind the formation
of such positive behavioral intention. Since people’s emotional
attachment to a place is closely related to a sense of satisfaction
that the place brings to people (Shumaker and Taylor, 1983),
it is essential to explore the emotional connection of overseas
students to their study places to enhance their life satisfaction and
urban development.

A positive correlation between satisfaction and behavioral
intention has been demonstrated in many previous studies
(Kotler et al., 1993) that includes the tendency to recommend a
destination to other people (Yoon and Uysal, 2005). However,
overseas students are different from general tourists because
they stay in one destination for a certain period. Therefore,
their satisfaction should not be seen as a one-time transactional
travel experience but rather as satisfaction with student life in
the city where they study and live. Cognitive congruence theory
suggests that attitude is an important driver of behavior, and
many previous studies have shown that individuals are more
likely to behave responsibly toward an object if they have a
positive attitude toward it (Zhang and Xu, 2019). Therefore, in
the context of this study, it is reasonable to predict that students’
life satisfaction with a destination of study, as a significant
attitudinal factor, will impose a positive effect on their destination
brand-building behavior.

This study aims to examine the inter-relationship between
place attachment, student life satisfaction, and destination
brand-building behaviors of overseas students. The literature
on tourism reveals that the two major components of place
attachment are “place identity” and “place dependence” (Yuksel
et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2012). From another perspective,
destination brand-building behavior is mainly composed of
“word of mouth” (Chen et al., 2018) and “ambassador behavior”
(Wassler et al., 2021). Therefore, the conceptual model of
this study includes these four elements. This study makes
considerable contributions to the literature in two ways. First,
the theory of place attachment is used to explain the human-
place bonding (Ramkissoon and Mavondo, 2015), and the need
satisfaction theory is used to explain the cognitive psychological
factors caused by people’s deep behaviors (Pagán, 2015). The
two concepts have rarely been empirically linked as potential
factors to explain resident and tourist behavior. This study
combines place attachment theory and life satisfaction theory
to explain the formation of overseas students’ ambassadorial
behavior. Second, the majority of previous studies on word-
of-mouth (WOM) and ambassadorial behavior in destination
branding have focussed on examining local residents and
tourists (Litvin et al., 2008; Chen and Šegota, 2015). Sojourners
have a long-term destination experience and prolonged social
contact with the host region (Brown, 2009). However, there
is little research on the potential of their direct involvement
in destination marketing and the psychological factors that
influence their destination building behavior. Therefore, this
study contributes to destination brand research by adding
findings on overseas student behaviors in tourism marketing.
The study has implications for the destinations’ governments

with reference to understanding how to involve major groups
of sojourners as overseas students in the promotion of tourist
destinations where they studied and lived.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Overseas Students in Tourism
At present, most studies on overseas students focus on education
and culture, mainly discussing their life experiences and cross-
cultural adaptation (Sung, 2020). In the tourism field research,
overseas students are generally considered to be an important
tourism market, and their tourist behavior and reception of
friends and relatives during the study period as well as their
economic contribution to the places of study has been confirmed
(Gardiner et al., 2013). Previous studies have determined
tourist and resident’s WOM recommendations and ambassador
behavioral intentions (Lai et al., 2018; Wassler et al., 2021).
However, the studies on the destination brand-building behavior
of sojourners are rare. Overseas students are a typical example
of sojourners. From the perspective of tourism destination
marketing, it is essential to examine Mainland Chinese students’
intention to participate in the branding of the destination.
Xu and Huang (2018) mentioned that the life experience of
students in mainland China was an important motivation for
them to revisit, but they did not have an in-depth discussion
on students’ life characteristics and life satisfaction from the
perspective of a human–place relationship. Therefore, it makes
sense to explore their current sense of place and study how
life affects their willingness to act as a “middleman” and
“facilitator,” and as those who recommend cities as future
tourist destinations.

Student Life Satisfaction
Life satisfaction is a long-term cognitive perception (Bartram,
2015), it refers to the overall quality of an individual’s life
(Pagán, 2015). With the development of social cognition
and cognitive psychology, affective factors, such as those
influencing satisfaction evaluation, have become increasingly
important in satisfaction research (Bradshaw et al., 2011;
Gavín-Chocano et al., 2020). To a certain extent, these affective
factors can be explained or predicted to a considerable extent;
these include use behavior, complaining behavior, word of
mouth and repurchase plan, and so forth (Westbrook, 1987).
Oliver (1993) explained the determinants and formation of
emotion, in terms of satisfaction evaluation, and positive
emotions like being interested and pleased, affect the
formation of satisfaction. Consequently, a satisfied person
tends to recommend a destination to other people. Unanue
et al. (2017) observed that satisfaction in one domain
positively influences other life domains, as well as overall
life satisfaction. Ramkissoon et al. (2018) also supported that
place satisfaction influences the quality of life of repeat visitors to
a national park.

In tourism research, a tourist’s overall satisfaction refers
to a subjective evaluation of all preceding travel experiences
to a destination. Unanimously, the overall satisfaction of
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tourists positively affects their tendency to recommend a
destination to other people (Yoon and Uysal, 2005), which
may mean that satisfied visitors hold positive attitudes toward
the destination. Therefore, while the studies focussed on the
“affective,” researchers used overall satisfaction based on all past
visits to a destination to evaluate the past travel experience (Al
Azmeh, 2019).

Based on the literature research, the studies of life satisfaction
are focused on adults (Chen et al., 2014), while in the
context of higher education, students are treated somewhat
differently. Specifically, student life includes studying and local
living activities. For example, they would visit local enterprises
and become local volunteers. They would go out for dinners
with friends every week and join local festivals with the
local residents together during the holidays. In general, active
and in-depth social participation can enhance individual and
collective control, self-efficacy, and clearer life goals, thereby
affecting citizens’ life satisfaction (Budge et al., 2019). For
residents, their quality of life can be measured by their desirable
level and enjoyable level of the place to live (Aleshinloye
et al., 2021). For college students, the quality of life and
satisfaction can be measured by eight aspects: emotional,
physical, material, personal developmental, self-determination,
interpersonal quality of relationships, social tolerance, and
rights (Schalock et al., 2008). In addition, Benjamin (1994)
also pointed out that some unique life areas, including
“academic,” “university service,” and “university management,”
including on-campus and off-campus life experiences, can
also affect students’ life satisfaction (de Róiste et al., 2012).
Furthermore, research also shows that participation in school
activities has a greater impact on students’ life satisfaction
(Gempp and González-Carrasco, 2021). Students who actively
participate and identify with the school at a higher level
are more capable of establishing relationships with others, as
well as supporting and cooperating with them (Chen et al.,
2015). They can gain better self-esteem and greater autonomy
and self-control through the process of participation. These
experiences and feelings thereby increase life satisfaction and
lower the possibility of causing anti-social or dangerous behaviors
(Finn and Rock, 1997).

In recent years, the life satisfaction of overseas student groups
has attracted much attention. The study of Xu et al. (2020) has
explored the relationship between Mainland Chinese student
life satisfaction and the motivation of destination marketing.
In the study by Xu and Huang (2018), on length of stay,
students may be classified as temporary residents (Glover, 2011)
or Mainland visitors (Xu and Huang, 2018). Simpson et al.
(2016) found migrant tourists were more satisfied with the
destination as the length of residence time increases, and this
affected the likelihood of recommending the destination to
someone else. Therefore, for Mainland Chinese students, their life
satisfaction with the study place may influence their ambassador
behavior. However, other than the length of residence time,
researchers have not identified the factors related to student life
satisfaction with the destination. Given that there are a large
number of Mainland Chinese students studying abroad, it is
important to explore the opportunities these students have to

make a contribution to the destination branding process. It is
what makes them feel satisfied with their studies and lives in
the place of study.

Place Attachment
In psychology, attachment is regarded as an adaptive emotional
response and the state of a person in a specific social relationship
(Huang and Zheng, 1991), initially considered to be the
emotional connection between the baby and the caregiver
(Bowlby, 1982). This was later referred to as a unique compound
of emotions combined with positive emotions such as pleasure,
happiness, and so forth (Huang and Zheng, 1991). With an
expansion in the field of applied psychology, the concept of
“place” received attention from environmental psychology, as
the object of attachment (Hidalgo and Hernandez, 2001). It
belongs to a kind of human-space relationship (Ramkissoon
and Mavondo, 2015), which explored “Topophilia” and “sense
of place.” Therefore, place attachment can be defined as a
positive emotional bond between the individual and the place
(Yuksel et al., 2010).

In the early literature, most attention was focused on the
distinction between a functional bond and an emotional bond
(Lin and Lockwood, 2014). “Place dependence” refers to a
function that is satisfied in order to support the desired goal,
which is the functional bond dimension (Anton and Lawrence,
2014). “Place identity” is a symbolic feeling that combines the
image of a place with the distinction of self, and this is the
emotional bond dimension (Ujang and Zakariya, 2018). This
two-dimensional structure has become a matter of consensus
in the academic world. Although some scholars have extended
the dimensionality of place attachment (Ramkissoon et al.,
2013, 2018; Isa et al., 2020), the validity and universality of
these two dimensions have been verified in different situations
(Brown et al., 2015). Therefore, this study also adopts these
two dimensions to measure the place attachment of Mainland
Chinese students.

In the place attachment research, some researchers identified
the antecedents of place attachment. For example, Aleshinloye
et al. (2021) indicated that resident empowerment and quality of
life positively impact the place attachment of residents. Van Riper
et al. (2019) argued the motivations (achievement, similar people,
learning, enjoying nature, and escape) are antecedents of visitors’
place attachment in Australian national park. However, more
research tended to study the influence of place attachment on the
attitudes and behaviors of residents and tourists. For example,
Ramkissoon (2020a, 2021) proposed place attachment is a way
to support residents’ wellbeing in the crisis of COVID-19. For
tourists, place attachment also influences tourists’ revisitation (Isa
et al., 2020; Majeed and Ramkissoon, 2020).

In the literature on brand citizenship behaviors, it is
helpful to understand the potential causal relationships between
human-place relationships and behavioral intentions (Chen
et al., 2018). In this sense, place attachment—specifically,
its dimension of place identity (reflecting one’s identity and
perceived citizenship)—may have an impact on place-related
behaviors such as WOM and goodwill ambassador behaviors.
However, how to strengthen the influence of place attachment
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on place related behaviors is not well studied, so this study
attempts to fill the research gap and explore the role of student
life satisfaction for Mainland Chinese students in building the
destination brand regarding the place attachment theory.

Destination Brand-Building Behaviors
Destination branding is a series of efforts made by a country,
industry organization, or responsible government agency to
promote the place represented (Morhart et al., 2009). Destination
branding literature first surfaced in 1996; an academic postulated
that destinations are the biggest brand in the travel industry
and that in the future marketing would be a brand battle (Chen
and Šegota, 2015). In the context of tourism, the name of the
place is not enough to build its brand. For the majority of
destinations, slogans are a necessary form of public expression
of a destination’s brand positioning strategy, but they fail to
achieve anything other than an ephemeral indifference. Residents
can be considered as employees who advocate the destinations
to their friends and families (King et al., 2015). This behavior
can be regarded as a destination’s brand-building. In general,
brand-building behaviors can be divided into two forms, “in-
role” and “extra-role,” according to the degree of contribution
required by the actors.

In-role brand-building behavior refers to the fact that
residents can serve as goodwill ambassadors, who perceive the
destination brand consistently with how the destination conveys
itself through public messages and marketing communications;
such as residents’ support for their participation and
involvement, as well as tourism planning and development
(Morhart et al., 2009). The behaviors of these residents constitute
ambassador behavior which is a development-related behavior
aimed to enhance the equity of a destination brand (Hung
et al., 2017). Extra-role brand-building behavior, in the context
of tourism destination, refers to word-of-mouth (WOM), and
discretionary and individually generated actions. Moreover,
WOM is becoming the most powerful form of marketing in the
new information age (Simpson and Siguaw, 2008).

Overseas students including the Mainland Chinese students
coming to a tourist destination, who have a long-term destination
experience, for a period of at least 6 months, can be defined as
sojourners, and these are similar to local residents (Liu and Ryan,
2011). Local residents’ hosting experience and attitude to the
destination can be accumulated in the leisure space, which will
influence the visitors’ experiences. With the experience of cultural
adjustment and the increase of residence time, the Mainland
Chinese students may also exhibit destination brand-building
behaviors to guide their friends and family thus influencing them
to visit the study place.

METHODOLOGY

Research Hypotheses
Moore and Graefe (1994) pointed out that people need more time
to develop a personal sense of identification with a place than
to have a personal sense of dependence on a place. Therefore,
a cause-and-effect relationship exists between place dependence

and place identity (Vaske and Kobrin, 2001). Researchers have
verified this relationship that place identity is an intermediary
in the influence of place dependence on behavioral intention
(Su and Hsu, 2019).

Wang and Davidson (2008) claimed that there is a semi-stable
human-place relationship between Mainland Chinese students
and the study city. Thus, the initial formation of Mainland
Chinese students’ attachment to the study city is mainly due
to its specific physical and social environment and continuous
participation in social activities (Chen et al., 2021). This is
physical dependence on the place. Subsequently, the Mainland
Chinese students perceive emotional identification with the study
city. Accordingly, it can be assumed that for sojourners, place
dependence is an antecedent of place identity. Thus, this study
proposes the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1: Mainland Chinese students’ place
dependence has a positive impact on their place identity.

From the perspective of the human-place bond, people
attached to their living place is bound to exert a certain
significant influence on their life satisfaction. Fleury-Bahi et al.
(2008) proposed that intimate human-place dependence, in
short, place attachment, offers a unique perspective of people’s
own perceptions, including their psychological perceptions. For
tourists, in Hwang et al. (2005) study of Taiwanese national
parks, it was confirmed that the existence of place attachment
could influence tourists’ satisfaction. Ramkissoon et al. (2018) in
their study of visitors at the Dandenong Ranges National Park,
in Australia, also supported the existence of place attachment
on quality of life. On the other hand, Ramkissoon (2020a,
2021) recently argued that place attachment influences residents’
wellbeing in the crisis of COVID-19. Since place attachment has
an intensified connection to satisfaction (Qiu et al., 2020), so
it is possible that a sense of attachment and belongingness of
Mainland Chinese students may influence their life satisfaction.
Thus, this study proposes the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 2a: Mainland Chinese students’ place identity
positively affects their life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2b: Mainland Chinese students’ place
dependence has a positive impact on their life satisfaction.

The self-determination theory (SDT) argues that employees
are likely to internalize the brand-based role identity when
they experienced the satisfaction of their needs (Hancox
et al., 2015). The more satisfied consumers are more likely
to exhibit positive brand-building behaviors (Yoon and Uysal,
2005). In tourism research, Khuong and Van Nga (2018)
argued that tourists’ satisfaction with the destination would
influence their intention to perform positive brand-building
behaviors. The Mainland Chinese students act as internal
employees of the company: once they are satisfied with
the destination they may exhibit destination brand-building
behaviors. Because destination brand-building behaviors include
WOM and ambassador behavior, the study proposes the
following hypotheses regarding the brand-building behaviors:
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Hypothesis 3a: Mainland Chinese students’ life satisfaction
has a positive impact on their word-of-mouth intention.

Hypothesis 3b: Mainland Chinese students’ life satisfaction
has a positive impact on their ambassador behavior.

A high level of attachment to a place can result in
positive residents’ behaviors, such as protecting the environment
(Ramkissoon, 2020b) and spreading a positive destination brand
(Ahearne et al., 2005), because place attachment can motivate
individuals to protect and improve it. As a resident’s attachment
increases, he or she is more likely to build the destination’s brand
(Chen et al., 2018). Hung et al. (2017) found that the highly
attached residents would engage in brand-building activities.
Thus, this study proposes the following research hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a: Mainland Chinese students’ place identity
positively affects their word-of-mouth intention.

Hypothesis 4b: Mainland Chinese students’ place identity
positively affects their ambassador behavior.

Hypothesis 5a: Mainland Chinese students’ place
dependence positively affects their word-of-mouth intent
ion.

Hypothesis 5b: Mainland Chinese students’ place
dependence positively affects their ambassador behavior.

The research model is shown in Figure 1.

Research Setting
Overseas students are an important group of sojourners. They
live temporarily in other places due to their established learning
goals. Overseas students usually transfer the academic knowledge
and life experience acquired in their sojourn places to their host
countries to promote the flow of international knowledge and
information. The number of Mainland Chinese students is the
largest among overseas students. Macao is the tenth most popular
study destination for Mainland Chinese students and received
around 200,000 students between 1998 and 2018 (UNESCO,
2019). According to the latest statistics, there were 18,904
Mainland Chinese students in Macao. This is a ratio of 1:37 in

relation to Macao’s total population (Macao Higher Education
Bureau, 2020). Therefore, choosing Macao as a research site
can effectively demonstrate the influence of Mainland Chinese
students in destination brand-building behaviors.

Macao is located in the Pearl River Delta on the South-Eastern
coast of China, about 60 km east-northeast of Hong Kong. Macao
has a total area of 32.9 square kilometers and a population of
about 682,800 people. The majority of Macao’s residents are
Chinese, accounting for over 90% of the total population, while
the rest are Portuguese, Filipino, and people of other nationalities.
Macao is an international free port, a world center for tourism
and leisure, and one of the world’s four major gambling cities.
Although Macao is small in terms of area, it has many world
heritage sites such as A-Ma Temple, Yapo Well, and the Ruins
of the Cathedral of Saint Paul, as well as several scenic spots
such as museums, churches and temples. The historic district
of Macao was included in the World Cultural Heritage List in
2005. At the same time, Macao has also been named by UNESCO
as the “City of Creative Cuisine.” Macanese dishes are one of
Macao’s unique specialities, and the culinary skills of Portuguese
natives were added to the list of Macao’s Intangible Cultural
Heritage assets in 2012.

Measurement Scales and Questionnaire
Design
The measurable items for place dependence, place identity,
and student life satisfaction are derived from Huang and
Hsu (2009), Chen and Dwyer (2018), and Aleshinloye et al.
(2020), respectively. For measuring destination brand-building
behaviors, three items for WOM and three items for ambassador
behavior are derived from Chen and Dwyer (2018). For
measurement, participants responded using a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Table 1
lists the 19 items of the research model. An English questionnaire
was translated into Chinese and back translated into English
to eliminate the translation bias. Two professors in the field
of tourism helped to validate the content of the Chinese and
the English versions. Since the target samples in this study are
Mainland Chinese students, a pilot test with 50 of them was
conducted in Macao at the end of October 2020 to further

FIGURE 1 | Research models.
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TABLE 1 | Measurement scales.

Measured item

Place dependence (PD)

PD1 For my learning, the resources and facilities provided by Macao are
the best.

PD2 For my learning and life, I could not imagine anything better than
the resources and facilities provided by Macao.

PD3 I enjoy living in Macao and its social environment more than any
other cities.

PD4 I really miss Macao when I am away from it for too long.

Place identity (PI)

PI1 I feel the Macao is a part of me

PI2 I identify strongly with Macao

PI3 Living in Macao says a lot about who I am

PI4 The Macao is very special to me

PI5 I am attached to the Macao

Word of mouth (WOM)

WOM1 When "talk up" Macao, I often speak favorably about Macao to
people I know.

WOM2 I bring up Macao in a positive way in conversations I have with
friends and acquaintances.

WOM3 On social media, I often post positive information about Macao.

Ambassador behavior (AB)

AB1 In tourist contact situations, I ensure that my personal appearance
is in line with Macao sider’s appearance in my mind.

AB2 I adhere to my standards for Macao sider’s behavior.

AB3 I see that my actions in tourist contact are not at odds with a
Macao sider’s behavior.

Student life satisfaction (SLS)

SLS1 My overall evaluation of the experience of studying and living in
Macao is positive.

SLS2 My overall evaluation of the experience of studying and living in
Macao is favorable.

SLS3 I am satisfied with my experience of studying and living in Macao.

SLS4 I am pleased with my experience of studying and living in Macao.

confirm the content. This process allowed for the wording of
some of the items of the questionnaire to be improved. One
measurement item—“Macao means a lot to me”—was deleted
due to its lower reliability.

The questionnaire has three sections. The first question is a
filter question: “Are you a student of a Macao higher education
institution from Mainland China?” This was asked to ascertain
whether or not the respondent qualified for the study. Only those
responding “yes” to the question were invited to complete the
questionnaire. The second section questions were designed to
measure the five constructs. The third section is the background
information of respondents.

Data Collection
According to 2019 statistics from the Macao Higher Education
Bureau, there are 10 institutions of higher learning in Macao,
six of which have approved the admission of mainland students.
The proportion of mainland students in the six schools is
as follows: Macao University of Science and Technology:
56.5%, University of Macao: 19.3%, City University of Macao:
19.0%, Macao Polytechnic Institute: 3.0%, Macao Institute of

Tourism: 2.0%, and Kiang Wu Nursing College of Macao:
0.2%. The questionnaires were distributed according to the
above proportion.

From 23rd to 27th November 2020, six research assistants
administered the survey at five locations (the school gate, the
library, the dining room, the student dormitory building, and the
teaching building) one by one in six institutions from 11:00 to
19:00 every day. Data were systematically collected. The research
assistants chose one in 10 people who passed by to fill in the
questionnaire. If the respondent was not a Mainland Chinese
student or refused to answer the questionnaire because of other
reasons, the research assistants would count another 10 people.
Four hundred samples were collected. Since some students gave
similar rates for most items, 88 questionnaires were removed.
Table 2 reports the respondents’ profiles. There were 114 males

TABLE 2 | Sample profile (n = 312).

Frequency Percent

Gender Males 114 36.5%

Females 198 63.5%

Age 18–22 241 77.3%

23–27 64 20.5%

28–32 5 1.6%

Over 32 2 0.6%

Education (Current
state)

Advanced placement 3 1.0%

Bachelor 225 72.1%

Master 71 22.8%

Doctor 13 4.2%

Length of stay
(Years of studying
and living in Macao)

1 Year or less 98 31.4%

2 Years 98 31.4%

3 Years 64 20.5%

4 Years or Over 52 16.7%

College and
University

Macao University of
Science and
Technology

164 52.6%

University of Macao 62 19.9%

City University of
Macao

63 20.2%

Macao Polytechnic
Institute

11 3.5%

Macao Institute of
Tourism

9 2.9%

Kiang Wu Nursing
College of Macao

1 0.3%

Others 2 0.6%

Mainland Region of
China

South China 85 27.2%

East China 92 29.5%

Central China 33 10.6%

North China 23 7.4%

Northwest China 14 4.5%

Southwest China 42 13.5%

Northeast China 23 7.4%
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TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics and factor loadings.

Mean SD Kurtosis Skewness Loadings

PD1 5.276 1.029 0.411 −0.413 0.735

PD2 4.285 1.450 −0.260 −0.221 0.780

PD3 4.968 1.384 −0.492 −0.380 0.861

PD4 4.801 1.318 −0.285 −0.229 0.817

PI1 4.676 1.439 −0.296 −0.334 0.860

PI2 4.728 1.377 −0.044 −0.425 0.904

PI3 4.042 1.355 −0.051 −0.208 0.838

PI4 5.138 1.252 0.468 −0.617 0.845

PI5 4.984 1.223 0.244 −0.434 0.870

WOM1 5.147 1.140 0.129 −0.370 0.927

WOM2 5.253 1.125 0.492 −0.525 0.929

WOM3 5.237 1.098 0.128 −0.321 0.876

AB1 4.753 1.251 0.016 −0.374 0.860

AB2 4.279 1.353 0.165 −0.494 0.861

AB3 4.904 1.175 0.164 −0.383 0.834

SLS1 5.240 1.102 1.485 −0.762 0.900

SLS2 5.163 1.087 0.578 −0.570 0.936

SLS3 5.221 1.083 1.228 −0.617 0.926

SLS4 5.343 1.095 0.980 −0.595 0.920

(36.5%) and 198 females (63.5%). The characteristics of the
samples matched the population of Mainland Chinese students
in Macao. One-third of them stayed less than 1 year, 1–2 years,
and over 2 years.

RESULTS

Outer Model Analysis
Table 3 reports the descriptive statistics of 19 items. The
minimum value of the PLS factor loading is 0.735 (>0.700). All
Cronbach’s α values are higher than the threshold 0.7 and all
composite reliability (CR) values are higher than the threshold
0.7 too (as shown in Table 4; Henseler et al., 2015). According
to Hair et al. (2010), the values of the average variance extracted
(AVE) for each construct are above the recommended 0.5. It
shows good reliability and convergent validity. Discriminant
validity is examined by comparing the square root of AVE
for each construct with the correlations between pairs of
latent variables (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Furthermore, all
Heterotrait–Monotrait (HTMT) correlations are less than 0.90
(Henseler et al., 2015), achieving a satisfactory result.

Inner Model Analysis
Figure 2 shows the results of structural equation modeling
(SEM) analysis. The analytical results indicate that student
life satisfaction (SLS) has significant influences on Ambassador
Behavior (AB) (β = 0.347, p-value < 0.001); SLS has
significant influences on Word of Mouth (WOM) (β = 0.379,
p-value < 0.001); Place Dependence (PD) has influences on AB
(β = 0.199, p-value < 0.01); PD has significant influences on SLS
(β = 0.302, p-value < 0.001); PD has significant influences on
Place Identity (PI) (β = 0.782, p-value < 0.001); PD has influences

on WOM (β = 0.201, p-value < 0.01); PI has influences on AB
(β = 0.247, p-value < 0.01); PI has significant influences on
SLS (β = 0.443, p-value < 0.001); PI has influences on WOM
(β = 0.260, p-value < 0.01) The R2 of SLS, PI, WOM, and AB
are higher than 0.25. Results indicate that all the nine hypotheses
proposed were supported. Findings of the path relationships are
displayed in Table 5. The multicollinearity was tested by variance
inflation factor (VIF), all VIF values did not exceed 5, indicating
an absence of multicollinearity issue (Hair et al., 2011).

Mediating Effect on Place Identity and
Student Life Satisfaction
The results summarized in Table 6 show that both PI and
SLS have significant mediating effects. Firstly, SLS mediates
the positive impact of PD on AB (indirect effect = 0.105,
p-value < 0.001) and WOM (indirect effect = 0.115,
p-value < 0.01); SLS mediates the positive impact of PI on
AB (indirect effect = 0.154, p-value < 0.001) and WOM
(indirect effect = 0.168, p-value < 0.001). Continuing,
PI mediates the positive impact of PD on AB (indirect
effect = 0.193, p-value < 0.01) and WOM (indirect effect = 0.203,
p-value < 0.01); PI mediates the positive impact of PD on SLS
(indirect effect = 0.347, p-value < 0.001). Lastly, the mediating
effect of both PI and SLS on the positive impact of PD on
AB (indirect effect = 0.120, p < 0.001) and WOM (indirect
effect = 0.131, p < 0.001) was found to be significant.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Conclusion
The results show that place dependence has a positive influence
on place identity, and both place identity and place dependence
have a positive effect on student life satisfaction. First, the results
are consistent with previous studies (Moore and Graefe, 1994;
Su and Hsu, 2019) where place dependence influences place
identity, which implies that Mainland Chinese students have
a personal sense of dependence and developed a connection
with Macao after a period of studying and living there. Second,
the results are also consistent with the results of Qiu et al.’s
(2020) study in which Mainland Chinese students’ satisfaction
with life in Macao is affected through the use of resources,
facilities, and contact with the social environment during their
study and life in Macao. The results of this study also find that
two dimensions of place attachment and student life satisfaction
influence Mainland Chinese students’ WOM and ambassador
behavior. These findings are consistent with a previous study
(Chen and Dwyer, 2018) in which place attachment is found to
influence destination brand-building behavior, but their target
was residents. And it implies that satisfied mainland Chinese
students would construct positive brand-building behavior.

Contributions
First, this study uses the theory of place attachment to explore
the inter-relationship between place dependence, place identity,
and overseas students’ life satisfaction. Although previous
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TABLE 4 | Reliability, construct validity, and correlation.

Cronbach’s alpha CR AVE Fornell-larcker criterion Heterotrait-monotrait ratio

AB SLS PD PI WOM AB SLS PD PI WOM

Ambassador behavior (AB) 0.811 0.888 0.725 0.851

Student life satisfaction SLS) 0.940 0.957 0.847 0.645 0.920 0.732

Place dependence (PD) 0.812 0.876 0.639 0.618 0.649 0.799 0.760 0.735

Place identity (PI) 0.915 0.936 0.746 0.639 0.680 0.782 0.864 0.739 0.733 0.890

Word-of-mouth (WOM) 0.897 0.936 0.830 0.638 0.686 0.651 0.675 0.911 0.744 0.748 0.752 0.744

AVE, average variance extracted; CR, construct reliability, Italic front-square-root of AVE.

FIGURE 2 | Results of PLS-SEM analysis.

studies have confirmed the effect of place attachment on
residents’ quality of life (Ramkissoon et al., 2018), the effect
of place attachment on sojourners is still under research. Place
attachment is an attitude toward the place, and attitude theory
holds that attitude is composed of cognition, emotion and
intentionality (behavior). The cognitive component of place
attachment is the attitude, judgment, belief, value, and symbolic
meaning of place based on the cognitive process of place
perception and memory. Through memory, people can generate
local meaning and associate it with themselves, forming local
identity. As life satisfaction is positive psychology, this local
meaning improves one’s wellbeing and overall life satisfaction
(Ramkissoon, 2020a). For mainland Chinese students, after
having a sense of dependence on Macao’s tangible resources,
they have developed an intangible emotional identification.
Consequently, they develop affective attitudes toward the place of
study, including satisfaction with their life in Macao. Compared

with tourists’ short-term travel satisfaction, the development of
mainland Chinese students’ life satisfaction is longer. However,
student life satisfaction is retained for longer, too. In addition,
the formation of Mainland Chinese students’ life satisfaction
is more complicated than the formation of tourists’ travel
satisfaction. When they are living in Macau, they exhibit a
long-lasting behavior change. Since lifestyle change can promote
people’s wellbeing (Ramkissoon, 2020a, 2021), so mainland
Chinese students were satisfied with their quality of life. This
study stimulates researchers’ interest in studying student life
satisfaction and its consequences, such as students’ support for
tourism development.

Second, this research links the theory of life satisfaction with
the theory of place attachment to enrich the research of the
factors influencing the potential for destination brand-building.
Destination brand-building is behavioral tendencies related to
place attachment. Individuals who are attached to a place can
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TABLE 5 | Results of hypotheses testing.

Coefficient T-statistics f-Square VIF Test results

H1 PD→PI 0.782 34.941 1.577 1.000 Supported

H2a PI→SLS 0.443 5.889 0.152 2.577 Supported

H2b PD→SLS 0.302 4.069 0.071 2.577 Supported

H3a SLS→WOM 0.379 4.847 0.166 1.992 Supported

H3b SLS→AB 0.347 5.096 0.122 1.992 Supported

H4a PI→WOM 0.260 2.955 0.053 2.969 Supported

H4b PI→AB 0.247 2.965 0.041 2.969 Supported

H5a PD→WOM 0.201 2.722 0.034 2.760 Supported

H5b PD→AB 0.199 2.752 0.029 2.760 Supported

TABLE 6 | The mediation effect of place identity and life satisfaction.

Effect T-value 2.5% 97.5% Mediation

PD→SLS→AB 0.105 3.178 0.047 0.176 Partial mediation

PI→SLS→AB 0.154 3.653 0.080 0.245 Partial mediation

PD→PI→SLS→AB 0.120 3.580 0.062 0.195 Partial mediation

PD→PI→AB 0.193 2.889 0.065 0.330 Partial mediation

PD→PI→SLS 0.347 5.573 0.229 0.471 Partial mediation

PD→SLS→WOM 0.115 2.791 0.043 0.204 Partial mediation

PI→SLS→WOM 0.168 4.003 0.091 0.255 Partial mediation

PD→PI→SLS→WOM 0.131 3.922 0.070 0.202 Partial mediation

PD→PI→WOM 0.203 2.902 0.066 0.343 Partial mediation

perceive that the place provides them with conditions to meet
their action goals more than other places, so they are more
likely to show a tendency to be close to the place. The results
of this study reveal that place attachment, as a preliminary
cognitive–emotional connection between sojourners and Macao,
does not only turn to affective attitudes toward the place but
also influences sojourners’ destination brand-building behaviors.
The indirect effects of place dependence on destination brand-
building behaviors (indirect effect PD→WOM = 0.449, indirect
effect PD→ AB = 0.418) are larger than its direct effect (direct
effect PD → WOM = 0.201, direct effect PD → AB = 0.199),
which implies that place identity and student life satisfaction
acted as mediators complementing the effect of place dependence
on destination brand-building. Using Mainland Chinese students
as a case study, this research indicates the destination brand-
building path for sojourners: place dependence→ place identity
→ student life satisfaction→ WOM and ambassador behavior.
This study provides researchers with a research direction to
conduct further studies in investigating destination brand-
building behaviors for tourists, residents, and sojourners.

Given the uniqueness of sojourners travel in the host area
and the increase in the number of sojourner groups (Liu
and Ryan, 2011), this study also contributes to destination
marketing research in understanding Mainland Chinese students’
(as sojourners’) perception of, and attitude to a destination. This
study explores the destination brand-building path. Since as a
group, sojourners also include working-holiday youngsters and
deep-travel tourists, understanding their behavior is expected to
provide meaningful implications for tourism planning. As some

tourists tend to stay longer in a destination as they have more
deeply understood a tourist destination’s culture (Brown, 2009),
they become sojourners. This study explores a research target, for
which the special market segment becomes more important in the
further tourism market. Therefore, researchers should put more
focus on sojourners.

In studying the behavior of ambassadors, researchers mainly
focussed on local residents as the research objects because
residents are internal stakeholders of the country; they are
the majority of the people who live in the destination
and the largest group that constitutes the destination brand.
The active participation of residents in the formation and
implementation of the brand is invaluable. In this process,
they act as the city’s brand ambassadors (Konecnik Ruzzier
and Petek, 2012; Wassler and Hung, 2017). Their brand
citizenship behaviors can enhance the equity of a destination
brand. However, for some tourist destinations, not only
the residents of destinations are a legitimate and salient
stakeholder group (Fyall and Garrod, 2019), sojourners are
also important internal stakeholders. Compared with residents,
the relationship between sojourners and potential tourists is
closer. Since sojourners have lived in the destination for
a long time, their promotion and guidance are considered
more credible by potential tourists. Therefore, sojourners not
only show internal brand behaviors but also exhibit external
brand behaviors that affect the destination brand development.
This study highlights the role of sojourners in enhancing the
equity of a destination brand and fills the aforementioned
theoretical gap so that people can understand more about
this most complex group who are brand stakeholders of
tourist destinations.

Recommendations
From a practical point of view, this study provides more
effective marketing strategies and programs for the governments,
tourism agencies, and other stakeholders in destination
countries. Firstly, the governmental tourism offices could
utilize sojourners, especially Mainland Chinese students,
to construct the destination brand. For example, tourism
offices could launch the “Mainland college student tourism
ambassador” scheme to recruit volunteers to participate in
large-scale tourism promotion fairs in the cities of Mainland
China. In this way, the volunteers could understand and become
closer to the city where they study more and also have more
responsibility for it.

Second, according to the internal brand and marketing
approach, it is suggested that the higher education bureau
could cooperate with universities and colleges to promote
knowledge contests of the destination. For example, the
universities in Macao could arrange a “Macao historical
knowledge competition” or a “Best Macao Photography
Contest” for Mainland Chinese students to create a
uniquely positive experience of Macao. These activities
help to establish the Mainland Chinese students’ emotional
connection with Macao, so as to motivate them to
become actively involved in the construction of the Macao
destination brand.
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Third, dependence on local facilities and resources is
the basis of the formation of personal life satisfaction, so
governments and other stakeholders should take a leading
role in improving sojourners’ life satisfaction. For example,
universities and colleges in Macao could establish a “Senior
Supervisor” plan to help first-year Mainland Chinese students
to familiarize themselves with campus life and the living
environment in Macao.

From the perspective of the tourism market, Mainland
Chinese students have a direct and indirect role in destination
marketing. They act as an attraction factor to motivate
their friends and family to visit. Therefore, the Macao
government tourism office could cooperate with Macao
airlines, hotels, and other related industry organizations to
provide promotional packages for Mainland Chinese students
and their families. For example, these could be “back to
school after vacation preferential ticket counterparts” and
“preferential hotel discount coupons,” which would help to
develop Mainland Chinese students’ place attachment and
increase their life satisfaction. It would also help to increase
tourism revenues.

Limitation
The limitations of this study should be acknowledged, and
this opens opportunities for future research. First, there are
regional limitations in the collection of sample data. The severe
impact of the COVID-19 epidemic has caused a restriction
on Mainland Chinese students returning to study in Western
countries (United States and United Kingdom). The collection of
samples in other countries is recommended in order to obtain
results that can be generalized. Second, this study only provides
a basic model for studying sojourners’ behaviors in the light
of place attachment theory and life satisfaction theory, and
future studies could be extended on the basis of this research
model. Third, from the perspective of research objects, the
sojourners involved in this study are Mainland Chinese students,
while for some countries, such as Singapore, the labor group
accounts for a large part of sojourners. Therefore, attention
should be paid to including the labor group in the follow-
up research.
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The study of processes that enrich positive relationships has been an under-researched

area within positive psychology practice. The way an individual responds during couple

conflicts (accommodation response) and toward the disclosure of good news of a

partner (capitalization response) has been linked to relationship quality. Although the

accommodation and capitalization communication processes are part and parcel of our

everyday lives, the two processes have been examined separately and dominated by the

Western perspectives in past research. Prior work has suggested that Western and Asian

cultures differ in expressing and perceiving beneficial communication behaviors. Yet, it

is still unclear which accommodation and capitalization responses matter the most from

an Asian lens. To date, there is no research examining these interconnected variables

simultaneously in Asia, specifically in Malaysia. In this study, two forms of communication

processes, namely, (1) accommodation and (2) capitalization, were explored concurrently

to disentangle the unique associations and influence on relationship satisfaction.

This study also sought to understand the moderating effects of culture in terms of

interdependent self-construal on the link between these two communication processes

and relationship satisfaction. Responses of 139 Malaysians in dating relationships

between the age of 18 and 30 years (Mage = 23.15) were collected through online

surveys. An active and constructive reaction was captured as the most favorable

response through both the capitalization and accommodation processes. Prominently,

an active-constructive capitalization response bore the strongest influence on relationship

satisfaction above and beyond other responses. A passive and constructive response

was revealed only fruitful for disclosures of positive news and not during conflicts.

Conversely, in the destructive paradigm, passive-destructive responses were the most

detrimental factor in relationships compared to other destructive responses. The results

also uncovered that interdependent self-construal did not moderate the two forms

of communication processes. However, the findings discovered unexpected individual

and cultural variations. This pioneering study is a noteworthy addition to the positive
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psychology literature from an Asian standpoint. It highlights the significance of not

only protecting relationships through better conflict management but also enriching

relationships by capitalizing on the positive aspects across the lives of the couple,

ultimately providing a greater holistic insight into cultivating flourishing lives.

Keywords: communication, capitalization, accommodation, positive psychology, dating, satisfaction, Malaysia,

culture

INTRODUCTION

“Man is by nature a social animal . . . Anyone who either cannot

lead the common life or is so self-sufficient as not to need to, and

therefore does not partake of society, is either a beast or a god.”

–Aristotle
The long-asserted avowal of Aristotle is not an unfamiliar
statement to society. As social beings, we are wired to connect
(Lieberman, 2013), and our relationships are the essence of
a happy and flourishing life (Valliant, 2002, 2012). Lieberman
(2013) unmasked that our need to connect is as fundamental as
our need for food, water, and shelter. Neuroscientists discovered
that our brain responds to social pain and pleasure in the same
powerful way as to physical pain and pleasure (Eisenberger, 2012;
Hsu et al., 2015). The fact that we are wired as such means
that our physical, emotional, and mental well-being depends
on the positive interpersonal relationships in our everyday lives
(Fishbane, 2007; Luong et al., 2011). In particular, our romantic
relationships, which are seen as a near-universal need across
cultures and various ages, have a powerful influence on our well-
being (Jankowiak and Fisher, 1992; Kansky, 2018; Fletcher et al.,
2019).

Evidence also recognizes that the impact of the relationship of
an individual on well-being is contingent on the cultural values,
orientation, and norms of a person germane to the social and
interaction context in which the relationship exists (Kim et al.,
2008). In general, positive psychology research studies around
the world have been largely based on Caucasian samples, and
more research is recommended to explore diversity in the science
of positive psychology (Rao and Donaldson, 2015). Yet, the
influence of culture on specific patterns of positive interactions
regarding the realm of dating relationships in Malaysia and
throughout Asia is relatively untapped. Notably, there has been
a gap with limited positive psychology research and practice in
Malaysia (Hashim, 2013; Hendriks et al., 2019).

The way an individual responds during couple conflicts
(accommodation response) (i.e., Rusbult et al., 1991; Crowley,
2006) and toward disclosure of good news by a partner
(capitalization response) (i.e., Gable et al., 2004, 2006) has
been linked to relationship satisfaction and stability. More
specifically, constructive accommodation and capitalization
responses through couple conflicts and triumphs are associated
with greater relationship well-being (Gable et al., 2004). Although
the accommodation and capitalization communication processes
are part and parcel of our everyday lives, these two processes
have been examined separately and dominated by the Western

perspectives in past research. Prior work has suggested that
Western and Asian cultures differ in expressing and perceiving
beneficial communication behaviors (e.g.,Wang et al., 2010; Choi
et al., 2019). Of concern, it is still unclear which accommodation
and capitalization responses matter the most from an Asian
lens thus far. To date, there is no research examining these
interconnected variables simultaneously in Malaysia and across
Asia. In this exploratory study, two forms of communication
processes, accommodation, and capitalization were explored to
disentangle the unique associations with relationship satisfaction,
contributing to positive psychology insights for enriching
relationships in an Asian context, specifically in Malaysia. Since
Malaysia is a country with a melting pot of ethnicities and
unique historical influences (Nagaraj et al., 2015; Park, 2015; The
Malaysian Administrative Modernisation Management Planning
Unit, 2016), this study may offer a different and novel positive
psychology perspective to the constructs understudied. This
study also sought to understand the moderating influence of
culture in terms of self-construal on the link between these two
communication processes and relationship satisfaction.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Romantic Relationships, Satisfaction, and
Communication
There has been a great deal of literature examining overall
relationship satisfaction and its consequences due to the
considerable impact of romantic relationships on well-being
(Karney and Bradbury, 1995; Bradbury et al., 2000; Dush and
Amato, 2005; Fincham and Beach, 2010; Gomez-Lopez et al.,
2019). When relationships are satisfying and fulfilling, couples
are happier and healthier (Proulx et al., 2007), but when thwarted,
other pillars of well-being can be jeopardized, such as mortality
(Robles et al., 2014) and mental health, for example, increase in
depression and anxiety symptoms (Snyder et al., 2005). Notably,
the most prominent research on relationship satisfaction has
been The Harvard University Adult Study of Development, the
lengthiest longitudinal study in the positive psychology literature
of the world with more than 80 years of research. This research
called to the attention of audiences widespread regarding the
importance of relationship satisfaction for flourishing lives as
they found individuals in more satisfying marriages at age 50
had greater mental, emotional, and physical health at age 80
(Valliant, 2002, 2012; Waldinger and Schulz, 2010; Waldinger
et al., 2014). Hence, not surprisingly, couple satisfaction has
been viewed as the gold standard for assessing interventions to

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 December 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 767908276

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


De Netto et al. Communication, the Heart of a Relationship

alleviate relationship distress and sustain thriving relationships
(Fincham et al., 2018).

Relationship satisfaction has often been referred to as the
global relationship measure (Tam et al., 2011a) and tends
to be used interchangeably in the literature with terms such
as relationship success, well-being, happiness, adjustment, and
quality of a relationship (e.g., Vangelisti, 2004; Fincham and
Rogge, 2010; Fincham et al., 2018). A satisfying relationship has
been identified as a significant predictor of relationship well-
being and longevity (Barnes et al., 2007; Ruffieux et al., 2014), yet
it can feel like an unsolvable riddle to many couples. Given the
strong predictive connection between relationship satisfaction
and important life implications, it is critical to explore why some
relationships lead to satisfaction and some fail? Why does a
once loving and promising relationship break down over time?
Interestingly, longitudinal (Karney and Bradbury, 1995; Gottman
and Silver, 1999; Byers, 2005) and cross-sectional (Woodin, 2011)
studies have unearthed that communication is pivotal in solving
this riddle.

Communication has been found to be the bedrock or the
“heart” in supporting and promoting relationship satisfaction
(Gottman and Krokoff, 1989; Gottman and DeClaire, 2002;
Markman et al., 2010; Hiew et al., 2016; Ogolsky et al.,
2017), with recent findings linking satisfaction with constructive
responses in conflicts (accommodation) and sharing of personal
triumphs (capitalization). Within the Malaysian context, good
communication has been reported as a core contributing
factor to harnessing a happy and satisfying marriage (Abidin,
2019; Noor et al., 2019), thereby making a lack of effective
communication and misunderstandings being one of the main
reasons for relationship dissolutions (National Population Family
Development Board Malaysia., 2016). On top of that, marital
research experts have suggested that it is not the sheer
frequency of positive to negative communication behaviors
that influences the satisfaction of a couple, but the ratio of
positive behaviors outweighing negative behaviors, 5:1, that
leads to satisfaction (Gottman and Levenson, 1992; Gottman
and Gottman, 2017). However, what is viewed as positive
communication and rewarding in Western cultures may look
different in Asian cultures.

Researchers over the years have argued that Western
and Asian cultures differ in how they express and perceive
beneficial communication behaviors (e.g., Wang et al., 2010;
Williamson et al., 2012; Yum et al., 2015; Wang and Lau,
2018; Rajaei et al., 2019). Further, Finkle et al. (2017)
have also surmised that favorable responses need to be
tailored to the unique situational context of the couple and
that responsiveness (i.e., showing understanding, care, and
validation) would not be entirely universal to all circumstances.
Thus, the maintenance of a satisfying relationship cannot be
fully understood and appreciated without sufficient knowledge
of the cultural underpinnings of communication in romantic
relationships and specific situational contexts. While a few
studies have examined certain variables and couple satisfaction
in Malaysia (e.g., Hoesni et al., 2016; Abdullah et al., 2017;
Abidin et al., 2018), knowledge about the psychology of positive
communication processes through conflicts and triumphs

and how culture impacts these interactional processes are
rather oblique.

Communication and Self-Construal
An underlying assumption of this current research was that
individuals who vary in culture in terms of self-construal
also differ in the way they perceive beneficial responses of
their partner. Culture influences the behavior of an individual
indirectly through molding personality dispositions such as
self-construal (Yum, 2004), and research has shown that the
variations in communicative behaviors could be explained by
considering self-construal (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Self-
construal signifies the culturally contingent beliefs, feelings,
and actions of an individual related to the understanding of
the self as associated to others, in terms of members of in-
groups (interdependence; InterSC) or separate from others
(independence; IndSc) (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Cross
et al., 2011). The dominant self-construal of an individual is
fundamentally driven by an individualism-collectivism cultural
environment (Triandis, 1995). Generally, Western cultures adopt
individualistic values while Eastern cultures are described to hold
collectivistic values (Hofstede, 2001). In individualistic societies,
people lean toward developing an independent self (IndSc) and
value unique feelings and ideas, where asserting personal desires,
goals, and emotions are favorable (Markus and Kitayama, 1991).
Contrarily, people in collectivistic societies tend to view the self
as interdependent with values of relational harmony and are
socialized to accommodate groups and subordination of personal
desires (Morling et al., 2002).

While verbal expression and direct communication is
common practice in IndSc dominant cultures (Kim and Markus,
2002), indirect and less expressive communication is preferred
by InterSc cultures as verbalizing internal states may be
seen as disruptive to group harmony (Kim and Sherman,
2007; Ma-Kellams and Blascovich, 2012). Therefore, people
in Malaysia who are traditionally in a collectivist society
(Hofstede, 2001; Ting and Ying, 2013) would presumably hold
a more dominant InterSC and may use and prefer different
communicative behaviors compared to individualistic societies.
Evidently, Yum et al. (2015) found that Malaysians use less direct
communication and self-disclosure to express their commitment
and affection compared to Americans. Moreover, Malaysians
place great weight on the collective well-being (Kennedy,
2002) and tend to practice caution and indirectness in daily
communication (Bakar et al., 2007, 2014). Thus, the Malaysian
culture inhibits assertiveness and confrontational behaviors to
maintain harmony within relationships (Kennedy, 2002). This
knowledge suggests that the culture of an individual with respect
to the dominant self-construal may impact the type of approach
and how efficacious communication behaviors are anticipated to
be. Thus, the positive association between active communication
behaviors (e.g., positive verbal expression) and the negative
association between passive communication behaviors (e.g.,
withdrawal from the conversation), with relationship satisfaction
in Western societies, may not be universal to Asian societies,
particularly in the Malaysian cultural atmosphere.
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Communication Through Conflicts:
Accommodation, Self-Construal, and
Satisfaction
Unraveling the mystery surrounding the riddle of achieving
satisfying relationships is even more perplexing when
communicative behaviors may operate differently in a
different context. A growing body of literature has examined
communicative processes within conflictual contexts, namely,
accommodative behaviors, which is described as inhibiting
natural reflexes of reacting negatively to the transgressions of
a partner and instead respond positively (Rusbult et al., 1991;
Overall and Sibley, 2008; Overall et al., 2010). Irrespective of how
compatible partners are in a relationship, conflict is inevitable
(Rusbult et al., 1991), and all partners will occasionally behave in
an unpleasant manner such as yelling or saying hurtful remarks
(Yovetich and Rusbult, 1994; Kilpatrick et al., 2002; Crowley,
2006). To protect the quality of the romantic relationship in the
long run, couples must override the urge to act destructively
during conflicts, hence the term accommodation (Campbell and
Staton, 2013). The accommodation model is measured along two
dimensions and is differentiated into four types of responses:
active-constructive (discussing problems and attempts to
resolve the problem), passive-constructive (silently forgives
and waits for things to improve), active-destructive (criticizing
and threatening to leave the partner), and passive-destructive
(ignoring the partner and problem) (Rusbult et al., 1982, 1991;
Overall et al., 2010).

Consider this example scenario in daily life where Liam
raises his voice toward Camelia in a conversation after a long
day at work. Camelia “bites the bullet” and reacts active-
constructively or passive-constructively by either asking him
whether he needs to talk about his day or calmly shrugging
it off. Constructive responses, like that of Camelia, have been
linked to better couple functioning in prior work (Rusbult et al.,
1982, 1991). To elaborate more, the pioneer study by Rusbult
et al. (1991) revealed that responding in both an active or
passive constructive manner during conflicts and toward the
transgressions of a partner preserves relationship satisfaction
and stability. However, a later study discovered that only active-
constructive responses were associated to elevated feelings of
closeness, value, relationship stability, and satisfaction (Overall
et al., 2010). Conversely, passive-constructive responses did
not produce the same benefits, were less noticed, and results
were parallel to harmful implications of destructive responses
(Overall et al., 2010). Such counterintuitive findings carry
doubts and uncertainty surrounding the passive-constructive
communication in conflicts within Western society. There is
even greater ambiguity regarding these communicative behaviors
in Asian society, whereupon the accommodation research is
rather scarce.

When discussing problems, those with InterSc (i.e., Asian
societies) have been typically associated with an indirect
communication style (Gudykunst and Matsumoto, 1996), where
the listener is expected to deduce the unexpressed meaning
of the speaker through non-verbal cues (Ting-Toomey, 1999).
In contrast, those with IndSc (i.e., Western societies) tend to

disclose thoughts and feelings more explicitly (Ting-Toomey,
1999). Other empirical support exists in the view that members
from Asian cultures deter from expressing distress as it may
threaten relationship ties due to the possibility of burdening
others or conflicts (Wang et al., 2010), which prompts them
to oblige to others more (Oetzel and Ting-Toomey, 2003).
Of the few studies regarding accommodation in Asia, the
only exception in the literature examining self-construal in
accommodative dilemmas is by Yum (2004) on 397 individuals
from the United States, Hawaii, and Korea. Yum (2004) found
that both IndSC and InterSC were inclined to respond in an
active-constructive and passive-constructive manner in dating
relationships, suggesting that accommodationmay be a culturally
universal behavior in dating relationships. However, those
with InterSC enacted more passive-constructive communicative
behaviors. Interestingly, Yum (2004) also found that some
participants were bicultural (high in both InterSC and IndSC)
and marginal (low in both InterSC and IndSC), with biculturals
being better communicators compared to those with high
InterSC. Yum (2004) explained that the disparities and new
findings may be due to modernization, implying that behaviors
of people are influenced by the degree of democratization,
industrialization, and westernization within the environmental
culture they live in. While a few studies in Malaysia have
investigated couple communication tactics in conflicts (e.g.,
Tam et al., 2011b; Abdullah et al., 2017), there is no literature
focused directly on accommodation processes. It is also not yet
known to what extent dating partners in Malaysia may perceive
beneficial responses in managing conflicts. Henceforth, based
on the findings and reasoning above, Malaysians may find both
active and passive constructive accommodation responses as
favorable reactions during conflicts, which would positively relate
to their relationship satisfaction.

Communication Through the Good Times:
Capitalization, Self-Construal, and
Relationship Satisfaction
Similar desirable relationship outcomes exist for positive
relational communication. A wealth of research has focused on
negative relational processes such as conflict, problem solving,
and criticism (e.g., Rusbult et al., 1991; Gottman, 1998; Johnson
et al., 2005), while the positive relational processes have often
been left to lie fallow. Recent work has finally stressed the
advantages of the positive side of relationships (Gable et al., 2004,
2006; Lambert et al., 2012; Pagani et al., 2020), providing a fresh
positive psychology perspective of not only minimizing threat
or lasting harm to satisfaction (i.e., conflict management) but
also integrating relationship enhancement processes (i.e., positive
communication, and responsiveness) (Ogolsky et al., 2017;
Warren et al., 2017). In particular, the process of capitalization,
which is a practice of communicating personal positive events
to others (Langston, 1994; Gable et al., 2004), has begun to gain
much attention and is a focus of this current study. This gap
is noteworthy as past studies have established that individuals
share more positive events with others daily, with an estimation
of 60 to 80% more compared to negative events. Hence, showing
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that capitalization opportunities and positive events occur more
often than negative events and conflicts in everyday life (Gable
et al., 2004; Gable and Haidt, 2005; Gable and Reis, 2010). In
fact, responses toward positive events were a better predictor for
relationship well-being than responses toward negative events
(Gable et al., 2006).

Happy events (e.g., a promotion, a great cup of coffee, and
compliments from others) usually motivates social retelling of
those positive circumstances (Peters et al., 2018). For example,
when Camelia receives a promotion at work, she would be
motivated to share this news with her partner Liam. Provided
that the reaction of Liam to the good news of Camelia
was responsive, the capitalization process can be contagious,
benefiting both parties and would promote future capitalization
attempts, positive responses, and lasting relationship well-
being (Peters et al., 2018). Among the various ways of
responding to positive events, Gable et al. (2004) adapted the
accommodation model to four types of capitalization responses.
Hence, constructive capitalization responses can either be active
(showing interest and enthusiasm) or passive (understating the
event), whereas destructive capitalization responsesmay be either
active (criticizing and invalidating event) or passive (showing
disinterest and ignoring the event) (Gable et al., 2004, 2006). To
provide more context, the first investigation of capitalization in
dating couples found that only an active-constructive response
of a partner had a positive correlation with relationship
satisfaction while active-destructive, passive-destructive, and
passive-constructive responses showed an opposite effect for
relationship satisfaction (Gable et al., 2004). Other studies have
also found an association between relationship satisfaction and
enthusiastic responses to the triumphs of a partner (e.g., Logan
and Cobb, 2013, 2016; Woods et al., 2015), but are all skewed to
the Western perspectives.

Of note, a favorable response in one culture may not look
the same in another as cultural differences could facilitate
or impede capitalization processes (Choi et al., 2019). Wang
et al. (2010) documented that Asian-Americans utilized support
and perceived support for positive events as less helpful than
their European-American counterparts. This result may be
due to East Asian cultures viewing humility as prosocial,
whereas capitalization can be seen as an individual “showing
off,” being boastful, and threatening harmony (Markus and
Kitayama, 1991; Yamagishi, 2011; Choi et al., 2019). Nevertheless,
considering that being understood and validated by other people
is considered the quintessence of the interdependent self (Markus
and Kitayama, 1994), supportive and constructive responses may
still carry weight for East Asians (Choi et al., 2019). A less
emotionally expressive response, such as a passive-constructive
response, could allow people from a collective culture to
capitalize and experience appropriate emotional support without
being overzealous, which might make them feel uncomfortable
(Taylor et al., 2007). Accordingly, research by Kim (2015) on
cultural distinctions in capitalization responses between Asian-
Americans (AAs) and European-Americans (EAs) revealed that
there were no differences in InterSC and onlymarginal significant
differences in IndSC between cultural groups. For a satisfying
relationship, both cultural groups favored active-constructive

responses the most, implying the global advantages of active-
constructive responses. Moreover, AAs did not respond adversely
to passive-constructive responses, presumably indicating that a
passive-constructive response may not be a detrimental response
for AAs. Currently, it is unclear if replicable findings will
be seen for individuals who are in dating relationships in
Malaysia. To our knowledge, there is no research identified
examining capitalization and romantic relationships in Asia,
but there was one research that utilized a Chinese translated
capitalization scale within father-child relationships of college
students in China (Guo et al., 2018). Guo et al. (2018)
reported both active and passive responses of fathers were
positively linked to the intrapersonal health and well-being
of their children, whereas the reverse impact was found for
the two destructive responses. Thus, based on prior empirical
and theoretical work, it is fair to say that there could be
possible differences between perceived favorable responses for
capitalization processes in romantic relationships between the
Western and Asian cultures.

Current Study
Taken together, these lines of studies suggest that relationship
satisfaction is not governed by the simple occurrence of conflict
or positive events in the lives of a couple but by the capability
of the couple to communicate about those events effectively.
As evident from prior literature, the communication processes
of both accommodation and capitalization responses may vary
across cultures. Each form of communication process provides
an important piece to move closer to understanding the
relationship satisfaction enigma. However, both accommodation
and capitalization have been researched independently and
dominated in Western countries, which creates a drawback
in comprehending the full picture of relationship functioning
in Asian countries. Correspondingly, self-construal is also
seen to be a moderating influence on both accommodation
and capitalization processes. To the best knowledge of the
researchers, to date, there is no identified research investigating
these variables simultaneously, and the only study found in
peer-reviewed publications was by Gable et al. (2004). On
the one hand, the researchers discovered that only responding
in an active-constructive manner toward the capitalization
attempts of a partner correlated positively with satisfaction,
while the other three responses yielded opposite effects. On
the other hand, Gable et al. (2004) uncovered that both
active and passive constructive accommodation responses during
conflicts were positively linked to satisfaction with good
agreement to the initial findings of Rusbult et al. (1991).
Thus, results suggest that these communicative behaviors
may not be parallel to each other and may depend on the
situational context.

However, Gable et al. (2004) did not examine any cultural
aspects, and their results were weighted toward the Western
perspective. Thus, this current study would be the first not merely
in Malaysia but the overall literature to further deepen the results
of Gable et al. (2004) on “good relationship behavior.” Herewith,
this present study conducted both correlations and hierarchical
analyses. At first, accommodation and capitalization responses
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were analyzed separately to examine how each response uniquely
predicted satisfaction. Subsequently, both accommodation and
capitalization were examined simultaneously in the regression
model to ascertain which responses are better predictors
of satisfaction. Using these methods would allow a better
understanding of the unique effects of each accommodation
and capitalization response on relationship satisfaction with the
complements of culture. It is also the hope of this exploratory
study to shed light on how the distinct culture of Malaysian
young dating individuals influences their communication
behaviors to augment thriving relationships, withal providing
an Asian comparative data. Furthermore, most studies have
researched on the self-evaluation of an individual to their
own communication; though often, one is a very poor judge
of one’s own communicative behavior (Rusbult et al., 1991).
Therefore, this present study would investigate how one
perceives the accommodation and capitalization responses of
their partner and how these perceptions relate to their overall
relationship satisfaction.

With the limitations and dearth of literature, the present study
aimed to bridge the gaps by exploring the relationship between
the two communication processes, (1) accommodation and (2)
capitalization, on relationship satisfaction in Malaysian young
adults. This study also aimed to examine whether interdependent
self-construal moderates and explains the differences in perceived
communication behaviors, which in turn effects the level
of relationship satisfaction. In broader terms, this research
anticipated that active and passive constructive responses
would positively predict satisfaction, whereas active and passive
destructive responses would negatively predict satisfaction
for both accommodation and capitalization processes. With
greater depth, the following research questions and hypotheses
are postulated:

Research Question 1

Do the eight types of perceived communication behaviors, in
terms of accommodation (4 types) and capitalization (4 types)
responses predict relationship satisfaction?

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): Perceived active-constructive
accommodation responses will positively predict
relationship satisfaction.
Hypothesis 1b (H1b): Perceived passive-constructive
accommodation responses will positively predict
relationship satisfaction.
Hypothesis 1c (H1c): Perceived active-destructive
accommodation responses will negatively predict
relationship satisfaction.
Hypothesis 1d (H1d): Perceived passive-destructive
accommodation responses will negatively predict
relationship satisfaction.
Hypothesis 1e (H1e): Perceived active-constructive
capitalization responses will positively predict
relationship satisfaction.
Hypothesis 1f (H1f): Perceived passive-constructive
capitalization responses will positively predict
relationship satisfaction.

Hypothesis 1g (H1g): Perceived active-destructive
capitalization responses will negatively predict
relationship satisfaction.
Hypothesis 1h (H1h): Perceived passive-destructive
capitalization responses will negatively predict
relationship satisfaction.

Research Question 2

To what extend does interdependent self-construal moderate
the relationship between perceived accommodation
and capitalization communication behaviors on
relationship satisfaction?

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): As an exploratory hypothesis,
interdependent self-construal will moderate the
relationship between the four perceived accommodation
responses and relationship satisfaction.
Hypothesis 2b (H2b): As an exploratory hypothesis,
interdependent self-construal will moderate the
relationship between the four perceived capitalization
responses and relationship satisfaction.

METHODS

Participants
Participants were 139 individuals (46males, 93 females) recruited
on a voluntary basis with online advertisements. A priori power
analysis and F-test, linear multiple regression with a fixed model,
and R2 deviation from zero was calculated through the G∗

Power 3.1 software. The results demonstrated that the sample
size was sufficient to detect a significant effect size with 80%
power (f 2 = 0.15, α = 0.05, two-tailed) (Faul et al., 2007).
Eligibility criteria included the criteria for participants to be
Malaysian, above 18 years old, fluent in English and in a romantic
relationship for a minimum of 3 months. Initially, there were
179 participants, however, 40 participants were excluded as
they did not meet the required criteria for the survey (e.g.,
minimum 3 months of relationship length) and possibly due to
the length of the survey and lack of compensation and token
of appreciation. Participants ranged from 18 to 30 years of age
(M = 23.15, SD = 2.42) and age of partners ranged from 18
to 35 years old (M = 23.93, SD = 3.39). The average romantic
relationship length of participants was 2.73 years (SD = 2.34).
Other demographic information of participants is summarized
in Table 1.

Procedure
Subsequent to approval of the study from the Human Research
Ethics Committee of the university (MUHREC, Project Number
10606), the study was advertised online through voluntary and
snowballing, non-probability sampling methods from December
2017 to January 2018. Numerous organizations and online
mediums such as forums, discussion groups, non-governmental
organizations, and health and education professionals were
approached to advertise the research widely and recruit
participants to promote sample diversity. Efforts were also made
to foster inclusivity in several manners, for instance, by recruiting
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TABLE 1 | Participant demographics (N = 139).

N %

Ethnicity

Malay 28 20.1

Chinese 51 36.7

Indian 37 26.6

Others 23 16.6

Relationship status

Casual dating 20 14.4

Seriously dating 98 70.5

Engaged 17 12.2

Others 4 2.9

Sexual orientation

Heterosexual 132 95

Bisexual 2 1.4

Others 2 1.4

Prefer not to state 3 2.2

Religion

Muslim 28 20.1

Christian 42 30.2

Buddhist 18 12.9

Hindu 20 14.4

Sikh 1 0.7

Atheist 6 4.3

Do not identify with a religion 15 10.8

Others 5 3.6

Prefer not to state 4 2.9

Perceived economic status

Low 3 2.2

Low-middle 8 5.8

Middle 89 64.0

Middle-high 36 25.9

High 3 2.2

Highest education level

Secondary school 8 5.8

Pre-university 19 13.7

Some undergraduate studies 22 15.8

Undergraduate 76 54.7

Postgraduate 14 10.0

Student status

Studying full-time 49 35.3

Studying part-time 7 5.0

Not studying 83 59.7

Employment status

Working full-time 75 53.9

Working part-time 24 17.3

Not working 40 28.8

participants of different genders, relationship lengths, sexualities,
and ethnicities. Additionally, participants were recruited on a
voluntary basis instead of providing compensation for taking part
in the study to minimize biases.

Participants were given an explanatory statement comprising
the aim of the research, confidentiality and the anonymity
of information collected. The explanatory statement also
stated the rights of participants to withdraw from the study at
any time before submitting their responses anonymously.
Participants who voluntarily agreed to participate with
consent implied, completed the research survey online
through the Qualtrics site of the university. The research
survey encompassed demographic background, relationship
satisfaction, capitalization, accommodation, and self-construal
questions. The duration time to complete the survey was
∼30min. Data of each participant was then merged into one
data file and analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 25.0 software.

Design
Exploratory cross-sectional research was conducted as an
observation of variables at a single point of time. There were:

1. Two kinds of communication processes; accommodation and
capitalization responses with the same four categories each as
below, totaling up to eight predictors:

I. Active-constructive accommodation
II. Passive-constructive accommodation
III. Active-destructive accommodation
IV. Passive-destructive accommodation
V. Active-constructive capitalization
VI. Passive-constructive capitalization
VII. Active-destructive capitalization
VIII. Passive-destructive capitalization

2. One moderator of self-construal:

I. Interdependent self-construal

3. One outcome:

I. Relationship satisfaction

Assessment Tools
Relationship Satisfaction Measure
The Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-16) has 16 items and
measures the level of relationship satisfaction of an individual
(Funk and Rogge, 2007). The CSI-16 has a variety of questions,
all with a 5-point Likert-type scale (Funk and Rogge, 2007). The
scores are calculated by tallying up the total points of the items,
which can range between 0 and 81 (Funk and Rogge, 2007).
Scores below 51.5 suggest distress in the relationship (Funk
and Rogge, 2007). The CSI-16 showed high reliability with a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94 for both genders in European, Asian,
and American cultures (Graham et al., 2011; Lee, 2013). It also
showed strong convergent, construct validity, and greater power
in recognizing different levels of satisfaction compared to other
measures (Funk and Rogge, 2007). The Cronbach alpha for the
overall scale in this present study was 0.95.

Capitalization Measure
The perceived responses to capitalization attempts (PRCA) scale
consists of 12-items measuring the perceptions of the responses
of a partner when shared with a positive event (Gable et al.,
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2004). The scale consists of three questions of each response type
and are computed by tallying up each subscale, namely, active-
constructive (3 items; e.g., “My partner usually reacts to my good
fortune enthusiastically.”), passive-constructive (3 items; e.g., “My
partner tries not to make a big deal out of it, but is happy for
me.”), active-destructive (3 items; e.g., “My partner often finds
a problem with it.”), and passive-destructive (3 items; e.g., “My
partner doesn’t pay much attention to me.”) responses (Gable
et al., 2006). Participants rate each item using the line, “When
I tell my partner about something good that has happened to
me...”, using a 7-point scale from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very
true). PRCA demonstrated good reliability with men (α = 0.84)
and women (α = 0.81) (Gable et al., 2006). Reliability analyses
for this present study revealed an acceptable coefficient for the
items devised to measure active-constructive (α = 0.61), passive-
constructive (α= 0.65), active-destructive (α= 0.72), and passive
destructive (α = 0.82), respectively.

Accommodation Measure
The accommodation scale is a 16-item measure that evaluates
four perceived responses of a partner for each category: active-
constructive (e.g., “When I am rude to my partner, he/she
tries to resolve the situation and improve conditions.”), passive-
constructive (e.g., “When I do something thoughtless, my partner
patiently waits for things to improve.”), active-destructive (e.g.,
“When I say something really mean, my partner threatens to
leave me.”), and passive-destructive (e.g., “When I do something
thoughtless, my partner avoids dealing with the situation.”) to
an individual’s own adverse behavior (Rusbult et al., 1991).
Items are scored on a 9-point Likert scale from 1 (never does
this) to 9 (constantly does this). Total scores are calculated by
totaling the four items of each subscale to gain the totals of
each active-constructive, passive-constructive, active-destructive,
and passive destructive responses (Gable et al., 2004). High
reliability was shown with Cronbach’s alpha (α = 0.83) (Crowley,
2006). Reliability for each item for this present study was
also acceptable with active-constructive (α = 0.88), passive-
constructive (α= 0.78), active-destructive (α= 0.73) and passive-
destructive (α = 0.61), respectively.

Self-Construal Measure
The Singelis Self-Construal Scale (SCS) assesses the
interdependent and independent self-construal of an individual
(Singelis, 1994). The 30-item SCS has 15 interdependent and
15 independent items each. These 30 items are measured on
a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Responses on each subscale are averaged to obtain
interdependent and independent scores separately with greater
scores signifying greater self-construal (Hardin et al., 2004).
A range of 0.60–0.73 Cronbach alpha reliabilities were found
in Malaysia (Miramontes, 2011). Reliability coefficients in this
present study were high for interdependent and independent
self-construal with 0.83 and 0.76, respectively.

Data Analysis
All data collected were analyzed descriptively through SPSS.
Data cleaning was performed to check for outliers and missing

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics of all main variables.

N M SD

Relationship satisfaction 139 57.04 12.88

Active-constructive capitalization 139 15.67 3.92

Passive-constructive capitalization 139 11.15 4.69

Active-destructive capitalization 139 8.68 4.41

Passive-destructive capitalization 139 6.13 3.97

Active-constructive accommodation 131 20.50 8.05

Passive-constructive accommodation 131 18.40 7.61

Active-destructive accommodation 131 6.80 6.56

Passive-destructive accommodation 131 8.38 6.30

Interdependent self-construal 123 4.99 0.76

Independent self-construal 123 5.15 0.69

values. Hierarchical multiple regression and moderation were
conducted following discussion with statistical consultants
knowledgeable about cross-cultural social psychology research.
The assumptions for hierarchical multiple regression and
moderation were assessed. After preliminary correlations
were conducted, hierarchical multiple regressions were run
to examine how capitalization and accommodation responses
explain the variances in the relationship satisfaction score.
Lastly, moderation analyses were run to assess whether
interdependent self-construal moderates the relationship
between the capitalization and accommodation responses and
relationship satisfaction.

Given the theoretical and exploratory nature of this research,
formal sensitivity analyses were not conducted as there was
limited comparative data and models to compare the results. In
preliminary analyses, the researchers have explored the results
by entering only significant accommodation and capitalization
responses from the correlations to the hierarchical regression and
found little change in the R2 compared to the current findings
with all eight responses in the model. These results may be due to
the additional responses not indicating a substantial predictive
value, in which the rationales have been explained in the
discussion section. Additionally, the researchers have inspected
the results by changing the order of the input stages for the
hierarchical regression, and similar results were demonstrated.

RESULTS

Assumption tests were run prior to inferential analysis. Missing
values analysis found missing data and these participants were
omitted from further analysis. A 22.3% rate of non-participation
was discovered due to participants not meeting the requirements
of the research survey. Two univariate outliers were identified for
passive-destructive capitalization based on the criteria of z-score
± 3.29 and were winsorized (Field, 2013). Normality analysis
revealed that multiple variables violated normality; however,
based on the central limit theorem, the sample size was deemed
adequately large to assume normality (Field, 2013). Assumptions
of multicollinearity and singularity were assumed to be met,
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TABLE 3 | Correlations for accommodation and capitalization responses with

relationship satisfaction.

Responses Relationship satisfaction

r

Active-constructive accommodation 0.39**

Passive-constructive accommodation 0.14

Active-destructive accommodation −0.36**

Passive-destructive accommodation −0.40**

Active-constructive capitalization 0.44**

Passive-constructive capitalization 0.02

Active-destructive capitalization −0.13

Passive-destructive capitalization −0.39**

**p < 0.001.

established upon the criteria of Tolerance not lower than 2 and
VIF not >10 (Field, 2013). Lastly, visual inspections of residual
scatter plots showed that data were both linearly distributed
and homoscedastic.

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of the full sample
(N = 139). Despite targeted efforts to include both genders, it is
also important to note that this sample had a higher percentage of
female to male participants (66.9–33.1%). Additionally, the cut-
off score for relationship satisfaction is 51.5 whereby anything
below this score suggests notable relationship dissatisfaction
(Funk and Rogge, 2007). 73.4% of participants were above this
cut-off score signifying that most participants in this sample are
in relatively satisfied relationships.

The Relationship Between Perceived
Accommodation and Capitalization
Responses on Relationship Satisfaction
Bivariate correlations were conducted for the accommodation
and capitalization variables with relationship satisfaction, shown
in Table 3. The examination of correlation between perceived
accommodative responses and relationship satisfaction showed
that there was a positive correlation between Active-constructive
accommodation responses and relationship satisfaction (r= 0.39,
p < 0.001). The Passive-constructive accommodation responses
had a r = 0.14, p = 0.056. Both Active-destructive (r = −0.36,
p < 0.001) and Passive-destructive (r = −0.40, p < 0.001)
accommodation responses had a negative correlation with
relationship satisfaction. Thus, in this preliminary analysis, out
of the four accommodation responses, only three responses
(active-constructive, active-destructive, and passive-destructive)
appeared to have a significant association with satisfaction.

Correlations for perceived capitalization responses and
relationship satisfaction revealed that only two responses, Active-
constructive and Passive-destructive capitalization responses
indicated a significant link to satisfaction. Active-constructive
responses (r = 0.44, p < 0.001) and Passive-constructive
responses (r = 0.02, p = 0.429) had a positive correlation with
relationship satisfaction. Both passive-destructive responses
(r = −0.39, p < 0.001) and active-destructive responses

(r = −0.13, p = 0.060) had an inverse association with
relationship satisfaction. Moreover, correlations between
accommodation and capitalization were assessed and revealed
the strength of association ranging from 0.01 to 0.52.

Addressing research question and hypotheses 1, hierarchical
multiple regression analyses were performed to further
investigate the directionality of the eight accommodation and
capitalization communicative responses and determine which
of those communication variables uniquely contributed to the
prediction of relationship satisfaction. At first, accommodation
and capitalization responses were analyzed separately to
examine how each response uniquely predicted satisfaction.
Subsequently, both accommodation and capitalization
were examined simultaneously in the regression model to
ascertain which responses were better predictors of satisfaction.
In order to accurately examine their unique influence of
relationship satisfaction, demographic variables of age, gender,
and relationship length which may have effects on relationship
satisfaction were controlled by entering them first in stage one
of all the hierarchical multiple regression analyses. Gender was
held constant because the ratio of female to male participants
was larger.

The first hierarchical regression executed was on the four
accommodation responses as predictors and relationship
satisfaction as the outcome variable (see Table 4). As
aforementioned, in stage 1, gender, age, and relationship length
were entered and did not contribute significantly to relationship
satisfaction, F(3,127) = 1.67, p = 0.176, only accounting for a
difference of 0–3.8% in the variability of relationship satisfaction.
Next, Active-constructive accommodation, Passive-constructive
accommodation, Active-destructive accommodation, and
Passive-destructive accommodation were entered in stage 2,
which suggested an increase in predictive capacity of relationship
satisfaction by 26.3%, F (4,123) = 7.56, p < 0.001. A large effect
size, Cohen’s f 2 = 0.38 was demonstrated between the set of
predictors in stage 1 and stage 2 (Cohen, 1988). Among the
four accommodation responses, only two responses, Active-
constructive and Passive-destructive accommodation, emerged
as unique predictors of satisfaction, with Active-constructive
accommodation [β = 0.34, 95% CI (0.19, 0.87), p < 0.05]
recording a stronger relationship with satisfaction compared
to Passive-destructive accommodation [β = −0.24, 95% CI
(−0.87, −0.09), p < 0.05]. In contrast, Passive-constructive
accommodation [β = −0.05, 95% CI (−0.42, 0.25), p = 0.617]
and Active-destructive accommodation [β = −0.15, 95% CI
(−0.65, 0.07), p = 0.118] revealed to have less predictive value
toward relationship satisfaction.

The second hierarchical regression model explored the
unique association of the four capitalization responses on
relationship satisfaction (see Table 5). Similarly, age, gender,
and relationship satisfaction were entered in stage 1 [R2

= 0.03,
F(3,135) = 1.44, p = 0.234]. Introducing the Active-constructive
capitalization, Passive-constructive capitalization, Active-
destructive capitalization, and Passive-destructive capitalization
responses to stage 2 explained an additional 24.3% of variability
of relationship satisfaction, significantly increasing the predictive
capacity of relationship satisfaction, F(4,131) = 7.05, p < 0.001. A
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TABLE 4 | Accommodation responses as predictors of relationship satisfaction.

Predictor variable B 95% CI SE B β t-value p R2 R2 change p

Model 1 0.03 0.03 0.176

Gender −0.54 (−5.15, 4.07) 2.3 −0.02 −0.23 0.818

Age −0.74 (−1.65, 0.172) 0.46 −0.14 −1.60 0.111

Relationship length 0.86 (−0.10, 1.82) 0.49 0.15 1.76 0.080

Model 2 0.30 0.26 0.000**

Gender −5.6 (−9.88, −1.36) 2.1 −0.21 −2.6 0.010

Age −0.37 (−1.18, 0.42) 0.40 −0.07 −0.94 0.352

Relationship length 0.71 (−0.14, 1.56) 0.43 0.13 1.66 0.100

Active-constructive accommodation 0.53 (0.19, 0.87) 0.17 0.34 3.10 0.002*

Passive-constructive accommodation −0.09 (−0.42, 0.25) 0.17 −0.05 −0.50 0.617

Active-destructive accommodation −0.29 (−0.65, 0.07) 0.18 −0.15 −1.57 0.118

Passive-destructive accommodation −0.48 (−0.87, −0.09) 0.20 −0.24 −2.45 0.016*

N = 131, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.001.

TABLE 5 | Capitalization responses as predictors of relationship satisfaction.

Predictor variable B 95% CI SE B β t-value p R2 R2 change p

Model 1 0.03 0.03 0.234

Gender −0.71 (−5.28, 3.87) 2.31 −0.03 −0.31 0.760

Age −0.52 (−1.42, 0.38) 0.45 −0.10 −1.15 0.254

Relationship length 0.87 (−0.06, 1.81) 0.47 0.16 1.85 0.066

Model 2 0.27 0.24 0.000**

Gender −1.1 (−5.18, 2.98) 2.06 −0.04 −0.53 0.594

Age −0.35 (−1.16, 0.45) 0.41 −0.07 −0.87 0.388

Relationship length 0.64 (−0.20, 1.48) 0.43 0.12 1.5 0.136

Active-constructive capitalization 1.09 (0.52, 1.65) 0.29 0.33 3.8 0.000**

Passive-constructive capitalization 0.46 (0.00, 0.92) 0.23 0.17 2.0 0.048*

Active-destructive capitalization −0.12 (−0.66, 0.41) 0.27 −0.04 −0.46 0.648

Passive-destructive capitalization −0.79 (−1.42, −0.16) 0.32 −0.25 −2.48 0.015*

N = 139, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.001.

Cohen f 2 = 0.33 value was found, signifying a moderate effect
size between the set of predictors in stage 1 and stage 2 (Cohen,
1988). Both constructive responses showed contributing value
in predicting relationship satisfaction, with Active-constructive
capitalization [β = 0.33, 95% CI (0.52, 1.65), p < 0.001]
demonstrating a stronger relationship than Passive-constructive
capitalization [β = 0.17, 95% CI (0.00, 0.92), p < 0.05]. For
the two destructive responses, Active-destructive capitalization
[β = −0.04, 95% CI (−0.66, 0.41), p = 0.648] displayed low
predictive capacity for satisfaction, while Passive-destructive
capitalization [β = −0.25, 95% CI (−1.42, −0.16), p < 0.05]
indicated strong predictive value toward relationship satisfaction.

Independently, accommodation and capitalization
demonstrated to contribute to relationship satisfaction.
However, the next part of the analysis was to explore all eight
accommodation and capitalization responses simultaneously.
Analogous to the two previous regression models, gender, age,
and relationship length were entered in stage 1 and appeared
non-significant with R2 = 0.3, F(3,127) = 1.67, p = 0.176.

Introducing the four accommodation responses to stage 2
explained an additional 26.3% of variation in satisfaction,
F(4,123) = 7.55, p < 0.001, and a large effect size of Cohen
f 2 = 0.38 was found between stage 1 and stage 2 (Cohen, 1988).
Finally, adding the four capitalization responses to the regression
model explained an additional 5.6% of variation in satisfaction
and this change in R2 was also significant with F(4,119) = 6.01,
p < 0.001. The effect size between the set of predictors of stage
2 and stage 3 was small, Cohen f 2 = 0.09 (Cohen, 1988). It
can be seen in Table 6 that when all eight accommodation
and capitalization responses were measured simultaneously
as predictors of relationship satisfaction in stage 3, merely an
active-constructive capitalization response was found as a strong
incremental predictor to relationship satisfaction with β = 0.25,
95% CI (0.18, 1.4), p < 0.05. A marginal positive predictive value
was found for the active-constructive accommodation β = 0.22,
95% CI (−0.00, 0.71), p = 0.054. The rest of the accommodation
and capitalization responses were found to provide minimal
contribution, suggesting less predictive value for satisfaction.
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TABLE 6 | Accommodation and capitalization responses as predictors of relationship satisfaction.

Predictor variable B 95% CI SE B β t-value p R2 R2 change p

Model 1 0.03 0.03 0.176

Gender −0.54 (−5.15, 4.07) 2.3 −0.02 −0.23 0.818

Age −0.74 (−1.65, 0.172) 0.46 −0.14 −1.60 0.111

Relationship length 0.86 (−0.10, 1.82) 0.49 0.15 1.76 0.080

Model 2 0.30 0.26 0.000**

Gender −5.6 (−9.88, −1.36) 2.1 −0.21 −2.6 0.010

Age −0.38 (−1.18, 0.42) 0.40 −0.07 −0.94 0.352

Relationship length 0.71 (−0.14, 1.56) 0.43 0.13 1.66 0.100

Active-constructive accommodation 0.53 (0.19, 0.87) 0.17 0.34 3.10 0.002*

Passive-constructive accommodation −0.09 (−0.42, 0.25) 0.17 −0.05 −0.50 0.617

Active-destructive accommodation −0.29 (−0.65, 0.07) 0.18 −0.15 −1.57 0.118

Passive-destructive accommodation −0.48 (−0.87, −0.09) 0.20 −0.24 −2.45 0.016*

Model 3 0.36 0.05 0.000**

Gender −03.61 (−0.79, 0.73) 2.2 −0.14 −1.65 0.102

Age −0.37 (−1.16, 0.42) 0.40 −0.07 −0.93 0.352

Relationship length 0.67 (−0.17, 1.51) 0.43 0.12 1.59 0.116

Active-constructive accommodation 0.35 (−0.01, 0.71) 0.18 0.22 1.95 0.054

Passive-constructive accommodation −0.18 (−0.51, 0.16) 0.17 −0.11 −1.06 0.291

Active-destructive accommodation −0.24 (−0.62, 0.15) 0.19 0.12 −1.23 0.223

Passive-destructive accommodation −0.35 (−0.76, 0.07) 0.21 −0.17 −0.1.66 0.099

Active-constructive capitalization 0.79 (0.18, 1.4) 0.31 0.25 2.55 0.012*

Passive-constructive capitalization 0.44 (−0.03, 0.90) 0.24 0.16 1.86 0.065

Active-destructive capitalization −0.09 (−0.64, 0.46) 0.28 −0.03 −0.33 0.743

Passive-destructive capitalization −0.25 (−0.92, 0.41) 0.34 −0.08 −0.75 0.453

N = 131, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.001.

The communication responses were entered in this order
given that accommodation is a more well-known process as a
contributor to relationship satisfaction than capitalization, which
is a rather new concept in research. However, the researchers
did extra analyses to confirm the results with changing the
order of the stages and entering the capitalization responses in
stage 2 and accommodation responses in stage 3 and found
the same results where Active-constructive capitalization was
revealed as the strongest predictor of relationship satisfaction,
indicating that this response is the most important predictor
of satisfaction.

The Moderating Effects of Self-Construal
on the Relationship Between Perceived
Accommodation and Capitalization
Responses and Relationship Satisfaction
To test research questions and hypotheses 2, moderation
analyses were performed. Firstly, moderation analyses
of interdependent self-construal as a moderator for both
accommodation and capitalization communicative responses on
relationship satisfaction were conducted. As shown in Table 7,
the interaction effects between each of the accommodation
responses and interdependent self-construal were Active-
constructive accommodation [β = −0.06, 95% CI (−0.39, 0.27),
t = −0.38, p = 0.704], Passive-constructive accommodation

[β = 0.01, 95% CI (−0.33, 0.36), t = 0.08, p = 0.938],
Active-destructive accommodation [β = 0.21, 95% CI
(−0.21, 0.63), t = 1.00, p = 0.319], and Passive-destructive
accommodation [β = 0.05, 95% CI (−0.39, 0.49), t = 0.24,
p = 0.812]. These findings suggested that the relationships
between accommodation and relationship satisfaction were not
moderated by interdependent self-construal.

Similar results were revealed for the capitalization responses.
Active-constructive capitalization [β = 0.26, 95% CI (−0.41,
0.94), t = 0.77, p = 0.444], Passive-constructive capitalization
[β = −0.04, 95% CI (−0.68, 0.61), t = −0.11, p = 0.912],
Active-destructive capitalization [β = 0.49, 95% CI (−0.13, 1.11),
t = 1.57, p = 0.119], and Passive-destructive capitalization
[β = 0.49, 95% CI (−0.03, 1.10), t = 0.1.89, p = 0.62] responses
showed that interdependent self-construal did not moderate and
explain the relationship between these communication responses
and relationship satisfaction.

Although not initially planned in the hypotheses, further
exploratory moderation analyses were conducted to broaden the
understanding of this current sample and results. Intriguingly,
in contrast, independent self-construal appeared to moderate the
relationship between active-destructive capitalization [β = 0.64,
95% CI (−0.04, 1.24), t = 2.12, p < 0.05] and passive-destructive
capitalization [β = 0.71, 95% CI (−0.19, 1.29), t = 2.68, p
< 0.05] responses with relationship satisfaction. The rest of
the accommodation and capitalization responses on relationship
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TABLE 7 | Moderation of interdependent self-construal for accommodation and capitalization reponses and relationship satisfaction.

Moderator variable Predictor variable β 95% CI t p

Interdependent self-construal Active-constructive accommodation −0.06 (−0.39, 0.27) −0.38 0.704

Passive-constructive accommodation 0.01 (−0.33, 0.36) 0.08 0.938

Active-destructive accommodation 0.21 (−0.21, 0.63) 1.00 0.319

Passive-destructive accommodation 0.05 (−0.39, 0.49) 0.24 0.812

Active-constructive capitalization 0.26 (−0.41, 0.94) 0.77 0.444

Passive-constructive capitalization −0.04 (−0.68, 0.61) −0.11 0.912

Active-destructive capitalization 0.49 (−0.13, 1.11) 1.57 0.119

Passive-destructive capitalization 0.49 (−0.03, 1.10) 1.89 0.062

TABLE 8 | Moderation of independent self-construal for accommodation and capitalization reponses and relationship satisfaction.

Moderator variable Predictor variable β 95% CI t p

Independent self-construal Active-constructive accommodation −0.22 (−0.52, 0.08) −1.44 0.154

Passive-constructive accommodation −0.12 (−0.51, 0.26) −0.62 0.537

Active-destructive accommodation 0.26 (−0.13, 0.66) 1.31 0.193

Passive-destructive accommodation 0.38 (−0.04, 0.81) 1.77 0.079

Active-constructive capitalization −0.18 (−0.87, 0.51) −0.52 0.603

Passive-constructive capitalization −0.04 (−0.55, 0.63) 0.12 0.904

Active-destructive capitalization 0.64 (−0.04, 1.24) 2.12 0.036*

Passive-destructive capitalization 0.71 (−0.19, 1.29) 2.68 0.016*

*p < 0.05.

satisfaction indicated no moderating effects by independent self-
construal (see Table 8).

Hence, the interaction effect of both perceived
accommodation and capitalization responses with
interdependent self-construal did not moderate and predict
relationship satisfaction. The only interacting moderation
effects found were between independent self-construal and
Active-destructive capitalization and Passive-destructive
capitalization responses, which were beyond the scope of this
study. Nevertheless, the possibilities of these results will be
considered in the discussion section.

DISCUSSION

Negative communicative behaviors in romantic relationships,
such as accommodation in conflicts, have received ample
attention in past studies. On the flip side, positive communicative
behaviors such as capitalization exchanges toward positive events
have been largely overlooked and have not received as much
vigor as negative interactional research (Gable et al., 2004, 2012;
Smith and Reis, 2012). This current study proposed that it
is essential to understand the contemporaneous associations
of both negative (accommodation) and positive (capitalization)
communicative behaviors to unearth the riddle in predicting
positive relationship satisfaction. Prior work has highlighted
that couple communication takes diverse forms germane to
the cultural context whereupon it occurs and have argued
that Western and Asian cultures differ in how they express

and perceive beneficial communication behaviors (e.g., Wang
et al., 2010; Williamson et al., 2012; Yum et al., 2015; Wang
and Lau, 2018). However, positive psychology research studies
around the world have been largely based on Caucasian samples
and greater diversity is needed in the science of positive
psychology (Rao and Donaldson, 2015). Since previous studies
were dominated by a Western perspective, exploring both
capitalization and accommodation processes may give us a
better holistic insight into which communication behaviors are
perceived as responsive and fruitful in promoting relationship
satisfaction from an Asian viewpoint. In fact, no identified
research examining accommodation and capitalization processes
has been done in tandem within an Asian context, especially
in Malaysia. Therefore, this present study examined the
relationship between the two communication processes, (1)
accommodation and (2) capitalization, on romantic relationship
satisfaction in Malaysian young adults. This study also explored
whether interdependent self-construal moderates and explains
the differences in communication behaviors, which in turn affects
the level of relationship satisfaction.

Do the Eight Types of Perceived
Communication Behaviors in Terms of
Accommodation (4 Types) and
Capitalization (4 Types) Responses Predict
Relationship Satisfaction?
The more well-known piece that literature has appraised
in solving the conundrum of relationship satisfaction is
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accommodation in conflicts. This present study hypothesized
that Active-constructive (H1a) and Passive-constructive (H1b)
accommodation responses toward the transgressions of a partner
in conflicts would positively predict relationship satisfaction,
whilst Active-destructive (H1c) and Passive-destructive (H1d)
responses would negatively predict relationship satisfaction.
Findings revealed that responding in an Active-constructive
manner such as discussing problems and altering problematic
behavior during conflicts positively predicted relationship
satisfaction, supporting H1a. These results align with research
done by Rusbult et al. (1991) and Crowley (2006) who
established that the willingness to accommodate to the
misbehavior of a partner with Active-constructive responses
boosts relationship functioning and satisfaction. This indicates
that Active-constructive reciprocity will foster satisfaction as it
directly engages one partner to bemore aware of themaintenance
efforts of the other partner in the relationship, which in turn
rejuvenates closeness and perceived regard (Overall et al., 2010).

Regarding H1b, it was hypothesized that Passive-constructive
accommodation responses during conflicts would positively
predict relationship satisfaction; however, the findings did not
support H1b. Rather than a significant positive prediction of
relationship satisfaction, a slightly negative non-significant result
emerged. It was forecasted in this current study that Asians
would find forgiving and forgetting the bad behavior of a
partner and hoping for things to improve (Passive-constructive)
through conflictual circumstances just as beneficial as talking
through issues (Active-constructive). This expectation was due
to prior work establishing Malaysians and collectivist societies
tend to use more indirect and less expressive communication
to maintain harmony with others (e.g., Ting-Toomey, 1999;
Kennedy, 2002; Oetzel and Ting-Toomey, 2003; Yum, 2004;
Bakar et al., 2007, 2014; Wang et al., 2010; Ma-Kellams
and Blascovich, 2012). Previous research in Western societies
has found unclear and inconsistent results regarding the
Passive-constructive accommodation response, making it hard
to decipher whether this response is threatening or securing
relationship functioning. In their seminal work, Rusbult et al.
(1991) and Gable et al. (2004) found the Passive-constructive
accommodation response desirable, but later studies by Overall
et al. (2010) found the opposite effect. Although not significant,
the findings of this current study seem to be more toward the
discovery of Overall et al. (2010) because a Passive-constructive
accommodation response may be less salient than an Active-
constructive response and lead an individual to feel ignored and
unappreciated, which could diminish relationship satisfaction.
However, further research should continue to investigate the
differences of past work as the results in this current study
leaned toward a possible negative direction but were indicative
of non-significance.

Furthermore, this study found both active and passive
destructive accommodation responses detrimental to the
relationship satisfaction of an individual. A Passive-destructive
response was unmasked as the stronger negative response in
predicting satisfaction within this sample in line with H1d.
On the contrary, an Active-destructive response appeared
to show lower predictive capacity in reducing relationship

satisfaction. The rationales of the strength of Passive-destructive
accommodation responses are deferred toward the end of the
discussion after the capitalization processes are considered as
similar results were replicated for capitalization. Despite this,
findings still leaned toward the expected direction of both
H1c and H1d, exhibiting near to typical findings of the two
destructive responses. These results are congruent with past
studies that found active and passive destructive reciprocity
to the bad behavior of a partner are unaccommodating and
lead to dissatisfaction (Rusbult et al., 1991; Crowley, 2006).
These findings also denote that not inhibiting destructive
impulses would further exacerbate issues, hinder movement
toward resolving issues, and lead to distressing relationships
(Rusbult et al., 1991; Overall et al., 2010). In short, Active-
constructive accommodation responses during conflicts seem
to be the most favorable response and allowed dating partners
to feel understood, cared for, and validated, which enriched
relationship satisfaction. Conversely, Active-destructive,
and Passive-destructive accommodation responses seemed
unrewarding for dating relationships of Malaysian young adults.
The Passive-constructive accommodation responses were the
only accommodation results that were not supportive of the
hypothesis of this research.

Another complementary yet an understudied communication
process in deciphering the relationship satisfaction riddle is
capitalization on positive events. Mirroring the hypotheses for
accommodation, this study expected that Active-constructive
(H1e) and Passive-constructive (H1f) responses to capitalization
attempts would positively predict relationship satisfaction
whereas Active-destructive (H1g) and Passive-destructive
(H1h) responses would negatively predict relationship
satisfaction. Consistent with H1e and H1f, results uncovered
that providing both enthusiastic support (Active-constructive)
and acknowledgment, but an understated support (Passive-
constructive) toward the positive events of the partner predicted
relationship satisfaction. However, Active-constructiveness had
a rather more robust response for satisfying relationships. The
findings suggested that the Passive-constructive response stood
in contrast to previous research in Western societies as only an
Active-constructive response conveyed responsiveness and was
associated with higher personal and relationship well-being from
the Western lens (Gable et al., 2004, 2006; Pagani et al., 2020).
Gable et al. (2006) noted that an Active-constructive response
solely highlights the triumphs of the partner and communicates
personal significance of the positive event to the discloser.
On the other hand, a Passive-constructive response does not
convey the same message, which reduces relationship well-being
(Gable et al., 2006). Albeit the passive-constructive capitalization
responses in this current Malaysian study yielded borderline
significance in positively predicting satisfaction, the preliminary
correlation demonstrated that this capitalization response had
a weak but non-significant relationship to satisfaction. Hence,
the results of the passive-constructive capitalization responses
should be approached with caution.

Having said that, the results in this current study still
appeared to encapsulate the aspect that a Passive-constructive
capitalization response such as providing a warm smile and
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just expressing “That’s nice dear” toward good news of a
partner also tends to be supportive and positive from an Asian
perspective. Thus, this finding appears to dovetail nicely with
the results of Guo et al. (2018), the only research found in
Asia using the perceived capitalization attempts scale of Gable
et al. (2004) thus far. They studied familial relationships and
demonstrated that both constructive responses of fathers were
advantageous for the intrapersonal health and well-being of their
children. Therefore, this present research seemed to capture
some differences between preferable responses toward personal
triumphs of dating couples in Western and Asian countries,
echoing the notion that a less overzealous response could still
be appropriate and desirable in collectivist cultures (Taylor et al.,
2007). According to Choi et al. (2019), Asians also have greater
worries about possible repercussions of disclosing personal
positive events as it has higher stakes in threatening relational
harmony and negative reputations because sharing good news
can seem boastful. However, as aforementioned, the findings
for the passive-constructive response in this current study
narrowly achieved significance. Thus, future research should
broaden the sample size and examine other cultural aspects (i.e.,
harmony values) to better capture the cultural differences for the
capitalization process.

Regarding the destructive capitalization reactions, a Passive-
destructive response, which is showing disinterest and changing
the topic of discussion indicated the strongest predictive value
in lowering relationship satisfaction, in tandem with H1h.
The same, albeit non-significant trend, was displayed for the
active-destructive response (i.e., criticizing and invalidating the
partner’s good news) leaning toward the anticipated direction of
H1g. It can thus be suggested that both destructive responses
undermine relationship health as they reject the attempt to
develop self-confidence, bids for connection, and engagement
of the discloser, which leads to dampening of positive feelings
about the event and the relationship (Gable et al., 2004). Repeated
destructive responses could also deter the discloser from making
capitalization attempts in the future, which may impact the
relationship well-being drastically in the long run (Peters et al.,
2018).

Furthermore, examining both accommodation and
capitalization processes simultaneously provided striking
but not surprising results as the most impactful positive response
to satisfaction was the Active-constructive capitalization
response. This indicates that perceiving that a partner validates
the strengths and accomplishments of the discloser in an
enthusiastic and encouraging fashion has benefits above and
beyond other responses and the accommodation process. These
results conform with prior findings that documented support
toward positive events was a better predictor of relationship
quality than discussions about other circumstances such as
adverse events (i.e., Gable et al., 2006, 2012). Thus, as Gable et al.
(2006) asserted, “To put it colloquially, they seem to offer a lot
more bang for the buck” (p. 914). Gable et al. (2006) also found
some preliminary evidence that positive event discussions had
a greater predictive capacity of couples breaking up at a later
point in time. Pertaining to the accommodation process, it can
be fairly said that the Active-constructive reaction was also the

best response for enriching relationship satisfaction but not as
strong as the Active-constructive capitalization response, which
seems to be the most salubrious response for dating relationships
in Malaysia.

Summary and Rationale of Results
Considering the results as a whole, the notion that Asians
perceive Active-constructive responses as unbeneficial,
uncomfortable, and distressing (Taylor et al., 2007; Wang
et al., 2010) is not vouched by this study as this response was
found as the most ameliorative reaction for flourishing dating
relationships in Malaysia. Therefore, this result supports the
universal advantage of Active-constructive responses in both,
accommodation, and capitalization processes for relationship
maintenance and enhancement.

However, when comparing the two communication processes,
there were varying outcomes for the passive-constructive
response. This type of communicative behavior seems to
have contradicting findings across the literature, and its
impact is still not completely clear. While responding in a
passive-constructive fashion during capitalization processes was
suggestive of beneficial relationship outcomes, accommodating
in this manner during conflicts seemed to trend toward being
unfruitful for relationship satisfaction in this present research.
Even so, due care should be exercised with interpreting these
findings. Although the results leaned toward these directions,
some results did not appear significant. Be that as it may, it could
be argued that the capitalization and accommodation processes
are not mutually exclusive, and an effective response depends
on the situational context, especially when it comes to Passive-
constructive responses. Analogously, a passive-constructive
capitalization response to good news of a partner emerged
to predict satisfaction positively in this Malaysian sample. In
contrast, prior researchers have found that Westerners do not
benefit from this type of communication behavior (Gable et al.,
2004, 2006; Lambert et al., 2012; Pagani et al., 2020). In light
of this, to some extent, this present research unmasked a
potential difference in the consequences of the perceived passive-
constructive response between Asian and Western countries.
On a similar note, scholars have also suggested that perceived
responses usually involve a “reality component” (Reis et al.,
2004), where researchers should also consider other relationship
“realities” such as the expectations of the partner, need for
approval, and reasons for disengagement toward the discloser
(Gable et al., 2004). Thus, future research should closely
inspect these individual differences and motivation to provide a
constructive response to understand the complexity of effective
communicative behaviors further.

Moreover, concurring with prior research, destructive
responses in accommodation and capitalization communication
processes were found harmful, regardless of culture. However,
one noticeable difference is that the Passive-destructive
response in both accommodation and capitalization processes
had a greater predictive magnitude in the deterioration of
relationship satisfaction when the two processes were examined
independently. Active-destructive responses were in the
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anticipated negative direction but were revealed to be non-
significant in predicting relationship satisfaction. On the one
hand, it could be that partners of the participants in this study
interact in a more vague and evasive destructive way, laying
more truth to Asians communicating passively (Guo et al.,
2018). On the other hand, the results may indicate that Passive-
destructive responses are more detrimental to the receiver than
Active-destructive responses (Gottman and Krokoff, 1989).
These findings may be because Passive-destructive responses
inhibit the ability of a couple to resolve conflicts by “bottling up”
emotions, prolonging problems, and causing petty disagreements
to escalate out of control, which may cause more long-term
problems (Gottman and Krokoff, 1989; Gottman and Levenson,
1992).

Another possible explanation for these results is the stage
and status of the relationship of participants in this current
study. 73.4% of the sample were in relatively satisfied and happy
relationships. Hence, it could be assumed that partners are not
reacting in an Active-destructive way, such as showing anger
and hostility in conflicts or demeaning and criticizing good
news frequently for them to be unsatisfied in their relationships.
Besides that, the unintended self-selected bias cannot be ruled
out and should be taken into consideration in future research.
The results may differ if there was a proportionated balance
of participants in the sample who were in satisfying and
dissatisfying relationships, which upcoming research needs to
obtain and explore.

This research also consists of only dating individuals with
an average of 2 years of relationship length. These participants
may still be in the “honeymoon” stage of their relationship
where trust and intimacy may still be developing, during which
they utilize distinctive nature of behaviors such as being more
Passive-destructive and more forgiving than couples who have
been married for a longer period (Williams, 2012). Passive-
destructive responses are possibly more apparent, unnerving,
and threatening to premarital or dating couples because partners
showing disregard and disinterest may make them feel that their
partners are not committed. This relates to a relatively frequent
phenomenon inmodern dating and a new term called “ghosting,”
which shares an overlap with the Passive-destructive response
as if an individual “ghosts” another person, they withdraw and
avoid the partner entirely (LeFebvre et al., 2019). In other words,
when one partner ghosts the other, the immediate consequence
is simply an indirect and ambiguous lack of communication
(LeFebvre, 2017). As this seems to be a common phenomenon
in the current dating atmosphere, it might be another reason
why this way of communication had a greater prevalence
and strength in declining satisfaction of romantic relationships
for this sample. Future research could compare the different
phases of relationships and communication behaviors between
dating and married couples to understand these results more
comprehensively. Despite these rationales, this study suggests
a recognition that passive-destructiveness is an unfavorable act
to Malaysian dating relationships, maybe more so than active-
destructiveness. Further illustrations of the cultural facets, in
terms of self-construal and communication are discussed in the
subsequent section.

To What Extend Does Interdependent
Self-Construal Moderate the Relationship
Between Perceived Capitalization and
Accommodation Communication
Behaviors on Relationship Satisfaction?
As noted earlier, the present study anticipated Malaysia to be a
collectivist country with individuals generally having a dominant
interdependent self-construal based on prior studies and was
treated as such in hypotheses 2 (Hardin et al., 2004; Amir,
2009; Ting and Ying, 2013). Nevertheless, these current findings
did not bear the resemblance of previous discoveries as the
interdependence self-construal seemingly did not moderate and
explain the differences in both accommodation and capitalization
communication behaviors with relationship satisfaction. Thus,
these results did not endorse H2a and H2b, suggesting other
important factors are at play.

Consequently, given the equivocal findings, further
exploratory analyses were conducted though not tested in the

hypotheses of this study. It was discovered that independent self-
construal instead seemed to moderate the relationships between

both perceived active and passive destructive capitalization
responses and relationship satisfaction. However, no other
significant results were found for accommodation responses.
Hence, self-construal appeared to affect the expectations and
preferences of perceived responsiveness of sharing good news,
just not in the expected direction for Malaysians in this study.
The sample in this study also obtained relatively higher mean
scores for interdependent and independent self-construal
compared to Asian samples in America. These results concur
with the findings of Yum (2004) that other self-construal
types exist and may explain behavioral variations with greater
consistency than the bipolar interdependent-independent self-
construal model. One of which is the bicultural self-construal,
that is individuals who are high in both interdependent and
independent self-construal and are products of modernization
and multicultural societies (Kim et al., 1996; Yum, 2004). Given
that Malaysia is a melting pot of races, ethnicities, and cultures
with unique historical influences (Nagaraj et al., 2015; Park, 2015;
The Malaysian Administrative Modernisation Management
Planning Unit, 2016), one could speculate that some of the
participants in this study could be bicultural. Prior work has
asserted that bicultural individuals have rather complex and
adaptable identities and are less culturally typical than other
self-construal types (Kim et al., 1996; Yum, 2004). They are more
flexible and capable of adapting to interactional demands by
responding effectively not only to protect their own needs but
also the needs of their partner better than other self-construal
types. However, this is beyond the scope of this research; thus,
future studies could investigate other types of self-construal and
whether they moderate the relationship between accommodation
and capitalization processes and satisfaction.

Another plausible explanation would be the “modernization
hypothesis,” which infers that the behavior of an individual
in personal relationships is influenced by the degree of
industrialization, westernization, and democratization of the
country (Goodwin, 1999). It is also imperative to emphasize
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that Malaysia was formerly colonized by Western powers such
as Britain and, inherently, the Malaysian regime adopted some
of the British laws and educational practices which would
influence Malaysia’s culture (Aziz, 2009; Lee and Low, 2014).
Therefore, Malaysians may be affected by social change, modern
capitalism and globalization and hold values that are assumed
with moving toward individualism, which could explain why
the moderating effects of independent self-construal instead
of interdependent self-construal were shown in this current
study (Goodwin, 1999; Park, 2015). Further, the behavior of an
individual could also be influenced by regional subcultures. This
current study presumed the national culture of Malaysians to be
collectivistic and are governed by interdependent self-construal.
However, according to Schmitz (2012), regional sublevels within
a country influences the difference in cultural characteristics
of various states. This may explain the inconsistency in results
of the interdependent and independent self-construals affecting
the communication behaviors as participants originated from
different states in Malaysia.

Moreover, other scholars have argued that individualist-
collectivist stereotypes are becoming meaningless due to other
confounding variables such as degree of industrialization,
education, and occupation, especially for the younger generations
(Kagitçibaşi, 1996; Goodwin, 1999; Matsumoto, 2002; Park,
2015). The sample in this present study represents people of the
younger generation who live in urban areas and have relatively
high education and economic status. According to Fung (2013),
older individuals have a higher tendency to internalize their
cultural values compared to younger individuals. Thus, since
the participants in this study are of relatively younger ages,
there may be a possibility that they have yet to internalize
their cultural values (Ho, 2021), explaining the disparities of the
interdependent-independent self-construal types. Additionally,
Yum et al. (2015) have discovered that although countries
are geographically close and in Asia, it does not necessarily
mean they have similar values. For instance, Singaporeans were
found to adopt traditional and preindustrial beliefs. Conversely,
Malaysians reported to hold greater self-expressive and liberal
post-industrial beliefs similar to people living in the United States
(Yum et al., 2015). Hence, further studies would need to
scrutinize the impact of other cultural aspects (e.g., harmony
values, and self-expressive values) and widen the range of ages,
education, and economic status of participants to truly capture
the cultural evolution and communication processes in this
modern era.

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

Taken together, this current research has highlighted some
important implications of romantic relationship communication
behaviors, particularly in the realm of dating relationships. This
work is the first step toward enhancing our understanding of the
accommodation and capitalization processes by looking through
an Asian cultural lens. In the overall literature and Malaysian
context, there are no identified peer-reviewed studies found
investigating the accommodation and capitalization processes

and relationship satisfaction simultaneously. Integrating the 2
everyday life communication processes into research provides
a better holistic view of how romantic relationships unfold.
An active and constructive response was captured as the most
salubrious response through capitalization and accommodation
processes from a Malaysian standpoint. Prominently, an Active-
constructive capitalization response bore the strongest influence
on relationship satisfaction above and beyond other responses.
A passive and constructive response was suggestive of a positive
direction for disclosures of good news but not during conflicts.
In contrast, destructive responses in both instances displayed a
negative pattern which could steer couples in a downward spiral,
irrespective of culture.

The findings of this pioneering study would be a
noteworthy addition to literature while contributing to positive
psychology theory. This research investigated not only which
communication behaviors were beneficial but for whom they
are effective for. This study would provide a good comparative
data of an Asian country since most studies are conducted
and dominated by Western cultures and were subdue to low
population and ecological validity as well as pitfalls of research
methods. Furthermore, the results could also be a guideline
in counseling practices to enhance the “good relationship
behavior” and relationship satisfaction of couples by training
and cultivating better communication behaviors (Gable et al.,
2004), tailored to the preferences and culture of an individual.
This knowledge and understanding of human interactional
behaviors could be beneficial in designing pre-marital and
marriage interventions in Malaysia and other Asian countries.
Possible target therapeutic interventions and positive education
are fostering constructive communication behaviors, not only
to protect relationships with better conflict management but to
also enrich romantic relationships by capitalizing on the positive
aspects of their lives. Additionally, the findings could serve as
a means to educate and create awareness among the general
population about good communication practices of which
would hope to reduce divorce rates, strengthen relationships
and families, and improve the well-being of the society at large,
ultimately building flourishing lives.

CAVEATS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

While this study has made novel contributions to the romantic
relationship science literature and goes beyond previous
researchers in important ways, future studies should interpret the
findings with caution as there were limitations notwithstanding.
Firstly, although most of the results were in the expected
directions, some of the results appeared non-significant, possibly
due to various factors beyond the scope of this research. This
study also used self-report data which may induce social-
desirability bias; for instance, over-reporting good behavior and
higher relationship satisfaction and underreporting undesirable
behaviors to be viewed favorably. Moreover, this study focused
on the perception of an individual to the response of the partner
without directly observing the interaction or investigating how
both the discloser and responder feel about the same reactions.
Future studies should compare perspectives of both partners and
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use triangulatingmethods such as observation in natural settings,
in-depth field studies, open-ended surveys, and interviews.
Granting all this, it should be noted that responsiveness not only
mirrors actual behavior but also the eye of the beholder; therefore,
it should be approached with prudence (Reis et al., 2004).

Additionally, women are more attuned to behaviors of
partners in daily interactions (Overall et al., 2010). The
sample was predominantly female, with 66.9% of females
and 33.1% males, making it difficult to accurately compare
gender differences. Therefore, future research should assess the
complexities of accommodation and capitalization processes in
more depth, while examining gender differences. Furthermore,
the sample consisted of participants who were relatively young
and in dating relationships, of which 73.4% were in satisfying
relationships. These participants may also still be in the
“honeymoon” relationship phase, during which they utilize and
intently focus on different nature of behaviors (Williams, 2012).
Responses and perceptions in accommodation and capitalization
processes may reveal different patterns in an alternative milieu
of long-term, long-distance, distressed, marital, and clinical
populations. Future research is recommended to obtain a larger
sample size, especially accounting for non-completion of online
surveys, to gain a better understanding and generalizability
of results.

Lastly, this research was susceptible to ecological fallacy
because it assumed that all individuals from a specific culture
behave similarly (Freedman, 1999). Thus, some Malaysians
may hold bicultural self-construal or more independent
than interdependent self-construal. These findings suggest
opportunities for future research to investigate other types
of self-construal as well as various values that may impact
communicative behaviors, namely self-expressive and harmony
values. Observing other aspects could valuably aid in capturing
the cultural evolution and communication processes in this
modern age.

CONCLUSION

Conclusively, our need to connect romantically can be ever so
fulfilling and enrich our life experiences but can also be arduous
and complicated. The contemporaneous associations of both
accommodation and capitalization communication processes
aids in understanding the complexities of romantic flourishing
relationships. This current research has unearthed that
attaining relationship satisfaction lies at the heart of responding
constructively in romantic relationships as it shows the partner
cares and appreciates us. The advantages of active-constructive

responses in both relationship processes were more salient

and consistent compared to passive-constructive responses.
Conversely, in the destructive paradigm, passive-destructive
responses emerged as the most unfavorable act in dating
relationships in comparison with other destructive responses.
This current research has also found that interdependent
self-construal did not moderate the communication behaviors.
However, captivatingly, unexpected individual and cultural
variations were discovered. In the light of these findings, this area
of research is essential and further work is necessary to identify
additional mediators and effects of these constructs. Regardless,
this present research has endowed society one step closer to
solving the riddle of achieving relationship satisfaction, and
ultimately flourishing romantic relationships. Herein, this study
can also serve as a backbone to the knowledge of accommodation
and capitalization processes of psychologists and society in Asia
and positive psychology literature. Thus, truly strengthening the
view of Virginia Satir that “Communication is to relationships
what breath is to life” (Loeschen, 2017, p. 89).
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Prior studies extensively examined the way sports club membership can lead to beneficial 
affective outcomes. Prior experiments also found that team sports, intensive sports, and sports 
that are frequently pursued can lead to even more affective benefits. However, no prior studies 
examined the differences between the affective benefits of specific sports. Based on prior results, 
we supposed that certain sports that meet all the previously set criteria—will provide the greatest 
affective benefits. The present large-scale investigation examined the data of adolescents 
(N = 12,849, female = 5,812, aged between 10 and 18, Mage = 12.56 years, and SDage = 2.00) and 
aimed to fill this gap. Firstly, the results showed that—although differences in affect can be found 
between the lack of club membership and most of the sports club memberships—the differences 
between the specific sports are less striking. Secondly, the sports that are associated with the 
highest level of positive and the lowest level of negative affectivity are not necessarily the ones 
expected. Finally, adolescents who practice athletics, reported the lowest means of negative, 
and the highest means of positive affect. However, it did not differ significantly from the results 
regarding the most practiced sport in France: soccer. Our results suggest that soccer as the 
most practice sport among French adolescents was associated with more positive affects than 
the majority of the 10 most licensed members French sports practiced by teens between 2008 
and 2019. All in all, being a member of a sports club is associated with affective benefits, and 
some specific sports clubs can have some extra benefits.

Keywords: adolescents, negative affect, positive, sports club membership, affective benefits

INTRODUCTION

As a parent or as an adolescent, the question might arise as: what specific sports club membership 
might be  related to the most positive affect? Surprisingly, we  have had limited information 
to give clear answers to this question. The present work uses a large French database and 
aims to provide some tips to answer them.
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The positive effect of physical activity on the mental health 
of adolescents is unquestionable (Biddle and Asare, 2011; 
Donnelly et  al., 2016). For example, a recent meta-analysis 
(Donnelly et al., 2016) found that physical activity has a positive 
impact on children’s cognitive functioning and it also has a 
positive effect on the development of some areas of the brain, 
such as the hippocampus (Gomez-Pinilla and Hillman, 2013), 
the prefrontal cortices (Kopp, 2012), or the even more specific 
regions of the basal ganglia (Chaddock et  al., 2010, 2012) 
which can boost complex cognitive processes. Moreover, physical 
activity can not only have an immediate positive effect on the 
brain; if it is practiced in adolescence, it can have long-lasting 
positive consequences. For example, it can serve as a predictor 
for the level of physical activity later in adulthood (Telama 
et  al., 2005), a metric associated with better wellbeing (Abdin 
et al., 2018). All in all, promoting physical activity in adolescence 
can have cognitive benefits and can boost practicing health-
enhancing behaviors in adulthood.

In the present paper, the term affective benefit is based on 
Bratman et  al.’s (2021) work and refers to (a) more positive 
affect and (b) a less negative affect as the consequence of 
belonging to a sports club. Besides the long-lasting cognitive 
benefits, meta-analyses robustly demonstrate the affective benefits 
of physical activities among adults and adolescents (Janssen 
and Leblanc, 2010; Biddle and Asare, 2011; Wiese et  al., 2017; 
Rodriguez-Ayllon et  al., 2019; Marquez et  al., 2020; Bourke 
et al., 2021). These recent works show that engaging in physical 
activities or doing sports can lead to elevated positive affectivity, 
such as positive subjective experiences or positive mood, e.g., 
joy, interest, and alertness (Miller, 2011). It can also reduce 
negative affectivity (Zhang et  al., 2020).

Characteristics of Physical Activities and 
Affective Benefits
Both physical and sports activities (referring to physical effort 
guided by specific rules, very often pursued competitively) 
appear to be associated with physical and mental health benefits. 
These benefits include affective consequences, better wellbeing, 
and better quality of life compared to other forms of leisure-
time physical activities in adolescence (Eime et  al., 2013). 
Moreover, participation in organized sports can have further 
benefits as it supports social belonging and bonding between 
members (Eime et al., 2013). For example, Brettschneider (2001) 
found that participating in organized sport (as a member of 
a sports club) did not only have a positive effect on adolescents’ 
self-esteem but it also contributed to the development of their 
social competence (Howie et  al., 2010). Sports activities are 
not an encapsulated in all adolescents’ life. Gisladottir et  al. 
(2013) found that those adolescents who were members of a 
sports club had stronger beliefs in performing well at school 
compared to their peers who did not practice sports in a club.

Organized sports have various subcategories, and prior 
scientific investigations focused on their different affective 
benefits. Pluhar et al. (2019) found that people practicing team 
sports (soccer, football, and hockey) reported less anxiety and 
depression compared to those who practiced individual sports 

(running, gymnastics, and diving). Robust results (Guddal et al., 
2019) suggest that the mental health benefits of team sports 
are related to the social aspects, such as social belonging and 
being part of a team (e.g., Eime et  al., 2013).

Another categorization of organized sports is related to the 
esthetic characteristics of the different sports. Davison et  al. 
(2002) compared the esthetic sports (swimming, dance, 
gymnastics, aerobics, cheerleading, baton twirling, and figure 
skating) vs. the non-esthetic sports (team sport, athletics, tennis, 
and martial arts) and found that practicers of esthetic sports 
are more at risk to have concerns about their weight, which 
is associated with negative emotions (Augestad and Flanders, 
2002; Espeset et  al., 2012; Tan et  al., 2016).

A third classification of organized sports is related to the 
place of practice (Thompson Coon et  al., 2011). Solid evidence 
suggests that practicing physical activity in an outdoor 
environment was associated with a decrease in anger, anxiety, 
and depression and with an increase of energy, revitalization, 
and positive engagement (Thompson Coon et al., 2011; Lawton 
et  al., 2017; Pasanen et  al., 2018). Thus, team and non-esthetic 
sports and also practicing physical activity in a natural 
environment seem to be associated with less negative and more 
positive ones. However, the information about the impact of 
a specific sport on negative and positive affects throughout 
adolescence is lacking.

A fourth classification is related to the intensity of organized 
sports that can impact both negative and positive affectivity 
(Costigan et  al., 2019; Howie et  al., 2020).1 In their definition 
of physical activity, the World Health Organization defines 
three levels of intensity activities can be  pursued at: low, 
moderate, and vigorous. Earlier studies showed that all intensity 
levels had certain affective benefits (Ekkekakis et  al., 2000; 
Ekkekakis, 2003). However, more recent studies (Costigan et al., 
2019; Howie et  al., 2020; Qin et  al., 2020) suggested that 
vigorous physical activity is associated with more robust 
psychological benefits compared to low physical activity. For 
example, Howie et al. (2020) found that participating at moderate 
or vigorous physical activities was associated with a more 
favorable mental health profile. Costigan et  al. (2019) found 
that only vigorous physical activity was associated with wellbeing 
among adolescents. Besides intensity, two-related aspects can 
also have positive consequences: higher frequency of practice 
(Hassmén et al., 2000; Jiang et al., 2021) and the higher volume 
of physical activity (Sagatun et  al., 2007; Bell et  al., 2019) both 
lead to better affective benefits.2

1 We have to mention that it is not only related to organized sports, but also 
any sort of physical activities.
2 Hassmén et  al. (2000) found that practicing regular physical activity (two to 
three times a week) decreased negative affect (depression, anger, and stress) 
but also increased wellbeing compared to practicing less frequently. Moreover, 
in a recent study, Jiang et  al. (2021) found that children and adolescents who 
practiced training sessions three to five times per week have a better mental 
health compared to those who practice only once a week. A strongly-related 
element to take into account to impact the adolescents’ affect is the volume 
of physical activity (Sagatun et  al., 2007; Bell et  al., 2019). Indeed, increasing 
the volume of physical activity might be  a key element of protection against 
emotional problems during adolescence (Bell et  al., 2019).
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The Present Study
One can suppose that if adolescents can harvest the affective 
benefits of doing sports, they will be  motivated to engage 
more in sports to enjoy the life-long positive consequences. 
Therefore, it is important to know what type of sports might 
be  associated with the strongest positive affects and least 
frequently with negative ones. Based on the above-mentioned 
studies, we  expected that sports club membership in general 
will have a robust affective benefit compared to the lack of 
membership. However, we  also expected that membership of 
a club for a collective, non-esthetic, outdoor, and vigorous 
sport will lead to the most salient affective benefits. It seems 
unlikely that a single sport will fulfill all of these criteria. 
However, some sports could meet most of them, e.g., soccer, 
athletics, and basketball. In contrast, gymnastics, dance, or 
horse riding meet the least of these criteria.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Procedure and Participants
This study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration 
of Helsinki and with the approval of the National Ethics 
Committee Board (n°00012476-2021-28-05-109). Participants 
for this study were recruited through the project of the so-called 
“French Physical and Mental Health Inventory” program. Besides 
the National Ethics Committee permission, the data gathering, 
and its further use was approved by the National Commission 
on Informatics and Liberty (RF 1232206). As the respondents 
were minors, written and signed informed consents were 
obtained from their parents. Potential respondents of the survey 
were informed about the content of the research and they 
were requested to indicate their intention to participate (they 
provided an assent).

The dataset was part of an extensive multi-year, cross-sectional 
data gathering. For the present paper, we  only focus on the 
data of adolescents between 10 and 18 years of age. Adolescents 
needed to state whether they are members of a sports club or 
not. We  have selected the adolescents who are not involved in 
a sports club and those who are members of a club for the 
most practiced sport (i.e., at least 240 adolescents per sport). 
We  found this step important for avoiding extreme means as 
the result of a few biased respondents. Although the present 
sample is comprehensive, it was not representative for French 
adolescents. It was recruited between 2008 and 2019, consisted 
of 12,849 adolescents (5,812 females, 45.23%) who were aged 
between 10 and 18 years (M = 12.56, SD = 2.00). Most of them, 
78.53% reported that they belong to a sports club, and 
approximately one fifth of the participants did not belong to a one.

Measures
Positive and Negative Affects
The survey was administered approximately 30 min after a 
physical fitness evaluation in school, in a classroom environment. 
Among other measures, participants were requested to describe 
the extent they experienced a set of positive and negative 

emotions in the past three or four days. Seven adjectives 
described negative affects (angry, sad, anxious, ashamed, guilty, 
annoyed, and worried), and five described positive ones (joyful, 
enthusiastic, proud, full-of-energy, and happy). Responses were 
provided on a five-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (not at 
all) to 5 (very much). This questionnaire has been recently 
used by Carton et  al. (2021). We  supposed that the 12 items 
belong to two factors. A confirmatory factor analysis (performed 
with R, package lavaan) was conducted with two first-ordered 
factors, with robust maximum likelihood estimator (MLR) 
supported this notion with acceptable model fit indices 
(CFI = 0.941, TLI = 0.927, RMSEA = 0.064, CI95%  =  0.062–0.066, 
SRMR = 0.039). Although these values are not perfect, they 
are acceptable based on the seminal work of Hu and Bentler 
(1999) and Marsh et  al. (2005). Both the positive (α = 0.85) 
and negative scales (α = 0.79) have excellent internal 
consistency values.

Sports Club Membership
Before the measurements of physical fitness level and after 
the measurements of height and body mass, the participants 
responded to the following question: “Are you  a member of 
a sports club?.” The participants who answered positively to 
this question were asked to report the sport they practiced 
most regularly.

RESULTS

Analytic Strategy
The normality of the distribution was verified with a Shapiro–
Wilk test, and equality of variances was analyzed with Levene’s 
test. One-way ANOVA with Benjamini-Hochberg post-hoc test 
was conducted to determine differences in positive and negative 
affects related to the different sports. This method uses a 
modified version of the Bonferroni correction for a high number 
of hypothesis testing. As in the present case controlling for 
the false discovery rate was more important than the conservative 
control of familywise error rate, this post-hoc approach appeared 
adequate (Benjamini and Hochberg, 1995). Based on the 
recommendations and prior studies, this post-hoc method is 
strongly recommended if the number of tests is high and it 
is broadly used in numerous recent studies that conducted 
similar, large-scale multiple comparisons (Nakajima et al., 2019; 
Hopkins et  al., 2020; Maroun et  al., 2021).

Negative Affect Differences Along Sport 
Club Membership
ANOVA post-hoc analyses demonstrated differences between 
44.9% of the comparisons of the sport club memberships that 
French teens frequently mentioned. Teens practicing martials 
arts, athletics, basketball, soccer, gymnastics, swimming, and 
volleyball reported significantly lower levels of negative affects 
compared to their peers without a sports club membership. 
We  would like to highlight only a few examples of the inter-
sport differences. For example, teens who practice boxing 
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reported more negative affect compared to those who practice 
athletics, volleyball, gymnastics, martial arts, soccer, basket, 
swimming, dance, horse riding, and handball. Badminton club 
members and those teens who do not belong to any sports 
club reported more negative affect compared to those who 
practice athletics, martial arts, basketball, soccer, gymnastics, 
and volleyball. However, teens who practice athletics, gymnastics, 
soccer, and volleyball reported less negative affect compared 
to those who practice badminton, boxing, handball, or to those 
who did not practice in a sports club. See Table 1 and Figure 1 
for details about differences in negative affects.

Positive Affect Differences Along Sport 
Club Membership
ANOVA post-hoc analyses demonstrated differences between 47,4% 
of the comparisons of the sports club memberships French teens 
frequently mentioned. Teens without a sports club membership 
reported significantly lower levels of positive affects compared to 
teens with the following ten sports club memberships: martial 
arts, athletics, basketball, boxing, dance, soccer, gymnastics, handball, 
swimming, and volleyball. We  would like to highlight only a few 
examples of the inter-sport differences. For example, teens who 
practice athletics reported more positive affect compared to those 
who practice badminton, basketball, boxing, dance, horse riding, 
handball, swimming, or to those teens who do not belong to 
any sports club. Soccer club members reported more positive 
affect compared to those who practice badminton, boxing, dance, 
horse riding, handball, swimming, and to those who do not belong 
to any sports club. However, teens who practice badminton, dance, 
horse riding, and those who do not belong to any sports club 
reported less positive affect compared to those who practice 
athletics, soccer, volleyball, and martial arts. See Table  2 and 
Figure  1 for details of differences in positive affects.

DISCUSSION

What specific sport might be  associated with the highest level 
of positive and the lowest level of negative affects? First of 
all, in line with robust prior findings, most of the sports appear 
to have affective benefits. Secondly, the differences between 
these benefits are not huge and they are mostly consistent 
with prior findings that focused on sport characteristics as 
team vs. individual, esthetic vs. non-esthetic, indoors vs. outdoors, 
and low vs. high intensity. However, there are some nuances, 
limitations, and questions that might be  worth discussing.

Sports Club Participation
In a recent article, Carton et  al. (2021) found that adolescents 
who are members of sports clubs reported more positive affects 
and less negative ones compared to their peers who do not belong 
to a sports club. The utilized affect measure is described in details 
in Carton et  al. (2021). Practicing sports has two direct effects 
on the individual’s mood: (a) a general improvement in the mood 
right after a training session and (b) a decrease in negative 
emotional states, such as anxiety, irritability, and guilt (Iacolino 

et  al., 2017). However, there are potential indirect effects, as well. 
For example, Putnam (2000) used a sociological perspective to 
point out the reasons why bowling alone is much less beneficial 
than doing it in the company of acquaintances. Being part of 
sports clubs can provide not only great opportunities to build 
weak links (i.e., less intimate and less in-depth relationships with 
the opportunity of networking), but it can also build strong links 
as the result of years-long friendships strengthened under stressful 
and exciting situations (e.g., Granovetter, 1973). These clubs can 
provide opportunities for adolescents to build, extend, and reinforce 
their social network (Howie et  al., 2010); satisfy their need to 
belong (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Walton and Brady, 2020), 
raise their self-esteem, and strengthen their social skills 
(Brettschneider, 2001). All of these factors can play a role in the 
well-known fact that adolescents who belong to a sports club 
experience more positive and less negative emotions (Brettschneider, 
2001; Howie et  al., 2010; Gisladottir et  al., 2013). One might 
think that it does not matter what kind of sports club a teen 
belongs to. The present study demonstrated that it is not the 
case, and there are some small, but measurable differences between 
the benefits of pursuing different sports.

Sports With More Affective Benefits Than 
Others: Athletics
All in all, the differences between the benefits of different sports 
were not large (never reaching d = 0.5), but some of them appeared 
to be  more beneficial than others. In the following, we  will 
examine one sport in detail that appears to have one of the 
greatest affective benefits: athletics. It is often considered as one 
of the oldest sports, tracking back to ancient Greece (776 BC). 
At that time, athletes were considered idols who master the 
harmony of body and mind (Jaeger, 1988). Adolescents belonging 
to an athletics club reported the highest positive and lowest 
negative affects among the examined groups. Although, the mean 
affects did not differ from other sports significantly. Athletics 
(also called Track and Field) are a comprehensive collection of 
specific sports offering a repertoire of different practices (e.g., 
races, jumps, and throws). The current affective results are somewhat 
surprising as it is an individual sport, and prior studies suggest 
that team sports lead to more psychological benefits compared 
to individual sports (Guddal et  al., 2019; Pluhar et  al., 2019). 
Despite athletic sports being individual per se, the value of 
collectivity and the team is especially important at a club level.

In line with the literature, athletics are practiced outdoors 
and have the extra affective benefits compared to indoors sports 
(Thompson Coon et  al., 2011; Lawton et  al., 2017; Pasanen 
et  al., 2018). They are also often considered sports requiring 
vigorous physical activity that has an additional affective benefit 
(Costigan et  al., 2019; Howie et  al., 2020; Qin et  al., 2020). 
Teens in athletics clubs participate in competitions which reflect 
a high level of motivation (Gernigon, 1998), contributing to 
positive affects (Pekrun et al., 2002). To perform well in athletics, 
frequent and regular practice (at least three training sessions 
per week) are required, also adding a tremendous amount of 
wellbeing benefits (Hassmén et  al., 2000). Athletics appear to 
accumulate multiple sources of affective benefits, such as the 
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possibility to autonomously choose achievement goals; regular, 
frequent, and intense practice; and an outdoor environment. 
We can hardly find this constellation with other types of sports.

Sports With More Affective Benefits Than 
Others: Soccer
Our results also suggested that adolescents who practice soccer 
also experience greater affective benefits compared to other sports. 
This result is in line with prior studies that found team sports 
lead to extra affective benefits compared to individual sports 
(Guddal et  al., 2019; Pluhar et  al., 2019). Moreover, soccer is 
very often considered as a vigorous physical activity with a frequent 
aerobic intermittent exercises (Fernandes et  al., 2015). Soccer is 
very practice among teen boys in France (Ministère de la Jeunesse 
des Sports et de la Vie associative, Institut national du sport et 
de l’éducation physique, et  al., 2018). Furthermore, during 
adolescence, boys might have more positive affects and less negative 
ones compared to girls (Pascual et  al., 2012). The popularity of 
soccer is unquestionable in France with its 2 million soccer club 
players today. There are one million matches played each year 
and tens of thousands of clubs (Ministère de la ville de la jeunesse 
et des sports, 2015). For these millions of players, playing soccer 
can provide a great opportunity to experience both positive and 
negative emotions, gather collective and individual experiences, 
and be  part of just and unjust processes that can serve as a basis 
of recognition and disregard (Nuytens, 2011). The soccer club 
can strengthen the sense of social belonging in the local community 
and can provide various social resources (Retière, 2003). Finally, 
we  might acknowledge that soccer can also provide room for 
strong identification with the famous French national team and 
with the very popular local teams. Soccer is also an outdoor 
sport which is a predictor of beneficial affective outcomes (Thompson 
Coon et  al., 2011; Lawton et  al., 2017; Pasanen et  al., 2018).

To a certain extent, the present results might also contribute 
to the explanation of why soccer is the most popular sport 
in France (Ministère de la Jeunesse des Sports et de la Vie 
associative, Institut national du sport et de l’éducation physique, 
et  al., 2018). Soccer could be  considered a mass sport  
(Ohl, 2004), and based on the present results, being a member 
of a soccer club is associated with positive affects. All in all, 
it appears that for an adolescent being part of a soccer club 
in France does not only provide some odds to reach the highest 
performance in this sport (France is very often among the 
best teams in the world), but it could also be  related to a 
great deal of positive affective benefits.

Our results concerning the sports with more affective benefits 
(i.e., athletics and soccer) can be explained by including various 
factors from several theoretical fields with particular emphasis 
on psycho-social aspects, developmental, and physiological 
approaches but more studies are needed to confirm and fully 
explain our results.

Sports With Less Affective Benefits
Every sports club membership is associated with some level 
of affective benefits, as previously established. However, according 
to the present results, some sports seem to present somewhat TA
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less affective benefits. Our results suggest that adolescents, who 
practice badminton, boxing, horse riding, or dance as members 
of a sports club reported the least positive and the most negative 
affects. Prior studies can provide some hints why these sports 
might be  associated with less affective benefits. Badminton, 
boxing, and dance are indoor sports which might lead to less 
affective benefits (Lawton et  al., 2017). Badminton is a zero 
sum, open-skill sports in which players need to adapt their 
actions to quickly changing and relatively unpredictable 
conditions (Di Russo et al., 2010). Boxing requires inter-individual 
confrontation (Ministère de l’Education Nationale et de la 
Jeunesse, 2019) involving punches that lead to not only physical 
pain, but also negative emotions, such as anger or fear (Lecroisey, 
2017). Boxers often experience intense negative mood the results 
of harsh dietary strategies to lose weight before competition 
(Lane and Terry, 1996; Hall and Lane, 2001). Martial arts are 
different from boxing as they are rooted in the local culture 
roots and most of them put emphasis on serenity and calm 
(Fournier, 2000). Dance as an esthetic sport might be  linked 
with an increase level of weight concern (Davison et al., 2002), 
and this weight concern might be  associated with the more 
negative emotions (Augestad and Flanders, 2002; Espeset et al., 
2012; Tan et  al., 2016). Furthermore, three-quarter of the 
adolescent members of dance clubs are girls, who tend to 
report more negative emotions and less positive ones compared 
to their boy peers (Ministère des Sports, 2002; Pascual et  al., 
2012). Although these guesses are based on prior literature, 
further research is required to explain these sports club-related 
differences among adolescents.

Limitations
This study has some limitations. First, regarding every single student, 
affects were surveyed 30 min after a physical fitness assessment 
that could possibly—although homogenously—influence the retrieval 
of respondents’ affects regarding the previous few days. Adolescents 
could only indicate one sports club membership. If they belonged 
to multiple clubs simultaneously, they were requested to indicate 
the one they spent more time practicing with. Next time, we might 
provide room to indicate multiple memberships to have a deeper 
understanding of the cumulative effects of sports club membership. 
Furthermore, as the goal was keeping the survey as short as possible, 
we  did not have an opportunity to assess the perceived intensity, 
frequency, and volume of the practiced sport. Although our affect 
measure showed consistent factor structure and great internal 
consistency. Other, more broadly validated tools could have been 
used in the current study, such as the PANAS (Watson et  al., 
1988). Future work might either use a more commonly utilized 
measure or it is also possible to validate this measure. It is also 
possible that future studies might try to use ecological momentary 
assessment (Trull and Ebner-Priemer, 2013) if they are interested 
in short term and less pervasive benefits. As it was a cross-sectional 
survey study, we  do not know anything about causality. Therefore, 
it is entirely possible that the findings are due to self-selective bias 
namely, that teens with a more positive disposition tend to choose 
athletics or soccer and that it is not necessarily athletics or soccer 
that will lead to an increase in positive affects and a decrease in 
negative affects. Causality can only be  investigated through 
longitudinal studies and future experimental work. Despite we aimed 
to choose only those sports that were practiced by many adolescents, 

A B

FIGURE 1 | Negative and positive affects along the most practice French sports club memberships and those who do not practice sports among adolescents 
aged between 10 and 18 years. The left panel (A) depicts negative affect-related results. The right panel (B) depicts the main effect of the sports club membership 
on positive affects. Only those sports are depicted that were mentioned by at least 240 adolescents. The line within the boxes indicates the median value, while the 
triangle on the top of the boxes indicates group means, and the dots indicate extreme values (outliers).
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we  can mention another limit of this study regarding the unequal 
number of adolescents in the different groups.

CONCLUSION

Our study suggests that being a member of a sports club is 
associated with affective benefits for teenagers. However, it 
appears that athletics and soccer club membership might 
be associated with the highest levels of affective benefits, whereas 
boxing, badminton, dance, or horse riding club memberships 
are associated with less benefits. The present one is a pioneering, 
large-scale study that might provide broader guidelines for 
future scientific investigations in this field. However, it is without 
establishing a unidirectional causal link stating that certain 
sports club membership lead to more affective benefits than others.
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Although the nonprofit sector in China has grown substantially in past decades, its future 
is threatened by high turnover and burnout. It is thus necessary to investigate the factors 
that contribute to employee well-being (EWB) among nonprofit employees in China. This 
study used 233 foundation employees in China to examine the effects of job demands 
and resources (JD-R) on EWB. Estimates produced by regression analyses indicated that 
job resources (JR) have a strong effect on EWB (Beta = 0.53), as well as on the three EWB 
subscales (workplace, psychological, and life well-being). While job demands (JD) had 
no effects on overall well-being, they were negatively associated with workplace well-being 
(WWB) (Beta = −0.12). Robustness tests were conducted to further examine how JD and 
JR dimensions affect EWB and its subscales. Based on the findings, we underscore the 
importance of JR for EWB among foundation employees in China as well as that of 
implementing interventions that may alleviate the cost of emotional workload as a JD.

Keywords: job demands, resources, employee, well-being, foundation, nonprofits, China

INTRODUCTION

With its rapidly growing transitional economy, China has seen a plethora of economic and 
social changes within the past few decades (Gao, 2017; Garnaut et al., 2018). The transformation 
from a traditional totalitarian command economy to an open market economy has come with 
a series of administrative reforms and the expansion of the nonprofit sector (Lan and Galaskiewicz, 
2012; Huang et  al., 2014; Dong and Lu, 2020; Lu et  al., 2020). There are three types of 
organizations in the Chinese nonprofit sector: foundations, social service organizations (i.e., 
nonprofit agencies), and social associations (i.e., membership associations; Huang et  al., 2014; 
Liu, 2021). In the past two decades, foundations have increased by seven-fold times, representing 
the greatest growth among the three types of organizations (China Foundation Development, 
2011; Cheng et al., 2020). In 2004, the Chinese government issued its Regulations on Foundation 
Management, which allowed for the establishment of private charitable foundations. Between 
2005 and 2018, the number of foundations across the country grew from just under 1,000 to 
7,200, and the number of individuals employed full-time by these foundations nearly tripled 
from 10,100 to 31,000. Foundation net assets similarly grew substantially, from 4.2 billion 
RMB (approximately 650.5 million USD) to 159.2 billion RMB (approximately 24.6 billion 
USD; China Foundation Development, 2011; Cheng et  al., 2020). The considerable growth of 
foundations, however, comes alongside a sharp increase in work demands for foundation 
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employees, who subsequently experience significant burnout 
and turnover (Tsinghua University Philanthropy Research 
Institute, 2018; Wen, 2019). In 2017, 27.6% of the employees 
in foundations and social service organizations left their jobs 
(Wen, 2019). Another study conducted by Tsinghua University 
estimated that 20.2% of employees in the nonprofit sector had 
intentions to resign in 2018. This proportion was highest for 
employees in social associations (29.0%), followed by those in 
social service organizations (25.4%) and foundations (15.9%). 
The main reasons for resignation intention were low wage, 
limited career perspectives, and high work demands (Tsinghua 
University Philanthropy Research Institute, 2018). The constant 
turnover has brought about continuous recruitment pressure 
and has jeopardized the sustainability of work – and its quality 
– performed by this sector (Tsinghua University Philanthropy 
Research Institute, 2018; Wen, 2019). There is a clear need to 
examine how nonprofit sector employees are affected by their 
work conditions, which may, in turn, influence their decision 
to leave their jobs. Thus, we  apply the job demands and 
resources (JD-R) model to investigate JD-R’s relations to employee 
well-being (EWB) among Chinese foundation employees, a 
labor force that has grown substantially. The results of such 
a study can better inform workplace policies to support employees 
and reduce high burnout and turnover.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Employee Well-Being
Employee well-being is referred to the state of employees’ 
mental and physical health and well-being, resulting from 
dynamics within and outside of the workplace (Page and Vella-
Brodrick, 2009; Bakker, 2015; Zheng et  al., 2015). It is a 
multidimensional construct that encompasses life well-being 
(LWB), workplace well-being (WWB), and psychological well-
being (PWB; Zheng et  al., 2015). LWB encompasses life 
satisfaction and dispositional affect, WWB comprises work 
satisfaction and work-related affect, and PWB describes an 
individual’s psychological functioning and their capacities and 
needs for flourishing (Ryff and Singer, 1996; Page and Vella-
Brodrick, 2009; Zheng et  al., 2015). The need for a distinct 
construct of EWB despite the existence of constructs, such as 
subjective well-being and PWB, comes from the distinctive 
philosophical origins of these two highly related constructs 
(Keyes et al., 2002; Jin, 2007), as well as the increasing importance 
of understanding the well-being of individuals within the context 
of their organizations (Danna and Griffin, 1999; Robertson 
and Cooper, 2010; Zheng et  al., 2015).

Employee well-being is a key determinant of human 
functioning and job performance, and it is critical to the 
development of organizations around the world (Zheng et  al., 
2015; Bakker and Demerouti, 2018; Koon and Ho, 2021). For 
example, in one study, the well-being of a sample of 109 
employees in a large customer services company was found 
to be  significantly associated with job satisfaction and job 
performance, even after controlling for several covariates (Wright 

et  al., 2007). Another study similarly found that there was a 
positive relation between subjective well-being and job 
performance in a sample of employees (n = 170) at a Spanish 
information and communication technology company (Salgado 
et  al., 2019). Well-being is also a strong and positive predictor 
of employee retention (Wright and Bonnett, 1992, 2007; Sears 
et  al., 2013). In fact, in one study, Wright and Bonnett (2007) 
found that a one-point increase in reported well-being doubled 
the probability of an employee staying in a particular job 
position. Finally, overall well-being has been found to be  a 
strong and negative predictor of health outcomes, such as 
emergency room visits and hospital admissions, as well as 
productivity outcomes, such as unscheduled absences and short-
term disability leaves (Sears et  al., 2013). For these reasons, 
EWB has attracted significant attention among scholars of 
organizational behavior; similarly, organizational leadership has 
begun to prioritize ways to promote EWB among employees 
and staff (Danna and Griffin, 1999; Robertson and Cooper, 
2010; Zheng et  al., 2015; Miao and Cao, 2019). Empirical 
studies have shown that EWB and satisfaction are related to 
work conditions, specifically JD-R, in the private sector 
(Demerouti et  al., 2001; Bakker, 2015; Zheng et  al., 2015), as 
well as in the nonprofit sector (Benz, 2005; Knapp et  al., 2017; 
Bastida et  al., 2018; Park et  al., 2018).

The Job Demands and Resources 
Conceptual Model
Demerouti et  al. (2001) proposed the JD-R model to explain 
the processes involved in employee burnout and well-being. 
In this model, work conditions can be classified as job demands 
(JD) or job resources (JR). Both JD and JR are multidimensional 
concepts. Levels of workload, emotional workload, and changes 
in tasks are key dimensions of JD (Lequeurre et  al., 2013; 
Bakker and Demerouti, 2018). Workload indicates an employee’s 
perception that they have to work to do in the time available 
to them. Emotional workload refers to the effort required to 
cope with emotions that may be  inherent to the job, including 
organizationally desired emotions, such as remaining calm and 
empathic, when working with challenging clients. Changes in 
tasks refer to the difficulties posed to employees by changes 
in job roles and function. Meanwhile, relationships with colleagues 
and supervisor and information are important elements of JR. 
Relationship with colleagues describes the workplace’s team 
atmosphere, as well as an individual’s perception of the potential 
to receive social support from their co-workers. Relationship 
with supervisor describes how employees perceive their 
relationship with someone who holds a position above their 
own. This dimension also asks respondents about the potential 
to receive social support from their supervisor. Information 
refers to the degree to which individuals may easily or 
conveniently access information or feedback regarding their 
job performance (Demerouti et  al., 2001; Lequeurre et  al., 
2013; Bakker and Demerouti, 2018).

JD and JR differentially affect EWB. For example, JD may 
lead to decreased EWB and burnout through an “health 
impairment” or “energy-driven” process (Demerouti et al., 2001; 
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Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). Because JD require employees 
to engage in long-term physical and/or mental efforts, there 
are associated physiological and/or psychological costs to them. 
Demerouti et al. (2001) term this “exhaustion.” The JD-R model 
considers JD as stressors, which, according to Hockey (1993) 
control model of demand management, activate the body’s 
performance-protection strategy, which could result in reduced 
attention and risky decision making (Demerouti et  al., 2001). 
JD has also been found to be  associated with a range of 
negative health outcomes, such as chronic pain (Roelen et  al., 
2008). By contrast, JR are job aspects that support employees’ 
work achievements and reduce the costs of JD to employees 
(Demerouti et  al., 2001). Through a motivation process, JR 
can support EWB and reduce burnout, in turn, promoting 
job performance (Demerouti et  al., 2001; Bakker et  al., 2003; 
Bakker and Demerouti, 2018).

This model has been applied in studies that focus on a 
number of different work outcomes (e.g., burnout, stress, health, 
and work engagement) and different occupational groups (e.g., 
public, private, and nonprofit; Demerouti et  al., 2001; Bakker 
et al., 2003; Hakanen et al., 2008; Schaufeli et al., 2009; Schaufeli 
and Taris, 2014; Grover et  al., 2017; Knapp et  al., 2017; Luo 
and Lei, 2021). Compared to employees in the private and 
public sectors, nonprofit sector employees tend to have low 
extrinsic rewards (e.g., fairness of pay and financial well-being) 
and high JR (e.g., helpful co-workers and supervisors) and 
job well-being (Benz, 2005; Ariza-Montes and Lucia-Casademunt, 
2016; Lee, 2016; Stater and Stater, 2019; Zhou et  al., 2020). 
Studies found that nonprofit employees were more sensitive 
to JR than employees in the public and private sectors (Ariza-
Montes and Lucia-Casademunt, 2016; Bastida et al., 2018; Park 
et  al., 2018; Stater and Stater, 2019). For example, Stater and 
Stater (2019) used 2002–2014 data from the General Social 
Survey (GSS) and found that having helpful co-workers and 
caring supervisors have greater effects on job satisfaction for 
nonprofit workers than for private and public sector workers. 
Helpful supervisors discouraged turnover intent to a greater 
extent in the nonprofit sector than in the for-profit and public 
sectors. By contrast, extrinsic rewards, such as fairness of pay, 
were more important to employees in the private and public 
sectors than for those in the nonprofit sector (Stater and 
Stater, 2019).

The model has also been applied in several cross-cultural 
contexts, including the United  States (Demerouti et  al., 2001), 
Finland (Hakanen et al., 2006), France (Lequeurre et al., 2013), 
and China (Hu et  al., 2011). Overall, the findings consistently 
pointed out that JD is associated with low work performance 
and poor well-being, indicating the health impairment process 
theorized in the JD-R model. Meanwhile, JR is associated with 
greater work performance and well-being, indicating the 
motivation process theorized in the JD-R model (Demerouti 
et  al., 2001; Bakker et  al., 2003). Based on the JD-R model, 
we  test a conceptual model involving JD-R and EWB among 
foundation employees in China. We  hypothesized that (1) JD 
reduces EWB and (2) JR increases EWB. Next, given that JD 
and JR are characteristics of the work environment, 
we  hypothesized that (3) JD and JR would have the largest 

effects on WWB than the LWB and PWB. Finally, based on 
our literature review, we hypothesized that (4) emotional workload 
in the JD scale and relationship with supervisor in the JR 
scale would each have the largest effects on EWB and its subscales.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data and Sample
The data for the present study came from an anonymous 
web-based survey conducted by the Social Innovation and 
Rural Revitalization Research Center (SIRRRC) at the School 
of Public Policy and Management of Tsinghua University. 
SIRRRC teamed up with Guangdong Guoqiang Foundation 
and China Foundation Development Forum to provide trainings 
for employees from 270 local foundations in March 2021. Given 
that local and national foundations make up  95.8 and 4.2% 
of all foundations, respectively (Tsinghua University Philanthropy 
Research Institute, 2018), SIRRRC randomly selected 12 national 
foundations and added them into the final sampling of 
foundations (n = 282). SIRRRC sent out invitations to participate 
in the online survey to 282 foundations on May 20, 2021. 
SIRRRC sent reminders to complete the survey 7 and 14 days 
after the initial invitation. Two hundred thirty-three responses 
were received by June 20, 2021. An informed consent process 
was implemented prior to the survey. Respondents were informed 
that their participation was voluntary and that they could 
choose to stop completing the survey at any time. Participation 
was compensated with a random draw of a red envelope that 
contained money (range: 0–18 RMB, 5 RMB, or 1 USD, on 
average). The research protocol was approved by the research 
review committee at one of the co-authors’ university in China.

Measures
The dependent variable, EWB, was assessed by the EWB scale, 
which was developed by Zheng et  al. (2015). The scale is 
comprised of 18 items across three dimensions: WWB, PWB, 
and LWB. Each dimension is measured by six items, and responses 
are rated on a seven-point Likert scale, with 1 representing 
“strongly disagree” and 7 representing “strongly agree.” Higher 
scores represent greater EWB. Past literature has found this scale 
to be  reliable and valid, with a Cronbach alpha value above 
0.80 (Zheng et  al., 2015; Miao and Cao, 2019). In this study, 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.95. For the WWB, PWB, and LWB 
subscales, the alpha values were 0.93, 0.89, and 0.92, respectively.

The independent variables, JD and JR, were measured using 
items adapted from Questionnaire sur les Ressources et Contraintes 
Profesionnelles (QRCP), which was developed by Lequeurre et al. 
(2013). While JD and JR are each comprised of multiple subscales 
in QRCP, we focus on three dimensions of each. Our JD measure 
includes workload, emotional workload, and changes in tasks, while 
our JR measure includes relationship with colleagues, relationship 
with supervisor, and information. These dimensions were selected 
based on a review of the literature and the nature of nonprofit 
work in China. Each of these dimensions is measured with four 
items. Each dimension has shown strong reliability, indicated by 
a Cronbach alpha of above 0.80. Example items include: Do 
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you  have too much work to do? (workload); Does your work 
demand a lot from you emotionally? (emotional load); Do you find 
it difficult to adapt to changes in your tasks? (changes in tasks); 
Can you count on your colleagues when you encounter difficulties 
in your work? (relationship with colleagues); Can you  count on 
your superior when you  come across difficulties in your work? 
(relationship with supervisor); Does your work provide you with 
direct feedback on how well you are doing your work? (information). 
The questions were translated into Chinese by two Chinese 
doctoral students in the United States and verified by an American 
professor whose native language is Chinese. All items were rated 
on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always). 
Higher scores indicate greater JD or JR. In this study, Cronbach’s 
alpha for the JD subscale was 0.82, and for the JR subscale, it 
was 0.93. The JD and JR scores were calculated by taking the 
average of all item responses in each scale.

In our model, we  control for several demographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics. These variables included gender 
(male = 0, female = 1), age, education (below college, college, 
and above college), and marital status (never married, married, 
and other). We  also controlled for respondents’ position in 
the foundation: frontline worker, mid-level manager, and 
senior manager.

Analytical Approach
Analyses began with descriptive analysis to examine sample 
characteristics. We also conducted correlation analysis to examine 
the relations between JD-R and EWB. Then, to estimate the 
association between the key independent variables – JD and 
JR – and the dependent variable, EWB, we conducted regression 
analysis. The framework underlying this study posits that the 
extent of EWB is determined by JD-R and the demographic 
and socioeconomic characteristics of nonprofit employees in 
China. The specification of the analytic model is represented 
by the following equation:

 Yi i i i= + * +a b c e1

where Yi is EWB of the subject i; αi is the individual constant; 
β is a vector of JD-R, and demographic and socioeconomic 
characteristics of subject i; χ is a vector of regression coefficients; 
and εi is the cross-section error component. Ordinary least 
squares (OLS) regression was used for the analyses. All analyses 
were conducted using STATA software 16.0.

RESULTS

Table  1 presents the descriptive statistics of the variables. Our 
sample reported an average score of EWB of 5.0 (SD = 0.9), 
indicating relatively high EWB compared to that of private 
sector employees (mean, 4.8; SD = 0.8, n = 290, Zheng et  al., 
2015, two-sample t test, 2.69, p < 0.001). Among the three 
dimensions, respondents in this study reported having highest 
PWB, followed by WWB, and LWB. JD and JR scores averaged 
at 4.6 (SD = 0.8) and 5.2 (SD = 0.9), respectively. The relative 
numbers for JD and JR were 3.5 (SD = 1.3) and 5.0 (SD = 1.3) 
in a military personnel sample (n = 490; Lequeurre et al., 2013). 
Although the samples are not comparable, the results suggest 

that nonprofit employees in our sample have high JD and 
high JR. Among the various aspects of JD, workload was highest, 
followed by emotional workload and changes in tasks. Under 
JR, employees reported good relationships with their colleagues. 
This was followed by relationship with supervisor and information. 
The sample had an average age of 35, and about two-thirds 
were female. Over half had a college degree (60%) and were 
married (59%) at the time of completing the survey. 39% of 
the respondents were frontline workers, while mid- and senior-
level managers comprised 31 and 30% of the sample, respectively.

Table 2 presents the results of Pearson’s correlation analysis. 
JR had a positive correlation with EWB (r = 0.59, p < 0.001) 
and with each of the three subscales of EWB. JD did not 
have any significant correlation with EWB, but two of the JD 
subscales were significantly correlated with EWB. Changes in 
tasks was negatively correlated with EWB (r = −0.32, p < 0.001). 
Surprisingly, workload was positively correlated with EWB 
(r = 0.20, p < 0.01). Workload was also positively correlated with 
JR (r = 0.26, p < 0.001). Regression analysis suggests that the 
positive correlation between workload and EWB was driven 
by JR. All subscale items were highly correlated with one 
another, with the exception of workload and changes in tasks.

In Table  3, we  present the standardized estimates of EWB, 
produced by OLS regression. We  tested two models. In the 
first, only demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of 
the employees were included. In the second model, we  added 
JD-R. The adjusted r-square of Model 1 was 0.14, while the 
inclusion of JD-R in Model 2 yielded an adjusted r-square value 
of 0.41, suggesting the importance of JD-R for EWB. In Model 
1, educational attainment and employee type had significant 

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics of key variables.

Mean (SD)

1. Employee well-being (1–7) 5.0 (0.9)
Workplace well-being (1–7) 5.1 (1.0)
Psychological well-being (1–7) 5.4 (0.9)
Life well-being (1–7) 4.7 (1.1)

2. Jon demand (1–7) 4.6 (0.8)
Workload (1–7) 5.4 (1.0)
Emotional workload (1–7) 4.9 (1.0)
Changes in tasks (1–7) 3.6 (1.0)

3. Job resources (1–7) 5.2 (0.9)
Relationship w/Colleagues (1–7) 5.4 (0.9)
Relationship w/Supervisor (1–7) 5.2 (1.1)
Information (1–7) 4.9 (1.1)

4. Female (%) 66.1
5. Age (20–57) 34.9 (7.7)
6. Education (%)

Below college 15.0
College 60.1
Above college 24.9

7. Marital status (%)
Never married 34.3
Married 58.8
Other (divorced and widowed) 6.9

8. Type of employee (%)
Frontline worker 39.1
Mid-level manager 30.9
Senior manager 30.0

N = 233. Numbers in brackets show ranges of the variable.
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effects on EWB. Compared to employees who had below a 
college education, employees who had obtained a college degree 
had 0.46 SDs lower EWB. Similarly, compared to senior managers, 
frontline workers and mid-level managers had 0.46 SDs lower EWB.

In Model 2, JR had a strong and positive effect on EWB, 
while JD had no significant effect on EWB. An increase of 
one SD in JR was associated with a 0.53-SD increase in EWB. 
The findings do not support hypothesis 1 but confirm hypothesis 
2. In this model, the estimates of educational attainment and 
employee type decreased considerably, suggesting that the effects 
found in Model 1 were driven by JR.

The effects of JD-R were further examined by regressing 
the three subscales of EWB onto JD-R. The results of this 
analysis are presented in Table  4. These analyses mirror those 
that were done to produce the results of Table  3, however, 
rather than using EWB as the dependent variable, we  used 
each of the EWB subscales (WWB, PWB, and LWB) as dependent 
variables. JR had significant and positive effects WWB 
(Beta = 0.56), PWB (Beta = 0.48), and LWB (Beta = 0.38). JD 
had no significant effect on PWB nor on LWB, but it did 
have a significant and negative effect on WWB (Beta = −0.12, 
p < 0.05). These findings support hypothesis 3.

Lastly, we  examined the effects of individual JD and JR 
items on overall EWB and each of the subscales. In the regression 
analyses used to produce the results displayed in Table  5, the 
independent variables were the individual JD and JR items. 
Each row of Table  5 represents an individual iteration of 
regression analysis. The results indicate that the individual JR 
items had significant and consistent effects on EWB and each 
of the three subscales. Relationship with supervisor tended to 
have a slightly higher effect on WWB (Beta = 0.53) than did 
relationship with colleagues (Beta = 0.45), but the latter had a 
larger effect on PWB (0.43) than did the former (0.40). Emotional 
workload had a significant and negative effect on EWB 
(Beta = −0.11), WWB (Beta = −0.12), and LWB (Beta = −0.15), 
while changes in tasks had a negative effect on WWB 
(Beta = −0.18). These findings confirm hypothesis 4.

DISCUSSION

The descriptive statistics show that foundation employees in 
our sample had high JD, especially workload and emotional 
workload. This is consistent with previous findings from other 
studies (Tsinghua University Philanthropy Research Institute, 
2018; Wen, 2019). Despite the substantial expansion of the 
nonprofit sector in China over the past decade, a majority of 
the organizations are relatively small, with an average of only 
three full-time staff (Tsinghua University Philanthropy Research 
Institute, 2018). Foundation employees are responsible for a 
full range of activities, as a majority of foundations in China 
are both operating and grant-making foundations (Huang et al., 
2014; Cheng et  al., 2020). This means that staff must 
independently plan projects, implement them, and evaluate 
them, while also writing grant proposals, managing human 
resources, and performing administrative tasks. They also need 
to engage with fund management and plan and execute TA
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TABLE 4 | Regression analysis of EWB subscales.

Workplace WB Psychological WB Life WB

Beta SE p Beta SE p Beta SE p

Job demands −0.12 0.06 * 0.03 0.07 −0.09 0.08
Job resources 0.56 0.06 *** 0.48 0.06 *** 0.38 0.07 ***
Female −0.04 0.11 0.01 0.10 0.07 0.13
Age 0.07 0.01 0.09 0.01 0.04 0.01
Education 
– college 
degree

−0.15 0.15 * −0.10 0.15 −0.17 0.18 *

Education 
– above college

−0.06 0.16 0.01 0.16 0.00 0.20

Never married 0.03 0.11 0.08 0.12 0.07 0.14
Frontline 
worker

−0.15 0.14 * −0.03 0.14 −0.15 0.16

Mid-level 
manager

−0.18 0.13 ** −0.13 0.13 −0.22 0.16 **

Adjusted 
R-square

0.44 0.29 0.27

N = 233. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 and ***p < 0.001.

fundraising activities (Tsinghua University Philanthropy Research 
Institute, 2018). With limited staff and a range of tasks to 
perform, it is unsurprising that the employees in our sample 
reported high workload and emotional workload. On the other 
hand, the employees also reported high JR, especially in 
relationships with their colleagues and supervisor, which have 
both shown strong effects on EWB and work engagement 
(Bastida et  al., 2018; Park et  al., 2018; Stater and Stater, 2019).

The results of the OLS regression were in line with the 
hypothesized dual processes of health impairment and motivation 
of JD-R among nonprofit workers in China. The magnitude 
of the estimates produced by our analyses suggests that JR 
have a greater effect on the EWB of Chinese nonprofit employees 
than do JD, which is consistent with literature that nonprofit 
employees were more sensitive to JR than employees in public 
and private sectors (Stater and Stater, 2019). JR had a positive 
association with EWB, which indicates that, through the 
motivation process, nonprofit employees may be able to reduce 

the physiological and psychological costs of JD, subsequently 
maintaining or improving their own well-being (Bastida et  al., 
2018; Stater and Stater, 2019). By contrast, although our overall 
measure of JD had no effect on EWB, further analyses indicated 
that JD had negative effects on WWB, particularly JD aspects, 
such as emotional workload and changes in tasks. Emotional 
workload similarly had a negative effect on LWB.

Overall, these findings are consistent with and expand upon 
previous findings with the JD-R model in other occupational 
groups, showing that JD-R are important predictors of EWB 
(Hakanen et al., 2008; Zheng et al., 2015; Bakker and Demerouti, 
2018; Koon and Ho, 2021). This study provides support for 
relations between JD and WWB and LWB as well as between 
JR and EWB in a sample of nonprofit employees in China. This 
is particularly significant, given the quickly rising rates of nonprofit 
sector development, burnout, and turnover in China. Thus, this 
context provides guidance for both future practice and research.

TABLE 3 | Regression analysis of employee well-being (EWB).

Model 1 Model 2

Beta SE p Beta SE p

Job demands --- --- −0.07 0.06
Job resources --- --- 0.53 0.05 ***
Female 0.01 0.11 0.01 0.10
Age 0.10 0.01 0.10 0.01
Education – college 
degree

−0.46 0.16 ** −0.16 0.13 *

Education – above 
college degree

−0.06 0.18 −0.02 0.15

Never married −0.04 0.13 −0.02 0.11
Frontline worker −0.47 0.14 ** −0.13 0.12
Mid-level manager −0.46 0.14 ** −0.20 0.12 **
Adjusted R-square 0.14 0.41

N = 233. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 and ***p < 0.001.
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The findings of this study have practice implications. Given 
that this sample reported, on average, high JD, and given the 
negative relations between JD and WWB, foundation leadership 
in China needs to be  cognizant of the JD projected onto their 
employees, particularly in terms of emotional workload and 
changes in tasks. Employers need to consider the implementation 
of interventions that have been shown to improve mental health 
and well-being while reducing emotional workload. For example, 
a considerable body of literature supports the effectiveness of 
mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), mindfulness-based 
cognitive therapy (MBCT), and mindfulness-based interventions 
(MBI) on EWB (Mellor et al., 2016; Lomas et al., 2018; Slutsky 
et  al., 2018; Guidetti et  al., 2019). Although the sample did 
not report high scores for changes in tasks, changes in tasks 
do have a negative effect on WWB. As such, employers need 
take this account by clearly delineating employees’ role 
responsibilities in advance and without sudden changes. In 
the current study, the sample reported high JR, which had 
positive effects on EWB. Foundation leadership should continue 
to maintain supportive work environments for their employees, 
emphasizing relationships with supervisor and co-workers, as 
both were positively associated with EWB. Since information 
is also important for increasing EWB, employers are encouraged 
to provide direct and frequent feedback regarding employee 
work performance.

Due to resource limitations, this study focused on foundation 
employees, a labor force which has grown significantly in the 
past two decades. Still, research has shown that employees in 
other types of nonprofit organizations (i.e., social associations 
and social service organizations) have greater intention to resign 
from their positions (Tsinghua University Philanthropy Research 
Institute, 2018). Thus, it is important for future studies to 
examine the JD-R and EWB among employees in these 
organizations. This may allow for better understanding of their 
work conditions, which can then inform the development of 
policies and interventions for these employees.

While we  have discussed the practice implications of our 
findings, this study must also be considered within the context 
of its design limitations. For example, since we  used cross-
sectional data for our analyses, we  may only approximate 
associative relations among JD, JR, and EWB, rather than causal 
relations. To better approximate causal relations among these 
variables, future studies should implement longitudinal 
experimental design. Next, there are likely a number of 
unobserved variables that may have contributed to our estimates. 
While we  controlled for demographics and socioeconomic 
characteristics of our sample, there are still other variables 
that may affect EWB. Indeed, one study by Craig and Kuykendall 
(2019) found that supportive non-work friendships can affect 
individuals’ well-being at work. Future studies might consider 
whether the relations between JD-R and EWB continue to 
persist even after controlling for external friendships. Another 
limitation of this study is that data were collected from subjects, 
who self-reported JD-R and EWB. Self-reporting can lead to 
reporting errors – unintended and intended. For example, 
although the survey completed by respondents was anonymous, 
participants may have underreported JD while overreporting TA
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JR and EWB to better save their employers’ face (Chiu and 
Kosinski Jr., 1995). Thus, future studies may implement data 
triangulation by collecting information from colleagues, 
employers, and family members. Finally, it must be  noted that 
the foundation employees who comprised the study sample 
were also employees who were in the midst of participating 
in an online training via Tsinghua University in 2020. Thus, 
the extent to which these findings are generalizable to all 
nonprofit employees in China is unknown and requires 
further investigation.

CONCLUSION

This study analyzed data collected from 233 nonprofit employees 
in China to investigate the extent to which JD-R affect EWB. 
The findings support the existing body of cross-cultural 
research on JD-R and EWB, indicating that in our sample 
of Chinese nonprofit employees, emotional workload was 
negatively associated with EWB, while JR were positively 
associated with EWB. The results underscore the importance 
of reducing emotional workload and increasing JR for nonprofit 
employees in China to improve EWB and to mitigate turnover 
and burnout.
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Despite the emergence of socio-ecological, strength-based, and capacity-building 
approaches, care for children with disability remains primarily grounded in a deficit-based 
perspective. Diagnoses and interventions primarily focus on what children and families 
cannot do, rather than what might be possible, often undermining the competence, mental 
health, and functioning of both the children and their families. We first critically examine 
typical approaches to disability care for families of young children, describe the importance 
of a systems-informed positive psychology (SIPP) approach to care, and identify the 
existence of two dominant paradigms, disability is a disadvantage and experts know best. 
Then, we present a case study investigating families’ experiences with these two paradigms 
and whether shifts to alternative perspectives could occur through participation in a SIPP-
based program co-designed by professionals and families. Of program participants, nine 
parents and five early intervention professionals participated in two separate focus groups, 
and ten e-books were randomly selected for review. Thematic analysis of the e-books 
and focus group data identified two primary themes representing alternative perspectives 
that arose through the intervention: we will start with our strengths and we’ve got this. 
Participant comments indicated that they developed a greater sense of hope, empowerment, 
engagement, and wellbeing, enabled by embedding wellbeing concepts and practices 
in their routines and communications with their children. We suggest that benefits arose 
in part from the structure of the program and the development of wellbeing literacy in 
participants. While care needs to be taken in generalizing the results, the case study 
provides clear examples of shifts in perspectives that occurred and suggests that the 
incorporation of SIPP principles within early intervention approaches provides a potential 
pathway for shifting the problematic paradigms that dominate disability care.

Keywords: wellbeing literacy, systems-informed positive psychology, disability, early intervention, family-centered, 
capacity building, parent empowerment, paradigm shifts
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INTRODUCTION

Over one billion people worldwide have one or more disabilities 
(World Health Organization, 2015), with health, developmental, 
social, economic, and functional consequences not only on 
those with the disability, but also on families, schools, workplaces, 
and others in the community. Despite the emergence of 
socioecological models that emphasize the fit between the 
person and the environment (e.g., Shakespeare, 2013, 2016), 
research and practice – including language, diagnoses, funding, 
and interventions – still primarily focus on what children and 
families cannot do, rather than what might be  possible. These 
traditional approaches do not serve those with disabilities or 
their families well, often with the unintended consequence of 
undermining the competence, mental health, and functioning 
of both the children and their families.

Parallels can be  seen in the field of psychology. Across the 
20th century, research and care primarily focused on deficit 
and dysfunction, developing a range of approaches and treatments 
to treat mental disorders. Yet over the past few decades, work 
within positive psychology has suggested the potential and 
need to add specific focus on understanding and cultivating 
human strengths, potential, and thriving. Applied to disability, 
the positive psychology perspective suggests that even as disability 
brings a number of challenges, it also brings a number of 
possibilities and opportunities (Blacher et al., 2013a; Wehmeyer, 
2013). Further, although early work in positive psychology 
primarily focused on individual wellbeing and flourishing, more 
recent theory and practice increasingly incorporate systems-
informed principles [i.e., systems-informed positive psychology 
(SIPP); Kern et  al., 2020; see also Lomas et  al., 2020], akin 
to the family-systems approaches that have arisen within disability 
care. A SIPP perspective appears within early intervention 
efforts that focus on family strengths, such as the peer led 
Now and Next parenting program (Moore et  al., 2018), but 
remains on the fringes, rather than being central to care.

Could there be  potential for an alternative approach to 
mainstream disability care that is more family-centered and 
strengths focused? From a SIPP perspective, leveraging such 
change requires not only changing policies and structures 
around care, but also revealing and shifting the deeper 
paradigms and collective mindsets from which those policies 
and structures arise (Meadows, 1999; Kern et  al., 2020). In 
this article, we  first describe typical approaches to disability 
care for children and their families. Second, we  describe the 
SIPP perspective, pointing to principles that are relevant to 
and provide a theoretical foundation for the focus of and 
approaches used in the current study. Third, we  identify two 
paradigms apparent in contemporary disability care and 
consider the impact that these paradigms have. Fourth, 
we  present a case study investigating families’ perspectives 
could shift through participation in a capacity-building program 
informed by SIPP principles and co-designed by professionals 
and families. Although the case study is not representative 
of broader samples, it begins to give voice to the experiences 
and perspectives of families who are deeply impacted by 
but often disempowered by the dominant approaches and 

paradigms driving disability research and practice. Fifth, 
we  consider potential mechanisms for shifting existing 
perspectives. Finally, we  consider implications for research, 
practice, and broader systemic aspects that impact upon 
family care and functioning.

Approaches to Disability Care
Current models of disability care for families of young children 
are influenced by two contrasting perspectives rooted in the 
1960s: a traditional biomedical approach and a holistic 
biopsychosocial approach. In the traditional biomedical approach, 
assessment procedures diagnose dysfunction and identify 
cognitive, emotional, behavioral, sensory, physical, and 
developmental issues to guide treatment (Rosenbaum and Gorter, 
2012). Rooted in a deficit-based model, the professional serves 
as an expert who identifies and solves problems for families, 
using their training and expertise (McWilliam and Scott, 2001; 
Dunst and Trivette, 2009; Dunst, 2012). Professionals directly 
intervene with children to address issues arising from the 
disability, or parents are taught to use professionally identified 
therapeutic practices to support their child’s development (Sukkar 
et  al., 2016). Although the traditional biomedical approach 
can be effective for diagnosing issues, treating acute symptoms, 
and guiding funding decisions when limited resources are 
available, when families continually defer to professional expertise, 
their parenting role is diminished, compromising their self-
efficacy (Dunst et  al., 2019).

In contrast, the biopsychosocial approach holistically identifies 
the strengths and challenges for the child, family, and environment, 
addressing the family as a dynamic system. Care includes specific 
focus on the role of parents/carers to support their child’s 
development, along with aspects of the home environment that 
might be  altered to better support the child and family as a 
whole (Dunst, 2016; Dunst and Espe-Sherwindt, 2016). A family-
systems approach regards the role of families as critical in supporting 
the development of children, as families have the primary 
responsibility to embed learning opportunities in daily family life. 
Families are also part of their own kinship networks, along with 
broader community and societal systems, including health and 
education organizations, and together these have significant impact 
on the lives of children with disability and their families. Early 
intervention support for children and families, therefore, occurs 
across and is influenced by familial and broader systems.

Family-systems models have evolved to include a greater 
emphasis on family capacity building. For instance, Dunst 
and Trivette (2009) integrated various early intervention 
approaches that build family capabilities before additional 
symptoms and problems occur, which they contrasted with 
traditional deficit-based treatment approaches. A meta-
analysis by Dunst et  al. (2019) demonstrated that capacity-
building practices increase parent self-efficacy, which in 
turn improve parent and child interactions, with 
corresponding positive child outcomes. Still, although early 
intervention capacity-building approaches have been used 
internationally across a variety of health and human services, 
the traditional deficit-focused approach to disability care 
remains prevalent.
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Systems-Informed Positive Psychology
Systems-informed positive psychology “explicitly incorporates 
principles and concepts from the systems sciences into positive 
psychology theory, methodologies, practices, and discourse to 
optimize human social systems and the individuals within 
them” (Kern et  al., 2020, p.  505). SIPP assumes that people 
are inter-dependent with the people and environments in 
which they reside, with each element dynamically interacting 
with and influencing the others. As such, care for a child 
with disability requires attention to the family, home 
environment, professional care, and the interactions among 
these elements. SIPP aims to cultivate optimal functioning 
and development for all people, regardless of background or 
ability. SIPP calls for equitable consideration of different 
perspectives, expertise, and values. For instance, although 
professionals bring expertise in terms of clinical training and 
tools and strategies for care, parents/carers bring expertise 
about their child’s strengths, challenges, and behavioural patterns.

Systems-informed positive psychology also points to the 
importance of simplexity – embracing the dialectical tension 
between the complexity of disability care and the need for 
simple places to effectively intervene (Kern et  al., 2020). 
Levers of change dynamically change at different points 
across the disability care, including policies set around care, 
structures of informational flow, goals at different levels 
within the system (including goals for government, society, 
professionals, and families), policies impacting upon care, 
and the deeper mindsets and paradigms that drive the 
disability care system as a whole (Meadows, 1999). We suggest 
that the dominance of the traditional approach arises from 
the unacknowledged yet powerful paradigms that are 
embedded across disability care.

A societal paradigm is an idea or a set of shared unstated 
or unverified assumptions upon which complex social 
structures are built (Meadows, 1999). It is very difficult to 
change these foundational paradigms, largely because they 
are so deeply embedded within social structures. Still, 
paradigms can change, in part by repeatedly and consistently 
pointing out anomalies and failures in current paradigms 
to people who have enough of an open mind to test unspoken 
assumptions, combined with an ability to influence the system 
that they are a part of (Meadows, 1999). From a systems-
informed perspective, such change necessarily begins with 
shining a light on the existing paradigms, making the 
invisible visible.

Paradigms in Disability Care
We suggest that despite efforts for reform, the majority of 
disability care remains grounded in traditional, deficit-based, 
and expert-focused approaches to care, due in part to often 
unacknowledged paradigms, which impact upon how 
professionals are trained, disability-related policies, funding 
structures, approaches to care, and stakeholder expectations. 
We  focus here on two specific paradigms that occur within 
the child disability sector: disability is a disadvantage and 
experts know best.

Disability Is a Disadvantage
A first paradigm driving much of disability care is the assumption 
that disability is a disadvantage. For more than half a century, 
research has focused on the negative impacts of children with 
a disability on their family (Blacher et  al., 2013a). From this 
perspective, when a child is diagnosed with a disability, parents 
are assumed to experience grief about losing the healthy child 
they had expected and subsequently experience chronic sorrow 
through the ongoing challenges arising from raising a disabled 
child. Disability is viewed as a tragedy, and the disabled child 
as flawed. Despite this perspective being largely disempowering 
and potentially harmful for families and the child, the grief 
and chronic sorrow perspective has remained largely unchallenged 
(Allred, 2015).

The disability as a disadvantage paradigm further appears 
in the advent of antenatal testing and the practice of selective 
termination, which attempt to prevent disabilities from developing 
or even preventing a potentially disabled child from entering 
the world, implicitly making value-ladened judgments about 
human worth (Shakespeare and Hull, 2018). The Australian 
immigration policy discriminates against migrants who have 
a child with a disability on the basis of economic cost to the 
government (Yu, 2014). Disability is seen as an unnecessary 
social cost rather than as a valued part of human experience. 
These issues are ethically and politically contentious, and remain 
unresolved (Shakespeare, 1998).

We acknowledge that this paradigm does not characterize 
all of disability research and care. For example, various studies 
over the past two decades have examined the positive impacts 
of a child with a disability (e.g., Blacher and Baker, 2007; Blacher 
et al., 2013b), influenced largely by the disability rights movement. 
Such studies advocate for a socioecological model of disability, 
which asserts that society was structured for people who do 
not have disability; thus, the existence of many of the challenges 
of disability arise from society not being properly structured 
for the needs of those with disability, rather than an inherent 
problem with the individuals themselves (Shakespeare, 2016). 
Still, while progress has been made by disability activists and 
the broader community, significant systemic barriers remain 
(National People with Disabilities and Carer Council, 2010).

It is in this context that families of young children with 
disability must navigate the immediate needs facing their child 
and family. Parenting a child with a disability presents unexpected 
and sometimes challenging experiences. These can lead to stress, 
mental health disorders, health issues, strain on family relationships, 
marital breakdown, financial pressures, and unemployment 
(Reichman et al., 2008; Bourke-Taylor et  al., 2010, 2011; Bhopti, 
2017). These pressures are exacerbated by deficit-focused systems, 
which also view disability as a disadvantage, and which influence 
the way families are supported by professionals.

Experts Know Best
A second paradigm that drives much of disability care is 
that experts know best. Despite the existince of family-centered 
approaches that aim to empower families, professionals still 
dominate the early intervention process (Dunst, 2016). Families 
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are unsurprisingly at risk of deferring to professional expertise 
and experience in the early diagnosis period (Lee, 2015). 
The initial process of diagnosis, how that information is 
explained, and the support – or lack thereof – is in itself a 
significant experience for many families (Murray, 2000). 
Families face challenges with making sense of and understanding 
how to support their child, navigate various systems, and 
manage difficult processes for attaining funding and resources. 
They need information about how to select interventions for 
their child, services providers, and participating in effective 
planning processes (Tracey et  al., 2018). They may not 
understand nor value that their family has the most significant 
impact on their child (Mahoney and Perales, 2011). Various 
factors – including the parents’ education level, socioeconomic 
status, race, ethnicity, language, number of children, and 
immigration status – place vulnerable families at even greater 
risk for deferring to experts. The challenges of the diagnosis 
period, combined with the number of decisions that must 
be  made can disempower families, often result in families 
placing control over care in the hands of the professional, 
with positive or negative experiences and outcomes dependent 
upon the professionals that the family has or is granted 
access to.

The deference to professionals can be  further accentuated 
by the professionals themselves. Families are often not viewed 
as equally contributing partners in their child’s early 
intervention, despite collaborative partnerships being a critical 
feature of family-centered practice (Summers et  al., 2007; 
Espe-Sherwindt, 2008). Professionals can find it challenging 
to see the family as bringing a complementary expertise, 
arising from their own knowledge of and experiences with 
the child, deferring to their own academically grounded 
knowledge (Dodd et  al., 2009), with training implicitly 
reinforcing the superior expertise of the professional (Zhang 
and Bennett, 2003). As such, within the planning process, 
professionals often dominate the conversation, causing parents 
to feel left out of important decisions. Bureaucratic requirements 
overtake opportunities for families to express their choices 
and priorities, and in doing so, the voice of professionals, 
as expert and authority, is prioritized over that of the family 
(Lee, 2015).

The paradigm of experts knowing best is due in part to 
the operational indicators of effective family-professional 
partnerships not being fully understood (Dunst and Dempsey, 
2007). There remain gaps between research around family-
centered approaches and practice (Dunst, 2007). For professionals 
who do want to support more equal partnerships, they face 
challenges with the high costs of delivering quality family-
centered services, limited understanding and support from 
colleagues and managers (Espe-Sherwindt, 2008), and funding 
systems that incentivizes expert-focused models (McDonald 
et  al., 2016; Moore et  al., 2019). Evidence-informed decision-
making frameworks would assist families in this period but 
are not always available (Moore, 2016). While families need 
the expertise of professionals, the provision of services must 
be  family-centered to remain focused on empowerment of 
the family.

LEVERAGING POSITIVE CHANGE: A 
CASE STUDY

We next present a case study investigating whether participation 
in a capacity-building program built upon SIPP principles and 
co-designed by researchers, families, and professionals might 
alter participants’ perspectives around disability care. The case 
study draws on data collected as part of an action research 
project investigating the impact of individual funding on families 
of young children with disability [cf. Mahmic (2021) for 
description and results of the full project]. The project took 
place in Australia, where individual funding is allocated to 
individuals by the government so that they can purchase 
needed services.

The reconnaissance phase of the action research identified 
active parental/carer participation in planning and decision-
making and the use of capacity-building approaches as key 
priorities, and consequently became the focus in the remaining 
two cycles. The current study draws on data collected during 
the second cycle, which involved the co-design of an intervention 
by professionals and families. All procedures were approved 
by the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (#H 9717).

The Intervention
The intervention used in the second cycle of the action research 
project included two components: a novel planning tool and 
an electronically based portfolio (e-book). Both the planning 
tool and e-books aimed to build family participation and 
capacity throughout the intervention, providing greater voice 
and involvement in the care process.

First, a prototype for a novel planning tool was co-designed 
with the professionals. The professionals subsequently trialed 
the tool with the parents/carers. The tool was refined through 
multiple iterations over several months, until professionals and 
parents/carers indicated that the tool was useful.1 The final 
tool took approximately an hour for the parents/carers to 
complete, with minimal guidance from the professional. Parents/
carers identified and prioritized goals using a reflective process, 
where they were prompted to make a selection from 50 images 
and then were guided toward generating goals for themselves, 
their family, and their child.

Second, an electronically based portfolio (e-book) was 
co-designed with the professionals, which provided a structured 
approach to allow participants to record their goals, 
activities,  successes, and challenges using a combination of 
modalities (e.g., written text, photos and videos; see 
Supplementary Material 1 for example entries). This 
multimedia approach eliminated potential language barriers 
for culturally diverse parents as they could independently 
record progress in their e-books using their preferred format 
thereby, allowing them to participate according to their 
confidence and capability with English.

1 see https://sites.google.com/view/frontiers-article/pictability
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The e-books focused on five themes, with each theme acting 
as a chapter: choosing goals and making plans, gathering 
information, organizing supports, learning from experiences, 
and next step thinking. In chapter 1, parents/carers recorded 
goals for their child, their family, and themselves. In chapter 2, 
they recorded how to gather and/or what information was 
needed to achieve their goals. In chapter 3, they recorded the 
various supports they needed to achieve their goals. In chapter 4, 
they reflected on what they had learnt throughout the 
intervention. In chapter 5, they planned their next steps to 
keep planning and achieving outcomes for their child and family.

The professionals coached the parents to regularly record 
their progress in the e-book, with opportunities for additional 
entries and contributions between sessions. The first session 
involved identifying and recording goals in the e-book 
(chapter  1). Sessions were then individualized and guided by 
reflections that parents/carers recorded in the e-book, both 
during sessions with the professionals and during interim periods.

Case Study Participants
Fifty-one parents/carers and five professionals participated in 
the intervention using the planning tool and the e-books, 
providing consent for their e-books to be  used for research 
purposes. As participants came from diverse backgrounds, many 
of the text-based entries were in English, but some e-books 
included a range of language. Ten e-books were randomly 
selected for analysis, all of which only contained English entries 
and thus may not represent parents/carers less comfortable 
with English. The e-books ranged between 15 and 67 pages 
in length.2

All families and professionals were also invited to participate 
in a focus group discussing their experiences with the 
intervention, with nine parents/carers and all five professionals 
agreeing to participate and consenting to de-identified 
information being used for research purposes. To protect 
potential identification of individual participants, demographic 
information for program participants (and subsequently the 
selected e-books) was not collected, and only limited demographic 
information was collected for the 14 focus group participants. 
As such, while the data presented here explore the experiences 
of a particular set of people, the data are not meant to represent 
families of children with disability and professionals more broadly.

The two separate focus groups for parents/carers and 
professionals lasted 77 and 94 min, respectively. The parent/
carer group included eight mothers and one grandmother. One 
mother was from an Anglo-Saxon background; the remainder 
was from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and 
spoke English as their second language. We  did not directly 
ask about socioeconomic status, but the socioeconomic level 
in the region is average or above average compared to the 
national distribution (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016). 
Participants identified their cultural heritage as Vietnamese, 
Italian, Egyptian, Korean, and Chinese. All the families had 

2 To protect participant identity and align with procedures approved by the 
Ethics Committee, e-books cannot be  made publicly available. Select parts may 
be  accessible upon request from the corresponding author.

between 1 and 4 years of experience with using various individual 
funding schemes to support them to reach identified goals. 
Their children had been diagnosed with Autism, Down Syndrome, 
or developmental delay and were between three and 7 years of age.

The professional group included five women, who had 
between five and 15 years of experience in the fields of social 
work, psychology, speech therapy, counseling, and bilingual 
family work. Four of the professionals were recruited specifically 
to co-design and deliver this new program and the bilingual 
worker was a long-term employee of the organization.

Each group was asked 11 semi-structured questions regarding 
their experience of the intervention by two trained interviewers 
(see Supplementary Material 2 for the interview questions). 
Interviews were recorded and transcribed, resulting in 72 pages 
of transcribed text.3

Analytic Procedure
Thematic analysis of the focus groups and e-books used an 
inductive approach to generate codes and categories (Saldaña, 
2016). The process was completed over a four-month period 
and included familiarization with the data through repeated 
readings, coding, and generation of themes (Clarke and Braun, 
2006). The process involved two cycles of coding. The first 
author manually completed the first cycle, which involved 
printing the transcribed data, cutting the printed pages into 
single sentences/phrases, and manually sorting into themes. 
Analytic memos were recorded, which provided reflections on 
the responses from both the professional and family perspectives, 
emergent themes, and future directions for the research.

This was followed by a second cycle, completed by the first 
and third authors, which used focused coding. Responses were 
placed into an electronic document and organized into a table, 
and specific quotes were collated into themes and sub-themes 
based on the three-column method (Liamputtong, 2013). 
Representative quotes from participants in support of each 
sub-theme were identified and reported below.

We coded e-books and interview data separately, and then 
identified convergent and inconsistent themes across the two 
sources, with final themes representing areas of convergence 
across the two sources (Miles et  al., 2020). Data from the 
e-books were weighted more heavily than the focus group 
data and field notes, as they represented richer and thicker 
descriptions generated by the families over a longer period 
(i.e., 3 to 6 months) than the focus group data and were 
randomly selected from the broader set of 51 parents/carers.

Results
Thematic analyses of the e-books and focus group data resulted 
in two primary themes that parents/carers experienced through 
participation in the intervention: we will start with our strengths 
and we’ve got this. These broader themes included a number of 
sub-themes, which we  describe below with examples from the 

3 To protect participant identity and align with procedures approved by the 
Ethics Committee, interview transcriptions cannot be  made publicly available. 
Select parts may be  accessible upon request from the corresponding author.
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focus groups and e-book data. Parent/carer perceptions of 
experiences with the existing disability paradigms compared to 
the perspectives developed through the intervention are considered, 
along with perceived impacts upon their own, their family, and 
their child’s wellbeing.

Theme 1: We  Will Start With Our Strengths
The first theme that arose was we will start with our strengths. 
This appeared across three sub-themes: (a) my child’s strengths, 
(b) setting a vision and making a plan, and (c) working to 
achieve goals and celebrate success.

My Child’s Strengths
A first sub-theme focused on identifying the child’s strengths. 
The intervention commenced with an activity in which families 
documented their child’s strengths and interests. Participants were 
asked to select from 20 small toys during a quiet reflection process 
and then were invited to connect their child’s strengths and 
interests with one of the supplied toys/characters. They were asked 
the reason for this selection, which provided an opportunity to 
talk spontaneously about their child’s personality. Parents/carers 
then recorded these strengths and interests into the first chapter 
of their e-book, along with photos of their child.

All participants were able to identify their child’s strengths. 
In the focus groups, parents/carers reflected upon the focus on 
strengths as counterintuitive, as their instinct was to talk with 
professionals about the developmental areas in which their child 
was experiencing difficulty. For example, one parent noted: “because 
our children have special needs, our brains seem to have become 
focused and programmed in fixing (things).” Another parent noted 
“We focused on the things that kids can’t do too, like they can’t 
talk so we  focus on that and we  don’t stop to think, how about 
doing dancing or art classes or music classes?” In contrast, the 
intervention provided a structure for families to start the intervention 
with their child’s strengths and then were reminded about these 
strengths each time they opened their e-books. For example, one 
mother selected a superhero character and portrayed her child 
visually as a superhero. She wrote in her e-book: “He looks strong 
and ready for any challenges he  might face!”

Professionals similarly noticed the shift that arose by focusing 
on strengths. For instance, one professional noted:

“I’ve found that as a therapist participating in the facilitation 
that handing the family a toy or the objects and then, them 
engaging in selecting the toy, focused the family on the child, 
their child’s strengths, and playful attributes. So it got to that 
positive strengths based, you  know selecting the kind of 
agenda from the start. That was one of the things that struck 
me as a therapist, cause you know, you wouldn’t have arrived 
at that so quickly or it wouldn’t have elicited that so readily 
in the traditional approach.”

Setting a Vision and Making a Plan
A second sub-theme pointed to families independently 
developing a plan in which they set their own vision. Of 
the 10 e-books reviewed, every participant was able to 

document a vision for their family, along with specific goals 
aligned with that vision, expressed in their own words. This 
included goals that they could achieve by themselves without 
the involvement of professionals. The e-books further showed 
that the process highlighted their own strengths and 
capabilities and increased motivation and agency to work 
on the goals.

In the focus group, parents/carers indicated that they enjoyed 
the process and found it a refreshing approach, as it was 
perceived to be  fun and fast tracked their thought process 
involved with planning. For example, one parent described 
the process in the following manner:

“So if someone says to you “Oh tell me your goals” and 
you’ll be saying “Oh my God, where do I start?” and you’ve 
got all sorts of things going around in your head. But with 
the cards, like you look at them and go “Oh yeah we want 
…” and everyone looks at the cards and gets something 
different out of them. But they were good; they sort of 
started me thinking. And I think we came up with ideas 
out of the cards that we might not have even thought of 
ourselves or we might have thought about later after we left.”

Similarly, one professional reflected:

“I think it’s a combination not only of the pictorial cards 
but of them having to write the goal, so that it’s both senses, 
like visual and then writing. I  think that is where the 
power comes because then they have to verbalise it one 
way or another, whether it’s saying what it is or writing 
it down … they’ve got to really conceptualize it 
much clearer.”

The process prompted parents/carers to identify family and 
personal goals, in addition to goals for their child. These 
included goals that described their desire for more time to 
relax, look after their own health, or spend time with partners 
and friends and to engage in hobbies, education, or employment. 
For instance, one parent noted:

“I find that instead of just focusing on the child, you focus 
on the family as a whole. And you have that kind of 
holistic approach to life, the whole family, instead of just 
focusing on the child because I could see that my second 
child will suffer if we focus too much on the first one … 
with that, the physical thing that you  put together, 
I  think that you  sort of organize the thought in your 
mind as well, of where you’re heading to and how you’ll 
get there.”

A professional similarly saw the value of the goal process, noting

“I don’t think we were able to progress (this mothers) 
child’s goals sufficiently because we got caught up in 
what she had done for herself. So she progressed her 
personal goals, that she’d found amazing creativity for 
herself that she had forgotten about and not used.”
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Working to Achieve Goals and Celebrating Success
A third sub-theme reflected working toward achieving goals 
and the celebration of success. The e-books not only gave 
participants a sense of progression, but also opportunities to 
celebrate their successes. Participants reported enjoying using 
the e-books, as it helped them to document their progress on 
goals in written and visual format, record ideas, and celebrate 
successes, which helped to keep them focused on progress and 
outcomes leaving them more motivated. For instance, one 
parent noted:

“I found the book, you know when you talk about the 
goals, I  found the book really good to separate all the 
things out … I think I’ve had so much going on in my 
head that it was all just a little bit hectic and crazy … 
I get stressed out about everything. So with me having the 
book, because I  think because I’m visual, I’ve got it all 
set out.”

Participants also stayed connected to the goals that they 
had identified throughout the sessions and were then able to 
direct their resources and attention toward achieving those 
goals. Parents/carers identified that it was beneficial to have 
time and a process to help them to figure all this out for 
themselves. For instance, one parent noted:

“Brainstorming ways of making the goals happen is 
helpful. The steps to achieving the goals we have put 
down make it easy for me to understand the process 
and to meet the goals. Having created the e-book has 
helped me to understand having plans and goals 
is achievable.”

Professionals similarly saw the value of working toward goals 
and the role of success. For instance, one professional noted:

“Many families have goals, have goals for their child that 
in the end they never really put into practice but when 
this program came it actually gave them a chance to sit 
down and set specific goals for their child by looking at 
visuals, and they learned to create the e-book the way 
they want it you know they take photos and visuals of 
their child’s activities and view them. And when they see 
their child making progress, you know it makes them feel 
proud and that provides a sense of achievement for them, 
for the family.”

Theme 2: We’ve Got This
The second theme that arose was we’ve got this. This appeared 
across two sub-themes: (1) being in a different place and (2) 
the importance of self-care.

“I Was in This Place, but Now I’m in a Different Place”
The first sub-theme reflected the intervention being a 
turning point for participants, aptly reflected by one parent 
saying: “I was in this place, but now I’m in a different 

place.” Both the e-books and to a lesser extent the parent/
carer focus group suggested that the intervention helped 
participants to understand that they make the biggest 
difference to their child’s positive outcomes, rather than 
assuming that the professionals know best or that progress 
is attributed to the expertise of the professional. The process 
of documenting their progress throughout the interventions 
demonstrated that they could make change themselves 
guided by their vision and goals. For example, one 
e-book noted:

“I changed as a mum. I  have more power over my 
actions. I am the boss. I have to be myself. I have more 
quality of life. I enjoy meals with my family together. 
I have some quality time with myself. Because I changed, 
the children changed as well. I’m able to set boundaries 
with my children. I  can see different angles with 
everything. I can see the big picture now. This is about 
my family. I realize it is not about just my child, it is 
about all my children and my family.”

Parents/carers acknowledged, understood, and valued their 
own knowledge about their children and family more broadly. 
For instance, one parent noted:

“For me it’s helped me and my kids to change how we live 
… for me to see these pictures in front of you to make 
you think …. it taught me to set something for your life 
and for your children … I realized the whole picture, what 
I need to do.”

The e-books and parent/carer focus group also pointed to 
a sense of empowerment that occurred through the intervention. 
Every e-book used the word power, powerful, or expressed 
empowerment as an outcome that parents experienced. For 
instance, one e-book noted: “I believe in myself. I  can see my 
skills as a powerful mother … I  have power because I  found 
power inside me and that will stay with me forever.” Family 
focus groups also described the changes they saw in themselves 
as part of the program.

The professionals also saw changes occurring in the parents. 
One professional noted:

“We have very positive outcomes because they (the 
families) see a constructive and a positive feature. 
Instead of saying I can’t do that with my child they say, 
OK I  can do this. And there are so many wins-wins 
and it’s capacity building because the families lead the 
process, we are just the facilitator.”

However, the professional focus group data did not highlight 
the transformative moments, nor the sense of power and 
empowerment demonstrated by the parents/carers. The e-book 
might have captured a shift in parents’/carers’ mindsets that 
occurred through the process of developing their own e-book, 
which might not have occurred for the professionals facilitating 
use of the e-books.
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Looking After Myself Is Important
A second sub-theme focused on recognizing the value of and 
importance of self-care. Although most parents/carers selected 
goals that addressed their own wellbeing, they also identified 
that there were challenges with finding time to focus on these, 
with a tendency toward prioritizing the need of their child 
and family over their own needs. Through the intervention, 
parents/carers recognized that their wellbeing could influence 
their children. For example, one e-book noted: “When I  look 
after myself I  have more support to focus on the boys. I  can 
be  a good support and role model for my children.” Another 
noted “My child is like a mirror. He  will reflect my emotions, 
it must be  coming from me.”

Parents/carers spoke about changing their lifestyle to relax 
and reach their personal goals and learning to be  calmer and 
happier which could influence their children and promote the 
changes they want to see. For instance, one parent reflected 
upon the decision to change her career:

“It taught me to set my goal with my children, to see the 
big picture, to look after myself as well, it was really great 
… so I’m doing a child care course … And it was really 
great, great for me to get out of the house, not with all the 
children, it’s my time to study, my time with different 
people, talking to other people. It was really great.”

DISCUSSION

In this paper, we  have suggested that despite advances in 
disability research and practice, care for young children with 
disability and developmental delays primarily remains grounded 
in a deficit-based perspective, driven in part by underlying 
paradigms that permeate language, diagnoses, funding, and 
interventions. To illustrate, we identified two existing paradigms 
within disability care: disability as a disadvantage and experts 
know best. Then, using a case study approach, we  examined 
the potential for shifting participants’ perspectives of disability 
care through a SIPP-informed program.

As illustrated in Figure  1, thematic analysis of focus group 
and e-book data suggested that participants experienced several 
benefits through the intervention, including a shift in the 
dominant perspectives through which they experience and 
approach their child’s disability. Participants developed two 
primary perspectives: we will start with our strengths and we’ve 
got this, reflecting a sense of hope, empowerment, potential, 
inclusion in the community, and greater independence from 
the broader system. They demonstrated a growing ability to 
assist, define, and co-design the services that they need. How 
might these changes occur? We  turn to considering potential 
mechanisms, implications, and future directions for research 
and practice.

Potential Mechanisms of Change
Several mechanisms might be  driving shifts in perspective for 
families and professionals. We  suggest that language is critical 

both for revealing existing paradigms and for shifting those 
paradigms, which in the current program specifically occurred 
through the incorporation of the e-books. Here, we  focus on 
two possible mechanisms: the design of the intervention itself 
and the development of wellbeing literacy.

A SIPP-Informed Program
A first potential mechanism is the design of the intervention, 
which was built upon SIPP principles and co-created with 
families, professionals, and researchers. The intervention helped 
parents set and achieve goals, with comments reflecting greater 
self-efficacy, all important aspects of developing hope and vision 
for the future (Snyder, 1994). An important part of the process 
was the inclusion of the novel planning tool and the e-books, 
which helped families develop greater self-efficacy. This could 
be  because they generated the goals themselves, because they 
were in their own words and their own language, or because 
they were recorded in the e-books and regularly reviewed at 
each session. Indeed, families were far more positive about 
the e-books than we  anticipated. Parents/carers desired action 
but were not sure where to start, as they had so many goals 
that they wanted to address to support the positive outcomes 
for their child’s development. The e-books gave them a process 
that helped them to resolve these issues.

The tools included in the intervention helped families to 
relabel and make sense of emotions – developing better emotional 
literacy. For instance, words such as sorrow and overwhelm 
describe emotions, but cognitions around those emotions depend 
on the person’s perceptions of the situation (Ellsworth and 
Scherer, 2003). The e-books provided a place where families 
could express themselves using a variety of linguistic and 
non-linguistic ways. The role of photographs, recordings, and 
videos in addition to text created evidence for families of 
their progress at a time when they were influenced by the 
deficit approach to their child’s diagnosis. Wellbeing arises from 
positive practices, and the e-books supported the development 
of those practices.

The e-books particularly appeared to create a sense of 
empowerment. When families experience the “I’ve got this” 
moment, a fundamental shift occurs, and they become as 
Meadows (1999) describes “radically empowered.” Rather than 
seeing themselves as disempowered observers of their child’s 
care, parents/carers could see and articulate that with the right 
tools, they could see themselves as well-functioning people in 
charge of their own child’s care. The e-books allowed parents 
to better understand that they play a central role in creating 
a positive future for their child, both now and into the future. 
It involves not only focusing on their child’s development, but 
also on their own wellbeing, enabling sustainable care for their 
child. As such, the e-books potentially are a useful tool for 
supporting shared-decision-making, which is considered a 
fundamental capacity-building strategy in family-centered early 
childhood intervention (Keen, 2007; Dunst et  al., 2019).

Interestingly, empowerment did not appear in the 
professionals’ focus group data. One explanation for this 
could be  that the child has been traditionally seen as the 
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focus of intervention and that the feelings and experiences 
of the family are seen as a secondary priority. This reinforces 
the need for family-centered interventions. Alternatively, 
while the sense of empowerment was apparent in the 10 
e-books selected for analysis, it might not have occurred 
across the 51 families who participated in the full research 
project. Still, the sense of empowerment also consistently 
appeared in the interviews with 14 parents/carers, offering 
some evidence that empowerment was a consistent theme 
for parents/carers.

The Development of Wellbeing Literacy
A second potential mechanism is the development of wellbeing 
literacy that occurred through the program. Wellbeing literacy 
refers to “the vocabulary, knowledge and skills that may 
be  intentionally used to maintain or improve the wellbeing of 
oneself or others” (Oades et  al., 2017, p.  1). Wellbeing can 
be  defined objectively, in terms of the objective conditions of 
people’s lives, or subjectively, in terms of how people think 
about, experience, and emotionally evaluate their circumstances 
(Forgeard et  al., 2011; Chia et  al., 2020). Here, we  focus on 
subjective aspects, defining wellbeing as feeling and functioning 
well across multiple domains (Huppert and So, 2013). Thus, 
wellbeing literacy reflects one’s understanding of, knowledge 
of, and skills related to cultivating positive functioning in the 
self and/or others.

The disability as a disadvantage paradigm reflects low 
levels of wellbeing literacy, in that there is a lack of 
understanding and language around wellbeing, corresponding 
with a lack of approaches to cultivate wellbeing. Language 
focuses on deficit and dysfunction, resulting in thoughts and 
actions focused on decreasing dysfunction. Strength-based 
approaches to disability reflect high levels of wellbeing literacy, 
with labels and language reflecting positive aspects of the 
child and family, resulting in thoughts and actions focused 
on increasing optimal functioning.

We suggest that the development of wellbeing literacy 
through interventions such as the e-books used in the current 
study provides a lens through which parents and peer-groups 
can voice their needs and preferences, build their decision-
making capabilities, and exercise their choice and control. 
Considering that “wellbeing literacy is how we  control the 
use of wellbeing language” (Oades and Johnston, 2017, p.  2), 
we  suggest that low wellbeing literacy drives the paradigms 
of disability care that do not serve most young people with 
disability nor their families well. The language used by 
individuals, communities, and practitioners points to the 
underlying paradigms around wellbeing. Shifting paradigms 
begins with identifying whether language does indeed reveal 
low levels of wellbeing literacy. Then, the field of positive 
psychology has developed numerous approaches to cultivate 
wellbeing-related skills, providing opportunities for the 
development of wellbeing literacy, with the potential for 

FIGURE 1 | A shift in perspective experienced by participants through the intervention, moving from paradigms of existing systems that promote a deficit focus to 
strength-based empowerment.
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enabling more optimal outcomes for families, as was 
demonstrated in our case study.

Research and theory around wellbeing literacy have only 
recently arisen (cf. Oades and Johnston, 2017). While the extent 
to which participants indeed developed greater wellbeing literacy, 
that this is a mechanism driving beneficial changes, and that 
the development of wellbeing literacy can shift individual or 
collective perspectives and paradigms is unknown; however, 
our case study provides intriguing possibilities for future research 
to explore.

Implications and Future Directions
Our case study results suggest that the e-books provided a 
process for surfacing and shifting underlying paradigms for 
the parents. This becomes an important entry point for leveraging 
change within disability care. Still, while change within individual 
families is a necessary starting point, this change needs to 
spread throughout the disability care system for it to take 
hold. The existing paradigms of disability as a disadvantage 
and experts know best are continually reinforced by how experts 
are trained, how funding schemes are designed, and what 
permeates throughout approaches to care (Glasby et  al., 2009; 
Duffy, 2010; Kendrick, 2011). As governments around the world 
have realized, the prevailing mindset of experts know best is 
costly, suffers from workforce shortage, and is unsustainable 
(Productivity Commission, 2012; Miller and Hayward, 2017; 
Mavromaras et  al., 2018). Most importantly, it disempowers 
people with disability and their families. Continuing to define 
disability as a disadvantage pathologizes the individual with 
disability and the family. In contrast, beginning from a place 
of strength opens unimagined potential of what the person 
and future hold (Kern et al., 2020). Broader changes are needed, 
which address the problematic paradigms permeating disability 
care, with flow on implications for structures, policies, and 
feedback mechanisms.

Parents, families, and other caregivers play a critical role 
in the care and support of children and young people with 
disability and developmental delays. However, in Australia and 
many places worldwide, current systems do not fully capture 
their contributions and are unable to unleash the power of 
strong parent-professional teams working together to create 
good outcomes for children. As families become more 
empowered, this positions families as agents of collective change, 
helping to shift existing systems toward more genuinely family-
centered approaches that will, in turn, allow children to exercise 
choice and control as they develop into adults.

The capacity-building intervention described here appeared 
to create a turning point for the participants, shifting their 
mindsets around disability and their role in their child’s care. 
Participants could recognize paradigms of care that emphasize 
disability as a disadvantage and experts know best, benefitting 
from the alternative and more empowering perspectives of we 
will start with our strengths and we’ve got this. Revealing existing 
paradigms are a first step toward shifting those paradigms, as 
the invisible becomes visible (Meadows, 1999). But it is unknown 
the extent to which participating in an intervention and 
experiencing mental shifts is sufficient, especially when many 

of the processes, policies, and structures of the broader system 
remain in the former paradigm.

What does this suggest for system design? At the very least, 
system structures and policies should not undermine the 
alternative perspectives that families develop through the 
development of wellbeing literacy. But more broadly, there is 
a need to further reveal unhelpful paradigms and the cascading 
impact that these paradigms have on training, care, policies, 
funding, and practices. This could happen, for instance, through 
a social movement with a large groundswell. Families could 
learn wellbeing literacy skills through modalities such as the 
planning tool and e-books used in the current intervention, 
supported by SIPP oriented programs, and then could contribute 
to the growth of other families through the trust and connection 
provided by peers.

Once trained in wellbeing literacy, peers could become 
leaders and teach other families practical approaches for taking 
action, aligned with the efficacy, wellbeing, and quality of life 
benefits that reviews suggest arise from interventions that 
contain a significant peer support component (Shilling et  al., 
2013; Lancaster et  al., 2021). Together, these peer workers 
might develop a collective benefit mindset that views disability 
from a positive perspective and encourages social contribution 
(Buchanan and Kern, 2017; Janson et  al., 2018). As more 
families experience personal mind shifts, they join ranks with 
a growing number of families who learn from one another 
that they can make a positive change for the future of both 
their child and family, ultimately creating collective mind shifts. 
When these numbers hit a critical mass, change can become 
widespread, creating a tipping point and transforming 
disability care.

There is a need to consider the family’s entire journey 
across the child’s development, beginning in the early years 
and first diagnosis, and carried across childhood and into 
adulthood. These experiences include assessments and meetings 
where professionals gather information about gaps in 
development, aim to build rapport, or gather information 
about daily routines with the purpose of identifying priorities 
for intervention based on family identified needs. Intentional 
attention needs to be  given to the language used throughout 
all parts of care, identifying words that are empowering 
versus disempowering, hope-inspiring versus hope-defeating, 
and strength-based versus deficit-focused. SIPP programs that 
are strength-based and empower parents, such as the 
intervention described in this case study, need to become 
central to disability care. Further, research is needed in terms 
of how to bridge research and practice.

There is also a need for greater consideration of directly 
incorporating child voice and participation in both the 
development and delivery of programs and care. Our case 
study arose from data collected as part of action research, 
resulting in an intervention co-designed by parents/carers, 
professionals, and researchers. The intervention aimed to 
identify and value the child’s strengths, but the children 
themselves were not included in the design itself. The inclusion 
of the child’s voice is increasingly being considered as possible 
and necessary from the earliest possible age (Carroll and 
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Twomey, 2020; Parsons et  al., 2020; Rix et  al., 2020). For 
instance, our experiences here have led to the development 
of the Child Voice model and program (Mahmic and Janson, 
2019). Future work should continue to consider strategies 
for including the entire family within the care process – 
including parents/carers, siblings, and the children with 
disability themselves.

Limitations
While families in our study experienced a new way of capability 
building through wellbeing literacy, care should be  taken in 
generalizing the results. Replication, incorporating quantitative 
methods, and expanding to diverse samples are necessary to 
consider the extent to which the themes identified here generalize. 
Further testing of the intervention approach, especially the 
use of the e-books as an approach toward developing wellbeing 
literacy, is needed, extended to much broader samples, testing 
both perceived and objective short- and long-term outcomes 
for families.

As noted, we  weighted the e-book data more heavily 
than the focus group data, since they might be representative 
of the broader group, beyond the smaller set that were 
willing to be  interviewed. However, even though these were 
randomly selected, all linguistic elements were in English, 
which might not be  representative of participants who 
included other languages as part of their e-book entries. 
We  also only analyzed 10 of the 51 available e-books. Full 
analysis would add several additional considerations, including 
translation issues (e.g., translating first and then identifying 
themes or identifying themes in the native language and 
then finding commonalities) and the amount of data to 
analyze, which are better suited to supervised machine 
learning approaches, such as natural language processes 
(Kern et  al., 2016; Eichstaedt et  al., 2021).

Although families and practitioners were part of the co-design 
process, children were not included. Future efforts should 
consider strategies for effectively incorporating the child voice 
and participation in the design and delivery of strength-based 
programs. Aligned with the “call for qual” in positive psychology 
(Hefferon et  al., 2017, p.  211), our study provides an in-depth 
consideration of a small number of individuals, with the benefit 
of providing deeper understanding of paradigms within 
disability care.

CONCLUSION

Parents/carers face numerous challenges through diagnosis 
and decisions around care for children with disability. For 
better or worse, underlying paradigms around disability 
impact upon research, practice, policies, funding, and outcomes 
for not only the child, but for the family and community 
as a whole. Through a capacity-building intervention that 
involved interactive tools based upon SIPP principles, our 
study suggests that change can occur for individuals, as 
they develop greater wellbeing literacy and gain a sense of 
empowerment. This can help to “shift our thinking from 

achieving short term gain through an external intervention 
done to someone to exploring language-mediated co-created 
actions which may create ongoing sustained wellbeing gains” 
(Oades and Johnston, 2017, p.  2). By reconstructing the 
paradigms of disability, there is greater potential for supporting 
the optimal development and function of all individuals 
within our human social systems, regardless of ability 
or background.
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Background: Strengthening the sense of meaning in life and psychological well-being
brings benefits for mental health. The group particularly vulnerable to mental problems
are young adults, therefore the aim of our research was to explore how a gratitude
intervention will affect the sense of meaning in life, psychological well-being, general
health and perceived stress among them. The research also took into account the issue
of expressing gratitude.

Method: The study involved 80 young adults (58 women and 22 men) who were
randomly assigned to the experimental group that filled out the specially prepared diaries
for a week (participants were asked to list three things for which they feel grateful, to
whom they are grateful and if and how they expressed their gratitude) or the control
group. Participants completed the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ), the General
Health Questionnaire – 28 (GHQ-28), the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), and the Ryff
Scales of Psychological Well-Being (PWBS) twice (before and after intervention).

Results: In the experimental group significant increases were observed in three areas of
psychological well-being: environmental mastery, relationships with others and purpose
in life. The significant decrease was also noted in anxiety/insomnia and depression
symptoms as well as in perceived stress. There were no differences in the level of
meaning in life. There was a positive relationship between expressing gratitude and
meaning in life and psychological well-being.

Conclusion: Proposed gratitude intervention has the potential to enhance
psychological well-being among young adults, however, it may not be effective in
enhancing meaning in life.

Keywords: meaning in life, psychological well-being, young adults, gratitude, intervention, mental health

INTRODUCTION

As research results have shown, prevention focusing solely on reducing the risk of mental disorders
is insufficient and it is necessary to look for various ways to promote mental health (Keyes, 2007;
Keyes et al., 2010) which is one of the goals of positive psychology. Positive psychology, in contrast
to the general approach that pay a lot of attention to psychological disorders, maladaptive sides
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of human functioning and negative effects of stress, focuses
on human virtues and positive traits. According to its
pioneers, understanding and promoting the factors that allow
individuals to thrive, is necessary to effectively prevent and treat
psychopathology (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). This
seems particularly important considering that mental health is
more than the absence of symptoms of mental illness. According
to the definition of the World Health Organization (2004), it
is a state of well-being in which the individual knows his or
her strengths and can cope with challenges of everyday life
and contribute to the growth of his or her community. Mental
health promotion should therefore include activities that could
potentially enhance the sense of well-being. Increasing well-being
is one of the basic goals of positive psychology interventions
(PPIs; Carr et al., 2020), which do not completely replace
traditional clinical psychological interventions, but complement
them (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In recent years
there has been a significant increase of interest in such
interventions (Weiss et al., 2016; Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2017;
Koydemir et al., 2021; van Agteren et al., 2021). Young adults
(between 18 and 29 years of age) appear to be one of the
groups for whom such mental health promoting interventions
should particularly be undertaken. As epidemiological data has
shown the prevalence of any mental disorder among young
adults was higher than in any other age group during the
course of 12 months (Alonso et al., 2004; Ishikawa et al.,
2018; Stagnaro et al., 2018; National Health Institute, 2019).
This may be due to the fact that people in this age group
are in a specific developmental period, transitioning between
adolescence and adulthood, and the challenges associated with
it may increase anxiety, insecurity and confusion (Arnett, 2014;
Arnett et al., 2014).

In the psychological literature, there are two main approaches
to well-being: hedonistic (which concentrates on subjective well-
being understood as life satisfaction, associated with high levels
of positive emotions and low levels of negative emotions) (Deci
and Ryan, 2008) and eudemonistic (which concerns psychological
well-being encompassing six dimensions of wellness which are
related to optimal functioning: self-acceptance, positive relations
with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life
and personal growth) (Ryff, 1995; Ryff and Keyes, 1995). One
of the important elements of well-being is to perceive one’s own
life as meaningful and valuable (Greenberg and Arndt, 2012).
A sense of meaning in life is associated with better stress coping
(Hooker et al., 2018), lower intensity of anxiety and depression
symptoms (Disabato et al., 2017; Korkmaz and Güloğlu, 2021),
and moreover, is regarded as a protective factor for mental health,
e.g., reducing the severity of suicidal tendencies (Lew et al.,
2020). Having meaning in life certainly brings many benefits
to the functioning of the individual. However, as researchers
point out, it is difficult to modify it directly, hence the idea
to do so indirectly, e.g., by strengthening gratitude (Kleiman
et al., 2013). It is known that both gratitude and meaning in
life are positively related to psychological well-being (Krok, 2015;
Kardas et al., 2019). Experiencing gratitude may contribute to
living a meaningful life, as it is related, for example, to having a
purpose in life and assessing one’s own life as more significant

(Wood et al., 2009). Gratitude, understood in terms of life
orientation, may also increase recognition for one’s own existence
(Ryff and Singer, 1998). Research has also shown that meaning
in life mediates the relationship between gratitude and well-
being (Datu and Mateo, 2015). Furthermore, there is a negative
relationship between gratitude and both depression and suicidal
ideations (Liang et al., 2020; Lin, 2021) and those who are more
grateful have greater life satisfaction (Xiang and Yuan, 2021).
It is worth emphasizing that in the previous research on the
relationship between gratitude, sense of meaning in life and
well-being, the experience of gratitude was primarily measured.
The researchers point out, however, that expressing gratitude,
instead just experiencing it, may bring even more benefits to the
individual (Lambert et al., 2010). Research results obtained so
far show gratitude interventions increasing gratitude in groups
of young adults (Baumsteiger et al., 2019; Koay et al., 2020).
There is also a single study that shows that gratitude interventions
can strengthen purpose in life, both in terms of its search and
identification, in this age group (Bronk et al., 2019), which allows
to assume that they may also have the potential to strengthen
the sense of meaning in life. However, there is no data that
would indicate that.

The first aim of our research was to examine whether a
gratitude intervention would enhance the sense of meaning
in life and psychological well-being as well as contribute to
the reduction of undesirable symptoms such as anxiety and
depression. It was decided to focus on the group of young
adults (between 18 and 29 years of age) as the group particularly
vulnerable to mental problems. The second aim of this study
was to investigate the relationship between expressing gratitude,
meaning in life, general health, perceived stress and psychological
well-being.

METHOD

Procedure
The research was designed as a pretest – posttest control group
study. Each participant met the researcher twice. During the first
meeting, participants drew an envelope with a code assigning
them to one of two groups – with or without intervention
(control group). The envelopes with the codes were arranged in
a random order. Participants from intervention group received
specially prepared paper diaries in which they were to write down
every day for 7 days three things for which they feel grateful,
to whom they are grateful and if and how they expressed their
gratitude in these situations. In order to not influence the answers
given in the questionnaires, the respondents were not informed
that the intervention might affect their sense of meaning in life or
well-being before the end of the study. Participants from control
group did not perform any additional activities during the week.
A week later, a second meeting with the researcher took place.
One could receive a salary of $9 for participating in the study.

The study was conducted in accordance with the principles
of the Declaration of Helsinki. Participants received oral and
written information about the study and signed informed
consent to participate in the study. The study was voluntary
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and anonymous, participants could withdraw at any time
without giving any reason. The project was approved and
financed from the funds earmarked for young scientists and
doctoral students at the Faculty of Philosophy of the Jagiellonian
University in Kraków.

Participants
Eighty young adults (56 women and 22 men) between 18
and 25 years old participated in the study. The respondents
were recruited via e-mail and through advertisements posted
on student forums of three universities in Kraków. The study
involved people who were not undergoing psychiatric treatment.
People who experienced a traumatic event in the previous year
(such as a divorce, accident, death of a loved one) were excluded
from the study due to the fact that it could significantly affect
their sense of meaning in life. The research was conducted
from January to October 2019. The results of a priori analysis
of statistical power for differences between dependent means
(matched pairs) with effect size defined as q = 0.5 showed
that for error probability set as α = 0.05 and power set as
1-β = 0.9 the minimum required sample size was 36. The results of
a priori analysis of statistical power calculated for linear multiple
regression with effect size defined as f 2 = 0.5 showed that for error
probability set as α = 0.05, power set as 1-β = 0.9 and number
of predictors set as 3 the minimum required sample size was 33.
Detailed information on the experimental group and the control
group are presented in Table 1.

Measures
The respondents completed all the questionnaires twice (except
for the short demographic questionnaire which included

TABLE 1 | Characteristics of the sample (n = 80).

Group with intervention Control group

M SD M SD

Age 20.60 1.83 21.25 2.29

n % n %

Sex

Male 7 17.5 15 37.5

Female 33 82.5 23 62.5

Place of residence

Town 27 67 35 87.5

Village 13 33 5 12.5

Marital status

Single 26 65 17 43

Informal relationship 14 35 23 57

Married 0 0 0 0

Children

Yes 0 0 0 0

No 40 100 40 100

Job

Yes 11 27.5 14 36

No 29 72.5 26 64

questions about gender, marital and parental status, place
of residence, employment status): before the start of the
intervention and after 1 week (i.e., at the end of the intervention).
All questionnaires are commonly used in scientific research and
have sufficient psychometric values.

Meaning in Life Questionnaire
Meaning in Life Questionnaire by Steger et al. (2006) contains
10 questions rated on a 7-point Likert scale (from “absolutely
untrue” to “absolutely true”). It consists of two subscales: presence
of meaning in life and search of meaning in life, which allow to
measure the sense of meaning in life in the present and in the
future. The research used the Polish version of the questionnaire.
Cronbach’s alpha index for the subscale measuring the presence
of meaning in life is 0.86 and for the subscale used to measure
sense-seeking is 0.87 (Kossakowska et al., 2013).

General Health Questionnaire-28
General Health Questionnaire-28 by Goldberg and Hillier
(1979) consists of four subscales (7 items each) allowing the
measurement of: the severity of somatic symptoms (subscale A),
anxiety and insomnia (subscale B), social dysfunction (subscale
C), symptoms of depression (subscale D). The severity of
symptoms is rated by the subject on a 4-point scale (from “not
at all” to “much more than usual”). Polish adaptation of the
questionnaire was used in the study where Cronbach’s alpha index
for subscales ranges from 0.82 to 0.93 (Makowska and Merecz,
2001) Perceived Stress Scale (PSS).

Perceived Stress Scale by Cohen et al. (1983) is used to measure
feelings and reactions related to everyday problems and ways
of coping. It consists of 10 questions rated on a scale from
0 – “never” to 4 – “very often.” The study used the Polish
adaptation of the questionnaire where Cronbach’s alpha index
was 0.86 and test-retest reliability (4-week period) equaled 0.72
(Juczyński and Ogińska-Bulik, 2009).

Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scales
Psychological Well-Being Scales by Ryff and Keyes (1995) are
used to measure six dimensions of psychological well-being in
the eudemonistic approach: autonomy, self-acceptance, positive
relationships with others, personal development, life goal and
environmental mastery. The scales consist of 84 items rated from
1 to 6 (1-“I strongly disagree”; 3-“I rather disagree,” 6-“I strongly
agree”). As in the case of other tools, the Polish scale adaptation
was used. For each subscale Cronbach’s alpha index is over 0.70
(Karaś and Cieciuch, 2017).

Expressing Gratitude Index
Inquiring whether the participants expressed gratitude allowed
us to calculate the rate of expressing gratitude. For each situation
in which the respondent expressed gratitude in some way, 1
point was awarded – thus, the maximum was 21 points (three
daily situations in which the respondent could express gratitude
multiplied by 7 days of the intervention).

Statistical Analyses
The distribution of all variables (except for depression symptoms)
was approximately normal as skewness and kurtosis of the data
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were between −1 and +1 and z value was in the range of ±1.96
which is sufficient to establish normality of the data (Mishra
et al., 2019). To compare the results obtained in the pre-test
and post-test, paired samples Student’s t-tests were carried out.
Due to the skewness of the distribution of depression symptoms,
the Wilcoxon Test was used to compare the differences between
first and second measurement. To investigate the relationship
between expressing gratitude and other variables, the Pearson
correlation coefficient was used. The error terms were normally
distributed, as well as the other criteria of the regression
analysis were met, which allowed to perform it (Flatt and
Jacobs, 2019). All the statistical procedures were computed
using STATISTICA 13.

RESULTS

In the experimental group, significant increases were noted
between pretest and posttest in the following areas of
psychological well-being: environmental mastery, positive
relationships with others and purpose in life. The significant
decrease was also observed on two GHQ-28 subscales: the B
subscale (anxiety/insomnia) and the D subscale (depression
symptoms) (T = 24.0; z = 2.85; p = 0.004) and in the area
of perceived stress. There were no differences in the level of
meaning in life. Detailed results are provided in Table 2.

In the control group, the level of perceived stress increased
after a week, as well as the results on GHQ-28 subscales:
the B subscale (anxiety/insomnia) and the C subscale (social
dysfunction). There were no differences in the level of meaning
in life and psychological well-being. Detailed results are provided
in Table 3.

There was a positive relationship between expressing gratitude
and meaning in life and psychological well-being, and a negative
relationship between anxiety/insomnia, social dysfunction and
depression symptoms. Detailed results are provided in Table 4.

The overall model F test for the multiple regression conducted
to predict the global psychological well-being from meaning
in life, perceived stress and general health was significant
F(3,76) = 8.45, p = 0001, R2 = 0.327, R2

adj = 0.29, however,
only meaning in life (β = 0.35; p = 0.005) and perceived stress
(β =−0.33; p = 0.007) were statistically significant predictors.

DISCUSSION

The findings demonstrated that the gratitude intervention
improved psychological well-being, specifically in the areas of
environmental mastery, positive relationships with others and
purpose in life among a sample of young adults studying
in Europe. This is consistent with the results obtained by
other researchers, which indicate that gratitude interventions
may increase well-being in this age group. However, it is
worth emphasizing that most of these studies concerned life
satisfaction, not the six dimensions of psychological well-being
(Lyubomirsky et al., 2011; Watkins et al., 2015; Gabana et al.,
2019). The results of our study allow us to suppose that
gratitude interventions may be useful both in the context of
subjective and psychological well-being. A decrease in symptoms
of anxiety/insomnia and depression was also observed in the
intervention group. This is in line with other studies in which the
effectiveness of gratitude interventions for anxiety and depression
symptoms was tested (O’Leary and Dockray, 2015; Heckendorf
et al., 2019). However, it is noted that the effectiveness of

TABLE 2 | Comparison of the level of meaning in life, general health, perceived stress and psychological well-being before and after intervention in experimental group
(with intervention) (n = 40).

Before intervention After intervention t p

M SD M SD

Meaning in life (MLQ) Total result 48.37 7.39 47.85 11.01 0.53 0.59

Presence of meaning in life 21.15 5.02 21.75 6.64 −0.95 0.34

Search of meaning in life 27.22 3.66 26.10 5.57 1.97 0.06

General Health Questionnaire
(GHQ-28)

Total result 27.05 10.67 25.34 14.76 0.57 0.56

Somatic symptoms 7.00 3.68 7.75 5.47 −1.02 0.31

Anxiety and insomnia 8.00* 3.57 7.20* 4.30 2.22* 0.03*

Social dysfunction 7.32 3.36 7.45 2.85 −0.50 0.61

Depression symptoms 3.97 5.02 3.17 5.11 – –

Perceived stress (PSS) Total result 20.65* 6.67 19.00* 6.57 2.27* 0.02*

Psychological well-being
(PWBS)

Total result 57.57 9.48 57.33 9.15 0.04 0.96

Self-acceptance 50.97 14.86 51.75 16.43 −0.89 0.37

Positive relationships with others 57.25*** 9.83 62.05*** 10.31 −6.14*** <0.001***

Autonomy 56.45 11.25 56.57 13.24 −0.13 0.89

Environmental mastery 53.57** 10.12 55.32** 10.29 −2.63** 0.01**

Purpose in life 54.00*** 8.47 57.82*** 10.58 −4.52 <0.001***

Personal growth 63.92 6.99 63.97 8.22 −0.09 0.92

*Statistically significant results; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001.
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TABLE 3 | Comparison of the level of meaning in life, general health, perceived stress and psychological well-being before (pretest) and after a week (posttest) in control
group (without intervention) (n = 40).

Pretest Posttest t p

M SD M SD

Meaning in life (MLQ) Total result 47.50 5.56 47.75 6.03 −1.74 0.10

Presence of meaning in life 22.12 3.98 22.25 3.95 −0.11 0.91

Search of meaning in life 25.37 4.52 26.50 3.89 −1.88 0.07

General Health Questionnaire
(GHQ-28)

Total result 23.33 9.79 25.00 7.48 −0.39 0.70

Somatic symptoms 8.00 3.50 6.75 2.35 1.53 0.14

Anxiety and insomnia 7.75 3.37 8.75 3.82 −1.41 0.17

Social dysfunction 6.62* 1.45 7.50* 0.73 −2.67** 0.01**

Depression symptoms 1.25 1.23 0.87 1.20 – –

Perceived stress (PSS) Total result 16.25* 5.02 18.25* 6.27 −2.48* 0.02*

Psychological well-being
(PWBS)

Total result 60.31 3.64 60.64 4.62 −0.64 0.52

Self-acceptance 61.37 4.03 62.38 5.48 −0.67 0.50

Positive relationships with others 59.12 9.05 58.75 4.84 0.28 0.78

Autonomy 58.87 13.24 57.87 12.37 0.99 0.33

Environmental mastery 60.00 5.77 59.37 4.86 0.67 0.50

Purpose in life 57.25 5.90 59.62 7.62 −3.88 0.08

Personal growth 65.25 4.72 62.37 7.29 1.58 0.13

*Statistically significant results; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01.

gratitude interventions in reducing such symptoms is limited
and rather low (Cregg and Cheavens, 2021). In our research
we also noted a decrease in perceived stress in the intervention
group. The research results in this area are not consistent –
there are reports indicating that gratitude interventions are
effective in reducing perceived stress (Killen and Macaskill,
2015; O’Leary and Dockray, 2015) and those that do not
record significant changes (Koay et al., 2020). There were no
significant differences in the level of meaning in life, so our
gratitude intervention has proved ineffective in this area. There
is much evidence that there is a positive relationship between

TABLE 4 | Spearman R correlations among expressing gratitude index and
meaning in life, general health, perceived stress, psychological well-being (n = 40).

Expressing gratitude
index

Meaning in life
(MLQ)

Total result 0.43*

Presence of meaning in life 0.54**

Search of meaning in life 0.12

General Health
Questionnaire
(GHQ-28)

Somatic symptoms −0.05

Anxiety and insomnia −0.44*

Social dysfunction −0.39*

Depression symptoms −0.45*

Perceived stress
(PSS)

Total result −0.29

Psychological
well-being (PWBS)

Total result 0.39*

Self-acceptance 0.46**

Positive relationships with others 0.21

Autonomy 0.29

Environmental mastery 0.41*

Purpose in life 0.41*

Personal growth 0.36

*Statistically significant results; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01.

gratitude and meaning in life (Kleiman et al., 2013; Datu and
Mateo, 2015; Disabato et al., 2017), but the effectiveness of
gratitude interventions for meaning in life has not yet been
studied. Researchers point out that meaning in life is rather
stable (Steger and Kashdan, 2006), which may make it not
so easy to strengthen with simple interventions. Researchers
suggest that the process of creating/maintaining meaning is
complex and dynamic and its strengthening should be associated
with increasing one’s self-awareness and the possibility of a
different view of oneself and one’s own life. For that reason
autobiographical methods could be more useful and adequate
(Reker et al., 2013). It is worth emphasizing, however, that
our intervention was short, what could have contributed to
the lack of the expected results. Our research also focused on
expressing gratitude. There was a positive relationship between
expressing gratitude and meaning in life and psychological well-
being, and a negative relationship between expressing gratitude
and symptoms of anxiety and depression Taking into account
the issue of expressing gratitude, encouraging it seems important
because, as researchers emphasize, the beneficial effects of
gratitude can only be fully realized when it is expressed outwardly
(Lambert et al., 2010). As expressing gratitude is considered one
of the most potent ways to practice it (Lambert et al., 2013) people
who do not share their gratitude with benefactors may not derive
optimal benefits from gratitude interventions (Davis et al., 2016).
Thus, it seems a good idea to implement interventions where
participants would be encouraged to express their gratitude in
various ways. The conducted analyses showed that meaning in
life and perceived stress are predictors of psychological well-
being. There are single reports indicating that meaning in life
is a predictor of psychological well-being, although they used
a different tool to measure meaning in life (García-Alandete,
2015). Studies with Iranian female adolescents showed that
perceived stress is one of the predictors of psychological well-
being, although it should be emphasized that it was a very
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specific group (Hezomi and Nadrian, 2018), so further research is
needed in this area.

The study has some limitations. Firstly, the studied sample
was relatively small and related to a specific developmental
period, which means that the observed relationships do not
necessarily apply to other age groups. The study group was
also homogeneous (young, childless students) which could have
influenced the obtained results. In future studies it would be
worthy to verify the effectiveness of interventions among people
in other life situations. Secondly, women predominated among
the study participants and gender may be one of the factors
moderating the effectiveness of interventions and the strength
of the described relationships, so future research should ensure
an equal distribution of gender among the respondents. The
proposed intervention was relatively short, so extending its
duration, e.g., to 14 or 21 days may be worthwhile in future
studies examining its effectiveness. Moreover, follow-up study
was not conducted, so it cannot be determined whether there
are long-term effects of this intervention and whether the desired
changes persist for a long time, which is very important in the
context of preventive and therapeutic interventions.

Gratitude interventions seems to be a promising way of
enhancing the sense of psychological well-being and reducing
the symptoms of anxiety and depression among young adults,
especially that it is very easy to implement in everyday life, it
does not take much time and does not require financial outlays,
although more research is needed in this area. Taking into

account the positive relationships between expressing gratitude
and meaning in life and psychological well-being, it also seems
that planned interventions should encourage people not only to
experience gratitude, but also to express it.
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The United Nations World Tourism Organization (UWTO) has acknowledged 2020 as the
worst year in tourism history due to the worldwide pandemic COVID-19. Destinations,
tourists, local communities, stakeholders, and residents, and their daily activities were
affected. Thus, wellbeing and resilience are two crucial variables to help the industry
and the people recover. This research aims to analyze early positive approaches and
attitudes to respond to the negative impact of COVID-19 in tourism everyday activities
that have at its core wellbeing and resilience, the two main variables of the Positive
Psychology field of studies. A systematic literature review was conducted, following
PRISMA guidelines to achieve this aim. The research was done using the Online
Knowledge Library (B-on) and all the available databases. The research led to 32 articles
that were screened using the inclusion and exclusion criteria. A total of 18 scientific
articles met all criteria. Overall, results show that a positive and resilient approach to
deal with the adverse outcomes of the pandemic is a concern for stakeholders and the
future of the organizations in the tourism and hospitality sector, as is tourists’ wellbeing.
However, less research has been done on wellbeing and a clear lack of research
regarding residents’ wellbeing and resilience is evident. A deeper study of wellbeing
and resilience in tourism is needed, and actual practices and interventions to ensure
that all tourism actors have the resources to overcome the pandemic and restart the
industry’s daily lives feeling well and safe.

Keywords: wellbeing, resilience, COVID-19, tourism, positive psychology

INTRODUCTION

In 2015, the United Nations launched the 2030 agenda for Sustainable Development with 17 goals to
transform the world. The overall aim of this agenda was (and it still is) to promote a more peaceful,
resilient, and equitable world while keeping in mind the sustainability of the planet (The Lancet
Public Health, 2020). The array of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) includes health and
wellbeing as one of these and assumes it as a priority for all ages (The Lancet Public Health, 2020).

Wellbeing can be seen as a practice or a process related to living a good life (Buzinde, 2020).
The study of wellbeing has in Positive Psychology one of its main streams since this field is
“(. . .) the scientific study of the strengths, characteristics, and actions that enable individuals and
communities to thrive” (Seligman, 2013, p. 2).
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Tourism can be a direct or indirect contributor to all
sustainable goals (Santos et al., 2020), including wellbeing.
Scholars have considered Positive Psychology and subsequently,
the study of wellbeing in tourism a natural step in the field
that can support product innovation, the tourism experience,
and leads to the competitiveness of tourism (Garcês et al.,
2020). Tourism has three base and important actors: tourists,
destinations/locals, and stakeholders/workers. A balance between
these is crucial to ensure the continuous improvement of the
industry because one cannot exist without the other (Garcês
et al., 2020). Tourism experiences can improve the wellbeing
of residents and tourists, and wellbeing can be a creative
opportunity to innovate in destinations (Garcês et al., 2018).
However, studies in this field have focused mainly on tourists,
with a noticeable lack of research about positive psychology
variables focused on local communities and tourism workers
(Vada et al., 2020). Nevertheless, research has shown that tourists’
wellbeing is influenced by relationships, learning of a new
place and culture, and/or learning new skills. Thus, initiatives
that involve tourists within the community, such as volunteer
activities, will promote tourists’ wellbeing, but not only locals, the
community and even the place sustainability can gain from these
experiences (Vada et al., 2020).

However, COVID-19 led tourism activities to an
unprecedented loss worldwide. From January 2020 to March
2021, there were 180 million fewer arrivals worldwide (UNWTO,
2021b). The lowest numbers were seen in Asia and the Pacific,
followed by Europe, Africa, Middle East, and the Americas
(UNWTO, 2021b). In January 2021, the number of international
tourists’ arrivals was 87% less than in January 2020 (UNWTO,
2021c). In February 2021, 32% of worldwide destinations were
entirely shut down to international arrivals, 34% partly closed,
and only 2% have relaxed travel restrictions (UNWTO, 2021a).
From an economic perspective, the pandemic led to a drop of
64% in receipts (UNWTO, 2021b). Destinations, residents, and
tourists were (and still are) affected by the travel restrictions.
While hope for improvement exists, particularly with the
vaccination, experts believe that achieving 2019 numbers will
only be possible after 2024 and maybe later (UNWTO, 2021b).

The pandemic is a threat to progress made in the sustainable
development goal tree that looks to ensure health and wellbeing
for all (The Lancet Public Health, 2020). It has had severe
consequences in society, the environment, and in people’s health
and wellbeing (Passavanti et al., 2021). Pandemics and other
health crises lead to a growth in mental health problems,
influencing tourists’ behaviors, and also their wellbeing (Abbas
et al., 2021). However, COVID-19 will also impact the well-
being of those who work in tourism (McCartney et al., 2021).
Unemployment, panic generated by COVID-19, and lack of
social support are considered key hazards to the tourism
and hospitality employees’ perceived wellbeing (Chen, 2020).
In already done studies, in the context of COVID-19, job
insecurity has had a significant effect on hotel employees’ anxiety
and depression, and resilience was a moderator reducing the
negative impact of job insecurity in depression (Aguiar-Quintana
et al., 2021). Overall, research shows that COVID-19 pandemic–
perceived risk produces uncertainty and fear, leading to increased

stress and vulnerability, and subsequently to a loss of mental
wellbeing (Paredes et al., 2021). Threat severity and susceptibility
can trigger fear of traveling, yet it can also lead to protective travel
behaviors. The fear of traveling can induce coping strategies,
increasing individuals’ resilience, and embracing careful travel
behaviors (Zheng et al., 2021).

With the ongoing pandemic tourists, behavior patterns
are expected to change, with tourists preferably choosing
destinations with a low number of tourists and good sanitary
conditions. A preference for places with outdoor activities or
nature-related are characteristics looked for, as well as domestic
destinations within the residency country. International travel
has in destinations with a low number of COVID cases an
attraction factor also (Santos et al., 2020).

Recovering from COVID-19 has become a tourism research
urgency, and the importance of resilience is clear to help build
a quick and effective response and is a significant part of the
ongoing research (McCartney et al., 2021). Resilience is a concept
that moves around “(. . .) between disciplines, between academia
and public use, or between contexts,” and “it takes on slightly
different meanings as it moves” (Rogers et al., 2020, p. 4).
Resilience can be seen as a capacity to resist being “put down,”
but also as the ability to recover and thrive from traumatic
situations (Harms et al., 2018). As a personal trait, resilience
may allow people to manage negative situations better (Liu
et al., 2020). Research is showing that resilience has a mediator
effect between personality traits and subjective wellbeing and
stress experienced at the start of the pandemic, which leads
to considering resilience as a protective factor to an adaptive
reaction in the face of stressful experiences (Kocjan et al.,
2021). Expanding this concept, “The resilience level of how the
community responds to the disruption caused by the lockdown
and stress caused could influence city resilience” (McCartney
et al., 2021, p. 7). Research in resilience must go beyond how to
come out of a crisis and develop future resilience (McCartney
et al., 2021). Tourism must increase its resilience. This can be
made by diversification: develop new business models; improve
sustainability and digitalization (Santos et al., 2020). As scholars
are acknowledging, “From now on, the bet should not be on
the increase in visitor numbers but on ‘better, more comfortable
travel, personalized service, while maintaining affordable prices”’
(Abbas et al., 2021, p. 6).

The changes in tourists’ behaviors with the pandemic allow an
opportunity for research and innovation in tourism. A preference
for safe and healthy environments is expected. Also, a shift from
overtourism destinations to less busy ones, emphasizing rural and
nature tourism, is already being seen. This can be an opportunity
to help places that are more remote to flourish, and at the
same time diminish the effects of overtourism in others, as seen
before the pandemic (Santos et al., 2020). But also, the changes
in tourists’ preferences can be opportunities to achieve the
Sustainable Development Goals (Santos et al., 2020), including
the goal for health and wellbeing. As acknowledged by scholars
“(. . .) in wellbeing, it is possible to have multiple directions and
starting points. It, however, makes sense that research should
be venturing toward new grounds and eudaimonic wellbeing
seems a natural approach as it is a concept related to the idea of
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FIGURE 1 | Flow diagram following PRISMA (2009) guidelines.

personal fulfillment and development that people are looking for”
(Garcês et al., 2020, p. 113).

Thus, for the current research wellbeing and resilience were
chosen as the main variables. Wellbeing was chosen because,
beyond being a European Sustainable Goal for 2030, it is also
a rising motivator for traveling and tourism. Resilience was
chosen because it is a concept intimately related to wellbeing,
that helps to deal effectively with adversity. Beyond that, it is part
of many countries’ strategic planning to deal with the pandemic.
So, considering the importance of wellbeing for tourism and the
need for resilience for all actors of this industry, this study tries

to answer the question of how are wellbeing and resilience being
used in tourism as positive strategies to deal with the pandemic
negative consequences? Particularly, this research aims to analyze
early positive approaches and attitudes to respond to COVID-
19 negative impact on tourism everyday activities that have at its
core wellbeing and resilience, two main variables of the Positive
Psychology field of studies, which is the theoretical framework
that guides this current research. Tourism everyday activities in
the current study were considered people’s (tourists, residents,
workers/stakeholders) actions and behaviors in activities linked
to tourism.
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METHODS

A systematic literature review was conducted using the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses – PRISMA (Moher et al., 2009). Considering the
study aim, the following search terms were chosen Wellbeing;
Resilience; Tourism; and Pandemic. The research took place
in January 2021 using the Online Knowledge Library (B-On)
and all the available databases on this platform which include:
Complementary Index, SCOPUS, Academic Search Complete;
Science Citation Index, Business Source Complete; MEDLINE,
Supplemental Index, ScienceDirect; Directory of Open Access
Journals, Social Sciences Citation Index, IEEE Xplore Digital
Library, arXiv, Gale in Context: Science; Library, Information
Science & Technology Abstracts, Arts and Humanities Citation
Index, Gale Literature Resource Center, ERIC, SciELO, SciTech
Connect, RCAAP, Dialnet, Government Printing Office Catalog,
University Press Scholarship Online, Research Starters, Digital
Access to Scholarship at Harvard (DASH), UC Digitalis;
Oxford Scholarship online; SSOAR – Social Science Open
Access Repository; eBook Index, Oxford Handbooks Online;
and OAPEN Library. The search focused on scientific articles
published between 2020 and 2021 in the English language.

The inclusion criteria used were (a) scientific articles
published between 2020 and 2021; (b) articles written in English;
(c) articles with the search terms included in its keywords;
(d) scientific research articles with peer review; and (e) articles
mainly focused on the search terms. The exclusion criteria used
were (a) scientific articles published before 2020; (b) articles
not written in English; (c) articles that did not include the
search terms; (d) articles not peer-reviewed; and (e) articles not
mainly focused on the search terms. The search was focused
on the article’s keywords since this represents the core concepts
of the articles.

The first search done on B-On crossed “Wellbeing or
wellbeing or well-being” AND “Tour?sm∗” AND “Pandemic or
COVID-19 or coronavirus.” The second search was also done on
B-On crossed the search terms: “Resilient?e” AND “Tour?sm∗”
AND “Pandemic or COVID-19 or coronavirus.” The Boolean
operator “AND” was used to ensure that all three terms were
included in the search and “OR” to ensure all variations for
the terms “wellbeing” and those related to the “Pandemic.” The
truncation symbol “∗” was used to guarantee the inclusion of
words with the same origin, and the “?” to include singular and
plural forms. Inclusion/exclusion criteria (a); (b), (c), and (d)
were applied through the online features of B-On, and criteria
(e) was done manually.

Research led to the identification of 32 records in the
following databases: Directory of Open Access Journals, Social
Sciences Citation Index, ScienceDirect, Supplemental Index,
Complementary Index, and SCOPUS. Four duplicates were
found and removed, leading to 28 articles. Further analysis led
to the exclusion of 11 more articles with criteria violations,
namely, six commentaries; one editorial; and four records not
mainly focused on the search terms. These criteria violations
were encountered after applying inclusion/exclusion criteria (e)
through a qualitative screening of each article abstract and/or

TABLE 1 | Number of articles distributed between 2020 and 2021.

Search terms 2020 2021

Wellbeing and tourism and pandemic 3 1

Resilience and tourism and pandemic 8 5

TABLE 2 | Number of articles distributed according to the positive variables:
Wellbeing and resilience.

Wellbeing Resilience

Tourism and pandemic 4 13

full-text. Thus, in the end, a total of 17 scientific articles were
considered as meeting all inclusion criteria, and hence, were
further analyzed.

RESULTS

From the systematic literature review, only 32 records were first
found. The application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria led
to a total of 17 studies to be included in the final sample. The
PRISMA (Moher et al., 2009) flow diagram for this research can
be seen in Figure 1.

Despite the small number of articles, it is an indicator of
interest by researchers on the importance of thinking about
wellbeing and resilience amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite
having restricted the search to 2020 and 2021, this decision
was made solemnly with the intend to analyze the most
current research regarding the use of positive variables such as
wellbeing and resilience during the pandemic, which was only
acknowledged by the World Health Organization (WHO) as a
pandemic in March 2020 (World Health Organization [WHO],
2020). Table 1 presents the number of articles published in 2020
and January 2021 (data collection retrieval month).

From Table 1, it is possible to acknowledge a low number
of published articles related to the search terms on the selected
dates. However, despite the low number of published articles,
this research was done at the end of January 2021, almost a
year after COVID-19 has been declared a pandemic (World
Health Organization [WHO], 2020). In this short time gap, the
existence of already published materials at this time highlights
the current need to learn and explore more the impact of the
pandemic and how to restart tourism’s everyday activities with
a positive outlook.

From the analysis of Table 2, a clear emphasis is made on
the resilience concept, with three times more articles on this
topic than on wellbeing. This leads to thinking resilience as a
positive psychological construct that reflects the skills to deal with
adversity and is seen as important and as a positive asset and
attitude to ensure the survival and future thriving of tourism.

In Table 3, all assessed articles’ main findings are summarized.
From an in-depth analysis of the sample findings, it is

possible to see two major tourism actors of interest: tourists and
businesses. Regarding tourists, there is a wide range of topics
studied. Some examined tourists’ perceptions about wellbeing,
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TABLE 3 | Articles’ main findings.

Author(s) Methodology Target group Main conclusion (s)

Agrusa et al., 2021 Survey through questionnaire
N = 371

-Tourists -COVID testing should be a travel requirement (before travel and on arrival)
-COVID can be an opportunity to reset tourism goals and include residents in
sustainable product development

Yang et al., 2020 Online survey
N = 370

-Tourists -Discrimination of tourists from COVID affected areas led to anxiety and depression
symptoms, ruminations, including loss of wellbeing upon return home

Chua et al., 2020 Self-reported questionnaire -Tourists -Negative affected influenced perceived health risk and induced mental wellbeing and
perceived uncertainty
-Mental wellbeing predicted attitudes toward international travel and temporal
avoidance behavior
-Perceived uncertainty predicted short-term avoidance behavior

Buckley and
Westway, 2020

Internet-based ethnography
(netnography)

-Tourists
-Enterprises

-Commercial outdoor tourism enterprises can contribute to tourists’ wellbeing and
mental health following COVID negative effects

Sobaih et al., 2021 Questionnaire survey -Enterprises -Restaurant owner-managers expressed more resilience than hotels counterparts
-Resilience had a direct and positive impact on sustainable tourism development and
indirect influence through performance

Prayag, 2020 Review -Organizations,
destination, and
tourists

-Resilience is an important future research area
-COVID as opportunity to reset the whole tourism industry

Bhaskara and
Filimonau, 2021

Qualitative research –
qualitative paradigm

- Businesses -Importance of disaster planning/management, and organizational learning, to enhance
disaster resilience of tourism businesses not only for COVID-19 recovery, but for future
crisis

Sharma et al., 2021 Systematic review - Tourism as a
whole

-A new resilience-based framework for tourism focused on: government response,
technology innovation, local belongingness and consumer/employee confidence

Zheng et al., 2021 Quantitative research - Tourists -Threat severity and susceptibility can lead to travel fear
-Travel fear can lead to different coping strategies and increase resilience and adoption
of cautious travel behaviors

Sigala, 2020 Critical review -Tourism as a
whole

-COVID as a transformational opportunity

Setthachotsombut
and Sua-iam, 2020

Mixed method, online
questionnaire, and interviews

- Entrepreneurs - Resilience has a positive impact on business performance

Vo-Thanh et al.,
2020

Mixed-method, quantitative
data through questionnaire and
semi-structure interviews

-Hotel employees -Satisfied employees with the organization COVID-19 responses positively influences
job performance
-Employees satisfaction help to maintain their wellbeing, leading them to adopt positive
behaviors/attitudes to maintain their job performance

Filimonau et al.,
2020

Quantitative survey -Businesses -Organizational resilience, including their COVID-19 response, and corporate social
responsibility practices affect perceived job security and influences organizational
commitment

Khan et al., 2020 Econometric approach -Businesses -Museums and historical places, performing arts, and sports show low resilience
-Accommodation initially showed high vulnerability, but also signs of high resilience

Alonso et al., 2020 Qualitative research with
purposeful sampling method

-Businesses -Need to change and adjust to deal with COVID-19, including creating new revenue
streams and new post-COVID-19 operational regime

Wen et al., 2020 Critical Review -Tourists -The pandemic will affect tourism/tourists behaviors
-Increase interest in free and independent travel, including health and wellness tourism,
slow and smart tourism

Mao et al., 2020 Questionnaire survey -Businesses -Corporate social responsibility positively impacts employee self-efficacy, hope,
resilience and optimism trough employee satisfaction with COVID-19 responses

highlighting the importance of safety measures before travel or
even upon arrival, such as getting tested for COVID-19 (Agrusa
et al., 2021). Others (Yang et al., 2020) emphasized the need
to revisit travel-induced wellbeing, and the need to rethink it,
particularly in the long term, since some tourism experiences
such as the ones that occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic,
brought a loss of wellbeing after the trip, particularly perceived
discrimination, thus questioning the literature that considers
tourism as an induce-wellbeing activity (Yang et al., 2020).
Wellbeing was also considered as an important variable in
predicting attitudes toward international travel and temporal

avoidance behaviors (Chua et al., 2020). Another research (Zheng
et al., 2021) studying different psychological variables and travel
behavior in Chinese tourists, highlighted the positive benefits
of “(. . .) psychological resilience on individuals’ intention to
adapt caution travel after the pandemic outbreak.” Other
researchers (Wen et al., 2020) predicting how COVID-19 will
affect tourists’ behaviors emphasized a growing interest in
health and wellness tourism, among others. Another one of
the studies (Buckley and Westway, 2020) also acknowledged
the psychological positive effects of walking-in-nature tourism,
emphasizing an entrepreneur opportunity to promote wellbeing,
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particularly when thinking about recovering from the lockdowns
that COVID-19 brought to the world.

As highlighted before, businesses were a focus of interest
that stand-out in the current systematic research. In this regard,
the importance of resilience to sustainable tourism development
amid the pandemic is clear (Sobaih et al., 2021). Also, the
importance of organizational learning and business preparedness
to deal with crisis and disasters is emphasized, which can lead
to business resilience to overcome the negative impacts of such
disasters, not only COVID-19, but future ones too (Bhaskara and
Filimonau, 2021). The positive impact of resilience on business
performance is also highlighted in another study findings
(Setthachotsombut and Sua-iam, 2020). The need for businesses
to implement actions and changes to cope with the pandemic
and its impact is clear (Alonso et al., 2020). Some studies in this
regard highlight that satisfied employees with the organization
COVID-19 responses positively influence job performance.
Employees’ satisfaction may help to maintain their wellbeing, and
therefore, they reciprocate through positive behaviors/attitudes
(Vo-Thanh et al., 2020). Again, the importance of corporate
social responsibility to maintain not only employee’s resilience
but also other positive psychological variables such as self-
efficacy, hope, and optimism is empathized (Mao et al., 2020).
The importance of organizational resilience to organizational
commitment, and the fact that resilience influences “the scope
of adoption of anti-COVID-19 measures” is again emphasized
(Filimonau et al., 2020). Overall, another research stated that
different sectors of the leisure and hospitality industry showed
different resilience “levels” and some signs of recovery, still the
pandemic is a hard situation and will endure a long-run recovery
period (Khan et al., 2020).

While tourists and businesses have a clear interest in
research, some studies also highlight tourism as a whole unit,
acknowledging the importance of resilience of destinations,
enterprises, and tourists and its study, but also to see
COVID-19 as an opportunity to reset tourism (Prayag, 2020).
A resilience framework for the tourism industry, highlighting
this positive variable importance is acknowledged, and that
smaller enterprises can also gain and ensure wellbeing at a
bigger scale, while also promoting a more sustainable tourism
(Sharma et al., 2021). Research about COVID-19 can be a
way to innovate tourism having sustainability and wellbeing as
centerpieces (Sigala, 2020).

In this analysis, it is also an important topic to rethink the
future of tourism in the post-COVID era (Agrusa et al., 2021).
COVID-19 can be an opportunity to rethink tourism policies and
strategies to ensure stability between the wellbeing of residents,
tourists, and products, particularly in areas where overtourism
was already a big issue among residents (Agrusa et al., 2021).

DISCUSSION

Overall, the current systematic literature review highlighted the
importance of wellbeing and resilience in tourism’s everyday
activities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Tourism is one of
the industries worldwide, that was most affected (if not the

most affected) by the pandemic with a reduction of international
arrivals from January 2020 to 2021 of more than 80% (UNWTO,
2021c). This number is astonishing and something that has never
occurred before such a scale.

The pandemic is a threat to most activities in tourism and
in many other sectors, and for all Humankind. Particularly it
puts at risk the achievement of 2030 Sustainable Development
Goals, including the mental health and wellbeing of all people
(Passavanti et al., 2021). Tourism was (and still is) tremendously
affected by COVID-19, with a drop of more than 64% in
receipts (UNWTO, 2021b), thus, affecting destinations, locals,
and tourists. Resilience has come as a major goal and key process
to overcome the challenges imposed by the pandemic. A big
emphasis of this concept is seen on tourism stakeholders who
are trying to survive COVID-19 impacts (McCartney et al.,
2021). The urgency to promote and increase resilience can
be seen in the number of articles that focused on resilience
comparatively to wellbeing in the current systematic literature
review. The uncertainty that the pandemic brought made it
urgent for the tourism industry to find new ways to overcome
the difficulties. This can be observed in the results, where topics
related to how to deal with the current crisis and even future
ones (Alonso et al., 2020; Bhaskara and Filimonau, 2021) or
the benefits of resilience for businesses (Setthachotsombut and
Sua-iam, 2020) are highlighted and accentuated by the research.
Resilience plans should be standard practice for all tourism
stakeholders. While a pandemic was not something foreseen,
it should be thought of as a warning for better planning and
management in case of disasters or crises in tourism. Being
an economic activity, tourism, highly dependent on external
factors, such as weather, social crisis, or security, going forward,
destination’s policymakers must prevent future crisis setbacks
by planning and ensuring resilience to deal with whatever
the next threat may be. In practical terms, such planning
should be considered in national and local policies, but also
as an internal business policy. In here, the introduction of,
for example, policies to work remotely can be identified to
ensure a smooth transition from on-site to on-line or even
hybrid performances.

Another important result from this systematic analysis is
the fact that research in wellbeing and resilience has mainly
been focused on tourists and above all on businesses. This
situation is also acknowledged by the literature (Vada et al.,
2020) where research has mostly been centered on tourists leaving
behind local communities and tourism workers. Businesses have
a particular interest in how to face COVID-19 and be resilient
to ensure the thriving of the industry. Although in this review
tourism workers were acknowledged in some articles (Mao et al.,
2020; Vo-Thanh et al., 2020), more needs to be done because
their wellbeing is also affected by the pandemic (McCartney
et al., 2021) and they are one of the key pillars of tourism
(Garcês et al., 2020). Thus, businesses should invest more in
wellbeing of their workers since they are the forefront of tourism
businesses but also its background. A worker that feels safe
and secure will deliver a more satisfactory service that will in
return improve the tourists’ satisfaction. However, the complete
lack of research on local communities and their residents is of
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concern, because the pandemic has affected global livelihoods
and destinations have no longer tourists (Abbas et al., 2021),
which will have impacts on places that have tourism as the
main economy. Therefore, studies about locals’ wellbeing and
how they face pandemic’s incoming repercussions should be
developed, which will hopefully lead to the development of
strategies to help the residents of tourism destinations deal
with this crisis aftermath while promoting their wellbeing
and mental health.

Another interesting result is the disparity between the articles
that focused on wellbeing and resilience. Resilience shows a
far greater interest. However, it is important to not forget
that tourism can be a way to experience wellbeing (Garcês
et al., 2020), and although the number of articles focused on
wellbeing is much less, they show that this variable should not
be forgotten, highlighting the fact that COVID-19 will affect the
interest of tourists, moving them to destinations that have in
attention wellness and wellbeing endeavors (Wen et al., 2020).
Policymakers and stakeholders have in here a “gold” opportunity
to innovate. Wellbeing and wellness can be attractive factors for
new tourists and thus open doors to developing new products
and activities in destinations. These changes in tourists’ behaviors
should be seen as opportunities to “refresh” tourism and even
to solve pre-COVID problems in some destinations such as
overtourism. Tourists will be now looking more for quieter
places, with outdoor experiences and in nature (Santos et al.,
2020). This is interesting because research in pre-COVID times
has linked nature to feelings of wellbeing (Garcês et al., 2018), and
results in the current study already show this trend highlighting
the psychological benefits of walking in nature, for example
(Buckley and Westway, 2020). Thus, stakeholders can have in
wellness and nature products a source to innovate and promote
tourists’ wellbeing.

It is also important to note that a small number of articles
in this systematic review highlight the future of tourism after
COVID-19. This emphasis gives hope for a positive outlook for
the future, focusing on the proactive and preventive measures
that will help the survival and thriving of the industry,
highlighting the importance of developing new policies and
strategies to promote wellbeing among all tourism actors (Agrusa
et al., 2021). This idea is in accordance with the literature
that acknowledges the need to focus on the quality and
personalization of services at reasonable prices (Abbas et al.,
2021), build new business models, and enhance sustainability and
digitalization (Santos et al., 2020) on the post-COVID era. But to
become a more resilient industry and a promoter of wellbeing,
the industry needs to first think of what has gone wrong, identify
the stressors, and develop contingency plans and strategic ones
to deal with present and future uncertainty, including crisis.
Additionally, it is relevant to notice that the new emerging field of
existential positive psychology focus the importance of suffering
to flourishing and highlights that dealing with negative situations
will allow its transformation to a sense of accomplishment and
mature happiness (Wong, 2021). In this new emerging trend,
wellbeing is simultaneously a process and an outcome in dealing
with the search for positive life goals and transforming the
negative situations into better ones (Wong, 2020). Thus, whilst

the pandemic has had so far, a tremendous negative impact in
tourism, it can also be seen as an opportunity to innovation, and
to build the sector resilience while promoting wellbeing for the
destinations, the stakeholders, and the tourists. With this new
vision of existential Positive Psychology, it is possible to reflect
that while COVID-19 brought with it a lot of suffering including
for tourism stakeholders, it is also an opportunity to learn from
and develop new strengths and simultaneously to improve people
tourism experiences.

This study thus highlights an interest in resilience and
wellbeing in tourism. However, there is still space for growth.
Destinations’ policymakers and all involved in tourism must
prepare better for a future crisis, with resilience programs
that consider strategies to surpass the adverse outcomes of
such crisis, not only for businesses but also for their workers
and their residents. At the same time, developing innovation
through wellbeing can be a differentiator factor for the
destinations, but it can also help promote tourists, locals, and
stakeholders’ mental health. New products with a focus on
wellness, nature, or rural places can be starting points. This
research also brings with it the importance of (re)thinking
tourism not only in economic gains, but also in psychological
aspects that can have great impact on the restart of the
tourism during this pandemic and beyond. Also, this study
was developed considering only the COVID-19 pandemic,
and what has been done during this situation in terms of
wellbeing and resilience in tourism. Thus, it shows the impact
of COVID-19 pandemic, a current world problem, in tourism
studies. Additionally, world institutions such as OMS and
governments of many countries have highlighted the need to
be resilient and promote wellbeing in the face of this health
crisis, and the tourism industry, as one of the most affected,
is no exception.

As for the study limitations, this research was done in January
2021, thus throughout the year, there is an expectation that more
studies about the impact of COVID-19 in tourism, particularly
considering the study variables will have been published. Thus,
it will be important to further study these variables in future
studies. The use of keywords may have limited the scope of the
research. Therefore, in future research, expanding the search to
the title and abstract may allow for the generation of a more
significant number of articles on these topics. Also, it will be
important to develop practical interventions on how wellbeing
and resilience can be key points in tourism. Thus, not only
tourists or businesses should be the focus, but also the locals and
the workers of this sector.

Overall, in this systematic literature review, it was possible
to see a clear focus on the impact and recovery of businesses
from COVID-19 pandemic, with resilience as an important
variable to achieve it. It is the authors’ belief that this article
can contribute particularly to those countries and regions that
exclusively depend on tourism everyday activities and that were
severely affected by the pandemic, since many depend entirely on
the tourism industry to economically survive. This article also
hopes to contribute with some ideas and suggestions of how
to introduce wellbeing and resilience in the tourism industry,
allowing for potential course of action to be taken by all those
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involved in it. Concluding, while the articles that met all the
inclusion criteria were few, this systematic review highlights the
concerns of the sector and the urgency to rebound quickly and
effectively, and restart tourism and its everyday activities safely
and with a positive attitude.
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Many studies demonstrate that finding meaning in life reduces stress and promotes
physical and psychological well-being. However, extant literature focuses on meaning
in life among the general population (e.g., college students or office workers) in their
daily lives. Thus, this study aimed to investigate the mechanisms of how individuals
living in life-threatening and stressful situations obtain meaning in life, by investigating
the mediating roles of leisure crafting and gratitude. A total of 465 Army soldiers from
the Republic of Korea (ROK) participated in two-wave surveys with a 2-week interval.
Structural equation modeling analyses indicated that the direct effects between the
search for meaning, presence of meaning, leisure crafting, and gratitude were significant,
except for the direct relationship between the search for meaning and the presence of
meaning, and between leisure crafting and the presence of meaning. We tested indirect
effects using a Monte Carlo approach and found that leisure crafting and gratitude
sequentially mediated the relationship between the search for meaning and the presence
of meaning. Our findings highlight the importance of the motivation behind searching
for meaning, the proactive use of leisure time, and gratitude for individuals in stressful
situations and controlled lifestyles. Finally, we discuss the implications and limitations of
this research and future research directions.

Keywords: search for meaning, presence of meaning, leisure crafting, gratitude, Korean military

INTRODUCTION

In Korea, adult men (aged 20 years or older) are obligated to serve in the military for 18–22 months,
depending on the type of armed forces and duties required. Military service in Korea has several
characteristics. First, it is involuntary. Given the unique national security situation of the war not
having officially ended, military service is an inevitable duty for Korean men. The involuntary
nature of the service is a major stressor for enlisted soldiers. Second, soldiers encounter many risk
factors during their military service, such as handling weapons and military equipment, as well as
confrontations associated with the military demarcation line. Third, soldiers are required to have
a controlled lifestyle, living in all-male groups in restricted spaces and following strict hierarchical
orders. Apart from several official trips during which soldiers can leave their posts, their lives during
military service are confined within posts, including a separation from intimate social relationships.
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Consequently, the experience of military service can constitute
a stressful event that causes negative psychological states such as
anxiety, stress, and maladjustment (Noh et al., 2016). Therefore,
Korean soldiers must identify the factors that lead to experiencing
and finding meaning in their lives, thereby lowering their stress
and enhancing their mental health in military environments.

We proposed that the search for meaning in life, leisure
crafting, and gratitude are predisposing factors for the presence
of meaning, based on the framework of meaning-making theory
and the meaning maintenance model (Heine et al., 2006; Park,
2010). Researchers have noted that the search for meaning is “the
primary motivational force in humans” (Frankl, 1963, p. 121),
and “meaning-making attempts following highly stressful events
are a near-universal experience” (Park, 2010, p. 282). Meaning
in life plays an important role in determining individuals’ well-
being. Finding meaning in life is related to low levels of stress
(Halama, 2014; Park and Baumeister, 2017) and health-related
problems (Steger et al., 2015), as well as high levels of physical
and mental health (Czekierda et al., 2017; Yela et al., 2020) and
health-promoting behaviors (Brassai et al., 2015).

Search for Meaning and Presence of
Meaning
Meaning in life can be divided into two parts: the search
for meaning, referring to a motivational aspect of seeking
meaning; and presence of meaning, referring to a belief that
one has experienced meaning in one’s present life (Steger et al.,
2006). Steger et al. (2008a) empirically tested the relationship
between these two variables using the presence-to-search model,
which states that the lack of presence of meaning leads to
search for meaning; and the search-to-presence model, in which
searching for meaning leads to finding meaning. They confirmed
a negative relationship between the search for meaning and
the presence of meaning, concluding that people search for
meaning when they do not experience meaning in their current
lives, which was corroborated by follow-up studies (Steger
et al., 2009, 2014). Notwithstanding, other studies have yielded
conflicting results, demonstrating a positive relationship between
the search for meaning and the presence of meaning (Datu, 2016;
Chin and Lee, 2020).

This may be attributed to cultural differences. According to
Steger et al. (2008b), when individuals reported high levels of
the search for meaning, American participants had less presence
of meaning, whereas Japanese participants had more presence of
meaning. The authors posited that Asians with an interdependent
culture have a holistic viewpoint of the world. That is, people in
Asian cultures perceive the search for meaning and the presence
of meaning to be connected (Yoo and Kim, 2015). Similar results
were found in Korean studies (Won et al., 2005; Kim and
Lee, 2013). For example, Won et al. (2005) found a significant
positive correlation between the search for meaning and the
presence of meaning. Moreover, the search for meaning positively
influenced the presence of meaning, confirming that the search
for meaning was not in itself dysfunctional; rather, it reflected
one’s efforts toward self-realization to find meaning in everyday
life (Kim and Lee, 2013).

According to the meaning-making theory, individuals under
stressful circumstances endeavor to reconcile an appraised
meaning of events with a global meaning, which refers to
individuals’ general orienting systems (Pargament, 1997). This
comprises beliefs, goals, and subjective feelings (Reker and
Wong, 1988; Dittman-Kohli and Westerhof, 1999). Specifically,
individuals endeavor to find new meaning by changing their
perspectives toward stressful situations (Park, 2010; Steger, 2012).
Thus, individuals in negative or unfavorable situations in which
finding or making meaning is difficult, or their personal meaning
systems are threatened, are more likely to discover meaning by
searching for meaning, compared to individuals in positive or
favorable situations (Chu and Fung, 2021).

Based on the meaning-making theory, we hypothesized that
the search for meaning and the presence of meaning will exhibit
a positive relationship among ROK Army soldiers. These soldiers
are likely to be continuously sensing or experiencing threats to
their systems of meaning in life, and, concurrently, they have
low levels of presence of meaning. They may be searching for
meaning in their daily lives and making efforts to reduce the
discrepancy between their appraised meaning and the global
meaning. These efforts are expected to foster a higher sense of
the presence of meaning, as the meaning-making theory suggests
(Park, 2010).

Hypothesis 1: The search for meaning will be positively related
to the presence of meaning.

Leisure Crafting and Meaning in Life
Crafting efforts can be explained using meaning-making
processes. Based on the meaning-making theory, the discrepancy
between appraised meaning and global meaning that individuals
experience in the face of stressful life events is an important
driver for individuals to search for meaning to restore damage
to their meaning system. By engaging in this deliberate meaning
making process, individuals can attain a sense of meaning in life
(Park, 2010; Park and George, 2013). Furthermore, the meaning
maintenance model suggests that when an individuals’ meaning
system is damaged, they try to formulate a new meaning system
in another domain where it is relatively easier to build a new
meaning system (Heine et al., 2006). That is, individuals under
stressful circumstances make efforts to build a meaning system in
a new domain to reduce the discrepancy between their appraised
meaning and global meaning, and these efforts will lead to a
specific crafting behavior. For example, if a person encounters
a discrepancy of meaning in their work domain, crafting efforts
will be made in non-work domains, such as leisure. Similarly, if
a person experiences meaning-related discrepancy in a non-work
domain, crafting efforts will be made in the work domain.

De Bloom et al. (2020) demonstrated the overall crafting
process (crafting motive, efforts, and outcomes) using the
identity-based integrative needs model of crafting. According to
this model, the discrepancy between individuals’ psychological
needs and reality plays an important role in motivating
them to perform, or endeavor to perform, crafting behaviors.
When there is a discrepancy between actual and ideal needs,
individuals attempt to craft the situation in a way that
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reduces the discrepancy. Notably, these efforts are made
in a proactive, intentional, and deliberate manner, which
constitute the main characteristics of crafting. If these efforts
are successful in narrowing the discrepancy, individuals can
attain various desirable outcomes, such as work-related ones
or subjective/psychological well-being (De Boeck et al., 2019).
It is also possible that the motive for crafting in one identity
domain may influence crafting efforts in the other. For instance,
researchers found that unfulfilled needs in the workplace
increased individuals’ motive for leisure crafting in non-work
domains (Petrou and Bakker, 2016; Petrou et al., 2017). That is, if
individual’s needs are not fulfilled in one domain, to compensate
for the unsatisfied needs, they may increase their crafting efforts
in different domains.

Additionally, leisure crafting is a construct that is
differentiated from a simple participation in leisure activities.
Petrou and Bakker (2016) defined leisure crafting as the
“proactive pursuit of leisure activities targeted at goal setting,
human connection, learning and personal development”
(p. 2). According to this definition, individuals engaging in
leisure crafting actively seek out opportunities to achieve
personal growth and development through leisure activities.
Moreover, literature on leisure has reported consistently
positive relationships between leisure and meaning in life
(Newman et al., 2014; Iwasaki et al., 2018). Similarly, research
on leisure crafting empirically demonstrates that leisure crafting
positively influences work meaning (Lim et al., 2019) and is
positively associated with creating meaning in life (Petrou
et al., 2017). Berg et al. (2010) were the first to propose the
concept of leisure crafting. They qualitatively explained that,
by proactively creating leisure time and engaging in leisure
crafting, workers could experience meaning that they had not
previously experienced in their work domain owing to an
unanswered calling. Moreover, individuals who perform tasks
involving high stressors might choose to actively engage in leisure
crafting, seeking to be compensated for growth, development,
and meaning that are unobtainable from their work domain
(Petrou and Bakker, 2016).

Applying the findings from these theories to ROK Army
soldiers, we predicted that soldiers who experienced loss or a
lack of a meaning system in stressful situations during military
services would strive to find meaning in their lives. This would be
achieved by proactively engaging in activities during their leisure
time to seek and restore the meaning system in their military
lives. This process would enable them to find the meaning that
they lacked during their working hours.

Hypothesis 2: Leisure crafting will mediate the relationship
between the search for meaning and the presence of meaning.

Gratitude and Meaning in Life
To date, gratitude has been defined in a variety of ways, including
moral virtue, positive affect, attitude, and life orientation (Wood
et al., 2010; Lambert et al., 2012). This study follows the definition
by Wood et al. (2010), which describes gratitude as “a part of
a wider life orientation toward noticing and appreciating the
positive worldwide” (p. 891). Understanding gratitude from the

perspective of a comprehensive life orientation is more useful in
explaining the various aspects of gratitude. Specifically, gratitude
has positive psychological functions and helps in lowering
workplace materialism and depression (Lambert et al., 2012;
Unanue et al., 2021) and increasing well-being (Jans-Beken et al.,
2018; Yoo, 2020). Regarding workers who are frequently exposed
to stressful situations, such as soldiers and firefighters, gratitude
can function as a protection mechanism. Valikhani et al. (2019)
studied a sample of Iranian soldiers and showed that gratitude
was negatively associated with stress and poor mental health, and
positively correlated with quality of life. Similarly, Lee et al. (2018)
found that gratitude is a strong predictor of lowering perceived
stress and burnout among firefighters in Korea.

Gratitude is an important element in the framework of
meaning-making theory. Specifically, positive reappraisal or
reattribution in the meaning-making process plays a critical
role in linking gratitude to meaning-making. According to the
meaning-making theory (Park, 2010), individuals who experience
a discrepancy between their appraised meaning and global
meaning after stressful events adopt a meaning-making coping
strategy by invoking positive appraisal to reduce distress from
the discrepancy.

Thus, cognitive reappraisal or reattribution is closely
associated with the construct of gratitude. According to Watkins
(2013), gratitude arises through a cognitive process, in which
appraisal and attribution are central (Nezlek et al., 2017). If an
individual is grateful when they receive benefits, such as presents
or assistance from others, gratitude occurs not because of the
benefits themselves, but because of the cognitive appraisal and
attribution of the benefits. This process is similarly applicable
to negative situations. For an individual faced with negative or
unfavorable circumstances, a reinterpretation of the situation
should precede their feeling of gratitude. Specifically, efforts of
cognitive reappraisal to explore positive aspects from negative
conditions (that is, the search for meaning) can lead to gratitude.

Gratitude is an important approach for deriving meaning
in life. According to the broaden-and-build theory, gratitude
broadens individuals’ thought-action repertoires, which
subsequently helps build their personal resources by making
the cognitive process more flexible (Fredrickson, 2004, 2013).
Moreover, gratitude helps people perceive unfavorable situations
or events as less negative, thereby reducing their negative
influence (Watkins, 2004). Consequently, gratitude helps people
find meaning in life by providing cognitive resources with
which they can reinterpret negative events or circumstances
positively, thus enabling them to view threats as opportunities
(Lambert et al., 2009).

Several studies have confirmed a positive relationship between
gratitude and meaning in life (i.e., the search for meaning and
the presence of meaning). A study on flood survivors indicated
that the search for meaning was positively associated with post-
traumatic growth (Dursun et al., 2016). Moreover, the authors
explained that efforts to find meaning by individuals who have
experienced severe pain led to feeling gratitude for their human
existence, which subsequently led to post-traumatic growth. In a
cross-sectional study conducted with an Israeli sample, gratitude
was positively correlated with the search for meaning and the
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presence of meaning (Russo-Netzer, 2019). Similarly, Datu and
Mateo (2015), using a sample of Filipino college students, showed
that dispositional gratitude was positively associated with the
presence of meaning in life.

Considering the results from studies on gratitude and meaning
in life (i.e., the search for meaning and the presence of meaning),
we expected that ROK Army soldiers, who are motivated to seek
meaning in their lives under difficult and stressful situations,
should feel a greater sense of gratitude, which will help them find
meaning in their lives.

Hypothesis 3: Gratitude will mediate the relationship between
the search for meaning and the presence of meaning.

Leisure Crafting, Gratitude, and Meaning
in Life

Finally, we expected that the search for meaning, leisure
crafting, gratitude, and the presence of meaning may have
a sequential relationship. Leisure crafting can fulfill humans’
basic psychological needs such as autonomy, competence, and
relatedness (Tsaur et al., 2020). That is, individuals’ need for
autonomy can be fulfilled by proactively making plans and
selecting activities for personal development in their leisure
time, and the need for competence can be satisfied by achieving
goals related to leisure and acquiring new skills. In addition,
the desire for relatedness can be satisfied through human
connection and expanding interpersonal relationships (Tsaur
et al., 2020). According to De Bloom et al. (2020), individuals
experiencing needs discrepancies can fulfill their needs through
crafting efforts, which can eventually lead to enhancing the
level of their well-being. Army soldiers—who perform tasks that
are too simple to experience competence, in an environment
with limited autonomy, and are separated from intimate
relationships—can meet their basic psychological needs through
leisure crafting.

The fulfillment of basic psychological needs can lead to
gratitude. Moè and Katz (2020) empirically demonstrated that
needs satisfaction of teachers can serve as an emotional resource
for reappraisal. Considering that the positive reinterpretation
of negative situations is an important facet of gratitude
(Watkins, 2013), the fulfillment of basic psychological needs
should lead to gratitude through reappraisal. A cross-lagged
study by Lee et al. (2015) showed that there exists a positive
relationship between fulfillment of basic psychological needs
and gratitude.

The above studies suggest that ROK Army soldiers can
experience gratitude by engaging in leisure crafting. The ROK
Army soldiers work in an environment where fulfillment of basic
needs, such as autonomy, competence, and relatedness, is difficult
to obtain. However, during leisure time, they can meet their needs
by proactively engaging in leisure crafting, which can enable them
to experience a higher level of gratitude (Kujanpää et al., 2021).
Thus, we formulated a hypothesis that can comprehensively
explain the sequential mediation of leisure crafting and gratitude
in the relationship between the search for meaning and the
presence of meaning.

Hypothesis 4: Leisure crafting and gratitude will sequentially
mediate the relationship between the search for meaning and
the presence of meaning.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
Participants were ROK army soldiers who were currently on
active duty. The surveys were conducted at two different time
points over a 2-week interval. To avoid common method bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2003), we designed a short-term longitudinal
study. Three military units of the ROK army were randomly
selected for the survey. After seeking their cooperation, the first
survey was conducted on the soldiers who provided informed
consent. Prior to our first survey, we explained the study purpose
to participants and informed them that survey results would
remain confidential. A total of 471 participants responded to
the first survey, and 387 of them subsequently engaged in the
second survey. Each participant was rewarded a pen in the
first survey and a gift worth 2,000 won (approximately 1.7
dollars) in the second survey. Both surveys were conducted
face-to-face. Of those who completed the baseline survey, we
selected 465 for our final analysis, excluding six participants
with insincere responses. There were 381 participants who
completed both the baseline and follow-up surveys, indicating
an 81.9% retention rate. Although the survey was conducted
during the pandemic, the soldiers who participated in the
survey were performing their duties normally. We believe that
the pandemic did not significantly affect the responses of
participants in this study.

All participants were men, given that the mandatory enlisting
system in Korea applies only to males, and our survey included
only enlisted soldiers. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to
27 years (M = 20.88 years, SD = 1.29). Regarding rank, 51%
were private first class or below (n = 195; Rank 1), 42% were
corporals (n = 159; Rank 2), and 7% were sergeants (n = 27;
Rank 3). Regarding religion, 20% were Protestant (n = 77),
6% were Catholic (n = 24), 6% were Buddhists (n = 24), and
68% had no religion (n = 256). The time spent on leisure
activities ranged from 0 to 43.05 h per week (M = 4.61,
SD = 5.43).

To evaluate whether a systematic pattern occurred in missing
data, we performed Little’s (1988) Missing Completely at Random
test. The results confirmed that the missing data pattern
was random [χ2(25) = 26.32, p = 0.39]. We also conducted
independent samples t-tests to determine whether there were
differences between the group of participants who completed
only the first survey (Time 1 [T1]) and the group who participated
both during T1 and T2 (Time 2; the second survey). Our
results indicated no differences between the two groups in search
for meaning at T1 [t(469) = 1.15, p = 0.25], leisure crafting
[t(469) = 1.67, p = 0.10], gratitude [t(469) = 1.37, p = 0.17], and
presence of meaning [t(469) = 1.14, p = 0.25]. This suggests that
the attrition was not systematic for the study variables.

At T1, we gathered responses on demographic variables such
as age, rank, religion, and average time spent on leisure activities
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in the past week (for example, running or jogging, playing
soccer, watching TV or video clips, playing mobile games, and
communicating through social-networking services). We also
evaluated study variables, including search for meaning, leisure
crafting, gratitude, and presence of meaning. At T2, 2 weeks later,
we collected data on presence of meaning.

Measures
Meaning in Life
Meaning in life was measured using the Korean version of
the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Won et al., 2005), which
was translated and validated from the original (Steger et al.,
2006). The Korean version comprises two subscales: search
for meaning and presence of meaning. Search for meaning
comprises five items, for example, “I am always looking to find
my life’s purpose” and “I am seeking a purpose or mission
for my life.” Presence of meaning comprises five items, for
example, “I understand my life’s meaning” and “I have a
good sense of what makes my life meaningful.” Participants
responded using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = absolutely untrue,
7 = absolutely true). Won et al. (2005) reported Cronbach’s
an α coefficient of 0.88 each for search for meaning and
presence of meaning. In our study, Cronbach’s αs were 0.91 and
0.83, respectively.

Leisure Crafting
To measure the levels of leisure crafting, we utilized the
translated version of the Leisure Crafting Scale (Petrou and
Bakker, 2016). The original English version was translated
into Korean by the authors, who are fluent in English and
Korean. A native English speaker, who is bilingual in Korean,
verified correspondence with the original using back-translation.
This scale comprises a single factor containing nine items,
for example, “I try to increase my skills through leisure
activities” and “My leisure time is a chance for me to grow
and develop.” Responses are measured using a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very much). Petrou and Bakker
(2016) reported a Cronbach’s α of 0.92, and in the current
study, it was 0.93.

Gratitude
Gratitude was measured using the K-GQ-6 Scale—the Korean-
validated version (Kwon et al., 2006) of the Gratitude
Questionnaire (McCullough et al., 2002). This scale comprises
a single factor with six items (two items are reverse scored).
For example, “I have so much in life to be thankful for”
and “I am grateful to a wide variety of people.” The items
measure the intensity, frequency, range, and density of gratitude.
Participants responded using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s αs were 0.82 in the
original version, 0.85 in the Korean-validated version, and
0.88 in this study.

Control Variables
In our analyses, we controlled for rank and religion, both of which
showed correlations with other variables, and the average leisure

time for the past 1 week. Furthermore, we controlled for presence
of meaning at T1 to observe the change over time.

Data Analyses
First, we used IBM SPSS v. 21 to estimate the means, standard
deviations, internal consistency coefficients, and correlations
between variables. Then, we conducted confirmatory factor
analyses to test the measurement model, and structural equation
modeling to test the research hypotheses using IBM SPSS AMOS
18.0. Item parceling is a useful tool to enhance model fit
when we use the structural equation modeling (MacCallum
et al., 1999). Thus, we created item parcels using the observed
variables of leisure crafting and gratitude in the measurement
and structural model analyses. Because our study had a two-
wave longitudinal design, there were participants who responded
only once out of two surveys. When analyzing missing data,
many researchers recommend using a full information maximum
likelihood (FIML) method that uses information from all
observed variable data to obtain more unbiased outcomes
(Arbuckle, 1996; Yuan and Bentler, 2000). Accordingly, we
adopted the FIML method in this study. To test indirect
effects, we used the Monte Carlo approach (Preacher and
Selig, 2012), and we set the bias-corrected confidence interval
(CI) to 95% (Taylor et al., 2008). The indirect effects are
interpreted as significant when the 95% CI does not include zero
(Shrout and Bolger, 2002).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Between Variables
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, internal
consistency reliability, and the correlation coefficients derived
from observed total scores. Internal consistency was confirmed,
as Cronbach’s αs ranged between 0.83 and 0.93. All correlations
between variables were consistent with our predicted direction.
Search for meaning was positively correlated with leisure crafting
(r = 0.64, p < 0.001), gratitude (r = 0.52, p < 0.001), and presence
of meaning (r = 0.45, p < 0.001). Leisure crafting was positively
correlated with gratitude (r = 0.49, p < 001) and presence of
meaning (r = 0.41, p < 0.001). Gratitude was positively correlated
with presence of meaning (r = 0.48, p < 0.001).

Measurement Model Analysis
Before conducting primary analysis on the structural model,
we tested the measurement model through a confirmatory
factor analysis to ensure that the observed variables provided
satisfactory explanations for the latent variables. Therefore, we
conducted item parceling on the indicators of leisure crafting
and gratitude. Specifically, the nine items from leisure crafting
were grouped into three parcels, each with three items in order.
The six items from gratitude were grouped into two parcels, each
with three items in order. When we evaluated whether indicators
were loaded well into the latent variables, all indicator values were
0.72 or higher, except for presence of meaning, which was reverse
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FIGURE 1 | Final structural model with standardized coefficients (95%
confidence intervals) of direct effects. ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

coded. This confirmed the strong relationship between the latent
and observed variables. The fit indices of the measurement model
were verified using observed variables whose factor loadings
were significant. The results showed that model fit indices of the
measurement model were acceptable [χ2(71) = 244.58, p < 0.001;
CFI = 0.97; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.07; AIC = 340.58; Hu and
Bentler, 1999].

Structural Model Analysis
We conducted a structural equation modeling analysis to test
our hypotheses. Figure 1 shows the final structural model with
standardized coefficients (95% confidence intervals) of direct
effects. Existing research on the relationship between search for
meaning and presence of meaning did not produce consistent
results (Steger and Kashdan, 2007; Steger et al., 2014). Thus, the
“search for meaning→ presence of meaning” path was deleted
in our full mediation model. Next, the model fit of the partial
mediation model, which set the relationships between all latent
variables based on our hypotheses, was compared with that of
the full mediation model. As shown in Table 2, the differences
between the two models were not significant [1χ2(1) = 0.64,
n.s.], and the partial mediation model was selected as the final
model [χ2(136) = 390.93, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.94;
RMSEA = 0.06; AIC = 578.93].

To assess the partial mediation model, we first tested the
relationship between search for meaning and presence of
meaning without the mediators (total effect). The results showed
that the total effect was significant (β = 0.13, p < 0.05), and
therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

As the next step, we tested the indirect effects of leisure
crafting and gratitude between search for meaning and presence
of meaning, by calculating 95% bias-corrected CIs using a Monte
Carlo approach (Preacher and Selig, 2012). The results indicated
that gratitude mediated the relationship between search for
meaning and presence of meaning (β = 0.06, 95% CI [0.01, 0.11]),
and that leisure crafting and gratitude sequentially mediated
the relationship between search for meaning and presence of
meaning (β = 0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.08]). Therefore, Hypotheses 3
and 4 were supported. However, Hypothesis 2 was not supported
as the relationship between leisure crafting and presence of
meaning turned out to be non-significant (β = –0.01, 95%
CI [–0.10, 0.10]).
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TABLE 2 | Results of the structural model fit comparison analysis.

χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA AIC

Partial mediation model 390.93*** 136 2.88 0.96 0.94 0.06 578.93

Full mediation model 391.57*** 137 2.86 0.96 0.94 0.06 577.57

N = 465; ***p < 0.001.
CFI, Comparative Fit Index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; AIC, Akaike Information Criteria.

Finally, we calculated the percent mediation (i.e., indirect
effect/total effect) to compare the indirect effect with the total
effect. The percent mediation was 0.77, suggesting that the
indirect effect represented 77% of the total effect.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to identify the mechanisms behind
the relationship between search for meaning and presence of
meaning, with an emphasis on the mediating role of leisure
crafting and gratitude. We conducted two-wave surveys with
a 2-week interval using a sample of ROK Army soldiers.
Findings revealed mediating roles of leisure crafting and gratitude
in the relationship between the search for meaning and the
presence of meaning.

Theoretical Implications
Our study findings have several theoretical implications. First,
our research findings supported the search-to-presence model,
which assumes that searching for meaning leads to presence of
meaning (Steger et al., 2008a). To date, studies on the relationship
between search for meaning and presence of meaning have
reported mixed results. For example, the relationship between
the two was generally negative in Western cultures, and generally
positive in Eastern cultures (Steger et al., 2008b; To, 2016;
Chin and Lee, 2020). The correlation between the search for
meaning and presence of meaning was 0.45 in this study, which
is within the range of correlation coefficient values identified
in other studies conducted in interdependent cultures. For
example, in a study of Japanese young adults and Korean
college students, the correlation between the two variables
was 0.24 and 0.28, respectively (Steger et al., 2008b; Kim
and Lee, 2013). In other studies conducted in Korea, it was
higher at 0.52 (Won et al., 2005; Chin and Lee, 2020). This
study provides evidence that in Eastern cultures, the search-to-
presence model, where seeking meaning leads to discovery, is
more applicable.

Our results corroborate extant studies asserting that
individuals living in Eastern cultures tend to regard the
world from a more holistic perspective, compared to those
in Western cultures, perceiving the search for meaning and
the presence of meaning to be connected (Steger et al., 2008b;
Yoo and Kim, 2015). That is, they do not regard the search
for meaning as dysfunctional but accept it as a part of their
efforts to find meaning in life (Kim and Lee, 2013). Therefore,
our finding that the total effect of search for meaning on
presence of meaning is significant provides evidence that in
Eastern cultures, the search-to presence model, where seeking

meaning leads to discovery, is more applicable (Datu, 2016;
Chu and Fung, 2021).

However, our results revealed that the search for meaning
and presence of meaning are not directly related. This may
be because our study is longitudinal, while other studies
demonstrating a significant direct relationship between the
search for meaning and presence of meaning were cross-sectional
(Yoo and Kim, 2015; Chin and Lee, 2020). Another possibility
is that the relationship between the search for meaning and
presence of meaning was explained mostly by two mediators
such as leisure crafting and gratitude. In fact, the percent
mediation of 0.77 suggests that the indirect effect of mediators
accounted for 77% of the total effect of search for meaning on
presence of meaning.

Second, we confirmed the role of gratitude in the mechanism
through which the search for meaning led to the presence of
meaning. Individuals who seek meaning tend to exhibit more
gratitude, which in turn facilitates finding meaning in their lives.
Specifically, individuals in stressful situations endeavor to find
meaning in their lives, and these efforts accompany a reappraisal
of the negative events or circumstances surrounding them
(Park, 2010). Considering that gratitude stems from a cognitive
process in which individuals recognize external factors (Watkins,
2013), individuals seeking meaning can experience gratitude by
reappraising negative situations. Gratitude expands individuals’
thought–action repertoires, thereby contributing to enriching
cognitive resources. Moreover, it causes people to reinterpret
negative events or circumstances more positively, enabling them
to find meaning in life (Fredrickson, 2004, 2013). From this
perspective, participants in our study likely experienced gratitude
when they were searching for meaning, which subsequently led
them to find meaning in life.

Third, we expanded the boundaries of research in this area
by confirming the indirect effects of gratitude in the relationship
between the search for meaning and presence of meaning.
Previous research on individuals in unfavorable conditions
such as natural disasters (e.g., survivors of flooding) showed
that their efforts to search for meaning were associated with
post-traumatic growth (Dursun et al., 2016). Moreover, those
who experience growth after traumatic experiences tend to
exhibit character strengths such as a greater appreciation of
life, including gratitude (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1995; Peterson
et al., 2008). Our findings empirically tested the meaning-
making theory (Park, 2010) and the broaden-and-build theory
(Fredrickson, 2004, 2013). Therefore, our study is consistent
with extant research that tested the relationships between the
search for meaning, gratitude, and the presence of meaning
(Dursun et al., 2016; Liao and Weng, 2018; Russo-Netzer, 2019).
Our study is significant in that it has proved the value of
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gratitude in the relationship between search for meaning and
presence of meaning among ROK Army soldiers who serve under
stressful circumstances.

Last, our results are the first to confirm the sequential
mediation effects of leisure crafting and gratitude in the
relationship between the search for meaning and presence
of meaning. Human beings are motivated to seek meaning.
Therefore, when their system of meaning is threatened, they
attempt to construct new systems of meaning in domains where
finding meaning is easier (Frankl, 1963; Heine et al., 2006).

The integrative crafting model states that individuals who
experience a discrepancy of needs in one domain, attempt
crafting in other domains to narrow the discrepancies they
experience (De Bloom et al., 2020). From this perspective,
our findings suggest that ROK Army soldiers, who experience
discrepancies between their appraised meaning and global
meaning under stressful circumstances, seek to apply crafting
in their leisure time rather than in their work to reduce
discrepancies in their meaning system.

Specifically, a direct relationship between leisure crafting
and the presence of meaning was not significant in our study.
Thus, indirect effects could not be confirmed for the “search
for meaning → leisure crafting → presence of meaning” path.
However, the indirect effect was statistically significant for the
“search for meaning→ leisure crafting→ gratitude→ presence
of meaning” path. This implies that it is difficult for ROK
Army soldiers to find meaning by simply engaging in leisure
crafting during their leisure time. Thus, gratitude, which can be
acquired from leisure crafting, is a prerequisite for them to find
meaning in life.

When basic psychological needs such as autonomy,
competence, and relatedness are unmet, individuals seek
to fulfill their needs through crafting behaviors, such as
leisure crafting (De Bloom et al., 2020). Moreover, fulfilled
psychological needs are then used as a psychological resource for
reappraisal. Reappraisal of negative situations or environments
is a major feature of gratitude (Watkins, 2013). Therefore,
it can be inferred that leisure crafting can lead to gratitude
by fulfilling the basic psychological needs of individuals.
From this perspective, the significant sequential indirect
effect of leisure crafting and gratitude found in our study
expands the boundaries of research on leisure crafting
and gratitude.

Limitations and Future Research
Directions
Despite our study strengths, our results had several limitations.
First, we selected a 2-week interval, two-wave study to overcome
the limitations of a cross-sectional study. However, a 2-week
duration may be insufficient, considering the stable nature of
the meaning in life constructs (Steger and Kashdan, 2007).
Furthermore, we utilized data measured at two different time
points—with predictors and mediators measured at T1, and
criterion variables measured at T2. Three variables—the search
for meaning, leisure crafting, and gratitude—were all measured
in T1, making it difficult to verify temporal precedence between

these variables. Future studies should employ more frequent
measurement times with longer intervals. For example, four-wave
data points would be ideal to verify the sequential mediation
model established in this study.

Second, in our research, the constructs of leisure crafting
and gratitude were assumed and measured as a single
factor. Subsequent studies should utilize multidimensional
measurements of leisure crafting and gratitude, so that diverse
aspects of these constructs can be captured (Card, 2019; Tsaur
et al., 2020).

Third, participants were ROK Army soldiers, who have an
Eastern cultural background. This limits the generalizability of
our findings. Replicating our study using diverse cultural and
occupational groups with stressful working conditions such as
police, firefighters, and nurses may prove useful.

Finally, to circumvent common method bias, we conducted
a short-term longitudinal study. However, there remains the
limitation that our data were collected from the same sources.
Although we collected data at two time points to mitigate the
potential impact of common method variance, the use of data
from a single source may introduce the possibility of common
method bias. Future research should use data from multiple
sources, such as superiors or colleagues, as well as self-reports,
to reduce the problems associated with common method bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).

CONCLUSION AND PRACTICAL
IMPLICATIONS

The presence of meaning is not acquired naturally; rather, it
is developed through effort (Chu and Fung, 2021). Therefore,
individuals should strive to actively find meaning (Park, 2010;
Yang et al., 2019). If an individual encounters deficiency
of meaning in the work domain, they attempt to pursue
activities in non-work domains to seek meaning (Heine et al.,
2006; De Bloom et al., 2020). Existing research suggests that
the search for meaning is more effective for individuals in
strenuous circumstances (for example, physical diseases, financial
difficulties, and low level of presence of meaning) to find
meaning (To, 2016; Szcześniak et al., 2020; Chu and Fung, 2021).
Therefore, efforts to search for meaning can be made through
intentional and proactive activities. Such efforts facilitate people
to feel gratitude through reappraisal by fulfilling their basic
psychological needs.

Soldiers serving in the ROK Army find themselves in a high-
stress environment and struggle to find meaning from their duties
apart from patriotism. Moreover, their system of meaning can
be easily infringed upon owing to mandatory (or involuntary)
enlistment, a strict hierarchical culture, and repetition of simple
tasks. Our findings suggest that it is possible to feel a sense of
meaning if individuals strive to seek meaning in life, proactively
engage in leisure crafting, and experience a sense of gratitude,
even under adverse circumstances. Therefore, making efforts to
find meaning in unfavorable conditions by engaging in leisure
crafting and experiencing a sense of gratitude can be an important
driving force for individuals to attain a sense of presence of
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meaning. Meaning in life, which Army soldiers of ROK can
discover and experience through the above-mentioned processes,
should play a vital role in lowering their stress levels and
enhancing their mental health.

Our findings have practical implications for military
supervisors. Considering the positive aspects of gratitude
experienced in organizations (Di Fabio et al., 2017), the
military should provide opportunities for soldiers to proactively
participate in leisure activities related to meaning (e.g.,
leisure crafting). This is because leisure crafting helps soldiers
experience higher levels of gratitude, thereby helping them
find meaning in situations that are generally considered
unfavorable. Particularly, the military should endeavor to
guarantee an environment that helps soldiers to proactively
utilize their leisure time. For soldiers, who are often required
to have controlled lifestyles, leisure time is the only time
where their autonomy is guaranteed. Institutional and
systematic support to facilitate soldiers’ engagement in leisure
crafting activities should be beneficial for enhancing their
psychological health.

Military supervisors can conduct campaigns to perform
gratitude practices, highlighting the benefits of being grateful.
Simple interventions can lead to positive results regarding
gratitude (Cheng et al., 2015). Thus, the military can engage in
gratitude interventions such as writing gratitude diaries, sending
thank you letters and messages, and counting blessings, to help
soldiers experience their meaning in life (Valikhani et al., 2019).
Practicing gratitude, which facilitates discovering one’s meaning
in life, can have pragmatic implications for improving the mental
health of soldiers. The mental health practitioners who provide
counseling or consulting services for soldiers with low levels of

meaning in life can motivate and encourage soldiers to engage in
various daily gratitude practices to regain or enhance their sense
of meaning in life.
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Romania

Reviewed by:
Maria Magdalena

Fernández-Valera,
University of Murcia, Spain

Hyun-Woo Lee,
Texas A&M University, United States

*Correspondence:
Rosa Lutete Geremias

lutetegeremias@hotmail.com

Specialty section:
This article was submitted to

Educational Psychology,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 14 September 2021
Accepted: 03 January 2022
Published: 20 January 2022

Citation:
Geremias RL, Lopes MP and

Soares AE (2022) Psychological
Capital Profiles and Their Relationship

With Internal Learning in Teams
of Undergraduate Students.
Front. Psychol. 13:776839.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.776839

Psychological Capital Profiles and
Their Relationship With Internal
Learning in Teams of Undergraduate
Students
Rosa Lutete Geremias1* , Miguel Pereira Lopes1 and André Escórcio Soares2,3

1 Centre for Public Administration and Public Policies, Institute of Social and Political Sciences, Universidade de Lisboa,
Lisbon, Portugal, 2 Faculty of Health and Life Sciences, Coventry University, Coventry, United Kingdom, 3 Faculty of
Economic Sciences and Management, Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń, Toruń, Poland

This study aims to analyze the relationship between psychological capital profiles and
internal learning in teams. The participants in this study were 480 undergraduate
students. We performed a cluster analysis using the SPSS and yielded four distinct
psychological capital profiles. The student profile with the highest scores in self-efficacy,
optimism, hope, and resilience (Profile 2-Fully PsyCap) exhibited also the highest
scores of internal learning in teams. On the other hand, the student profile with the
lowest scores in self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience (Profile 1- Empty PsyCap)
presented the lowest scores of internal learning in teams. It is also noteworthy that there
was no significant relationship between the profile with a positive combination between
self-efficacy and hope (profile 4) and the profile that presents the optimism as the only
positive psychological capability (profile 3), in the way they relate to internal learning in
teams, which led us to reject the second hypothesis of the study. This study reinforces
the role of psychological capital in academic settings and suggests that psychological
capital profiles can affect internal learning in teams differentially.

Keywords: psychological capital profiles, self-efficacy, hope, optimism, resilience, internal learning in teams,
undergraduate students

INTRODUCTION

A review of the literature on internal learning in teams highlights the need to analyze the
circumstances that can drive learning (Druskat and Kayes, 2000; Bresman and Zellmer-Bruhn,
2013; Vignery and Laurier, 2020). Thus, identifying the antecedents that influence the variation in
the internal learning in teams process allows us to understand why some students are not successful
(Cheryl et al., 2007; Martínez et al., 2019; Geremias et al., 2020).

Academic performance studies point out to the analysis of internal learning in teams as a top
priority for students, school and university administrators (You, 2016; Soares and Lopes, 2017;
Datu and Valdez, 2019). However, traditional predictors of internal learning in teams have focused
on analyzing differences in learning rates obtained through standardized aptitude tests, leaving
aside other important psychological and structural factors that can influence the academic success
(Cavanagh, 2011; Dickerson et al., 2013; Geremias et al., 2021).
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While broadly ignored in educational settings, Vignery and
Laurier (2020) have found that psychological capital (PsyCap)
can be considered a potential factor underlying academic
success. Psychological capital (PsyCap) emerged from the positive
psychology movement and has been related to different attitudes,
behaviors, and performance of employees in the workplace
(Avey, 2014; Newman et al., 2014; Luthans and Youssef-Morgan,
2017). From this perspective, PsyCap is a second-order construct
defined as the positive psychological state of development of
an individual, consisting of four sub-dimensions: self-efficacy,
optimism, hope, and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007, 2010;
Ferradás et al., 2019).

Different empirical studies pointed out the psychological
capital as a second-order construct, due to the positive
interaction between the four psychological capabilities (Roche
et al., 2014; Daspit et al., 2015; Friend et al., 2016). Although
the PsyCap sub-dimensions are correlated, certain studies, for
example, Luthans et al. (2007), have shown that empirically
they are independent and have discriminating validity, so
people can have different levels of self-efficacy, hope, optimism,
and resilience. Dawkins et al. (2013) argued that PsyCap
studies have been neglecting the importance of examining an
individuals’ Psycap profile. Moreover, it may be interesting
to see if PsyCap profiles can differentially affect the results
(Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017). In terms of an individuals’
Psycap profile, empirical evidence confirmed the existence
of teachers profiles that differ in their psychological capital
(Ferradás et al., 2019).

These identified PsyCap profiles were related to the results of
performance and employee satisfaction variables, such as burnout
(Bouckenooghe et al., 2018; Djourova et al., 2019; Ferradás et al.,
2019). However, too often it has been overlooked that university
students also face different challenges, such as uncertainties of
an ever-changing economy (Siu et al., 2013; Soares and Lopes,
2017). Hence the need to conduct studies that contribute to
building positive psychological resources for students to address
underperformance or identify learning disabilities (Luthans et al.,
2012). For Luthans and Youssef-Morgan (2017) there have
been only a few attempts to conduct studies that allow us
to examine whether the effects on internal learning in teams
differ depending on the different combinations of the four sub-
dimensions of PsyCap.

Our logic here is based on research suggesting that different
combinations of the four sub-dimensions of PsyCap may affect
outcomes differently (Bouckenooghe et al., 2018; Djourova et al.,
2019). With these points in mind, this study aims to analyze the
relationship between psychological capital profiles and internal
learning in teams, as the relationship between psychological
capital and internal learning in teams, has already been
empirically demonstrated (Geremias et al., 2021). By doing so, it
contributes to the study of the relationship between psychological
capital and internal learning by exploring the influence of
PsyCap profiles on internal learning in teams. Furthermore,
Datu and Valdez (2019) mentioned that it is important that the
student is committed to promoting internal learning that allows
overcoming barriers to academic success. Therefore, for this,
he/she needs to develop certain psychological skills.

This study makes important contributions. First, we argue
that the present study, when defining psychological capital
profiles, can have important implications for the academic
field. For example, the study of PsyCap profiles might be a
field of intervention and action when students, teachers, and
policymakers are particularly interested in developing learning
and improving academic success (Geremias et al., 2021). Second,
the study of PsyCap profiles offers an opportunity to analyze
whether psychological capabilities (self-efficacy, optimism, hope,
and resilience) have different levels and may influence internal
learning in teams (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017). As
such, this study is in line with recent calls toward analyzing
whether psychological capital profiles can differentially affect
results (Dawkins et al., 2013; Ferradás et al., 2019).

This paper is organized as follows. First, a review of the
literature on Psychological capital profiles and internal learning
as well as the outline of the hypotheses of the study. Second, the
presentation of the methodological options and procedures and
the description of the results. Third, the discussion of the results
and outline of the main implications of this study for theory and
practice. The paper ends with some concluding remarks.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND
HYPOTHESES

Psychological Capital: Definitions and
Profiles
Psychological capital (PsyCap) reflects an “individual’s positive
psychological state of development,” and has been broadly
characterized by the psychological resources of self-efficacy, hope,
optimism, and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007; Avey et al., 2009;
Dawkins et al., 2018). Self-efficacy represents the positive beliefs
and thoughts, about one’s personal capabilities to achieve success
in challenging tasks (Liao and Liu, 2016); hope is the sense
of agency that individuals can achieve their goals and have
determined alternative pathways to accomplish defined goals
(Snyder et al., 2002; Harms et al., 2018); optimism consists of
fostering positive global expectations of success (Ertosun et al.,
2015); resilience is the positive psychological capability that
allows individuals to face or recover positively from adversity,
uncertainty, risk, or failure (Luthans et al., 2014).

The combination of the four psychological capabilities (self-
efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience) provides a high level
of psychological capital that allows an individual to focus on
performing tasks and having success in completing these tasks
(Peterson et al., 2011; Parent-Rocheleau et al., 2020). However,
there is empirical evidence that individuals score differently
across these four capabilities, for example, score high on some
capabilities and low on others (Djourova et al., 2019; Ferradás
et al., 2019).

The variation in individuals’ scores across the four
psychological capabilities shows that despite being related
the different capabilities can be viewed as distinct dimensions
(Bouckenooghe et al., 2018). On the other hand, authors such
as Djourova et al. (2019) criticized the use of multidimensional
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constructs, arguing that variations in the overall construct result
from variations within one or more of the sub-dimensions that
are not explored and, therefore remain obscure.

The few studies on the psychological capital profiles have
focused on employee samples, and there is a certain diversity
in the profiles identified. Bouckenooghe et al. (2018), identified
six profiles exhibited significant quantitative and qualitative
differences. First profile (low resilience; high optimism, hope
and, self-efficacy); second profile (low optimism; high resilience,
hope, and, self-efficacy) and the remaining profiles combined
the four components at similar levels— low, moderate,
moderately high and high.

Other authors (e.g., Djourova et al., 2019), identified four
psychological capital profiles. First profile (low hope and
self-efficacy; high in resilience and optimism); second profile
(high hope and self-efficacy; low in resilience and optimism);
third profile (low self-efficacy; high hope, resilience, and
optimism); fourth profile characterized by high levels of the four
psychological capabilities. Most of the research on psychological
capital profiles has been conducted in the organizational context,
however, some authors make a call for these profiles to be studied
in other contexts (e.g., Ferradás et al., 2019).

Higher education is generally responsible for educating and
preparing students to meet organizational and social demands,
so great attention should be paid to student PsyCap (You,
2016). Previous studies have shown that psychological capital
is positively correlated to learning engagement (Carmona–Halty
et al., 2018); learning empowerment (Datu et al., 2016) and
academic performance (Datu and Valdez, 2019). Overall, there
is evidence showing that psychological capital is an important
predictor of learning and academic success (Lin, 2020).

Internal Learning in Teams
Internal learning in teams is a process that requires team
members to actively and openly question themselves, discuss
mistakes and collectively reflect on how the team can achieve its
goals and improve performance (Bresman and Zellmer-Bruhn,
2013; Geremias et al., 2020). This process starts with the sharing
of knowledge by individuals, through the presentation of ideas
among team members, in order to contribute to the development
of new perspectives (Kessler et al., 2000; Alyahyan and Düştegör,
2020). Normally, team members actively interact by asking
questions about different ideas, actions and communicating
openly about errors, which improves the future performance of
the team (Edmondson, 1999). Hence, internal learning theorists
carry the assumption that team members might generate different
approaches to complete new and challenging tasks (Bresman
and Zellmer-Bruhn, 2013). This implies that learning in teams
requires a discussion of different information and sometimes
about uncomfortable topics (Druskat and Kayes, 2000).

Internal learning requires team members to deal with
challenging tasks, develop cognitive strategies to achieve success
(Pekrun, 1992). Therefore, internal learning allows team
members to create alternatives to solve the problems identified
in to achieve the defined goals (Chan et al., 2003; Geremias
et al., 2021). Teams need to be able to develop practices and
procedures that incorporate learning behaviors, and to detect

problems in the execution of tasks, as well as to make operational
adjustments (Argote and Miron-Spektor, 2011). Thus, teams
should encourage the dynamic involvement of their members
in collaborative learning processes to create a favorable working
climate that contributes to the improvement of individual
performance (Song et al., 2014).

In the academic field, learning in teams has been stimulated to
contribute to the development of practical knowledge preparing
students for the challenging workplace (Cheryl et al., 2007; Park
et al., 2015). The ability to work effectively in a team environment
within the classroom contributes to academic performance
(Soares and Lopes, 2017) and might be considered an essential
competence in the workplace (Brown and Latham, 2002). The
creation of student teams is crucial to develop teamwork skills
through the exchange of experiences and knowledge sharing in
order to improve the level of learning about the content of the
tasks in progress (Druskat and Kayes, 2000; İlçin et al., 2018).

When students work together in teams, they earn rewards
that can be individual as well as collective. Hollifield (1984),
emphasized that for achieving an academic goal, all members
need to work together for the teams’ success, therefore the team
members should encourage and help each other to learn. Gast
et al. (2017), reported the success achieved by teams that carry out
periodic work with specific tasks, in order to achieve satisfactory
results for the whole team.

The learning in teams happens when students realize that they
share similar goals. This positive interdependence might allow
students to encourage and help each other to achieve the team’s
goals (Dickerson et al., 2013; Herrmann, 2013). Learning in teams
allows students to achieve positive results, such as collaboration
in the development of content, the opportunity to develop critical
skills in the interpretation of tasks and a growing awareness of
the cognitive processes necessary to achieve goals (Finlay and
Faulkner, 2005). There are also social motivations and results of
learning in teams, such as interactions with colleagues and the
development of communication skills (Cavanagh, 2011; Hayat
et al., 2020). Therefore, our contention is that learning in teams
contributes and helps students to keep focusing on accurate goals
to complete the course successfully.

Psychological Capital Profiles and
Internal Learning in Teams
All four PsyCap capabilities are theorized as resources that
strengthen learning, allowing students to overcome uncertainty
related to academic success and facilitate future goals attainment
(You, 2016; Geremias et al., 2020). However, previous empirical
studies found that the four PsyCap capabilities (hope, self-
efficacy, resilience, and optimism) might not make equivalent
contributions to explaining a specific behavior or outcome
(Madrid et al., 2017; Yu et al., 2019).

Different studies found that individuals with high hope have a
strong involvement in the internal learning process – compared
to those who are low hope (Dixson et al., 2017). This seems to
happen because some plans may not be successful. Therefore,
high-hope individuals, as measured by having an above-average
level of hope, produce multiple alternative paths to circumvent
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possible obstacles, considering that they are not only better at
predicting plausible paths to their goals but, also produce several
alternative paths, in case of unexpected challenges or when the
defined goals prove unattainable (Feldman and Kubota, 2015).

Individuals with high self-efficacy might pursue successful
performance in academics settings, although the strength of
relationships varies between studies (Lane and Lane, 2001).
Doménech-Betoret et al. (2017) argued that high self-efficacy
students display better learning and academic performance,
compared to those who are low self-efficacy. Because, students
with low self-efficacy have difficulties in performing tasks and
might take the assignments harder then what they truly are which
results in a limited view on problem-solving and affect negatively
the learning outcomes (Motlagh et al., 2011).

Students with high resilience might achieve positive learning
outcomes, motivated by the capacity to overcome constant
challenges to complete their studies (Brewer et al., 2019). Cassidy
(2015) analyzed studies on resilience in academic settings and
identified significant differences between resilient and non-
resilient students. This author argued that resilient students are
more likely to be successful in completing assignments, thus
decreasing the risk of failure. Similarly, Martin and Marsh (2009)
analyzed students’ profiles according to academic resilience. The
results revealed that high resilient students were more persistent,
demonstrate more capability to effectively deal with challenges,
adversity and low difficulties in accomplishments of tasks.

Previous studies demonstrate that high optimism promotes
learning and educational success (Haynes et al., 2006; Tetzner and
Becker, 2017). This is because high optimism may contribute to
improving students’ academic performance, giving them greater
persistence and engagement in carrying out tasks, which may
lead them to take active measures to ensure academic success
in the future, for example, taking private lessons after failures.
Moreover, high optimism influences positively academic results,
on the other hand, low optimism has a negative correlation
with results in different domains, including learning performance
(Harpaz-Itay and Kaniel, 2012). Ortega-Maldonado and Salanova
(2017) argued that undergraduate students need high self-
efficacy to exert the effort required to complete assignments.
Additionally, high optimism helps students to make positive
attribution about succeeding.

Hope and resilience are important psychological capabilities,
as they allow students to persevere in achieving goals and to
deal positively with problems and adversities. On the other
hand, self-efficacy and optimism were identified as predictors of
academic success in university students (Feldman and Kubota,
2015). For Datu et al. (2016), the combination of the four
psychological capabilities may positively influence students’
academic results. Therefore, research on psychological capital
profiles (e.g., Djourova et al., 2019), suggests that profile groups
with high self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience may be
related to positive outcomes in different contexts. By contrast,
low self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience may negatively
influence academic outcomes (Chen et al., 2019).

Therefore, it is worthwhile to investigate the influence of
psychological capital profiles based on the combination of high
self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience on internal learning

in teams. Alternatively, it is expected that PsyCap profiles with a
combination of low self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience
will show low scores on internal learning in teams. Given this
kind of previous conclusions, we hypothesize that:

H1: Profile groups with high self-efficacy, optimism, hope,
and resilience will have higher scores, regarding internal
learning in teams than profile groups with low self-efficacy,
optimism, hope, and resilience.

We also theorize that positive psychological capabilities
interact synergistically and may positively influence internal
learning in teams. Luthans et al. (2007), noted that positive
psychological capabilities may affect individuals’ behavior
differently. Research studies in educational settings have shown
that students with higher levels of resilience and self-efficacy
have stronger academic outcomes (Luthans et al., 2012). For
Luthans and Avolio (2014), positive psychological capabilities
such as hope and optimism aimed at learning may play a key
role, especially when the environment is less favorable to the
learning process. On the other hand, Youssef and Luthans (2007),
argued that hope, optimism, and resilience are the three positive
psychological capabilities that share self-directed motivating
processes with a positive impact on individuals’ outcomes.

As acknowledged by Djourova et al. (2019), the dimensions
of the PsyCap encompass different elements that may be
independent enough that the individual may have high levels of
one or two psychological capabilities but low levels of the rest.
The study by Dawkins et al. (2013) demonstrate the possibility
that a profile with a strong combination of self-efficacy and hope
also has a greater influence on different results. Additionally,
a recent study highlighted the role of the combination of self-
efficacy and hope in explaining academic adjustment (Zhou and
Kam, 2016). Furthermore, according to Tomás et al. (2019), the
positive combination of hope and self-efficacy may be considered
an indicator of academic success. For these reasons, it is expected
that profile groups with a positive combination of self-efficacy
and hope will have higher levels of internal learning in teams.
Given this kind of previous conclusions, we hypothesize that:

H2: Profile groups with a positive combination of self-efficacy
and hope will have higher levels of internal learning in teams
than profile groups with a positive combination of other
psychological capabilities.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
We collected data from 480 undergraduate students at different
higher education institutions in Angola, including public
institutions (81 percent) and private institutions (19 percent).
The data collection has been authorized by the board of each
institution, and permission has been granted by the lecturer of
the modules in which the survey was carried out. Additionally,
we collect written informed consent from participants. Students
answered the questionnaire in person and voluntarily during
the class period, using paper and pencil. They first filled out
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a questionnaire measuring PsyCap, and then a questionnaire
measuring internal team learning was administered.

To ensure confidentiality, the first author distributed and
received all the questionnaires in person, and also took the
time to clarify any doubts that arose during the entire process.
In addition, it was possible to inform all participants that
participation was voluntary and the data collected would be
processed exclusively by the researchers involved in this study.

In total 600 surveys were distributed to students, and we
received 480 valid questionnaires (from 22 classes, ranging from
19 to 44 students per class), which represents a response rate of 80
percent. Overall, 54 percent of the study participants were men,
and the average age was 24 years (SD = 5.94). The students were
from, first-year (61 percent), second-year (21 percent), third-
year (11 percent), and fourth-year (7 percent). Moreover, the
most significant courses were Economics (25 percent), Business
Management (12 percent), Nursing (11 percent), and Linguistics-
English (8 percent). On the other hand, 64 percent of participants
study in the morning, 2 percent in the afternoon and 34 percent
in the after-work period.

Measures
Psychological Capital
We used the version of the 24-item questionnaire adapted for
research in the educational context by Luthans et al. (2012). The
scale evaluating the four positive psychological capabilities: Self-
efficacy (six items; e.g., “I feel confident when I look for a solution
to a long-term problem.”); hope (six items; e.g., “There are
lots of ways around any problem concerning my schoolwork”);
resilience (six items; e.g., “I usually manage difficulties one way
or another concerning my schoolwork”); optimism (six items;
e.g., “In studies, I am optimistic about what will happen in the
future”). The responses were given on a 6-point Likert scale,
from (1) “Totally Disagree” to (6) “Totally Agree.” According to
Luthans et al. (2012), the 24-item positive psychological capital
scale presented in the original study has a Cronbach’s αs of
0.90. The four positive psychological capabilities demonstrated
appropriate internal consistency (self-efficacy: Cronbach’s αs of
0.85; hope: Cronbach’s αs of 0.80; resilience: Cronbach’s αs of 0.72;
optimism: Cronbach’s αs of 0.79).

Internal Learning in Teams
We used the scale adapted by Bresman and Zellmer-Bruhn
(2013). This 7-item questionnaire evaluates internal learning.
As an example of items is “We regularly reserve time to
find ways to improve the group’s work processes.” We used
a Likert-type response scale with scores ranging from (1)
“Totally Disagree” to (7) “Totally Agree” with a Cronbach’s
αs of 0.71. The scales were translated into Portuguese using
the translation/retroversion method. The original scale and
translated versions were carefully compared, at this stage
an English-speaking native and Portuguese–English linguistic
lecturer assisted us in this process.

Measure Validity
The confirmatory factor analysis, carried out using the software
Amos v.25 on the scale of psychological capital as a second-order

factor, resulted in adequate values. The model presents moderate
and good factorial weights (λ ≥ 0.30) and appropriate individual
reliabilities (r2 ≥ 0.10). The final model has excellent adjustment
indexes, χ2(145) = 242.993, ρ < 0.001; TLI = 0.908; CFI = 0.922;
GFI = 0.949; SRMR = 0.044; RMSEA = 0.038. The Cronbach
Alpha for the positive psychological capital dimension was 0.86.
It is important to emphasize that although we use PsyCap as a
second-order factor, to assess the construct validity of the PsyCap
scales, we examine the first-order factor where all psychological
capabilities are correlated. The results revealed a poor fit in some
indices, χ2(246) = 490.980, ρ < 0.001; TLI = 0.806; CFI = 0.827;
GFI = 0.918; SRMR = 0.056; RMSEA = 0.046.

In addition, the difference between the first-order factor
and second-order model was significant, with a 1χ2 = 248.0,
1df = 101; ρ < 0.01, thus supporting the existing literature that
considers that PsyCap as a second-order construct has a stronger
impact on outcomes than the four psychological capabilities
separately (Avey et al., 2011). Beyond these statistical differences,
the option for the second-order model was made due to the fact
that the second-order model makes more sense theoretically, and
in light of the literature on PsyCap, while admitting that these
two (second-order model and correlated factor model) will each
produce similar fits in many situations, as demonstrated by Rego
et al. (2012).

We analyzed the structural validity of psychological
capabilities in order to test their factorial independence.
Therefore a single-factor model composed of the four
psychological capabilities was performed. The results show
that the single-factor model revealed a very poor fit to the
data, χ2(238) = 424.530, ρ < 0.001; TLI = 0.847; CFI = 0.654;
GFI = 0.654; SRMR = 0.104; RMSEA = 0.101 (Hu and Bentler,
1999). These results support that the difference between the
psychological capital as a second-order factor and the single-
factor model composed of the four psychological capabilities
was significant, with a 1χ2 = 181.5, 1df = 93; ρ < 0.01,
thus validating that the four psychological capabilities are
independent constructs (Luthans et al., 2007).

The confirmatory factor analysis for the internal learning
in teams scale showed adequate values. The model presents
moderate and good factorial weights (λ ≥ 0.40) and appropriate
individual reliabilities (r2

≥ 0.16). After small error correlations
within items, suggested by the modification indices (concretely,
a covariation of errors between two items was suggested), an
acceptable model fit was obtained, χ2(7) = 23.797, ρ < 0.001;
TLI = 0.950; CFI = 0.977; GFI = 0.984; SRMR = 0.034;
RMSEA = 0.071. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for internal learning
in teams was 0.76.

Furthermore, we assessed the construct validity of the
study measures by running a CFA that included the second-
order PsyCap construct and internal learning in teams.
The final result presents acceptable adjustment indices,
χ2(424) = 733.987, ρ < 0.001; TLI = 0.94; CFI = 0.90; GFI = 0.91;
SRMR = 0.055; RMSEA = 0.039.

Assessing Common Method Bias
The study is cross-sectional which means that both independent
and dependent variables were collected from the same source
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at one moment in time. Given that the procedural remedies
to alleviate concerns about common method variance (CMV)
bias were adopted (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The amount of total
variance explained by the common method factor was 14.83
percent, below the 25 percent that is suggested by Williams and
McGonagle (2015). Thus, we argue that the common method bias
is not a major concern to this study’s findings.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
Variables’ means, standard-deviations, Cronbach’s αs (in
parentheses) and Pearson correlations are presented in Table 1.
This table shows that internal consistencies were quite acceptable
and the correlations between the variables were all significant.

Cluster Analysis
We conducted a cluster analysis, to determine the psychological
capital profiles, using the SPSS (v.24), taking into account that
cluster analysis is a method widely used in the social sciences, as
it allows the identification of subgroups or profiles of individuals
within the population under study who share similar patterns on
a set of variables (Bolin et al., 2014). In addition, we used k-means
method, which is considered according to Steinley (2003), the
traditional method of clustering that allows each individual case
to be placed into a cluster with other observations with which it
shares a similar score pattern.

The cluster analysis was performed considering the four
psychological capabilities: self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and
resilience (Figure 1 shows the graphical representation of the
profiles). The profiles were labeled as follows: Profile 1 (41 cases
or 8.5% of the sample) had lower scores of all psychological
capabilities: low self-efficacy, low optimism, low hope and, low
resilience, reflecting lack of psychological capital, and was thus
labeled Empty PsyCap. Profile 2 (195 cases or 40.6% of the
sample) reflected overall psychological capital with high self-
efficacy, high optimism, high hope, and high resilience, and
was labeled fully PsyCap. Profile 3 (146 cases or 30.4% of the
sample) showed low self-efficacy, high optimism, low hope and,
low resilience, and it was labeled optimism based PsyCap. Profile
4 (98 cases or 20.5% of the sample), reflected high self-efficacy,
high hope, low optimism, and low resilience and, was thus labeled

hopeful-efficacy based PsyCap. Table 2 gives the mean scores of
the four-cluster model (direct and normalized scores).

To assess the overall fit of the four-cluster model, we first
performed a multiple discriminant analysis. The results show
that Wilk’s Lambda for the first discriminant function yielded
a significant value of 0.150 (ρ < 0.001), meaning that the
discrimination is valid. Additionally, as pointed out by AlKubaisi
et al. (2019), we argue that the presented value of Wilk’s
Lambda means that the variations between the psychological
capabilities in the four-cluster model are significantly different.
The classification results showed that 97.6 percent (hit ratio)
of the participants were correctly classified into each of
the four groups.

A MANOVA was carried out to analyze the contribution of
the psychological capabilities making up the four-cluster model,
as well as the differentiation between classes. The results reinforce
the adequacy of the model, showing statistically significant
differences between the four classes in the four criterion variables:
Self-efficacy F(3; 476) = 74.70; ρ < 0.001; η2

p = 0.32, hope F(3;
476) = 220.75; ρ < 0.001; η2

p = 0.58, optimism F(3; 476) = 233.97;
ρ < 0.001; η2

p = 0.60, resilience F(3; 476) = 137.60; ρ < 0.001;
η2

p = 0.46. Therefore, considering all of the statistical parameters
together, we argue that the four-cluster model is valid and is the
most appropriate with the data.

Hypotheses Testing
To test the study hypotheses, we performed ANOVAs using
the four-cluster model as the independent variable and internal
learning in teams as the dependent variable. The results indicate
that, overall, there are significant differences between the profiles
regarding internal learning in teams [F(3; 211) = 9.032 ρ < 0.001].
Table 3 shows the results from the ANOVA comparison
between the four PsyCap profiles on internal learning in teams.
Additionally, we perform Levene’s test to test the homogeneity of
the variances of the data. The results show it is not possible to
reject the null hypotheses that the variances are homogeneous F
(Levene’s test) = 0.376; ρ = 0.770.

Tukey’s Post Hoc comparison showed that Profile 2 (fully
PsyCap) and Profile 1(Empty PsyCap) differ significantly on
the mean of internal learning in teams (ρ < 0.001), thus,
individuals with high self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience
tend to score higher on internal learning in teams compared
to individuals with low self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and

TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations between study variables.

Study variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

(1) Psychological capital 4.77 0.56 (0.86)

(2) Self-efficacy 4.69 0.74 0.645** (0.70)

(3) Optimism 5.15 0.81 0.710** 0.252** (0.72)

(4) Hope 4.83 0.68 0.720** 0.368** 0.320** (0.74)

(5) Resilience 4.41 0.90 0.781** 0.281** 0.418** 0.449** (0.80)

(6) Internal learning in teams 3.95 1.19 0.258** 0.196** 0.147** 0. 234** 0.175** (0.76)

N = 480. Cronbach’s αs (in parentheses).
**The correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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FIGURE 1 | Graphical representation of the PsyCap profiles.

TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, standard errors, and confidence intervals for the four-cluster model.

Profiles M SD SE 95% confidence intervals

Lower bound Upper bound

Profile 1 (n = 41)
Empty PsyCap

Self-efficacy 3.81 (−1.16) 0.86 0.114 −1.135 −0.688

Optimism 4.15 (−1.10) 1.02 0.097 −0.219 0.161

Hope 3.57 (−1.88) 0.50 0.082 −1.461 −1.140

Resilience 2.98 (−1.54) 0.93 0.123 −1.357 −0.874

Profile 2 (n = 195)
Fully PsyCap

Self-efficacy 5.12 (0.62) 0.52 0.076 0.243 0.541

Optimism 5.64 (0.62) 0.39 0.064 1.334 1.587

Hope 5.32 (0.71) 0.37 0.055 0.345 0.560

Resilience 5.04 (0.72) 0.59 0.082 0.786 1.107

Profile 3 (n = 146)
Optimism based PsyCap

Self-efficacy 4.35 (−0.48) 0.67 0.080 −0.534 −0.219

Optimism 5.40 (0.30) 0.40 0.068 1.087 1.354

Hope 4.50 (−0.38) 0.50 0.057 −0.479 −0.252

Resilience 4.16 (−0.22) 0.67 0.086 −0.102 0.237

Profile 4 (n = 98)
Hopeful-efficacy based
PsyCap

Self-efficacy 4.72 (0.05) 0.57 0.062 0.242 0.540

Optimism 4.18 (−1.19) 0.58 0.052 −0.218 0.160

Hope 4.87 (0.04) 0.44 0.044 0.344 0.550

Resilience 4.10 (−0.38) 0.65 0.067 −0.101 0.236

Measurement scale of psychological capabilities (1–6).
Normalized mean scores (in parentheses).

resilience. In addition, Table 4 represents the means and
standard deviations of internal learning in teams for each
PsyCap profile. The Table 4 shows that regarding internal
learning in teams, the fully PsyCap profile had significantly
higher scores compared to the empty PsyCap profile. Hypothesis
1 was supported.

Contrary to our predictions, although the results show that
Profile 4 (hopeful-efficacy based PsyCap - with two strong levels
of positive psychological capabilities) have a higher average
regarding internal learning in teams than Profile 3 (optimism
based PsyCap - with only one positive psychological capability),
these profiles do not significantly differ on the mean of internal
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TABLE 3 | One-way ANOVA results for internal learning in teams.

ANOVA

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.

Between groups 36.634 3 12.211 9.032 0.000

Within groups 643.576 476 1.352

Total 680.211 479

TABLE 4 | Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) of internal
learning in teams for each PsyCap profile.

Internal learning in teams

M SD

Profile 1: Empty PsyCap 2.866 0.115

Profile 2: Fully PsyCap 4.250 0.084

Profile 3: Optimism based PsyCap 3.280 0.159

Profile 4: Hopeful-efficacy based PsyCap 3.854 0.100

Empty PsyCap, low self-efficacy, low optimism, low hope and, low resilience; Fully
PsyCap, high self-efficacy, high optimism, high hope, and high resilience; Optimism
based PsyCap, low self-efficacy, high optimism, low hope and, low resilience;
Hopeful-efficacy based PsyCap, high self-efficacy, high hope, low optimism,
and low resilience.

learning in teams (ρ = 1.000). This result was based on Tukey’s
Post Hoc comparison. Therefore, this result takes us to reject H2.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to analyze the relationship between
psychological capital profiles and internal learning in teams.
This objective is in line with the interest of previous research,
which consists in analyzing the development of factors that may
lead to the internal learning of students. Therefore, increasing
internal learning in teams allows students to overcome labor
market uncertainties caused by high rates of unemployment and
job insecurity (You, 2016; Geremias et al., 2020). Furthermore,
this study was motivated by the existence of few studies on
psychological capital profiles carried out with students.

It should be noted that the relationship between the
psychological capital profiles and internal learning in teams
occurs because students who were self-efficacious regarding their
study, who were optimistic and hopeful about their future,
who were resilient to overcome challenges showed the highest
levels of learning (Siu et al., 2013). In this study, we seek
to identify which PsyCap profiles of university students show
better internal learning in teams outcomes, as it is a group
particularly interested in obtaining learning outcomes that allow
the achievement of future goals for insertion in the labor market
(Datu and Valdez, 2019).

Regarding the identification of PsyCap profiles, our results
confirm the existence of student profiles that differ in their
psychological capital, as mentioned by Luthans and Youssef-
Morgan (2017). In addition, our results demonstrate the existence
of four PsyCap profiles: a profile with a low level in the four
psychological capabilities (Empty PsyCap), a profile with high

levels in all four psychological capabilities (Fully PsyCap), a
profile with a high level only in optimism (Optimism based
PsyCap), and a profile with high levels in hope and self-efficacy
but low levels in all other psychological capabilities (hopeful-
efficacy based PsyCap). These findings supported the idea that
students may have different levels of self-efficacy, hope, optimism,
and resilience (Ferradás et al., 2019).

To test the first study hypothesis, we performed the analysis
of the relationship between PsyCap profiles and internal learning
in teams. In general terms, our results supported the idea that
students’ psychological capital profiles are linked to their internal
learning in teams. Therefore, there are significant differences
between participants who scored high on all four PsyCap
capabilities and participants who scored low on all four PsyCap
capabilities, in the way they related to internal learning in teams.
In particular, the students profile with the highest scores in all
psychological capabilities (Fully PsyCap), exhibited also the best
internal learning in teams outcomes. Consequently, it can be
deduced that students with a Fully PsyCap profile would be
characterized by developing skills that allow them to face difficult
times in challenging environments, considering that they look
for creative ways to solve problems and, thus, seize opportunities
(Chen et al., 2019; Geremias et al., 2020).

According to Carmona–Halty et al. (2018), a positive
combination of the four psychological capabilities allows students
to focus on defining and executing tasks that lead to academic
success. Additionally, it should be noted that the results presented
between the fully PsyCap profile and internal learning in
teams back up the notion that the four positive psychological
capabilities work together and give rise to a second-order
construct - psychological capital – that allows students to
overcome uncertainties and difficulties (Luthans et al., 2012;
Daspit et al., 2015; Datu and Valdez, 2019). Moreover, this
finding evidence that the positive combination of the four
PsyCap capabilities does, in fact, relate more strongly to
learning outcomes, supporting that the interaction between these
psychological capabilities create a synergistic motivational effect
that allows students to overcome obstacles and remain motivated
to achieve goals and learning outcomes (Huang and Luthans,
2014; Harms et al., 2018).

The students profile with low levels in all psychological
capabilities (Empty PsyCap), presented the lowest scores of
internal learning in teams. This result seems to occur because
the absence of psychological capital does not allow students to
develop a great capacity to adapt to adverse circumstances due
to a lack of energy to make the necessary effort to reach the
defined academic goals (Luthans et al., 2012). Additionally, this
finding reinforces the fact that the four psychological capabilities
have a positive impact on the levels of internal learning in teams,
but their absence does not make the levels of internal learning
negative. Apparently, our findings are in line with previous
literature, which has emphasized that psychological capabilities
only negatively influence undesirable attitudes (cynicism for
change, stress, anxiety, and turnover intention) and behaviors
(Liu et al., 2012; Yim et al., 2017; Çelik, 2018). Given these
previous conclusions, we argue that the negative combination of
the four psychological capabilities does not allow for high rates
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of internal team learning, but it is not strong enough to provide
negative levels of internal learning in teams.

In general, our results corroborate that psychological capital is
a second-order construct. However, the cluster analysis carried
out revealed that there are also cases in which the scores are
different across the four dimensions of psychological capital
(Profile 3- optimism based PsyCap and Profile 4- hopeful-efficacy
based PsyCap). Profile 3 revealed a high score only on optimism
and low scores on hope, self-efficacy, and resilience. This seems
to happen because optimistic individuals when challenged by
controllable events, tend to engage in problem-focused and
primary coping strategies, showing high levels of proactivity
(Lopes, 2011). For Cansino et al. (2018), student proactivity
plays an important role in explaining results in the academic
settings, measured by their capacity to pass the exam and
obtain higher scores.

It is important to mention that the group of students with
the optimism based PsyCap profile can be characterized by
the development of great future expectations regarding the
achievement of defined goals, but with difficulties in showing
the efforts needed to achieve these goals, when circumstances
demand new challenges and alternative paths (Ferradás et al.,
2019). For Haynes et al. (2006), despite optimism being
a positive feature, absolute optimism can be problematic,
given that students may have little experience to formulate
realistic expectations.

Profile 4 revealed higher scores on hope and self-efficacy and
lower ones on resilience and optimism. As reported by Djourova
et al. (2019), there is a specific configuration where people tend
to have higher scores on hope and self-efficacy, on the one hand,
and lower scores on optimism and resilience on the other. It
seems that self-efficacy and hope are related to the central core
of expectancies, taking into account that they are conceptualized
as cognitive sets which refer to individual results or objectives,
future perspective, and determine positive individual behaviors
(Magaletta and Oliver, 1999). As reported by O’Sullivan (2010),
hope and self-efficacy are positively correlated and may have the
strongest theoretical communality.

It may not be surprising that students with high scores
on hope and self-efficacy, but low scores on optimism
and resilience (hopeful-efficacy based PsyCap), can be more
committed to accomplishing tasks, given their ease in defining
multiple alternative paths to bypass possible obstacles (Motlagh
et al., 2011; Feldman and Kubota, 2015). However, this
group of students may have difficulties in maintaining positive
expectations when holding future events, when faced with
obstacles in their internal learning in teams process (Brewer et al.,
2019; Ferradás et al., 2019). Therefore, it appears that the higher
scores on self-efficacy and hope that this group of students have
may be related to better internal learning in teams outcomes.

The lack of a significant relationship between the profile
that presents a positive combination between self-efficacy and
hope and the profile that presents optimism as the only positive
capability in the way they related to internal learning in teams
was not expected, which led us to reject the second hypothesis.
This seems to happen because, according to Huang and Luthans
(2014), only the interaction between all psychological capabilities

creates a synergistic motivational effect and allows students to
overcome obstacles and remain motivated to achieve goals and
academic success.

Apparently, this result suggests that the existence of a
psychological capability or the positive combination of two
psychological capabilities (regardless of which) alone is not an
effective resource for students to achieve significant internal
learning in teams outcomes. As pointed out in previous studies,
achieving the learning process may then require a positive
combination of all psychological capabilities (Datu and Valdez,
2019; Geremias et al., 2020, 2021). Therefore, our results seem to
follow this line, showing that a positive combination of the four
psychological capabilities is related to a higher rate of internal
learning in teams.

Limitations and Future Directions
The present study has some limitations. First, we used
quantitative method to analyze the relationship between
psychological capital profiles and individual learning in teams.
However, it would be important to have a counter-perspective
from the qualitative analysis point of view, taking into account
that previous research (e.g., Elo and Kyngäs, 2008) indicates that
the potential differences between the individuals’ behaviors and
mindsets related to each identified profile, cannot be analyzed
based only on quantitative results. Further studies are necessary
in order to explore this alternative path.

Second, we collected data at the same time, which is
why it is considered a cross-sectional study. For Fitzmaurice
and Ravichandran (2008), the cross-sectional study has some
limitations related to the analysis of the causality of relationships
between variables. Therefore, it would be interesting to have
a longitudinal perspective of psychological capital profiles.
According to Djourova et al. (2019), the study of psychological
capital profiles using longitudinal data with at least two-
time points, allows analyzing whether the profiles can yield
changes over time. Thus, we argue that future studies should
address this issue.

Third, the composition of the sample was very varied in terms
of the typology of courses that students were taking. In this case,
the configuration of the different courses may have influenced
the composition of the identified psychological capital profiles, as
well as the relationship of these profiles with internal learning in
teams. For Song et al. (2014), learning in teams may be influenced
by the variety of information and the nature of the topics under
discussion. Thus, we argue that future studies should consider
samples with more balanced affinities in areas of knowledge.

Fourth, as mentioned by Ferradás et al. (2019), the use of
self-report scales as the only form of data collection process
could negatively affect the veracity of the information received.
Therefore, it may be important to combine different data
collection methods. For example, conducting interviews of some
students who belong to the fully PsyCap profile and some
students who belong to the empty PsyCap profile might provide
another perspective of analysis. Therefore, further studies are
necessary in order to explore this alternative path.

Finally, it would be important to perform a similar study with
a heterogeneous sample in professional settings. It is known that
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as knowledge and learning process has grown at a rapid pace,
undergraduate students have also increased the opportunity to
shape more effective educational practices (Darling-Hammond
et al., 2019), therefore we argued that this fact might be a
constraint for the generalizability of this study.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
The studys’s first contribution stems from the application of
a cluster analysis methodology in understanding how different
psychological capital profiles foster individual learning in teams.
The psychological capital profiles with the highest scores in self-
efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience (Profile 2-Fully PsyCap)
exhibited also the highest scores of internal learning in teams.
Establishing this linkage reinforces the role of psychological
capital on academic achievement, grounded in students’ learning-
motivation, the appropriateness of their study skills to particular
study requirements, and their ability to earn satisfactory grades
(Hazan Liran and Miller, 2017).

The second contribution seems to point that the psychological
capital profile with the lowest levels of self-efficacy, optimism,
hope, and resilience (Profile 1- Empty PsyCap), also had the
lowest levels of internal learning in teams. These findings
show the impact of having or not having positive psychological
capabilities on internal learning in teams; an insight not
previously revealed in the learning literature. Given this, students
and teachers should consider training programs that contribute
to the development of psychological capital on the learning
process. Authors such as Hannah and Avolio (2010) identified,
based on constructivism theory, that the development of
psychological capital is related to the readiness and motivation
of individuals and is composed of factors such as interest,
orientation for learning, and achievement of goals.

Our third contribution is related to the lack of attention
given to the study of psychological capital profiles outside
the working setting, using students as a sample. Therefore,
this study fills an important gap in the PsyCap field, which
has led certain authors, such as Luthans and Youssef-Morgan
(2017), to highlight the importance of analyzing psychological
capital profiles in different contexts. Additionally, Dawkins et al.
(2013) pointed out that PsyCap studies have been neglecting
the importance of examining an individuals’ Psycap profile in
different environments. Given this, teachers, students and other
stakeholders in the learning process may pay more attention to
finding out the PsyCap profiles that most contribute to internal
learning in teams.

Fourth, our findings show that the profile which highlights
the optimism from the remaining psychological capabilities
(Profile 3- optimism based PsyCap) seems to be contributing
to internal learning in teams, even when scores were lower on
the other three psychological capabilities. This fact reinforces
that optimistic individuals often exhibit positive behaviors
that influence the way in which they face past, present,
and future events in life. Optimistic individuals are more
positive about events in daily life and have high levels of
physical/mental well-being, and tend to use more appropriate
coping strategies (Scheier and Carver, 1985; Conversano et al.,
2010). Therefore, students and teachers should pay greater

attention to optimism in psychological capital development
programs. According to Akhoundi and Sheibani (2017),
each psychological capability may be developed through
concrete interventions.

Finally, it is important to mention that, based on the role
of psychological capital profiles in internal learning in teams,
teachers may promote the creation of a positive classroom climate
that encourages the development of different psychological
capital profiles that most contribute to enhancing internal
learning in teams. For example, teachers should focus more
on designing programs with less rigid structures that allow
for greater student engagement in the search for technical
content to achieve defined goals, as suggested by Carmona–Halty
et al. (2018). In addition, the results of this study suggest that
teachers should be aware that the development of psychological
capabilities takes place when students have greater autonomy
in carrying out tasks while benefiting from monitoring and
support during the learning process (Luthans and Youssef-
Morgan, 2017). This is a significant result that complements
the current literature on possible ways to improve internal
learning in teams.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this study was to analyze the relationship
between psychological capital profiles and internal learning
in teams. Knowing further about how PsyCap profiles
can differentially affect learning outcomes is crucial given
that allowing students to overcome uncertainty related to
academic success (You, 2016; Bouckenooghe et al., 2018;
Djourova et al., 2019; Ferradás et al., 2019). For Goertzen and
Whitaker (2015), studies on psychological capital are relevant
because they help students to find prosperous paths even in
adversity times.

The results of the study show that student profile with the
highest scores in self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience
(Profile 2-Fully PsyCap) exhibited also the highest scores of
internal learning in teams. On the other hand, as expected the
student profile with the lowest scores in self-efficacy, optimism,
hope, and resilience (Profile 1- Empty PsyCap) presented the
lowest scores of internal learning in teams. Moreover, we also
found evidence of differences toward the four psychological
capital dimensions (Profile 3- optimism based PsyCap and Profile
4- hopeful-efficacy based PsyCap).
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de Nancy (CPN), Laxou, France, 5 Department of Psychology, Sapienza University of Rome, Rome, Italy

Background: The purpose of this study is to assess the psychometric properties of the
French version of the Positivity scale (P scale), a self-report measure of positivity, which
is the tendency to view and address life and experience with a positive outlook. Positivity
is seen as a latent factor underlying multiple cognitive concepts such as self-esteem, life
satisfaction, and optimism.

Methods: We recruited 666 volunteers (540 women and 126 men). They completed the
P scale online, as well as self-report measures of psychological well-being, self-esteem,
satisfaction with life, general health, and personality dimensions. The study sample was
randomly split into two sub-groups, one used for exploratory factor analysis and the
other for confirmatory factor analysis.

Results: We found conflictual results related to the uni-dimensionality of the French
version of the P scale. We found good internal consistency and high concurrent validity.

Conclusion: The French version of the P scale demonstrated good psychometric
qualities and is a reliable tool that can now be used by French researchers and clinicians
to assess positivity.

Keywords: positivity, well-being, self-esteem, cognitive, psychometric

BACKGROUND

Positivity and P Scale
Positivity is defined as a propensity to evaluate aspects of life in general as good (Diener et al., 2000).
To evaluate this concept, authors developed the Positivity Scale (P scale) (Caprara et al., 2012),
an 8-item questionnaire demonstrating excellent psychometric properties, notably concurrent
validity. Its internal consistency is good (α Cronbach = 0.75), with good test–retest stability (0.76).
The P scale has also shown excellent psychometric properties in Italian, English, Spanish, and
Japanese, suggesting that the positivity construct is common across different cultural contexts
(Caprara et al., 2012). The P scale can be used with people of all ages. For example, it has been
validated in late childhood/early adolescence, in a study that also confirmed its one-factor structure

Abbreviations: P scale, Positivity scale; RSES, Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale; GHQ, General Health Questionnaire; SWLS,
satisfaction with life scale; BFI, big five inventory; CBT, cognitive behavior therapy.
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(Zuffianò et al., 2019). Another study found that positivity
plays an important role in the elderly (62–80 years old)
(Caprara et al., 2017b).

Positivity as a Common Factor for
Self-Esteem, Optimism and Life
Satisfaction
Positivity seems to be the common factor of three psychological
concepts: self-esteem, optimism and life satisfaction. Self-esteem,
conceptualized as a global evaluation of the self (Sowislo and
Orth, 2013), shown to be positively linked to well-being (Lin,
2015) and negatively linked to dysphoria (Remue et al., 2014)
and depression (Franck et al., 2007). Optimism is defined as “the
belief that good, as opposed to bad, things will generally occur in
one’s life” (Scheier and Carver, 1993). Studies have also shown a
negative relationship between optimism and dysphoria (Scheier
et al., 1994) and a positive relationship with coping skills and
with mental and physical well-being (Conversano et al., 2010).
Life satisfaction refers to the overall evaluation of one’s quality
of life and corresponds to the cognitive component of well-being
(Diener et al., 1985). Satisfaction with life has been shown to
be negatively related to dysphoria (Guney et al., 2010). A large
cross-sectional study has set out that there is a common factor
underlying these three concepts (self-esteem, life satisfaction,
and optimism), arguing in favor of the existence of positivity
(Alessandri et al., 2012a).

Positivity Across the Different Fields of
Psychology
As suggested by a recent meta-analysis, the development of the
P scale has revealed positive relationships between positivity
and other psychological concepts in different fields (Caprara
et al., 2019). First, studies in organizational contexts found
a positive association between positivity and job performance
(Alessandri et al., 2012b; Livi et al., 2015), work engagement
(Alessandri et al., 2015), work/life balance, and job satisfaction
(Orkibi and Brandt, 2015). Positivity has also been found to
be linked to social behavior, with positive correlations with
prosocial behavior and negative correlations with internalizing
and externalizing problems (Zuffianò et al., 2019). Another study
found a positive association between positivity and family life
goals (Laguna et al., 2017).

Other studies have established links between positivity and
general health or adjustment to health problems. For example,
it has been shown to be associated with reduced functional
impairment in cancer patients (Caprara et al., 2016) and with
better functioning of the immune system (Caprara et al., 2017b).
However, the authors suggested that positivity may not affect
health problems directly, but rather attenuate the way they are
perceived and decrease anxiety about the future (Caprara et al.,
2017b). Finally, it has been suggested that positivity may play a
role in mental health. For example, Beck proposed that negative
thoughts are involved in the onset and maintenance of depression
(Beck, 1979, 2008), while, conversely, Caprara et al. (2010)
suggested that positivity provides protection from depression.
Empirical data have shown that positivity is associated with

general positive affects (Alessandri et al., 2014; Caprara et al.,
2017a). To strengthen this idea, positivity has been found as
related to the traits of the big five inventory (BFI) (Agreeableness,
Consciousness, Neuroticism, and Openness) (Caprara et al.,
2012). Indeed, neuroticism is defined as a trait disposition to
experience negative affects, including anger, anxiety, irritability,
emotional instability, and depression (Leary and Hoyle, 2009). It
can be understood as an opposed dimension to positivity. More
generally, the positive traits of the BFI have been identified as
positively related to positive emotions (Shiota et al., 2006).

Objective and Hypothesis
Thus, it seems important to have a self-assessment tool for
positivity with good psychometric properties, such as the P scale.
This would allow the use of this scale for further studies and
clinical practice. The purpose of the present study was to assess
the psychometric properties of the French version of the P scale,
and to examine its internal consistency, convergent validity, and
factor structure. We hypothesized a one-factor structure of the
P scale, as proposed by previous research. We hypothesized
that Positivity would be positively related to quality of life, self-
esteem, agreeability, and openness, and negatively related to
general health problems and neuroticism. We did not evaluate
the association between the P scale and optimism as it is not
necessary to assess the concurrent validity of the P scale and as
optimism has been less studied than the other concepts used for
such assessment.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Participation required reading an information note online,
ticking a box to consent to participate, and choosing to either
continue with the study or decline to proceed. The study and
consent procedures were approved by the ethics committee
of the University (Comité d’Ethique de la Recherche Tours-
Poitiers, 2019-02-03). Participants did not receive any reward
for participating in the study. The software did not gather
incomplete responses.

We recruited 666 participants (540 women, 126 men) through
social networks and small posters at the university. Their mean
age was 27.44 years (10.96); 54.8% of the participants were single
and 45.20% were in a relationship. Most of the participants
(66.67%) were students, 27.33% were employed and 3.3% were
unemployed. All statistical analyses were performed on the whole
sample, apart from factor analyses, for which the sample was split
into two random sub-groups, with similar characteristics. There
were 333 participants in each of these groups, 272 women (mean
age 27.45 ± 11.50) in the first, and 268 in the second (mean
age 27.43 ± 1.41). Descriptive statistics of the whole sample
are displayed in Table 1. Sociodemographic information were
gathered with multiple choices question and numerical scales.

Measures
After providing their informed consent, participants completed a
series of online questionnaires.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 February 2022 | Volume 12 | Article 724253367

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-724253 January 27, 2022 Time: 15:33 # 3

Vancappel et al. French Positivity Scale

TABLE 1 | Descriptive data of overall scale scores.

Mean Minimum Maximum SD

Quality of life

Quality of life scale 24.71 5.00 35.00 6.39

Positivity

Positivity scale 28.00 9.00 40.00 6.12

Self-esteem

Rosenberg self-esteem scale 29.71 12.00 40.00 5.91

General health

Somatization-GHQ 6.50 0.00 20.00 4.20

Anxiety Insomnia-GHQ 7.91 0.00 21.00 5.08

Social dysfunction-GHQ 8.51 1.00 21.00 3.33

Depression-GHQ 3.48 0.00 21.00 4.53

Personality dimensions

Extraversion-BFI 3.13 1.13 5.00 0.89

Agreeableness-BFI 3.94 1.90 5.00 0.56

Consciousness-BFI 3.64 1.56 5.00 0.73

Neuroticism-BFI 3.18 1.00 5.00 0.96

Openness-BFI 3.65 1.50 5.00 0.68

GHQ, general health questionnaire; BFI, big five inventory; SD, Standard deviation.

The Positivity Scale
The original Italian questionnaire (Caprara et al., 2012) was
translated into French by a member of the research team (CB)
whose mother tongue is French but who is also fluent in Italian.
The French version was then back-translated by an independent
translator blinded to the original version. The back-translated
version was submitted to the developer of the original Italian
P scale (Caprara). Minor changes were agreed and the pre-
final form was modified to include these changes. This version
became the final French version of the P scale for validation
testing (Supplementary Material 1). The P scale has eight items
evaluating positivity, in other words, the tendency to see life
and experiences positively, for example, “I have great faith in
the future.” Respondents rate their level of agreement with
each item on a five-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree), higher scores reflecting greater positivity. The
original version has been shown to have good internal consistency
(α = 0.75) (Caprara et al., 2012).

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
This is a self-report questionnaire (Rosenberg, 1965) that
evaluates self-worth through 10 items, measuring both positive
and negative feelings about oneself; for example, “On the
whole, I am satisfied with myself.” The participants rate each
item on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 4
(strongly disagree); some items are reverse scored. Higher scores
indicate higher self-esteem. The French version has shown good
psychometric properties, and notably good internal consistency
(between 0.70 and 0.90) (Vallieres and Vallerand, 1990).

General Health Questionnaire
The general health questionnaire (GHQ) (Goldberg and
Blackwell, 1970) is a 28-item questionnaire, frequently used as an
indicator of mental health. It covers four dimensions: depression,
anxiety-insomnia, social dysfunction, somatization. Items are

TABLE 2 | Inter-item correlations.

Item 1 Item 2 Item 3 Item 4 Item 5 Item 6 Item 7 Item 8

Item 1 1 0.46 0.22 0.71 0.44 0.51 0.34 0.42

Item 2 1 0.41 0.49 0.56 0.29 0.44 0.37

Item 3 1 0.28 0.33 0.15 0.28 0.17

Item 4 1 0.48 0.47 0.37 0.37

Item 5 1 0.30 0.60 0.56

Item 6 1 0.23 0.31

Item 7 1 0.48

Item 8 1

All correlations are significant, p-value < 0.001.

rated on a Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 4 (much more than
usual). The total score ranges from 28 to 112; high scores indicate
poor psychological well-being. The French version has shown
good psychometric properties (α = 0.91) (Pariente et al., 1992).

Satisfaction With Life Scale
This five-item self-report questionnaire (Diener et al., 1985)
evaluates overall life satisfaction (e.g., “In most ways my life
is close to my ideal”). Each item is rated on a seven-point
Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
The satisfaction with life scale (SWLS) score is the sum of the
item scores, ranging from 5 (lowest satisfaction) to 35 (highest
satisfaction). We used the French version of the SWLS, which has
excellent psychometric properties and good internal consistency
(α = 0.80) (Blais et al., 1989).

Big Five Inventory
The BFI is a 45-item questionnaire (John et al., 1991) that
evaluates five dimensions of personality, namely Extraversion,
Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness.
Items are rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The French version
has demonstrated good psychometric properties, notably good
internal consistency for all the dimensions (Cronbach’s α between
0.74 and 0.82) (Plaisant et al., 2010).

Statistical Analyses
As recommended by authors (Orcan, 2018), we randomly split
the general population in two sub-groups to perform exploratory
and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We performed an
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) on the first sub-group and
a CFA on the second to confirm the one-factor structure of
positivity found by Caprara et al. (2012). Following previous
guidelines for EFA (Cattell, 1966), we excluded factors behind
the eigenvalue collapse. We considered a factor loading greater
than 0.30 as acceptable (Costello and Osborne, 2005). We
also considered communalities, with indexes greater than 0.20,
considered as acceptable (Child, 2006). We used Horn’s parallel
analysis to determine the relevant number of factors (Horn,
1965). Concerning CFA, as proposed by authors (Tanaka, 1987),
χ2 can be significant, but cannot lead to the rejection of
the model. Therefore, to assess the fit of the model, we used
comparative fit index (CFI) and tucker-lewis index (TLI), with
values above 0.90 indicating an acceptable fit of the model
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TABLE 3 | Results of exploratory factor analysis performed on the first sub-group.

Items Factor loadings Communality

4. I look forward to the future with
hope and enthusiasm

0.76 0.57

1. I have great faith in the future 0.75 0.56

5. On the whole, I am satisfied
with myself

0.71 0.50

2. I am satisfied with my life 0.68 0.46

7. I feel I have many things to be
proud of

0.58 0.33

8. I generally feel confident in
myself

0.56 0.31

3. Others are generally here for
me when I need them

0.50 0.25

6. At times, the future seems
unclear to me (reverse scored)

0.47 0.22

Eigenvalue 3.78

Explained variance 0.47

TABLE 4 | Results of confirmatory factor analysis in the second sub-group.

Items Standardized
estimates

5. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself 0.876

7. I feel I have many things to be proud of 0.711

2. I am satisfied with my life 0.708

8. I generally feel confident in myself 0.703

4. I look forward to the future with hope and enthusiasm 0.593

1. I have great faith in the future 0.515

6. At times, the future seems unclear to me (reverse scored) 0.418

3. Others are generally here for me when I need them 0.326

and values above 0.95 indicating an good fit of the model
(Browne and Cudeck, 1992; Hu and Bentler, 1999; Gana and
Broc, 2018). We also calculated the Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA), values below 0.06 indicating a
good fit of the model (Browne and Cudeck, 1992; Hu and
Bentler, 1999; Gana and Broc, 2018), as well as χ2/df, values
above 2 (Byrne, 2011, 2016). We first assessed a one-factor
structure model without any correlations between errors. Then,
we added correlations between errors based on modification
indices (items 1 and 4, items 4 and 6, items 6 and 1). Indeed,
researchers claim “correlated errors are possible among items
using similar wording or appearing near to each other on the
questionnaire.” (Bollen and Lennox, 1991), which is true for items
1, 4, and 6. We evaluated invariance by comparing the model
fit indexes with and without equality constraints. We considered
χ2 differences’ significance and 1CFI above 0.001 as criterion to
reject invariance (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002). Concerning the
age criteria, the groups computed for the analysis were created
based on the median score.

We evaluated the internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha,
with a score greater than 0.80, indicating a good internal
consistency (Cronbach, 1965). In accordance with the most
recent guidelines, we used McDonald’s Omega to complete this
evaluation (Hayes and Coutts, 2020). Indeed, Omega avoids

TABLE 5 | Correlations of positivity (P scale score) with other constructs.

Positivity

Quality of life

Satisfaction with life scale 0.68**

Self-esteem

Rosenberg self-esteem scale 0.78**

Revised-Rosenberg self-esteem scale 0.75**

General health

Somatization-GHQ −0.32**

Anxiety insomnia-GHQ −0.42**

Social dysfunction-GHQ −0.41**

Depression-GHQ −0.60**

Personality dimensions

Extraversion-BFI 0.40*

Agreeableness-BFI 0.24**

Conscientiousness-BFI 0.44**

Neuroticism-BFI −0.54**

Openness-BFI 0.21**

** p-value < 0.001.
GHQ, general health questionnaire; BFI, big five inventory.

false conclusion due to inappropriate assumptions usually used
for Cronbach’s value such as equal sensitivity across items. The
omega was calculated using Hayes and Coutts (2020) SPSS
plugging. We also evaluated inter-item correlations.

Finally, we performed correlational analyses to evaluate
the concurrent validity of the P scale. We assessed the
correlation between positivity and other concepts. To avoid the
overestimation of the relationship between positivity and other
concepts because of the redundant items, we performed another
correlation analysis with item 7 removed from the global score
of rosenberg self-esteem scale (RSES). This item was redundant
with Positivity item 5. Statistical analyses were performed using
SPSS 23 and AMOS 23 software.

RESULTS

Factor Structure
We assessed inter-item correlations and found that all items were
significantly correlated to each other, with a p-value under 0.05.
The results are displayed in Table 2.

We conducted an EFA on the first sub-group. The Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin test (KMO) yielded a value of 0.84 indicating
good sampling adequacy of the model. Bartlett’s test was also
significant (χ2 = 966.915; df = 28; p < 0.001). The factor loadings
and communalities are presented in Table 3. We carried out a
principal axis factor analysis using Varimax rotation on the data
obtained from the responses to the eight items of the P scale.
The results confirmed the one-factor structure with eigenvalues
ranging from 3.78 for the first factor (accounting for 47.28% of
the global variance) to 1.12 for the second factor (accounting for
13.96% of the global variance). The score of the first factor was
above the random score proposed by the parallel analysis (1.24).
However, the score of the second factor was under the random
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score proposed by the same analysis (1.15). This argue in favor of
the one-factor structure.

For CFA, we assessed a one-factor structure model without any
correlations between items error. χ2 was significant (χ2 = 187.62,
df = 20, p < 0.001), but this cannot lead to rejection of the
model due to the important size of the sample. The other indexes
did not show a good fit of the model (CFI = 0.84; TLI = 0.77;
RMSEA = 0.159, χ2/df = 187.620/20 = 9.38). Then, we evaluated
the one-factor structure model, adding correlations between the
three more related errors. The correlations are between the
errors of items 1 and 4, 1 and 6, and 6 and 4. We found a
good model fit (CFI = 0.976; TLI = 0.962; RMSEA = 0.037,
χ2/df = 54.36/52 = 1.45). The standardized estimates of the CFA
are presented in Table 4. Finally, we assessed invariance. We
found invariance for age (χ2 diff = 187.62, df = 7; p > 0.3;
1CFI = 0.001). However we did not find invariance for sex
(χ2 diff = 20.76, df = 7; p < 0.01; 1CFI = 0.013) and for
socio-professional level (χ2 diff = 30.54, df = 13; p < 0.01;
1CFI = 0.018).

Internal Consistency
We evaluated the internal consistency in the global sample and
found that the reliability of the French P scale is satisfactory with
high internal consistency (Cronbach α = 0.84 and McDonald’s
ω = 0.84).

Concurrent Validity
We observed that positivity scores were significantly and
positively correlated with self-esteem and quality of life. They
were also positively correlated with Extraversion, Agreeableness,
Conscientiousness, and Openness, and negatively correlated
with Neuroticism and the general health sub-dimensions
of somatization, anxiety-insomnia, social dysfunction and
depression. All results are presented in Table 5. To examine
redundant items between the P scale and Rosenberg’s self-esteem
scale, we removed identical items and performed correlation
analysis between the P scale and the revised RSES (see
Table 5).

DISCUSSION

This study examined the psychometric properties of a new
French version of the P scale; results show that it has good
internal consistency. Factor analysis also partially confirmed
the one-factor structure of the scale, as found by Caprara
et al. (2012) in the original version. Indeed, parallel analysis
tend to confirm the one-factor structure, however, the model
fit indexes found in the CFA are weak. These indexes are
lower than those identified in Caprara et al. (2012). We
also did not succeed to validate invariance for sex and
socio-professional level. One first explanation may be the
important correlation between items 1 and 4 that creates
a correlation between errors of those two items. Another
explanation may be that self-esteem, optimism and quality
of life are influenced by other mechanisms and are not
related to the only concept of positivity within the French

population. Concurrent validity was established. Overall, the
results indicate that the French P scale is a psychometrically
sound instrument that can be used by French clinicians
and researchers.

The strong correlations obtained between positivity and self-
esteem, and between positivity and quality of life, are close to
those obtained in the initial version by Caprara et al. (2012).
These strong correlations were expected given that positivity
is assumed to be an underlying factor common to self-worth
and quality of life (Caprara et al., 2010). The results obtained
in this study also confirm the negative relationship between
positivity and emotional distress, including anxiety, depression,
and neuroticism.

The development of the P scale is of great interest
in psychotherapy, especially for cognitive behavior therapy
(CBT), in which clinicians often use cognitive restructuring to
change the pattern of thinking underlying people’s difficulties.
Different models have been developed for specific disorders,
such as depression (King, 2002), social phobia (Clark and
Wells, 1995), panic disorder (Clark, 1986), eating disorders
(Fairburn et al., 2003), post-traumatic stress disorder (Ehlers
and Clark, 2000), and generalized anxiety disorder (Wells,
1999). According to Caprara et al. (2019), positivity is a
factor underlying many outcomes, suggesting the relevance
of helping patients modify their general vision of the world
instead of focusing on specific thoughts. Taking this line,
positivity could be considered as a transdiagnostic process;
developing positive thoughts through psychotherapy could
reduce the symptoms of multiple disorders and increase
positive outcomes such as social interactions, work success, and
physical health.

The development of the P scale is also of great interest
in health and organizational psychology. Previous studies
have highlighted the positive relationship between positivity
and job performance (Alessandri et al., 2012b; Livi
et al., 2015) and work/life balance (Orkibi and Brandt,
2015). It has also been shown that positivity can reduce
functional impairment in serious illnesses such as cancer
(Caprara et al., 2016) and improve the functioning of
the immune system (Caprara et al., 2017b), highlighting
its protective role. Further research is now needed to
determine the malleability of positivity and how it can
some be used in psychiatry, organizational psychology, and
health psychology.

This study has some limitations. We examined the
correlational relationship between positivity and emotional
distress, and further experimental studies are needed to
determine its causal role. There was also an important imbalance
between men and women in our sample, limiting the conclusions
that can be drawn. Indeed, 81% of the participants are women.
Moreover, participants were mostly students. Further studies
assessing the psychometric properties of the P scale should be
performed with general population groups. Moreover, we did
not examine the psychometric properties of the P scale in a
psychiatric population, and it would be interesting to examine
the role of positivity in emotional disorders. Further studies
including test–retest reliability are also required. Finally, as we
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used self-report measures, the results can be influenced by
social desirability.

CONCLUSION

This is the first study presenting a French version of the P scale,
which is a self-report questionnaire showing good psychometric
qualities. It is a reliable instrument that can be used to identify
an individual’s tendency to have a positive outlook on life and
experience. The simplicity and rapidity of completing the P
scale makes it suitable for use in clinical practice and in many
research domains.
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The subject of the current study is the process of implementing the social housing policy 
and its impact on increasing the quality of life (QOL) of vulnerable people. The analysis is 
related to the Social Housing Program introduced by the city of Gdan ́sk (Poland). The 
study has been carried out using the case study method with the use of document analysis, 
analysis of existing data, and five in-depth interviews with program managers. The 
theoretical framework has been developed around three major explicatory perspectives: 
multi-level governance (MLG), QOL, and social exclusion. Meeting the housing needs is 
one of the primary tasks of local governments. If such a policy is to be called positive, it 
should be combined with social policy tasks related to social inclusion, and it should 
be carried out through partnerships forming housing cooperation networks. A characteristic 
feature of the cooperation is the cross-sectoral nature of the actors. The results have 
revealed a significant positive relationship between the use of social housing tools and 
the quality of satisfying the living needs of the residents. This study contributes to the 
discussion by revealing the role of social work and social and professional activation in 
meeting housing needs. The results suggest that a combination of housing and social 
policy measures can help vulnerable people develop social competencies conducive to 
housing maintenance and increase the social cohesion of local environments.

Keywords: positive public policy, multi-level government, social housing, vulnerable people, quality of life

INTRODUCTION

Living space is a basic condition for running a household and a family life. By satisfying 
basic human needs, it fulfills many other functions simultaneously: improving quality of life 
(QOL), increasing motivation for social activities, supporting intellectual development, minimizing 
frustration, and building a sense of security. It is one of the fundamental factors in making 
decisions about starting a family (Mulder, 2006; Cunningham et  al., 2019). Research shows 
that having easy access to housing results in beneficial social phenomena, reducing poverty 
and exclusion circles, opening prospects for free migration, and reducing disproportions in 
social stratification (DFID, 2005; Baptista and Marlier, 2019). It creates social bonds of people 
living in the neighborhood and generates the social activity to develop the surrounding space 
(Abbé Pierre Foundation and FEANTSA, 2019).

However, housing is costly, especially for low-income people. In this situation, the exclusion 
does not only include physical problems with the apartment (the roof over the head) but also 
issues with establishing social relationships and problems with administrative and legal regulations 
(GSHP, 2016). This view implies that limited access to housing degrades the meaning of an 
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individual’s entire life, negatively influencing their emotional, 
psychological, and social behavior. It can also lead to one 
being placed in care institutions, e.g., 24-h nursing homes, 
single-mother homes, homeless shelters, and other 
government-run facilities to support and provide housing for 
the dependent or needy. Such places take away independence, 
self-steering (Vrugt and Koenis, 2002), privacy, and force 
residents to live in a unified, formal environment (Goffman, 
1961). In such cases, the topics of confinement are also discussed. 
The term “confinement” has been studied in the anthropological 
literature in contexts relating to hospitals, retirement homes, 
prisons, and detention centers (e.g., Chapman et  al., 2006; 
Ramkissoon, 2020a). It is also suggested that place confinement 
can also be  conceptualized as a perceived threat to social 
mobility (Ramkissoon, 2020a).

Even if existing methods of managing housing resources 
in communities were supposed to counteract the above situation, 
they did not bring about positive changes. People at risk of 
social exclusion and with lower social competencies could not 
maintain their apartments and care for their condition 
(Bretherton, 2017; Council of Ministers, 2019). The location 
of these flats in disadvantaged districts also sustained the 
creation of poverty circles, social passivity, and the acquisition 
of inappropriate life patterns by young people (Halpenny et al., 
2002). In the present study, we  are focusing on examining 
whether the combination of housing policy with psychological 
and social work and constant social support for residents 
protects them from loss of housing and increases the social 
commitment of their residents. Moreover, some theoreticians 
have argued that policymaking can positively affect building 
social cohesion when conducted with the participation of the 
intersectoral nature of the actors. Considering the concept of 
multi-level governance (MLG; Piattoni, 2010), we  are also 
examining the impact of introducing social organizations into 
delivering social services in this housing policy model.

METHODS

Social Housing Policy
As far as setting priorities in terms of the objectives of social 
housing policy is concerned, the approach of the European 
Federation of National Organizations Working for Homeless 
People FEANTSA (FEANTSA, 2007) should be  mentioned. 
This organization signals that the social housing policy is a 
way of implementing tasks related to creating conditions for 
the purchase or rental of a home by all citizens, providing 
housing resources to people in need, and maintaining appropriate 
living space. It is a task of public services performed by public 
institutions, usually of a municipal nature. The main task of 
the social housing policy is to prevent homelessness and housing 
exclusion, the so-called lack of a house being defined as 
rooflessness, houselessness, living in insecure housing, and 
living in inadequate housing.

Meanwhile, a permanent principle of an ineffective social 
housing policy is to place people in need in care institutions 
and other institutional forms of housing that strongly reduces 

residents’ QOL. Research on homelessness and social exclusion 
show the following relationship—the longer people remain 
homeless, the more complex is their process of reintegration 
into society. According to experts, people exposed to a lack 
of home receive too little state aid, often limited to the 
allocation of temporary shelter, which becomes the final 
solution after some time and causes social exclusion (Abbé 
Pierre Foundation and FEANTSA, 2019). The principles of 
allocating social housing resources according to the income 
criterion do not always reflect “urgent” housing needs (GSHP, 
2016; OECD, 2020). The following features characterize the 
social housing sector: financial support at least at one stage 
of the life cycle of the housing resources, applicable access 
criteria for potential users, strictly defined rules of operation 
(legal regulations) introduced to rationalize activities, 
transparency of decisions, funds management, and 
environmental and social standards. The social housing sector 
presented in this way can function as the ownership or 
rental sector (Kemeny, 1995; Scanlon et  al., 2015; Tang 
et  al., 2017).

Vulnerable People
The implementation of the above objectives of state policy 
requires specific instruments regarding people with low economic 
status or special social groups described as vulnerable or in 
need (Numans et  al., 2021). These include disabled people, 
long-term unemployed, lonely elderly people, large families, 
single parents, immigrants and refugees, ethnic minorities, 
people in danger of eviction, people living in dangerous 
neighborhoods, as well as young couples and students. All the 
groups mentioned above experience difficulties in accessing 
resources leading to their social exclusion or the threat of it 
(Fernandez-Gavira et  al., 2017). It should be  noticed that the 
criteria for identifying vulnerable groups vary significantly in 
individual countries of the European Union and additionally 
change over time.

Multi-Level Governance in Creating Public 
Policies
Multi-level governance is concerned with decision-making 
procedures and the regulation of political negotiation processes. 
Its characteristic feature is the extension of the typical 
hierarchical course of the decision-making process with 
nonhierarchical elements. To achieve this, public institutions 
involve entities representing all sectors: public, 
non-governmental, and private (Klijn and Skelcher, 2007; 
Piattoni, 2010; Frątczak-Müller and Mielczarek-Żejmo, 2019) 
in the decision-making process. This leads to decentralization 
of management, in which organizations and external experts 
become important actors. Decentralization activates participants 
in this process to expand their competencies in creating and 
implementing public policies (Knoke, 1990; Tausz, 2002). In 
the social housing policy, in addition to public institutions 
and their specific departments (social affairs department and 
housing affairs department), activities of family support canters 
and social organizations providing social support services are 
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included. A new type of cooperation also refers to the application 
of the knowledge of external experts. Psychologists, cultural 
program coordinators, educators, and street workers have an 
important role to play. The diversity of participants in this 
cooperation increases the innovation of activities and the 
inflow of new information (Folke et  al., 2003; Granados and 
Knoke, 2005).

Several studies have provided empirical evidence for the 
relationship between trust and multi-level collaboration. 
Institutional trust allows for the implementation of common 
goals (Ramkissoon, 2020b) because it defines trust as the belief 
that public institutions are open to dialog and cooperation 
and will not perform tasks contrary to social expectations. 
This affects the attitudes of local actors toward local government 
authorities. Institutional trust is, therefore, an essential condition 
for intersectoral cooperation. It is also an important feature 
of civil society (Lovell, 2001). In addition, the standards adopted 
in it governing participation, the quality of impact and methods 
of managing cooperation confirm the presence of a relatively 
high level of procedural justice. It is one of the most critical 
factors of the willingness to cooperate with a diverse composition 
of entities (including public institutions; Lind and Tyler, 1997).

Quality of Life
Quality of life is the degree to which an individual is healthy, 
comfortable, able to participate in or benefit from life events. 
It is an integrated system of motivational and aspirational 
factors, the basis of which are the needs and values of an 
individual (Nussbaum and Sen, 1993; Costanza et  al., 2007; 
Fedriana et  al., 2018). The standard of living depends on 
individual and social expectations, the type of activity of the 
individual, and one’s life choices (Danna and Griffin, 1999). 
Particularly, QOL indicates two possibilities of measurement: 
(1) objective criterion, defining the relation of the individual’s 
needs to the resources of the environment and (2) subjective 
criterion, state of mind of an individual in the process of 
satisfying needs, resulting from the cognitive assessment of 
the way of satisfying needs and the related achievements and 
chances of achieving life goals (Sigry, 2002). QOL has a wide 
range of contexts related to public policies. For example,  
it applies to healthcare, housing, and employment policies 
(Max-Neef, 1992; Buunk and Gibbons, 1997; Massam, 2002).

Concerning having housing resources, an important 
determinant of well-being is developing a sense of place affect. 
Place effect has been defined as the affective bond that connects 
individuals with the environment and promotes psychological 
restorativeness (Ramkissoon, 2021). Some evidence in the 
literature shows that an added benefit is also using the site 
closure of the COVID-19 pandemic as a way to foster social 
bonding that can then contribute to well-being (Lawton et al., 
2009; Williams and McIntyre, 2012). People in confinement 
settings can start to develop a stronger sense of self-identity 
with their apartment as the only available space and find 
that it can fulfill various new functionalities. It is also  
important to realize its difference from other places. The 
affect of place will then be  associated with a reduced level 
of stress, promoting well-being (Williams and McIntyre, 2012), 

contributing to the improvement of the inhabitants’ quality 
of life (Ramkissoon, 2021).

Purpose of the Study
The present study performs an in-depth analysis of the 
implementation of the Gdańsk Social Housing Program for 
2016–2023 (GSHP, Program). The Program has been running 
since 2016. Over 100 people representing about 40 organizations 
participated in its development. The Program leader and manager 
of the developed housing policy were the Social Development 
Department of the Gdańsk City Council. The basic issues 
discussed in the article refer to three areas: program structure, 
principles of its implementation, and its effects, with particular 
emphasis on changes in the quality of life of the participants. 
It is also important to assess the impact of the applied MLG 
on shaping public policy. At this point, the thesis is that the 
GSHP is a stable set of interdependent entities representing 
the public, private, and social sectors, which implements the 
principles of the deinstitutionalization process and MLG with 
the application of stable cooperation patterns, concentrated 
around needs and social problems within the implementation 
of public policy. This results in permanent social changes and 
an increase in the quality of life of the inhabitants.

Sourcing Foundation and Data Analysis
The present analysis is based on GSHP research with the 
application of three methods: document analysis, analysis of 
existing data, and unstructured interviews. The rationale for 
choosing such a source was: (1) the availability of information 
about the Program and projects implemented within this 
framework on websites and (2) the possibility of accessing 
statistical data obtained by the city council and the organizations 
cooperating with it on the relevance of the solutions used in 
the Program and meeting the needs of residents. The analysis 
of the documents included: (1) legal acts and strategic documents 
related to GSHP implementation,1 (2) financial and organizational 
reports on the Program operation,2 (3) reports on projects 
realized within the Program framework (e.g., social housing 
estate Dolne Młyny3), and (4) data on the performance of 
Program indicators.4 One of the analyzed documents was also 
a report on the study of residents’ quality of life (beneficiaries 
of foster care) in care facilities carried out by the Gdańsk 
Social Innovation Foundation—one of the Program’s contractors. 
It was also the organization represented in unstructured  
interviews.

The construction of the Program defined the direction for 
the search for participants in unstructured interviews. In total, 

1 https://baw.bip.gdansk.pl/UrzadMiejskiwGdansku/document/545878/Uchwa/
C5/82a-XXXIII_841_21; http://edziennik.gdansk.uw.gov.pl/WDU_G/2017/215/akt.
pdf (Accessed July 10, 2021).
2 https://download.cloudgdansk.pl/gdansk-pl/d/202105170589/zal-nr-2-
sprawozdanie-z-realizacji-polityk-programow-i-strategii-wersja-dostepna-cyfrowo.
pdf (Accessed June 30, 2021).
3 http://mopr.gda.pl/projekt/projekt-realizowany-ramach-gdanskiego-programu-
mieszkalnictwa-spolecznego/ (Accessed June 18, 2021).
4 https://bip.brpo.gov.pl/sites/default/files/GPMS%20Forum%2018.10.2019%20w.4_
ost%20bez%20film.pdf (Accessed December 3, 2021).
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five interviews were conducted with persons representing the 
four basic institutions of the Program: (1) Social Development 
Department, (2) Municipal Services Department of the Gdańsk 
City Council, (3) Municipal Family Support Centre in Gdańsk, 
and (4) representative of social organizations—Gdańsk Social 
Innovation Foundation. We  conducted the fifth interview with 
a representative of the Program management group. The 
respondents were aged 35–50 (three men and two women). 
The selection criterion was the knowledge of the Program 
operation and experience in implementing its tasks. The 
interviewees worked on the development and implementation 
of the Program and were identified by the organizations surveyed 
as people with the deepest knowledge of it. The collected 
information concerned mainly the principles of the Program 
implementation, partnership cooperation, decision-making 
methods, as well as ways of working with program participants 
and obtaining feedback on the residents’ satisfaction with 
the results.

Based on the interviews, qualitative data analysis was 
performed. The analytical process of the collected data from 
the interviews included three stages: data reduction, data display, 
and the derivation/confirmation of conclusions. In the transcripts 
of the interviews, we  searched for meaningful concepts and 
key events. We  also performed a repeated reconstruction of 
the text until the connections between the topics selected for 
analysis were revealed (Patton, 1990; Silverman, 2016). Audio 
recordings and transcripts of interviews are stored at the 
University of Zielona Góra. In the current text, interviews 
that contain premises for concluding are marked with the letter 
‘I’ and a number (e.g., I1).

RESULTS

The Origins of the Program
The GSHP combines solutions in housing policy with solutions 
in integration and social assistance, and due to this collaboration, 
two models of housing have been developed in the local 
municipal law: supported housing and assisted housing schemes. 
Although the former has a well-established position in Polish 
legislation, the latter is a novelty. Its task is to increase the 
effectiveness of the management of housing resources in the 
commune and to improve the quality of life of its participants 
(I2; I4; and I5). The main principles of the program operation 
are presented in Figure  1. The development of the Program 
was a response to the housing crisis in Gdańsk. Before the 
launch of this project (2015), the commune had 16 flats adapted 
to the needs of seniors, 37 for people with disabilities, six for 
foster care, 81 for the homeless and excluded from housing, 
six apartments for addicts and people experiencing violence, 
and one for immigrants. At the same time, 2,500 families 
were waiting for council housing and 1,900 families for social 
housing (GSHP, 2016). A similar situation occurs throughout 
the country. According to the report of the Supreme Audit 
Office of 2020, the housing needs of low-income households 
remained unsatisfied in more than 73% of municipalities. The 
communes showed an inappropriate rent policy, including 

non-collection of timely payments. As a result, there was a 
shortage of funds to cover the operating costs of flats as well 
as the modernization and renovation (NIK, 2020).

This Program primarily targets people and families threatened 
with difficulties. The solutions used in GSHP combine housing 
assistance with the support of a psychologist, lawyer, social 
worker, or educator in solving everyday life problems. The 
mechanism of functioning of the Program is as follows: municipal 
housing services secure the number and quality of housing 
planned in the Program for people or families in need, and 
municipal social services provide support to those people or 
families to reintegrate into society and regain independence 
in life. This systemic cooperation in housing policy and social 
policy is also intended to ensure better performance of residents 
in their responsibilities to care for municipal buildings and 
to pay rent. “Previously, there was not enough cooperation in 
council housing, helping to leave the support system after 
training. And if we  managed to get the housing that these 
people needed, we  often had such a problem that these people 
owed them. Hence, we  need to come up with a solution that 
will be  a transition stage between a supported house and a 
typical council flat. We came up with a program that we called 
‘houses with assistance” (I2).

However, the most crucial task of the Program is to create 
a chance for many vulnerable people and families to function 
in an intimate environment rather than in the environment 
of the appropriate institutions. In this way, the principle of 
deinstitutionalization of social services is fulfilled. Due to this 
solution, according to one of the interviewees, “finding an 
assisted apartment almost overnight in a challenging situation 
is possible” (I2).

Housing Stock
The Program is structured in three stages, with the participant 
being able to move from supported housing, through housing 
with assistance, and council housing accessible to all residents 
who meet the income criterion. The connections between 
these stages are shown in Figure  2. Entering the last stage 
is seen as the resident becoming independent. Nevertheless, 
it is not necessary to go through all levels of GSHP. Some 
residents enter the Program immediately after living in housing 
with assistance when they face, for example, difficulties in 
managing the home economy that leads to debts or have 
experienced violence, which results in the need for psychological 
support and the development of social competencies. They 
usually spend about 2 years in the Program. In the case of 
young people who age out of foster care, independence comes 
even after a year (I1; I2; and I4). It is also possible to leave 
the Program and return to it again due to subsequent crises 
after becoming independent. “It is understandable that the 
20-year-old does not want to meet with a foundation employee 
and that after leaving the orphanage, she/he may want to 
reject help first. And that is ok; it is about freedom. So she/
he has the option not to fulfill the contract, but she/he has 
to move out. We  are trying not to treat it as a failure. Many 
of such people come back to us. Sometimes after several 
months, sometimes after several years” (I1). It is also worth 
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pointing out that one can be  removed from the Program 
because of not following its rules and with the possibility of 
returning to it again after completing social skills training. 

There are also program participants who will never leave 
it—people with disabilities or seniors—as it is difficult to 
expect such an improvement in health or competencies that 

FIGURE 1 | Two models of the Gdańsk Social Housing Program.

FIGURE 2 | Implementation of supported housing and assisted housing schemes.
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let them function in the open housing market (I1; I2; I4; 
and I5).

Program Recipients
The Program’s activities are aimed at adults who cannot overcome 
their housing problems with their available resources and 
possibilities. They are vulnerable people, such as young people 
growing up in difficult conditions without the support of their 
parents, people with special needs and disabilities, people at 
risk of eviction or experiencing homelessness or recovering 
from addictions, but also victims of domestic violence or 
random events or traumatic events. Among vulnerable people, 
there are also people with low professional qualifications, the 
elderly and lonely, immigrants and national minorities.

Main Principles of Program 
Implementation
The implementation of GSHP is based on the principles of 
cooperation, human dignity, flexibility in the actions taken, 
trust, and continuous education.

Partnership in the Program
During both the stages of the development of the GSHP and 
its implementation, the emphasis is placed on cross-sectoral 
cooperation and 95% of the tasks in the Program have been 
assigned to social organizations, which are responsible for 
implementing social work, social and professional management, 
psychological support, or additional social assistance. NGO 
trainers are also lead trainers who contact program participants, 
assess their needs, and perform their tasks. It should be  noted 
that not all jobs are commissioned by the community, as some 
of them appear as the own initiative of social organizations 
(I2). Similar cooperation affects the recruitment of participants 
to the Program. “We have very partnership cooperation here. 
If in our opinion one of our proteges is suitable for living in 
one of the Municipal Family Support Centre apartments, they 
do not say no, and if they have another person for this place, 
we  discuss which option will be  better” (I1).

Individualization of Support
The support provided under the Program is individualized, 
which is ensured by the diversity of organizations that cooperate 
with the city and their specialization. Currently (2021), 20 
organizations deal with a wide range of social problems. The 
techniques used to work with residents are also important. 
The basic rule is to diagnose the participants when they enter 
the Program. The diagnosis is based on the individual’s goals 
and not on the shortcomings. It is a concept that derives from 
idea of nonviolent understanding of Rosenberg (2015).

The second important rule is to provide residents with as 
many hours of support as they need. If the person studies or 
works and does not require constant approval, meetings are 
held once a month. If she/he has more significant needs, the 
trainer will meet her/him more often. According to the 
representative of the foundation who participated in the research, 
this support should never be  provided in an apartment. “In 

typical (highly functioning) families, the psychologist does not 
visit their home” (I1). The type of support is also adjusted to 
the needs of the residents. This is the only way to increase 
the sense of security and quality of life. The analysis done by 
the foundation reveals that residents who cooperate with it 
describe maintaining independence and safety as their basic 
needs, and meeting them requires different methods. There is 
always the issue of effective budget management and the 
principle that the rent is to be  paid regularly.

In its work, the foundation has adopted a model of the 
person-centered approach. “We are working on very different 
things. Some people need to be  safe, and they need a lower 
rent, and that is okay for us. Some people do not fully know 
what opportunities and prospects are good for them, and 
we talk about it with their consent. This is one piece. However, 
some people are in a deep crisis. They come out of violence, 
from diseases (physical and mental), and here, the work is 
more intense. We  then cooperate with the Municipal Family 
Support Centre and we  make sure that this person has a 
family assistant, a social worker” (I1). Due to the diversity of 
organizations working in the Program, this is not the only rule.

Program Effects
The implementation of the Program started in 2016. At that 
time, the city’s resources included 147 places (flats/rooms) in 
various forms of support (supported, training, etc.; I3). At the 
end of 2020, GSHP had 70 supported places operating under 
14 projects with 254 people benefitting from this part of the 
Program. There were 105 apartments with assistance in five 
projects, including 48 temporary accommodations at the Social 
Skills Training Centre. In total, in 2020, 143 people used assisted 
housing scheme. The analyses conducted by the Gdańsk Social 
Innovation Foundation show a clear improvement in the social 
competencies of its proteges and an increase in the quality of 
life. Since 2016, 55 people have benefited from its help, 28 
foster children, 13 partners/spouses, and 14 children. Around 
15 people have already left assisted housing, seven of them 
having obtained apartments from community resources. Five 
people have rented apartments on the open market. However, 
three people have chosen their private path and do not want 
to stay in touch with the foundation (I1).

The foundation’s data show that 100% of people starting 
work in social enterprises and using assisted rental left the 
Program and are doing well on the open housing and labor 
market (I1). This is a significant finding indicating the 
development of good practice and it indicates the increase of 
the effectiveness of housing support when combined with 
supported employment. Currently (2021), 23 out of 28 residents 
are long-term workers with the rest studying, caring for children, 
or having limited employment possibilities due to health 
difficulties. Among all people working long-term (under the 
foundation’s care since 2016), seven were promoted to a higher 
position, seven achieved stabilized employment (transition from 
contract to full-time work), three people started their own 
company. Of all these people, 10 participated in work in social 
companies run by the foundation (I1).
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Another important success of the Program is the security 
of residents in the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result of the 
complicated situation in the local labor markets, some residents 
began to fall behind on rents. The Program’s employees provided 
such families with additional support, spread their repayments 
into installments, or canceled the debts. Furthermore, it turned 
out that the feeling of loneliness, common in the pandemic, 
was not noticed in the groups sharing apartments (three-person 
apartments for young people participating in the Program).

The pandemic, however, made it very difficult to implement 
one of the younger projects at GSHP—the Housing First project. 
Its goal is to support the homeless. Its principle is to provide 
an apartment first and then to implement social work. According 
to one interviewee, the confinement of people experiencing 
homelessness in their apartments due to lockdown was like 
imprisonment, which resulted in difficulties in maintaining 
housing stability and returning these people to life on the 
street (I2). The Housing First project led to the additional 
discovery. Thanks to its implementation, it was noticed that 
some people in the crisis of homelessness, staying in 
nonresidential places, are people with intellectual disabilities. 
It was a surprise both for the Program implementers and the 
organization supporting the city in terms of the theme of the 
Housing First project: Entrada—AEIPS – Associação para o 
Estudo e Integração Psicossocial (I2). The low effectiveness of 
the support system for people with disabilities in Poland poses 
an additional challenge in working with these people in 
this Program.

DISCUSSION

The subject of the study was the implementation of a social 
housing policy by the city of Gdańsk. Using the case study 
method, we are analyzed its structure and performance principles, 
looking for its strengths, weaknesses, and good practices.

The findings revealed that both program development and 
management are cross-sectoral. Several institutions and several 
dozen organizations are involved in implementing the Program 
and fulfilling their tasks, they draw on their knowledge and 
experience at the same time applying the principles of their 
own organizational cultures (McPherson et  al., 2001). This 
meets the principles of decentralization indicated in the literature 
(Knoke, 1990; Tausz, 2002), differentiating social services (Pestoff, 
2012) and reaching service recipients in various places (Fleming 
and Osborne, 2019). In addition, the multiplicity and diversity 
of organizations implementing the Program confirm the 
individualization of support, which is considered key in many 
studies in the field of social policy and vulnerable groups 
(Fernandez-Gavira et  al., 2017). Such a situation makes the 
Program flexible but leads to a lack of standardization of the 
work of the lead trainers. Each of them, using his own experience, 
develops his techniques and work methods. Currently, the 
Program has started reviewing these techniques—organizing 
evaluation meetings for the social organizations. Some of them 
mention the possible need for a minimum standardization of 
the working methods used and such an expectation is in line 

with the institutionalization of associations and will most likely 
lead to it. This lack of minimal standardization of the 
organization’s work is also considered one of the limitations 
to the GSHP implementation.

The results also showed that the Program team is creating 
a self-learning system that is about establishing patterns of 
behavior, replicating them, and adjusting them to the needs 
of the inhabitants. The knowledge generated by its participants 
is transferred as part of cooperation and a diverse team allows 
creating new interpretations of the information obtained, which 
leads to the development of the applied methods of operation 
and the increase of the adequacy of support (Folke et  al., 
2003; Granados and Knoke, 2005). This finding is in line with 
Piattoni (2010) and confirms the use of MLG in the 
implementation of the Program.

Organizations cooperating in the Program show a fundamental 
similarity (NGOs with a flat social structure, democratic decision-
making, and uncomplicated communication channels), facilitating 
cooperation. Furthermore, research on MLG emphasized the 
similarity of organizations connected by this type of cooperation. 
The feature that brings organizations closer together is, primarily, 
their type, which is closely related to the legal and organizational 
framework that determines the ways and scope of their activities 
(McPherson et al., 2001). Their diversified specializations increase 
the effectiveness of the Program. Literature proves that an 
essential element of this cooperation is trust in local institutions 
(Grzeskowiak et  al., 2003; Nunkoo and Ramkissoon, 2011). 
Trust influences the community’s attitudes toward the policy 
of local actors and the tendency to carry out common tasks 
(OECD, 2001). Institutional trust is the basic condition for 
the implementation of the idea of civic society and local 
development in such programs as the one presented. The 
conducted analyzes additionally confirm the findings of the 
procedural justice concept in the cooperation of social 
organizations with the local government. According to this 
approach, actors do not only care about the quality of the 
final results of their contact with representatives of public 
institutions. They are also often interested in whether the 
procedures leading to achieving their goals (consistent with 
the local community and individual) can be  considered fair 
(Lind and Tyler, 1997). The in-depth interviews showed a high 
level of conviction about maintaining procedural fairness in 
actions concerning the program operator and social organizations 
performing the tasks.

Finally, our findings display the program’s effectiveness in 
increasing the quality of life of its participants. Data on objective 
welfare criteria (limiting housing deprivation) collected by the 
Social Development Department of the Gdańsk City Council 
and the Gdańsk Social Innovation Foundation prove it. In 
everyday life, participants of the Program develop social 
competencies, recover from inter and intrapersonal crises, and 
create positive social relations. According to the literature, there 
is an increase in QOL also in relation to subjective criteria 
(Sigry, 2002). Evidence from the social services and aging 
literature shows that home care delivery is more beneficial for 
older people and postpones dependency (Alford and O’Flynn, 
2012). There is no staff in such apartments to take care of 
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the resident. Instead, some social workers and trainers are 
responsible for supporting him/her in everyday activities. Such 
action affects individuals’ mental and physical well-being (Doumit 
and Nasser, 2010; Ramkissoon, 2020a). Additionally, assisted 
housing counteracts the harmful effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic in terms of global perceived “confinement” in the 
place of residence. Constant contact of social workers with 
residents influences the creation of bonds and maintaining 
social relations, e.g., through regular, meaningful conversations 
with the elderly (Ramkissoon, 2020a). This was also noticed 
in multi-person flats for people leaving foster care.

However, the experiences of the homeless do not confirm 
these findings. They rather concern people in a crisis of 
loneliness, such as people with disabilities, the long-term sick, 
or the elderly. Confinement in apartments (as consequence of 
the spread of the COVID-19 virus) resulted in a decrease in 
the quality of life in relation to the fulfillment of the need 
for self-reliance, independence, and self-control among homeless 
participants of the Program. Being confined during epidemics 
brought a sense of isolation and emotional distress (Ramkissoon, 
2020a). The literature shows that when a significant change 
of context occurs people may be  required to re-invent new 
ways of performing habitual activities (e.g., Bamberg, 2006; 
Ramkissoon, 2020a). It is known as “habit discontinuity” that 
allows changing behavior (Verplanken and Wood, 2006). It is 
used by people starting their participation in the Program, 
but it does not apply to people living in the streets or living 
in housing exclusion. This aspect should be  deepened in 
subsequent studies, but the lack of processual support may 
be  the leading cause of failure.

Participation in GSHP increases professional activity and, 
above all, meets the basic need for security, related to the 
constant possession of a flat (Nussbaum and Sen, 1993; Mulder, 
2006). Moreover, the data collected by the foundation underlines 
the value of combining housing support with supported 
employment. Working in social enterprises run by the foundation 
generated an increased impact on the inhabitants. Going beyond 
the usual work of the trainer with the resident, it concerned 
regular contacts at work, collecting additional information about 
the psychophysical condition of the program participants and 
possible progress or difficulties in social and professional 
reintegration. Social enterprises run a business, at the same 
time setting social goals and investing the generated surpluses 
in the community of employees and the local community. 
Such activities increase the reintegration effectiveness of social 
projects (Wee-Liang et  al., 2005; Bornstein, 2007).

Additionally, the practice of providing social differentiation 
within settlements is a good move to ensure that the risk of 
social exclusion for their citizens is reduced. The results of 
the study indicate that the introduction of a criterion for the 
management of social housing resources in a commune, 
concerning the creation of flats and estates scattered throughout 
the city, is aimed at limiting the emergence of poor or 
homogeneous districts, e.g., ethnically, racially, threatened with 
social exclusion and degradation, which additionally increases 
the quality of life of their inhabitants and prevents exclusion 
(Halpenny et al., 2002). Older people are usually more motivated 

to leave their homes and spend their free time outdoors. It 
is similar to families with small children. The aesthetic appearance 
of the neighborhood develops emotional ties with the 
environment (Ramkissoon, 2021). Place affect created in this 
way improves their general health and well-being (Williams 
and McIntyre, 2012). Therefore, good environmental conditions 
have significant benefits in the short and long term. Additionally, 
researchers argue that spending more time with social interaction 
leads to more positive emotions, contributing to better welfare 
outcomes (Lawton et  al., 2009; Williams and McIntyre, 2012). 
Social variation within neighborhoods also fulfills the function 
of social supervision over seniors or people with disabilities.

The Program also has its limitations. Difficulties in cooperation 
between residents and trainers or social workers constitute a 
barrier to the implementation of the goals and tasks of social 
housing in the commune. Some of the inhabitants of supported 
flats declare that they do not see the possibility of cooperation 
with anyone from the Program because the participation results 
in constant monitoring of their activities, or the progress 
interferes with their privacy and life. As a result, they lose 
the possibility to use the apartments. Another barrier is related 
to the monitoring and evaluation of GSHP. The variety of 
organizations implementing the Program leads to reporting 
different and sometimes incomparable data. In the evaluation 
of the program implementation, no unified tools have been 
developed so far for measuring the achievements of the 
organizations implementing. There is also a need for unified 
tools for assessing the progress of residents (on-going evaluation) 
and minimal standardization of the applied work methods. A 
third of the barriers to GSHP operation are the challenges 
related to achieving the indicator—50 apartments, annually 
allocated to the Program. It is caused by the difficulties in 
finding external financing sources for housing investments and 
the incorporated support programs. The Program, first, needs 
small apartments because the largest group of participants are 
people who run one-person households. However, this situation 
should change as more municipal investments will provide 
apartments in 2022–2023.

Nevertheless, some limitations of the present study should 
be  considered. Firstly, the presented results concerning the 
assessment of the quality of life were formulated from the 
program implementers’ perspective. Their basis was the 
assessment of its effectiveness and the satisfaction of the residents’ 
needs. The analyses of the Program participants’ opinions on 
changes in their quality of life come from the research of the 
Gdańsk Social Innovation Foundation. This also applies to 
detailed data on the social and reintegration successes of the 
inhabitants. Future research should accept the stand of the 
residents cooperating with other program implementers to a 
greater extent. Gdańsk Social Innovation Foundation is a large 
organization that reasonably represents the NGOs operating 
in the Program. Nevertheless, to obtain full knowledge about 
the effectiveness of the implemented social support, it is worth 
measuring the achievements of other organizations performing 
the task. Additionally, the use of standardized tools for this 
purpose will provide the possibility of inter-organizational 
comparisons. The second reservation is related to the above. 
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Quality of life analysis concerned the assessment of objective 
well-being criteria. It is worth expanding this research with 
subjective criteria that program participants could provide.

CONCLUSION

Gdańsk Social Housing Program combines solutions in the 
field of housing and social policy on an unprecedented scale. 
The solution concerning the introduction of the housing with 
support model is precious. In Poland, “flats with assistance” 
are a novelty. It is a type of housing where full daily support 
is not provided. Meetings depend on the needs of residents 
and concern budget management, becoming independent, help 
in finding a job, and psychological support in difficult situations. 
The idea is to support residents in paying their rent regularly 
and taking care of the apartment’s condition. This solution 
protects the inhabitants against the loss of flats and housing 
resources, devastation, and debts (GSHP, 2016). It has the 
character of social innovation because nowhere have such ideas 
been designed and implemented in an orderly fashion. This 
has implications for social theory and practice. The use of 
this model impacts the development of knowledge in the field 
of social support (Fernandez-Gavira et  al., 2017). It is worth 
paying attention to the interesting effects of combining the 
threads of supported employment with social housing (Kemeny, 
1995; Borzaga and Defourny, 2001; Scanlon et  al., 2015; Tang 
et  al., 2017). Research shows new possibilities to analyze 
techniques to help and implement social work. It applies both 
to work in supported flats and flats with assistance. Practical 
implications relate to the use of the model as a factor of 
positive effects on increasing housing security in the everyday 
life of (vulnerable) residents and more effective management 
of housing resources by municipalities.

However, thoughtful planning of the Program implementation 
in the coming years will require the development of further 
strategies. It is about involving new organizations implementing 
the Program and extending its impact to new categories of 
people who need housing. A harmonious relationship between 
residents, places, community organizations, and local government 
can promote sustainable social development and contribute to 
sustainable housing development (Ramkissoon, 2020b). It will 
also build trust and take action to set new strategic goals. 
People in a housing crisis do not always meet the Program 
requirements. So it is crucial to consider how to work with 

the participants of the Housing First project. The challenge is 
to achieve the long-term behavioral change of homeless people 
during a pandemic. Here, effective interventions that lead to 
a change in habitual behavior will be  needed (Verplanken and 
Wood, 2006). There is also a category of people who find it 
challenging to comply with the rules of participation in the 
Program. Identifying them as relevant support stakeholders 
will require additional measures to encourage attempts to 
achieve housing security. These findings are in line with claims 
that the influence of a place is important to people’s health 
and well-being (Ramkissoon, 2020a), which in turn can  
improve the overall quality of life in  local communities 
(Ramkissoon, 2020b).
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This study provides a cross-lagged examination of the relationships between proactive 
vitality management, work–home enrichment, and entrepreneurial performance. 
Specifically, based on the Job Demands-Resources and Conservation of Resources 
theories, we postulate a mediation model where proactive vitality management leads 
to entrepreneurs transferring resources developed in their work role to thrive in their 
home role (i.e., work–home enrichment), resulting in augmented entrepreneurial 
performance. The hypotheses were tested with data collected at two time points, 
1 onth apart—T1 (N = 277) and T2 (N = 249), from Romanian entrepreneurs. 
We analyzed autoregressive, causal, reversed, and reciprocal models to test the 
mediation model. In the linkage between predictor and outcome variable, the reversed 
model is the best-fitting model, showing that proactive vitality management is only 
a distal precursor of performance. However, the best-fitting models for the relationship 
between predictor and mediator and between mediator and outcome were the 
reciprocal models. Thus, proactive vitality management and work–home enrichment 
have reciprocal effects on each other over time, as was the case between work–home 
enrichment and entrepreneurial performance. These results are in line with the 
resource gain cycle perspective of the Conservation of Resources theory. Employing 
proactive behaviors to optimize functioning at work enables the transfer of resources 
to the home role. Potentiating one role through aspects of another will thus generate 
additional resources reflecting on entrepreneurial performance. Hence, this study 
provides insights into precursors and mechanisms that can shape 
entrepreneurial performance.

Keywords: work–home enrichment, entrepreneurial performance, cross-lagged, mediation, individual strategies, 
positive psychology, proactive vitality management
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INTRODUCTION

Research on entrepreneurs as individuals uncovered various 
indicators that entrepreneurs consider when evaluating their 
business success. For entrepreneurs, personal factors, such as 
entrepreneurial wellbeing and work–life balance, are vital 
elements in determining entrepreneurial success, being equal 
to or even outranking business profitability and income indicators 
(Walker and Brown, 2004; Gorgievski et  al., 2011; Kirkwood, 
2016). Indeed, it has been argued that the frustration of personal 
factors may lead to business exit decisions, even when the 
financial indicators of the business are satisfactory (Wach et al., 
2016). Thus, to safeguard the societal and economic benefits 
generated by entrepreneurship (e.g., innovation and vacant job 
creation; Bosma and Kelley, 2019; Shir and Ryff, 2021), it 
appears crucial to uncover antecedents and mechanisms that 
allow entrepreneurs to satisfy their personal and business needs.

In this respect, scholars have already identified various fixed 
(e.g., openness to experience; Franco and Prata, 2019) and 
malleable (e.g., entrepreneurial self-efficacy; Miao et  al., 2017) 
entrepreneurial characteristics linked to business performance 
and entrepreneurial wellbeing (for synthesis, see Stephan, 2018). 
However, two major gaps in knowledge still need to be addressed. 
First, there is a need to identify behavioral tools to help 
entrepreneurs thrive both in their work and home roles. Although 
a certain overlap exists between factors that predict entrepreneurs’ 
satisfaction with their business and their personal life (e.g., 
human capital and personality traits), most of these constructs 
are rather non-developable. As such, Kleine and Schmitt (2021) 
heed researchers to focus on malleable constructs when 
investigating entrepreneurs’ wellbeing and success determinants, 
emphasizing incorporating behavioral components into future 
research models.

Second, empirical evidence regarding potential positive causal 
links between entrepreneurs’ work and home roles is scarce. 
To date, there is consistent proof of a negative effect between 
the two roles entrepreneurs assume, which detracts from their 
wellbeing and performance (for synthesis, see Stephan, 2018; 
Kleine and Schmitt, 2021). Being an entrepreneur and having 
an active social life beyond this role appears to lead to higher 
entrepreneurial strain (Arshi et al., 2020, 2021). This is probably 
why some entrepreneurs tend to sacrifice their personal life 
to fully commit to establishing and managing their business 
(Ezzedeen and Zikic, 2017; Godin et  al., 2017; Adisa et  al., 
2019). Yet, if their role in their private life encumbers some 
entrepreneurs, why do others consider personal and family-
related factors as essential success indicators for their business 
(Walker and Brown, 2004; Gorgievski et  al., 2011; Kirkwood, 
2016)? Are they setting impossible standards and aspirations, 
or can the work and home role of entrepreneurs also act as 
allies? Due to a lack of synchronous investigations that examine 
positive causal links between the work and home role of 
entrepreneurs, this question remains, to date, unanswered.

Anchored in positive psychology (Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2014), the present study aims to initiate 
closing these gaps. Specifically, following the Job Demands-
Resources (JD-R; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) theory, 

we propose proactive vitality management—moldable behaviors 
that allow individuals to manage their physical and mental 
energies to achieve optimal functioning at work (Op den Kamp 
et  al., 2018), as an antecedent of entrepreneurial performance. 
Entrepreneurial performance refers to entrepreneurs’ satisfaction 
with business-related outcomes, such as profitability or number 
of employees (Gorgievski et  al., 2014). Entrepreneurs who 
engage in behaviors that allow them to be  vital and energetic 
at work (e.g., preparing a nutritious breakfast prior to a busy 
workday) should have the energy to capitalize on existing 
opportunities, leading to increased entrepreneurial performance. 
Additionally, based on the Conservation of Resources (COR; 
Hobfoll, 2011) theory, we  test one component of work–home 
enrichment (Geurts et  al., 2005; Greenhaus and Powell, 2006), 
namely, work-to-home enrichment (hereinafter work–home 
enrichment), as a mediator between proactive vitality 
management and entrepreneurial performance. Work–home 
enrichment encompasses aspects of the work role that, through 
a spillover effect, enhance functioning in the home role (Geurts 
et al., 2005; Greenhaus and Powell, 2006). Being able to enrich 
their home role through aspects of their work should potentiate 
entrepreneurial performance because entrepreneurs will possess 
an extended resources reservoir to invest in their business 
(e.g., social support; Powell and Eddleston, 2013), and perceive 
that their personal aspirations are being satisfied (Walker and 
Brown, 2004; Kirkwood, 2016).

Thus, JD-R and COR theories are employed complementary 
to support the proposed model. On the one hand, COR 
theory explains how aspects pertaining to entrepreneurs’ work 
and home roles can be seen as resources that can be employed 
from one role to potentiate aspects of another (Hobfoll, 2011). 
For instance, entrepreneurs could make use of their autonomy 
(work resource) to spend time with friends and family, thus 
gaining social support (home resource). In turn, experiencing 
social support will boost entrepreneurs’ wellbeing (Kleine and 
Schmitt, 2021) and, subsequently, their performance and that 
of their business (Powell and Eddleston, 2013; Stephan, 2018). 
However, to gain additional resources an intentional investment 
of existing resources is necessary (Hobfoll, 2011). To illustrate, 
imagine someone who wishes to buy a product. Indeed, as 
a resource, money is needed to acquire said product. 
Nevertheless, possessing sufficient money does not equivalate 
with obtaining the product. The action of buying is needed 
as a catalyst in the process. Without handing over the money 
to the vendor (intentional behavior), the transaction would 
not occur, and the product would not be  obtained. Similarly, 
although entrepreneurs may possess the relevant resources 
(e.g., autonomy and energy) to balance their work and home 
roles, they may fail to engage in proactive behaviors that 
can help them invest those resources into both roles in an 
adequate manner. The JD-R theory proposes such intentional 
behaviors, known as individual strategies (Demerouti et  al., 
2019), upon which entrepreneurs can rely to alter their 
environment and maximize the effect of existing resources 
(Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). Proactive vitality management 
is one such individual strategy (Op den Kamp et  al., 2018). 
Thus, by learning to manage their energies optimally at work 
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(i.e., proactive vitality management), entrepreneurs could make 
use of existing resources (e.g., autonomy) to attract further 
resources in another role (e.g., social support). Being able 
to potentiate their home role through aspects of their work 
role (i.e., work–home enrichment) will reflect, as argued above, 
in their entrepreneurial performance.

Following another tenet of COR theory, we  further posit 
that the proposed mediation model can capture a positive 
gain spiral (Hobfoll, 2011) where the variables have mutual 
positive effects on each other over time. Being satisfied with 
their business performance should permit entrepreneurs to 
reinvest their existing resources (e.g., time and energy) in other 
performance-enhancing behaviors. For instance, they could 
channel the positive state generated by satisfaction with their 
business to be  more receptive when interacting with friends 
or family or start jogging in the morning to manage their 
energy levels further. Following this reasoning, the roles 
entrepreneurs assume (i.e., work vs. home) could be  potential 
allies, cyclically potentiating each other, allowing entrepreneurs 
to thrive in, and be  satisfied by their personal and work life 
concomitantly. We test this assumption by employing a two-wave 
cross-lagged design.

Thus, regarding specific contributions of this investigation, 
the proposed cross-lagged mediation model seeks to (1) shift 
the perspective from factors contributing to entrepreneurs 
experiencing work–home conflict, to factors that can help 
entrepreneurs thrive in both roles (Stephan, 2018; Kleine and 
Schmitt, 2021), (2) establish proactive vitality management as 
an antecedent of work–home enrichment and entrepreneurial 
performance and, (3) capture a positive longitudinal causal 
relationship between entrepreneurs’ work and home role. This 
will provide empirical evidence as to why entrepreneurs should 
seek to reconcile the two apparently competing roles (Hobfoll, 
2011; Ezzedeen and Zikic, 2017; Godin et  al., 2017) while 
also uncovering a moldable behavioral tool that can be employed 
to achieve this objective (i.e., proactive vitality management). 
Being able to potentiate the home role through aspects of 
their work should thus help entrepreneurs be  fully satisfied 
with their chosen career path (Gorgievski et al., 2011; Kirkwood, 
2016; Stephan, 2018) and assure the success of their 
entrepreneurial venture.

Proactive Vitality Management and 
Entrepreneurial Performance
The JD-R theory is well known for explaining the interplay 
between contextual resources (e.g., autonomy and social support) 
and work performance, employing a motivational component 
(i.e., work engagement) as an explanatory mechanism (Bakker 
and Demerouti, 2017). When individuals perceive they have 
sufficient resources at their disposal, they become more energetic 
and dedicated in their work, reflecting on their performance. 
Furthermore, a recent expansion of the JD-R theory led to 
the inclusion of behavioral self-regulatory strategies that 
individuals employ to maximize existing resources and avoid 
loss, known as individual strategies (Demerouti et  al., 2019). 
In short, the new JD-R extension argues that individuals actively 

seek to capitalize on existing resources to enhance their 
performance. For instance, individuals can make use of existing 
growth opportunities (contextual resources) to proactively 
develop new critical skills that can enable them to handle 
their work role better (individual strategy), resulting in increased 
performance (Tisu et al., 2021; Tisu and Vîrgă, 2021). Although 
initially developed to reflect processes in the wage-employed 
sector, existing research demonstrates that the JD-R theory 
can also be  successfully used to explain various processes in 
the entrepreneurship domain as well (Dijkhuizen et  al., 2016; 
Dinh et  al., 2021; Kleine and Schmitt, 2021). Considering this, 
we  have selected one individual strategy stemming from the 
JD-R theory—proactive vitality management—as a precursor 
of entrepreneurial performance.

Proactive vitality management encompasses “individual, goal-
oriented behaviors aimed at managing physical and mental 
energy to promote optimal functioning at work” (Op den Kamp 
et  al., 2018 p.  493). These behaviors are self-initiated and 
idiosyncratic, meaning that individuals decide when, where, 
and how they employ them. Furthermore, they act as catalysts 
that can direct an investment of existing resources into other 
resource-generating activities. As past research demonstrates, 
managing, and directing one’s energies as needed yields an 
increase in role-prescribed (Op den Kamp et  al., 2018; Ye 
et  al., 2020) and creative performance (Bakker et  al., 2020; 
Op den Kamp et  al., 2020). Proactive vitality management is 
also an alternative to recovery activities, ensuring individuals 
have sufficient energetic resources at their disposal for endeavors 
they engage in (Op den Kamp et al., 2018). This is particularly 
important for entrepreneurs, where the uncertainty inherent 
to their career path can rapidly deplete their resources 
(Hahn et  al., 2012; Laguna et  al., 2017), reflecting on lower 
entrepreneurial performance (Stephan, 2018).

To replenish their resource–reservoir, entrepreneurs could 
detach from work through recovery activities (e.g., microbreak; 
Fritz et al., 2011). However, as a recent diary study demonstrates, 
entrepreneurs find it hard to detach from their job due to 
work-related stressors (Wach et  al., 2021). This impedes their 
recovery, affecting their immediate wellbeing (Wach et  al., 
2021), thus reducing their performance (Stephan, 2018). Proactive 
vitality management represents a viable solution to this problem, 
potentially securing an enhancement of entrepreneurial 
performance. As past research indicates, proactivity is, indeed, 
linked to entrepreneurs’ wellbeing (Hahn et  al., 2012) and 
performance (Rauch et  al., 2009). Being able to proactively 
manage one’s energy, ensuring it remains constant throughout 
the workday, means entrepreneurs will be  equipped with the 
necessary resources to face challenges that arise in their work 
roles. Imagine an entrepreneur who must deliver an important 
presentation to secure additional funds from investors. Should 
said entrepreneur take a few minutes prior to the presentation 
to meditate about the meaning of her work and reflect on 
how the service/product positively impacts the community (i.e., 
proactive vitality management) is bound to enhance her energy 
levels. She will have additional resources to draw from during 
the presentation and be  more vibrant and convincing in her 
speech, thus securing the much-needed funds. By proactively 
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managing her energy levels, she can succeed in attracting 
supplementary resources that can help her business grow, 
reflecting in her entrepreneurial performance.

Furthermore, proactive vitality management is a suitable 
individual strategy, especially for this occupational category, 
because most prerequisites necessary for employing such proactive 
behaviors are met in the case of entrepreneurs. To engage in 
proactive vitality management, individuals must be  able to 
organize their work in a fashion that accommodates the inclusion 
of such proactive behaviors in their daily routine (i.e., autonomy; 
Op den Kamp et  al., 2018) and be  motivated to employ these 
self-regulatory behaviors (Cangiano et al., 2021). Two hallmarks 
of entrepreneurship are the autonomy entrepreneurs experience 
in their work (Stephan, 2018) and their autonomous motivation 
(Stephan et al., 2020). Thus, entrepreneurs should be motivated 
to make us of their autonomy to start the day by allotting 
time for physical exercise prior to beginning the workday. 
While commuting, they could listen to lively music to energize 
themselves. Engaging in such self-regulatory actions encompassed 
by proactive vitality management is bound to increase 
entrepreneurs’ energy levels, thus generating additional resources 
that can be  invested in their work. For instance, empirical 
evidence suggests that proactive vitality management is linked 
to increased creativity (Bakker et  al., 2020; Op den Kamp 
et  al., 2020). Thus, entrepreneurs who engage in proactive 
vitality management could generate and use said resources 
(e.g., creative thinking) to devise an improvement on current 
products, thus securing a competitive advantage in the market 
(Zhou, 2015). This will positively impact how entrepreneurs 
perceive their business, resulting in enhanced entrepreneurial  
performance.

Additionally, based on COR theory, reciprocal effects, known 
as positive gain spirals, are to be  expected (Hobfoll, 2011). 
Those entrepreneurs who are satisfied with their business should 
also seek to engage in proactive vitality management further. 
This assumption is in line with the proposition of COR theory 
which stipulates that those who have more resources at their 
disposal are also more prone to invest in and secure additional 
resources (Hobfoll, 2011). For instance, being happy with their 
business’s income can reduce entrepreneurs’ work-related strain 
and generate additional resources, such as leisure time. 
Entrepreneurs can capitalize on this resource to physical exercise 
in the morning or visit a museum for inspiration. Engaging 
in proactive vitality management will thus energize them for 
the day, allowing them, in turn, to perform better at work 
and increase their entrepreneurial performance. Based on the 
arguments above, we  expect:

Hypothesis 1a: Proactive vitality management at T1 has 
a positive impact on entrepreneurial performance at T2.

Hypothesis 1b: Entrepreneurial performance at T1 has a 
positive impact on proactive vitality management at T2.

Hypothesis  1c:  Proactive vitality management and 
entrepreneurial performance have positive and 
reciprocal effects on each other over time.

Proactive Vitality Management and 
Entrepreneurial Performance: Work–Home 
Enrichment as a Mediator
The theoretical considerations of COR theory also led us 
to postulate that the relationship between proactive vitality 
management and entrepreneurial performance is mediated 
by entrepreneurs transferring resources developed in their 
work role to enhance functioning in their home role. According 
to COR theory, people employ various resources to attract, 
foster, and protect anything they value and deem important 
(Hobfoll, 2011). Considering that entrepreneurs deem their 
personal and business life to be  equally important (Walker 
and Brown, 2004; Kirkwood, 2016), they should be motivated 
to invest existing resources in both roles. Thus, from a 
COR perspective, engaging in self-regulatory strategies (e.g., 
proactive vitality management) can be  seen as a behavioral 
resource investment process (e.g., energy and time) that 
generates resources in the work role (e.g., increased creative 
performance; Bakker et  al., 2020). According to Greenhaus 
and Powell (2006), both the positive behavior that led to 
the accumulation of resources (e.g., museum visit) and the 
consequential positive state generated by it (e.g., positive 
affect) can then be  transferred to the home role, enhancing 
entrepreneurs’ functioning in their role as individuals. This 
process is known as work–home enrichment (Geurts et  al., 
2005; Greenhaus and Powell, 2006).

Work–home enrichment is one of the four components 
of work–home interaction (Geurts et  al., 2005; Greenhaus 
and Powell, 2006). Work–home interaction as a framework 
specifies bidirectional (work-to-family and family-to-work) 
and either positive (enrichment) or negative (conflict) 
interactions between the work and home role of individuals 
(Geurts et  al., 2005). Considering the scope of this paper, 
we  focus on the positive work-to-family component (i.e., 
work–home enrichment). Work–home enrichment is a critical 
process through which resources developed at work (e.g., 
juggling multiple responsibilities) are transferred to the home 
role (e.g., better planning and prioritizing), resulting, as 
research demonstrates, in better functioning at work and 
home (Hakanen et  al., 2011). Thus, we expect entrepreneurs 
who engage in proactive vitality management to transfer 
resources developed in their work role to potentiate their 
home role and thus amass further resources (spousal support; 
Powell and Eddleston, 2013). Creating such an extensive 
bundle of resources should allow entrepreneurs to handle 
their work and home roles efficiently. Perceiving that they 
thrive in both roles should generate increased entrepreneurial 
performance (Gorgievski et  al., 2011; Wach et  al., 2016). 
Figure  1 summarizes the proposed mediation model  
graphically.

Proactive Vitality Management and Work–Home 
Enrichment
Entrepreneurs who engage in proactive vitality management 
should be  more likely to experience work–home enrichment. 
Our assumption is supported by one of the tenets of COR 
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theory—those individuals who possess abundant resources 
find it easier to invest, attract, and gain additional resources 
(Hobfoll, 2011), and by empirical findings linking vitality to 
enrichment in the wage-employed sector (Bhave and Lefter, 
2018). As presented, vital and energetic entrepreneurs at work 
should experience more positive interactions with various 
stakeholders (e.g., employees and clients), resulting in enhanced 
entrepreneurial performance (Zhou, 2015). However, this 
positive state does not vanquish instantly after leaving the 
office; based on the affective path of work–home enrichment 
(Greenhaus and Powell, 2006), entrepreneurs will transfer this 
positive state at home. The positive mood (e.g., positive affect) 
fostered in the work role will, through a spillover process, 
enable better interactions with spouses, family members, or 
friends (Bhave and Lefter, 2018).

Furthermore, an instrumental path of resource transfer is 
also to be expected. The instrumental path refers to the direct 
transference of resources, such as beneficial behaviors, from 
one role to another (Greenhaus and Powell, 2006). Striving 
to find inspiration, entrepreneurs could try a new café or 
bistro as a workspace for the day (proactive vitality 
management). Should they consider it a thrilling experience, 
they will also be  more likely to visit the same place during 
non-working hours to socialize with actors from their private 
life, thus triggering an enrichment process. As such, 
entrepreneurs who employ proactive vitality management to 
optimize their functioning at work should experience work–
home enrichment through the spillover of positive states 
(affective path) and behaviors (instrumental path) developed 
in their work role.

Also, we  expect to find reciprocal effects between the two 
variables. Should entrepreneurs accumulate sufficient resources 
in their home role due to engaging in proactive vitality 
management, this should also create the premises for 
entrepreneurs to continue enacting resource investment behaviors 

and strategies. Building upon the previous example, spending 
a fun night out with loved ones in a newly discovered bistro 
can replenish one’s energy levels (Zijlstra and Cropley, 2006). 
Having their energy restored will then permit entrepreneurs 
to engage in further resource investment activities (e.g., preparing 
a nutritious breakfast) to optimize their work functioning. 
Considering these arguments, we  state that:

Hypothesis 2a: Proactive vitality management at T1 has 
a positive impact on work–home enrichment at T2.

Hypothesis 2b: Work–home enrichment at T1 has a 
positive impact on proactive vitality management at T2.

Hypothesis 2c: Proactive vitality management and work–
home enrichment have positive and reciprocal effects 
on each other over time.

Work–Home Enrichment and Entrepreneurial 
Performance
We also expect work–home enrichment to have a positive 
effect on entrepreneurial performance. Previous studies have 
demonstrated that work–home enrichment is positively related 
to job-related outcomes, including satisfaction and 
performance (for a meta-analysis, see Zhang et  al., 2018). 
Individuals who employ resources developed at work (e.g., 
negotiating abilities) to enhance aspects of the home role 
(e.g., resolve conflicts) are more engaged and committed 
in their job, resulting in increased efficiency. However, only 
the reversed avenue—family-to-business enrichment—has 
been investigated in the entrepreneurship literature, with 
results capturing a cross-domain relationship between 
resources developed in the home role and enhanced business 
performance (Powell and Eddleston, 2013; Neneh, 2017). 
For instance, entrepreneurs can learn to be  more caring in 

FIGURE 1 | The hypothesized mediation model.
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their role as spouses or parents and then transfer this ability 
to their work role when interacting with clients, resulting 
in increased performance.

Nevertheless, Crain and Hammer (2013) suggest that the 
work-to-family process usually occurs prior to family-to-work 
enrichment. The authors argue that individuals spend more 
time at work than home, especially in their young adulthood, 
and, as such, they first develop positive behaviors in their 
work role, which they then transfer to their home role, before 
learning to do the reverse (Crain and Hammer, 2013). Indeed, 
Zhang et  al. (2018) also demonstrate that within-domain 
relationships (i.e., work–home enrichment and performance) 
are stronger than cross-domain relationships (family–work 
enrichment and performance), especially when it comes to 
enhancing performance. Furthermore, while Powell and Eddleston 
(2013) and Neneh (2017) find family-to-work enrichment to 
be a process that only occurs in the case of female entrepreneurs, 
Dinh et al. (2021) establish that the enrichment process functions 
for both male and female entrepreneurs. For this reason, 
we  expect work–home enrichment to predict entrepreneurial 
performance, irrespective of gender.

To exemplify to proposed relationship, entrepreneurs who 
use organizing abilities developed at work to free up some time 
and spend a pleasant evening with family or friends will, through 
this action, accrue additional resources (i.e., spousal/social support; 
Powell and Eddleston, 2013) and have a feeling that their business 
and private life are balanced (Ezzedeen and Zikic, 2017). As 
such, they will be  able, for instance, to negotiate home duties 
more efficiently and inhibit the onset of conflict in their home 
role due to not spending sufficient time with stakeholders from 
this role. Gleaning vital resources in the process will allow 
entrepreneurs to invest their conserved time and energy into 
another life domain they deem essential (Hobfoll, 2011), namely, 
developing their business. This should reflect in their 
entrepreneurial performance. Furthermore, perceiving how aspects 
pertaining to their work role enable them to handle their home 
role better should also allow entrepreneurs to have a more 
positive outlook on the future of their business (Wach et al., 2016).

Lastly, we  expect to find reciprocal effects between work–
home enrichment and entrepreneurial performance as well. 
Should entrepreneurs be  satisfied with their business due to 
the transfer of resources from their work to their home role, 
this should also be reflected in a reversed relation. Entrepreneurs 
will foster additional resources (e.g., positive affect due to being 
satisfied with their firms’ profit) that will be  transferred back 
to their home role, thus being able to handle the work–home 
mélange better. Based on these arguments, we  posit that:

Hypothesis 3a: Work–home enrichment at T1 has a 
positive impact on entrepreneurial performance at T2.

Hypothesis 3b: Entrepreneurial performance at T1 has 
a positive impact on work–home enrichment at T2.

Hypothesis 3c:  Work–home enrichment and entrepreneurial 
performance have positive and reciprocal effects on each 
other over time.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants & Procedure
Data were collected 1 month apart in January (Time 1; T1) 
and February 2021 (Time 2; T2), a time lag that permits the 
observation of changes in this studies’ variables (Dormann 
and Griffin, 2015; Bakker and van Wingerden, 2021). Participants 
had to be  (1) founders and (2) owners of their firm to 
be considered entrepreneurs (Baron, 2007). Participants’ eligibility 
was verified by checking information from the founding and 
ownership statements of the entrepreneurs with the official 
records of the Romanian Ministry of Finance. The initial sample 
was reached using the snowball sampling technique and through 
recommendations from collaborators. The researchers contacted 
entrepreneurs via email, inviting them to participate in the 
study, and asked them to recommend other entrepreneurs who 
could be  invited to participate. Before starting the survey, the 
entrepreneurs were informed about the aim of the study and 
assured about their data confidentiality. No incentives were 
offered for participation.

At T1, 277 Romanian entrepreneurs filled out the survey 
regarding the study variables. In the initial sample, respondents’ 
age ranged between 18–79  years old (M = 41.35, SD = 11.06), 
with the majority being male (60.3%). In terms of education, 
most respondents have at least a bachelor’s degree (65.7%), 
and the majority are either married (66.8%) or in a committed 
relationship (14.8%). The samples’ mean entrepreneurial 
experience is 12.12 years (SD = 12.05), and the mean firm 
tenure is 10.02 years (SD = 8.25). At T2, the same entrepreneurs 
were invited to fill out the survey again, resulting in 249 
complete responses (cross-lagged response of 89.9%, relative 
to T1). The final sample has an age range between 20–80 years 
old (M = 41.88, SD = 11.19), again with most of the respondents 
being male (60.6%). The mean entrepreneurial experience is 
12.13 years (SD = 9.11) and a mean business tenure of 9.85 years 
(SD = 8.29). The sample is heterogeneous in industries, spanning 
from consultancy services to construction, food industry, 
software development, or the hospitality industry.

Instruments
We relied upon tried-and-tested instruments to measure this 
study’s variables. A Romanian version of the instruments was 
used, with all questionnaires having already been adapted 
(proactive vitality management; Bălăceanu et al., 2021) or used 
on Romanian samples in previous studies (work–home 
enrichment; Matei and Virga, 2020; entrepreneurial performance; 
Tisu and Vîrgă, 2021), where they yielded good psychometric  
properties.

Proactive vitality management was measured with the scale 
developed by Op den Kamp et  al. (2018). The instrument has 
eight items, with answer options ranging on a Likert scale 
spanning from 1 (= totally disagree) to 7 (= totally agree). 
An example item is “I make sure that I  feel energetic during 
my work.”

Work–home enrichment was assessed with a 5-item scale 
from the Survey Work-home Interaction—NijmeGen (SWING; 
Geurts et  al., 2005). Answers were rated on a scale from 0 
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(= never) to 3 (= always). A sample item is: “You fulfill your 
domestic obligations better because of the things you  have 
learned on your job?”

Entrepreneurial performance was measured with a set of 
five items from the scale developed by Stephan and Richter 
(2006). Responses were rated on 5-point Kunin faces scale, 
from 1 (= very dissatisfied) to 5 (= very satisfied). A sample 
item is: “How satisfied are you  with your business income?”

Data Analyses
Measurement Models and Measurement 
Invariance
To assess our measurement model, we conducted a confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA) to verify the psychometric properties of 
our six-factor model (M6f; proactive vitality management, 
work–home enrichment, and entrepreneurial performance at 
T1 and T2). We  conducted a longitudinal CFA to test for 
measurement invariance across the two measurement waves 
(Mackinnon et  al., 2020). First, we  tested a configural model 
(Mconfigural) in which we  verified whether the hypothesized 
measurement model yields the same number of factors and 
configuration of item loadings across both waves. Then, we tested 
the metric invariance (Mmetric), where, building upon 
Mconfigural (nested), we  also constrained all factor loadings 
to be  equal across both waves. Next, building upon Mmetric, 
we  tested for scalar invariance (Mscalar) by also constraining 
all intercepts to be  equal across time. Finally, building upon 
Mscalar, we  checked strict invariance (Mstrict), where, next 
to the constrained factor loadings and intercepts, we  also 
constrained the residual errors to be  equal across waves.

All procedures were carried out in R software (R Core 
Team, 2020), using the lavaan (Rossell, 2012) and semTools 
(Jorgensen et al., 2021) packages, based on maximum likelihood 
estimation. To assess model fit, we  employed the following fit 
indices: the chi-square statistic (χ2), the comparative fit index 
(CFI), the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), the root mean square 
error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root 
mean square residual (SRMR). Following Marsh et  al. (2005), 
we  used the following cutoff points for acceptable fit: values 
of 0.90 or higher for CFI and TLI, and values equal or lower 
than 0.08 for RMSEA and SRMR. We inspected ∆CFI to assess 
differences between the measurement invariance models, with 
differences of 0.01 or lower indicating invariance (Chen, 2007; 
Mackinnon et  al., 2020; Nawrocka et  al., 2021).

Structural Models
The hypothesized models were tested via structural equation 
modeling (SEM) in R software (R Core Team, 2020) using 
the lavaan package (Rossell, 2012). We  employed a full cross-
lagged panel design, including proactive vitality management, 
work–home enrichment, and entrepreneurial performance at 
T1 and T2 as latent variables. Proactive vitality management 
and work–home enrichment were constructed using item-
parceling, following the factorial algorithm procedure outlined 
by Rogers and Schmitt (2004). Thus, for proactive vitality 
management, we  created three parcels consisting of 3 or 2 

items, and for work–home enrichment, three parcels comprising 
2 items each. This procedure was employed to obtain an 
adequate indicator-to-sample size ratio (Schreiber et  al., 2006), 
given the difficulty in obtaining large samples of entrepreneurs 
for data collection (Taris et  al., 2008).

To test the hypotheses, we  used the analytical approach 
suggested by Cole and Maxwell (2003) and Taris and Kompier 
(2006), a procedure that allows testing partial mediation 
using a two-wave design (see also Hakanen et  al., 2011; 
Nikolova et  al., 2019; Nawrocka et  al., 2021). To achieve 
our objective, we  tested three cross-lagged models: (1) the 
potential causal relationship between the predictor (proactive 
vitality management) and the outcome (entrepreneurial 
performance), (2) the potential causal relationship between 
the predictor (proactive vitality management) and the mediator 
(work–home enrichment); and (3) the potential causal 
relationship between the mediator (work–home enrichment) 
and the outcome (entrepreneurial performance). In line with 
the recommended analyses, we tested four competing models: 
the stability model (Mstabil), where only autoregressive paths 
between the same set of variables are specified across time; 
the causality model (Mcausal) where, next to the autoregressive 
paths, a temporal causal relationship is introduced (for 
M1causal between proactive vitality management and 
entrepreneurial performance, for M2causal between proactive 
vitality management and work–home enrichment, and for 
M3causal between work–home enrichment and entrepreneurial 
performance); the reversed causation model (Mreversed), 
including autoregressive paths and the reversed hypothesized 
causal relationships (for M1reversed between entrepreneurial 
performance and proactive vitality management, for M2reversed 
between work–home enrichment and proactive vitality 
management, and for M3reversed between entrepreneurial 
performance and work–home enrichment); and the reciprocal 
model (Mreciprocal) including all the specified paths from 
Mstabil, Mcausal, and Mreversed together (in M1reciprocal 
we  included M1stabil, M1causal and M1reversed, in 
M2reciprocal we included M2stabil, M2causal and M2reversed, 
and in M3reciprocal we  included M3stabil, M3causal and 
M3reversed). Variables measured at the same time point were 
allowed to covary.

The same indicators (chi-square statistics, CFI, TLI, SRMR, 
and RMSEA) and cutoff values (0.90 or higher for CFI and 
TLI, 0.08 or lower for RMSEA and SRMR) as described in 
the model measurement section have been used to assess model 
fit. Model comparison of the structural models was carried 
out through a χ2 difference test.

RESULTS

Attrition Analyses
Attrition analyses were conducted to test whether entrepreneurs 
who dropped out at T2 differ from entrepreneurs who completed 
both surveys regarding several demographic and this study’s 
variables (Bakker and van Wingerden, 2021). No statistically 
significant mean differences were found between the two groups.
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Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 1 contains the means, standard deviations, and correlations 
between this study’s variables, as well as the internal consistency 
for each scale. All variables show positive, statistically significant 
relationships with each other, and the three constructs yield 
relatively high stability over time—proactive vitality management 
(r = 0.64, p < 0.001), work–home enrichment (r = 0.62, p < 0.001), 
and entrepreneurial performance (r = 0.76, p < 0.001). The internal 
consistency of the scales is good to excellent (0.85 lowest 
value—0.94 highest value; see Table  1).

Measurement Models and Measurement 
Invariance
Results of the conducted CFA are reported in Table  2. Upon 
initial inspection of our six-factor measurement model, 
we noticed that one item from the entrepreneurial performance 
scale (i.e., “How satisfied are you  with the reputation of your 
firm?”) had a factor loading below 0.40 at both measurement 
times. The poor loading of this item is probably tied to the 
poor fit indices for the entire measurement model (M6f). 
Considering this, we  decided to eliminate this item from the 
scale (Hakanen et  al., 2011) and test an improved six-factor 
model (M6fimp)., The improved six-factor model (M6fimp) 
yields satisfactory fit indices χ2(579) = 1230.97, p < 0.001, 
CFI = 0.90; TLI = 0.89; RMSEA = 0.06, 90% CI [0.06–0.07], 
SRMR = 0.06. Thus, we proceeded to test measurement invariance 
and structural models using the improved six-factor model.

All measurement invariance models—Mconfigural, Mmetric, 
Mscalar, and Mstrict yield satisfactory fit indices regarding 
the measurement invariance across the two waves. The best 
fit was shown by the configural model, with the chi-square 
difference tests indicating a decrease in model fit for the other 
models, hinting at the possibility that the data were not invariant. 
However, Chen (2007) argues that the chi-square difference 
test is too sensitive to test measurement invariance, suggesting 
an inspection of the CFI difference between models as a more 
robust alternative (see also (Mackinnon et  al., 2020; Nawrocka 
et  al., 2021). Upon inspecting ∆CFI, the difference between 
the configural and metric model, between the metric and scalar 
model, and between the scalar and strict model was equal or 
less than 0.01, indicating measurement invariance. There are 
slim chances that the variance in the structural models was 

obtained due to measurement fluctuations, and thus 
we  proceeded to test the structural models.

Hypothesized Cross-Lagged Structural 
Models
Tables 3–5 show the results for the mediation model using 
structural cross-lagged models. Regarding the potential causal 
relationship between proactive vitality management (predictor) 
and entrepreneurial performance (outcome), all structural models 
yield acceptable fit indices (see Table  3). The reversed model 
(M1reversed) is statistically superior to the stability model 
(M1stabil; Δχ2(2) = 10.82, p < 0.01). The reciprocal model 
(M1reciproc) is also superior to the stability model (M1stabil; 
Δχ2(2) = 12.77, p < 0.01) and the causal model (M1causal; 
Δχ2(2) = 10.26, p < 0.01), but not the reciprocal model 
(M1reversed; Δχ2(1) = 1.95, p > 0.05). Both in the causal and 
the reciprocal model the relationship between proactive vitality 
management at T1 and entrepreneurial performance at T2 
(H1a) was non-significant (M1causal; β = 0.08, p = 0.12; 
M1reciproc; β = 0.06, p = 0.16). Thus, the reversed model 
(M1reversed) is the best model where all relationships are 
statistically significant, leading us to consider the reversed 
model as the single acceptable model (M1reversed; χ2(72) = 197.12, 
p < 0.001, CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.08, 90% CI [0.07–
0.10], SRMR = 0.05). As depicted in Figure  2, in M1reversed, 
proactive vitality management at T1 predicts itself at T2 (β = 0.63, 
p < 0.001), while entrepreneurial performance at T1 predicts 
itself at T2 (β = 0.83, p < 0.001) as well as proactive vitality 
management at T2 (H1b; β = 0.18, p = 0.001).

Regarding the potential causal relationship between proactive 
vitality management (predictor) and work–home enrichment 
(mediator), all structural models yield excellent fit indices (see 
Table  4). The best-fitting model is the reciprocal model 
(M2reciprocal; χ2(48) = 83.59, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.98; TLI = 0.98; 
RMSEA = 0.06, 90% CI [0.04–0.07], SRMR = 0.03), which is 
statistically significantly better than the stability model (M2stabil; 
Δχ2(2) = 16.36, p < 0.001), the causal model (M2causal; 
Δχ2(1) = 6.95, p < 0.01), and the reversed model (M2reversed; 
Δχ2(1) = 7.89, p < 0.01). This suggests that there is both a potential 
causal and a reversed relationship between the predictor and 
mediator. As depicted in Figure  3, all relationships between 
proactive vitality management and work–home enrichment are 

TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, correlation coefficients, and reliability coefficients table.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Time 1
1. Proactive vitality managementT1 49.01 5.38 (0.90)
2. Work–home enrichmentT1 17.14 3.86 0.40* (0.87)
3. Entrepreneurial performanceT1 18.42 3.81 0.27* 0.25* (0.87)

Time 2
4. Proactive vitality managementT2 47.42 5.94 0.64* 0.39* 0.34* (0.94)
5. Work–home enrichmentT2 17.57 3.48 0.42* 0.62* 0.34* 0.47* (0.85)
6. Entrepreneurial performanceT2 18.43 3.91 0.28* 0.35* 0.76* 0.41* 0.41* (0.90)

NT1 = 277; NT2 = 249. *p < 0.001. 
Cronbach’s α coefficients are displayed on the main diagonal.
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positive and statistically significant in the M2reciprocal model. 
Specifically, proactive vitality management at T1 predicts proactive 
vitality management at T2 (β = 0.61, p < 0.001) and work–home 
enrichment at T2 (H2a; β = 0.18, p < 0.01). Conversely, work–
home enrichment at T1 predicts itself at T2 (β = 0.63, p < 0.001), 
and proactive vitality management at T2 (H2b; β = 0.17, p < 0.01).

Regarding the potential causal relationship between work–
home enrichment (mediator) and entrepreneurial performance 

(outcome), all structural models also yield excellent fit indices 
(see Table  5). The best-fitting model is, again, the reciprocal 
model (M3reciprocal; χ2(71) = 146.61, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.97; 
TLI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.07, 90% CI [0.05–0.08], SRMR = 0.04), 
which is statistically significantly better than the stability model 
(M3stabil; Δχ2(2) = 22.63, p < 0.001), the causal model (M3causal; 
Δχ2(1) = 9.38, p < 0.01), and the reversed model (M3reversed; 
Δχ2(1) = 12.58, p < 0.001). This suggests that there is both a 

TABLE 2 | Fit statistics for the measurement models and measurement invariance.

Model Model description χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR
Model 
comparisons

Δχ2 Δdf ΔCFI

Measurement models
M6f Measurement model—6 factors 1346.15 613 0.88 0.87 0.07 [0.06–0.07] 0.06
M6fimp Improved measurement 

model—6 factors (one EP item 
removed)

1230.97* 579 0.90 0.89 0.06 [0.06–0.07] 0.06

Measurement invariance
Mconfigural Model for configural invariance 1050.26* 569 0.93 0.92 0.06 [0.05–0.06] 0.06
Mmetric Model for metric invariance 

(constrained all FL to be equal)
1072.97* 587 0.92 0.92 0.06 [0.05–0.06] 0.07 Mconfigural vs. Mmetric 20.03 18 0.003

Mscalar Model for scalar invariance 
(constrained all FL and I to 
be equal)

1162.77* 605 0.91 0.91 0.06 [0.05–0.06] 0.07 Mmetric vs. Mscalar 92.67* 18 0.007

Mstrict Model for strict invariance 
(constrained all FL, I, and RE to 
be equal)

1313.35* 623 0.90 0.89 0.06 [0.05–0.07] 0.07 Mscalar vs. Mstrict 70.97* 18 0.010

N(T1) = 277; N(T2) = 249. *p < 0.001. 
EP, Entrepreneurial performance; FL, Factor loadings; I, Intercepts; RE, Residual errors.

TABLE 3 | Fit statistics for the cross-lagged structural models between proactive vitality management and entrepreneurial performance.

Model Model description χ2 Df CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR
Model 
comparisons

Δχ2 Δdf

M1stabil Stability model 207.94** 73 0.95 0.94 0.08 [0.07–0.10] 0.08
M1causal Causal model (M1stabil + PVM→EP) 205.43** 72 0.95 0.94 0.08 [0.07–0.10] 0.07 M1stabil vs. M1causal 2.51 1

M1stabil vs. M1reversed 10.82* 1
M1reversed Reversed model (M1stabil + EP→PVM) 197.12** 72 0.96 0.95 0.08 [0.07–0.10] 0.05 M1stabil vs. M1reciproc 12.77* 2

M1causal vs. M1reciproc 10.26* 1
M1reciproc Reciprocal model (M1causal + M1reversed) 195.16** 71 0.96 0.95 0.08 [0.07–0.10] 0.05 M1reversed vs. M1reciproc 1.95 1

N = 249. *p < 0.01. **p < 0.001. 
PVM, Proactive vitality management, EP, Entrepreneurial performance

TABLE 4 | Fit statistics for the cross-lagged structural models between proactive vitality management and work–home enrichment.

Model Model description χ2 Df CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR
Model 
comparisons

Δχ2 Δdf

M2reciproc Stability model 99.94** 50 0.98 0.97 0.06 [0.05–0.08] 0.07
M2causal Causal model (M2stabil + PVM→WHE) 90.54** 49 0.98 0.97 0.06 [0.04–0.08] 0.04 M2stabil vs. M2causal 9.41* 1

M2stabil vs. M2reversed 8.46* 1
M2reversed Reversed model (M2stabil + WHE→PVM) 91.48** 49 0.98 0.97 0.06 [0.04–0.08] 0.05 M2stabil vs. M2reciproc 16.36** 2

M2causal vs. M2reciproc 6.95* 1
M2reciproc Reciprocal model (M2causal + M2reversed) 83.59** 48 0.98 0.98 0.06 [0.04–0.07] 0.03 M2reversed vs. M2reciproc 7.89* 1

N = 249. *p < 0.01; **p < 0.001. 
PVM, Proactive vitality management, WHE, Work–home enrichment.
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Tisu and Vîrgă Proactive Vitality Management and Performance

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 March 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 761958

TABLE 5 | Fit statistics for the cross-lagged structural models between work–home enrichment and entrepreneurial performance.

Model Model description χ2 Df CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR
Model 
comparisons

Δχ2 Δdf

M3stabil Stability model 169.24** 73 0.96 0.95 0.07 [0.06–0.09] 0.07
M3causal Causal model (M3stabil + WHE→EP) 155.99** 72 0.97 0.96 0.07 [0.05–0.08] 0.06 M3stabil vs. M3causal 13.25** 1

M3stabil vs. M3reversed 10.05* 1
M3reversed Reversed model (M3stabil + EP→WHE) 159.19** 72 0.97 0.96 0.07 [0.06–0.08] 0.05 M3stabil vs. M3reciproc 22.63** 2

M3causal vs. M3reciproc 9.38* 1
M3reciproc Reciprocal model (M3causal + M3reversed) 146.61** 71 0.97 0.96 0.07 [0.05–0.08] 0.04 M3reversed vs. M3reciproc 12.58** 1

N = 249. *p < 0.01; **p < 0.001. 
WHE, Work–home enrichment, EP, Entrepreneurial performance.

FIGURE 2 | The final model of the statistically significant cross-lagged relationships between proactive vitality management and entrepreneurial performance. 
N = 249, *p < 0.01, **p < 0.001, pl−p3 parcels 1 through 3, i1–i4 = items 1 through 4. entrepren = entrepreneurial.

potential causal and a reversed relationship between the mediator 
and outcome. As shown in Figure  4, all relationships between 
work–home enrichment and entrepreneurial performance are 
positive and statistically significant in the M3reciprocal model. 
Specifically, work–home enrichment at T1 predicts work–home 
enrichment at T2 (β = 0.66, p < 0.001) and entrepreneurial 
performance at T2 (H3a; β = 0.14, p < 0.01). Conversely, 
entrepreneurial performance at T1 predicts itself at T2 (β = 0.80, 
p < 0.001), and work–home enrichment at T2 (H3b; β = 0.17, 
p < 0.01).

Summarizing, the hypothesized mediation model was partly 
confirmed. Proactive vitality at T1 did not predict entrepreneurial 

performance at T2 thus rejecting Hypothesis 1a, while 
entrepreneurial performance at T1 was a predictor of proactive 
vitality management at T2 conferring support to Hypothesis 
1b. Furthermore, proactive vitality management at T1 did 
predict work–home enrichment at T2, and work–home 
enrichment at T1 was an antecedent of proactive vitality 
management at T2, conferring support to Hypotheses 2a and 
2b. Hypotheses 3a and 3b also found support, with work–home 
enrichment at T1 being a precursor of entrepreneurial 
performance at T2 and entrepreneurial performance at T1 
predicting work–home enrichment at T2. Regarding the proposed 
mutual effects between the variables, Hypothesis 1c was partly 
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FIGURE 3 | The final model of the statistically significant cross-lagged relationships between proactive vitality management and work–home enrichment. N = 249, 
*p < 0.01, **p < 0.001. P1−P3 = parcels 1 through 3.

FIGURE 4 | The final model of the statistically significant cross-lagged relationships between work–home enrichment and entrepreneurial performance. N = 249, 
*p < 0.01, **p < 0.001, pl−p3 parcels 1 through 3, i1–i4 = items 1 through 4. entrepren = entrepreneurial.
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supported, because only entrepreneurial performance had a 
cross-lagged effect on proactive vitality management 
(M1reversed). Additionally, we established that proactive vitality 
management and work–home enrichment have a positive and 
reciprocal effect on each other over time (M2reciprocal), favoring 
Hypothesis 2c. That was also the case in the relationship 
between work–home enrichment and entrepreneurial 
performance, which show a positive and reciprocal effect on 
each other over time (M3reciprocal), providing support to 
Hypothesis 3c. Thus, work–home enrichment appears to be  a 
mediator in the linkage between entrepreneurs’ proactive vitality 
management and entrepreneurial performance.

DISCUSSION

Rooted in the JD-R (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) and COR 
(Hobfoll, 2011) theories, the current investigation proposed a 
model where proactive vitality management (a behavioral 
component) is an antecedent of entrepreneurial performance 
(work role), employing work–home enrichment (home role) 
as an explanatory mechanism. The investigated mediation model 
was tested by means of a two-wave cross-lagged model. 
We assumed both potential temporal causal relationships between 
the variables and reciprocal effects. Results partially supported 
our assumptions. Most pairs of variables (i.e., proactive vitality 
management and work–home enrichment, and work–home 
enrichment and entrepreneurial performance), show mutual 
effects on each other over time, hinting at a mediation mechanism. 
Proactive vitality management, however, is only a distal precursor 
of entrepreneurial performance. Nevertheless, results suggest 
the work and home role of entrepreneurs can, indeed, be allies, 
exhibiting positive reciprocal effects through a transfer of 
resources from one role to potentiate aspects of the other.

Contrary to our expectations, in the relationship between 
predictor and outcome variable, the reversed model is the 
best-fitting model. Entrepreneurial performance has a direct 
effect on entrepreneurs engaging in proactive behaviors directed 
at optimizing their energy levels for work, but not the other 
way around. Based on our results, self-regulatory actions, such 
as exercising in the morning or meditating about the meaning 
of their job, do not have a direct effect on entrepreneurs’ 
satisfaction with aspects of their business. While previous studies 
establish a correlational link between proactive vitality 
management and performance (Op den Kamp et  al., 2018; Ye 
et  al., 2020), predictive analyses employed in this study show 
that this linkage is mediated by different mechanisms (e.g., 
work–home enrichment). This result aligns with the proposition 
of the JD-R theory, which places mediating variables (i.e., work 
engagement) as explanatory links in the relationship between 
individual strategies and performance outcomes (Bakker and 
Demerouti, 2017). However, those entrepreneurs who are more 
satisfied with their income or number of employees do employ 
strategies directed at managing their physical and mental energies 
to promote functioning at work. COR theory provides theoretical 
coverage for this result. Individuals who possess sufficient 
resources (e.g., entrepreneurial performance) are more inclined 

to invest existing resources (e.g., time and energy) for further 
resource gains (e.g., proactive vitality management), probably 
due to existing autonomous motivation (Stephan et  al., 2020).

COR theory can also best explain the mutual effects between 
predictor and mediator, and between mediator and outcome 
captured in this study. First, engaging in proactive vitality 
management appears to trigger a resource gain cycle, where 
entrepreneurs transfer resources between their work role and 
their home role. For instance, entrepreneurs can meditate about 
the meaning of their work and how their business helps their 
community (proactive vitality management). This can generate 
a positive state (Zeng et  al., 2015) which can be  transferred 
to their home role through the affective path proposed by 
Greenhaus and Powell (2006), where they will be more receptive 
to domestic needs (work–home enrichment). Conversely, when 
entrepreneurs experience less conflict in their home role 
(Ezzedeen and Zikic, 2017) and more support from their spouse 
(Powell and Eddleston, 2013), especially due to abilities developed 
in their work role (e.g., conflict resolution skills), they will 
possess sufficient resources to also engage in further proactive 
behaviors that can boost their energy levels, such as playing 
an instrument for inspiration or jogging in the morning 
(proactive vitality management). Our results are in line with 
the findings of Bhave and Lefter (2018), who also found vitality 
to be  an antecedent of work–home enrichment and the tenets 
of COR theory. Those entrepreneurs who possess an abundance 
of resources are more prone to reinvest them for further 
resource gain (Hobfoll, 2011).

Similarly, when entrepreneurs experience work–home 
enrichment, thus being satisfied with how aspects of their 
work enhance their home functioning, they also appear to 
be  more satisfied with their entrepreneurial performance. Our 
results complement and extend the findings of Zhang et  al. 
(2018), who establish that work–home enrichment is a precursor 
of employee satisfaction and performance. When individuals 
perceive that their work role potentiates their home role, they 
appear to become more dedicated and productive at work 
(Crain and Hammer, 2013; Zhang et al., 2018), with entrepreneurs 
making no exception. Based on our results, entrepreneurs who, 
for instance, develop planning and prioritizing skills at work 
due to a packed schedule can employ these to thrive in their 
home role (e.g., better scheduling of family duties). Considering 
that entrepreneurs deem their personal life as a vital element 
linked to their business success (Walker and Brown, 2004; 
Kirkwood, 2016), the above enrichment process is bound to 
reflect in a more positive evaluation of their firm performance. 
Furthermore, entrepreneurial performance allows entrepreneurs 
to direct additional resources to their home role (e.g., spending 
more time with family or friends), potentiating the work–home 
enrichment process. Specifically, entrepreneurs who report high 
entrepreneurial performance will be  prone to invest current 
resources (e.g., time and energy) in life domains other than 
their business (Ezzedeen and Zikic, 2017), thus enabling the 
occurrence of work–home enrichment, aspect that aligns with 
the propositions of COR theory (Hobfoll, 2011).

Summarizing, our results highlight that the work and home 
role of entrepreneurs can, in fact, act as potential allies, yet 
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entrepreneurs must develop and employ relevant behavioral 
tools (e.g., proactive vitality management) to handle both roles 
efficiently. Furthermore, the model underlines the importance 
of integrating the role of an individual with a private life into 
models investigating factors related to entrepreneurs’ success 
indicators. Examining both sides of the coin (i.e., work and 
home role) in a dynamic, longitudinal manner will enable 
more accurate modeling of factors that shape entrepreneurial  
performance.

Limitations and Future Directions
Some limitations of the current study are to be  noted. First, 
we  relied on self-report questionnaires to obtain the data and 
assess this studies’ variables. While this is a common practice 
in psychological studies, especially in ones that evaluate 
participants’ perceptions (Conway and Lance, 2010), it also makes 
the data susceptible to common method bias (CMB; Podsakoff 
et  al., 2012). The time-lagged nature of the study corroborated 
with the good fit indices of our measurement and invariance 
models suggests a slim chance for the occurrence of CMB. 
However, future studies could use more diverse (e.g., peer-ratings) 
and objective (e.g., time spent with family or friends) instruments 
to capture this study’s variables. It should also be  noted that, 
in this study, the outcome variable referred to entrepreneurs’ 
perceptions about the performance of their business. Therefore, 
future studies should aim to replicate our findings in relation 
to more objective indicators of business performance (e.g., actual 
income or profit).

Second, while it has been argued that cross-lagged studies 
enable researchers to capture causal relationships among variables 
(Little, 2013; Nikolova et  al., 2019), other scholars argue that 
such an approach only hints at potential causal, temporal 
relationships that need to be  tested using experimental designs 
to infer causal conclusions (see Bradford Hill criteria; Hamaker 
et al., 2015; Cox, 2018). As such, while our longitudinal approach 
permits assumptions of causality between proactive vitality 
management, work–home enrichment, and entrepreneurial 
performance, future studies should test our model by means 
of randomized controlled trials to test whether modifications 
in this study’s variables determine an enhancement in 
entrepreneurial performance. Considering that existing 
interventions aimed at developing one’s vitality (Hendriksen 
et al., 2016) or work–home enrichment (Heskiau and McCarthy, 
2020) have been linked to an increase in positive work-related 
outcomes, we  expect our model to also pass the scrutiny of 
an experimental trial.

Third, our sample consists of entrepreneurs from Eastern 
Europe, which may inhibit the generalization of our findings. 
While some authors argue that entrepreneurs are similar in 
characteristics irrespective of their cultural background (Turan 
and Kara, 2007), contextual factors, such as economic, 
institutional, or cultural variables, appear to shape entrepreneurial 
outcomes (Fernández-Serrano et al., 2018; Nikolaev et al., 2018). 
As such, future studies should aim to replicate our findings 
on other cultures with different cultural and/or economic 
backgrounds. Furthermore, we  collected data at only two time 
points; to capture potential full mediation models, a minimum 

of three waves would have been necessary (Hakanen et  al., 
2011; Nikolova et  al., 2019).

Theoretical and Practical Implications
This study contributes to entrepreneurship literature in several 
important ways. First, heeding the call of Kleine and Schmitt 
(2021), who encourage researchers to uncover malleable 
behavioral mechanisms related to entrepreneurial wellbeing and 
success, we  identify proactive vitality management as a vital 
antecedent linked to entrepreneurs thriving in their business 
role as well as in their personal life. As such, we  demonstrate 
that entrepreneurs ought to engage in behaviors aimed at 
managing their physical and mental energies to promote their 
work because this is beneficial in juggling work and domestic 
responsibilities efficiently. Proactive vitality management appears 
to trigger a resource-gaining cycle (Hobfoll, 2011), fueling 
entrepreneurs’ work–home enrichment, which, in turn, provides 
the necessary resources for entrepreneurs to increase their 
entrepreneurial performance. Furthermore, both enrichment 
and performance will then generate the premises for further 
engagement in individual strategies. Thus, the proposed individual 
strategy helps entrepreneurs foster positive, proactive behaviors 
to enhance functioning in their life, satisfying a central tenet 
of the positive psychology framework (Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).

Second, by identifying proactive vitality management as 
a precursor of entrepreneurial success, our study also 
demonstrates that the recent JD-R expansion—the inclusion 
of individual strategies into the theoretical framework (Bakker 
and Demerouti, 2017; Demerouti et  al., 2019), applies to 
the entrepreneurship literature as well. Engaging in self-
regulatory actions to increase existing resources and avoid 
loss, such as proactive vitality management, is beneficial for 
entrepreneurs, leading to various positive outcomes. However, 
it can be  argued that proactive vitality management occurs 
mostly outside the office, with entrepreneurs employing other 
types of strategies once at the office. This could be a potential 
explanation why we found no direct longitudinal link between 
proactive vitality management and entrepreneurial 
performance. Indeed, proactive vitality management is one 
individual strategy among many (i.e., strengths use, job 
crafting; Demerouti et  al., 2019). Therefore, we  second the 
call of Kleine and Schmitt (2021) and encourage researchers 
to incorporate other such individual strategies into models 
investigating entrepreneurs’ success determinants both in and 
outside of work. Tisu and Vîrgă (2021), for instance, have 
already established that strengths use allows entrepreneurs 
to capitalize on existing growth opportunities, indicating that 
this is a ripe area of investigation. Furthermore, to fully 
capture the essence of the JD-R theory in the entrepreneurship 
literature, scholars should also seek to integrate personal 
resources into research models. As research demonstrates, 
beliefs about being able to control their environment (i.e., 
personal resources; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) can mitigate 
the impact of stressors on strain (Arshi et  al., 2020), as well 
as potentiate the positive effect of individual strategies 
(Demerouti et  al., 2019).
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Third, we  managed to establish a longitudinal causal 
relationship between entrepreneurs’ work and home roles from 
a positive perspective. This is a relatively new and unexplored 
area in entrepreneurship research that requires the focus of 
scholars to better understand the interplay between the two 
roles entrepreneurs assume. Although scholars tend to agree 
that the work and home roles of entrepreneurs are closely 
intertwined (Stephan, 2018), they acknowledge that longitudinal 
investigations are warranted to assess potential causal 
relationships between entrepreneurs work and home roles 
(Powell and Eddleston, 2013; Ezzedeen and Zikic, 2017). This 
study addresses this issue. By identifying positive dynamic 
relationships between proactive vitality management, work–
home enrichment, and entrepreneurial performance, 
we demonstrate that the two roles entrepreneurs assume ought 
not always be  in conflict (Arshi et  al., 2020, 2021). They can 
also act as potential allies, results that align with the propositions 
of the positive psychology framework. Individuals are happier 
when they successfully integrate multiple roles efficiently, 
thriving in them concomitantly (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 
2014). Specifically, the mutual positive effects between aspects 
of the work role (i.e., entrepreneurial performance) and home 
role (i.e., work–home enrichment) highlight the fact that 
entrepreneurs should avoid sacrificing one role for another 
(Ezzedeen and Zikic, 2017; Adisa et  al., 2019), and employ 
strategies that enable them to bloom in both. This will 
be  beneficial for entrepreneurs’ overall wellbeing (Stephan, 
2018) and thus probably secure the long-term survival and 
growth of the business (Wach et  al., 2016).

From a practical perspective, we  provide entrepreneurs and 
practitioners with a set of moldable tools that can be  cultivated 
to allow entrepreneurs to manage their work and home role 
efficiently and concomitantly. Regarding the development of vitality 
management, scholars indicate that individuals can engage in 
various activities, such as practicing sports in the morning (e.g., 
jogging), keeping a balanced diet, or ensuring they get enough 
sleep at night (Hendriksen et  al., 2016; Schmitt et  al., 2017). 
Importantly, proactive vitality management is idiosyncratic. 
Entrepreneurs ought to test various such practices and retain and 
employ those activities that they feel best suit their momentary needs.

Additionally, Heskiau and McCarthy (2020) also suggest a series 
of activities that can help individuals foster work–home enrichment. 
Entrepreneurs can seek to actively acknowledge work resources 
that can be  transferred to the home role (e.g., computer skills). 
They can also generate positive connections across roles or engage 
in mental practices, such as visualizing the steps to success, that 
can increase confidence in transferring resources across roles 

(Heskiau and McCarthy, 2020). Taken together, these activities 
are bound to reinforce each other and should help entrepreneurs 
secure increased entrepreneurial performance.

CONCLUSION

Entrepreneurs’ work and private life are closely intertwined, 
yet entrepreneurs can find it challenging to juggle between 
the two competing roles and satisfy both. This study uncovered 
proactive vitality management as a malleable behavioral 
component that helps entrepreneurs handle their work and 
home role efficiently, by transferring resources from their work 
role to enhance aspects of their home role. As such, entrepreneurs 
will ensure that work-related activities can help satisfy both 
their social (work–home enrichment) and financial 
(entrepreneurial performance) aspirations, reflecting on their 
entrepreneurial performance. Results also reveal that the two 
roles entrepreneurs assume have mutually beneficial effects on 
each other over time. When their work and home role act as 
allies, this enables entrepreneurs to enter a positive resource 
gain cycle. One concrete strategy toward attaining this objective 
is to engage in behaviors directed at managing mental and 
physical energies to promote optimal functioning at work.
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From the standpoint of the school settings, sport participation constitutes a key strategy 
concerning the manifestation of positive behaviors that result from the development of 
personal and social responsibility. Based on the TPSR model, the goal of this study was 
to evaluate the effects of an intervention geared toward teaching life skills through sport 
to youngsters who had been committed. The participants were evaluated before and 
after the intervention. After the initial evaluation, they were randomly assigned to the 
experimental and control groups. The experimental group took part in the community 
football program, while the control group attended physical education classes not based 
on the TPSR model. The experimental model consisted of 3 weekly sessions over the 
course of 6 weeks, which totaled 18 sessions. This investigation supplied empirical 
evidence concerning the potential of community sport programs in the teaching and 
development of life skills deemed necessary for an adequate reintegration of such at-risk 
youngsters. The model was shown to be valid both in stimulating changes of attitudes 
and in promoting the adherence to socially positive behaviors. The effectiveness of the 
model, as well as its unique approach, make its application attractive to both the youngsters 
and the professionals. This program facilitates the training of youngsters to act, in the 
sense of promoting both their autonomy and the acquisition of a system of ethics and 
moral values within a culture of responsibility for how decisions affect the individual and 
the community. Finally, this intervention generated empirical support in favor of the 
argument that sport constitutes a unique opportunity within the educational process to 
establish values, beliefs, attitudes, and practical habits pertaining relationships and 
cooperation that generate social responsibility in individuals.

Keywords: life skills, personal responsibility, social responsibility, sport, football
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INTRODUCTION

Positive psychology emphasizes the importance of developing 
life skills, which allows individuals to face life’s challenges with 
hope and gratitude (Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Lopez and 
Snyder, 2009; Arslan and Wong, 2022). The development of 
life skills implies the organization and supervision of practices 
geared toward the acquisition of moral codes and values (Lee 
and Whitehead, 1999). There is, within the sport literature, 
an extensive body of publications focused on programs for 
positive youth development (PYD) (Gould and Carson, 2008; 
Camiré et al., 2011, 2018; Kendellen and Camiré, 2019; Strachan 
et al., 2021). There are also several publications on the pedagogical 
models that have been used successfully for 40 years to foster 
PYD through physical education (PE) and sport, thus 
implementing the teaching of personal and social responsibility 
model (TPSR model; Hellison, 1985, 2011). Specific accounts 
of the latter include the successful use of the TPSR model in 
the Portuguese pre-school setting (Santos et  al., 2020); the 
hybrid combination of the TPSR model and the Teaching 
Games for Understanding approach in the context of PE 
(García-Castejón et  al., 2021); and the use of the TPSR model 
in competitive youth sport (Carreres-Ponsoda et  al., 2021). 
Case in point, social and emotional learning have been identified 
at the pre-school level (Santos et al., 2020), while the enhancement 
of personal and social responsibility, prosocial behavior, and 
self-efficacy were reported in competitive youth sport (Carreres-
Ponsoda et  al., 2021). Furthermore, the combined use of the 
TPSR model and the Teaching Games for Understanding 
approach showcased a heightened intention to be  physically 
active, as well as the improvement of the psychological variables 
motivation, responsibility, and enjoyment in PE participation 
(García-Castejón et al., 2021). In sum, through sport, life skills 
can be  trained in a variety of ways and applied in a variety 
of contexts, which will enable positive youth development 
(Brunelle et  al., 2007; Martinek and Hellison, 2016). Sport can 
generate the positive development of young people. As it is 
organized, it requires commitment over time and includes 
interpersonal relationships (Geldhof et  al., 2013). Among the 
several effects of sport that have been studied thus far, the 
particular topic of personal and social responsibility has been 
gaining greater relevance (Martins et al., 2017). Therefore, from 
an educational point of view, sport is an essential strategy in 
promoting personal and social responsibility, resulting in positive 
social behavior among young people (Hellison and Walsh, 2002; 
Hellison and Martineck, 2006). Personal and social responsibility 
(PSR) is a form of positive development that will provide a 
successful transition to adulthood (Hellison and Martineck, 
2006; Escartí et  al., 2010). The fundamentals of the model 
“Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility” (TPSR) are made 
distinct by two factors, personal responsibility and social 
responsibility (Hellison, 2011; Martins et al., 2017). A definition 
vastly accepted within the literature presents personal 
responsibility as the act of taking responsibility for one’s own 
life, as well as for the behaviors that result from the choices 
made. Personal responsibility generates the implication that 
certain tasks are mandatory for the individual, given that the 

latter is a part of society. On the other hand, social responsibility 
can be  conceptualized as the degree of connection between 
the individual and the other members of the community, thus 
highlighting the level of concern regarding helping and supporting 
others (Hellison, 2011; Martins et  al., 2015).

The TPSR model was developed by having in mind a coherent 
and well-thought-out and integrated development of the 
individual. This was based on a setting of self-regulation 
(personal responsibility), where inter-relationships are centered 
on caring for others (social responsibility; Hellison, 2011). This 
model looks to fulfil five goals: (a) self-regulation, (b) self-
motivation, (c) self-direction, (d) concern for others, (e) transfer 
to “outside of the gym” (Hellison, 2011). The contexts in which 
they were applied include three distinct but complementary 
settings: 1—the school context; 2—extracurricular activities 
and/or community programs in low income neighborhoods, 
and 3—professional training. For example, in New  Zealand 
skills, such as self-regulation, concern for others, and active 
participation in an organized and contributive manner are the 
key points of the curriculum of PE (Gordon et  al., 2011). The 
academic setting within the Portuguese context includes subjects 
meant to supply students with skills mainly geared toward the 
professional setting. For example, Carbonero et  al. (2015) 
conducted a study with 235 students meant to evaluate the 
attitudes pertaining to personal and social responsibility among 
teenage youngsters. The results of this study support the thesis 
that, regardless of one’s academic achievement, there is an 
improvement of the variables related to personal and social 
responsibility, as well as of one’s general attitudes (satisfaction 
and effort), among the students pertaining to academic activities. 
The study also highlights that greater levels of PSR are associated 
with greater performance levels in the academic setting 
(Carbonero et al., 2015). In another study in the United States, 
Wright et  al. (2010) also encountered statistically significant 
changes within the variables attendance and punctuality of the 
students during the period of implementation of the TPSR 
model in a class of Tai-Chi.

In fact, the relevance of the TPSR model is such that several 
countries, despite having an already heavy school curriculum, 
call for sport-based extracurricular activities. The TPSR model 
can be, within this approach, a plausible alternative in the 
school curriculum, bringing about outcomes of positive 
development in youngsters (Catalano et al., 2004; Martins et al., 
2015; Arslan and Wong, 2022).

Youngsters at risk, or displaying behaviors of risk, constitute 
a group that usually displays behaviors that fail to match the 
expectations of the role, thus resulting quite often in harmful 
situations both to oneself and to the community (Damon, 
2004). In fact, most of these youngsters live in low income 
neighborhoods, in which the prevalence of drug use, violence, 
theft, gang association, and skipping school act as facilitating 
conditions of risk behaviors (Damon, 2004). Interventions 
inspired by the TPSR model have been developed in the 
United  States in summer camps and extracurricular activities 
(Watson et  al., 2003). For example, in the United  States Riley 
and Anderson-Butcher (2012) tested the application of the 
program in summer camps (in which 600 youngsters took 
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part), and found a positive impact, not only among the 
youngsters, but also among their parents, family and the 
community at large. Furthermore, the study supported the 
notion that acquisitions do transfer to one’s life outside of the 
program, thus representing life skills. Concerning these strategies, 
the authors also highlight that the intervention ought to 
be conducted in a progressive manner, while valuing the qualities 
of each individual and making them capable of inter-relationships. 
Ultimately, when applying strategies based on the TPSR model, 
youngsters gain conscience of their own actions and, upon 
doing so, increase their self-control. This brings about an 
alignment of behaviors, meaning that their actions are associated 
with positive behaviors (Riley et  al., 2017).

Other TPSR inspired programs that have been developed 
in the United  States include the Chicago-based Beyond the 
Ball program, led by Amy and Rob Castañeda; the Get Ready 
program, managed by John McCarthy at Boston University; 
the Illinois-based Project Leadership, run by Paul Wright and 
Jenn Jacobs; and the Youth Leader Corps program, active at 
the University of North Carolina under Tom Martinek (Martinek 
and Hellison, 2016).

The TPSR model has, additionally, also been made to integrate 
university-level professional programs. Such cases include a 
program at the university of Regina (Canada), run by Nick 
Frosberg; a teacher education program at San Francisco State 
University, run by Dave Walsh; a program at the Adelphi 
University, run by Meredith Whitley; and a master’s degree 
in community youth sport development, run by the 
aforementioned Tom Martinek at the University of North 
Carolina (Martinek and Hellison, 2016).

In Portugal, sport has been assuming an important role in 
facilitating approaches geared toward the generation of 
psychological wellbeing, moral and emotional development of 
youngsters, and interpersonal skills (Gouveia et al., 2003; Martins 
et  al., 2015, 2017). Therefore, physical activities are considered 
an optimal environment in which many positive qualities and 
attributes are developed, namely, the positive development of 
youngsters (Wright and Li, 2009). In short, when sport is 
approached from an educational perspective, it is considered 
an excellent vehicle for developing positive social behaviors, 
thus playing a fundamental role in both the upbringing and 
the behavior of youngsters (Hellison and Walsh, 2002; Hellison 
and Martineck, 2006).

In this context, the Commission of Support and Control 
for Portuguese Educational Centres considers that, of the 186 
youngsters under court measures, 144 were identified as potential 
participants of the educational-based program. The mission of 
an educational center is to allow for youngsters under educational 
supervision to acquire knowledge, skills, and social values that 
target their successful reintegration, both socially and 
professionally (DGRSP, 2019). The purpose is to embrace 
youngsters by following up the court-of-law implemented 
measures, as established by the law in effect. The latter includes 
educational measures, scenarios of foster-parenting, being 
committed for an evaluation of personality, and the order of 
detention (DGRSP, 2019). The Educational Intervention Project 
is a fundamental instrument that structures and organizes the 

interventions within the educational centers. Even today, the 
judicial measures applied to young offenders are merely punitive 
and without any objective aimed at teaching life skills enabling 
their re-insertion into the community. The goal is that the 
youngster is able to both understand and internalize the 
fundamental values, rules and socio-legal norms. The latter 
ensure social interactions and favor the development of the 
person and citizen within the scope of responsibility (DGRSP, 
2019). As stated earlier, though several variables may be  taken 
into account in order to generate personal and social education, 
sport constitutes, as an organized form of physical practice, 
a highly significant opportunity for the education and positive 
development of youngsters (Hellison, 1973, 2011; Martins et al., 
2015). Physical activities in general, and sport in particular, 
include a high potential for significantly impacting the personal 
development of youngsters, thus contributing to their 
development as people. Therefore, sport training and competition, 
namely, for youngsters, should also take on an educational 
dimension, which ought to play-out in the form of projects 
that target personal and social development (Martinek and 
Hellison, 2016).

The goal of this study is to evaluate both the implementation 
and the effects of an intervention based on the model for 
personal and social development through sport. It is our 
understanding that the outcome of this study may contribute 
toward an improved theoretical and practical understanding 
of the development of youngsters. As such, a subsequent 
exploratory approach will facilitate the study of a model that 
best fits the specific environment that characterizes the 
educational centers managed by the government. This approach, 
never before attempted with institutionalized youngsters at risk, 
will shed light on the impact that an approach based on sport 
and organized physical activity has on their modification.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Outline
The experimental model lasted 6 weeks, for a total of 24 sessions, 
more specifically three weekly sessions of an hour and a half 
each (for a total of 18 sessions) of sport and physical practice 
through football, and six sessions of an hour and a half in a 
classroom. These sessions were devoted to giving meaning to 
the development of the concepts that make up the TPSR model 
through a cognitive and affective process. The latter included 
a particular focus being placed on the creation of behavioral 
change (Escartí et al., 2013).

During the initial instruction of each training session, one 
of the several themes within the program was explored. This 
procedure looks to establish an understanding of the levels 
and goals of the TPSR model. The set of 18 training sessions 
included the development of 1 theme per session (Table  1).

The themes were chosen according to the practical exercises 
used in each football training session, so as to establish an 
inter-relationship between cognition (knowledge of the game 
and implicit rules) and behavior (technique and tactics, behaviors 
related to fair play). For example, here are the topics for session 11:
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TABLE 1 | Levels of responsibility, core behaviors, sessions, and format lessons during the intervention.

Responsibility levels Responsibility behaviors to be achieved

1. Respect for the rights and feelings of others
Self-controlling impulses.

Resolving conflicts peacefully.

2. Participation and effort
Participating in all activities.

Persisting in difficult tasks.

3. Self-direction

Working independently.

Setting and working toward

goals autonomously.

Making good choices.

4. Leadership

Helping others.

Leading others.

Considering other youngster’s

interests and needs.

5. Transfer
Understanding and applying these

skills outside of the gym setting

Lessons format 

Activity Content Temporal elements  

Relational time—helps to create a welcoming 
environment and establish personal relationships with 
students

Informal one on one interactions teacher–students.

Ask students how their day is going, and discuss things that may be coming up or 
going on in their lives. Obs. Can happen whenever an opportunity arises, (i.e., before or 
after the lesson, or even during the lesson while the students are in transitions).

Before lesson

Awareness talk—brief structured meeting that officially 
begins the lesson. The teacher can go over the plan for 
the day, invite input from students, and most importantly, 
remind them of the goals and objectives of the program.

Depending on the stage of the program, a teacher might be focusing on a particular 
aspect of responsibility or just reminding students of the overall emphasis in the 
program, (e.g., how they conduct themselves and how they treat others).

Usually just a few 
minutes (0–5′)

Sport activity lesson time—involve appropriate physical 
activity, exercise or sport content.

The teaching strategies employed during this activity time shift power to the youngsters 
and put them in responsible roles. The key is to integrate the teaching of responsibility 
with the teaching of the specific physical activity.

Constitutes the 
majority of the lesson 
(20′-30′)

Group meeting—After most of the physical activity is 
completed, the teacher gathers students to discuss the 
lesson.

This provides an opportunity to share the youngsters’ opinions about the lesson, make 
suggestions, and comment on the group’s performance and cohesion. If the day’s activities 
had involved student leadership, this Group Meeting could provide a safe and structured 
opportunity for students to provide feedback to their peer leaders and vice versa.

Only a few minutes 
are necessary for this 
meeting (3′-5′).

Reflection time—Students are asked to reflect on their 
own attitudes and behaviors during the lesson.

Using the responsibility levels as reference points, the teacher prompts the youngsters to 
think about their performance that day relative to each other. Depending on the number of 
students and the climate of the program, the teacher may have students share their self-
reflections at this time verbally, with a hand signal (thumb up for “great,” sideways for 
“okay,” or down for “needs work”), or writing in a reflective journal.

For the last few 
minutes of the lesson.

Core Theme’s by Lesson
Lesson 1

Lesson 2

Lesson 3

Lesson 4

Lesson 5

Lesson 6

Lesson 7

Lesson 8

Lesson 9

Lesson 10

Lesson 11

Lesson 12

Lesson 13

Lesson 14

Lesson 15

Lesson 16

Lesson 17

Lesson 18

Dedication

Confidence

Enthusiasm

Cooperation

Affectivity

Honesty

Tolerance

Fair play

Camaraderie

Overcoming of self

Transfer to one’s life

Responsible participation

Nothing to fear

Everyone has a function

Sportive spirit VS Values

Self-motivation

Concern with others

Collective goals VS Personal goals

Retrieved from https://www.tpsr-alliance.org/tpsr-model/responsibility-levels.
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Theme: Transfer to life; formal game of 5 against 5. In this 
session it is sought that the youngsters comply with levels 4 
and 5 of the TPSR model, “Caring” and “Transference for 
outside of the game,” respectively (assuming that the path over 
the course of the sessions has been taking place in a progressive 
manner and, therefore, the previous goals have been attained). 
This will include a session in which a friendly (5 on 5) match 
will be  played against a team from outside of the educational 
center. Such a new and different challenge will create stimuli 
to which youngsters are not accustomed to (cognitive dissonance).

During the “relational time,” the youngsters were made aware 
of how to host the visiting team. A metaphor was used in 
the form of “as when hosting someone at home,” including 
all the behaviors deemed socially acceptable, to which it was 
requested that the youngsters agree to abide by.

The “initial instruction” phase was used to highlight the 
goals that were sought with that particular match, as well as 
its rules. During the “training time,” and especially during the 
match, a guiding premise concerning self-regulating behaviors 
was conveyed using the metaphor “each person is his or her 
own referee.” The latter means that it was solicited that, should 
the youngsters sense they had committed an anti-sportsmanship 
action, they would acknowledge it at once, so that the foul 
could be  signaled accordingly. Such behavior looks to make 
the youngsters aware and in-line with self-regulation and self-
direction, thus facilitating the transference to life outside of 
training. This means that it is sought to make each individual 
capable of community life within a context of responsibility 
for one’s own choices and decisions. At the end of the match, 
during the “team meeting,” a congratulatory positive feedback 
was given to the team concerning its performance on the 
field. Additionally, the youngsters also shared that they felt 
accomplished and happy with both their individual and collective 
performance, which had culminated in a victory. The “reflection 
time” sought to encourage an exchange of ideas and a debate 
concerning the fundamental aspects of the session, with each 
youngster proceeding to perform the stretching and cooldown 
routine in the company of a player from the visiting team. 
This period included a remark that rose above the rest, as 
one of the youngsters approached the opposing team by saying 
“congrats on the match, and thanks for coming.”

Participants and Procedures
The present study is part of an intervention for behavior 
modification based on a quasi-experimental design of randomized 
control testing. The study is part of a program for developing 
life skills through football in Educational Centres, with the 
financial backing of Portugal’s Association of Olympic Athletes, 
which resulted from the National Program of Sport for All, 
governed by the Portuguese Institute of Sport and Youth. The 
goal of the study is to examine the effects of different types 
of strategies within the program, based on the development 
of social and personal responsibility, so as to capacitate youngsters 
who have been institutionalized. The selection criteria included 
youngsters who had been institutionalized in educational centers 
in the Lisbon area, who were under educational measures, 
and who were between 14 and 18 years old. Of the six educational 

centers present in Portugal’s mainland, three of them are located 
in Lisbon. In pursuing this project, two of the centers were 
advised by the General Direction of Reinstatement and Prison 
Services. Consequently, the intervention took place in the Padre 
António Oliveira Educational Centre (in Caxias) and in the 
Educational Centre of Bela Vista (Lisbon, Portugal). Under 
these circumstances, all of the selected youngsters were male, 
fell within the same age range (14–18 years old) and showed 
similar competitive levels (Attachment 3—Demographic data). 
The sample was composed of 53 male youngsters (Intervention 
group = 27; Control group = 26). We shall now continue by describing 
in a detailed manner the traits of each group.

The teacher who conducted the control group sessions 
received TPSR-based instructor training and followed the protocol 
proposed by Toivonen et  al. (2021). On the other hand, the 
teacher in the control group did not have nor did he  receive 
any training in the TPSR model. All lessons were supervised 
and recorded by the first author of this study which is specialized 
in the TPSR model. More to the point, these recordings proved 
very useful in the discussion about the quality of the intervention.

Intervention Group
The intervention group consisted of 27 youngsters. It was 
subjected to an evaluation that took place in two moments, 
more specifically at the start and at the end of the intervention, 
which we  designated as pre-test and post-test, respectively. In 
each training session, during the initial instruction, the theoretical 
theme chosen according to the TPSR model was presented 
and discussed. This meant that each session included the 
development of one theme, with the intervention totaling 18 
sessions (for more details about levels of responsibility and 
behaviors to achieve consult Table  1). The theme that was 
chosen was always debated before, during (whenever opportunity 
arose), and after each training session. There was a concern 
with following a progressive line of action that suited the level 
of complexity of both the themes and the practical exercises, 
meaning that there was a proposal of mental exercises (e.g., 
focus on helping others when the situation so required) that 
brought to life the traits of the Hellison (2011) model.

Control Group
The control group, composed of 26 youngsters, continued taking 
part in Physical Education classes, which followed the national 
curriculum. This included a frequency of three weekly classes. 
The subjects making up the control group are of the same 
age range and the same gender. What distinguished the control 
group from the experimental group was the absence of the 
TPSR model from their sessions.

Measures
To measure the levels of personal and social responsibility, 
we  used the Portuguese version of the PSRQ by Martins 
et  al. (2015). Originally, the PSRQ was developed and 
proposed by Li et  al. (2008). The scale is composed by two 
constructs (Table 2), in which personal responsibility reflects 
the personal responsibilities needed in order to establish a 
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positive learning environment (i.e., effort and self-direction), 
and is made up by four items (e.g., “I work hard,” “I set 
the goals for myself,” “I want to improve,” “I make an 
effort”). Social responsibility (i.e., respect for others and 
responsibility to care for others) also consists of 4 items 
(e.g., “I respect others,” “I help others,” “I encourage others,” 
“I am pleasant toward others”). All of the items were measured 
using a 6 point Likert type scale, ranging from 1 (totally 
disagree) to 6 (totally agree).

The Personal and Social Responsibility Questionnaire (PSRQ) 
was applied before the Physical Education classes (according 
to the scheduling in place, and upon notifying the teachers 
responsible for each class and attaining their approval). Regarding 
the instructions, and though they were written on the 
questionnaires, we  find it helpful to engage youngster’s to 
participate by reading them out loud, thus highlighting the 
goal of the study, the circumstance of anonymity, confidentiality, 
and the non-obligation to comply with filling out the questionnaire. 
Lastly, it was highlighted how important it was for the participants 
to be  as honest and sincere as possible in their answers.

Data Analysis
The data analysis was generated using the 24th version of 
the statistical software SPSS (SPSS 24 Inc. Chicago, IL). 
Table  3 showcases the 16 items that were evaluated while 
applying the questionnaires to the intervention group. All 
non-numerical data of the questionnaire were coded, namely, 
gender, age range, school level, sport practice, type of sport 
practiced, and the time intervals defined as time of 
sport practice.

The data analysis comprised several techniques, namely, 
the estimation of the mean and standard deviation, as well 
as the distribution, both absolute and relative frequencies. 
To verify the normality of the sample, we  used the Shapiro–
Wilks test. The internal consistency of the scale was verified 
through the calculation of the Cronbach alpha. The comparison 
of means and the significance test were conducted using 

the non-parametric tests for paired samples, namely, the 
Wilcoxon test for two samples concerning dichotomous 
nominal variables. As for the comparison of multiple means, 
the ANOVA one-way test was used, while being complemented 
with the Bonferroni post-hoc test. To test the association 
between the PSR constructs, the Spearman correlation 
coefficient was used. The level of significance used when 
interpreting and analyzing the data was that of p ≤ 0.05 for 
all the statistical tests.

RESULTS

The results of the Shapiro–Wilks tests showed the absence of 
normality by means of the scores varying between W = 0.20, 
p ≤ 0.001 and W = 0.39 p ≤ 0.001. Additionally, the results of 
the Cronbach Alfa test showed a very good internal consistency 
of the scale (α = 0.85).

As for the items to the PSR questionnaire, the results showed 
that the average scores displayed in the post-test were mainly 
greater than those recorded in the pre-test, revealing an increase 
of the levels of PSR, both within the personal responsibility 
and the social responsibility sub-scales. In the context of personal 
responsibility, though the variable “(PR_Self-direction) I  want 
to improve” did not showcase any change of its average scores 
from the pre to the post-test, its closest score was that of 6 
(M = 5.28; DP = 0.74). In the context of social responsibility, 
the variable “(SR_Being concerned with and helpful to others) 
I  am  pleasant toward my colleagues” also failed to record any 
positive change.

For each construct of the PSR dimension, the following 
intervention group variables were analyzed: Effort, Self-
direction, Respect, Being concerned with and helpful to others, 
PR, SR, and PSR. This way, it was verified that all the variables 
were correlated among themselves (Table  4). Furthermore, 
the variable with the highest mean was “Respect,” while the 
one with the lowest mean was “Social responsibility” (M = 4.31, 
SD = 0.71).

To check for the impact of the intervention based on the 
personal and social responsibility of Hellison’s model, an initial 
analysis of the data was conducted using descriptive analysis, 
thus determining the number of subjects that make up the 

TABLE 2 | Dimensions, description and items concerning the Portuguese 
version of the personal and social responsibility (Martins et al., 2015).

Dimension Description Items

Personal responsibility 
(PR)

Means accepting certain tasks 
as mandatory, as a result of 
being an individual who is a 
part of a community; while 
expecting to fulfil them 
properly, according to his own 
skill level; and acknowledging 
responsibility for the 
consequences of one’s own 
personal decisions.

1. I make an effort

2. I set personal goals

3. I want to improve

4. I give my best

Social responsibility 
(SP)

It is a multi-dimension concept 
that implies a sense of 
purpose and connectedness 
with others. It can 
be understood as a degree of 
compromise in the backing 
and support of others.

5. I respect others

6. I help others

7. I encourage others

8.  I am nice toward 
others

TABLE 3 | Mean, standard deviation and internal consistency of the PSRQ.

Dimensions Items
Pre Intervention 

Mean (SD)
Pos intervention 

Mean (SD)

PR Respect 1. I respect others 4.27 (1.02) 5 (0.48)

PR Concerned 
with and helpful 
to others

2. I help others 4.27 (1.06) 4.5 (0.97)
3.  I am kind toward 

my colleagues
3.65 (1.17) 3.61 (1.18)

4.  I am useful to my 
colleagues

4.08 (1.33) 4.11 (1.0)

SR Effort 5. I make an effort 4.67 (1.21) 4.94 (0.90)
6. I give it my best 4.44 (1.12) 5.0 (0.88)

SR Self-Direction 7. I set personal goals 4.61 (0.97) 5.0 (1.11)
8. I want to improve 5.28 (0.74) 5.28 (0.74)

Cronbach Alfa 0.85
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group being intervened on. We  learnt that there was a global 
evolution of the program among the 27 subjects. There were 
differences in all the items, with the exception of “(SR_ Being 
concerned with and helpful to others) I  am  pleasant toward 
my colleagues,” in which the difference from the pre to the 
post-test was positive (Diff. = 0.4). These same results can 
be  found on Table  5 for each item, before and after 
the intervention.

Table 6 allowed for the conclusion that, within the personal 
responsibility dimension, the variable “1-Effort” showcased 
significant differences (t = 0.84, p = 0.04), as did the variable 
“2. Self-direction” (t = 0.89, p = 0.08, respectively). In the social 
dimension, the variable “4-Respect” also showcased results 
deemed statistically significant (t = 0.65, p = 0.001).

The comparative analysis between the moments of intervention 
(Table  7), taking into account the several dimensions revealed 
that personal and social responsibility (PSR_intervention) 
showcased differences with scores deemed statistically significant 
at 90% of confidence (t = 0.87, p = 0.06). As for the personal 
responsibility dimension (PR_intervention), the results showcased 
statistically significant differences between the pre- and post-
tests, at 95% of confidence (t = 0.85, p = 0.04). In the context 
of social responsibility (SR_Intervention), the results did not 
express a difference deemed statistically significant (t = 0.93, 
p = 0.18), despite the fact that the practical evolution of this 
dimension had a positive practical effect.

The control group did not take part in the program based 
on the TPSR model. When compared with the group being 
intervened on, through the Wilcoxon test, statistically significant 
differences were found in three distinct items: “SR_(Being 
concerned with and helpful to others) I help others,” “SR_(Being 
concerned with and helpful to others) I  am  pleasant towards 
my team-mates,” “PR_(Effort) I  make an effort_pos” (Table  7).

DISCUSSION

The intervention based on personal and social responsibility was 
the main pillar of this study. According to the literature, youngsters 
whose condition includes both risk behaviors and a high degree 
of emotional and social misfit can benefit from practicing team 
sports. According to Hellison (2011), this entails organizing sport 
practice in order to supply youngsters with guidelines that make 

them feel an obligation to assume responsibility for their own 
wellbeing, as well as to contribute to the wellbeing of others. 
The core of PSR is supported by four pillars: 1—“Putting kids 
first”—which suggests applying this type of programs by placing 
special emphasis on youngsters; 2—“Human decency”—which 
highlights both the evolution of youngsters while citizens, and 
the promotion of positive relationships with others; 3—“Holistic 
self-development”—in which the physical development ought to 
be  accompanied by one’s emotional, social and cognitive 
development; 4—“A way of being”—which encompasses the 
achievement of personal wellbeing. Given these traits, as well 
as the positive impact that is recorded in the literature, 
we considered that this strategy is both viable and well supported 
in supplying youngsters with a meaningful experience along their 
individual path of evolution as responsible citizens.

The main goals of the TPSR model, also referred to as 
levels of responsibility, are representative of the variables that 
were studied (PSR, PR, SR). They can be  associated with the 
first and second levels—“Respect” and “Effort,” respectively. 
The third level is associated with the variable “Self-direction” 
and, lastly, levels four and five with—“Help,” “Concern for 
others” and “Transference to outside of training,” respectively. 
According to Hellison (2011), the levels are categorized as 
follows: Beginning (levels one and two); Advanced (levels three 
and four); Most advanced (level five). The levels exist within 
a logic of progression, which entails the gradual development 
of the individual from the starting point of controlling one’s 
emotions. The relationship with others and the positive integration 
with the environment are the most demanding explicit goals. 
The social dimension is, therefore, the one that is most difficult 
to bring to life.

In this study, the results showed that the intervention 
based on the TPSR constructs had a positive impact on the 
intervention group. Case in point, significant differences were 
found in the dimensions PSR (t = 0.87, p = 0.06) and PR 
(t = 0.85; p = 0.04). Though no statistically significant differences 
were found in the variable social responsibility, the gains 
acquired by the youngsters in this dimension throughout the 
project were visible, namely, through the observation of their 
behavior on the field and the students’ attitudes during the 
final phase of the class (moment of reflection). At the start 
of the intervention, we  were confronted with some behaviors 
that reflected an absence of PSR principles. For example, 

TABLE 4 | Correlation of variables of PSR.

Constructs M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1.  Personal and social 
responsibility

4.63 0.63 1

2. Social responsibility 4.31 0.71 0.92**
3. Personal responsibility 4.96 0.66 0.91** 0.68** 1
4. Effort 4.97 0.84 0.72** 0.45* 0.88** 1
5. Self-direction 4.94 0.71 0.85** 0.74** 0.83** 0.47* 1
6. Respect 5.00 0.48 0.50** 0.51** 0.39* 0.14 0.57** 1
7.  Concerned with and  

helpful to others
4.07 0.87 0.90** 0.99** 0.66** 0.46* 0.69** 0.37 1

*p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01.
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TABLE 5 | Descriptive analysis of the mean and standard deviation concerning the dimension of PSR of the intervention group.

Dimensions and items
Before After

Diff. N
Mean SD Mean SD

PSR—Personal and social responsibility 4.32 0.79 4.63 0.63 −0.31 27
PR—Personal responsibility 4.56 0.89 4.95 0.66 −0.39 27
SR—Social responsibility 4.07 0.87 4.30 0.70 −0.23 27
(SR_Respect) I respect others 4.27 1.02 5.00 0.48 −0.73 27
(SR_Being concerned with and helpful to others) 
I help others

4.27 1.06 4.50 .97 −0.23 27

(SR_ Being concerned with and helpful to 
others) I am pleasant toward my colleagues

3.65 1.17 3.61 1.18 0.04 27

(SR_ Being concerned with and helpful to 
others) I am useful to my colleagues

4.08 1.33 4.11 0.10 −0.03 27

(PR_Effort) I make an effort 4.67 1.21 4.94 0.90 −0.27 27
(PR_Effort) I give it my best 4.44 1.12 5.00 0.88 −0.56 27
(PR_ Self-Direction) I set personal goals 4.15 1.10 4.61 0.97 −0.46 27
(PR_ Self-Direction) I want to improve 5.00 1.11 5.28 0.72 −0.28 27

PR, Personal Responsibility; SR, Social Responsibility; Diff., Differences; p ≤ 0.05.

TABLE 6 | Multiple factor comparison tests (Lambda of Wilks), power and effect of the variables in the intervention group.

Mean–post
Score Z Sig. η2

P p
Pre Post

1st order factor 

PR-intervention

Effort 4.56 4.97 0.84 4.93 0.04** 0.16 0.57

Self-direction 4.58 4.94 0.89 3.35 0.08* 0.11 0.42

SR-intervention
Being concerned with and helpful to others 4.08 4.07 0.99 0.14 0.71 0.001 0.06
Respect 4.27 5.00 0.65 13.83 0.001*** 0.35 0.95

2nd order factors
PR_intervention 4.57 4.96 0.85 4.56 0.04** 0.04 0.54
SR_intervention 4.07 4.31 0.93 1.90 0.18 0.07 0.26

3rd order factor
PSR_intervention 4.31 4.63 0.87 3.92 0.06* 0.13 0.48

PR, Personal responsibility; SR, Social responsibility; PSR, Personal and social responsibility; *p ≤ 0.1; **p ≤ 0.05; ***p ≤ 0.01.

TABLE 7 | Mean, standard deviation and differences between means, of the intervention group and the control group.

Dimensions
Control Intervention

Differ. Sig.
Mean SD Mean SD

(SR_Respect) I respect others 5.00 0.09 4.96 0.22 0.04 0.25
(SR_Being concerned with and helpful to others) I help others 4.81 0.21 4.50 0.19 0.31 0.10*
(SR_ Being concerned with and helpful to others)  
I am pleasant toward my colleagues

4.42 0.23 3.61 0.23 0.81
0.01**

(SR_ Being concerned with and helpful to others)  
I am useful to my colleagues

4.19 0.19 4.11 0.19 0.08
0.40

(PR_Effort) I make an effort 4.96 0.27 4.94 0.17 0.02 0.09*
(PR_Effort) I give it my best 4.92 0.26 5.00 0.17 −0.08 0.22
(PR_ Self-Direction) I set personal goals 4.65 0.25 4.61 0.19 0.04 0.18
(PR_ Self-Direction) I want to improve 5.38 0.18 5.28 0.14 0.10 0.35

SR, Social responsibility; PR, Personal responsibility¸ Differ., Differences; *p ≤ 0.1; **p ≤ 0.05.
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some statements made by the youngsters during the first 
sessions were:

student z—“In here there are no friends!”
student w—“This guy is full of himself!”
student k—“I set my own pace, I  walk as I  wish!”
By the end of the program, we  were also able to record, 

as field notes, positive remarks that are in-line with a positive 
evolution of the process. These included:

1- student x: “Teacher, may I  help in the data analysis at 
the end of the study?”

2- student y: “Never had anyone given us so much!”
3- student z: “During the weekend I  shall be  sending you  a 

facebook request!”
Buying into a more self-regulated and disciplined behavior, 

which reflects the acceptance of new rules, became a common 
occurrence in the sessions. A dynamic of student/teacher and 
teacher/student cooperation became increasingly more evident, 
having witnessed a warm and positive relationship climate. 
The PR result that was attained was confirmed by the statistical 
scores on Table 6 (t = 0.85, p = 0.04), noting that this theoretical 
outcome became closer to the practical component.

Through these more sensitive tests (Table 6), it was possible 
to compare the variables of the first order, thus recording 
significant differences in the following: “1-Effort” (t = 0.84, 
p = 0.04); “2-Self-direction” (t = 0.89, p = 0.08) and “4-Respect” 
(t = 0.65, p = 0.001). These data support the idea that the 
youngsters of the Educational Centres in the Lisbon area 
successfully completed, after 18 sessions, the “Beginning” category 
(levels one and two), finishing on the transition toward level 
3 “Advanced” of the TPSR model.

Over the course of the sessions individuals were stimulated 
to explore, so that youngsters would experience new skills 
and tasks. By the end of the intervention, the youngsters 
showcased behaviors that support the idea that there was an 
increase of both their motivational levels and their desire to 
persevere, even when the task was being challenging (“1-Effort”). 
One such example was that of the physical conditioning sessions, 
as they were quite demanding. In such sessions, we  witnessed 
both satisfaction and good mood in accepting the task being 
presented. The development of these skills was also clear during 
the sessions that brought together rigorous drills on the technique 
and tactics of the sport. Though these sessions called for the 
significant repetition of the same task, the level of participation 
and commitment was never questioned.

Apart from the statistically significant results, the variable 
“2-Self-direction” also manifested itself in the behavior of the 
youngsters. When we  began our intervention, the youngsters 
had been characterized as very reactive to failure. However, 
with the continued application of the program, they showcased 
increased levels of resistance to peer pressure. They started 
being able to distinguish the tasks from each other and, 
additionally, began playing according to their own individual 
purpose on the field. The performance of independent tasks 
constituted a strategy for acquiring skills associated with this 
variable. Case in point, the youngsters who showcased more 
aggressive and intolerant behavior, and who responded 
inadequately to difficult and frustrating situations, felt both 

more insecure and inferior to others. Consequently, they enjoyed 
leading, organizing and dominating. These data are in-line 
with the results found by Pelegrín-Muñoz et  al. (2013).

We also sought to create a positive learning environment in 
each of the sessions, in trying to override self-destructive and 
disrespectful behaviors and attitudes between the youngsters. The 
variable “4-Respect” was visible, as behaviors that reflect it being 
followed were observed, which constitutes the first step toward 
perceived competence. When the youngsters realised they had 
potential (often camouflaged by colleagues who were more gifted 
technically and tactically), they would volunteer for the tasks 
being presented, meaning that some youngsters started losing the 
fear associated with taking part in the activity. They would also 
contribute with their opinions, while others began realizing that 
they were intervening too much. Though they did not speak a 
lot, since the level of pride that characterized them was exacerbated, 
their actions began speaking for themselves. At the same time, 
the meaningful respect for the adult became gradually noticeable 
through leadership by example, instead of imposing either force 
or fear (which were familiar to them). In summary, once the 
whole team became cohesive, teachers and staff, the respect became 
a constant that was ever more consistently noticeable.

Indoor football was the chosen sport for the intervention 
that was sought. This team game has shown to be  an excellent 
tool for getting individuals to free themselves of their usual 
constraints, thus experiencing their motor skills by freely 
exploring and expressing themselves (Gréhaigne et al., 1997, 
2005; Blomqvist et al., 2005).

Finally, as posited in the literature, a physical activity- and 
sport-based intervention allows for the successful implementation 
of social responsibility among institutionalized youngsters at 
risk. Therefore, the PSR model can also be  a useful tool for 
the positive development through sport and physical activity 
within environments in which the youngsters have had their 
freedom taken away from them (Cecchini et  al., 2007).

Aligned with the literature (Coulson et  al., 2012), we  feel 
that the training being supplied in the Sport Sciences courses 
for professionals ought to focus more explicitly on the PSR 
model. We  believe that, by following such strategy, future 
professionals will be better equipped in order to be more effective 
and efficient teaching agents within this particular context, thus 
expanding the range of their professional interventions (Hemphill 
et al., 2013; Romar et al., 2015).

Over the brief time during which we  were in contact with 
the youngsters, we  came to understand that their talent and 
plans of a future faded little by little. Many of them actually 
had potential to play football, as well as personal traits that 
were quite interesting. Nevertheless, due to their family 
environment and/or the conditions in which they found 
themselves in, those qualities were being “smothered.” Surely 
enough, they did display behaviors that were harmful both to 
themselves and to society, having been punished for it (Carvalho, 
2012). However, is not it up to us, as certified and worthy 
professionals in this field, to maximize any good quality displayed 
by these youngsters and, consequently, develop them as citizens? 
And, a sentiment that was felt while experiencing these 
environments as a teacher, and which will hopefully be  useful 
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to future interventions: the first impact is described as a “gaining 
of trust” and a constant, but healthy, “challenge” between 
teacher/student. From the moment that such barrier was 
overcome, I  felt I  could trust them and they could trust me. 
It was important to define a limit around which the youngsters 
felt that we  were bound together, though not mixed. When 
the collaboration of a student was needed (recording, filling 
out of the questionnaires, storing the equipment), they would 
immediately volunteer and, though the task took place at the 
same time as the main activity, it did not generate instability. 
This type of action was experienced in both centers and also 
with different youngsters, meaning that this cannot be deemed 
as something that happened by chance or luck. Finally, the 
following warrants reflecting: When training sessions/classes 
are less successful, or the athletes/students were rude, did the 
coach/teacher give the best of himself from the very first contact 
with the youngsters? Did he  show coherence and progression 
in all the procedures making up the class? Did he  always 
persevere, thus creating strategies for problems to be  solved?

A key aspect concerning our experience in the Educational 
Centres was the fact that it allowed us to contact several 
people and organizations. More to the point, the Educational 
Centres were not equipped with highly developed technicians, 
nor with lots of high-quality equipment. Nonetheless, upon 
contacting the Portuguese Association of Olympic Athletes, 
the Portuguese Institute of Sport and Youth, and the Nacional 
Plan for Ethics in Sport, it was possible to gather the solutions 
needed for this intervention (sports fields, goals, basketball 
baskets, mattresses, sports gear for the youngsters and balls). 
This was a noticeable outcome of this study, which might 
have allowed us to make a liaison that otherwise would not 
happen or at least it would be  unlikely to happen (Darling-
Hammond and Richardson, 2009).

In sum, the TPSR intervention group obtained an increase 
in post-test levels of personal and social responsibility, prosocial 
behavior, and self-efficacy due to the application of the TPSR 
model; compared with the control group, which used a 
conventional sport teaching methodology. The first remark is 
that the TPSR model has the potential to be  adapted and 
implemented with flexibility in youth sport competition contexts, 
in order to improve personal and social responsibility, prosocial 
behavior, and self-efficacy. The latter is in-line with several 
studies Carreres-Ponsoda et al. (2021) and Martins et al. (2021). 
In fact, consistent with literature (e.g., Santos et  al., 2020), 
the interest shown by the political authorities was sparked by 
how the development of personal and social skills transferred 
“out of the gym” or rather, into the everyday life of the young 
people at risk (Santos et  al., 2020).

Another remark is that the Personal and Social Responsibility 
Model can be applied to institutionalized youth and is adaptable 
to any environment where personal and social development 
through sport is sought. As posited by González-Víllora et  al. 
(2019), teaching for personal and social responsibility through 
cooperative learning favors its implementation, since doing so 
can promote outcomes in social and affective domains (e.g., 
psychological, social and personal development). It is important 
to also highlight that teachers’ engagement, training and 

experience are both needed and considered key features for 
a successful implementation (González-Víllora et  al., 2019).

CONCLUSION

Although the sample was small, which limits the ability to 
generalize the results, we  underline the importance of this 
study for its originality. To date, there are no other studies 
with institutionalized young offenders. In fact, it is very difficult 
to access this type of institution, insofar as the government 
does not allow the youngsters to contact anyone other than 
the educational technicians or the parents. In this case, the 
importance of this study was recognized by the government 
of Portugal, in the sense that the model TPSR was deemed 
to be  a valid tool for the personal and social development of 
institutionalized youngsters (Manzano-Sánchez and Valero-
Valenzuela, 2019).

Finally, this study is in line with Martinek and Hellison’s 
(2016) demand for the future of TPSR. The authors argue 
that the future will require active participation and sharing 
of ideas among all stakeholders across governance systems and 
society, for this will generate new ideas that will make use of 
TPSR more common in its application within various scenarios 
(Martinek and Hellison, 2016).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

As any other research, this study includes some limitations. 
First, the number of participants is low, limiting the generalization 
of these results. Second, due to the end of access authorizations 
to educational centers, we  did not conduct follow-ups, making 
this of interest for future studies to explore. In doing so, 
researchers will be able to ensure the conditions that are needed 
in order to measure the effectiveness of the level 5 of the 
TPSR program—“Outside of the gym.” Third, future research 
should seek the application of the model by all teachers of 
the educational center involved with the various groups of the 
same type of educational measure. This is also why these 
teachers should receive training on the TPSR model (Manzano-
Sánchez et al., 2020). Finally, the video analysis was a method 
that consumed a significant amount of time, while also being 
difficult to conduct, since the quality of the footage was not 
ideal (due to the lighting conditions of the practice facilities 
and the players not having their name on the jerseys). The 
latter made it difficult to identify the subjects on some occasions, 
especially during the earlier stages of the study. We  had, in 
one of the Educational Centres, only one practice field at our 
disposal, which made video recording and data collection more 
challenging during rainy days. Using paper and pen was deemed 
impractical, the recording camera was not waterproof, and no 
computers or cell phones were allowed in the premises. Despite 
this, the youngsters accepted to train in the rain, and the 
equipment was covered using umbrellas. These circumstances 
did, however, strengthen the bond between teacher and students, 
as the group came to feel that we were all united for a common 
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purpose, regardless of the conditions. This was yet another 
practical, on-the-field lesson, as a problem was transformed 
into a life skill.

It would be interesting to continue with this sort of community 
program. Therefore, future studies ought to focus on populations 
with different traits. Doing so will allow for the analysis of 
the impact of this sort of intervention in socio-cultural contexts 
that differ from the one analyzed at this stage. Though the 
results were positive, little had been done thus far concerning 
this topic within the current Portuguese setting. Few studies 
have, up until now, focused on the transmission of life skills 
to youngsters at risk through sport. Of the few studies available, 
none has analyzed nor compared the results concerning the 
dimension of PSR and performance.
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Spirituality is an important, but oft-overlooked, aspect of the self that may affect college 
students’ wellbeing and belonging. Few studies have systematically examined closeness 
to God and spiritual struggles as predictors of college student wellbeing during early 
college, which is a critical window for identity development. Moreover, research exploring 
interactions between spiritual struggles and closeness to God in predicting wellbeing 
outcomes is scarce. We address these gaps in the literature with an analytic sample 
comprised of 839 first-year college participants who identify as religious. The results of 
correlational analyses and linear mixed effect models are presented. Closeness to God 
was associated with greater wellbeing and belonging, and spiritual struggles were 
associated with lower wellbeing and belonging. In exploratory analyses, a moderating 
effect of closeness to God on the relation between spiritual struggles and negative 
outcomes was observed. Implications for higher education and college student 
development are discussed.

Keywords: closeness to God, spiritual struggles, spirituality, wellbeing, belonging, college

INTRODUCTION

In college, students must find their place within a new physical, social, and academic context. 
A growing body of research finds that students’ social identities (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), 
and psychological factors associated with those identities, can consequentially shape students’ 
wellbeing and belonging early in college and beyond (Walton and Cohen, 2007, 2011; Strayhorn, 
2012; Brady et  al., 2020). Most research on how social identities influence students’ outcomes 
during college has focused on racial/ethnic background, gender, or first-generation college 
status (Walton and Cohen, 2011; Stephens et  al., 2012; Walton et  al., 2015; Yeager et  al., 
2016). Other aspects of students’ identities merit further inquiry. Here, we  focus on spiritual 
identity, specifically students’ sense of their closeness to God and the extent to which they 
struggle spiritually. We  examine how these spiritual factors are associated with other important 
early college outcomes: wellbeing and belonging.
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Religion and Spirituality in College
Even though spiritual identity is of central importance to 
human development (Barry and Abo-Zena, 2014), it is often 
ignored by researchers (Astin, 2004). This oversight is glaring, 
as approximately 71% of United States college students identify 
as part of a religion (Eagan et  al., 2015). Although the level 
of students’ religious activity—such as attending church 
services—often declines during college (Astin et  al., 2011a,b; 
Barry and Abo-Zena, 2014), the importance of their religious 
and spiritual beliefs remain stable (Hunsberger, 1978; Bryant 
et  al., 2003; Koenig et  al., 2008). Moreover, young adults 
may become more open to spiritual searching and religious 
diversity (Small and Bowman, 2012). Arnett (2014) noted 
that emerging young adults seek meaning as they develop 
their identity, and many look to religious/spiritual sources 
to construct a meaning system.

As with other social identities, spiritual identity can affect 
people’s everyday experiences. For example, researchers have 
found that spiritual factors may not only act as psychological 
buffers for young adults in the face of stress (Bryant et  al., 
2003; Yonker et  al., 2012) but may also serve as sources of 
distress that could negatively affect their college outcomes 
(Exline and Rose, 2005; Exline, 2013; Wilt et  al., 2017). In 
non-college samples, spiritual factors have been linked to 
important outcomes, like wellbeing (Koenig et  al., 2012; Barry 
and Abo-Zena, 2014).

Most existing research has focused on spiritual identity 
development during adolescence and emerging adulthood 
(MacDonald, 2011; Roehlkepartain et  al., 2011) or the effects 
of religious affiliation on wellbeing (Schwab and Petersen, 1990; 
Tix and Frazier, 2005; Green and Elliott, 2010; Mochon et  al., 
2011; Small and Bowman, 2012). However, more studies are 
needed that examine specific religious and spiritual factors 
related to identity that are of particular importance for 
determining the negative or positive effects of religion and 
spirituality on wellbeing (Hardy et al., 2019). This is the approach 
we  adopt in the present study.

Two variables in the literature related to spiritual identity 
that, to our knowledge, have not been studied together in 
college populations are closeness to God and spiritual struggles. 
Especially early in college, religion and spirituality may serve 
as a helpful coping resource that alleviates stress in the new 
collegiate environment through a sense of closeness to God 
(e.g., a close relationship with God may buffer against stress 
about making new friends in college; Laurin et al., 2014; Jeppsen 
et al., 2015), or as a source of stress related to spiritual struggles 
(e.g., a first-year student has her beliefs challenged and struggles 
with doubt; Bryant and Astin, 2008).

Closeness to God
Hill and Pargament (2003) define closeness to God as an 
individual’s “felt close relationship with the divine” (p.  67). In 
many religious traditions, developing a close relationship with 
God is a key aspect of spiritual development (Kass et al., 1991; 
Hill and Pargament, 2003), and models of relational spirituality 
maintain that the quality of personal relationships with the 

divine is a central factor of many predominant monotheistic 
religions (e.g., Davis et al., 2018; Verhagen and Schreurs, 2018).

The literature on closeness to God draws from theory on 
religious coping and attachment. People who report a secure 
attachment to God—that is, they have a close relationship 
with God as an attachment figure and view God as a secure 
base—are more likely to report better health (Krause, 1998) 
and better psychosocial adjustment. This is especially true in 
the face of major stressors like health issues (Koenig et  al., 
1998; Tix and Frazier, 1998) or crisis situations (Smith et  al., 
2000). Early findings have been replicated in the past two 
decades; a recent meta-analysis of 123 studies found that a 
secure attachment to God was positively associated with a 
variety of outcomes related to wellbeing, self-concept, and 
positive relationships among theistic participants (Stulp 
et  al., 2019).

The transition to college is a major stressor for many 
students—one that can last their entire first year of college 
or longer (Misra and McKean, 2000; Conley et al., 2014, 2020). 
Drawing on the existing literature, we  expect that students’ 
closeness to God may affect how students respond to stressors 
like a tense roommate relationship, an overwhelming workload, 
or challenges to their faith, and thus will be  associated with 
their wellbeing at the end of their first year of college.

Spiritual Struggles
Although spiritual struggles can be  defined in different ways, 
we  use the definition proposed by Exline et  al. (2014) who 
define it as negative thoughts or conflict associated with some 
aspect of spirituality (e.g., beliefs, practices, experiences). Spiritual 
struggles can involve struggles with supernatural agents (deities 
or demons), struggles with other people or with institutions 
over religious or spiritual matters, or struggles within oneself 
regarding morality, doubt, or ultimate meaning in life.

In most studies, spiritual struggles are negatively associated 
with wellbeing and positively associated with psychological 
distress, including anxiety, depression, negative outlooks on 
life, suicidality, and negative outcomes in stressful situations 
(Pargament et  al., 1998; Exline et  al., 2000, 2014; Ano and 
Vasconcelles, 2005; Exline and Rose, 2005; McConnell et  al., 
2006; Bryant and Astin, 2008; Exline, 2013; Wilt et  al., 2017). 
In a meta-analysis of 32 studies examining the links between 
spiritual struggles and psychological adjustment across time 
(Bockrath et  al., 2021), a small significant meta-analytic effect 
for negative psychological adjustment (e.g., depression symptoms, 
anxiety symptoms, PTSD symptoms) suggests spiritual struggles 
predict exacerbation of mental illness symptoms and other 
indicators of poor adjustment. In contrast, there was no 
significant meta-analytic effect for indicators of positive 
psychological adjustment (e.g., life satisfaction, optimism, 
self-esteem).

Spiritual struggles are common in college as students 
re-examine their religious and spiritual beliefs outside of their 
familial and community contexts (Barry and Abo-Zena, 2014). 
For example, students may have trouble integrating new 
knowledge from their academic courses with their faith tradition. 
Students of different faith traditions may clash on campus. 
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Or, students may find themselves at odds with other believers 
within their faith tradition if their spiritual struggles put them 
at odds with other believers or if the faith community 
environment discourages discussion of existential questions, 
ultimate meaning, and doubt (Bryant and Astin, 2008).

It is important to note that spiritual struggles are not always 
detrimental. Rather, in some cases, spiritual struggles can 
promote wellbeing through their effect on meaning making, 
spiritual growth, and experiences of sacredness (Wilt et  al., 
2019; Zarzycka and Zietek, 2019; Zarzycka and Puchalska-
Wasyl, 2020). Some scholars, including Wong (2019, 2020), 
have argued that struggling and flourishing are interdependent 
and that flourishing requires struggle. However, greater 
investigation is needed of the conditions under which this 
will occur or the factors that might buffer or exacerbate the 
effects of religious struggles on psychological distress. For 
example, Trevino et  al. (2019) found that certain spiritual 
(insecure God attachment), social (social isolation), emotional 
(anger, death anxiety), and behavioral (smoking) burdens 
magnified the association between stressful life events and 
spiritual struggles; in contrast, spiritual (religious hope), social 
(emotional support), and cognitive (self-esteem, optimism) 
resources did not buffer effects. Additionally, Dworsky et  al. 
(2016) found that, in addition to increased distress and negative 
psychological outcomes of spiritual struggles themselves, 
avoidance of spiritual struggles was associated with a multitude 
of mental health and emotional regulation difficulties. Together, 
these findings demonstrate the importance of evaluating potential 
moderators of spiritual struggles.

The Relationship Between Spiritual 
Struggles and Closeness to God
Closeness to God and spiritual struggles generally have opposite 
associations with wellbeing, but the two are not necessarily 
orthogonal. It seems quite possible that a person could both 
feel quite close to God and be  struggling spiritually at the same 
time. Just as closeness and perceived partner understanding 
buffers against deleterious effects of conflict in human relationships 
(Gordon and Chen, 2016), it may be  that closeness to God 
buffers against the negative effects of spiritual struggles on 
wellbeing. Trevino et  al. (2019) found that the related concept 
of insecure attachment to God exacerbated the effects of stressful 
life events on spiritual struggles, and previous research suggests 
other aspects of religiosity (i.e., religious commitment, life 
sanctification, religious support, religious hope) buffer the links 
between spiritual struggles and two outcomes: happiness and 
depressive symptoms (Abu-Raiya et  al., 2016). However, such 
buffering effects have not been tested for closeness to God nor 
have effects been tested among a wide range of outcomes.

To date, the literature on closeness to God and spiritual 
struggles have largely examined these two factors separately. 
The few studies that do assess them both often do not examine 
or fully discuss the relationships between them. For example, 
Exline et al. (2000) found spiritual struggles positively predicted 
depressive symptoms and suicidality in college undergraduates 
even after controlling for religiosity and for religious comfort 

(a variable which shares some similarities to closeness to God); 
however, they did not report whether religious comfort was 
still a significant predictor after controlling for struggles. Likewise, 
Harris et  al. (2014) examined the effects of both spiritual 
struggles and religious comfort on trauma symptoms, but they 
did not run a model including both as simultaneous predictors. 
In a later study, they found that religious comfort and particular 
types of spiritual struggles simultaneously predicted with 
postconventional religiousness, a mature religiousness 
characterized by a commitment to faith after addressing challenges 
and doubt (Harris et  al., 2015). However, they did not report 
whether comfort and struggle both predicted wellbeing nor 
did they examine interactions between them.

With regard specifically to wellbeing, Abernethy et al. (2020) 
found that among inpatient psychiatric patients, religious comfort 
and spiritual struggles, as assessed by the Religious Comfort 
and Strain Scale (Exline et  al., 2000, 2014), were moderately 
negatively correlated with each other and depressive symptoms, 
but only religious comfort predicted changes in depression 
from intake to discharge. Similarly, Abu-Raiya et  al. (2015a,b) 
tested whether closeness to God predicted spiritual struggles 
in a sample of Israeli–Palestinian Muslim college students. 
Although the correlational analyses from this study revealed 
a significant, negative association between closeness to God 
and spiritual struggles (i.e., greater closeness to God was 
associated with less spiritual struggles), researchers found that 
closeness to God did not predict any type of spiritual struggles 
when they conducted hierarchical regression analyses controlling 
for God image, fundamentalism, and universality. Both closeness 
to God and spiritual struggles were simultaneous predictors 
of life satisfaction, but only spiritual struggles predicted depressive 
and anxiety symptoms. Moreover, they did not test for any 
interaction effects. Thus, examination of closeness to God, 
spiritual struggles, and their interaction in a large sample of 
diverse undergrads across the United  States is needed.

Spirituality and Belonging in College
Given our interest in college students, we  expanded our focus 
on wellbeing to consider students’ belonging on campus. A person’s 
sense of belonging is the extent to which they feel comfortable, 
valued, and a part of a particular environment (sometimes called 
belongingness; Osterman, 2000; Walton and Brady, 2017). Past 
research has argued that belonging is not merely beneficial but, 
rather, a fundamental human need (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). 
A related, but distinct, construct is belonging uncertainty (Walton 
and Cohen, 2007). This is the extent to which a person is 
uncertain or unsettled about their belonging. Belonging uncertainty 
differs from belonging in that it captures the extent of a person’s 
worry about whether they belong rather than their level of 
belonging (Walton and Brady, 2017). Understanding how spiritual 
factors relate to belonging is critical because students’ perceptions 
and experiences of belonging early in college can affect their 
academic outcomes and wellbeing for years (Walton and Cohen, 
2011; Brady et  al., 2020).

A person’s sense of belonging is shaped by an understanding 
of their own social identity and how that identity “fits”—or 
does not—in their present context. For example, past studies 
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demonstrate that a students’ gender, ethnicity, and status as a 
first-generation college student can affect how they perceive 
their environments and the extent to which they feel like they 
belong (Walton and Cohen, 2011; Stephens et al., 2014; Walton 
et  al., 2015). To the extent that spirituality is an important 
aspect of identity, we  expect that it, too, would affect students’ 
sense of belonging at college. However, little is known about 
the associations between spiritual variables and college students’ 
feelings of belonging.

We hypothesize that both closeness to God and spiritual 
struggles will be  associated with belonging. A student who 
feels close to God may experience that relationship as a secure 
base from which to form attachments to other people on 
campus. They may have an easier time connecting with their 
faith community. The security they feel in their relationship 
with God may temper their concerns about belonging on 
campus. In contrast, a student who is struggling spiritually 
may have a hard time feeling connected and valued by others 
on campus. Spiritual struggles may not only lower their sense 
of belonging but also unsettle it. Relatedly, the feelings of 
anxiety or depression that can be  brought on by spiritual 
struggles may make it more difficult to engage with others 
and foster a sense of belonging within a new community. No 
study, to our knowledge, has yet explored these important 
questions connecting belonging to aspects of spiritual identity.

Hypotheses
The manuscript examines two key aspects of spirituality—
closeness to God and spiritual struggles—of first-year college 
students across six different campuses in the United  States. 
Our preregistered analyses, which are “underutilized in the 

psychology of religion/spirituality field,”1 examine the associations 
between these two factors and various indices of wellbeing. 
We hypothesize that students’ closeness to God will be positively 
related to better wellbeing, mental health, physical health, and 
college belonging and that spiritual struggles will be negatively 
associated with these same outcomes when simultaneously 
entered as predictors, even after accounting for demographic 
variables. See Table  1 for specific predictions related to each 
study variable and the literature related to those predictions. 
To complement general wellbeing measures, we  assess an 
important college-specific indicator of wellbeing: students’ sense 
of belonging in college, to complement general wellbeing 
measures. We  also examine interactions between closeness to 
God and spiritual struggles, exploring the possibility that 
closeness to God may be  a protective factor that moderates 
the relation between spiritual struggles and negative outcomes.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Context
The data for this study were collected as part of a large research 
project conducted at more than 20 colleges and universities in 
the United  States and Canada during academic years 2015–2016 
and 2016–2017 (Blodorn et  al., 2018). The primary purpose of 
the project was to conduct a randomized controlled trial of a 
social-belonging intervention (Walton and Cohen, 2011; Walton 
et al., 2021, unpublished),2 which used stories and a written 

1 https://www.openscienceofreligion.com/call-for-proposals
2 Walton, G. M., Murphy, M. C., Logel, C., Yeager, D., and The College Transition 
Collaborative (2021). Where and with whom does a brief social-belonging intervention 
raise college achievement? [Unpublished manuscript]. The CTC Belonging Trial.

TABLE 1 | Hypotheses based on previous literature at time of preregistration.

Key variables Reference studies
Hypothesized 
association for 
closeness to God

Reference studies
Hypothesized 
association for 
spiritual struggles

Life Satisfaction Poloma and Pendleton, 1990† Positive Ellison, 1991; Ellison and Lee, 2010; Abu-Raiya et al., 
2015a,b†

Negative

Happiness Poloma and Pendleton, 1990† Positive Ellison, 1991; Ellison and Lee, 2010; Abu-Raiya et al., 
2015a,b†

Negative

Meaning in Life Poloma and Pendleton, 1990† Positive Exline and Rose, 2005; Park, 2005; Exline, 2013 Negative
Anxiety Rowatt and Kirkpatrick, 2002; 

Boelens et al., 2012
Negative Ano and Vasconcelles, 2005†; McConnell et al., 

2006†; Abernethy et al., 2020
Positive

Depression Maton, 1989; Exline et al., 2000†; 
Abernethy et al., 2020

Negative Exline et al., 2000†; Ano and Vasconcelles, 2005†; 
McConnell et al., 2006†

Positive

Loneliness Kirkpatrick et al., 1999† Negative Exline, 2013; McConnell et al., 2006 Positive
General Mental 
Health

Krause, 1998; Hill and Pargament, 2003 Positive Ano and Vasconcelles, 2005; McConnell et al., 2006 Negative

Primary Stress 
Appraisal

Koenig et al., 1998; Tix and Frazier, 1998; 
Smith et al., 2000; Hill and Pargament, 2003

Negative Exline et al., 2000; Pearce et al., 2006; Herrera et al., 
2009

Positive

Secondary Stress 
Appraisal

Kirkpatrick, 1995; Hill and Pargament, 2003 Positive Pearce et al., 2006; Herrera et al., 2009 Negative

Physical Health Krause, 1998; Hill and Pargament, 2003 Positive Koenig et al., 1998† Negative
Belonging Poloma and Pendleton, 1990; Osterman, 

2000; Hill and Pargament, 2003
Positive Osterman, 2000; Exline and Rose, 2005; Bryant and 

Astin, 2008
Negative

Belonging 
Uncertainty

Poloma and Pendleton, 1990; Osterman, 
2000; Hill and Pargament, 2003

Negative Walton and Cohen, 2007 Positive

†A study that directly examined correlations between spiritual struggles and the variable of interest. For all other studies, the hypothesized results were based on extrapolation and theory.
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response to convey that challenges in the transition to college 
are normative and not a sign of non-belonging. However, the 
project also provided the opportunity to collect data for additional 
investigations, of which the present study was the only one focused 
on spirituality (for other manuscripts that use data from the 
larger project, see Carter et al., 2019; Holmes et al., 2019; LaCosse 
et  al., 2020; Logel et  al., 2020). We  collected the data for the 
present study as part of a survey during the spring semesters of 
students’ first year (i.e., spring semester 2016 and 2017). The 
questions about closeness to God and spiritual struggles were 
collected at six institutions in the US (four non-sectarian private 
liberal arts colleges in the Midwest, one religiously affiliated liberal 
arts college in the Midwest, and one public university in the 
South). A technical summary of the larger project is available in 
the Supplementary Material. The Supplementary Material also 
includes information about sample size determination, all data 
exclusions, all manipulations, and all measures in the study. All 
participants were consented per Institutional Review Board 
approved procedures.

Participants
In total, 1,190 college students from the six schools responded 
to the questions for the present study. Because our focus was 
on closeness to God, a scale that requires some degree of 
relationship to a deity or higher power of some kind, we retained 
only those respondents who reported an affiliation with a 
religious or spiritual group and who noted a belief in God, 
gods, or a higher power. Oviedo (2019) argues that religious 
meaning may operate differently for people who view it as a 
more central component of identity such that it “is not a kind 
of ‘universal pattern,’ but a variable that registers different levels 
of intensity and influence among a broad sample of population” 
(p.  38). Given this, we  examine these associations only among 
students who self-identify as spiritual and/or belonging to a 
religious group. Although some students who identify as Agnostic, 
Atheist, or not Spiritual or Religious may have spiritual struggles 
(Exline et  al., 2014) or other experiences of transcendence 
(Callaway et al., 2020), it is likely that their spiritual experiences 
are qualitatively distinct from those who identify as spiritual 
and/or religious and are therefore beyond the scope of this study.

The resulting analytic sample included 839 students, although 
not all students had data for every variable. Hereafter, we  refer 
only to the students who were included in the analytic sample. 
Most of the students (n = 762) were Christian, including those 
who identified as Protestant (59%), Catholic (29%), Christian 
Orthodox (2%), Mormon (<1%), and Jehovah’s Witness (<1%). 
Non-Christian students (n = 77) composed the remainder of 
the sample, including students who identified as Spiritual but 
not Religious (5%), Jewish (1%), Muslim (1%), Buddhist (1%), 
Hindu (<1%), Unitarian (<1%), Baha’i (<1%), Taoist (<1%), 
and Wiccan (<1%).

Overall, 63% of students were women, 37% of students 
were men, and less than 1% identified in another way regarding 
gender. Regarding race/ethnicity, the majority of students 
identified as White (72%), and a minority identified as Black 
(10%), Latino (7%), Asian (3%), Multiracial (4%), Native 

American (<1%), Other (3%), or did not provide a response 
(<1%). Twenty-seven percent were first-generation college 
students (i.e., no parent/guardian had earned a four-year college 
degree). For some analyses, we  included indicator variables 
for whether a student was from an underrepresented racial/
ethnic background (URM; Native, Black, and Latinx students; 
n = 156) and for whether students were a first-generation college 
student (n = 200).

Procedure
As noted above, the questions for the present study were part 
of a survey students completed toward the end of their first 
year of college. The survey was administered online. In addition 
to the questions discussed here, students answered other questions 
about their social and academic experiences at college. Students 
received a $5 Amazon.com gift card for completing the 
30-min survey.

Due to the risk of losing participants if the survey was overly 
long, the research team took a “practical measurement” approach 
(Duckworth and Yeager, 2015), assessing each of the constructs 
of interest with a brief measure, sometimes as short as a single 
question. Single-item measures of psychological variables are a 
viable alternative in education settings when testing time is 
limited (e.g., they reproduce theoretical underpinnings of long-
form scales, correlate adequately with long-form scales; Gogol 
et  al., 2014). Likewise, single-item measures of religiosity have 
been found to have adequate reliability and validity in student 
samples (Dollinger and Malmquist, 2009). Due to data use 
agreements with participating schools, the data cannot be  made 
available in a public repository. However, data can be  accessed 
by contacting the College Transition Collaborative (contact@
ctcteam.org) and signing a data use agreement.

Measures
Spiritual Variables
Closeness to God
Students reported their perceived closeness to a higher power 
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely close3) on an item 
adapted from the Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale (Underwood 
and Teresi, 2002): “Over the past month of school, how close 
have you  felt to God, gods, or a higher power?”

Spiritual Struggles
Students reported the extent to which they recently have 
experienced spiritual struggles on one item adapted from the 
Religious and Spiritual Struggles Scale (Exline et  al., 2014): 
“In the past month of school, how often have you had struggles 
related to religion or spirituality? Struggles can include feelings 
of confusion or doubt about your religious/spiritual beliefs; 
feeling as though your life had no deeper meaning; conflicts 
with other people about religious/spiritual matters or feeling 
hurt/mistreated by religious people; or feeling attacked by evil 
force” (scale: 1 = never/not at all to 5 = very often).

3 Students also had the option to select “0  =  N/A; I  do not believe in a higher 
power.” As noted above, these students have been excluded from the present sample.
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Wellbeing
Happiness
Students answered two questions from the Subjective Happiness 
Scale (Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999): “Compared with most 
of my peers, I  consider myself …” (scale: 1 = less happy to 
7 = more happy) and “In general, I  consider myself …” (scale: 
1 = not a very happy person to 7 = a very happy person scale).

Life Satisfaction
Students answered one question about life satisfaction (adapted 
from Andrews and McKennell, 1980): “All things considered, 
how satisfied are you with your life as a whole?” (scale: 1 = totally 
dissatisfied to 10 = totally satisfied).

Meaning in Life
Students answered one question about the extent to which 
they felt their life had meaning (adapted from Fredrickson 
et  al., 2013): “Right now, how much do you  feel that your 
life at [school name] has a sense of direction or meaning to 
it?” (scale: 1 = not at all to 5 = a great deal).

Mental Health
Anxiety
Students completed a two-question screener for anxiety (the 
GAD-2; Kroenke et  al., 2009): “Over the last 2 weeks, how 
often have you  been bothered by the following problems? (1) 
Not being able to stop or control worrying, (2) Feeling nervous, 
anxious, or on edge” (scale: 1 = not at all to 4 = nearly every day).

Depression
Students completed a two-question screener for depression (the 
PHQ-2; Kroenke et  al., 2009): “Over the last 2 weeks, how 
often have you  been bothered by the following problems? (1) 
Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless, (2) Little interest or 
pleasure in doing things” (scale: 1 = not at all to 4 = nearly 
every day).

Loneliness
Students answered two questions from the Three-Item Loneliness 
Scale (Hughes et  al., 2004): “At [school name], how often do 
you  feel isolated from others?” and “At [school name], how 
often do you feel that you lack companionship?” (scale: 1 = hardly 
ever to 3 = often).

General Mental Health
Students answered one question about their general mental 
health (adapted from a similar item about physical health, 
Ware and Sherbourne, 1992): “In general, how has your mental 
health been this past academic year?” (scale: 1 = poor to 
5 = excellent).

Stress and Physical Health
Primary Appraisal of Stress
Students answered one question about how much stress they 
experience at college (modeled after Lazarus, 1991): “How 

much stress do you experience on a day-to-day basis at [school 
name]?” (scale: 1 = none to 7 = an extreme amount).

Secondary Appraisal of Stress
Students answered one question about how equipped they feel 
to cope with daily stress (modeled after Lazarus, 1991): “How 
confident do you  feel that you  can handle the stress 
you experience on a day-to-day basis at [school name]?” (scale: 
1 = not at all confident to 7 = extremely confident).

Physical Health
Students answered one question about their physical health 
(Ware and Sherbourne, 1992): “In general, how has your physical 
health been this past academic year?” (scale: 1 = poor to 
5 = excellent).

Belonging at College
Belonging
Students answered four questions about belonging in college 
(Walton and Cohen, 2007; for example, “I feel like I  belong 
at [school name]”; scale: 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree).

Belonging Uncertainty
Students answered one question about the extent to which 
they feel uncertain about their belonging at college (Yeager 
et  al., 2013): “When you  think about [school name], how 
often, if ever, do you  wonder: ‘Maybe I  do not belong here’?” 
(scale: 1 = never to 5 = always).

Analysis Strategy
After calculating correlation coefficients and descriptives, we used 
R (R Core Team, 2017) and the lme4 package (Bates et  al., 2015) 
to examine the associations between the spiritual variables (closeness 
to God and spiritual struggles) and wellbeing, mental health, 
stress and physical health, and belonging variables. Each model 
included both of the spiritual variables, in order to assess unique 
variance of each in relation to the dependent variables. In each 
model, as specified in our preregistration,4 we  included gender 
(1 = female, 0 = male; three missing) and intervention treatment 
as covariates. In addition, we  included dummy variables for three 
additional demographic variables of interest: Christian affiliation 
(1 = Christian, 0 = Non-Christian), URM background (1 = Black, 
Latinx, and/or Native, 0 = Not Black, Latinx, or Native; one missing), 
and first-generation college (1 = First-generation college, 0 = Not 
first-generation college; 56 missing).5 We  also included in each 
model a random intercept for school to account for differences 
across institutions. To generate p-values, we  used the lmerTest 
package (Kuznetsova et  al., 2014). Participants were dropped for 

4 We pre-registered our hypotheses and primary analyses on AsPredicted.org.
5 We added these additional covariates to our-preregistered analytic models in 
response to feedback from colleagues and reviewers. The pre-registered models, 
which include both of the spiritual variables as well as controls for treatment 
condition and gender, yield largely the same results, as do simpler models 
that examine the spiritual variables separately while controlling for treatment 
and gender.
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a particular analysis if they had missing data for any of the 
variables in that analysis; that said, all analyses included at least 
92% of participants. We also conducted exploratory analyses testing 
for moderation of closeness to God on spiritual struggle using 
the R interactions package for simple slopes analyses (Long, 2019).

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses
Table  2 provides descriptive statistics and correlations for the 
key variables. Although we  used a modified, shorter scale to 
measure spiritual struggles, participants’ scores were similar 
to those observed in other studies (McConnell et  al., 2006; 
Abu-Raiya et  al., 2015a,b). Similarly, closeness to God scores 
were similar to those observed in past research (e.g., Underwood 
and Teresi, 2002).

There was meaningful variability in the spiritual variables 
across different campuses for both closeness to God, F(5, 
833) = 14.64, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.08, and spiritual struggles, F(5, 
833) = 3.18, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.02. Students at a large public university 
in the southeast reported the highest average closeness to God 
(M = 3.31, SD = 1.25), whereas students at one of the private 
liberal arts colleges reported average closeness to God that 
was almost a full point lower (M = 2.38, SD = 1.23). Students 
at a faith-based liberal arts college reported the highest average 
spiritual struggles (M = 2.67, SD = 1.06), whereas students at a 
different liberal arts college reported the lowest average spiritual 
struggles (M = 2.23, SD = 0.97).

Table  2 presents the zero-order correlations among the key 
variables. Of note, the two spiritual variables are significantly, 
but not strongly, negatively correlated (r = −0.15, p < 0.001). 
Because closeness to God and spiritual struggles were 
hypothesized to predict the same outcomes but in opposite 
directions, some degree of negative correlation was expected 
between the two variables. However, the small association 
suggests that they are not redundant.

Preregistered Analyses
Across all significant results, effects were small to moderate in size.

Do Closeness to God and Spiritual Struggles 
Relate to Wellbeing?
After accounting for the covariates, closeness to God was 
positively associated with all three indicators of wellbeing: 
happiness, life satisfaction, and meaning in life. Spiritual struggles 
negatively associated with happiness, life satisfaction, and 
meaning in life. In addition, Christian students reported higher 
happiness, and URM students reported lower life satisfaction 
and meaning in life (see Table  3).

Do Closeness to God and Spiritual Struggles 
Relate to Mental Health?
As predicted, closeness to God was negatively associated with 
anxiety, depression, and loneliness, and positively associated with 

general mental health. The patterns were opposite for spiritual 
struggles. Spiritual struggles were positively associated with 
anxiety, depression, and loneliness, and negatively associated with 
general mental health. In addition, URM students reported greater 
depression and loneliness and lower mental health. First-generation 
college students reported greater depression (see Table  4).

Do Closeness to God and Spiritual Struggles 
Relate to Stress and Physical Health?
Closeness to God and spiritual struggles were associated with 
some but not all of the stress and physical health variables. 
Specifically, closeness to God was associated with two positive 
outcomes: secondary stress appraisal (i.e., ability to cope with 
stress) and physical health, but not primary stress appraisal. 
In contrast, spiritual struggles were associated with only primary 
stress appraisal (i.e., how much stress). In addition, women 
reported worse physical health, higher primary stress, and lower 
secondary stress. URM students reported worse physical health 
but lower primary stress (see Table  5).

Do Closeness to God and Spiritual Struggles 
Relate to Belonging and Belonging Uncertainty?
As predicted, closeness to God was positively associated with 
belonging and negatively associated with belonging uncertainty. 
In contrast, spiritual struggles were positively associated with 
belonging uncertainty, but not significantly associated with 
belonging. URM students reported lower belonging and higher 
belonging uncertainty than their peers did. For first-generation 
students, the same pattern was evident, albeit weaker and not 
statistically significant (see Table  6).

Exploratory Analyses: Is Closeness to God 
a Protective Factor Between Spiritual 
Struggles and Negative Outcomes?
Although closeness to God and spiritual struggles generally 
had opposing associations with our outcome variables, their 
zero-order correlation was quite small, suggesting the possibility 
that they functioned relatively independently. Thus, on an 
exploratory basis, we also explored whether closeness to God 
and spiritual struggles interacted to predict wellbeing outcomes. 
In addition to the R analysis packages described above, 
we  used the interactions package for simple slopes analyses 
(Long, 2019).

For most of our outcome variables, we  did not observe 
significant interactions between closeness to God and spiritual 
struggles. However, there were two exceptions to this: depression 
and loneliness (see Table  7). Simple slopes analyses suggested 
that closeness to God may buffer the association between spiritual 
struggles and negative psychological outcomes. As shown in 
Table  8, students with high closeness to God (+1 SD), spiritual 
struggles were not significantly correlated with loneliness; in 
contrast, for those at or below the mean on closeness to God, 
spiritual struggles were significantly and positively associated with 
loneliness. A similar attenuation effect was observed for depression; 
even though spiritual struggles and depression were significantly 
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TABLE 2 | Zero-order correlations.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

  1. Closeness to God –
  2. Spiritual Struggles −0.15*** –
  3. Happiness 0.26*** −0.20*** –
  4. Life Satisfaction 0.26*** −0.20*** 0.64*** –
  5. Meaning in Life 0.25*** −0.10*** 0.43*** 0.56*** –
  6. Anxiety −0.06* 0.16*** −0.32*** −0.34*** −0.23*** –
  7. Depression −0.15*** 0.21*** −0.44*** −0.49*** −0.38*** 0.60*** –
  8. Loneliness −0.11*** 0.13*** −0.37*** −0.42*** −0.43*** 0.33*** 0.43*** –
  9. Mental Health 0.19*** −0.18*** 0.48*** 0.50*** 0.39*** −0.52*** −0.54*** −0.38*** –
10. Primary Stress 
Appraisal

−0.05 0.15*** −0.25*** −0.30*** −0.21*** 0.57*** 0.41*** 0.24*** −0.48*** –

11. Secondary Stress 
Appraisal

0.20*** −0.11*** 0.39*** 0.46*** 0.36*** −0.46*** −0.41*** −0.27*** 0.52*** −0.40*** –

12. Physical Health 0.18*** −0.14*** 0.26*** 0.30*** 0.21*** −0.25*** −0.25*** −0.20*** 0.48*** −0.26*** 0.33*** –
13. Belonging 0.13*** −0.08** 0.37*** 0.49*** 0.55*** −0.24*** −0.36*** −0.59*** 0.38*** −0.21*** 0.33*** 0.18*** –
14. Belonging 
Uncertainty

−0.15*** 0.12*** −0.34*** −0.46*** −0.52*** 0.27*** 0.37*** 0.54*** −0.37*** 0.24*** −0.33*** −0.17*** −0.71*** –

15. Intervention 
Treatment

−0.05 0.03 −0.03 −0.01 0.01 −0.02 0.03 −0.00 0.01 −0.01 −0.01 0.02 0.01 0.00 –

Mean 2.89 2.41 5.33 7.35 3.67 2.15 1.72 1.59 2.96 4.29 4.52 3.31 4.89 2.27
SD 1.26 1.11 1.22 1.88 1.09 0.93 0.83 0.61 1.12 1.31 1.39 1.10 0.97 0.93
N 839 839 834 834 834 838 838 839 839 839 839 839 839 839
Range 4 4 6 9 4 3 3 2 4 6 6 4 5 4

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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associated at all levels of closeness to God, the effect size for 
this association was smaller at higher levels of closeness to God.

DISCUSSION

This study examined closeness to God and spiritual struggles 
among first-year college students who identified as religious 
or spiritual. First, we  replicated previous effects of closeness 
to God and spiritual struggle on wellbeing outcomes in a 
preregistered, large sample. Although these elements of our 
research may not be  entirely novel, they contribute to a robust 
and incremental science. Leading scholars in psychology of 
religion and spirituality argue that large-scale replication projects 
are necessary to ensure the credibility of the field (Van Elk 
et  al., 2015; Van Elk, 2019). Additionally, we  make two novel 
contributions. We  showed that closeness to God was positively 
associated with belonging and negatively associated with 
belonging uncertainty, relationships that, to our knowledge, 
have not been examined in previous research, especially in a 
time of important transition. Additionally, we  found potential 
buffering effects of closeness to God on the deleterious effects 
of spiritual struggles.

For basic replications of previous findings on closeness 
to God, hypothesized correlations were observed for 11 out 
of 12 outcomes (with primary stress appraisal as the exception). 
Likewise, significant associations were found for 8/12 outcomes 
for spiritual struggles; we  did not find support for the 
hypothesized negative relationships with meaning in life, 
secondary stress appraisal, physical health, or belonging. 
Taken together, these results suggest general replicability of 
findings, but they also suggest further work is needed 
regarding the generalizability across diverse populations for 
spiritual struggles.

Simultaneous Effects of Closeness to God 
and Spiritual Struggles
Results suggest that some effects for closeness to God and 
spiritual struggles were additive for some outcome variables 
but would wash out for others. For seven out of 12 outcome 
variables, significant associations were observed for both 
closeness to God and spiritual struggles when the two were 

simultaneously entered in a regression model. However, for 
five out of 12 outcomes, only one of the spirituality variables 
was significant when both were included in the model. Among 
the stress and physical health variables, only closeness to 
God was associated with positive outcomes of secondary stress 
appraisal and physical health, and only spiritual struggles 
were associated with primary stress appraisal, generally 
considered to be  a negative outcome. These findings may 
point to critical differences between the predictors such that 
closeness to God tends to serve as a source of comfort or 
coping whereas spiritual struggles serve as a direct stressor. 
These findings are notable in that nearly all the extant literature 
examines only one of these variables at a time, and few 
studies have examined their concurrent effects.

Among wellbeing outcomes, our results indicated that spiritual 
struggles were not associated with meaning in life—unlike 
closeness to God, which was positively associated. The lack 
of a significant association may be  due to differences in types 
of spiritual struggle that may not be  adequately captured in 
a one-item measure. For example, some types of spiritual 
struggle may result in a crisis of meaning (e.g., “What if 
everything I’ve been taught to believe is wrong?”), but other 
types of spiritual struggle may eventually lead to greater clarity 
and potentially resolution and growth (e.g., “I’m currently 
unsure of what I  believe, but I  know I  can figure it out”; 
Exline and Rose, 2005; Desai and Pargament, 2015). The 
differences in associations between closeness to God and spiritual 
struggles when predicting key outcomes suggest longitudinal 
studies assessing the dynamics of these variables across time 
are warranted.

Finally, our results show that closeness to God was associated 
with both belonging and belonging uncertainty for religious 
students, but spiritual struggles were only significantly associated 
with belonging uncertainty. Because closeness to God is, at 
its core, a variable dealing with relational connectedness, it 
would make sense that it would be  associated with both 
belonging and belonging uncertainty. Spiritual struggles, on 
the other hand, encompasses many different types of stressors 
dealing with spirituality that would be  more likely to increase 
isolation, lead to social disconnect, and increase belonging 
uncertainty but might not necessarily affect feelings of belonging 
for religious college students. This is the first study to examine 
how closeness to God and spiritual struggles are associated 

TABLE 3 | Wellbeing variables regressed on closeness to god and spiritual struggles, controlling for demographic variables, and treatment condition.

Happiness Life satisfaction Meaning in life

β b (SE) p β b (SE) p β b (SE) p

Closeness to god 0.220 0.218 (0.026) <0.001*** 0.241 0.352 (0.038) <0.001*** 0.228 0.190 (0.022) <0.001***
Spiritual struggles −0.183 −0.207 (0.029) <0.001*** −0.185 −0.308 (0.043) <0.001*** −0.082 −0.078 (0.025) 0.002**
Christian 0.079 0.340 (0.110) 0.002** 0.014 0.088 (0.162) 0.590 −0.029 −0.104 (0.095) 0.277
Gender (Female = 1) −0.011 −0.028 (0.067) 0.673 −0.032 −0.123 (0.098) 0.212 0.013 0.030 (0.059) 0.616
URM background −0.021 −0.068 (0.087) 0.436 −0.089 −0.432 (0.128) 0.001** −0.090 −0.250 (0.075) 0.001**
First-generation college −0.026 −0.072 (0.073) 0.321 −0.041 −0.168 (0.107) 0.117 −0.038 −0.088 (0.063) 0.165
Intervention treatment 0.003 0.007 (0.068) 0.918 0.018 0.069 (0.1) 0.486 0.025 0.057 (0.058) 0.328

**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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with belonging variables, so these findings should be replicated 
before firm conclusions are drawn.

Closeness to God Attenuates Some 
Negative Effects of Spiritual Struggles
In our exploratory analyses testing interactions between closeness 
to God and spiritual struggles among students who identify 
as religious, we  found that when participants were higher in 
closeness to God, spiritual struggles were less strongly associated 
with depression and were no longer associated with loneliness. 
However, this attenuation was not found for any positive 
outcomes, and it was not consistent across most negative 
outcomes. These results suggest that closeness to God may 
help avert some negative outcomes of spiritual struggles, which 
are common among college students as they encounter challenges 
to their faith in new environments (Bryant and Astin, 2008).

These exploratory findings extend existing findings in both 
the religious coping and spiritual struggles literature (Krause, 
1998; Pargament et  al., 1998; Tix and Frazier, 1998; Bryant 
and Astin, 2008; Laurin et  al., 2014; Jeppsen et  al., 2015; 
Trevino et  al., 2019; Wilt et  al., 2019; Zarzycka and Zietek, 
2019; Zarzycka and Puchalska-Wasyl, 2020). Although separate 
research on closeness to God (a protective factor) and spiritual 
struggles (a source of stress) indicates that the two variables 
have the potential to relate to one another, only a handful of 
studies examined them together (Exline et  al., 2000; Harris 
et  al., 2014; Abernethy et  al., 2020) or using closely related 
constructs (Trevino et  al., 2019). However, these findings are 
based on exploratory analyses, so more research is necessary 
before making strong conclusions.

Practical Implications
This study highlights the importance of closeness to God and 
spiritual struggles for first-year students at colleges and 
universities in the United  States who identify as spiritual or 
religious, providing support for the stance of Astin (2004) that 
matters of religion and spirituality should be  considered an 
important aspect of student development. Although religiosity 
may shift or decline during the college years (Koenig et  al., 
2012; Barry and Abo-Zena, 2014), our findings suggest there 
are aspects of spirituality that continue to be  associated with 
important outcomes, at least during students’ first year of 
college among the majority of students for whom spirituality 
or religion is a part of their life. Many schools work diligently 
to address the many challenges that accompany the first year 
of college through organized activities, academic programming, 
and psychological interventions with the goal of integration 
with the college environment (Tinto, 1987; Bohnert et al., 2007; 
Inkelas et  al., 2007; Walton and Cohen, 2011; Arnett, 2014; 
Yeager et  al., 2016). It would behoove college administrators 
to also pay greater attention to spirituality when trying to 
promote feelings of belonging and inclusion for all students 
during the first year of college. Dworsky et al. (2016) suggested 
therapists and counselors use Acceptance-Based Therapies (ACT) 
to mitigate the negative impacts of avoiding and pushing away 
spiritual struggles. Additionally, these findings suggest that TA
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university counseling center therapists or other student life 
personnel might recognize that spiritual struggles may or may 
not be related to negative outcomes, depending on the student’s 
closeness to God and the specific outcome.

Constraints on Generality and Directions 
for Future Research
The generality of our findings is likely constrained to first-
year students at four-year residential colleges in the 
United  States who identify as religious or spiritual. Notably, 
our data were collected before the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Although it is unknown whether results would differ if data 
were collected during or after the pandemic, we  anticipate 
the findings would remain similar, perhaps with magnified 
effect sizes. Other research suggests spiritual struggles were 
higher during the pandemic, but religious resources were 
protective for health and wellbeing outcomes during the 
pandemic (e.g., Coppola et  al., 2021).

We excluded students who did not identify as religious 
or spiritual, and findings may differ for them. For example, 
they may show little to no variability on these variables. 
Alternately, spiritual struggles may not have similarly 
deleteriously effects, or closeness to God may not buffer 
against struggles. Just as the United States is primarily Christian, 
so too was our sample; we  would caution against extension 
of findings to predominantly non-Christian contexts. For 

instance, Sharma et  al. (2009) describe slightly different 
mechanisms by which spiritual practices more common in 
South Asia (i.e., yoga, meditation, and practices that open 
one to psychic realms) produce positive physical and mental 
health outcomes, including the mitigation of depression, 
anxiety, and schizophrenia symptoms. Moreover, the findings 
may not apply equally across all Christian denominations, 
which is an important variable to consider in future work. 
With those caveats, we  anticipate that our findings would 
generally extend to a broad population of college students, 
including those past their first year, since the findings largely 
supported relationships observed in other studies of United 
States adults. That said, developmental changes may affect 
some of the relationships, particularly those associated 
with belonging.

There could be  other contexts—potentially even other 
college contexts—in which spiritual struggles could have a 
neutral or even positive effect on the outcomes measured 
here. If people have a supportive spiritual community, with 
leaders or mentors with whom they can discuss their spiritual 
struggles, they could be encouraged to work through struggles 
and grow from them. In that context, they could experience 
those struggles as a normative and positive part of their 
journey toward closeness to God specifically or in their 
spiritual journey more generally.

As noted above, the data for the present research were 
collected as part of a larger study that tested the efficacy of 

TABLE 5 | Stress and physical health outcomes regressed on closeness to god and spiritual struggles, controlling for demographic variables and treatment condition.

Primary stress Secondary stress Physical health

β b (SE) p β b (SE) p β b (SE) p

Closeness to god −0.035 −0.036 (0.028) 0.199 0.213 0.231 (0.028) <0.001*** 0.184 0.157 (0.023) <0.001***
Spiritual struggles 0.155 0.18 (0.031) <0.001*** −0.072 −0.089 (0.032) 0.005** −0.109 −0.106 (0.025) <0.001***
Christian 0.008 0.035 (0.118) 0.764 0.006 0.027 (0.122) 0.826 −0.004 −0.015 (0.097) 0.877
Gender (Female = 1) 0.137 0.369 (0.073) <0.001*** −0.204 −0.589 (0.074) <0.001*** −0.184 −0.417 (0.062) <0.001***
URM background −0.056 −0.188 (0.092) 0.042* −0.017 −0.061 (0.096) 0.524 −0.072 −0.204 (0.075) 0.007**
First-generation 
college

0.045 0.126 (0.078) 0.105 −0.048 −0.146 (0.08) 0.070 0.001 0.003 (0.064) 0.964

Intervention treatment −0.014 −0.039 (0.071) 0.584 0.005 0.016 (0.075) 0.833 0.043 0.099 (0.058) 0.091

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 6 | Belonging variables regressed on closeness to god and spiritual struggles, controlling for demographic variables and treatment condition.

Belonging Belonging Uncertainty

β b (SE) p β b (SE) p

Closeness to god 0.098 0.074 (0.021) <0.001*** −0.102 −0.076 (0.02) <0.001***
Spiritual struggles −0.077 −0.067 (0.023) 0.004** 0.110 0.094 (0.022) <0.001***
Christian −0.007 −0.024 (0.088) 0.783 −0.007 −0.023 (0.087) 0.794
Gender (Female = 1) −0.044 −0.090 (0.056) 0.110 0.023 0.046 (0.055) 0.401
URM background −0.168 −0.425 (0.069) <0.001*** 0.141 0.350 (0.067) <0.001***
First-generation college −0.042 −0.089 (0.059) 0.126 0.034 0.070 (0.057) 0.225
Intervention treatment 0.018 0.036 (0.053) 0.492 −0.006 −0.013 (0.052) 0.802

**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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a social-belonging intervention (see Walton et al., 2021, 
Unpublished; see footnote 2 for results of the main analysis 
looking at effects on structurally disadvantaged students; see 
also LaCosse et  al., 2020 and Logel et  al., 2020, for positive 
effects of the intervention on two other stigmatized groups). 
Although the intervention content did not relate to spirituality 
and our analyses included intervention condition as a covariate, 
future research should collect data from a similar sample of 
students for the sole purpose of examining spiritual variables 
and their associations with important college outcomes. A study 
of this nature would also permit the use of longer measures 
for the variables of interest, reducing measurement error. It 
would also provide the opportunity to replicate and better 
understand the exploratory interaction effects we  found.

The cross-sectional nature of the data precludes inferences 
regarding the directionality of effects. Previous work with 
psychiatric inpatients found that religious comfort, which is 
akin to closeness to God, predicted subsequent depression in 
an autoregressive cross-lagged model, but spiritual struggles 
and depression were not significant cross-lagged predictors 
(Abernethy et  al., 2020). Thus, it is possible that closeness to 
God and spiritual struggles might predict subsequent wellbeing, 
wellbeing might predict subsequent spirituality, or that these 
variables are only cross-sectionally correlated.

Experimental research that tests a causal link between 
closeness to God or spiritual struggles and college outcomes 
would clarify the directionality of effects and provide even 
more support for administrators to pursue activities and 
programming that cultivate students’ spiritual identities, at 
least for students who identify as religiously affiliated. The 
connection between belonging and spiritual variables may 
also provide a rich area to further examine in the future. 
Rios et  al. (2015) have begun research in this area when 
they examined how religious identity may impact academic 

outcomes. If religious students’ sense of belonging could 
be better supported in academic environments where stereotype 
threat based on religious identity may arise (perhaps by 
supporting students’ sense of closeness to God), then academic 
outcomes for those students could be  improved. Last, further 
research is necessary to explore the moderating effect of 
closeness to God and determine how such an effect could 
be  utilized by university administrators.

CONCLUSION

Our results highlight the importance of considering closeness 
to God and spiritual struggles for wellbeing, mental health, 
and belonging during the first year of college alongside other 
variables typically examined in higher education contexts. 
Additionally, our study provides greater insights into the role 
of closeness to God in buffering against the negative effects 
of spiritual struggles on negative outcomes for first-year college 
students during this critical period.
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