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The current study aims to examine (a) the mental well-being of university students, who were taking online
classes, and (b) and test whether resilience would mediate the relationship between meaning in life and mental
well-being. The sample of 302 university students (Mage = 20.25 years; 36.1% men, 63.9% women) was taken
from the universities of Punjab, Pakistan. The participants were recruited online and they completed a cross-
sectional survey comprising the scales of meaning in life, resilience, and mental well-being during COVID-19.
Findings from the study indicated that participants had a normal to a satisfactory level of overall mental well-
being during COVID-19. Resilience acted as a mediator for both the presence of meaning in life, the search for
meaning in life, and mental well-being. Demographic variables including family size were significantly and
positively related to resilience while the availability of personal room showed a significant positive relationship
with mental well-being. These findings suggest that meaning in life and resilience supports mental well-being
during the COVID-19 pandemic and that effective steps should be taken to make the lives of university stu-

dents more meaningful and resilient.

1. Introduction

COVID-19 is a viral infection caused by Coronavirus that affects the
respiratory system and this virus has influenced the lives of hundreds of
millions of people around the globe (WHO, 2022). To control the spread
of this disease, numerous changes were strictly incorporated at the
government level in Pakistan. Similar to other countries, strict rules of
lockdown and quarantine in Pakistan lead to the closure of educational
institutions, offices, small and large businesses, and so forth. Moreover,
due to this pandemic, the educational system shifted from direct class-
rooms to online classes which became a major stressor for students in
Pakistan (Sahu, 2020). Students also reported issues with the online
education system. A few examples of these issues faced by students
included technological resources (e.g., unavailability of the laptop,
unaffordability of internet services/smartphones, repeated disruption of
internet services) or changes in student-teacher interaction (e.g. uncer-
tain time response to student queries, and classroom discussion) (Adnan,
2020).

These rapid and unexpected changes during the first 2 years of
COVID-19 were a stressor for individuals and influenced their psycho-
logical health (Fiorillo & Gorwood, 2020; Holmes et al., 2020;
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Pfefferbaum & North, 2020; Waris et al., 2020). Similarly, the negative
events during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., uncertainty, isolation, fear,
social distancing, etc.) enhanced the symptoms of anxiety and stress,
consequently influencing mental health (Duan & Zhu, 2020; Satici et al.,
2020). Some studies have also reported psychosocial reactions by uni-
versity students such as anxiety, low mood (Aqgeel et al., 2022), the
feeling of uncertainty about the future, and fear of cleanliness (Mah-
mood et al., 2021).

Mental well-being is an important factor for the optimal functioning
of society (Tennant et al., 2007). Individuals with well-being can deal
with stressors of life, be creative, and work better for their society (Surya
et al., 2017). In face of unanticipated situations, for example, epidemics
or natural catastrophes, individuals experience substantial re-
percussions that reduce their mental well-being (Folkman & Greer,
2000; Maunder, 2003). Thus, the present study aims to investigate the
mental well-being of university students in Pakistan during the COVID-
19 pandemic, its predictors, and the potential intervening mechanism in
this association.
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1.1. Meaning in life and mental well-being

During a difficult situation, meaning in life is considered one of the
most vital elements to deal with stressors. It helps in finding a sense of
purpose in this challenging process (Kim et al., 2005). Two components
of meaning in life; the presence of meaning in life and the search for
meaning in life have been found to improve life satisfaction during
COVID-19 (Karatas & Tagay, 2021; Karatas et al., 2021). The presence of
meaning in life is related to a variety of positive psychological constructs
like positive emotions (Zika & Chamberlain, 1992); feelings of happiness
(Debats et al., 1995); life satisfaction (Kashdan & Steger, 2007); and
individual development (Grouden & Jose, 2015). It can also stimulate a
person's coping abilities by acting as a protective factor (Park & Ai,
2006; Taubman-Ben-Ari & Weintroub, 2008). Search for meaning in life
is a reaction to stressful circumstances (Baumeister, 1991; Klinger,
1998) and is also reported to be adaptive (Davis et al., 1998; King et al.,
2006; Mascaro & Rosen, 2005) except when accompanied by lower
values of the presence of meaning in life. (Cohen & Cairns, 2012).
However, more recently both the search for meaning in life and the
presence of meaning in life have been observed to be protective factors
in university students in China (Lew et al., 2020). In the same way, a
study conducted during the beginning of the spread of COVID-19 in
Poland reported that basic hope, high levels of meaning in life, and life
satisfaction were related to lower levels of COVID-19 state anxiety and
stress (Trzebinski et al., 2020). Nevertheless, as the COVID-19 pandemic
is mentally challenging, whether both presence of meaning in life and
search for meaning in life are closely related to university students'
mental health still requires more evidence.

1.2. Resilience and mental well-being

Another related factor that is protective of mental well-being in
difficult life situations is resilience. The notion that a resilient person
doesn't experience worry, emotional disturbance, and stress, is wrong.
While some individuals associate resilience with psychological hardi-
ness, it takes suffering and pain to demonstrate it. Resilience is an active
process that is influenced by life circumstances and reactions to these
circumstances (Shiner & Masten, 2012). The process of resilience in-
cludes three stages: 1) having a stable, immune, and healthy mental
state during the continuous intervals of hardships; 2) Recovery or
bouncing back from adversity, retrieval of the prior psychological
strength after a stressful situation and 3) growth after recovery, with the
individual retaining sound mental state and exhibiting improved func-
tioning from even before the adversity (Amering & Schmolke, 2009;
Ayed et al., 2019; Sood et al., 2014). In the university setting, resilience
is seen to influence students, as university life can be tough, challenging
and, involves the ability to deal with study/life balance, academic/
coursework workload, and financial problems (Stallman, 2010). It also
helps the students to adapt to their university setting (Wang, 2009).
Studies demonstrate that resilience decreases the psychological distress
in students, helps them in handling their studious tasks, and provides
them advanced coping techniques when encountered with academic
stresses (Abbott et al., 2009; Bovier et al., 2004). In general, resilience is
needed for students, as it promotes their mental well-being, and helps
them to settle and adapt to their life at a university (Chen, 2016; DeR-
osier et al., 2013; Peng et al., 2012; Wang, 2009). Especially during
COVID-19 when university students are experiencing stress more than in
usual circumstances it is expected that resilience would safeguard their
well-being. Recent studies have recognized resilience as an approach to
handling the mental well-being challenges due to COVID-19 (Prime
et al., 2020). It has been reported to protect them from the perceived
threat and future anxiety they feel due to COVID-19 (Paredes et al.,
2021) Moreover, in regions like Palestine with ongoing stressors, people
were able to retain high levels of resilience and well-being during the
COVID-19 pandemic, which in turn protected them from mental distress
(Veronese et al., 2021).
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1.3. Resilience as a mediator between meaning in life and mental well-
being

The role of meaning in life and resilience in well-being is evident
from the above-mentioned studies. However, how resilience links
meaningfulness with mental well-being is less explored. Studies have
shown that meaningful living improves the level of resilience and also
acts as a protective agent during adversity (Aliche et al., 2019; Du et al.,
2017; Mohseni et al., 2019; Platsidou & Daniilidou, 2021). Similarly,
meaning in life was found to be a positive predictor of resilience during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Karatas & Tagay, 2021). Yildirim et al. (2021)
found that meaningful living protects from mental health issues through
its positive impact on resilience. A similar conclusion was also drawn
from a longitudinal study by Arslan and Yildirim (2021) who observed
the mediational role of resilience between meaning in life and mental
well-being in university students.

A resilient individual can be considered skillful in using coping
techniques to adjust to stressful circumstances, optimistic and socializ-
ing, maintaining an internal locus of control, and building a good self-
image; all these things leads to a healthy mind and body (Burns et al.,
2011). Considering this coping ability of resilience and its relationship
with meaning in life and well-being, it may act as an essential mediator
of the presence of meaning in life, search for meaning in life, and mental
well-being in the COVID-19 pandemic.

1.4. The present study

The purpose of this study was to examine (a) the mental well-being
level of university students, who were taking online classes, (b) the
mediational role of resilience between the presence of meaning in life
and mental well-being, and (c) between the search for meaning in life
and mental well-being. It was hypothesized that the presence of meaning
in life and search for meaning in life have an indirect influence on
university students' mental well-being through resilience. Following are
the hypotheses of the study: H1: the presence of meaning in life is
positively associated with mental well-being. H2: search for meaning in
life is positively associated with mental well-being. H3: the presence of
meaning in life positively predicts mental well-being through resilience.
H4: search for meaning in life positively predicts mental well-being
through resilience.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Study design

The present study was conducted through a cross-sectional research
design.

2.2. Participants

Data were collected from February 2021 to July 2021 and a total of
302 students between the age ranges of 18 to 25 years from different
public and private universities in Punjab, participated in the study. Since
the option of “required” was selected for the online questionnaire i.e.
participants have to answer each question of the survey to move to the
next section, there were no missing values in the data. The sample size
was calculated by g power based on five predictors, and linear multiple
regression tests (effect size = 0.15, power of test = 0.95, and a = 0.05). It
gave a sample size of 138, which meant that the current sample size was
adequate to perform a mediation analysis in the present study. Overall,
302 students with an average age of 20.25 (SD = 1.45) completed the
questionnaires. The participants included 109 men (36.1%), and 193
women (63.9%) with an average family size of 7 members (SD = 2.87).
Among all the respondents 183 students (60.6%) had a personal room in
their homes while 119 students (39.4%) didn't possess a separate room.
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2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Meaning in life scale (MLS)

Meaning in life was evaluated using the meaning in life scale (Steger
et al., 2006). Five items comprising the search for meaning in life sub-
scale and five items comprising the presence of meaning in life subscale
were rated from 1 to 7, where 1 = ‘Absolutely Untrue’, to 7 = ‘Absolutely
True’. Greater scores on this scale indicate a high level of. Both subscales
demonstrated good internal consistency in the present study (Cronbach's
o = 0.82 and 0.85).

2.3.2. Survey for university students' mental well-being during COVID-19

Mental well-being was assessed by the survey developed by Martinez
(Martinez et al., 2020). This survey included three sections: (i) measures
for life satisfaction and wellbeing; (ii) distresses and direct effect of
COVID-19; and (iii) relationships with family members, friends, and
partners. For assessing life satisfaction, wellbeing, and the incidence of
the most common negative emotions that affects the good MWB (worry
and depression), the valid and standard central measures of wellbeing,
were used (OECD: Guidelines on Measuring Subjective Well-Being,
2013). For concerns and perceptions of COVID-19, questions included
COVID-19 infection concerns, government measures, pandemic's eco-
nomic costs, updates and news, online learning, and work from home.
For emotions and coping strategies, questions about happiness, opti-
mism, stress, relationships, and gratitude were asked. To measure
optimism and gratitude, a short form of the 10-item life orientation test
(Scheier et al., 1994) and a short form of a gratitude self-reported
questionnaire (McCullough et al., 2002) were used respectively. All
questions were rated on a rating scale of 0-10, where 0 indicated the
lowest score and 10 the highest score. This scale provided good reli-
ability in the current study (Cronbach's @ = 0.89).

2.3.3. Brief resilience scale (BRS)

Resilience was assessed using the BRS (e.g. “I tend to bounce back
quickly after hard times”). It consisted of six items evaluating the
capability to overcome stress (Smith et al., 2008). Items were rated on a
5-point Likert scale, where from 1 = ‘strongly disagree’, and 5 =
‘strongly agree’. To calculate the total score, first, three items are reverse
scored, then all 6 items are added. The obtained scores range from 6 to
30, where a high score represents more resilience. This instrument
demonstrated strong internal reliability in previous research (Cron-
bach's a = 0.82; Arslan & Yildirim, 2021).

In addition students were also asked about their sex (man or
woman); age (years); if they have a personal room in their house (yes or
no); Family size (number of family members living in their house
including themselves); and if they were satisfied with their online classes
(on a scale of 0 to 5 where 0 = ‘not at all satisfied’ and 5 = ‘completely
satisfied).

2.4. Procedure

This research was permitted by the Ethics Committee of the Institute
of Applied Psychology, University of Punjab. In the current study, the
inclusion criteria were (1) undergraduate university students and (2)
experience in online classes for six or more months. So, only students
who fulfilled this criterion participated in the study. The questionnaires
were developed using google forms and distributed via a hyperlink,
within the educational digital platform already adopted by each uni-
versity including social media like WhatsApp, Facebook, and emails.
With anonymous data collection, the confidentiality of the data was
preferentially maintained.
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3. Results
3.1. Preliminary analysis

The descriptive information and correlation of study variables are
given in Table 1. Participants rated an average of 1.56 (SD = 1.34),
indicating a lower satisfaction with their online classes. Specifically,
both presence of meaning in life and the search for meaning in life were
positively associated with each other, resilience, and mental well-being.
Resilience also had a positive relationship with mental well-being.
Among the other variables, only the availability of personal room and
satisfaction with online classes were positively related to mental well-
being. While the family size was positively associated with resilience.

3.2. Testing the proposed model

To test the mediating role of resilience in meaning in life and mental
well-being, two sets of analyses were run through Process by Hayes and
Preacher (2014). Results in Table 2 demonstrate that both presence of
meaning in life in Model 1 and the search for meaning in life in Model 2
positively predicted resilience and mental well-being. Further Resilience
also positively predicted mental well-being. Indirect effects were also
significant thus supporting the hypotheses that the presence of meaning
in life and search for meaning in life predicted mental well-being
through resilience. Both models were controlled for personal room
and satisfaction with online classes as they were significantly correlated
with mental well-being.

Figural representations of emerged models are presented in Figs. 1
and 2 showing the significant unstandardized regression weights for
direct effects.

4. Discussion

The current study examined the mental well-being levels of univer-
sity students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of the study
indicated that participants had an average score of 6.4 on a scale of 10
for overall mental well-being during COVID-19; which is similar to the
findings of the research conducted on Italian university students; which
showed that the students had a normal level of well-being and their
stress levels were also not higher than the stress level of other students in
prior studies (Capone et al., 2020). Additionally, the results of the cur-
rent study showed a positive significant relationship for all variables,
which is consistent with previous findings e.g. Karatas and Tagay (2021)
found more meaning in life contributes to more resilience during
COVID-19. Also, research conducted during COVID-19 revealed that
resilience is a positive contributor to psychological health and subjective
well-being in general (Di Monte et al., 2020; Paredes et al., 2021).
Likewise, meaning in life has previously been linked with subjective
well-being in other research (Dogan et al., 2012; Karaman et al., 2020;
Karatas et al., 2021; Nowicki et al., 2020; Tiliouine & Belgoumidi,
2009).

The results of the mediation model revealed that resilience had a
mediational role in the relationship between the presence of meaning in
life and mental well-being and between the search for meaning in life
and mental well-being. It seems as if resilience depends on both presence
of meaning in life and the search for meaning in life to increase mental
well-being. It can be expected that due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
students experienced a loss of meaning in life since they had to experi-
ence changes in their lifestyles, education, and even social relationships
(de Jong et al., 2020). Similarly, during the lockdown, when every in-
dividual had to remain in their homes, the lack of activities, may result
in a loss of meaning. So, in these circumstances, students needed more
resources and beliefs to overcome adversity, find meaning in their dull
lives, and keep their mental health in check. Thus, the findings of the
current study provide support for the role of resilience in the relation-
ship between the presence of meaning in life, search for meaning in life,
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Table 1
Means, standard deviations, and correlations of all variables.
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Sex” - -
2. Age 20.25 1.44 —0.06
3. Family size 7 2.87 0.04 0.11*
4. Personal room"” - - —0.00 -0.10 —0.15**
5. Satisfaction with online classes 1.56 1.34 —-0.01 —0.04 0.03 0.06
6. Presence of meaning in life 4.66 1.26 —0.03 —0.05 0.05 0.12* 0.07
7. Search for meaning in life 5.20 1.16 0.06 —0.03 0.09 —0.00 —0.03 0.15*
8. Resilience 3.41 0.49 —0.04 —0.01 0.17** 0.09 —0.02 0.22* 0.23%*
9. Mental well-being 6.40 1.01 -0.11 —0.03 0.05 0.18** 0.17** 0.39%* 0.18** 0.24**
# 0 = man and 1 = woman.
b = yes and 0 = no.
" p<.05.
" p<.0L
Table 2 Resili
- esilience
Results from process analyses for mediational models.
Model B SE t p A1 40
Outcome: mental well-being
Model 1
Constant . 3.77 0.38 9.85 <0.001 Search for meaning Mental well being
Personal room° 0.24 0.24 229 0.020 in life
Satisfaction with online classes 0.11 0.04 278 0.005 12"
Presence of meaning in life 0.26 0.04 6.24 <0.001
Resilience 0.32 0.11 2.97 0.003 . L . L.
Resilience as an outcome of the 0.08 0.02 381 <0.001 Fig. 2 Mediating effect of resilience on the association between the search for
presence of meaning in life meaning in life and mental well-being.
Model 2 Note. *p < .05, **p < 01.
Constant 4.04 0.42 9.62 <0.001
a
Personal room . 0.32 011 2.85 0.005 this study was conducted on university students in Pakistan, which is a
Satisfaction with online classes 0.13 0.04 3.11 0.002 R . . . .
Search for meaning in life 0.12 0.05 2.44 0.020 collectivistic society where family ties are stronger than in other cul-
Resilience 0.40 0.11 3.51 <0.001 tures. Future studies should explore this relationship in other cultures.
Resilience as an outcome of the search ~ 0.10 0.02 415 <0.001 Also, personal room and overall satisfaction with online classes were
for meaning in life significantly positively correlated with mental well-being. Milmeister
Indirect effects Effect SE BootLLCI  BootULCI t al. (2021) also f d that the 1 . tisfacti f student dict
Presence of meaning in life- 0.03 0.01  0.005 0.05 etak also roun .a € ?armng satistaction O. S udents predicts
>resilience->mental wellbeing students' mental well-being during the COVID-19 crisis. Furthermore,
search for meaning in life->resilience-  0.04 0.02  0.01 0.21 data were collected when institutes were closed due to COVID-19, so

>mental wellbeing

Note. B = unstandardized coefficient, SE = standard error; Bootstrap sample
size = 5000. LL = lower limit, CI = confidence interval, UL = upper limit.
# 1 =yes, and 0 = no.

Resilience

267 327

Presence of meaning
in life

Mental well being

14

Fig. 1. Mediating effect of resilience on the association between the presence of
meaning in life and mental well-being.
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01.

and mental well-being, which is also evident from previous research
conducted on different populations during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Arslan & Yildirim, 2021; Yildirim et al., 2021).

The study also demonstrated some interesting findings. There was a
positive relationship between family size and resilience. This finding is
in line with the family resilience approach which involves the impor-
tance of family and familial relationships in dealing with adversity
(Walsh, 2003). So, students may feel more at ease to overcome the tough
circumstance by having more close individuals in their lives. Moreover,

students had to remain at home and take online classes. In these cir-
cumstances, the availability of personal room for students may be
beneficial for the mental well-being of students as evidenced by the
finding of the current study.

4.1. Implication and limitations

Longitudinal methods should be used in upcoming research to un-
derstand variations in mental well-being as a result of the pandemic.
Additional research may also implement observational and experi-
mental techniques to evaluate real conduct in the pandemic (Bish &
Michie, 2010). Moreover, the self-reported tools were used to collect
data, which may have given biased data. Future studies should use
diverse data collection methodologies (e.g., qualitative) to explore the
study variables. Last, due to the pandemic, it was difficult to collect data
face to face, so this study collected data online. Hence, only a limited
number of students who had access to the internet were able to partic-
ipate. Future research should implement other data collection methods.

Based on the outcomes of the present research, it was inferred that
during challenging times such as the COVID-19 pandemic, discovering
meaning in their lives, and possessing high levels of resilience positively
affect the mental well-being of students. For this reason, educational
settings should aim at improving the mental well-being of students by
organizing training on resilience and meaning in life.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, the outcomes of the current study expand our
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knowledge of the mental well-being of university students in the COVID-
19 pandemic. These research findings suggest that the presence of
meaning in life and search for meaning in life and resilience are posi-
tively associated with mental well-being. These results also present
additional knowledge regarding the process underlying the association
between both the presence of meaning in life and the search for meaning
in life, resilience, and mental well-being. It is indicated that high levels
of presence of meaning in life and search for meaning in life are related
to more resilience, which in turn, results in better mental well-being in
university students.
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