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Abstract
COVID-19 pandemic has brought about many uncertainties and adversities for young people, negatively influencing their 
mental health. The present study investigated the mediation role of intolerance to uncertainty (IU) in the relationship between 
social emotional learning (SEL) skills and happiness, and between SEL skills and life satisfaction (LS) of young people, within 
the framework of Positive Youth Development (PYD). The study included 589 university students (51% women) aged 18–24, 
and the participants completed a Demographic form, Social Emotional Learning Scale-Young Adult Form, Intolerance to 
Uncertainty Scale, Satisfaction with Life Scale, and Oxford Happiness Questionnaire. In the study, the mediating role of IU 
on the relationship between SEL skills and happiness (Model 1) and between SEL skills and LS (Model 2) were tested. The 
analysis first indicated positive direct relations of SEL skills with happiness and LS, as well as negative direct relations with IU. 
In addition, there were negative associations between IU and happiness, and between IU and LS. The results also demonstrated 
the mediation role of IU on the relationships between SEL skills and both happiness and LS. These findings confirmed the 
pivotal role that SEL skills play in happiness and LS by reducing the impact of IU, thus promoting PYD during the pandemic.
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Introduction

COVID-19 pandemic has negatively affected the lives of 
individuals worldwide in areas as diverse as health, work, 
education, and social life. Especially, certain groups, such 
as young people, have been more susceptible to the negative 
effects of the pandemic than others have. In recent studies, 
young people have reported the symptoms of psychological 
distress more than adults (McGinty et al., 2020; Pierce et al., 
2020) and a higher level of anxiety (International Labour 
Organization [ILO], 2020), and stated that they experienced 
an increase in depressive symptoms and hence a decrease in 
well-being (Evans et al., 2021) during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Moreover, it has been reported that the COVID-19 

crisis has made it difficult for young people to access quality 
education or to get decent jobs and thus further deepened 
the problem of youth unemployment (ILO, 2021). All imply 
negative influences on young people’s happiness and life 
satisfaction, which were negatively affected during the pan-
demic (e.g., Satici et al., 2020a, b), indicating that there is a 
need for efforts to promote positive development of youth.

Positive Youth Development (PYD) is a perspective that 
aims to support young people in their developmental age 
in order to reveal their potential and play to their strengths, 
instead of focusing on their problems and deficiencies. PYD 
aims to developmentally foster young people in gaining five 
Cs – competence, confidence, connection, character, and 
caring, which would enhance contributions (the sixth C) to 
self, family, and society (Lerner et al., 2005). Within this 
perspective, PYD model aims to help young people gain the 
feelings of competence, belonging, usefulness, and power in 
various contexts (Benson et al., 2006; Catalano et al., 2002; 
Damon, 2004). Hence, PYD programs support youth in dif-
ferent respects, such as developing positive and consistent 
attitudes about themselves, positive beliefs about the future, 
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having optimism and hope, developing and maintaining 
healthy relationships with their environment, coping with dif-
ficulties, and becoming socially and emotionally competent 
(Catalano et al., 2002). Considering the fact that all address 
positive developmental assets of PYD that foster happiness 
and LS of young people (e.g., Gomez-Baya et al., 2021; Shek 
& Chai, 2020), this study was based on the PYD perspective.

Happiness and life satisfaction

Happiness is what all people ultimately aspire to, yet it is 
difficult to achieve and is intangible in nature. It is regarded 
as a concept that may exist in every stage of human life and 
underlies all kinds of other pursuits (Diener et al., 2009). 
Argyle et al. (1989) defined happiness as three partly inde-
pendent components: (1) the average level of satisfaction 
over a specific period, (2) the frequency and degree of posi-
tive affect, and (3) the relative absence of negative affect. 
The efforts to conceptualize happiness underline the subjec-
tive nature of this notion as well as the role of people as the 
ultimate decision makers of what qualifies as happy experi-
ences (Myers & Diener, 1995). Thus, for the most part, the 
concept of subjective well-being has been used instead of 
the concept of happiness in many research studies (Diener 
et al., 2009), and happiness has been treated as one of the 
emotional dimensions of subjective well-being in some oth-
ers (Diener, 1984).

Life satisfaction (LS), on the other hand, is the cogni-
tive-judgmental aspect of subjective well-being (Andrews 
& Withey, 1976) and includes cognitive evaluations about 
life (Diener et al., 1985; Myers & Diener, 1995). Diener 
et al. (1985) stated that the individual's judgements about 
LS depend on the comparison of the conditions in which 
it is found and what the situation dictates as an appropri-
ate standard. Hence, LS is considered a universal evalua-
tion process in which the individual assesses the quality of 
life according to the criteria s/he chooses (Shin & Johnson, 
1978). In accordance with the individual's evaluation of the 
current situation in a healthy and constructive way, his/her 
satisfaction with life increases or decreases.

Although previous work indicated that orientations 
to happiness (e.g., pleasure, engagement, and meaning) 
positively predicted LS (e.g., Park et al., 2009; Peterson 
et al., 2005), orientations to happiness and being happy 
do not mean the same thing. Insofar as LS is related to 
cognitive judgments and evaluations about life accord-
ing to some criteria, it could be improved through cer-
tain cognitive treatments or changes in the criteria, as 
opposed to happiness, which is a more abstract con-
cept. For instance, according to Eurobarometer Survey 
(2017) findings, LS was found to be fluctuating around 
such trends as economic conditions, Greece being a case 

in point, where life satisfaction was 67% in 2007 but 
dropped to 32.4% in 2012 when the financial crisis struck 
(See Ortiz-Ospina & Roser, 2017). Similarly, according 
to World Values Survey Wave-7 results, participants from 
Türkiye reported a lower degree of LS (completely sat-
isfied; 5.7%), compared with the happiness level (very 
happy; 22.3%) (Haerpfer et al., 2020). Although previ-
ous findings indicated positive correlations between LS 
and happiness, these two concepts are considered distinct 
(Andrews & Withey, 1976).

Research showed that happiness was associated with 
having meaningful goals, striving to achieve those goals 
(Brunstein, 1993; Emmons, 1986), and academic develop-
ment (Diener et al., 2009). Similarly, LS was related to good 
mental health (Batthyany & Russo-Netzer, 2014; Diener & 
Biswas-Diener, 2008; Hicks & Routledge, 2013). Consider-
ing recent findings showing that happiness has decreased 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic (Satici et al., 2020a, 
b), and that LS has been influenced by the COVID-19 stress 
(Trzebiński et al., 2020), it is critically important to explore 
the variables related to happiness and LS, as aimed in the 
current study, for developing proactive efforts to promote 
positive development of youth during the pandemic.

Social emotional learning skills

Social emotional learning (SEL) means the process of devel-
oping skills and competencies to recognize and manage 
one's emotions, set and achieve positive goals, respect the 
perspectives of others, establish and maintain positive rela-
tionships, make responsible decisions, and constructively 
address interpersonal problems (Elias et al., 1997). The Col-
laborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL, 2020a) defined five core competencies of SEL, 
which include cognitive, emotional, and behavioral skills, 
namely self-awareness, self-management, social aware-
ness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making 
(CASEL, 2020b). Self-awareness refers to the correct evalu-
ation of one's strengths and limitations, and a sense of self-
confidence and optimism built on a good basis (Denham & 
Brown, 2010). Self-management is the ability to effectively 
regulate a person's emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in dif-
ferent situations (CASEL, 2020b; Elias et al., 2008). Social 
awareness means the ability to understand and empathize 
with others' perspectives, and to appreciate the similarities 
and differences of others (Denham & Brown, 2010). Rela-
tionship skills is the ability to establish meaningful relation-
ships with different people and groups and to maintain these 
relationships (Kress & Elias, 2006). Responsible decision 
making is the ability to make constructive and respectful 
choices about personal behavior and social interactions 
within the framework of ethical behavior, social norms, 
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self-wellbeing and the wellbeing of others, and to evaluate 
the results of various actions in a realistic way (CASEL, 
2020b; Denham & Brown, 2010).

SEL skills are those skills with which, starting from child-
hood, individuals handle increasingly complex situations in 
areas such as physical and mental health, academic develop-
ment, social relations, and citizenship (Zins & Elias, 2006). 
The relevant literature indicated that SEL skills resulted in 
positive outcomes in mental health (Ladd et al., 1999; Zins 
et al., 2007), well-being (Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008), and 
success in life (Zins & Elias, 2006) by integrating youth 
development frameworks (Benson et al., 2006). In addi-
tion, SEL skills reduced depressive symptoms (Horowitz & 
Garber, 2006), anxiety (Kautz et al., 2014), stress (OECD, 
2021), and risky behaviors in adolescents (Durlak et al., 
2011; Reynolds et al., 2011), which could negatively influ-
ence happiness and LS of young people. Moreover, con-
sidering the previous results indicating positive effects of 
SEL skills on happiness (e.g., Kasikci & Ozhan, 2021) and 
life satisfaction (Kabakçı & Totan, 2013), the current study 
assumed that SEL skills would positively be related to hap-
piness and LS of young people during the pandemic.

Intolerance to uncertainty

Uncertainty indicates the existing doubt as to whether a particu-
lar outcome will occur (Keren & Gerritsen, 1999). Intolerance 
to uncertainty (IU) is defined as a tendency to have a negative 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral reaction to ambiguous 
events and situations (Buhr & Dugas, 2002). Unlike situational 
uncertainty, IU refers to a trait of the individual rather than a 
perceived characteristic of the situation (Rosen et al., 2014). 
The IU involves the negative reaction in the event of uncer-
tainty, except when there is a rational possibility for a phenom-
enon to occur (Hong & Lee, 2015). Uncertainty is a powerful 
stressor (Rosen et al., 2014). A vast majority of people do not 
want to know about the negative events they may experience in 
the future and feel threatened about the future unknowns (Satici 
et al., 2020a, b). For this reason, people want to be aware of 
uncertain situations that threaten them and to have some sense 
of control over them (Satici et al., 2020a, b).

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought with it a high rate 
of uncertainty worldwide about the economy, employment, 
relationships, physical and mental health, among other 
issues (Rettie & Daniels, 2020; Trzebiński et al., 2020). 
Young people stated that they were worried about the 
uncertainty of future due to the pandemic (Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2020; 
Youngminds, 2021). Previous studies showed that IU was 
positively related with stress (Greco & Roger, 2003), anxi-
ety (Morriss et al., 2016; Rosen et al., 2014), and depres-
sion (Gentes & Ruscio, 2011). In addition, IU had negative 

relationships with quality of life (Bailey et al., 2009), mental 
well-being (Satici et al., 2020a, b), and happiness (Saricam, 
2014). In the current study, therefore, it was assumed that IU 
would be negatively related to happiness and LS of young 
people during the pandemic, as the previous results indicated 
(e.g., Deniz, 2021; Yildiz & Eldeleklioglu, 2021). Also, 
considering the fact that IU is the tendency to react nega-
tively in the face of uncertain events and situations (Buhr & 
Dugas, 2002), it was assumed individuals with high IU lev-
els would show more negative reactions to cope with uncer-
tainty (Dugas et al., 2001). At that point, it is worth pointing 
out that SEL skills encompass a set of skills to cope with 
complex situations (Zins & Elias, 2006). Considering that 
SEL includes some skills such as risk taking, problem solv-
ing, self-esteem, being optimistic, decision-making skills, 
reflection, situation analysis, etc. (CASEL, 2020b; Denham 
& Brown, 2010), it could be considered that higher SEL 
skills would be related to lower IU, as hypothesized in this 
study. Hence, based on these reciprocal relationships, young 
adults with higher SEL skills would probably experience 
less IU, which, in turn, would make them more likely to feel 
a higher level of happiness and LS, assuming the mediation 
role of IU on the relationship between SEL skills and hap-
piness and LS, as stated in the current study.

The present study

In the year 2021, young people aged 15–24 constituted 15.4% 
of the total population in Türkiye, which was higher than the 
average of 27 European countries, 10.6% (TurkStat, 2021a). 
Specifically, the number of students attending universities in 
Türkiye is more than 4 million (Council of Higher Education 
[CoHE], 2020a). However, the youth unemployment rate was 
reported as 27.1% in 2021, with a 9.3% increase since 2014 
(TurkStat, 2021b), and 12.8% among higher education gradu-
ates (TurkStat, 2021c). The rate of young people involved 
in neither education nor employment was 28.3% (TurkStat, 
2021a). Universities in Türkiye started providing distance edu-
cation in on March 23, 2020, (CoHE, 2020b) and continued it 
until recently. Yet, it was reported that 63% of university stu-
dents have internet access and 1 in 3 do not have a computer or 
a tablet to follow online lectures during the pandemic (Karadag 
& Yucel, 2020). In addition, 73% of university students stated 
that face-to-face education was more efficient than online edu-
cation. 58% were hopeful for the future, but it was emphasized 
that the rate of hope decreased significantly compared to 2017 
and 2019 (Erdogan, 2021). Moreover, recent research indicated 
that the stress and future concerns caused by the pandemic 
negatively affected the well-being of young people aged 18–30 
psychologically and physiologically in Türkiye (Sener, 2021).

In this context and from the viewpoints of Positive Youth 
Development, focusing on strengths instead of weaknesses 
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would be essential to promote happiness and LS of young 
people during the COVID-19 pandemic. While IU might have 
negative influences on happiness and LS of young people dur-
ing this process, SEL skills could serve as a protective factor in 
the battle against the IU, enhancing young people’s strengths. 
To this end, the following hypothesis will be tested in this 
study: IU has a mediation role in the relationships between 
SEL skills and happiness (H1) as well as LS (H2). Figure 1 
illustrates the proposed relationships in a graphical model.

Method

Participants and procedure

The participants of this study consisted of 589 undergradu-
ate students (51% women) from public and private univer-
sities from seven different regions of Turkey. The conveni-
ence sampling method was used. The ages of the participants 
ranged from 18 to 24 (M = 20.47, SD = 1.29). The sample 
represented all years of undergraduate education (20.6% 
Freshmen, 26.5% Sophomore, 36.9% Junior, and 16% Sen-
ior). The participants were enrolled in a variety of majors, 
ranging from Faculty of Education (48.21%), Faculty of 
Engineering (16.97%), Faculty of Medicine (10.18%), Fac-
ulty of Law (7.18%), Faculty of Arts and Science (6.79%), 
Faculty of Health Sciences (3.9%), Faculty of Economics 
and Administrative Sciences (3.39%), Faculty of Nursing 
(1.69%), and Faculty of Architecture (1.69%).

Due to fact that many universities gave distance educa-
tion during the pandemic, data collection was conducted 
online between November 26 and December 17, 2020. 
Participants were reached via online university groups and 
social media announcements. It took them approximately 
15–20 min to respond to the online survey. Prior to the data 

collection process, Hacettepe University Ethics Committee 
approval (REF: 76942594–600/00001088792) as well as 
online informed consent from participants were obtained. 
The 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or 
comparable ethical standards were followed in all the pro-
cedures performed in this study.

Instruments

Demographics

The participants reported their age, gender, department, and 
class level in this form.

Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ)

The OHQ (Hills & Argyle, 2002), derived from the Oxford 
Happiness Inventory, measuring perceived happiness lev-
els, consists of eight items with a 6-point Likert-type scale 
(1 = Strongly disagree – 6 = Strongly agree). The sample 
item includes “I feel life is very rewarding.” The total scores 
range from 6 to 48. The internal reliability of the OHQ was 
reported as 0.91 (Hills & Argyle, 2002). The Turkish form 
of the scale includes seven items with a 5-point Likert-type 
scale (Dogan & Çötok, 2011). The internal consistency coef-
ficient and the test–retest reliability coefficient of the Turkish 
form were reported as 0.74 and 0.85, respectively (Dogan & 
Çötok, 2011). The Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient of 
the OHQ in this study was found as 0.75.

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS)

The SWLS (Diener et al., 1985), developed to measure 
satisfaction with life of participants, consists of five items 
with a 7-point Likert type scale (1 = Strongly disagree 

Intolerance to
Uncertainty (M)

Social emotional 
learning skills

(X)

Happiness (Y1) / 
Life satisfaction 

(Y2)

c=.25***; se=.02 / .28***; .03

c’=.23***; se=.018 / .26***; .032

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Fig. 1  The Simple mediation model of SEL skills and Happiness mediated by IU / SEL skills and LS mediated by IU
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– 7 = Strongly agree). The sample item includes “My life 
conditions are perfect.” The total scores range from 5 to 
35. The internal reliability of the SWLS was reported as 
0.87 and test–retest reliability as 0.82 (Diener et al., 1985). 
The internal consistency coefficient and the test–retest reli-
ability coefficient of the Turkish form were reported as 0.86 
and 0.73, respectively (Yetim, 1991). The Cronbach alpha 
reliability coefficient of the SWLS in this study was found 
as 0.93.

Social Emotional Learning Scale‑Young Adult Form (SELS‑ YF)

The SELS- YF (Karacan-Özdemir & Büyükçolpan, 2021) 
measuring SEL skills of young adults consists of 20 items 
with a 5-point Likert type scale (1 = Never – 5 = Always). 
The scale consists of five dimensions based on CASEL’s 
model (2003): self-awareness (e.g., I am aware of my 
strengths.), academic self-regulation (e.g., I set goals for 
myself.), social awareness (e.g., I care about the opinions of 
others.), relationship building skills (e.g., I work in collabo-
ration with others.), and responsible decision-making skills 
(e.g., I search for options when making my decision.). The 
total scores range from 20 to 100. For ensuring its’ criterion 
validity, the correlation between the SELS-YF and mental 
well-being was reported as 0.64. The internal consistency 
coefficient was reported as 0.86 for total scale (Karacan-
Özdemir & Büyükçolpan, 2021). The Cronbach alpha reli-
ability coefficient of the SELS-YF in this study was found 
as 0.83.

Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (IUS)

The IUS (Buhr & Dugas, 2002; Freeston et  al., 1994), 
developed to measure reactions to uncertainty, consists of 
27 items with a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all charac-
teristic of me- 5 = entirely characteristic of me). The sample 
item includes “Uncertainty makes me uneasy, anxious, or 
stressed.'' The total scores range from 27 to 135. Internal 
consistency was reported as 0.94, and test–retest reliability 
as 0.74 (Buhr & Dugas, 2002). The Turkish version, con-
sisting of 26 items, yielded 0.93 internal reliability coeffi-
cient and 0.66 for test–retest reliability (Sari & Dag, 2009). 

The Cronbach alpha coefficient of the IUS in this study was 
found as 0.93.

Data analysis

First, all assumption checks were ensured. Skewness and 
kurtosis (all values were between + 1 and -1), histograms, 
and normal P-P Plot graphs (Kline, 2005) showed a nor-
mal distribution. To determine the versatile extreme values, 
five data with Mahalanobis coefficients higher than 9.21 
(α = 0.01 and df = 2) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013) were 
excluded for both models from the analysis. For the mul-
ticollinearity problem, binary correlations between study 
variables were examined (See Table 1). According to the 
criteria, (the variance increase factor (VIF) < 10, Condition 
index (CI) < 30 and tolerance value (TV) > 0.10) (Tabach-
nick & Fidell, 2013), there was no multicollinearity problem 
between independent variables. The Durbin Watson coef-
ficients, which were between 1.5 and 2.5 (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2013), ensured the independence of the errors from 
each other. Then, PROCESS macro for the SPSS (Model 4, 
Hayes, 2022) was used to test the mediation role of IU on the 
relationship between SEL skills and LS and on the relation-
ship between SEL skills and happiness.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation

According to the zero-order correlations among the study 
variables, as presented in Table 1, happiness was posi-
tively associated with SEL skills (r = 0.48, p < 0.01) and 
LS (r = 0.68, p < 0.01), and negatively with IU (r = -0.41, 
p < 0.01). The relationships from SEL skills to IU (r = .-13, 
p < 0.01) were negatively significant. LS was positively asso-
ciated with SEL skills (r = 0.37, p < 0.01) and negatively with 
IU (r = -0.25, p < 0.01).

Mediation analysis

The Mediation Analysis (Model 4, Hayes, 2022) was 
employed to examine whether IU mediated the relationship 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
and bivariate correlations 
among study variables

Note = SELS-YF: Social Emotional Learning Scale-Young Adult Form, IUS: Intolerance to Uncertainty 
Scale, SWLS: The Satisfaction with Life Scale, OHQ: Oxford Happiness Questionnaire, **p < 0.01

1 2 3 4 α M SD Skewness Kurtosis

1. SELS-YF -0.13** 0.37** 0.48** 0.83 76.67 7.93 -0.179 0.244
2. IUS -0.25** -0.41** 0.93 78.46 18.07 -0.021 -0.070
3. SWLS 0.68** 0.85 19.67 6.55 -0.145 -0.582
4. OHQ 0.75 22.01 4.323 -0.036 0.042
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between SEL skills and happiness (Model 1). Moreover, the 
same model was used to examine whether IU mediated the 
relationship between SEL skills and LS (Model 2). Using 
10,000 bootstrap resamples and the 95% confidence intervals 
(CI) for the unstandardized indirect effects, each path of the 
mediation model was tested. The results of the mediation 
analysis are presented in Fig. 1.

In the models, the indirect relations of SEL skills (X) 
with happiness  (Y1) and LS  (Y2) through IU (M) are shown 
(ab). The sum of these indirect relations indicates the total 
indirect effect of SEL skills (X: ab). When the direct rela-
tions of SEL skills (c’) on happiness and LS were added to 
total indirect relations (ab), it shows the total relations of 
SEL skills (c) (Fig. 1).

As seen in Fig. 1, SEL skills had a significant and posi-
tive direct relation (total relation; c = 0.26, SE = 0.019, 
t = 13.36, p < 0.001) with happiness. When mediator varia-
ble, IU, simultaneously entered the model, the direct relation 
of SEL skills with happiness was reduced but still signifi-
cantly positive (c’ = 0.23, SE = 0.018, t = 12.32, p < 0.001). 
SEL skills had a significant and negative direct relation 
with IU (β = -0.31, SE = 0.093, t = -3.31, p < 0.01). In addi-
tion, the direct association of IU (β = -0.086, SE = 0.008, 
t = -10.62, p < 0.001) with happiness was significantly nega-
tive. When the second model is examined, it can be observed 
that SEL skills had a significant and positive direct relation 
(total effect; c = 0.28, SE = 0.03, t = 8.88, p < 0.001) with 
LS. When IU was simultaneously entered the model as a 
mediator variable, the direct relation of SEL skills with LS 
was reduced, but it was still significantly positive (c’ = 0.26, 
SE = 0.032, t = 8.28, p < 0.001). In summary, all paths of 
interest in mediation were significant. The results of direct 
and indirect relations of SEL skills with happiness and LS 
through IU are shown in Table 2.

As seen in Table 2, in the first model, indirect relation of 
SEL skills with happiness through IU (X → M →  Y1) was 
significantly positive (ab = 0.026, 95% CI = [0.012, 0.043]), 

c = c
�

+ ab

confirming Hypothesis 1. This finding suggested that when 
SEL skills increase, IU decreases, and, in turn, happiness 
increases. Moreover, it was found that the hypothesized 
model was significant (F (2, 586) = 153.007, p < 0.001, 
R2 = 0.34) and explained 34% of the total variance. In the sec-
ond model, indirect relation of SEL skills with LS through 
IU (X → M →  Y2) was significant and positive (ab = 0.023, 
95% CI = [0.009, 0.04]), confirming Hypothesis 2. This find-
ing suggested that when SEL skills increase, IU decreases, 
which, in turn, leads to an increase in LS. Furthermore, it 
was found that the hypothesized model was significant (F (2, 
586) = 55.64, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.16) and explained 16% of the 
total variance.

Discussion

This study was conducted to test the mediating role of 
intolerance to uncertainty on the relationships between 
SEL skills and happiness and life satisfaction young peo-
ple. First, our results confirmed the positive relation of 
SEL skills with the happiness and LS of young people, 
and thus corroborated previous work showing the positive 
associations between SEL skills and LS (Kabakçı & Totan, 
2013). Previous studies pointed to the detrimental effects 
of COVID-19 pandemic on young people’s psychologi-
cal health, causing various problems, such as increased 
anxiety (e.g., Ellis et al., 2020; Huang & Zhao, 2020), 
depression, and stress (e.g., Evans et al., 2021; Hawke 
et al., 2020), which could also reduce their level of happi-
ness (e.g., Satici et al., 2020a, b). At that point, SEL skills 
were found to have helped young people to recognize and 
label their emotions, express and manage those emotions 
appropriately, build supportive social connectedness with 
others, and make responsible choices (CASEL, 2003; 
Hoffman, 2009), which could, in turn, help them to have 
control during such times of crisis. In addition, our results 
obtained from the proposed mediation model suggest that 
young adults with higher SEL skills are more likely to be 
tolerant of uncertainty, and thus to experience happiness 
and LS more, supporting our hypothesis. Research showed 
that uncertainty and IU were related to depression (Gen-
tes & Ruscio, 2011), anxiety (Morriss et al., 2016; Rosen 
et al., 2014), and stress (Greco & Roger, 2003; Rosen 
et al., 2014), all of which negatively affect people’s mental 
health. In addition, IU was negatively associated with hap-
piness (e.g., Saricam, 2014) and well-being (e.g., Satici 
et al., 2020a, b). Considering the positive effects of SEL 
skills on reduced depressive symptoms, anxiety, stress, 
and risky behaviors, such as substance use, violence, and 
bullying (Durlak et al., 2011; Durlak, 2016; Greenberg 
et al., 2017; Sklad et al., 2012), our finding showing the 
positive association of SEL skills with happiness and LS 

Table 2  The indirect relation of SEL skills with happiness and LS via 
intolerance to uncertainty

CI confidence interval, LL lower limit, UL upper limit

Path Coefficient 95% CI

LL UL

SEL skills → IU → Happiness 0.026 0.012 0.043
SEL skills → IU → LS 0.023 0.009 0.04
Total effect (Model 1) 0.25 0.217 0.296
Total effect (Model 2) 0.28 0.224 0.351
Direct effect (Model 1) 0.23 0.193 0.266
Direct effect (Model 2) 0.26 0.201 0.327
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through less IU is in alignment with earlier findings. Pre-
vious research has emphasized the negative influences of 
IU on happiness and the well-being of Turkish people dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Deniz, 2021; Saricam, 
2014; Satici et al., 2020a, b).

There are approximately 4 million university students 
in Türkiye, and the youth unemployment rate is quite high. 
Moreover, there are uncertainties about the future due to the 
pandemic, and the motivation among students is low because 
of the drawbacks of distance education (Sener, 2021). Against 
the backdrop of all this,, our result supported the positive 
roles of SEL skills on happiness and LS of youth. SEL skills 
might have a protective role on happiness and LS by shielding 
young people from the negative influences of IU.

Implications

Our findings support and expand the impacts of the SEL 
model (CASEL, 2020a). Based on the previous findings, 
this study contributes to the SEL literature by indicating 
the negative associations with IU and positive relations 
with happiness and LS, with a sample comprising univer-
sity students as one of more vulnerable groups negatively 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic (Evans et al., 2021; 
McGinty et al., 2020). In addition, our results support the 
link between SEL skills and PYD by showing evidence of 
the positive role of SEL skills on young people’s happiness 
and LS during the pandemic, in accordance with the goal of 
PYD (Catalano et al., 2002; Lerner et al., 2009). Hence, this 
implies the necessity of supporting the SEL skills of young 
people to promote PYD. Accordingly, practical implications 
can include the need for integrating those skills into distance 
education (Katzman & Stanton, 2020; Rosanbalm, 2021), 
which underlines the critical roles of educators in this sense 
(e.g., Durlak et al., 2011). SEL implementations could be 
further developed for educators by considering how to inte-
grate these skills into curricula and distance education pro-
cesses. In this respect, research on the implementation of 
SEL showed that the most effective strategies include the 
four elements represented by the acronym SAFE. S stands 
for Sequenced, which refers to connected and coordinated 
activities to promote skills development; A for Active, which 
indicates active learning styles that help students master 
new skills; F for Focused, which indicates a component that 
emphasizes developing personal and social skills; and E 
for Explicit, which refers to targeting specific social and 
emotional skills (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011). Thus, based 
on this model, online SEL skills programs for students can 
be conducted by mental health services and psychological 
counseling centers at universities.

Limitations and future research

Several limitations in this study need to be considered. First, 
since the study was conducted with a cross-sectional and 
relational method, caution must be applied about the reasons 
for the relationship between variables, as a causal relation-
ship between the variables cannot be established definitively 
(Fraenkel et al., 2011). In addition, using self-report scales 
could have some limitations, such as social desirability and 
recall (Chan, 2009). Thus, the relationships between the var-
iables can also be examined using experimental and longitu-
dinal research designs. Second, the self-management dimen-
sion of SELS-YF developed with Turkish university students 
assesses only academic self-management (Karacan-Özdemir 
& Büyükçolpan, 2021). It was emphasized that only the 
academic aspect of this dimension worked in the Turkish 
sample during the development phase of SELS-YF. Thus, 
future research can use different measurements for assess-
ing the self-management dimension comprehensively. Future 
research can also explore the individual roles of each SEL 
dimension in the model. In addition, environment-related 
variables, such as perceived social support and perceived 
school climate, could be added to the proposed model. 
Finally, yet importantly, it is worth remembering that data 
in this study was collected during the pandemic and distance 
education. Hence, the results should be carefully interpreted 
across different stages of the pandemic and in later research.
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