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A B S T R A C T   

How to enhance the sense of meaning in life is a topic deserving of extensive research. The impact 
of creativity on finding meaning in life, however, has not been thoroughly explored in empirical 
research. This paper studies the relationship between creativity and meaning in life, and the 
cognitive and emotional factors underlying this relationship. The participants of this study were 
359 Chinese college students (38 males and 321 females; aged from 17 to 41 years) in learning 
English as a foreign language (EFL). Four instruments were utilized in the survey, namely, the 
Kaufman Domains of Creativity Scale (K-DOCS), the Positive Affect Scale, the General Self- 
Efficacy Scale (GSES), and the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ). The correlation analysis 
shows that creativity, positive affect, general self-efficacy, and meaning in life are all positively 
correlated. According to a bootstrap method to assess the significance of the indirect effect, 
general self-efficacy and positive affect play multiple mediating roles in the relationship between 
creativity and meaning in life via three mediating pathways: general self-efficacy alone, positive 
affect alone, and the effect of general self-efficacy on positive affect. The mediating effect ac-
counts for nearly half (44.18%) of the total effect. This study examines the theoretical connection 
between creativity and meaning in life, and uncovers the psychological process that underlies this 
connection. On a practical level, these results indicate that stimulating Chinese college students to 
engage in creative activities in various fields can enhance their sense of meaning in life.   

1. Introduction 

Prior to enrolling in universities, Chinese students are subject to intense pressure to excel in academic competitions. They desired 
admission to a prestigious university, which is indicative of their own worth. According to Li et al. there are no significant differences 
in the presence of meaning between young Chinese and Western students, but Chinese adolescents demonstrate a greater yearning for 
meaning [1]. Therefore, how to aid Chinese students in finding new meanings in college becomes a critical issue that requires extensive 
research. 

Meaning in life refers to the perception of the significance of an individual’s existence [2,3], which is primarily comprised of three 
elements: coherence, purpose, and significance [2]. The publication of Viktor Frankl’ volume, Man’s search for meaning, marked the 
beginning of the psychological study of meaning in life. Frankl believed that, life has meaning for every individual, and searching for 
meaning is the key to leading a fulfilling existence [4]. In the science of meaning in life, it is treated as a subjective experience that 
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varies from person to person [2], and a meaningful existence is now regarded as an important component or a source of well-being 
since the advent of positive psychology [5,6]. Individuals with higher meaning in life tend to go beyond inconsequential and tran-
sient happenings to interpret life experiences, form meaningful life goals, and channel life energy toward desired futures, viewing life 
as valuable. Meaning in life is influenced by many factors such as social connections, the self and positive affect [2]. Moreover, scholars 
have suggest proposed that perceptions of meaning in life and its influencing variables vary according to cultural origins [1,7,8]. 

Creativity is defined as the ability to generate novel and useful ideas or products [9]. It has a positive character, and how to be more 
creative is extensively studied [10,11]. Once creativity is seen as a predictor variable, different approaches can be taken to understand 
how creativity might assist individuals in achieving desired outcomes. For instance, some stress the importance of creativity in coping 
with trauma [12], or improving positive affect [13]and well-being [14,15]. 

Today, we live in a time when creative solutions are required to address various challenges. The role of creativity in personal crisis 
reaction and health enhancement, as well as its psychological mechanism, deserve in-depth investigation. However, whether and how 
creativity predicts meaning in life still have not been well examined in empirical research. 

1.1. Creativity and meaning in life 

Frankl [4] believed that the pursuit of creative values, such as engaging in valuable work, writing, or raising the next generation, is 
one of the important ways for individuals to discover meaning in life. In theory, Kaufman [10] underlined that creativity facilitates 
comprehension and reflection, boosts positive emotional experiences, and establishes creative accomplishment objectives. 

An empirical study of older women revealed that participation in art and craft activities improved their subjective well-being and 
helped them find meaning in life [16]. A study by Allen et al. [17] also revealed that patients and their caregivers who received 
nostalgia and creative activity interventions had higher self-reported meaning in life levels than the control group. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, people shared various creative videos on the Internet, scientists from different fields cooperated to develop 
vaccines, and politicians sought innovations in economic development and management systems, which explained the important role 
of creativity in finding new meanings at different levels [18]. 

The connection between creativity and meaning in life is more discussed in the context of the English culture. However, Zhang et al. 
[19] analyzed the sources of meaning among for Chinese university students using content analysis. They found that “change and 
creativity” is one of the sources for Chinese students. We speculate that the role of creative behavior in finding meaning in life for 
Chinese adolescent students may be comparable to consistent with that found in the English cultural context. The above theoretical 
analysis and empirical evidence provide the necessary foundation for verifying creativity can directly impact meaning in life (Hy-
pothesis 1). 

Creativity is acknowledged to be rich in connotations, which may be measured from several vantage points, including personality, 
cognitive process, products, and environment [20,21]. To comprehensively evaluate college students’ everyday creativity in different 
domains and its effect on their meaning in life, we assess their creativity levels using the Kaufman Domains of Creativity Scale 
(K-DOCS) [22,23]. 

1.2. Positive affect as a mediator 

Positive affect reflects “the extent to which a person feels enthusiastic, active, and alert” [24]. According to Kaufman’s temporal 
model [10], engaging in creative activities in the present protects people from potential negative thoughts or anxiety, helps them feel 
good about life at that moment [25], and has a mutually beneficial effect in connecting with others [26], all of which serve to remind 
people of their value and meaning in the world. Therefore, the current creative ideas or activities may enhance a person’s feeling of 
meaning in life by enhancing the sensation of positive affect. 

When examining the relationship between creativity and positive affect, researchers have concentrated more on elucidating how 
affect influences creativity. However, Amabile et al. [27] pointed out that affect can be used as an antecedent of creativity, and can also 
be accompanied by or become the result of creative behaviors. Positive emotions such as joy, satisfaction, and pride are common 
reactions after creative thinking activities. According to recent studies, enjoyment is the primary driver of daily creative behaviors [28] 
and professional creative performance [29]. Through a longitudinal study, Tavares [13] revealed that employees with higher creativity 
are more likely to experience more positive affect three months after employment. Tan et al. [14] further investigated the causality 
between creativity and subjective well-being. Their study showed that the subjects who received the “creativity priming task” reported 
higher subjective well-being than the control group. In summary, people create for happiness and are delighted by the results of their 
creations. 

Positive affect also interacts with a sense of meaning in life in their connection. On the one hand, a sense of meaning predicts a 
reduction in depressive symptoms [30] and an increase in positive affect (a crucial component of well-being) [30,31]. On the other 
hand, positive affect is also thought to play an important part in boosting an individual’s perception of meaning in life [2]. For 
example, Lambert et al. [32] asked subjects to rank 12 different sources of meaning (achievements, self-worth, friends, religious beliefs 
and so on) according to their experience of meaning in life. They concluded that “Happiness” rated just second to “family”. Multiple 
experimental studies also demonstrated that, there are various approaches for triggering positive affect that can enhance the per-
ceptions of meaning in life [33–35]. In another longitudinal study, Moss, Yu and Mayr examined 13 weekly assessments for meaning in 
life and positive/negative affect [36]. The results of cross-lagged panel analyses also showed that positive affect may have a causal and 
unidirectional influence on one’s sense of meaning in life. However, a meaningful life is not always pleasurable [2]. Research shows 
that these putatively more meaningful variables, including social relatedness, act as moderators of that relationship [37]. In other 
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words, it is conceivable to report high meaning in life while also being sad if one has strong social relationships, but it is also feasible to 
report high meaning in life simply by being in a good mood. 

Positive affect also plays an important role in the way other factors influence the meaning in life. For Chinese participants, Pang 
et al. [38] studied the relationship between cognitive appraisal, positive affect and meaning in life when an individual recall past 
events. They confirmed that positive affect could promote meaning in life and play a mediating role in the impact of cognitive appraisal 
on meaning in life. Hence, creativity may stimulate positive affect and further increase the sense of meaning in life (Hypothesis 2). 

1.3. General self-efficacy as a mediator 

Self-efficacy, a key component of an individual’s self-belief system, refers to the extent to which a person believes that he or she can 
achieve goals in a specific field [39,40], which typically includes general self-efficacy and domain-specific self-efficacy. Among them, 
general self-efficacy is the belief in one’s competence to cope with a variety of challenging or novel situations [41]. 

Successful experiences are considered the most powerful way of to develop self-efficacy beliefs [39]. A recent meta-analysis study 
on creativity revealed a medium-sized relationship between successful creative performance and creative self-efficacy [42]. Addi-
tionally, Mathisen and Bronnick [43] showed how creativity training could influence creative self-efficacy through an experimental 
intervention study. In other domains, Regier and Savic [44] revealed that fostering mathematical creativity may provide students with 
more opportunities to build self-efficacy. Therefore, for people with creativity, repeated powerful success across multiple creative 
domains may foster extensive competency beliefs and a resilient, enduring, and generalized sense of self-efficacy, which theoretically, 
evolves from powerful success or experience mastered in various daily creativity domains [39]. Ghorbani et al. [45] explored the 
relationship between creativity and general self-efficacy among middle school students and found that fluency of creative thinking 
positively predicted general self-efficacy. To sum up, we speculate that creativity across multiple domains would positively affect the 
improvement of individuals’ general self-efficacy. 

According to social cognitive theory, cognitive belief systems play a central role in an individual’s experience of adaptation and 
affect, and emphasize that individual’s beliefs about efficacy affect their effort, persistence, and choices for a task [46–48]. People with 
high self-efficacy imagine more successful scenarios and provide positively guide their performance [39,49]. Therefore, general 
self-efficacy play an important role in the formulation, regulation, and realization of goals, and in enhancing the purpose of life [50]. 
Consistent with the definition of King and Hicks [2], we conceptualized meaning in life as a broader construct that contains purposes. 
In addition, research on the relationship between personality and meaning in life showed that, conscientiousness shapes meaning in 
life through general self-efficacy [51]. Accordingly, creativity may develop general self-efficacy, which further increases increase the 
sense of meaning in life (Hypothesis 3). 

1.4. Self-efficacy and positive affect as serial mediators 

People with high self-efficacy are more inclined to credit their talents for accomplishments, which promotes positive emotions such 
as pride and satisfaction, and to attribute failure on a lack of effort, which reduces negative emotions such as depression and help-
lessness [39,52,53]. A study on Chinese college students showed that general self-efficacy played a mediating role between personality 
and positive affect [54]. Additionally, the relationship between general self-efficacy and life satisfaction was completely mediated by 
positive affect. Recently, Tip et al. [55] explored the connection between self-efficacy and positive affect on resettled refugees through 
a longitudinal survey and showed that general self-efficacy promoted positive affect later. However, positive affect did not influence 
subsequent self-efficacy significantly. 

Recently, Madrid and Patterson [56] divided the creative process into the generation and implementation of novel ideas, and 
explored their relationship with self-efficacy and positive affect. They confirmed that the implementation of creative ideas was 
positively related to employees’ self-efficacy at work the next week, which was positively associated with positive affect the same 
week. Given that positive affect is a strong predictor of meaning in life [2], general self-efficacy may impact meaning in life through 
positive affect. We proposed a serial mediation model: creativity affects meaning in life through the influence of general self-efficacy 
on positive affect (Hypothesis 4). 

In summary, this study aims to answer the following questions. First, is an individual’s subjective experience of meaning in life 

Fig. 1. A multiple mediation model.  
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beneficial from creativity? If so, what is the psychological process that underlies this connection? Overall, in this study, a multiple 
mediation model was constructed based on the temporal model of creativity and social cognitive theory (Fig. 1). 

2. Methods 

2.1. Participants 

To control for the effect of the foreign language learning experience, a total of 380 Chinese college students in learning English as a 
foreign language (EFL) were asked to complete the questionnaire. However, 21 participants (about 5.5%) did not provide valid re-
sponses (selected the same option for all items on at least one of the four scales). The final sample included 359 EF L university 
graduates and undergraduates aged from 17 to 41 years (M = 21.33, SD = 3.77), 38 males and 321 females. According to the 
documented information on each participant, they majored in liberal arts (149), science and engineering (182), and others (28). 

Specifically, participants needed to complete a questionnaire, including four sections, and fill in demographic information (such as 
gender and age). Task completion took approximately 10 min. Each participant received a small gift (approximately worth ¥ 3 CNY) as 
compensation after the study. 

2.2. Measurements 

2.2.1. Creativity 
We used the K-DOCS to assess the creativity of participants. This 50 items scale was designed for individuals to perceive their 

creativity in five domains: including artistic creativity (painting and appreciating), mechanical/scientific creativity (mechanical 
ability and interest in science and math), performance creativity (public presentation), scholarly creativity (creative analysis, debate, 
and scholarly pursuits), and self/everyday creativity (including interpersonal and intrapersonal creativity) [22]. For each item, the 
participants were asked to self-evaluate their creativity (from 1 = “much less creative”, 5 = “much more creative”). Items included 
“Appreciating a beautiful painting” (artistic domain), “Helping to carry out or design a scientific experiment” (mechanical/scientific 
domain), “Spontaneously creating lyrics to a rap song” (performance domain), “Debating a controversial topic from my own 
perspective” (scholarly domain), and “Helping other people cope with a difficult situation” (self/everyday domain). The Chinese 
version of the K-DOCS has shown satisfactory reliability and validity in Chinese university students [57]. The average score of all items 
of the K-DOCS was used in the present study (Cronbach’s α = 0.96). 

2.2.2. Positive affect 
This 9-item subscale was one dimension of the Chinese version of Positive Affect and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS) in Chinese 

version [58], which originally developed by Watson et al. [24]. Sample items include “excited” and “enthusiastic”. The participants 
responded to each item on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = “very slightly or not at all”, 5 = “extremely”), according to their feelings and 
emotions during the past week. This subscale demonstrated satisfactory internal reliability (α = 0.87) in this study. 

2.2.3. General self-efficacy 
The Chinese version of the General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES) [59], originally developed by Schwarzer and Born [60], was used to 

assess the general self-efficacy of the participants. This scale consists of 10 items, and item examples include “I can solve difficult 
learning problems” and “I use self-questioning techniques to facilitate understanding.” The participants responded to each item on a 
4-point Likert scale (from 1 = “not at all true” to 4 = “very true”). The average score of all items of the GSES was used in the present 
study (Cronbach’s α = 0.83). 

2.2.4. Meaning in life 
We used the Chinese version of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ) [61], originally developed by Steger et al. [3], to assess 

the meaning in life of the participants. It is a self-reported questionnaire consisting of two dimensions, including presence and search 
[3]. The questionnaire includes 10 items, such as “I have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful” (presence) and “I am looking 
for something that makes my life feel meaningful” (search). The participants responded to each item on a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 =
“absolutely untrue” to 7 = “absolutely true”). The average score of all items of the MLQ was used in the present study (Cronbach’s α =
0.84). 

2.3. Procedure 

In this study, a survey method was used. Data collection commenced on December 1st, 2021 and lasted 7 days. We took a whole 
group sampling and after the class of students, and displayed the subject recruitment information on a large screen. After reading an 
information sheet and providing their written informed consent, participants were asked to complete the questionnaire independently 
by scanning a Quick Response code from their cell phones. All the participants were informed that participation in this study was 
completely voluntary and their personal information would be kept absolutely confidential. 

All procedures performed in the study were in accordance with the ethical standards of the Ethics Committee of Anhui Normal 
University and with the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards. 
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2.4. Data analysis 

All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS23.0. We used Harman’s single-factor test was used to test for common method 
bias [62]. The results showed 17 factors with eigenvalues greater than 1. The largest factor explained 24.8% of the total variance, 
which was less than the critical value of 40%, indicating no obvious common method bias in this study. To determine the significance 
of the indirect effect, we used a bootstrapping procedure [63] with 5000 samplings to generate 95% confidence intervals (CIs). The 
indirect effect was significant if a CI did not contain zero. Standardized regression coefficients were reported in the mediation analyses. 

3. Results 

3.1. Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis between variables 

Descriptive statistics for the variables are listed in Table 1. Table 2 shows the results of the correlation analysis, indicating sig-
nificant positive correlation between creativity, general self-efficacy, positive affect, and meaning in life. Additionally creativity is 
substantially associated with both gender (r = − 0.15, p < 0.01) and age (r = − 0.18, p <. 01), with younger participants and male 
participants reporting higher levels of creativity. Therefore, we included age and gender as controlled variables in the following 
mediating effect analysis. 

3.2. The mediating effects of general self-efficacy and positive affect 

Hayes macro PROCESS 3.3 was used to examine the mediating role of general self-efficacy and positive affect in the association 
between creativity and meaning in life [63]. Table 3 illustrates the details of indirect effects and confidence intervals of the mediation 
analyses, with gender and age controlled. 

The indirect effects of general self-efficacy and positive affect were significant, suggesting their capability of separately mediating 
the relationship between creativity and meaning in life. Moreover, the effect of creativity on meaning in life through the influence of 
general self-efficacy on positive affect was also significant, indicating a serial mediation relationship. That is, creativity may first lead 
to an increase in general self-efficacy, which elevates positive affect and finally results in a higher level of meaning in life. Finally, we 
calculated the effect size of each mediating effect. The overall mediating effect explained 44.18% of the variance in the total effect (see 
Table 4 for details). 

4. Discussion 

In this investigation, we explored the association between creativity, general self-efficacy, positive affect, and meaning in life 
among Chinese EFL college students. Consistent with previous research [16,17], this study has directly confirmed that creative 
behavior, as an important indicator of the level of individual creativity, has a significant predictive effect on meaning in life. Recent 
qualitative research has also displayed that the artistic creation experience of female groups makes them experience a stronger 
existential value and meaning in life [64]. 

The positive effect of creativity on meaning in life can be explained using the logotherapy theory [4] and the temporal model of 
creativity [10]. Frankl [4] believed that creativity was an important way for individuals to acquire meaning in life. Kaufman used the 
temporal model to explain the past, present, and future pathways of finding meaning with creativity [10]. Specifically, the past 
pathway of creativity is most connected to coherence facet of meaning in life, such creative activities (e.g., expressive writing) can be a 
way to understand and process one’s past, which help people to integrate and reflect their “past” experience. The present pathway of 
creativity helps people manage their activities, moods, and peer relationships through creative behaviors or ideas in the moment, 
which can enhance people’s enjoyment and remind their importance and worth in the world (i.e. significance facet of meaning in life). 
For the future pathway of creativity, prospective creative contribution connects the tradition and the future, so that people would 
realize the meaning of inheritance and plan their career life seriously, and make life with more clear purpose (the other facet of 
meaning in life). Therefore, college students who exhibit more creative behaviors are also more likely to have a strong subjective 
perception of their coherence, purpose, and significance in life, as well as the higher meaning in life. 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics of all variables (N = 359).   

M SD Skewness Kurtosis Range 

Age 21.33 3.77 – – 17–41 
Gender 0.89 0.31 – – 0–1 
Creativity 2.80 0.60 0.13 0.51 1–5 
GSE 2.63 0.34 − 0.10 1.28 1–4 
PA 2.99 0.68 − 0.26 0.45 1–5 
ML 4.98 0.82 − 0.28 1.03 1–7 
ML_search 5.33 0.98 − 0.43 0.35 1–7 
ML_presence 4.63 1.00 − 0.19 0.30 1–7 

Note: Gender: 0 = male, 1 = female. GSE: general self-efficacy. PA: positive affect. ML: meaning in life. 
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Using mediation analyses, we observed, as expected by the hypotheses, that positive affect and general self-efficacy can separately 
mediate the relationship between creativity and meaning in life, and the influence of general self-efficacy on positive affect can play a 
serial mediating role in this relationship. 

4.1. The mediating role of positive affect 

In this study, we discovered that positive affect played a mediating role between creativity and meaning in life, supporting the 
theoretical analysis of the temporal model of creativity [10]. This finding is consistent with the result of a prior study i.e., positive 
affect can play a mediating role between cognitive factors and meaning in life [38]. 

According to the affect-creativity cycle model [27] and the dynamic component model of creativity and innovation [65], positive 
affect can promote creativity by improving an individual’s cognitive flexibility, and creativity also enriches an individual’s positive 
emotional experience by advancing work [66]. Tavares [13] further argued that when people use their creativity to solve difficulties or 
reconcile contradictory facts, their positive emotional experiences are inevitably improved. In other words, the beneficial effect of 
positive affect on creativity is reasonable, but prior empirical research have neglected this effect pathway. Madrid and Patterson in 
their longitudinal study also revealed that, creative idea generation is associated with participants’ positive affect during the same 
week [56]. 

Positive affect is a potent antecedent of meaning in life, which is in line with earlier research findings [33–35]. Even when 
additional theoretical sources of meaning, such as autonomy, self-esteem, competence, religious beliefs, and social belonging, are 
considered, research has shown that the state and trait positive affect predict meaning in life independently [2]. This indicates that a 
shared variance with other contributing factors cannot adequately account for the relationship between positive affect and meaning in 

Table 2 
Correlations among study variables (N = 359).   

1 2 3 4 5 

1. Creativity –     
2. GSE 0.40*** –    
3. PA 0.31*** 0.36*** –   
4. ML 0.28*** 0.31*** 0.26*** –  
5. ML_search 0.24*** 0.18** 0.15** 0.82*** – 
6. ML_presence 0.22*** 0.33*** 0.29*** 0.83*** 0.37*** 

Note: GSE: general self-efficacy. PA: positive affect. ML: meaning in life; *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01, ***: p < 0.001, as follows. 

Table 3 
A test of the mediation model between creativity and meaning in life.  

Regression Equation Overall Fit Index Significance of Regression Coefficients 

Outcome Variable Predictor Variable R R2 F β 95% CILower 95% CI Upper t 

Meaning in Life gender 0.29 0.08 10.84*** 14 − 0.19 0.47 0.86 
age    0.08 − 0.02 0.18 1.58 
creativity    0.30 0.19 0.40 5.67*** 

General Self-Efficacy (GSE) gender 0.45 0.21 30.73*** − 0.49 − 0.79 − 0.18 − 3.12** 
age    0.15 0.06 0.25 3.21** 
creativity    0.40 0.31 0.50 8.26*** 

Positive Affect (PA) gender 0.42 0.17 18.58*** − 0.02 − 0.33 0.30 − 0.10 
age    0.11 0.01 0.21 2.25* 
GSE    0.26 0.15 0.36 4.70*** 
creativity    0.23 0.12 0.34 4.21*** 

Meaning in Life gender 0.39 0.15 12.30*** 0.26 − 0.06 0.59 1.62 
age    0.03 − 0.07 0.13 − 0.55 
GSE    0.21 0.10 0.32 3.65*** 
PA    0.14 0.04 0.25 2.67*** 
creativity    0.17 0.05 0.28 2.93**  

Table 4 
Bootstrapping indirect effects and 95% confidence intervals (CI) for the mediational model.  

Indirect effect Effect value Boot SE Boot CI Lower Boot CI Upper Relative effect 

TOTAL 0.13 0.04 0.06 0.23 44.18% 
Ind1: Creativity→GSE→ML 0.08 0.04 0.03 0.17 28.07% 
Ind2: Creativity→ GSE→ PA→ML 0.01 0.01 0.003 0.04 4.99% 
Ind3: Creativity→PA→ML 0.03 0.02 0.007 0.07 11.12% 

Note: GSE: general self-efficacy. PA: positive affect. ML: meaning in life. 
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life. King and Hicks [2] have concluded that early measures for the meaning in life include enjoyment and joyful events. In other 
words, feeling good about oneself might be a significant aspect of meaning in life in these studies. There are also two main theoretical 
perspectives to explain that positive affect may enhance the experience of life as meaningful. On the one hand, due to its connection to 
goal progress, positive affect may be related to a greater sense of significance in life [34]. On the other hand, based on the 
self-determination theory, Martela et al. demonstrated that the association between positive affect and meaning in life in particular 
situations may also be explained by the satisfactions connected to being benevolent and satisfying psychological demands for au-
tonomy, competence, and relatedness [67]. In this study, the positive affect induced by creative activities in multiple domains also 
played an equally important role in improving the perception of meaning in life. 

4.2. The mediating role of general self-efficacy 

Lightsey et al. [51] have found general self-efficacy plays a mediating role between conscientiousness and meaning in life. Similar 
to that study, the present study showed that general self-efficacy is also an important mediator of the effect of creativity on meaning in 
life. According to the social cognitive theory, creativity, as an important correlative variable of past successful experience, has a 
predictive effect on general self-efficacy [39]. Based on the self-determination theory, experimenting with creative ideas is also a 
complex and difficult activity that makes people feel efficient and satisfies their basic psychological need of competence [68]. The 
temporal model of creativity indicates that general self-efficacy can act on the purpose dimension of meaning in life [10]. According to 
the hierarchic model of meaning in life, purposes are the core of meaning, and without purposes, meaning cannot be produced [69]. 
This suggests that general self-efficacy may well have the same predictive effect on meaning in life. Therefore, it is plausible, both 
theoretically and empirically, that creativity may act on meaning in life through general self-efficacy. 

Although general self-efficacy mainly affects the purpose dimension of meaning in life, the proportion of this indirect effect in the 
total effect is higher than that of the other two indirect effects. This suggests that although positive affect is an important predictor of 
meaning in life, general self-efficacy may play a more important role in the association between creativity and meaning in life. Ac-
cording to the social cognitive theory, past experience of success or failure is the most important predictor of self-efficacy [39]. The 
creative behaviors in this study involves multiple fields, and its overall performance is relatively closely related to general self-efficacy. 
In addition, factors related to self are the most important resources for Chinese college students to acquire meaning, which is different 
from the research results in the context of western culture [19]. Therefore, as a core variable in the self-belief system, general 
self-efficacy may play an important role in finding meaning for Chinese EFL college students. 

4.3. The serial mediating effect of general self-efficacy and positive affect 

According to a 10-week diary study, creative idea implementation is favorably associated with self-efficacy in the following week, 
which in turn is positively correlated with positive affect [56]. Another previous study showed that, general self-efficacy is positively 
connected with positive automatic thoughts and negative correlated with negative automatic thoughts [51]. Meanwhile, positive 
affect is closely related to more positive and less negative automatic thoughts, which is proved by cognitive theories regarding 
emotions [70]. This shows that people with high general self-efficacy tend to think more positively and less negatively, which makes 
them more likely to exhibit positive emotions. 

Consistent with the previous research, this study verified that the influence of general self-efficacy on positive affect could play a 
serial mediating role in the association between creativity and meaning in life. Bandura expounded that, people with strong self- 
efficacy were more inclined to attribute accomplishments to their own competence, enhancing positive affect, and to blame insuffi-
cient effort for failure, reducing negative affect [39]. Furthermore, self-efficacy is likely to impact positive affect since feeling 
competent is an enjoyable psychological experience that is conveyed in pleasant emotions [68]. As a result, positive affect appears as a 
satisfying indicator that the basic psychological need for competence is being met by the general experience of self-efficacy. Given that 
positive affect is a significant predictor of meaning in life [2], general self-efficacy inevitably increases meaning in life through it. 

5. Conclusions and implications 

In the present study, we investigated the relationship between creativity and meaning in life, and the cognitive and emotional 
elements behind this relationship among Chinese EFL college students. In the present study conditions, we found that, creativity, 
general self-efficacy, positive affect, and meaning in life were all positively connected. General self–efficacy and positive affect played 
multiple mediating roles in the relationship between creativity and meaning in life via three different mediating pathways, including 
general self–efficacy alone, positive affect alone, and the effect of general self–efficacy on positive affect. 

Frankl believed theoretically that one of the key ways for people to find meaning in life is through the pursuit of creative values [4], 
and Kaufman emphasized that creativity can enhance pleasant emotional experiences and set objectives for creative accomplishment 
[10]. The present study confirms the related theoretical speculations. On the one hand, creativity can have a direct impact on one’s 
feeling of meaning in life; on the other hand, general self-efficacy and positive emotions are significant channels via which creativity 
affects one’s sense of meaning in life, accounting for nearly half of the overall effect (44.18%). 

This study displayed the theoretical connection between creativity and meaning in life in a different culture. Students in modern 
China face great pressure due to homogenous competition. On a practical level, research on creativity and meaning in life may provide 
some insights for Chinese parents and educators. To promote young people to grow in confidence and enthusiasm and “taste” the 
richness of meaning in life, we may be able to provide opportunities for them to experience diverse lifestyles, to try and explore new 
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things with an open mind, and to be creative in their activities. 

6. Limitations and future directions 

This study also has some limitations. First, using the self-assessment questionnaire for creative behavior, the creative ability of 
participants was not directly assessed by creative tasks. Additionally, we did not quantify the sense of meaning in life along the three 
dimensions as George and Park did [71]. In future research, other quantitative tools can be used to further explore the relationship 
between different aspects of creativity and the specific perception of meaning in life. Second, the surveyed subjects of this study are 
mainly from the same region in the context of Chinese culture. Therefore, further testing and verification are needed for the gener-
alization of the research conclusions. In addition, there were more females than males in the sample of this study. Previous studies have 
found that males may have higher levels of creativity than females [72]. For this reason, gender was employed as a control variable in 
this study. In future studies, whether there are differences between groups or cultures in the model constructed in present study can be 
can further investigated. Third, because of the cross-sectional nature of our data, the causality of this multiple mediation hypothesis is 
yet undetermined. The causal order of the variables in our model can be further investigated in future studies using experimental 
manipulation or longitudinal data. 
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