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Abstract
The Government of India implemented a nationwide lockdown from March 24, 2020 in response to the Coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) outbreak. This study examines the effects of two positive psychological resources on the mental health of Indian
citizens during the early days of the lockdown. The effects of psychological capital (PsyCap) and internal locus of control on
psychological distress of people via affect balance were tested. Data were collected through an online survey from 667 partic-
ipants. Psychological distress was assessed using the GHQ-12, and affect balance was assessed as the preponderance of positive
over negative affect. Results reveal that psychological capital and internal locus of control were negatively associated with
psychological distress. In addition, affect balance mediated the relationship between psychological capital and psychological
distress and the relationship between internal locus of control and psychological distress. Thus, both the psychological resources
through affect balance acted as buffers protecting people from mental health deterioration during COVID-19 lockdown.
However, the direct and indirect effects of psychological capital on psychological distress is stronger than that of internal locus
of control. Implications and directions for future research are discussed.

Keywords COVID-19 .Lockdown .Psychologicaldistress .Positiveandnegativeaffect .Psychologicalcapital . Internal locusof
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic is a one of a kind event that has
altered the way of life. One of the major challenges during
COVID-19 has been the phenomenon of physical distancing
(Le et al., 2020; Okabe-Miyamoto, Folk, Lyubomirsky, &
Dunn, 2020; Tran et al., 2020). Since the early months of
2020, stringent lockdowns imposing restrictions on travel
and social gathering became common in several countries.
India was among the first nations to restrict international
travels in January 2020 (DNA Web Team, 2020). This was
gradually followed by regional lockdowns and curfews in
severely affected areas of the country. On 22 March 2020, a

14-h voluntary lockdown was observed (The Indian Express,
2020). Finally, the Government of India announced a 21-day
nationwide lockdown from 24 March, 2020 (when the data
was collected the lockdown was declared for 21 days, after
that it was further extended till May 3, 2020). Workplaces,
educational institutions, places of worship, shopping centers,
and other commercial centers were to remain closed and rail-
ways and airlines services suspended. People were allowed to
go out only for buying essential commodities during sched-
uled hours or else face punitive measures. The lockdown of
such a scale and strictness, in spite of the adverse effects on the
economy, hinted at the severity of the crisis.

Lockdowns, though potentially effective in controlling dis-
ease outbreaks, can be unsettling for people (Madhav et al.,
2017). Restrictions on day-to-day functioning, separation
from loved ones, impending economic crises, impact on edu-
cation and career, and lack of recreational activities, along
with continuous hygiene practices, can cause mental health
problems in anyone experiencing confinement (Pan
American Health Organization, 2009; Vieira, Franco,
Restrepo, & Abel, 2020). Furthermore, the term ‘lockdown’
has negative connotations being associated with imprison-
ment and infringement of personal liberty (Arora, Jha, Alat,
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& Das, 2020; Pfefferbaum & North, 2020). During COVID-
19 lockdowns too, the disruption of personal and professional
lives have been associated with several mental health issues
(Odriozola-González, Planchuelo-Gómez, Irurtia, & de Luis-
García, 2020; Pandey et al., 2020; Zhang, Wang, Rauch, &
Wei, 2020). The most commonly reported were feelings of
loss of control, depression, and anxiety- and stress-related
conditions such as panic disorder, worry about own health
and that of loved ones, and difficulty in sleeping or concen-
trating (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020; Le
et al., 2020; Pierce et al., 2020; Roy et al., 2020; Tee et al.,
2020; Wang et al., 2020a; Wang et al., 2020b; Xiong et al.,
2020). In India, even before the nationwide lockdown was
declared, people had been exhibiting anxiety-related behav-
iors in anticipation of a long-term shutdown. This was evident
in panic buying and mass exodus of people toward their
hometown since the beginning of March 2020 (Mukherjee,
Bailay, & Shrivastava, 2020).

The COVID-19 mental health discourse indicates that, as
stressors cannot be avoided due to the pandemic mitigation
measures, maintaining positivity can prevent mental health
problems (Hagger, Keech, & Hamilton, 2020; Shacham
et al., 2020). In previous disease outbreaks of SARS (2002–
2003) and HIV-AIDS, positive psychological resources such
as locus of control, optimism, and resilience were found to be
associated with both well-being and reduced mental illness
(Chakraborty, 2020; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; Taylor,
Helgeson, Reed, & Skokan, 1991). In line with such findings,
this paper examines the associations of two positive psycho-
logical resources, PsyCap and internal locus of control with
mental health during COVID-19 lockdown in India. These
resources enable positive reappraisal and other forms of adap-
tive coping during adverse events (Luthans, Youssef, &
Avolio, 2007) and are positively associated with well-being
and negatively associated with mental health problems. This
research examines whether individuals high in PsyCap and
internal locus of control experience less psychological distress
due to affect balance or the experience of more positive over
negative emotions. Such an examination would be useful as
presently people are experiencing more negative and less pos-
itive emotions which is causing psychological distress
(Government of India, 2020; Wang et al. , 2020).
Furthermore, to the best of our knowledge, except one study
(Kim, 2020), the role of these resources has not yet been
examined in relation to mental health issues during COVID-
19 (Rajkumar, 2020; Vindegaard & Benros, 2020).

Conceptual Framework

PsyCap and Psychological Distress

PsyCap is a positive psychological state of development char-
acterized by hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism (Luthans

et al., 2007). Hope refers to perseverance toward goals and the
use of multiple pathways toward the attainment of goals. Self-
efficacy is the belief in one’s own ability to perform various
tasks. Resilience enables individuals to “bounce back” from
episodes of potential/actual failure. Optimism refers to a pos-
itive perspective toward life events and expectancy of positive
outcomes. PsyCap is a resource caravan combining these four
resources (Carmona-Halty, Salanova, Llorens, & Schaufeli,
2019). PsyCap has both negative associations with mental
ill-health and positive associations with well-being (Finch,
Farrell, & Waters, 2020) among various segments of popula-
tion such as defense personnel (Krasikova, Lester, & Harms,
2015; Schaubroeck, Riolli, Peng, & Spain, 2011), disaster
survivors (Fang, Prayag, Ozanne, & de Vries, 2020), and stu-
dents (Finch et al., 2020).

Individuals high in PsyCap perceive sufficient resources to
strive through adversities (Schaubroeck et al., 2011). They are
thus able to positively reappraise adverse situations and re-
frame goals to address the demands of changed circumstances
(Luthans et al., 2007; Manuti, 2014). During lockdowns, rath-
er than being passively locked inside homes, people were
engaging in various activities which can be viewed as expres-
sions of PsyCap resources (Vibha, Prabhu, Kamath, & Pai,
2020). People were cheering each other through music and
dance from their balconies (Locker & Hoffman, 2020), shar-
ing humorous content and stories of recoveries on social me-
dia (WHO, 2020), reaching out to socioeconomically disad-
vantaged sections, frontline workers, and isolated individuals
(Ajmal, 2020), and pursuing old hobbies. Thus PsyCap can
enable individuals to engage in contextually relevant activities
to adapt to the changed circumstances rather than dwelling on
the negative implications of traumatic events (Schaubroeck
et al., 2011; Vibha et al., 2020). Furthermore, individuals with
high PsyCap engage in more health promoting behaviors and
gather more social support (Fang et al., 2020; Krasikova et al.,
2015). This might make adverse situations appear less threat-
ening (Manuti, 2014), and lessen anxiety about health risks,
economic difficulties, and isolation during the lockdown
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). Hence,
it is expected that:

H1: PsyCap negatively associates with psychological
distress.

Internal Locus of Control and Psychological Distress

Locus of control is a control belief. Individuals with an inter-
nal locus of control perceive life outcomes to be the result of
their own actions and personal characteristics, whereas indi-
viduals with external locus of control perceive life outcomes
to be under the control of external forces such as situation and
luck (Rotter, 1966). The beliefs of control over consequences
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influence the actions people take to influence their conditions
(McClure, Walkey, & Allen, 1999). Individuals with internal
locus of control consider it their personal responsibility to
influence life circumstances through proactive behaviors and
personal choices (Heinstrom, 2010; Wallston, 2015). Even
during disasters, when exercising control over global causes
is not possible, individuals with internal locus of control en-
gage in precautionary behaviors such as buying insurance
(McClure et al., 1999). In the current pandemic too the scope
of personal control is low as the spread of infection also de-
pends upon the behaviors of others. However, individuals
with internal locus of control can engage in precautionary
behaviors like washing hands, using masks, maintaining so-
cial distance to protect themselves from chances of contagion.
Such efforts may make these unpredictable situations appear
less threatening (Heinstrom, 2010). Hence, it is expected that:

H2: Internal locus of control negatively associates with
psychological distress.

Affect Balance as Mediator between (a) PsyCap and (b)
Internal Locus of Control and Psychological Distress

Affect is an umbrella term that encompasses a range of dispo-
sitions, moods, and emotions (Niven, 2013). Positive affect
represents pleasurable and positive experiences and includes
emotions such as joy, contentment, and love. Negative affect
includes a range of negative mood states, including fear, hos-
tility, scorn, and disgust. Affect balance is a preponderance of
positive affect over negative affect, and is a component of
subjective well-being (Diener & Lucas, 1999). According to
the dual continua model, affect balance is a correlated but
separate continua from psychological distress and has an
adaptive role during stress (Diehl & Berg, 2011; Keyes,
Dhingra, & Simoes, 2010; Machado, de Oliveira, Peregrino,
& Cantilino, 2019; Westerhof & Keyes, 2010). It intervenes
the rumination process and enhances efficient problem solv-
ing and thus prevents mental ill-health (Folkman &
Moskowitz, 2000; Klonowicz, 2001; Moors, 2017;
Trompetter, de Kleine, & Bohlmeijer, 2017).

Positive psychological resources can be a source of affect
balance during adverse events. These resources influence peo-
ple’s appraisal of their relationship to the environment. Such
appraisals, according to the cognitive appraisal theory, decide
the intensity and kind of emotions that will be generated
(Avey, Wernsing, & Mhatre, 2011; Folkman & Moskowitz,
2000; Lazarus, 1991; Moors, 2017). Furthermore, personal
resources can enhance positive affect when they enable indi-
viduals to strive and adapt their goals according to the situa-
tions (Diener & Fujita, 1995; Hobfoll, 2002; Smith, Tooley,
Christopher, & Kay, 2010). Both PsyCap and internal locus of
control influence how people perceive their environment and

the actions they take to influence their circumstances
(Culbertson, Fullagar, & Mills, 2010; Peacock & Wong,
1996). Therefore, these resources can influence affect balance
which may further prevent psychological distress.

PsyCap resources enable individuals to reframe goals, be-
lieve in one’s abilities, and maintain positive and realistic
expectations. Thus it can influence the appraisal of goal in-
congruence (match between events and goals) and goal rele-
vance during unexpected events (Moors, 2017). People high
in PsyCap may view the lockdown as a temporary event,
accept the changed circumstances (Rabenu, Yaniv, & Elizur,
2016), andmaintain positive functioning (Luthans&Youssef-
Morgan, 2017). Also, in spite of restrictions, they are likely to
keep striving toward goals driven by their ability to find alter-
nate pathways and confidence (Utsey, Giesbrecht, Hook, &
Stanard, 2008). Such positive appraisals and striving may
form the basis of experiencing affect balance (Kun &
Gadanecz, 2019; Moors, 2017) and prevent psychological
distress. Hence, it is expected that:

H3: Affect balance mediates the relationship between
PsyCap and psychological distress.

Internals, as compared to externals, either control their neg-
ative mood better or secure positive outcomes and feelings, or
both (Gallagher, Bentley, & Barlow, 2014; Henson & Chang,
1998; Klonowicz, 2001). This may be because the patterns of
appraisal and coping reported by internals are more adaptive
(Heinstrom, 2010; Peacock & Wong, 1996). Even in adverse
situations, internals may react to problems more constructive-
ly and proactively search for solutions (Gianakos, 2002;
Kulshresta & Sen, 2006; Ng, Sorensen, & Eby, 2006). For
example, at the workplace, people with internal locus of con-
trol believe that they themselves control their work roles and
such beliefs give rise to positive affective reactions (Ng et al.,
2006). Furthermore, in Asian population, though responsibil-
ity for success and failure is shared with others, when attribu-
tions of success are made to oneself it leads to positive affect
(Yeo et al., 2017). Therefore, during the lockdown, the belief
that efforts can bear positive consequences, may form the
basis of affect balance (Avey et al., 2011) and reduce psycho-
logical distress. Hence, it is expected that:

H4: Affect balance mediates the relationship between in-
ternal locus of control and psychological distress.

Internal locus of control and PsyCap are associated with
both the dimensions of mental health, that is, improved well-
being and reduced psychological distress (Schurer, 2014).
However, these are two different control-related resources.
While PsyCap represents the belief in one’s ability to over-
come difficulties and positive outcomes, internal locus of con-
trol represents the expectancy that one’s actions will bear
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desired consequences (Shapiro Jr., Schwartz, & Astin, 1996).
This research will facilitate an understanding of the associa-
tions of these two control-related psychological resources with
mental health in a situation where the perceptions of control
are severely challenged. There is already considerable re-
search on prevalent mental health problems and risk factors
for mental health deterioration during COVID-19 lockdowns
(Rajkumar, 2020; Vindegaard & Benros, 2020). This study
will complement such research by contributing to the litera-
ture on protective role of psychological resources for mental
health during COVID-19 lockdown. The conceptual model is
shown in Fig. 1.

Method

Participants

Participants included 667 self-selected adults. Based on
Soper’s (2020) sample size calculator, the minimum sample
recommended for structural equation modelling with nine la-
tent variables, 28 observed variables, anticipated effect size of
0.30, desired probability level of 0.001, and desired statistical
power of 0.90 is 337. Hence, the sample size of 667 is ade-
quate to achieve statistically satisfactory effect size.
Individuals over 18 years of age and residing in a city which
reported confirmed cases of COVID-19 were invited to par-
ticipate in the study. The participants were from 20 states (out
of 28 states in India) and two union territories (out of eight
union territories in India; union territories are governed direct-
ly by the Central Government of India). Participants represent-
ed all the geographical regions of the country. People with

pre-existing psychiatric conditions and recent visit to any psy-
chiatrist were requested not to respond to the survey. The
sample included a balanced mix of 311 males (46.6%) and
356 females (53.4%). Table 1 shows the sociodemographic
profile of the participants.

Measures

The summed score of multi-item inventories was divided by
the number of items to keep the value within the range of the
response scale (Song, Lin, Ward, & Fine, 2013; Uebersax,
2006). The General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12), a
self-report questionnaire, was used to detect psychological
distress (Baxter et al., 2014; Goldberg & Williams, 1988;
Montazeri et al., 2003). The scale assesses three dimensions
of psychological distress: social dysfunction, anxiety and de-
pression, and loss of confidence (Graetz, 1991). Likert scoring
(0–1–2-3) was used in this study. The response descriptions
were, 0 = less than usual, 1 = no more than usual, 2 = rather
more than usual, and 3 =much more than usual. High scores
indicated psychological distress.

PsyCap was measured using the Compound PsyCap Scale
(CPC-12; Lorenz, Beer, Pütz, & Heinitz, 2016). The CPC-12
is a non-domain specific measure of psychological capital and
includes three items for each of the components of hope, effi-
cacy, resilience, and optimism. The response descriptors were
on a 6-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly
agree).

Internal locus of control was assessed by ten items
adapted from Rotter’s (1966) internal-external locus of
control scale. Eight of the ten items measured locus of
control and the remaining two items were filler questions.

Fig. 1 Conceptual Model
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Each item contained a pair of statements, one indicating
external (coded as 0) and the other indicating internal (cod-
ed as 1) orientation. High scores indicated more internal
locus of control.

The Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE;
Diener et al., 2010) assessed positive affect and negative af-
fect. Participants were asked to report how often they experi-
enced six positive and six negative feelings on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (Very rarely or never) to 5 (Very often or
always). Negative feelings score were subtracted from the
positive feelings score to compute affect balance (Diener
et al., 2010). A high affect balance indicated that a participant
rarely or never experienced any of the negative feelings, and
very often or always had all of the positive feelings in past four
weeks.

Procedure

Data were collected in the second week of the lockdown dur-
ing 30 March - 5 April, 2020. An online survey form with an
invitation to participate in the survey was shared in the au-
thors’ alumni network, student groups, and among personal
contacts. An invitation text or mail was shared that included
study information, an informed consent form, and a web link
to the survey. The survey was in English.

Results

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and path analysis were
carried out using IBM AMOS 24. A hybrid model was tested.
PsyCap and internal locus of control were independent vari-
ables, affect balance was the mediator variable, and psycho-
logical distress was the dependent variable. Gender and age
were control variables. PsyCap was a second-order variable
with four first-order factors: hope, efficacy, resilience, and
optimism. Internal locus of control, affect balance, gender,
and age were observed variables. Psychological distress was
a second-order variable with three first-order factors: social
dysfunction, anxiety and depression, and loss of confidence.
Gender and age were modelled as control variables to partial
out their effect on affect balance and psychological distress.
Gender was a categorical variable (1 =male, 2 = female) and
age was a continuous variable. The maximum likelihood
method of covariance-based structural equation modeling
(SEM) was used to test the hypotheses.

The descriptive statistics and correlations for all variables
are shown in Table 2. PsyCap and its first-order factors were
positively related with each other and were also positively
related with internal locus of control, positive affect, and affect
balance but inversely related to negative affect, and psycho-
logical distress and its three dimensions. Internal locus of con-
trol was positively related with positive affect and affect bal-
ance but inversely related with negative affect and psycholog-
ical distress and its dimensions. Positive affect was positively
related with affect balance and inversely related to negative
affect and psychological distress and its dimensions. Affect
balance was inversely related to psychological distress and
all its dimensions. Psychological distress and its three dimen-
sions were positively related with each other. Though corre-
lation supported the hypothesized direct relations, the relations
were bidirectional, therefore path analysis was carried out.

Table 3 presents CFA results. All the items and the first-
order factors had significant loadings (p ≤ .001) on the respec-
tive variables. Each variable had acceptable convergent valid-
ity (average variance extracted) > .50 and acceptable compos-
ite reliability > .70 (Hair Jr, Matthews, Matthews, & Sarstedt,
2017). CFA models for all the variables had acceptable fit
indices. The square roots of the average variance extracted

Table 1 Sociodemographic profile of the participants

Characteristics N % Mean SD Min Max

Gender

Male 311 46.6

Female 356 53.4

Age 30.97 11.34 18 78

Marital status

Single 412 61.8

Married 248 37.2

Divorced 4 0.6

Separated 3 0.4

Family size 4 1 2 8

Religion

Atheism 28 4.2

Buddhism 3 0.4

Christianity 85 12.7

Hinduism 494 74.1

Islam 39 5.8

Jainism 8 1.2

Sikhism 9 1.3

Taoism 1 0.1

Highest qualification

High school 13 1.9

Intermediate 43 6.4

Graduate 187 28.0

Post-graduate 335 50.2

PhD 89 13.3

Profession

Student 272 40.8

Unemployed 21 3.1

Employed 315 47.2

Self-employed 48 7.2

Retired 11 1.6
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(bold-faced values in the diagonal of Table 2) are all greater
than their respective off-diagonal elements. This establishes
the discriminant validity of the first-order factors.

To test the direct effect of PsyCap and internal locus of
control on psychological distress, the bootstrap procedure in
SEMwas utilized. Ten-thousand bootstrap samples with bias-
corrected 95% confidence intervals were estimated. As shown
in Table 4, gender and age were not related with psychological

distress. Both PsyCap and internal locus of control were neg-
atively associated with psychological distress. Hence, H1 and
H2 were supported.

Similarly, to test the indirect effect of PsyCap on psycho-
logical distress via affect balance and the indirect effect of
internal locus of control on psychological distress via affect
balance, the bootstrap procedure in SEM was utilized. Ten-
thousand bootstrap samples with bias-corrected 95%

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations for all variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. PsyCap

2. Hope .80*** .74

3. Efficacy .84*** .54*** .74

4. Resilience .81*** .48*** .64*** .71

5. Optimism .85*** .57*** .62*** .60*** .79

6. ILoC .26*** .21*** .22*** .17*** .27***

7. PA .43*** .34*** .41*** .29*** .37*** .26***

8. NA −.40*** −.33*** −.34*** −.30*** −.36*** −.28*** −.51***
9. AB .48*** .38*** .43*** .34*** .42*** .31*** .86*** −.88***
10. PD −.47*** −.37*** −.40*** −.38*** −.40*** −.24*** −.45*** .48*** −.55***
11. SDF −.47*** −.43*** −.39*** −.36*** −.37*** −.12** −.40*** .41*** −.47*** .75*** .71

12. AD −.54*** −.43*** −.45*** −.43*** −.47*** −.25*** −.43*** .49*** −.53*** .82*** .70*** .77

13. LCon −.47*** −.40*** −.40*** −.37*** −.39*** −.20*** −.37*** .40*** −.44*** .77*** .69*** .76*** .84

M 4.76 4.55 4.82 4.79 4.89 3.89 3.60 2.78 0.84 1.25 1.40 0.96 0.88

SD 0.74 0.94 0.87 0.78 0.97 0.91 0.83 0.88 1.48 0.62 0.59 0.68 0.72

Bold-faced values on the diagonal represent the square root of each factor’s AVE. ILoC internal locus of control, PA positive affect, NA negative affect,
AB affect balance, PD psychological distress, SDF social dysfunction, AD anxiety and depression, LCon loss of confidence

**p < 0.01

***p < 0.001

Table 3 Factor loading range,
reliability, and validity of studied
variables

Variables/Dimensions λa range AVEb αc χ2/
df

GFI CFI TFI RMSEA

PsyCap 0.90 2.88 0.97 0.98 0.97 0.05

Hope (.74–.74) 0.55 0.78

Efficacy (.65–.79) 0.55 0.77

Resilience (.62–.86) 0.51 0.73

Optimism (.76–.83) 0.63 0.84

Positive affect (.71–.90) 0.62 0.90 5.15 0.98 0.99 0.97 0.07

Negative affect (.77–.85) 0.67 0.92 3.67 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.06

Psychological distress 0.92 3.80 0.95 0.97 0.96 0.06

Social dysfunction (.66–.73) 0.50 0.85

Anxiety and depression (.68–.91) 0.58 0.85

Loss of confidence (.82–.85) 0.70 0.82

a standardized factor loading
bAverage variance extracted or convergent validity
c Cronbach’s alpha
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confidence intervals were estimated. As shown in Table 5,
gender was not related with any of the variables whereas age
was significantly related with affect balance (β = 0.14,
p = .001), but not with psychological distress. As hypothe-
sized, the indirect effects of PsyCap (β = −.15, p < .001) and
internal locus of control (β = −0.06, p < .001) on

psychological distress via affect balance respectively were
significant. The size of the indirect effect of a predictor vari-
able on a criterion variable via a mediator variable gives a
clear picture of the strength of the mediation (Hayes, 2009).
The effect size is small at .01, medium at .09, and large at .25
(Kenny, 2018). The indirect effect of PsyCap (β = −.15) on

Table 4 Direct effect of PsyCap and internal locus of control on psychological distress

Paths β S.E. LLCI ULCI p Decision

PsyCap → Hope 0.78 0.69 0.86 ***

PsyCap → Efficacy 0.91 0.09 0.85 0.96 ***

PsyCap → Resilience 0.88 0.07 0.83 0.93 ***

PsyCap → Optimism 0.85 0.09 0.79 0.91 ***

Psychological distress→ Social dysfunction 0.86 0.83 0.89 ***

Psychological distress→ Anxiety and depression 0.99 0.08 0.98 0.99 ***

Psychological distress→ Lack of confidence 0.94 0.08 0.91 0.97 ***

Gender → Psychological distress 0.05 0.03 −0.02 0.11 0.16

Age→ Psychological distress −0.04 0.00 −0.10 0.02 0.25

H1 PsyCap → Psychological distress −0.58 0.04 −0.65 −0.50 *** Supported

H2 Internal locus of control→ Psychological distress −0.10 0.01 −0.17 −0.02 ** Supported

β Standardized path coefficient, S.E. Standard error, LLCI lower level confidence interval, ULCI upper level confidence interval.

χ2/df = 2.41; GFI = .92; CFI = .94; TLI = .94; RMSEA = .05.

**p < 0.01

***p < 0.001

Table 5 Indirect effect of PsyCap and internal locus of control on psychological distress

Paths β S.E. LLCI ULCI p Decision

PsyCap → Hope 0.78 0.68 0.85 ***

PsyCap → Efficacy 0.91 0.09 0.86 0.96 ***

PsyCap → Resilience 0.88 0.07 0.82 0.93 ***

PsyCap → Optimism 0.85 0.09 0.79 0.91 ***

Psychological distress → Social dysfunction 0.86 0.83 0.90 ***

Psychological distress → Anxiety and depression 0.99 0.08 0.98 0.99 ***

Psychological distress → Lack of confidence 0.94 0.08 0.90 0.97 ***

Gender → Affect balance −0.05 0.10 −0.12 0.01 0.14

Gender → Psychological distress 0.03 0.03 −0.03 0.09 0.32

Age → Affect balance 0.14 0.00 0.07 0.21 ***

Age → Psychological distress 0.00 0.00 −0.06 0.06 0.90

PsyCap → Affect balance 0.46 0.11 0.37 0.52 ***

Internal locus of control → Affect balance 0.19 0.02 0.11 0.27 ***

Affect balance → Psychological distress −0.32 0.01 −0.39 −0.24 ***

H3 PsyCap → Affect balance → Psychological distress −0.15 0.02 −0.19 −0.11 *** Supported

H4 Internal locus of control → Affect balance→ Psychological distress −0.06 0.02 −0.09 −0.03 *** Supported

β Standardized path coefficient, S.E. Standard error, LLCI lower level confidence interval, ULCI upper level confidence interval

χ2/df = 2.37; GFI = .92; CFI = .95; TLI = .94; RMSEA = .05.

***p < 0.001
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psychological distress was medium and that of internal locus
of control (β = −.06) was low. Among the various components
of PsyCap, efficacy was the most important component
followed by resilience and optimism. Among the three dimen-
sions of psychological distress, anxiety and depression was
the most important dimension followed by lack of confidence
and social dysfunction.

Discussion

This research examined the relationships of PsyCap and inter-
nal locus of control with psychological distress and the role of
affect balance as a mediator in these two relationships. People
high in PsyCap and internal locus of control reported low
levels of psychological distress. Out of the two independent
variables, PsyCap had stronger negative association with psy-
chological distress than internal locus of control. Affect bal-
ance mediated the relationships between PsyCap and psycho-
logical distress, and that of internal locus of control and psy-
chological distress. However, PsyCap had a stronger indirect
effect on psychological distress through affect balance than
internal locus of control.

Recent studies emphasize the role of PsyCap in preventing
psychological distress during COVID-19 (Dimino, Horan, &
Stephenson, 2020; Kim, 2020). Findings of this study provide
empirical evidence that people high in PsyCap experienced
low psychological distress during the early phases of lock-
down in India. PsyCap fosters positive outcomes not only in
organizations but also in multiple life domains such as inter-
personal relationships (Avey, Wernsing, & Luthans, 2008)
and academic performance (Finch et al., 2020). Thus,
PsyCap can be valuable in managing distress during lock-
down as all spheres of life have been affected and personal
and professional lives have overlapped (Wallace & Patrick,
2020). Just as PsyCap prevents burnout (Moyer, Aziz, &
Wuensch, 2017) and facilitates positive attitudes toward orga-
nizational change (Avey et al., 2008), it may enable individ-
uals to overcome distress associated with changed work-life
settings during the lockdown.

The negative association of internal locus of control with
psychological distress supports existing evidence
(Papanikolaou et al., 2013); however the association is mod-
erate. This may be because the strength of relationship be-
tween internal control and psychological distress depends on
the nature of the stressor during periods of prolonged uncer-
tainty. The negative associations are stronger for stressors per-
ceived to be controllable than for those perceived to be uncon-
trollable (Papanikolaou et al., 2013; Peacock &Wong, 1996).
Furthermore, when stressors are not completely controllable, a
mix of external and internal locus of control may be more
useful (April, Dharani, & Peters, 2012). Such evidence sug-
gests that as the stressors experienced during the lockdown are

not fully controllable, internal locus of control is only moder-
ately effective in arresting mental health deterioration. The
lockdown was initially declared for a limited time of 21 days,
and there were some areas of personal control such as taking
care of personal hygiene. Therefore, internals might have per-
ceived some opportunities for control which arrested psycho-
logical distress to some extent.

Consistent with previous findings (Avey et al., 2008;
Burns, Anstey, & Windsor, 2011), the mediation analyses
revealed that PsyCap associates with affect balance which
further protects against psychological distress. Such results
provide evidence that in addition to the workplace, PsyCap
can be a source of affect balance during stressful events in
day-to-day lives too (Avey et al., 2008). Earlier studies have
found strong direct associations of PsyCap with well-being, in
spite of the presence of intervening variables like coping
(Rabenu et al., 2016). PsyCap resources enables greater emo-
tional complexity and emotional control which enables people
to mobilize positive emotions during stressful periods (Avey
et al., 2008; Luthans et al., 2007; Tugade, Fredrickson, &
Feldman Barrett, 2004). Thus, people high in PsyCap may
be prone to experience more positive affect (Diener &
Fujita, 1995; Kun & Gadanecz, 2019). Affect balance, further
enables realizing the positive expectations by prompting ap-
proach and exploration behaviors (Fredrickson & Losada,
2005) which may reduce distress.

The relation of internal locus of control with psychological
distress was also partially mediated by affect balance.
Therefore, internals’ belief that their efforts can help manage
the lockdown is associated with positive affect and may have
protected them from distress. Earlier evidence suggests that
perceptions of control is associated with affect (Taylor et al.,
1991). Individuals with internal control can overcome nega-
tive feelings and experience less mood swings which facili-
tates better adaptation to adverse situations (Schurer 2014).
Studies have shown that in spite of adversities, internals con-
tinue to be efficient due to their healthy habits and willingness
to overcome problems (Schurer 2014). Thus individuals high
in PsyCap and internal locus of control, may experience more
success episodes and thus positive life events even amidst the
lockdown, and may thus experience less distress. However,
the partial mediation of affect balance suggests the presence of
some other mechanisms.

These findings provide evidence of the role of affect bal-
ance in carrying forward the effects of psychological re-
sources to reduce distress. Affect balance denotes an individ-
ual’s reactions to current events (Diener & Lucas, 1999).
Therefore, the mediation results show that PsyCap and inter-
nal locus of control are associated with affective reactions of
people to the lockdown which further affects mental health
problems. Control related psychological resources may sus-
tain good mental health (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson,
2005) and different resources can be salient for well-being in
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different life circumstances (Diener & Fujita, 1995). The find-
ings provide evidence that PsyCap and internal locus of con-
trol are associated with affect balance during uncertain life
circumstances and thereby are valuable resources for adjusting
to pandemic mitigation measures.

The comparison of the direct and indirect associations of
PsyCap and internal locus of control with psychological dis-
tress shows how different types of control beliefs may have
different association with overall mental health during the
lockdown. Though both the resources negatively predicted
psychological distress, PsyCap had stronger direct and indi-
rect effects on psychological distress than internal locus of
control. This can be because people with more resources are
expected to experience more well-being (Hobfoll, 2011).
PsyCap as a resource caravan enables individuals to draw
from multiple resources and can have stronger influence on
psychological outcomes than individual resources such as in-
ternal locus of control. Furthermore, PsyCap provides the be-
lief in one’s abilities to overcome adversities while internal
control provides the belief that one is responsible for one’s life
outcomes (Wallston, 2015). In a situation such as a sudden
lockdown the scope of control over consequences is limited.
This might explain the weaker direct and indirect associations
of internal locus of control with psychological distress via
affect balance as compared to PsyCap. Therefore, the belief
in one’s abilities to steer ahead in spite of difficulties may be
more predictive of well-being and psychological distress, than
feeling responsible but not finding enough opportunities to
exert control.

Implications

The findings add to the theoretical literature on control-
related resources and provide evidence of the relevance of
PsyCap and internal locus of control for overall mental
health during pandemic. The findings also lend empirical
support to the ongoing discourse on the benefits of posi-
tivity in managing mental health during the COVID-19
outbreak (Hagger et al., 2020; WHO, 2020). The
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare (Government of
India, 2020) has indicated the role of perceptions of con-
trol and positive emotions in managing mental health dur-
ing the lockdown. This study provides evidence that dur-
ing COVID-19, interventions to build psychological re-
sources may prevent the loss of well-being and thereby
prevent psychological distress. As PsyCap emerges as a
stronger protective measure against psychological distress
than internal locus of control, interventions should aim to
make individuals feel efficacious and build their ability to
look for alternate pathways to reach their goals in their
day-to-day lives. Interventions can help more internally
oriented individuals to identify the aspects of their lives

they might be able to control. These findings have impli-
cations for psychotherapy interventions such as cognitive
behavioral therapy, mindfulness-based cognitive therapy,
and psychoeducation which have been employed to devel-
op adaptive attributes during COVID-19 (Ho, Chee, &
Ho, 2020).

Limitations and Future Directions

The study has few limitations. First, the cross-sectional design
of the study does not allow causal relations to be examined.
Second, the use of convenience sampling and self-selected
participants limits the generalization of the findings. Third,
the sample consisted of the Indian citizens only, hence find-
ings cannot be generalized to people in other countries with
differing levels of COVID-19 severity. Fourth, the indirect
effects in the study are moderate in size which indicates the
possible presence of other mediators. Therefore, other media-
tors such as coping styles can be examined in future researches
to understand the mechanisms through which PsyCap and
locus of control reduce psychological distress. Future re-
searchers can test this model adopting a longitudinal design
which allows the assessment of mental health outcomes at
different phases of the lockdown and can also make cross
country comparison. This will provide more robust evidence
on the role of PsyCap and internal locus of control in
protecting against psychological distress.

Conclusion

COVID-19 has restricted the way we would love to live our
life, which challenges hope every day, making psychological
distress related consequences inevitable. Understanding the
sources of positive mental health can help in understanding
‘what’ and ‘how’ to work upon, to mitigate the mental health
decline of the society during the pandemic. To this end, to the
best of our knowledge, this study is one of the earliest studies
to present empirical evidence of the role of different types of
control resources, PsyCap and internal locus of control in
managing mental health during a COVID-19 lockdown. The
final solution to COVID-19 pandemic is out of sight. Policy
making for COVID-19 mental health may focus on interven-
tions to build psychological resources of individuals and help
assess areas where exercising control is possible.

Data Availability Data will be made available upon request.
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