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Abstract This study examined the relationship between
perceived social support and subjective well-being among
college students in the context of online learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic. 515 college students in China that
participated in an online questionnaire investigation were
selected as the research sample. The results showed that
perceived social support was significantly and positively
associated with life satisfaction and positive affect and was
significantly and negatively related to negative affect
among college students learning online during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Psychological capital (PsyCap) significantly
mediated the relationships between perceived social sup-
port and three subjective well-being variables. The present
study provides some implications to protect college stu-
dents’ subjective well-being in the context of online
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Introduction

At the beginning of the year 2020, the outbreak of 2019
novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) spread quickly
across China (The Novel Coronavirus Pneumonia Emer-
gency Response Epidemiology Team 2020). To curb the
spread of coronavirus disease and reduce cross-infection,
the central government in China decided to postpone the
opening of universities, colleges, and schools (The State
Council Information Office of the P. R. China, 2020). The
Ministry of Education then launched the “School’s Out,
But Class’ On” campaign requiring administrators and
teachers from primary to tertiary education to shift to
online teaching plan (Zhou et al. 2020). As a result, uni-
versities and colleges across China in a short period of time
embarked on online education with faculty members
delivering lessons in front of computer screens and students
taking online courses via the internet (Bao 2020). Although
the online learning modality holds promise for maintaining
the course delivery and minimizing the disruption of
learning routines, it poses additional challenges to college
students struggling to survive pandemic-induced uncer-
tainties and fears and adapt to the new way of learning
(Dhawan 2020; Hung et al., 2020). For instance, Grubic
et al. (2020) pointed out that the unexpected exposure to
unfamiliar online instruction would cause more stress for
college students who have already suffered heightened
levels of mental health problems and undermined subjec-
tive well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic.

In the existing literature, research has revealed increased
mental disorders (e.g., anxiety, depression, and loneliness)
among college students learning online during the pan-
demic (Besser et al. 2020; Cao et al. 2020). Beyond mental
health difficulties, research also found that the sudden
implementation of online learning had serious
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consequences on the subjective well-being of college stu-
dents (Hung et al. 2020; Lyons et al. 2020). In the wake of
growing concerns regarding college students’ mental well-
being during the “fully online learning” period, it has
become imperative for researchers and practitioners to take
actions in ways of helping college students survive the
unconventional learning experiences and maintain subjec-
tive well-being (American Campus Communities 2020;
Chen et al. 2020; Hasan & Bao 2020). Although emerging
research into the subjective well-being of people living
through the COVID-19 pandemic has suggested that social
support and psychological capital (PsyCap) can be poten-
tially useful resources for humans to cope with stress and
maintain mental well-being (Aluh & Onu 2020; Saltzman
et al. 2020), little research has been done to examine the
role of such social and personal resources in supporting
college students’ subjective well-being. To address this
noticeable research gap, we in this study examined the
relationship between perceived social support and subjec-
tive well-being among college students learning online
during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a particular interest
in the mediating role of PsyCap regarding this relationship.

Literature Review

Subjective Well-Being among College Students
Learning Online during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Subjective well-being, defined as “a person’s cognitive and
affective evaluations of his or her life” (Diener et al. 2002,
p- 63), is an indispensable contributing component to
mental health beyond the absence of mental illness and
disorders (de Cates et al. 2015). It is generally accepted that
subjective well-being comprises two conceptually distinct
but related types of components, namely, the cognitive
component denoting evaluations of one’s overall life sat-
isfaction and the affective type of components indicating
positive and negative emotional responses to life (Busseri
& Sadava 2011; Diener 1994; Kieny et al. 2020). Based on
this conceptualization, subjective well-being is measured
and assessed as a tripartite construct indexed by (high
levels of) life satisfaction and positive affect as well as
(low levels of) negative affect (Busseri & Sadava 2011;
Diener 1984). The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic
and subsequent social distancing have caused disruption to
daily routines and chipped away at subjective well-being
(Ettman et al. 2020), highlighting an urgent need for
researchers and professionals to develop individualized
interventions and protect the mental well-being of target
populations (Grubic et al. 2020). College students are such
a specific group of population whose mental well-being
deserves sophisticated attention (Cao et al. 2020; Lyons
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et al. 2020), especially when the sudden transition to online
learning has caused more stress undermining life satisfac-
tion and positive emotions and intensifying negative mood
states (American Campus Communities 2020; Hung et al.
2020).

Although online teaching can be regarded as a promis-
ing alternative to in-person classes during the period of
campus closure (Zhang 2020), it has brought about
numerous challenges for colleges students striving to adapt
to it (Dhawan 2020). That is, due to tertiary institutions’
quick shifting to the online learning modality, college
students are left to overcome great online learning shock
(American Campus Communities 2020), so as to reduce
learning loss and maintain subjective well-being during the
period of an unprecedented crisis (Hasan & Bao 2020). It
has been widely reported that, in the context of online
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, college students
usually find themselves affected by disrupted learning
routines, exposed to unfamiliar and disorientating online
instructional methods, confronted with technological
obstacles to online learning, and frustrated by deprived in-
person interactions (Chen 2020; Cowley 2020; Gasevic
2020; Wong 2020). The pandemic-induced uncertainties
and fears together with the stressful online learning expe-
riences have exacerbated college students’ psychosocial
maladjustment, which may further undermine their sub-
jective well-being (Griffiths et al., 2005; Grubic et al. 2020;
Zhang & Zheng, 2017). To combat the adverse effects of
online learning implementation during the COVID-19
pandemic, more research is needed to explore how college
students can be supported to maintain subjective well-
being.

Perceived Social Support and College Students’
Subjective Well-Being

Defined as instrumental, informational, or emotional
assistance leading to one’s perceptions of being supported
and engaged within a supportive social network (Cobb
1976; House et al. 1988), social support has been identified
as one of the most significant psychosocial coping
resources for people to combat severe mental problems and
maintain subjective well-being (Qi et al. 2020). This is
especially true for college students who are at a critical
stage of exploring and adjusting to the emerging adulthood
life and developing personal identity (Arnett 2000). This
line of social support research is predicated on the premise
that an understanding of available social support from
family, friends, and significant others and its psychosocial
benefits could inform effective approaches to mental well-
being among college students (Hefner & Eisenberg 2009).
Social support can be measured as perceived available
assistance or actual received ones, and the former can have
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greater influence on mental well-being than the later (Fan
& Lu 2019). Evidence has shown that perceived social
support is strongly associated with high college life satis-
faction, decreased academic stress and emotional exhaus-
tion, and increased positive feelings (Wang et al. 2018). In
contrast, college students lacking social assistance are
found incapable of coping with life challenges and aca-
demic stress and demonstrating low levels of subjective
well-being (Wang, et al. 2014).

In the context of online learning during the COVID-19
pandemic, college students with severe pre-existing mental
health problems are exposed to two more layers of stress:
the uncertainties and fears of the pandemic and the expe-
riences of online learning shock (American Campus
Communities 2020; Grubic et al. 2020). Under such
stressful situations, college students may highly rely on the
supportive resources and information embedded within
their social connections with significant others to relieve
stress and anxiety, overcome online learning obstacles, and
maintain psychosocial functioning (Saltzman et al. 2020).
Although scant research, to our best knowledge, has
explored the relationship between perceived social support
and subjective well-being among college students learning
online during the COVID-19 pandemic, emerging research
on the overall population has revealed the particularly
important role of supportive social connections with sig-
nificant others in keeping mental well-being during the
period of great threat (Aluh & Onu 2020). It has been
reported that, under the circumstances of school closure
and physical distancing, college students have adapted
themselves by turning to technology, so as to stay con-
nected with family, friends, and teachers as sources of
social support when in need (American Campus Commu-
nities 2020). In this study, social support conceptualized as
a second-order construct representing college students’
perceptions of overall sources of social assistance is
hypothesized to be positively related to subjective well-
being in the context of online learning.

Mediating Role of Psychological Capital (PsyCap)

According to Luthans et al. (2015), PsyCap refers to an
individual’s positive psychological development state
characterized by four positive psychological resources:
efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism. Efficacy refers to
the confidence or beliefs in one’s capability to organize or
execute certain courses of actions required to produce
desired outcomes (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan 2017).
Hope refers to the agentic determination and contingency
planning to generate solutions to problems. Resilience
refers to the capacity to sustain or bounce back in face of
adversity to retain progress. Optimism refers to the positive
outlook or expectancy toward events. The positive nature

of the constituent resources renders PsyCap as a high-order
core construct directly related to positive affective states.
As indicated by Youssef-Morgan and Luthans (2015),
PsyCap can trigger positive mental well-being through
such mechanisms as generating positive cognitive and
affective appraisals, facilitating retentions of positive
memories, exerting broadening effect when faced with
setbacks, and reducing negativity bias. Of note is that
PsyCap can be nurtured and enhanced through social
mechanisms including social support, constructive rela-
tionships, and close contact (Youssef-Morgan & Luthans
2015).

The existing literature has supported a positive rela-
tionship between social support and PsyCap, a synergistic
set of positive personal resources that people can rely on to
buffer against negative effects of stress and promote sub-
jective well-being (Avey et al. 2009; Pinkerton & Dolan
2007). Especially in times of adversity, people who have
access to social support would be able to take advantage of
their high PsyCap to cope with stress and adjust into the
turbulent environment (Rabenu et al. 2016). For college
students learning online during the COVID-19 pandemic,
those who were socially supported may be equipped with
high PsyCap, thus enabling their coping with stress and
anxiety regarding the uncertainties and fears of the pan-
demic as well as demanding online learning requirements
and tasks (Hefner & Eisenberg 2009; Luthans et al. 2007).
Although no study to date has explored the ways in which
social support and PsyCap as a composite coping resource
or asset coalesce to support the subjective well-being of
college students learning online during the COVID-19
pandemic, it can be hypothesized that college students with
more access to social support would have enhanced PsyCap
for them to overcome the online learning shock and
maintain subjective well-being.

The Present Study

The sudden outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic pushed
higher education institutions worldwide to shift to online
teaching modality in a short period, so as to minimize the
impact of the pandemic. China, the first country that
implemented social distancing and massive school closure
to contain the virus, has seen a large-scale adoption of the
online teaching initiative called “School’s Out, But Class’
On” in nearly all of the universities and colleges (Zhou
et al. 2020). While online teaching can be a promising
alternative to classroom instruction in times of crisis, it also
poses numerous challenges and adds more layers of stress
to the life of college students in China (Wong 2020; Ye
et al. 2020). In fact, several studies (e.g., Ao et al. 2020,
Chang et al. 2020) on college students in China mentioned
that the pandemic-induced uncertainties and fears together
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with the online learning shock exacerbated psychosocial
maladjustment and undermined subjective well-being.
Emerging research also found that supportive relationships
with significant others (i.e., family, friends, and teachers)
could be tapped for college students to enhance internal-
ized psychosocial capabilities to combat problematic
functioning and stay mental well-being and focused on
learning (Wu et al. 2020).

Despite emerging research evidence on the importance
of social support and PsyCap for subjective well-being
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Saltzman et al. 2020; Wu
et al. 2020), little research has been conducted to explore
how these social and personal mechanisms coalesce to
support the subjective well-being of college students. To
address the noticeable research gap and to respond to the
calls of researchers in China as well as in other countries
worldwide for urgent research and immediate solutions to
enhance college students’ coping resources to address the
heightened mental health issue (Chen et al. 2020; Grubic
et al. 2020), we examined social support and PsyCap as
important coping mechanisms in relation to college stu-
dents’ subjective well-being, as indexed by three discrete
components (i.e., life satisfaction, positive affect, and
negative affect), in the context of online learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic. We further examined the potentially
mediating role of PsyCap as a synergistic set of positive
psychological resources between social support and sub-
jective well-being. In particular, we proposed the following
hypotheses:

H1 Perceived social support is positively associated with
life satisfaction (Hla) and positive affect (H1b), and neg-
atively associated with negative affect (Hlc) among col-
lege students learning online during the COVID-19
pandemic.

H2 PsyCap plays a mediating role between perceived
social support and college students’ subjective well-being,
as indexed by life satisfaction (H2a), positive affect (H2b),
and negative affect (H2c).

Methods
Data and Sample

The present study is part of a research project on college
students’ living and learning conditions during the COVID-
19 pandemic in China. A convenient sampling was used by
the project investigators to invite college students who had
been learning online during the spring semester in August
2020 through their social networks. Two popular conve-
nient communication apps among Chinese college stu-
dents, Wechat and QQ, were employed to disseminate
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online questionnaires and collect data. As a result, a total of
670 college students from universities located in eastern,
central, and western China voluntarily participated in the
investigation. Because of the national implementation of
“School’s Out, But Class’ On” plan in China (Zhou et al.
2020), all the invited students, regardless of where their
universities were located, were believed to have sufficient
home-based online experiences enabling their filling out
the learning and living conditions questionnaire in this
study (Lin 2021).

In the present study, 515 valid copies of questionnaires
were finally identified, resulting in a good response rate of
76.87%. Of the participants, 307 (59.61%) were from
universities in eastern China, 80 (15.53%) were from uni-
versities in central China, and 117 (22.72%) were from
universities in western China; 11 (2.14%) did not report
university locations. There were 141 males (27.38%) and
374 females (72.62%). 150 students (29.13%) were on the
first year, 219 (42.52%) were on the second year, 133
(25.83%) were on the third year, and 13 (2.52%) were on
the fourth year or more. 232 (45.05%) students majored in
sciences and engineering, 216 (41.94%) majored in
humanities and social sciences, and 67 (13.01%) majored
in arts and sports. Eight (1.55%) students were aged less
than 18 years old, 485 (94.17%) were aged 18-22 years
old, and 22 (4.27%) were aged 23-25 years old.

Throughout the investigation, established ethical
guidelines were followed. First, the author’s department
and the managing institute of the research project approved
the research initiative in advance of data collection. Sec-
ond, when investigation invitation was sent to participants,
they were also informed of the contents and purpose of the
research project. Third, before data collection, the partici-
pants were asked for their consent online to voluntarily
participate in the anonymous online questionnaire investi-
gation. The participants can stop answering the question-
naire at any time and for any reason.

Variables
Subjective Well-Being

College students’ subjective well-being was measured
based on Dierner’s (1984) tripartite structure of subjective
well-being and through the Positive and Negative Affect
Scale (PANAS) adapted from Watson et al. (1988) as well
as the widely used Overall Life Satisfaction Scale (OLS)
(Casas et al. 2011). As for the measurement of positive and
negative affect, college students were asked to indicate the
extent to which they had experienced eight positive (e.g.,
‘interested’, ‘excited’, and ‘enthusiastic’) and seven nega-
tive (e.g., ‘upset’, ‘distressed’, and ‘scared’) mood states
during the fully online learning period through rating on a
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4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always).
Regarding the measurement of overall life satisfaction,
college students were asked to report their satisfaction with
life as a whole during those days of online learning through
rating on a 0-10, single-item scale, with O indicating the
lowest life satisfaction and 10 the highest. Confirmative
factor analysis (CFA) results indicated that the adapted
PANAS had good construct validity (3 = 345.412, df =
89, RMSEA = 0.075, TLI =0.923, CFI = 0.935). The
calculated Cronbach’s o for the Positive Affect subscale
(0.907) and the Negative Affect subscale (0.878) showed
good reliability, respectively. Prior studies have corrobo-
rated the good psychometric properties of the OLS as a
single-term scale (Tang 2019; Wanous et al. 1997).

Psychological Capital (PsyCap)

College students’ PsyCap was measured with 18 items
adapted from Luthans et al. (2007). The adapted PsyCap
scale was comprised of four subscales: (1) efficacy (5
items, e.g., ‘I feel confident helping to set targets/goals in
my study area’); (2) hope (4 items, e.g., ‘I can think of
many ways to reach my current goals’); (3) resilience (5
items, e.g., ‘I usually manage difficulties one way or
another’; (4) optimism (4 items, e.g., ‘I always look on the
bright side of things’). College students were asked to rate
themselves in terms of their navigating the fully online
learning on a six-item Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The calculated Cronbach’s
o for the overall PsyCap scale indicated good reliability
(Cronbach’s o = 0.923), as did its four subscales of effi-
cacy, hope, resilience, and optimism (Cronbach’s
o = 0.856, 0.848, 0.779, and 0.756, respectively). First-
order CFA results showed that the adapted PsyCap scale
had a good validity (x> = 380.75, df = 129, RMSEA =
0.062, TLI = 0.930, CFI = 0.941). Given that the four
PsyCap factors were highly correlated, with standardized
estimates ranging from 0.702 to 0.813, a second-order
factor structure was employed to represent college stu-
dents’ overall PsyCap. CFA results validated the overall
PsyCap construct (x> = 386.020, df = 131, RMSEA =
0.061, TLI = 0.930, CFI = 0.940), with high factor load-
ings ranging from 0.821 to 0.909.

Perceived Social Support

College students’ perceived social support was measured
with the well-established 12-item Multidimensional Scale
of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) (Zimet et al. 1988).
The three-dimensional scale measured perceived social
support in terms of its related sources (i.e., family, friends,
or significant others). College students were asked to rate
their perceptions of social support during the fully online

learning period on a six-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The calculated
Cronbach’s o for the overall perceived social support scale
indicated good reliability (Cronbach’s o = 0.910), as did
its three subscales of support of family, friends, and sig-
nificant others (Cronbach’s o = 0.880, 0.885, and 0.911,
respectively). First-order CFA results showed that the
MSPSS had a good validity (x*=220.32, df =51,
RMSEA = 0.080, TLI = 0.948, CFI = 0.960). To demon-
strate college students’ perceptions of overall sources of
social support, a second-order saturated model was con-
structed. CFA results validated the overall perceived social
support construct with the same model fit as that of the
first-order model and generated high factors loadings from
0.631 to 0.882.

Control Variables

College students’ gender, age, grade, and major were
chosen as control variables to rule out potential con-
founding effects regarding the relationships of focus vari-
ables in this study (American College Health Association
2019; Luthans & Youssef-Morga 2017).

Data Analysis

SPSS 24.0 and Mplus 7.0 software were used to conduct
data analysis. First, SPSS software was used to conduct
correlation analysis to examine the correlations among
focus variables. Then Mplus software was used to conduct
structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis with maxi-
mum likelihood estimation to examine the relationships
among focus variables in this study as well as the medi-
ating role of PsyCap between perceived social support and
subjective well-being among college students learning
online during the COVID-19 outbreak. The advantage of
SEM has been recognized as being capable of dealing with
measurement errors and estimating mediating effects
within a single analytical model (Hayes 2009). In media-
tion analysis, the bias-corrected bootstrapping method with
1000 times of resampling was used to accurately calculate
the point estimates of the 95% confidence intervals for the
indirect effects (Hayes 2009). Based on Hu and Bentler
(1999), the acceptable model fit indices were set at: root-
mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) < 0.08;
Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) > 0.90; and comparative fit
index (CFI) > 0.90.

In addition, SPSS software was used to conduct Har-
man’s single factor test, to examine possible common
method bias in this study. With all items of the focus
variables being loaded into one factor, less than 50%
(40.952%) of the total variance was explained. Since the
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common method bias was not of concern, there was no
need to control for it in this study (Mat Roni 2014).

Results
Correlation Analysis

The results of correlation analysis are displayed in Table 1.
As expected, perceived social support was positively cor-
related with life satisfaction (y = 0.157, p < 0.001) and
positive affect (y = 0.295, p < 0.001) and negatively cor-
related with negative affect (y =—0.092, p < 0.05). Like-
wise, PsyCap was positively correlated with life
satisfaction (y = 0.363, p < 0.001) and positive affect
(y = 0.507, p <0.001) and negatively correlated with
negative affect (y =—0.186, p < 0.001). Additionally,
perceived social support was positively correlated with
PsyCap (y = 0.422, p < 0.001). Moreover, life satisfaction
was positively correlated with positive affect (y = 0.454,
p < 0.001) and negatively correlated with negative affect
(y =—0.275, p < 0.001). Positive affect was negatively
correlated with negative affect (y =—0.187, p < 0.001).

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)

SEM analysis was conducted to examine the relationships
among focus variables and the mediating role of PsyCap
between perceived social support and subjective well-be-
ing. The three components of subjective well-being (i.e.,
life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect) were
simultaneously analyzed as dependent variables. The
results are illustrated in Fig. 1.

As shown in Fig. 1, a relatively large proportion (i.e.,
25.3%, 16.8%, and 34.6%, respectively) of the variance in
PsyCap, life satisfaction, and positive affect was explained
by the model, respectively, while a relatively low

Table 1 Results of correlation analysis

proportion (6.2%) of the negative affect variance was
accounted for in the model. Moreover, the model fit indices
generated by the SEM (Xz = 2553.386, df = 1306;
RMSEA =0.043 < 0.08; CFI =0.907 > 0.90; TLI=
0.900 > 0.90) showed a good model fit (Hu & Bentler
1999). Control variables were considered for all the
structural relationships among the focus variables.

The measurement part of the model generated high
loadings of first-order factors on the corresponding second-
order latent constructs (i.e., perceived social support and
PsyCap). The structural part of the SEM generated signif-
icant total effects of perceived social support on life sat-
isfaction (B =0.179, p <0.001), positive affect
(B =0.361, p <0.001), and negative affect ( =—0.128,
p < 0.05) without the inclusion of the mediating variable
of PsyCap. The results support that perceived social sup-
port is positively associated with life satisfaction (Hla) and
positive affect (H1b) and negatively associated with neg-
ative affect (Hlc) among college students learning online
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Perceived social support was not directly related to life
satisfaction (B =—0.007, p > 0.05) and negative affect
(B =—0.022, p > 0.05) but directly related to positive
affect (f =0.110, p < 0.05). Perceived social support is
significantly related to PsyCap (B = 0.490, p < 0.001).
PsyCap is significantly and positively associated with life
satisfaction (B = 0.380, p < 0.001) and positive affect
(B=0.512, p <0.001) and significantly and negatively
associated with negative affect (f =—0.217, p < 0.001).

Table 2 shows the mediating effect of PsyCap between
perceived social support and subjective well-being. PsyCap
fully mediated the relationship between perceived social
support and life satisfaction (B = 0.186, p < 0.001, 95%
CI: 0.110 to 0.263) as well as the relationship between
perceived social support and negative affect (f = —0.106,
p <0.01, 95% CI: -0.176 to -0.037). PsyCap partially
mediated the relationship between perceived social support

1 2 3 4 5
1.Life satisfaction 1
2.Positive affect 0.454%%** 1
3.Negative affect — 0.275%%%* — 0.187%#%* 1
4.PsyCap 0.363%** 0.507%*%*%* — 0.186%** 1
5.Perceived social support 0.157%%%* 0.295%** — 0.092%* 0.422%%% 1
M 7.49 2.90 245 4.09 4.44
SD 1.84 0.51 0.59 0.64 0.77
Note. Standardized coefficients are reported
*p < 0.05
*##%p < 0.001
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Fig. 1 The SEM results.
Standardized coefficients are
reported. FA = family,

FR = friends, SO = significant

0,896

others, PS = perceived social 0.869 0.589. 0.832 R’=0.168
= 2
support, EF efﬁcacy,. R?=0.253 0.380° /
HO = hope, RE = resilience, LS
OP = optimism, PC = PsyCap, W
LS = life satisfaction, - .332
PA = posm\./e affect, R= 0.346
NA = negative affect. ;‘:“" f":r“‘:“-}:g
rect effect=-0.!
#ikp < 0,001, *p < 0.05 0 0242
0.490™" 0.124
0.721
Total effect=0.361""" R2=0.062
Direct effect= 0.110*
0.87
PS > NA
Total effect=-0.128"
Direct effect= -0.022

Table 2 Mediating effect of PsyCap

Direct effects

Indirect effects Indirect effects 95% Bootstrap Cls

B S.E B S.E
Perceived social support — PsyCap — life satisfaction — 0.007 0.056 0.186"" 0.031 [0.110, 0.263]
Perceived social support — PsyCap — positive affect ~ 0.110" 0.054 0.251""  0.033  [0.177, 0.325]
Perceived social support — PsyCap — negative affect - 0.022  0.063 - 0.106" 0.031 [- 0.176,—0.037]

Note: Standardized coefficients are reported
*p < 0.05

**p < 0.01

**¥p < 0.001

and positive affect (f = 0.251, p < 0.001, 95% CI: 0.177
to 0.325). Thus, the results support that PsyCap plays a
mediating role between perceived social support and col-
lege students’ subjective well-being, as indexed by life
satisfaction (H2a), positive affect (H2b), and negative
affect (H2c¢).

Discussion

Against the backdrop of heightened uncertainties caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic, universities and colleges in
China in the spring semester turned to fully online teaching
modality in a short time to minimize the educational dis-
ruption (Zhou et al. 2020). As a group of population with
high prevalence rates of pre-existing negative mood

symptomatology in normal times, college students have
suffered exacerbated loss of subjective well-being due to
the pandemic-induced uncertainties and fears and the
challenges of unexpected shifting to online learning mode
(Cao et al. 2020; Wong 2020; Ye et al. 2020). To echo the
increasing calls for urgent research and immediate solu-
tions protecting the subjective well-being of college stu-
dents (Chen et al. 2020; Grubic et al. 2020), we in the
present study examined the relationships among perceived
social support, PsyCap, and college students’ subjective
well-being in the context of online learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

The study reveals a positive relationship between per-
ceived social support and college students’ subjective well-
being, as indicated by increased life satisfaction and posi-
tive affect and reduced negative affect. Although this
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relationship has been repeatedly evidenced in various areas
and among different population groups, it does shed
important light on the development of effective approaches
to the subjective well-being of college students during the
COVID-19 pandemic. That is, timely and genuine social
support, in instrumental, informational, or emotional
forms, from significant others (i.e., family, friends, and
teachers) can be helpful for college students to cope with
life challenges and, more importantly, to overcome the
online learning shock during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Saltzman et al. 2020). This echoes the calls of the World
Health Organization (WHO) for being supportive for each
other and working together as one community to maintain
mental well-being at the time of crisis (WHO, 2020).

The study reveals an important mediating role of Psy-
Cap in connecting perceived social support and subjective
well-being. This is in line with findings in previous studies
denoting that perceived social support fosters PsyCap,
which in turn fuels positive cognitive appraisals and
emotional states (Rabenu et al. 2016; Youssef-Morgan &
Luthans 2015). This indicates the importance of PsyCap in
internalizing the external social resources and maintaining
positive psychosocial functioning (Karademas 2006;
Ozbay et al. 2007). On the one hand, when faced with
overwhelming online learning challenges during the
COVID-19 outbreak, college students with sufficient
assistance from family, friends, and teachers tend to hold
positive attitudes toward difficulties (optimism), stick to
their learning plan and overcome obstacles (hope), build
confidence in performing tasks (efficacy), and sustain their
efforts to retain progress in face of setbacks (resilience). On
the other hand, college students who are equipped with
high PsyCap would be able to act flexibly and adaptively to
meet the online learning demands and maintain subjective
well-being (Hefner & Eisenberg 2009; Rabenu et al. 2016).
The research findings contribute to the mechanisms
through which perceived social support from significant
others contributes to college students’ subjective well-be-
ing in the context of online learning during the COVID-19
pandemic (Grubic et al. 2020). That is, effective external
support embedded within college students’ social networks
may be characterized by its sufficient capabilities to stim-
ulate a set of positive personal resources (i.e., efficacy,
hope, resilience, and optimism), which enables college
students to successfully cope with the stressful online
learning experiences during the period of crisis (Saltzman
et al. 2020).

The study reveals that a relatively high proportion of
variance in the positive components of subjective well-
being, namely, life satisfaction (16.8%) and positive affect
(34.6%), was explained in the SEM analysis, while a rel-
atively low proportion of variance in the negative compo-
nent of negative affect (6.2%) was explained in the model.
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This may be due to two reasons. One is that both constructs
of perceived social support and PsyCap are positive in
nature, thus being more likely to trigger positive states and
generate positive appraisals toward life quality (Youssef-
Morgan & Luthans 2015). The other is that college students
as an already-stressed population group have suffered
heightened levels of negative mood states during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Grubic et al. 2020). This may limit
the roles of social support and PsyCap as positive coping
strategies in buffering against negative affect.

Implications for Practice

The results provided some practical implications for
attending to college students’ subjective well-being in the
context of online learning during the outbreak of COVID-
19. First, the study suggests that having access to various
sources of social support, including teachers, parents, and
friends can be beneficial for college students to counteract
the pandemic-induced uncertainties and fears, overcome
the online learning shock, and maintain subjective well-
being (Rabenu et al. 2016). On college students’ side,
although the campus closure and physical distancing has
significantly reduced face-to-face interactions and com-
munications, college students can still benefit from utiliz-
ing the technology (e.g., phone calls and messages, social
media and chat apps, and virtual meeting) to stay socially
connected. For instance, they may take advantage of video
chat apps to share feelings and emotions with teachers,
family members, and friends and proactively seek out for
help when in need during the period of online learning
(WHO, 2020).

For university instructional practice, this suggests that
the provision of support services for both course learning
and psychosocial adjustment would be contributive to
students’ subjective well-being (Lambert & Schuck 2021).
Unlike traditional classes that provide sufficient opportu-
nities of face-to-face interactions and in-time feedback and
praise, online classes face challenges in promoting effec-
tive teacher—students interactions and communications
(Gasevic 2020; Wong 2020). This necessitates teachers’
proactive learning support that helps close student—teacher
psychological distance and promote engaging and mean-
ingful online learning experiences (Turley & Graham
2019). For instance, instead of delivering courses through a
direct approach in front of the computer screen, teachers
may take advantage of scaffolding feedback (e.g., succes-
sive hints and partial solutions) and positive praise to boost
self-regulated learning skills, stimulate student interest in
contents, and facilitate understanding (Guo et al. 2019).
Apart from adoption of synchronous teaching model
through video conferencing or live lectures, teachers may
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also utilize asynchronous forms of teaching (e.g., discus-
sion forums and email) to promote online interactions and
communications, improve online tutorial and coaching
quality, and help students regain positive feelings toward
performing online tasks (Turley & Graham 2019).

On the part of parents, positive and supportive parent—
child relationships have been identified as crucial coping
resources for college students to address stressors and
maintain mental well-being (Macalli et al. 2020). Empirical
evidence has shown that parenting practices exert signifi-
cant influences on parent—child relationships, which con-
tribute to the immediate home environment shaping
students’ subjective well-being (Hwang & Jung 2021).
Research also suggests that while appropriate parental
involvement is beneficial for children to keep academically
engaged and stay mentally healthy, intensively intervening
in the lives of children as helicopter parents would inver-
sely undermine college students’ autonomy and willingness
to exercise control over psychosocial functioning (Kouros
et al., 2017). Hence, parenting practices that entail auton-
omy support are essential. It is therefore suggested that
parents with children learning at home during the pandemic
build a supportive relationship with children through
showing respect for their decision, providing appropriate
autonomy support, and encouraging them to develop
problem-solving skills, to help college students maintain
positively engaged with their lives (Chen et al. 2018). For
those with children already suffering heightened levels of
stress, parents may keep an eye out for signs of mental
problems and seek for external mental health services and
professional support when in need. Parents may also
engage college students in offline physical activities on a
regular basis to help them relieve stress, anxiety, and
negative mood state and regain positive feelings (UNICEF
2020).

Second, this study suggests that PsyCap as a set of
positive psychological resources can be relied on by col-
lege students to internalize external social support and
retain subjective well-being (Ozbay et al. 2007; Saltzman
et al. 2020). In practice, university should monitor college
students’ PsyCap levels with online instruments and deliver
tailored resources and services for students learning online
during the pandemic, especially for those who have suf-
fered psychological deficiency (Grubic et al. 2020). Since
PsyCap and its components are open to development
(Luthans & Youssef-Morgan 2017), it is feasible for uni-
versities and colleges to implement psychological inter-
ventions and integrate training tasks or activities designed
to develop psychological resources of efficacy, hope,
resilience, and optimism into online lectures or counseling
services, to help students foster PsyCap, curb negative
mood and stress, and keep mental well-being (Baticulon
et al. 2021; Luthans & Youssef-Morgan 2017). The well-

established PsyCap Intervention model (PCI) has suggested
a range of development strategies (Luthans et al. 2006),
such as task-related role-play for hope-building, opportu-
nity-seeking activities for optimism training, group inter-
actions and communications for efficacy training, and
reflective exercises for resilience improvement (Salanova
& Ortega-Maldonado 2019). In addition to the universal
interventions, university mental health professionals may
adopt selective online micro-interventions to at-risk groups
or students identified through the online instruments to help
them enhance PsyCap in areas of deficiency and retain
subjective well-being (Allen-Meares et al. 2013).

Conclusion and Limitations

This study promoted empirical understanding of the rela-
tionships among perceived social support, PsyCap, and
subjective well-being through an investigation of a sample
of Chinese college students learning online during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of the study were in
line with previous studies (Aluh & Onu 2020; Saltzman
et al. 2020) indicating positive relationships between per-
ceived social support and subjective well-being, as indi-
cated by (high levels of) life satisfaction, and positive
affective and (low levels of) negative affect (Busseri &
Sadava 2011). Particularly, the study contributed to the
literature by identifying PsyCap as an important psycho-
logical mechanism underlying these relationships (Hefner
& Eisenberg 2009; Luthans et al. 2007).

Despite the significance of the research, there are still
some limitations. First, participants were selected through
convenience sampling, limiting the representativeness of
the data and hence the results. More studies employing a
nationally representative sample of college students should
be conducted. Second, the research design was cross-sec-
tional in nature and cannot conduct causal inference.
Future studies may employ longitudinal research design to
conclude causality. Finally, although efficacy, hope, resi-
lience, and optimism were all captured as constituents of
the high-order PsyCap construct, they also demonstrated
differences in their roles and functions (Luthans et al.
2017). Future studies may examine different mediating
effects of the four PsyCap components on the relationship
between perceived social support and subjective well-being
among college students in the context of online learning
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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