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Values have a direct impact on adolescents’ mental health. However, its potential
mediated mechanism has received little attention. A 1-year longitudinal survey
design was used to explore the mediating role of emotion regulation in the
relationships between self-transcendence (vs. self-enhancement) values and
emotional adjustment among adolescents. Participants were 863 senior school
students from Shanghai and Qingdao, Shandong Province. Data on self-
transcendence and self-enhancement values, loneliness, depression, and emotion
regulation were collected at 2019 and 2020 by using self-report measures. The
results showed that (1) adolescents’ endorsement with self-transcendence values
decreased and self-enhancement values increased; compared to adolescents in
Qingdao, adolescents in Shanghai were more depressed, (2) emotion regulation
only mediated the effect of self-transcendence values on loneliness, and (3)
not only the relationship between self-transcendence values and depression,
but also the relationships between self-enhancement values and loneliness and
depression were suppressed by emotion regulation. The study may provide more
empirical evidences for the benefits of self-transcendence values and may also
give more references on how to improve adolescents’ emotional adjustment.

self-transcendence values, loneliness, depression, emotion regulation, adolescents

Introduction

Values are abstract and desirable goals which reflecting what is important to us (Schwartz,
1992). Adolescence is an important period to form and develop one’s values (Inglehart, 1978),
previous studies found that values which adolescents endorse have a significant affect on their
psychological adjustment and well-being (Bojanowska and Piotrowski, 2018; Liu et al., 2021).
However, how values and emotion adjustment are linked is unclear. According to the General
Aggression Model (Anderson and Bushman, 2002) and the Self-centeredness/Selflessness
Happiness Model (Dambrun and Ricard, 2011), the current study seeks to address this gap by
examing the mediating role of emotion regulation in the relationship between values and emotional
adjustment, which may be helpful for intervention for values and mental health among adolescents.

Theory of human basic values and emotional adjustment

Over the decades, there were many different constructs and theories about values, such as
the equality freedom model of ideology proposed by Rokeach (1973). Up to date, the most
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comprehensive and commonly used one is the model of Human Basic
Values proposed by Schwartz (1992). The model assumptions have
been extensively studied within different samples and in over 70
countries (Schwartz and Rubel, 2005). In Schwartz’s value theory,
there are 10 values which can divided into four higher-order
dimensions. According to the motivation the ten values expressed, the
values system is organized by a circular continuum. On the adjacent
sides of the circle, the values express compatible motivations and
usually drive individual to show similar behaviors. However, on the
opposite sides of the circle, values express conflicting motivations and
usually make individual show opposite behaviors (Cieciuch et al.,
2015). As one of the pairs of values with conflicting motives, self-
transcendence values include benevolence and universalism values,
which express concern for well-being of others and the whole world.
In contrast, self-enhancement values include power and achievement
values, which express concern for self-interest.

Schwartz (2014) noted that researchers can determine the number
of values and the classification of value sets based on their research
interests, the type and instrument of analysis used, and the population
sampled, as long as the order of the values in circle model is kept
constant. The present study focuses on self-transcendence and self-
enhancement values. First, the two values are more closely related to
emotional adjustment among adolescents. Specifically, self-
transcendence values are related to higher-level happiness
(Bojanowska and Piotrowski, 2018), less loneliness and depression
(Liu et al, 2021), which are important indexes for measuring
adolescents’ emotional adjustment (Al-Yagon, 2011). More important,
with the rapid development of society and economy, adolescents have
become more independent and competitive and pay more attention
to personal interests (Chen et al., 2012), which is often accompanied
by negative emotions such as anxiety and frustration (Twenge, 2015).
Therefore, the study of self-transcendence (vs. self-enhancement)
values is also in line with the current development of adolescents, and
may help to meet the urgent need to alleviate adolescents’ negative
emotions and promote their emotional adjustment.

The relationships between values and
emotional adjustment: The mediating role
of emotion regulation

As the above stated, although self-transcendence and self-
enhancement values are closely related to emotional adjustment
among adolescents, less studies have explored how self-transcendence
values prompt adolescents’ healthy growth. Emotion regulation, which
refers to the attempts individuals make to maintain, inhibit and
enhance emotional experience and expression (Rottenberg and Gross,
2007), may be an important mediating variable. Effective emotion
regulation not only promotes one’s mental health and well-being
(Haines et al., 2016; Preece et al., 2021), but also motivates one to
be more altruistic in social interactions (Song et al., 2018). More
important, adolescence has always been called “stormy period,” and it
is one of the main characteristics of adolescents with large emotional
fluctuations (Casey et al., 2010). Thus, mature emotion regulation is
also very important in adolescence.

To our knowledge, previous studies have less examined the
relationship between values and emotion regulation. However, some
theories as follows may offer a better explanation. The General
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Aggression Model (GAM; Anderson and Bushman, 2002) states that
values as an important individual factor guide aggressive behaviors.
Previous studies demonstrated that self-transcendence values are
negatively related to aggression, but self-enhancement values are
positively associated with aggression among adolescents (Benish-
Weisman, 2019; Benish-Weisman et al., 2019). In addition, individual
factors further influence aggressive behavior through internal states
such as emotions. If negative emotions such as anger and jealousy are
not effectively regulated, adolescents may be more aggressive (Strayer
and Roberts, 2010). Therefore, values may predict aggression through
emotion regulation, and there may be a strong association between
values and emotion regulation.

Similarly, the Self-centeredness/Selflessness Happiness Model
(SSHM; Dambrun and Ricard, 2011) holds that self-centeredness and
selflessness are two qualitatively distinct dimensions and relate to two
types of happiness, respectively. Specifically, if one focuses on the self-
enhancement values, he or she may experience more fluctuating
happiness, which is characterized by the alternation of transitory
pleasure and afflictive effects (e.g., hostility and frustration). If one
endorses the self-transcendence values, by contrast, he or she may
experience more authentic-durable happiness, which is characterized
by a state of durable peace and feeling of harmony. Such harmonious
connection relies less on positive or negative feedback from the
environment, and more on the one’s internal resources, such as mental
resilience and emotional regulation, to cope with all experiences of
pleasure and pain. In addition, self-transcendence values are associated
with durable happiness through emotion stability (Dambrun, 2017),
and Liu et al. (2022) also stated that it is necessary to examine the effect
of self-transcendence values on emotion regulation to provide new
perspectives for understanding the relationship between self-
transcendence values and durable happiness. Thus, it is speculated that
values may be closely linked to emotion regulation.

As mentioned above, individuals who endorse the self-
transcendence values care for the interests and well-being of others
and try to connect with others and society in harmony (Dambrun and
Ricard, 2011). To maintain friendly social relationships, they may
be more proactive in regulating their emotions and preventing
inappropriate emotional expressions from negatively affecting
interpersonal relationships. In contrast, individuals who endorse the
self-enhancement values are more concerned with personal interests.
When encountered information that is potentially threatening to their
positive self-image, they may often react defensively, such as failing to
regulate and control their emotions and expressing their hostility and
anger unabashedly (Tamir et al., 2016), regardless of whether these
emotions cause harm to others. In summary, we hypothesize that
person who endorses the self-transcendence (vs. self-enhancement)
values may have proper emotion regulation ability, and then may have
better emotion adjustment (i.e., less negative emotions).

The current study

Although previous studies have suggested that values have an
important influence on emotional adjustment, cross-sectional design
cannot reveal the causal relationship between variables; and less study
has investigated its potential mediation mechanism. Moreover, some
theories offer a better explanation to understand values and emotion
regulation, however, the relation between them needs to be further
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examined. Thus, a 1-year longitudinal design is used to explore the
mediating role of emotion regulation between the two values (i.e., self-
transcendence and self-enhancement) and emotional adjustment (i.e.,
loneliness and depression) in Chinese adolescents. The mediation
hypothesis model is shown in Figure 1.

Methods
Participants

Participants in senior schools from Shanghai and Qingdao,
Shandong Province were selected. Shanghai, locates on China’s central
eastern coast at the mouth of the Yangtze River, is an international
metropolis. Qingdao is located on the eastern coastal areas of Shandong
Province, which is the origin of Confucian culture. There were 939
students in Grade 1 (371 in Shanghai and 568 in Shandong) at Time 1.
From the original sample, there were 863 students at Time 2, 330 in
Shanghai (Mage=17.15years, SD =. 75), and 533 in Qingdao
(Mage=17.35years, SD =. 80). There were 10 and 24 classes in Shanghai
and Shandong samples, respectively. Ten classes in Shanghai were
surveyed and 11 classes in Shandong were randomly selected, with
approximately 45 students in each class. The y*-test and ¢-test results
showed that there was no significant difference between adolescents
who participated at T2 and those who did not on gender (*(1) =2.07,
p=0.15), age (¢ (937)=—0.07, p=0.947), T1 self- transcendence (#(894)
=. 20, p=0.844), T1 self-enhancement (#(894)=1.69, p=0.091), but
there was significant difference between the two groups on Tl
emotional regulation (#(925)=-4.02, p<0.001). We gave a gift to
participants as a reward for their participation after the survey.

Measures

Values. We used the Portrait Values Questionnaire (PVQ; Cieciuch
and Schwartz, 2012) to assess participants’ values. The PVQ included
40 items, and by using an implicit way, each item described a short
verbal portrait, which reflecting a person’s goals or aspirations that point
to the importance of a value type. We only used the self-transcendence
(including 10 items) and self-enhancement values (including 7 items)

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1093072

subscale. By using a 6-point (1 =not like me at all, 6 =very much like
me) scale, participants should rate how similar was the described
person to them (e.g., “It is important for him/her to help the person
around him/her. He/she wants to care about them and make their lives
happy” describes a person who endorses with the self-transcendence
values. “Success is important to him/her. He/she likes to make a good
impression on others” describes a person who endorses with the self-
enhancement values.). To control for response tendency, we used a
previous adjustment method (Schwartz and Bardi, 2001; Gu and Tse,
2018) to calculate the scale scores. Previous study in Chinese adolescents
had proved the PVQ was reliable and valid (Liu et al., 2021). For the
self-transcendence values, the internal reliabilities were .75 and .80 at
Time 1 and Time 2 respectively; in addition, T1 McDonald’s Omega
(€)=0.753, T2 McDonald’s Omega (£2)=0.799; T1 CR (Composite
Reliability) =0.82, T1 AVE (Average Variance Extracted)=0.32; T2
CR=0.85, T2 AVE (Average Variance Extracted)=0.36. For the self-
enhancement values, the internal reliabilities were .72 and .73 at T1 and
T2 respectively; in addition, T1 McDonald’s Omega (£2)=0.726, T2
McDonalds Omega (Q)=0.278; T1 CR=0.81, Tl AVE=0.39; T2
CR=0.81, T2 AVE=0.41. Factor analysis showed that Comparative Fit
Index (CFI)=0.746, Tucker Lewis Index (TLI)=0.724, Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA)=0.066.

Emotion regulation. We used the Self-Regulation Scale (SRS;
Novak and Clayton, 2001) to assess participants’ emotion regulation.
The SRS consists 26 items and three subscales (i.e., cognitive,
emotional and behavioral regulation). The questionnaire is 4-point
scale, from 1 (never) to 4 (always). In the study, we only used the
emotional-regulation subscale which including 7 items (e.g., “I have
difficulty controlling my temper”). Previous study in Chinese
adolescents had proved the SRS was reliable and valid (Zhou et al.,
2015). The internal reliabilities were 0.82 and 0.85 for the emotion-
regulation at T1 and T2, respectively. In addition, T1 McDonald’s
Omega (Q)=0.822, T2 McDonald’s Omega (£2) =0.848; T1 CR=0.86,
T1 AVE=0.41; T2 CR=0.88, T2 AVE=0.45. Factor analysis showed
that CFI=0.855, TLI=0.806, RMSEA =0.057.

Loneliness. We used a self-report measure adapted from Asher
et al. (1984) to assess participants’ loneliness. By using a 5-point
(I=not at all true, 5=always true) scale, adolescents should respond
to 16 statements (e.g., “I'm always alone”). The higher the score, the
more lonely. Previous studies in Chinese adolescents had proved the

Emotion regulation

Self-

transcendence/Self-
enhancement values

FIGURE 1
The mediation hypothesis model.

Loneliness/Depression
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measure was reliable and valid (Liu et al., 2021). The internal
reliabilities were 0.93 and 0.92 for the loneliness at T1 and T2,
respectively. In addition, T1 McDonald’s Omega (Q)=0.921, T2
McDonald’s Omega (Q)=0.919; T1 CR=0.93, T1 AVE=0.49; T2
CR=0.93, T2 AVE=0.47. Factor analysis showed that CFI=0.896,
TLI=0.880, RMSEA =0.091.

Depression. We used the Chinese version of the Children’s
Depression Inventory (Kovacs, 1992) which consisting 14 items to
assess participants’ depression. Each item provided three alternative
I'm often unhappy, and
“I'm always unhappy”), and participants should choose the best

» «

responses (e.g., “I'm not happy occasionally;

response according to their past 2 weeks life. The higher the score, the
more depressed. Previous studies in Chinese adolescents had proved
the measure was reliable and valid (e.g., Li et al., 2018). The internal
reliabilities were 0.91 and 0.93 for the depression at T1 and T2,
respectively. In addition, T1 McDonald’s Omega (Q)=0.913, T2
McDonald’s Omega (Q)=0.928; T1 CR=0.88, T1 AVE=0.35; T2
CR=0.89, T2 AVE=0.38. Factor analysis showed that CFI=0.913,
TLI=0.897, RMSEA =0.061.

Design

Because cross-sectional design cannot reveal the causal
relationship between variables, thus, by using questionnaire survey, a
1-year longitudinal design was used to explore the mediating role of
emotion regulation between the two values and emotional adjustment
(i-e., loneliness and depression) in Chinese adolescents.

Procedure

The Ethics Committee of Shanghai Normal University reviewed and
approved the design of the current study. During school hours,
we measured all questionnaires on one school day, and the questionnaires
administered in paper-and-pencil form. Before data collection,
we trained postgraduate students as research assistants, and we also
obtained approvals of schools and written informed consent of parents
and students. The research assistants introduced the study aims and
promised to keep the participants’ answers confidential. During the data
collection, research assistants gave more explanations to participants,
make sure that participants can understand the procedures. There was
no evidence that participants had difficulties to understand the measure
items and procedures. Data at Time 1 were collected in November of
2019, and data at Time 2 were collected in November of 2020.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed by using SPSS 23.0. First, a 2 (Gender) x2
(Region) x 2 (Time) multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was
conducted to compare boys and girls from two regions at Time 1 and
2 in terms of the two values, emotion regulation, loneliness and
depression. The result of Test Kolmogorov-Smirnov showed that our
data was normality (p >0.05). In addition, the MANOVA analysis in
our study met the key assumptions: independent variables, univariate
normality (Test Kolmogorov-Smirnov) and homoscedasticity, the
assumption of equality of variances (Test Levene), i.e., ps >0.05.
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Second, the Person correlation was used to explore relations between
the study variables. Third, the mediating model was used to test the
mediating role of emotion regulation between the two values and
loneliness and depression.

Results
Common method bias test

We examined the common method bias by using Harman’s single-
factor test. We conducted the exploratory factor analysis (EFA) for all
study variables according to the rotated principal component, and
EFA extracted 11 factors at both T1 and T2 whose eigenvalues were
larger than 1. The first factor accounted for 22.24% at T1 and 21.94%
at T2 respectively, which less than 40% of the variance, and suggesting
that the study had no serious common method bias.

Preliminary statistics

All study variables were entered into a 2(Time: T1/T2) x 2(Gender:
boy/girl) x 2(Region: Shanghai/Qingdao) multivariate analysis of
variance (MANOVA). Descriptive statistics were shown in Table 1.
Time (F(4, 767)=14.49, Wilks' 1=0.93, p<0.001, 1,’=0.07) and
Region (F(4, 767) =10.14, Wilks' L=0.95, p<0.001, npz =0.05) effect
were significant, other effects were nonsignificant. Follow-up
univariate analyses revealed that scores of self-transcendence values
at T1 were higher than that of T2, but scores of self-enhancement
values at T1 were lower than that of T2. And scores of depression of
students in Shanghai were higher than that of students in Qingdao.

As shown in Table 1, the Pearson correlation results mainly found
that self-transcendence was negatively related to self-enhancement;
loneliness and depression were negatively related to self-transcendence
but positively related to self-enhancement; emotion regulation was
positively correlated to self-transcendence, but negatively correlated
to self-enhancement; emotion regulation was negatively related to
loneliness and depression.

The mediating effects analysis

Mplus7.0 was used to test the longitudinal mediation effect of
emotion regulation at T2 between self-transcendence/self-
enhancement values at T1 and loneliness and depression at T2, and
gender, region and loneliness and depression at T1 were considered as
controllable variables. In addition, according to Wen and Ye (2014),
the indirect effect was significant but the total effect was not
significant, indicating that the relationship between independent

variable and dependent variable was suppressed by mediating variable.

The relationship between
self-transcendence and loneliness:
Mediating role of emotion regulation

The regression results found that self-transcendence values at T1
negatively predicted loneliness at T2 (f=—0.08, p=0.049). After adding
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TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables (N=863).

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1093072

1 2 3 4 5 6 V4 8 9 10
1. T1_ST 1
2.T1_SE —0.53%* 1
3.T1_LO —0.09%* 0.03 1
4. T1_DE —0.05 0.06 0.64%* 1
5.T1_ER 0.11%* —0.227%% —0.39%* —0.58%* 1
6.T2_ST 0.55%* —0.327%% —0.05 —0.01 0.07* 1
7.T2_SE —0.36%* 0.58%* 0.02 0.04 —0.17%% —0.48%* 1
8.T2_LO —0.11%* 0.06 0.66%* 0.47%% —0.29%* —0.09%* 0.06 1
9. T2_DE —0.06 0.07* 0.49%* 0.68%* —0.41%* —0.01 0.10%* 0.61%* 1
10. T2_ER 0.13%* —0.24%%* —0.327%% —0.427%% 0.60%* 0.09%* —0.27%%* —0.34%* —0.50%* 1
M 0.18 —0.48 2.08 1.48 3.19 0.11 —-0.33 2.10 1.47 3.16
SD 0.45 0.63 0.69 0.33 0.52 0.43 0.59 0.67 0.35 0.55

ST, self-transcendence; SE, self-enhancement; LO, loneliness; DE, depression; ER, emotion regulation. *p <0.05, *¥p <0.01.

TABLE 2 Mediating effect analysis.

95%Cl

Effect value

Total effect —0.08 -0.17 —0.003
Direct effect —0.05 —0.14 0.03
Indirect effect —0.03 —0.05 —0.01

emotion regulation at T2 into the regression equation, self-transcendence
values at T1 did not negatively predict loneliness at T2 (f=—0.05,
p=0.204). In addition, self-transcendence values at T1 positively
predicted emotion regulation at T2 ($#=0.17, p<0.001), and emotion
regulation at T2 negatively predicted loneliness at T2 (f=-0.18,
p<0.001), R* =0.406 (i.e., the proportion of variance explained).

The results of the mediating effect of emotion regulation at T2
were shown in Table 2 and Figure 2. Bootstrap test found that the
indirect effect was 0.03 (R=0.349, i.e., the ratio of indirect effect to
total effect), p =. 004, 95% CI=[-0.05, —0.01], which suggested that
emotion regulation at T2 mediated the relationship between self-
transcendence values at T1 and loneliness at T2.

The relationship between
self-transcendence and depression:
Mediating role of emotion regulation

The regression results found that self-transcendence values at T1 did
not predict depression at T2, f=—0.02, p=0.358. After adding emotion
regulation at T2 into the regression equation, self-transcendence values
at T1 did not predict depression at T2 (=0.01, p=0.521). In addition,
self-transcendence values at T1 positively predicted emotion regulation
at T2 ($#=0.16, p<0.001), and emotion regulation at T2 negatively
predicted depression at T2 (f=—0.18, p<0.001).

The Bootstrap test found that the indirect effect was 0.03, p=0.001,
95%CI=[—-0.05, —0.01]. According to Wen and Ye (2014), these
results indicated that the relationship between self-transcendence
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values and depression was suppressed by emotion regulation (see
Figure 3).

The relationship between
self-enhancement and loneliness:
Mediating role of emotion regulation

The regression results found that self-enhancement values at T1
did not predict loneliness at T2, #=0.04, p=0.15. After adding emotion
regulation at T2 into the regression equation, self-enhancement values
at T1 did not predict loneliness at T2 $=0.005, p=0.521. In addition,
self-enhancement values at T1 negatively predicted emotion regulation
at T2 (f=—-0.21, p<0.001), and emotion regulation at T2 negatively
predicted loneliness at T2 (f=—0.18, p<0.001).

The Bootstrap test found that the indirect effect was 0.04,
P <0.001, 95%CI=[0.02, 0.06]. According to Wen and Ye (2014), these
results indicated that the relationship between self-enhancement
values and loneliness was suppressed by emotion regulation (see
Figure 4).

The relationship between
self-enhancement and depression:
Mediating role of emotion regulation

The regression results found that self-enhancement values at T1 did
not predict depression at T2, #=0.02, p=0.138. After adding emotion
regulation at T2 into the regression equation, self-enhancement values
at T1 did not predict depression at T2, #=—0.02, p=0.254. In addition,
self-enhancement values at T1 negatively predicted emotion regualtion
at T2 (f=-0.21, p<0.001), and emotion regulation at T2 negatively
predicted depression at T2 (f=—0.18, p<0.001).

The Bootstrap test found that the indirect effect was 0.04,
P <0.001, 95%CI=[0.03, 0.06]. According to Wen and Ye (2014), these
results indicated that the relationship between self-enhancement
values and depression was suppressed by emotion regulation (see
Figure 5).
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T2_Emotion
regulation

0.17%**

FIGURE 2
The mediating effect of emotion regulation. * p<0.05, *** p<0.001

-0.05(-0.08%)
T1_Self-transcendence [---------

-0.18%%**

T2 Loneliness

T2_Emotion
regulation

0.16%**

FIGURE 3
The mediating effect of emotion regulation. *** p<0.001.

0.01(-0.02)

T1_Self-transcendence ------------------ " T2 Depression

-0.18%**

Discussion

Previous studies have suggested that values have an important
influence on emotional adjustment, little is known about its potential
mediation mechanism. The findings of the present study showed that
emotion regulation played a very important role in values and
emotional adjustment among adolescents. The study contributes to
our understanding of how values related to emotional adjustment, and
also provides more evidences to understand relevant theories about
values and emotion regulation.

Temporal changes and region differences
in adolescents’ values, emotional
adjustment, and emotion regulation

The present study found that from T1 to T2, adolescents’
endorsement with self-transcendence values decreased and self-
enhancement values increased. This finding is consistent with previous
studies examining changes in adolescent values development (Schwartz,
2012; Benish-Weisman, 2019). On one hand, adolescence is the period
of transition from childhood to adulthood, the transitions include a
search for independence and the assertion of personal opinions
(Braams et al., 2015; Gruenenfelder-Steiger et al., 2016). On the other
hand, the changes of adolescent values may be not only influenced by
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the rapid development of social and economic (Huang et al., 2021), but
also by popular pop culture, such as celebrity talent shows which
convey the importance of materialism and personal achievement (Uhls
and Greenfield, 2012). According to Schwartz’s theory of basic human
values, changes in the importance of individual values occur in an
organized and coherent manner (Schwartz, 2015). Specifically, if the
importance of one value increases in importance while another value
with the opposite motivation remains stable, adolescents may
be disturbed by the inherent inconsistency between the two values.
Thus, as the importance of one value increases, the importance of
values driven by conflicting motives may decrease (Bardi et al., 2014).

In addition, the depression scores of Shanghai adolescents were higher
than those of Shandong adolescents. This may be due to the fact that for
adolescents in Shanghai, they may be more influenced by the rapid social
development and new and different stimuli, and are prone to psychological
conflicts under the heavy academic burden, thus they may experience
more depression. In addition, Shanghai parents may experience more
depression because they are under more economic, social, life and family
pressures, so parental depression may affect adolescent depression (Lewis
et al, 2017). Finally, crowded living environment may be another risk
factor for adolescent depression (Ho et al., 2017).

We did not find any significant differences on the two values
among two samples in the present study. Qingdao is more influenced
by Confucian culture, which emphasizes harmonious relationships,
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and requires adolescents to comply with authority (Chen et al., 2012).
Meanwhile, over the past three decades. China has dramatically
morphed into a highly competitive and market-oriented society, with
economic and social development (Liu et al., 2018). Whether in
Shandong or Shanghai, adolescents are required to learn new social
skills such as self-direction, independence, and self-confidence, in
order to adapt to the new environment and pursue success (Liu et al.,
2018). Thus, adolescents from Shanghai and Shandong in the present
study showed similar values endorsement. However, previous studies
suggested that contextual factors may moderate the relationships
between adolescents’ values and adjustment (Heim et al., 2019). For
example, compared to adolescents in rural areas, adolescents in urban
areas value uniqueness show better peer relationships and academic
performance (Chen et al., 2012). Thus, it is necessary to explore the
role of culture on values and adjustment in samples with large
background differences, such as eastern and western cities in China.

The relationships between values and
emotional adjustment: The mediating role
of emotion regulation

We only found that there was a significant mediating effect of
emotion regulation between self-transcendence values and

Frontiers in Psychology

loneliness; that is, self-transcendence values predicted adolescents’
loneliness through emotion regulation. Adolescents who endorsed
on self-transcendence values not only feel more social-engaged
emotions, such as empathy and compassion (Persson and Kajonius,
2016; de Leersnyder et al., 2017), but also engage in more activities
that contribute to harmonious relationships, such as pro-social
behaviors (Benish-Weisman et al., 2019). Thus, good interpersonal
connections reduce their loneliness. In addition, individuals who
identify with self-transcendence values tend to concern for the
well-being of others and try to keep harmony with others and
society (Dambrun and Ricard, 2011). In order to maintain friendly
social relationships, they may be more proactive in regulating their
emotions to prevent inappropriate emotional expressions which
may cause negative effect on interpersonal relationships. Moreover,
a lot of studies suggested that effective emotion regulation is
related to mental health and well-being (Haines et al., 2016; Preece
et al, 2021). In general, self-transcendence values contribute to
regulate one’s emotion effectively, and effective emotion regulation
further reduces one’s loneliness.

In addition, our results may suggest that emotion regulation
may play a suppressed role between self-transcendence values and
depression, between self-enhancement values and loneliness and
depression. That is, although the relationships between values and
emotional adjustment are not unrelated, their relationship may
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be linked through emotion regulation. Traditional tests for
mediating effects assume that the independent and dependent
variables are significantly correlated and that the total effect of the
independent variable on the dependent variable is also significant.
However, it has been suggested that the absence of a significant
correlation between variables does not negate the causal
relationship (Hayes, 2013). In other words, the prerequisite for the
mediating effect test does not require a significant correlation
between the variables (Rucker et al., 2011). In this study, the total
and direct effect are not significant, but the indirect effect is
significant. According to the new procedure for testing mediating
effects (Wen and Ye, 2014), if the indirect effect is significant but
the total effect is not, the final result should be interpreted as the
suppressed effect.

Some possible reasons are explained as follows. First, the present
study used two higher-order values, and it is possible that lower-order
values may be more strongly associated with depression. One study
found that power values were positively related to depression
(Maercker et al., 2015), while benevolence values were negatively
related to depression (Mousseau et al., 2014). Sagiv and Schwartz
(2022) also noted that future examination of the relationship between
values and variables requires consideration of which value categories
(e.g., 10 lower-order values, 4 higher-order values) are more effective
predictors. Thus, the relations between lower-order values and
emotional adjustment should be explored in the future. Second, there
may be other moderating variables between values and emotional
adjustment (Heim, 2019). For example, some researchers have
suggested that the association between values and subjective well-
being is influenced by the socioeconomic context of the country
(Sortheix and Lonngqvist, 2015). Specifically, in developed countries,
identifying with social-oriented values (e.g., benevolence values) will
increase one’ life satisfaction, but identifying with personal-oriented
values (e.g., achievement values) may decrease one’ life satisfaction.
However, in developing countries, the more one identified with
benevolence values, the lower their life satisfaction; while the more
they identified with achievement values, the higher their life
satisfaction. Sortheix and Schwartz (2017) further found that
compared to high cultural egalitarian contexts, in low cultural
egalitarian contexts, growth-orientation and personal-orientation
values (e.g., openness to change values) have stronger positive
associations with subjective well-being, while self-protective
orientation and social-orientation values (e.g., conservation values)
have stronger negative associations with subjective well-being; and
while achievement and power values have weaker negative
associations with subjective well-being in low cultural egalitarian
contexts. The above findings are helpful to understand our results,
future studies could further examine the moderating role of variables
such as socioeconomic status in the relationship between values and
emotional adjustment.

Some meaningful implications of the study are as follows. The
study found that values and emotional adjustment are linked by
emotion regulation, which provides more evidences to understand
GAM and SSHM theories. Moreover, the study sheds lights on the
intervention of values and mental health. On one hand, families,
schools, and society should take some effective measures to cultivate
adolescent’s self-transcendence values; on the other hand, adolescents
can learn how to regulate their emotions by using adaptive regulation
strategies. Overall, suitable values and adaptive emotion regulation
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are two significant factors for promotion of emotional adjustment
among adolescents.

Limitations and future directions

First, participants in Shanghai were surveyed by convenient
sampling, which may influence the accuracy of results. Participants in
future studies should be all chosen at random. Second, although the
study is a longitudinal design, the follow-up time was short and two
measurements were not enough to reveal the long-term effects
between variables. Future studies should extend the follow-up time,
which helps to ensure the results of reliability and validity. Third, all
the data of this study was collected by self-report, and there may
be subjective bias in the process of subjects filling it out. Therefore, it
is necessary to expand the data sources, such as parents, teachers and
peers. Forth, as mentioned above, there may be some moderating
variables between values and emotional adjustment. Future studies
need to explore the relationship between values and emotional
adjustment was moderated by possible variables (e.g., SES), which
may provide more evidences and references to understand the effect
of values on adjustment among adolescents.
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