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The present research studied Chinese and Euro-Canadian students during the COVID-
19 pandemic, focusing on their affect, optimism, well-being, and meaning in life. The
results revealed both differences and similarities across cultures. As predicted, Chinese
participants reported more positive affect and less negative affect, higher optimism,
higher state psychological well-being, and higher meaning presence, compared to Euro-
Canadian participants. The findings were replicated after a week’s delay. Analyses on
longitudinal data showed that state optimism, state well-being, and meaning presence
influenced one another over time. These variables also mediated the cultural differences
in one another. These results are consistent with cultural work on naive dialecticism
and non-linear lay theory of change. Results also demonstrate underlying relationships
among the constructs that are common to both cultural groups. Broadly, the present
research highlights the impact of culture on people’s response to challenging life
situations and the mechanisms underlying these cultural differences.

Keywords: COVID-19, state well - being, meaning in life, optimism, culture

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN PEOPLE’S PSYCHOLOGICAL
RESPONSE TO COVID-19

Since December 2019, a new form of coronavirus has turned the world upside down. The pandemic
has not only caused mass quarantines and deaths, but also generated high levels of stress due to fear
of the virus and physical/social isolation. In Asia, divorce rates have skyrocketed unexpectedly,
allegedly due to couples becoming fed up with each other from experiencing extended self-
quarantine (Prasso, 2020; Sun, 2020). Travel bans, panic buying, and the closure of public spaces
have all contributed to giving the world a harmful upsurge of stress and negativity, making the
pandemic’s effects worse than they already are.

Despite all the difficulties and challenges presented by the pandemic, people are trying to react
positively. Some people have taken the pandemic as an opportunity to bond with their families
and friends, while others are reacting positively by offering help to their communities. These
observations are in line with various ways of constructive coping, such as reacting positively
to significant stressors (Dyer and McGuinness, 1996; Sinclair and Wallston, 2004), imbuing the
future with a positive outlook (Scheier and Carver, 1985; Dember et al., 1989), and extracting
positive meanings from bad experiences (Masten et al., 1990; O'Leary and Ickovics, 1995). The

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1

July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 636062


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.636062
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.636062
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2021.636062&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-07-12
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.636062/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Yap et al.

Culture, Optimism, Meaning, and Wellbeing During COVID-19

present research examines people’s psychological responses
during the pandemic from a cross-cultural perspective,
comparing Chinese and Euro-Canadian students. This research
question was motivated by prior work, which revealed the role
of culture in the way people think about and understand the
world (e.g., Peng and Nisbett, 1999; Ji et al.,, 2001; Lee et al,,
2020), with implications for how they respond to highly aversive
events. Applying such cultural differences to the context of
COVID-19 suggests that compared to Euro-Canadians, Chinese
may be more inclined to react to the pandemic with positivity in
terms of optimism, well-being, and meaning in life, compared to
Euro-Canadians. We discuss these constructs in turn.

Optimism and Culture

Under the threat of a life-changing event, such as a pandemic,
how do people brighten the seemingly dim future? What
mental processes are in operation when people manage
to keep their hopes high? These questions are related to
optimism, which is typically known as the positive expectations
people have about the future (Scheier and Carver, 1985;
Dember et al, 1989). In the literature, optimism has been
conceptualized and measured as a stable trait assumed to
change little over time (e.g., Scheier and Carver, 1992, 2018).
This assumption, however, has been challenged by recent
research with a state view of optimism, which assumes that
people’s expectations about the future are fluid, subject to
environmental cues, context-specific, and thus malleable in
response to salient reminders (Millstein et al., 2019). In this
view, state optimism may fluctuate in the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic.

As a psychological construct, optimism has been shown to
play a key role in well-being. For example, people who are
optimistic are less likely to use alcohol (Wray et al.,, 2013) or
drugs (Carvajal et al., 1998) than people who are not optimistic.
When times are tough, optimism has been shown to predict a
host of favorable emotional and behavioral outcomes, including
problem-focused coping (Friedman et al., 1992; Fournier et al.,
2002), positive reappraisal (Slattery et al., 2017), active goal
pursuit (e.g., Carver et al., 1983), and health-enhancing behaviors
(Robbins et al., 1991). On the flipside, optimism is negatively
associated with distress emotions (Aspinwall and Taylor, 1992),
PTSD symptoms (Frazier et al., 2011) and suicidal behaviors
(Fawcett et al., 1987).

In principle, optimism has to do with positive anticipations
when things go wrong. That is, people who are optimistic tend
to have the anticipation that a situation, no matter how dark it
feels at the moment, will eventually be replaced by a brighter
outcome. Such a view is highly congruent with the non-linear
theory of change (Ji et al, 2001; Ji, 2008) common in East
Asian cultures, which assumes that everything in the world is in
constant transformation between negativity and positivity, like
the waxing and waning of the moon. Cultural differences in
optimism are also compatible with naive dialecticism (Peng and
Nisbett, 1999), a mental pillar of reasoning in East Asian cultures
which assumes that contradictions are the foundation of life.
Through the window of naive dialecticism, life events, no matter
how bad, would always contain the seed of good, and vice versa.

Both the non-linear theory of change and naive dialecticism have
been shown to be stronger among Chinese than among North
Americans (see Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010a for a review).

In line with this claim, past work has shown that non-
linear thinking Chinese participants were more likely to
appraise the SARS outbreak with optimism and positive
thinking—for example, they reported more positive changes
to their lives—compared to Euro-Canadian participants who
assumed linearity in change (Ji et al, 2004). Furthermore,
cultural differences in optimism may have to do with
the fact that suffering in life is construed more positively
by Chinese than by Euro-Canadians (Ji et al, 2020),
corresponding to the themes of Buddhism and Taoism in
East Asian cultures (Ji et al., 2010). Furthermore, Ji et al.
(2021) have shown that Chinese participants were more
optimistic than Euro-Canadians in response to negative
events, traceable to cultural differences in the non-linear
theory of change.

In sum, optimism is associated with a wide range of
mental, emotional, and behavioral outcomes, many of which
are beneficial for people who are going through life adversities.
Drawing from past research, we hypothesized that in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, Chinese participants would
feel more optimistic than would Euro-Canadian participants
(Hypothesis 1). Optimism aside, would culture play a role in
other responses to life adversities, such as the recognition of
meaning in life and psychological well-being?

Meaning in Life and Culture

When people are faced with adversities, finding meaning in life
can contribute to optimism. At a broad level, meaning in life
has been discussed under the grand theme of purposefulness
(e.g., Battista and Almond, 1973; Klinger, 1977). At a more
concrete level, meaning is manifested in the awareness of
purposes or significance (Ryff and Singer, 1998) from the
environment that are otherwise hidden from view. For example,
a person bound to a wheelchair may discover the presence of
meaning by turning to art. Likewise, instead of dwelling on
the bad side of the COVID-19 pandemic, some people may
come to recognize new meaning in life through new hobbies,
unexplored career paths, tighter bonds with loved ones, or the
appreciation of nature.

The recognition of meaning often involves the discovery of
new perspectives. Life adversities may feel less painful when
a person manages to take a step back from the problems at
hand, understand them in a broader context, and integrate
new perspectives with old ones. Deriving meaning through
different perspectives is a key ingredient of wisdom, according to
empirical scientists (e.g., Baltes and Staudinger, 2000; Grossmann
et al., 2013) as well as philosophers. In particular, Taoism and
Buddhism are known for their emphasis on perspectives as
a source of wisdom (Yamamoto, 1998; Birren and Svensson,
2005). Knowledge makes people smart, but to be wise, one
must go beyond the surface of things, attend to a broader
context for underlying trends, and generate new interpretations
from multiple perspectives, even if they contradict one another.
The acquisition of new meaning through contexts, trends, and
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perspectives is consistent with naive dialecticism and the non-
linear theory of change - both of which are more prevalent
in East Asian than North American cultures (e.g., Peng and
Nisbett, 1999; Ji et al., 2001; Ji, 2008). This claim is supported by
empirical work. For example, studies have shown that compared
to North Americans, East Asians tend to have a greater focus on
contextual information (Morris and Peng, 1994; Ji et al., 2000),
a wider mental frame for temporal patterns and trends (Ji et al.,
2009, 2019), and a stronger tendency for perspective-taking (e.g.,
Cohen et al.,, 2007; Wu and Keysar, 2007). The awareness for
unapparent information, such as seeing positive meaning in a
negative situation (e.g., fights between a couple can get them to
know each other better) or finding insight in the mundane (e.g.,
the awe of nature through gardening), is also more common
in East Asian than North American cultures (Ji et al., 2004,
2020; Grossmann et al., 2014, 2016). All these findings seem
to suggest cultural differences in finding meaning when life is
troubled by adversities.

Research has shown positive connections between trait
optimism and meaning in life. For example, optimism has
been shown to predict meaning in life (Kealy et al, 2020).
Trait optimism facilitates subjective well-being and good health
(Wrosch and Scheier, 2003). Likewise, finding meaning in
life positively predicts optimism, which in turn increases
psychological well-being (Ho et al, 2010). The association
between meaning in life and optimism is found in Asian
Americans and European Americans (Yu and Chang, 2019), and
in young and older adults (Krause, 2003). Thus, the relationship
between optimism (as a trait, at least) and meaning in life seems
to be bidirectional, although most of these findings were based on
cross-sectional research and trait measures of optimism.

Optimism is also consistently associated with psychological
well-being. In a longitudinal study, Daukantaite and Bergman
(2005) examined participants’ optimism at age 13 and their
subjective well-being at age 43. Results showed that measures
of optimism at an early age consistently predicted subjective
well-being at later stages in life, suggesting that the role of
optimism in well-being is robust and stable over time. Numerous
other studies have revealed similar patterns (e.g., Scheier and
Carver, 1992; Halama and Dedova, 2007; Ho et al., 2010),
demonstrating associations between optimism and a host of
benefits, including subjective well-being (Aglozo et al., 2019) and
conceptually related constructs such as positive affect (Carver
et al, 2010) and life satisfaction (Duffy et al., 2013). Well-
being and its relationship with culture will be discussed in
greater details below.

In sum, the tendency to view the future in a positive light
may promote people’s well-being and a sense of meaning in
their lives as the COVID-19 pandemic looms over the world.
Success in finding meaning often stems from the tendency to
examine an existing event from new perspectives. Such tendency
may be more apparent among East Asians than among North
Americans, as past findings suggest. Applying these findings to
context, one may expect a stronger inclination to find meaning
in the COVID-19 pandemic among Chinese participants than
among Euro-Canadian participants (Hypothesis 2). Considering
that optimism, meaning in life, and well-being are intertwined

and that cultural differences are expected in optimistic response
to the pandemic, one may also expect cultural differences in
meaning and well-being.

Psychological Well-Being and Culture

People who feel hopeful when things go wrong, appreciate the
good sides in bad, or see new meaning when there seems to
be none, should, in principle, enjoy greater psychological well-
being than people who do not. What does the literature say about
this? For decades, psychological well-being has been recognized
as one of the most crucial constructs of social life, studied by
psychologists in multiple fields. In one approach, typically known
as the hedonic approach, well-being concerns the extent to which
one feels happy or satisfied with life. This approach essentially
involves the attainment of pleasure and avoidance of pain,
manifested in positive and negative emotions (Ryan and Deci,
2001; Diener, 2009). In another approach, typically known as the
eudaimonic approach, well-being concerns the ability to strive for
true potentials and life achievements. This approach essentially
involves personal growth through the pursuits of wisdom and
virtues, and is closely related to finding meaning in life (Ryff and
Keyes, 1995; Ryan and Deci, 2001). Both approaches emphasize
different aspects of well-being and, together, they represent a
good and fulfilling life that is worth living.

But what constitutes a good, fulfilling life? It depends on who is
asking. For example, prior work has revealed cultural differences
in the hedonic component of well-being, operationalized by the
experience of positive affect. Results showed that while positive
affect is generally appealing to everyone, culture does play a role
in the kinds of positive affect people find as important or ideal
for well-being. For example, North Americans are known for
their emphasis on self-centered affect (e.g., pride, anger), or affect
that concerns the attributes of the self, whereas East Asians tend
to emphasize other-centered affect (e.g., respectful, shame), or
affect that stems from significant others (Chow and Berenbaum,
2012). Hedonic differences in well-being are typically linked
to the awareness for social contexts, more prevalent in East
Asian than North American cultures (Nisbett, 2003). From other
work, we also learn that affective experiences and well-being
may have to do with the cultural assumptions people have about
the world. For instance, unlike many North Americans, East
Asians tend to perceive affective experiences and well-being
as fluid, impermanent, and always changing, compatible with
naive dialecticism and a non-linear view of the world (Uchida
and Kitayama, 2009). Similar observations have emerged from
other studies (e.g., Miyamoto and Ma, 2011; see also Spencer-
Rodgers et al., 2010a). These perspectives suggest that positive
and negative affect need not be on the two ends of a continuum;
the presence of one does not imply the absence of the other.
Consequently, compared to North Americans whose tend to have
polarized experience of affect (e.g., feeling happy with not sad),
East Asians are more inclined to experience the co-occurance
of opposing affect, such as feeling happy and unhappy at the
same time (e.g., Bagozzi et al., 1999; Kitayama et al., 2000; Napa
Scollon et al., 2005; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010b). This body of
work is consistent with cultural differences in well-being, with
East Asians more likely to perceive negativity as the seeds of
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positivity (e.g., Ji et al., 2001), respond to negative events with
flexibility (Cheng, 2009), or, more generally, “finding the good
in the bad” (Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010a), relative to North
Americans. Collectively, these findings forge links with other
research showing that the thinking style of East Asians may dilute
the negative impacts of stressful events and contribute to how
pleasant, positive, or satisfied they feel about the stressful events
(Jietal., 2001; Hou et al., 2003).

Another common measure for psychological well-being
focuses less on affective experiences per se and more broadly on
the things that make a life good, satisfying, fulfilling, and worth
living for. Is well-being nothing but a large bag of positivity? Or
is it a delicate balance between happy and sad times? It depends.
To many North Americans, life is satisfying when it is imbued by
positive events. In contrast, to many East Asians, life is satisfying
when it is a good mix of happy and sad times (Oishi, 2002). These
findings resonate with other work (Ji et al., 2001), showing that
Euro-Americans expected life happiness to follow a linear trend,
whereas Chinese expected life happiness to change in a nonlinear
way - to them, happiness and unhappiness transform to each
other over time. Together, these findings highlight the impact of
culture on well-being, in terms of what it constitutes and how it
is manifested during challenging times.

To the extent that optimism is a predictor of well-being,
Chinese participants should, by implication, report greater well-
being in response to the pandemic, compared to Euro-Canadian
participants (Hypothesis 2). In addition, ample research has
revealed links between optimism, meaning in life, and well-being,
conceptually and empirically (e.g., Carvajal et al., 1998; Wrosch
and Scheier, 2003; Ho et al, 2010; Wray et al., 2013; Kealy
et al., 2020). Drawing on these findings, one might expect state
optimism to predict psychological well-being and meaning in
life (Hypothesis 3). Finally, if optimism can be a source of well-
being and meaning, and if optimism varies across cultures (e.g.,
Ji et al, 2004, 2020, 2021), then state optimism may mediate
cultural differences in psychological well-being and meaning in
life (Hypothesis 4).

The Present Research

The present research aimed to unpack the connections among
culture, optimism, psychological well-being, and meaning in life
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. We conducted a
cross-cultural study with over 500 Euro-Canadian and Chinese
participants. In the study, all participants were instructed
to complete the survey twice—about one week apart—but
not everyone completed both surveys. The purpose of the
longitudinal design is twofold: (1) to test the reliability of the
findings, and (2) to investigate the relationships among variables
across time and across cultures.

Prior cultural work has shown that East Asian and North
American cultures are characterized by distinct assumptions
about the world. Dialecticism and non-linearity are more central
to the thinking styles of East Asians, such as Chinese, relative to
the thinking styles of North Americans, such as Euro-Canadians
(e.g., Peng and Nisbett, 1999; Ji et al, 2001). These findings
suggest that Chinese should be more likely to see the silver lining
of the pandemic, compared to Euro-Canadians. If so, Chinese

participants would be more likely to respond to the pandemic in
a positive way (i.e., more optimistic, better psychological well-
being and higher meaning in life), relative to Euro-Canadian
participants. No specific predictions were made about trait
optimism given the mixed evidence in the literature'.

In summary, we aimed to examine the following predictions:

Hypothesis 1: Chinese participants should have higher state
optimism than Euro-Canadian participants.

Hypothesis 2: Chinese participants would report better
psychological well-being and higher meaning in life than
Euro-Canadian participants.

In addition, given the empirical links between state optimism,
psychological well-being, and meaning in life, we also examined
the following predictions:

Hypothesis 3: State optimism may predict psychological
well-being and meaning in life.

Hypothesis 4: State optimism may mediate cultural
differences in psychological well-being and meaning in life.

While cross-sectional data can be used to examine these
predictions, longitudinal data have the unique advantage of
capturing whether, and to what extent, different variables may
predict each other or mediate cultural differences over time.
Thus, we will address the first two predictions with cross-
sectional data and the last two predictions with longitudinal data.

METHOD

Participants

The present study was conducted in late March and early April
2020, a time when Canada and China were impacted by the
pandemic. At Time 1, 293 Euro-Canadians (242 women, 50
men and one other; Myge = 20.66, SD,ge = 3.72) from Queen’s
University in Kingston, Canada, and 266 Chinese (220 women
and 46 men; Myge = 19.88, SDyge = 1.07) students from the Central
China Normal university in Wuhan, China?, completed the study.
A week later at Time 2, 243 Euro-Canadians (205 women, 37
men, and 1 other) and 240 Chinese (201 women and 39 men)

"The empirical picture of cultural differences in trait optimism is less coherent. On
the one hand, research using standard measures of trait optimism (e.g., Extended
Life Orientation Test; Chang et al., 1997) have shown that Euro-Americans are
more optimistic compared to East Asians (Chang, 1996). Similar conclusions
(Heine and Lehman, 1995; Lee and Seligman, 1997) appeared in other work with
different measurements (e.g., attributional styles, scenarios). On the other hand,
no cultural difference in optimism was observed in some studies (Ji et al., 2004; see
Fischer and Chalmers, 2008 for a meta-analysis). Possible explanations have been
proposed, including the cultural meanings of optimism (Lai and Yue, 2000), multi-
faceted nature of the construct (Ji et al., 2004), presence of confounds (Chang,
1996), and the impacts of contextual information (Ji et al., 2004, 2021). In light
of these discussions, we were unable to make specific predictions about cultural
differences in trait optimism but decided to include it for the sake of completion.

2During the time of the study, both locations were under quarantine.
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completed similar measures. Among the participants, 223 Euro-
Canadians (188 women, 34 men, and 1 other) and 235 Chinese
(196 women and 39 men) did the study at both times®.

All participants completed the study in their native language.
The study material was first developed in English, and then
translated into Chinese. Two bilingual researchers verified the
translation to ensure its equivalence across language.

Measures and Procedure

Participants completed the study online via Qualtrics. At each
time, they reported their current affect, psychological well-being,
optimism, and meaning in life. Due to time constraints, fewer
measures were included at Time 2. Time 1 testing included the
following measures*:

(1) Current affect: Participants reported (0 = not at all,
9 = very) how distressed, scared, anxious, worried, angry,
depressed, nervous, hopeless, relaxed, and happy they were
feeling “overall these days” during the pandemic. Six of
these items were selected from the affect measures used in
Bruehlman-Senecal et al. (2016), in addition to four items
we added (distressed, hopeless, worries, relaxed). These
items were chosen because of their relevance to people’s
responses to the pandemic. Current affect was measured
so that we could gain a general picture of participants’
psychological state or a proxy of their well-being.

(2) Optimism: State optimism was measured with the State
Optimism Measure (SOM-7; Millstein et al., 2019) and trait
optimism with the revised Life Orientation Task (LOT-
R; Scheier et al., 1994). The SOM-7 contains 7 items that
captured participants’ tendency to feel positive about the
future (e.g., “At the moment, I expect more to go right
than wrong when it comes to my future”). The LOT-R
includes 6 test items that capture participants’ general
expectations about the future (e.g., “In uncertain times
I usually expect the best”). For both scales, participants
indicated (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) their
endorsement of each item.

(3) Well-being: Participants completed two measures of well-
being, one being the adapted WHO-Ten Well-Being index
(Bech et al., 1996) and the other being the Satisfaction
with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985). The adapted
WHO-Ten index measured state-like well-being with 10
items, focusing on “the absence of negative symptoms (i.e.,
anxiety, depression) and the presence of positive symptoms
(e.g., energy)” (Cooke et al, 2016, p. 743). Participants
rated (0 = not at all, 7 = very much) how they felt at
the moment (e.g., “I feel happy, satisfied or pleased with
my personal life.”). The measure aligns with the hedonic
component of well-being, centering around positive and

3Participants were asked to generate a unique ID, which was used to match
their data across time. Unfortunately, some participants at Time 2 did not follow
instruction or provided a different ID and, thus, were not matched over time.
“We also measured resilience with the 4-item Brief Resilience Coping Scale
(Sinclair and Wallston, 2004). Unfortunately, the scale had low internal
consistency and did not establish measurement invariance across cultures, and
thus was excluded from the report in this paper. See details in the Supplementary
Material.

negative feelings. SWLS measured the global perception
of life with 5 items, with participants rating (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree) the extent to which they were
satisfied with their lives in general (e.g., “In most ways my
life is close to my ideal”). In sum, the WHO index measured
participants’ state well-being while SWLS measured their
general perception of well-being.

(4) Meaning in life: Participants rated (1 = absolutely untrue,
7 = absolutely true) the extent to which they perceived
meaning in life with the Meaning in Life Questionnaire
(Steger et al., 2006). The scale includes 10 items, measuring
the presence of meaning (e.g., “My life has a clear sense
of purpose”) and search for meaning (e.g., “I am seeking a
purpose or mission for my life”) respectively.

About a week later at Time 2, participants completed the same
measures as at Time 1, except LOT-R.

RESULTS

We included all participants for cross-sectional analyses. For
cross-time analyses, we included only participants who provided
data at both time points.

As seen in Table 1, the zero-order correlations across cultural
groups are consistent with prior work. For example, when all
participants were analyzed regardless of culture, state optimism,
well-being, and meaning in life were all positively correlated
with one another.

Next, we examined cultural differences in current affect,
optimism, psychological well-being, and meaning in life. Results
at Time 2 fully replicated results at Time 1. Then we tested how
the key variables of interest (e.g., optimism, psychological well-
being, and meaning in life) were related to one another over time.
Degrees of freedom varied due to occasional missing data.

We have conducted measurement invariance tests and
established partial measurement scalar invariance for state
optimism, state well-being, and meaning presence (see details in
the Supplementary Material). Cross-cultural comparisons based
on invariant items showed similar patterns of results as those
based on full scale items. The latter are reported in the paper,
while the former can be found in Supplementary Material.

Cultural Differences in Each of the

Variables
Culture and Current Affect
We averaged ratings of current affect into two composites, one
for positive affect (aca = 0.70 and acy = 0.68) and the other for
negative affect (aca = 0.93 and acy = 0.92). At Time 1, Chinese
participants reported higher positive affect (M = 5.14, SD = 1.58)
than Euro-Canadian participants (M = 4.60, SD = 1.61), F(1,
557) = 16.28, p < 0.001, 7112; = 0.03, and lower negative affect
(M =3.96, SD = 1.75) than Euro-Canadian participants (M = 4.43,
SD =1.96), F(1, 557) = 9.04, p = 0.003, 1> =0.02.

At Time 2, we averaged ratings of positive affect into one
composite (aca = 0.69 and acy = 0.78), and negative affect
into another (aca = 0.93 and acy = 0.94). Results showed that
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TABLE 1 | Correlation among main variables.

Measures 1 2 4 5 6 7
Euro-Canadians

(1) State Optimism T1 —

(2) State Well-being T1 0.76™ —

(3) SWLS T1 0.65" 0.61**

(4) Meaning Presence T1 0.55** 0.52** 0.45** —

(5) State Optimism T2 0.73** 0.59** 0.58** 0.47** —

(6) State Well-being T2 0.63** 0.67* 0.49* 0.41* 0.70* —

(7) SWLS T2 0.56™ 0.54* 0.78* 0.45" 0.66™ 0.67* -
(8) Meaning Presence T2 0.562** 0.50** 0.47* 0.80** 0.54** 0.50** 0.51**
Chinese

(1) State Optimism T1 —

(2) State Well-being T1 0.57** —

(8) SWLS TH1 0.47** 0.60**

(4) Meaning Presence T1 0.50** 0.52** 0.39** —

(5) State Optimism T2 0.74* 0.50** 0.40™ 0.46** —

(6) State Well-being T2 0.39** 0.56** 0.49** 0.43** 0.54** —

(7) SWLS T2 0.33* 0.46™* 0.66™* 0.36™ 0.49* 0.65* -
(8) Meaning Presence T2 0.42* 0.45"* 0.38** 0.67* 0.54* 0.55" 0.53*

T1,Time 1; T2, Time 2, SWLS, Satisfaction with Life Scale. **p < 0.001.

at Time 2, Chinese participants reported higher positive affect
(M =5.39, SD = 1.47) than Euro-Canadian participants (M = 4.87,
SD = 1.50), F(1, 481) = 15.02, p < 0.001, n2 = 0.03, and
lower negative affect (M = 3.57, SD = 1.73) than Euro-Canadian
participants (M = 4.13, SD = 1.90), F(1, 481) = 11.35, p = 0.001,
nﬁ = 0.02. These results are in line with the distinct assumptions
people have about affective experiences (e.g., Miyamoto and Ma,
2011), their states of well-being in response to the pandemic,
and their views about negative events in life (e.g., Ji et al., 2001;
Oishi, 2002).

Culture and Optimism

Was optimism higher among Chinese than Euro-Canadian
participants (Hypothesis 1)? State optimism was computed by
averaging the ratings of all items on the State Optimism Measure
at Time 1 (aca = 0.91 and ocyg = 0.87) and at Time 2 (aca = 0.91
and acy = 0.89), respectively.

As expected, Chinese participants reported higher state
optimism (M = 3.51, SD = 0.70) than Euro-Canadian participants
(M = 3.34, SD = 0.83) at Time 1, F(1, 556) = 6.70, p = 0.010,
n[% =0.01. At Time 2, Chinese participants (M = 3.49, SD = 0.68)
also scored higher than Euro-Canadian participants (M = 3.32,
SD = 0.83), F(1, 481) = 6.00, p = 0.015, 12 = 0.01.

Trait optimism was only measured at Time 1 using LOT-R
(aca = 0.83 and acy = 0.62). The scale did not establish measure
invariance across cultures, and thus no meaningful comparison
could be made across the two culture groups (see specific results
in the Supplementary Material).

Culture, Psychological Well-Being, and Meaning

Were psychological well-being and meaning in life higher among
Chinese than Euro-Canadian participants (Hypothesis 2)? As a
measure of state well-being, ratings of adapted WHO items were

averaged at Time 1 (aca = 0.91 and acy = 0.86) and at Time 2
(aca = 0.91 and acy = 0.88), respectively.

Chinese (M = 3.48, SD = 0.94) scored higher than Euro-
Canadians (M = 2.83, SD = 1.25) on state well-being at Time
1, F(1, 557) = 47.81, p < 0.001, n; = 0.08. These results were
replicated at Time 2: Chinese (M = 4.30, SD = 0.97) scored higher
than Euro-Canadians (M = 3.55, SD = 1.31), F(1, 481) = 50.69,
p < 0.001, npz =0.10.

As a measure of general life satisfaction, SWLS did not
establish scalar invariance, thus no cultural comparison could be
made on this variable. For the sake of completion, we ran the
analyses and reported the results in the Supplementary Material.

The Meaning in Life Questionnaire includes two subscales:
the presence of meaning (aca = 0.88 and acy = 0.84 at Time
1, and aca = 0.89 and acy = 0.84 at Time 2) and the search for
meaning (aca = 0.89 and acy = 0.85 at Time 1, and aca = 0.92
and acy = 0.87 at Time 2).

At Time 1, Chinese (M = 4.75, SD = 0.94) reported higher
presence of meaning than did Euro-Canadians (M = 4.32,
SD = 1.30), F(1, 553) = 20.11, p < 0.001, n}z, 0.04. The two
groups did not differ in meaning search (M = 5.17, SD = 0.82
for Chinese; M = 5.07, SD = 1.18 for Euro-Canadians), F(1,
553) = 1.49, p = 0.222. Controlling for participants’ current affect,
cultural differences in meaning presence remained significant,
F(1,551) = 11.31, p = 0.001, 17 = 0.02.

Time 2 showed the same pattern of results: Chinese (M = 4.69,
SD = 0.93) reported higher presence of meaning than did Euro-
Canadians (M = 4.34, SD = 1.24), F(1, 479) = 12.21, p = 0.001,
n}% = 0.03, while the two culture groups did not differ in their
search for meaning (M = 5.09, SD = 0.84 for Chinese; M = 4.91,
SD = 1.22 for Euro-Canadians), F(1, 479) = 3.52, p = 0.061. Also,
cultural differences in meaning presence remained significant
while controlling for current affect, F(1, 477) = 4.02, p = 0.046.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 636062


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Yap et al.

Culture, Optimism, Meaning, and Wellbeing During COVID-19

Longitudinal Effects
Did state optimism predict psychological well-being and meaning
in life (Hypothesis 3)? We examined the relationships across time.
We investigated how variables at Time 1 may predict variables
at Time 2, and how such relationships may vary across cultures.
The cross-time analyses were done based on the data from
participants who did the study at both times. We ran a series of
regressions, in the following format:

y2 ~yl 4 x1 + culture + x1*culture

In the model, y2 was the outcome variable at Time 2; y1
was the same outcome variable measured at time 1 and served
as a covariate; x1 was the predictor variable at Time 1, whose
interaction effect with culture was x1*culture. All continuous
variables were centered. Culture was coded as Canada = -0.5
and China = +0.5. We reported only significant effects in the
following analyses.

State Optimism at Time 1 Predicts State Well-Being
at Time 2

Controlling for well-being at Time 1 (b=0.51, t =9.66, p < 0.001),
state optimism at Time 1 positively predicted well-being at Time
2 (b=0.28,t=3.80, p < 0.001), and so did culture (b = 0.34,
t =3.93, p < 0.001). In addition, the interaction of culture and
optimism was significant (b = -0.23, t = -2.05, p = 0.041). Simple
slope tests showed that optimism positively predicted well-being
for Euro-Canadians (b = 0.40, t = 4.35, p < 0.001), but the effect
was weaker and only marginally significant for Chinese (b =0.17,
t=1.83, p = 0.068).

State Optimism at Time 1 Predicts Meaning Presence
at Time 2

Controlling for meaning presence at Time 1 (b = 0.66, = 19.13,
p <0.001), state optimism at Time 1 positively predicted meaning
presence at Time 2 (b = 0.16, t = 3.02, p = 0.003). No other effect
was significant (ts < 1, ps > 0.350).

Although not part of our predictions, we also examined the
other combinations of the relationships among the three variables
(state optimism, state well-being and meaning presence) and
report them below.

State Well-Being at Time 1 Predicts State Optimism
at Time 2

Controlling for state optimism at Time 1 (b = 0.67, t = 15.47,
p < 0.001), state well-being at Time 1 positively predicted state
optimism at Time 2 (b = 0.06, t = 2.06, p = 0.040). No other effect
was significant (ts < 1, ps > 0.520).

Meaning Presence at Time 1 Predicts State Optimism
at Time 2

Controlling for state optimism at Time 1 (b = 0.68, t = 18.49,
p < 0.001), meaning presence at Time 1 positively predicted state
optimism at Time 2 (b = 0.07, t = 2.77, p = 0.006). No other effect
was significant (s < 1, ps > 0.450).

Meaning Presence at Time 1 Predicts State
Well-Being at Time 2

Controlling for state well-being at Time 1 (b = 0.60, t = 13.58,
p < 0.001), meaning presence at Time 1 positively predicted state

well-being at Time 2 (b = 0.13, t = 2.82, p = 0.005), and so did
culture (b = 0.28, ¢ = 3.20, p = 0.002). The interaction of culture
and meaning presence was not significant (b = 0.03, ¢ = 0.38,
p=0.701).

State Well-Being at Time 1 Predicts Meaning
Presence at Time 2

Controlling for meaning presence at Time 1 (b = 0.66, ¢ = 19.39,
p < 0.001), state well-being at Time 1 positively predicted
meaning presence at Time 2 (b = 0.12, t = 3.28, p = 0.001). No
other effect was significant (ts < 1.12, ps > 0.265).

Together, these results revealed bi-directional, temporal
relationships among state optimism, well-being, and meaning
presence. For example, state optimism at Time 1 predicted
subsequent well-being and meaning presence at Time 2; meaning
presence and well-being at Time 1 predicted subsequent state
optimism at Time 2.

Cross-Time Mediation Analyses

Digging into underlying pathways, did state optimism mediate
cultural differences in psychological well-being and meaning in
life (Hypothesis 4)? Given the longitudinal nature of our data,
we conducted cross-time mediation analyses to investigate this.
That is, we examined whether state optimism at Time 1 would
mediate cultural differences in well-being or meaning presence at
Time 2. We conducted the following mediation analyses using the
lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) in R (R Core Team, 2019). Culture
(China = 0.5, Canada = -0.5) was the independent variable.
The dependent variable was either state well-being or meaning
presence at Time 2. The mediator was state optimism at Time 1.
In each analysis, we also controlled for the same measure of the
dependent variable at Time 1.

As seen in Table 2, based on joint-significance tests (Yzerbyt
et al., 2018), state optimism at Time 1 mediated cultural
differences in state well-being and meaning presence at Time
2, respectively. Consistent with the conclusion from the joint-
significance tests, the 95% percentile bootstrap confidence
intervals for both indirect effects did not contain 0.

Next, we conducted similar mediation analyses with state
optimism at Time 2 as the dependent variable, and state
well-being and meaning presence at Time 1 as the mediator,
respectively. We found that meaning presence (but not state well-
being) at Time 1 mediated cultural differences in state optimism
at Time 2 (see Table 2 for the respective 95% percentile bootstrap
confidence intervals of the indirect effects). For completeness,
we also examined and found that (a) state well-being at Time 1
mediated the cultural differences in meaning presence at Time
2 and (b) meaning presence at Time 1 mediated the cultural
differences in state well-being at Time 2 (see the last two
rows in Table 2). We elaborate on the implications of these
findings in Discussion.

DISCUSSION

The present research found that during the pandemic (March
2020), Chinese participants reported more positive affect and
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TABLE 2 | Cross-time mediation results.

DV (Time 2) Mediator a path b path ¢’ path (IV — ab (indirect 95% CI for
(Time 1) (Culture — (Mediator — DV controlling effect) indirect effect

mediator) DV) for mediator)

Well-being Optimism b =0.20, b =0.29, b =0.33, b =0.086, [0.01, 0.12]
z=2.79, z=23.62, z=23.92, z=217,
p =0.005 p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p =0.030

Meaning Optimism b =0.20, b =0.16, b =-0.08, b =0.08, [0.01, 0.07]
z=2.70, z=2.99, z=-0.41, z=2.03,
p =0.007 p =0.003 p =0.682 p =0.042

Optimism Well-being b =0.69, b =0.086, b =-0.03, b =0.04, [0.00, 0.09]
z=6.67, z=1.96, z =-0.60, z=1.88,
p < 0.001 p =0.051 p =0.549 p =0.060

Optimism Meaning b =0.48, b =0.07, b =-0.02, b =0.03, [0.01, 0.06]
z=4.52, z=2.50, z=-0.37, z=2.22,
p < 0.001 p=0.012 p=0.715 p =0.026

Well-being Meaning b =0.48, b=0.12, b =0.28, b =0.086, [0.01, 0.11]
z=4.45, z=2.57, z=23.27, z=2.30,
p < 0.001 p=0.010 p =0.001 p =0.022

Meaning Well-being b =0.69, b=0.12, b =-0.08, b =0.09, [0.08, 0.15]
z=6.73, z=23.32, z=-1.16, z=2.92,
p < 0.001 p =0.001 p =0.246 p =0.003

Optimism refers to state optimism. Well-being refers to state well-being. Meaning refers to meaning presence.

less negative affect, higher optimism, higher state well-being,
and higher meaning presence, compared to Euro-Canadian
participants. Chinese reported lower levels of general well-being
than did Euro-Canadians, compatible with some prior studies
with similar measures (e.g., Oishi, 2002). With a weeK’s interval
between the two tests, the results were generally stable across
time. Indeed, for each variable measured at both times, the
test-retest correlation coeflicients ranged between 0.67 and 0.76
(see Table 1). Furthermore, the relationships among different
variables were stable, as similar patterns of results were observed
at both times. As expected, we found that state optimism
predicted, and mediated cultural differences in, subsequent state
well-being and meaning presence. In addition, we found that
state well-being and meaning presence also predicted subsequent
state optimism, and that meaning presence (but not state well-
being) mediated cultural differences in state optimism.

The present research shows that Chinese participants, while
reporting lower life satisfaction in general, experienced more
positive affect and less negative affect under the threat of
the pandemic, compared to Euro-Canadian participants. These
findings are consistent with prior work, which indicates that
overall life satisfaction is influenced by cultural beliefs that are
stable and chronic, whereas specific, online responses are subject
to experiential and immediate contextual influences (e.g., the ups
and downs that people are going through in their lives, Robinson
and Clore, 2002). Our results also draw links with the literature
on affective experiences (Uchida and Kitayama, 2009; Miyamoto
and Ma, 2011) and the assumptions (Ji et al., 2001; Oishi, 2002)
people have about life, satisfaction, and happiness, all of which
can vary considerably across cultures.

More broadly, our mediation analyses with the longitudinal
data (Table 2) revealed the temporal nature of key variables.
That is, each of the three variables - optimism, well-being,
meaning — at Time 1 mediated cultural differences in the other

two variables at Time 2 (except that state well-being at Time 1 did
not significantly mediate cultural differences in state optimism at
Time 2). These results, compatible with past findings (Scheier and
Carver, 1992; Wrosch and Scheier, 2003; Ho et al., 2010), have
theoretical (e.g., incorporating time as an independent variable
in theory-building) and practical (e.g., strategies for dealing with
challenging events) implications for research on culture, coping,
and health, as discussed below.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
One feature that stands out in this research is its longitudinal
design, which allows us to examine relationships among variables
in temporal sequence. In growing fields such as cultural
psychology where questions are as numerous as answers,
longitudinal designs may provide insights that may otherwise be
hidden. For example, longitudinal designs allow researchers to
model time as an independent variable (Wright, 2007). Time,
while assumed to play a role in many cultural processes (e.g.,
acculturation, lay theories of change, temporal focus, acquisition
of norms), seldom gets integrated into research designs (see
Barlett et al., 2014 for an exception). With a longitudinal
view, researchers can systematically examine time as a causal,
mediating, or moderating variable in cultural phenomena. This
approach takes a step forward from standard studies in which
cross-sectional data often capture a thin slice of fluid processes.
Furthermore, the present research reveals the mutual
influence of state optimism, well-being, and meaning presence
such that they predict one another over time. For example, state
optimism at Time 1 accounted for cultural differences in state
well-being or meaning presence at a Time 2, as state well-being
or meaning presence at Time 1 accounted for cultural differences
in state optimism at Time 2. The temporal impacts of these
constructs on one another would have fallen out of our view
if we had not collected data from the same participants at two
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different time points. The two waves of data collection were about
one week apart during the pandemic. It is unclear to what extent
the results would hold with a bigger temporal gap, which can be
examined in future research.

Our mediational results suggest that optimism can help people
go through challenges in life, leading to joy and meaning.
Likewise, in difficult times, finding joy in small things and
imbuing old routines with new purposes may result in a brighter
outlook on life. Both scenarios resonate with the literature on
health (Aspinwall and Taylor, 1992; Scheier and Carver, 1992;
Slattery et al., 2017) and the non-linear theory of change (Ji et al.,
2001, 2021). Furthermore, such reciprocal positive relationships
can potentially lead to an upward spiral of empowerment, where
state optimism, well-being, and sense of meaning perpetuate one
another for good over time. Gradually, this cycle may become
internalized, and people may be motivated to stay optimistic
and imbue themselves with wellness and meaning for a positive,
happy, and fulfilling life.

Unpacking Cultural Differences:

Conceptual Basis and Theoretical Links

The present research highlights differences in the responses
to COVID-19 among Chinese and Euro-Canadians. Observed
cultural patterns can be attributed to various cognitive and
motivational processes, which were not examined directly due to
the lack of resources during the pandemic. This is a limitation
of the present research. Empirical demonstrations would have
been more complete if we had the chance to measure naive
dialecticism, lay theories of change, cultural tightness-looseness,
influence-adjustment motivations, and their respective roles in
our results. These processes forge a theoretical ground for the
present findings, as we discuss below.

Cross-cultural differences in optimism and well-being may
be driven by naive dialecticism (Peng and Nisbett, 1999), which
assumes that the basis of life is full of contradictions, with good
embedded in bad and bad embedded in good. Past research has
shown that East Asians hold stronger beliefs in naive dialecticism
than North Americans (e.g., Nisbett, 2003; Spencer-Rodgers et al.,
2010a). In particular, East Asians tend to embrace contradictions
with high tolerance, whereas North Americans tend to view
contradictions as something they should avoid in reasoning.
Consistent with naive dialecticism, prior work has shown that
Chinese are more likely to infer the reality of things in a way
that contradicts their public appearance, compared to Euro-
Canadians (Ji et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2020). Related to naive
dialecticism, the non-linear theory of change (Ji, 2005) refers
to the belief that the universe consists of opposing states, with
everything in it constantly shifting from one state to another
in a nonlinear fashion. For example, prosperity can change into
poverty, and poverty can turn to prosperity. East Asians tend to
hold a stronger belief than North Americans in the non-linear
development of events. When predicting the future given past
trends, Chinese participants tend to make predictions that deviate
from the original propensity of the trend (e.g., a decreasing
trend would go up), reflecting a non-linear theory of change. In
contrast, Euro-American participants tend to make predictions

that follow the propensity of the trend (e.g., a decreasing trend
would keep going down), reflecting a linear theory of change (Ji
et al,, 2001, 2008).

Both naive dialecticism and non-linear theory of change have
implications when dealing with life adversities. These theories
and beliefs, which people often take for granted thanks to cultural
learning (e.g., Hirschfeld, 1996), exemplify how things in the
world may not appear as they seem and how things may be
opposite of what they appear to be. Within good there is evil,
and beneath the surface of crisis there is opportunity for growth.
Applying naive dialecticism and non-linear theory of change
to the context of COVID-19, one may predict that relative to
Euro-Canadians, Chinese would be more inclined to react to the
pandemic with positivity in terms of optimism, well-being, and
meaning in life. This is indeed what our data show.

Another potential factor underlying the present findings is
cultural tightness-looseness (Pelto, 1968; Gelfand et al., 2011),
or the extent to which cultures vary in their tolerance for
norm deviations and in their punishments for them. China, for
instance, is considered as a tight culture, where social norms
are closely followed and deviations from norms can easily result
in sanctions by the group (Gelfand et al,, 2011; Uz, 2015). In
contrast, Canada and the U.S. are loose cultures, where most
people do not expect sanctions by the group for not following
social and cultural norms closely (Gelfand et al., 2011; Uz, 2015).
Tightness and looseness across cultures, when applied to the
current context, may provide another perspective as to why
Chinese participants responded to the pandemic more positively
than Euro-Canadian participants, as our results have shown.
Rigid norms that stemmed from the pandemic—such as lock-
down orders, masks, social distancing, and travel bans—are
undeniably inconvenient to people. But these new norms, when
viewed through the lens of tight cultures, are not as big of an issue
because people in tight cultures, such as China, are strict followers
of social norms on a regular basis. In contrast, in loose cultures,
such as Canada, where norms are guides and deviations are
common, people may have trouble adjusting to the new norms
imposed abruptly onto their lives, especially the rigid norms in
the COVID-19 pandemic that cannot be challenged. Cultural
manifestations of tightness and looseness echo past work, which
showed that East Asians are motivated to adjust themselves to
the environment outside of them, whereas North Americans are
motivated to influence the environment to fit them (Morling
et al., 2002; Morling and Evered, 2006; Tsai et al., 2007).

Naive dialecticism, lay theories of change, tightness-looseness,
and adjustment-influence motivations are dimensions of culture
that may contribute to how people react to the pandemic and
the numerous safety rules that come with it. The respective and
collective roles of these variables in pandemic-related reactions
deserve a close look in future research, along with a broader and
more gender-balanced sample.

Beyond Negative Contexts?

The present research examined people’s responses in the context
of a negative life experience. What would happen in a positive
context? Applying cultural differences in reasoning styles, the
opposite prediction might be made for positive life experience.
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For example, gratitude involves a positive life experience, as it
represents “a felt sense of wonder, thankfulness and appreciation
for life” (Emmons and Shelton, 2002, p. 460). Due to naive
dialecticism and non-linear theory of change, East Asians
may generate negative responses while feeling gratitude. This
prediction corresponds to cultural work on emotional complexity
(Goetz et al., 2008; Miyamoto et al., 2010; An et al., 2017). It
also contrasts with how gratitude is typically experienced by
North Americans, which is overwhelmingly positive (Emmons
and Shelton, 2002). The unconditional love of a friend can make
people feel grateful, but also very guilty in some cultures, as some
work has shown (e.g., Naito and Sakata, 2010). Likewise, Zhang
et al. (2018) have shown that receiving verbal thanks may lead
to stronger negative affective experiences among Chinese than
among Euro-Canadians. In sum, the assumptions of dialecticism
and lay theories of change may manifest in both negative and
positive contexts. By examining this possibility, future research
can enhance positive psychology with a cultural perspective.

Limitations and Alternative Explanations
The present research would have been more complete in the
presence of other measures that capture the way the pandemic
was experienced by the participants, such as the level of threat
perceived by our participants and possibly perceived knowledge
of the virus. Due to limited time and resources, no such
information was collected as the narrow window of opportunity
was closing on us. Including these measures, and statistically
controlling for them in our analyses, would have strengthened the
present findings.

The present research was conducted during the pandemic.
At the time of data collection, China (82,100 confirmed cases
and 3,304 deaths on March 29, 2020)° had more positive cases
than Canada (6,258 cases and 63 deaths on March 29, 2020)¢,
but the trend was more concerning for Canada as cases there
were on the rise while cases in China had reached a plateau. In
addition, there may be differences between the two locations in
terms of local policies imposed and the medical challenges faced
at the time of this study. Thus, one may say that the two cultural
groups were not exposed to the same levels of threat, which might
have contributed to the results in some ways beyond our control.
Our Chinese data were collected at a university in Wuhan, the
city where the outbreak originated. Taking the viral impact at
ground zero without prior warning, one may reasonably expect
the looming terror of the pandemic to persist in Wuhan, even
when the situation was somewhat under control by that point.
The city was completely shut down for 2 months. In late March,
city public transportations in Wuhan started to resume and
some stores started to reopen. On April 8", people in Wuhan
were finally allowed to travel outside of the city, provided that
they could show that they were virus-free with proper medical
documents after 14 days of isolation. Still, residents were advised
to stay home unless going out was absolutely necessary. Leaving

Shttps://www.statista.com/statistics/1092918/china- wuhan- coronavirus-
2019ncov-confirmed-and- deceased-number/
Shttps://www.canada.ca/en/public- health/services/diseases/2019-novel-
coronavirus-infection.html?topic=tilelink

and returning to their home compounds required examinations
and documents. Students were learning online, while instructors
were working off campus as well. Regardless of all the challenges,
the situation was getting better overall. Meanwhile, in Kingston
where the Canadian data were collected, the first 3 positive cases
were identified on March 17, 2020, and were all travel related.
The total positive cases were 43 on March 31, and 55 on April
14. Following the provincial declaration of a state of emergency
on March 17, the city declared a city state of emergency on March
26. Students switched to online learning, and people were asked
to work from home. Public transportation kept running. People
could still travel, although the government encouraged people
not to. Those who did travel were asked to self-quarantine for
14 days without any reinforcement by the government. Although
the population density was low in Kingston and people were
naturally more spread out against the threat of viral transmission,
people had to change their behaviors and lifestyles, drastically
and unprecedentedly, in anticipation of all kinds of uncertainties
ahead. With different facts and realities in view, it is difficult
to conclude which test location took a harder hit at the time
of our study, though few would deny that both places were
in bad shape. Still, we acknowledge the possibility that our
cultural samples were experiencing different levels of threat from
the pandemic, which could be a potential limitation of the
present research.

CONCLUSION

The present research examined the way people respond to
the COVID-19 pandemic across cultures. Systematic cultural
differences emerged in positive and negative affect, optimism,
psychological well-being, and meaning presence. State optimism,
well-being, and meaning presence not only reinforced each other,
but also mediated cultural differences in one another over time.
These findings may shed new light on theoretical development
and generate practical implications for psychological health and
well-being in real life.
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