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Objective: To investigate the effect andmechanism among emotion regulation, relationship,happiness, learning motivation, target positioning, and resilience of university students.

Method: A total of 904 university students in China were included in this cross-sectional survey from April to May this year. The self-administered questionnaires, including the adapted Mental Health Scale with a Healthy Personality Orientation for College Students, were used to construct structural equations to test the chain mediating effects of learning motivation and target positioning based on a multi-stage whole group sample of university students.

Result: Emotion regulation indirectly affected happiness through the mediating effect of interpersonal relationship (Med = −0.387, p = 0.001). Learning motivation and target positioning play the chain mediating role in the effect of emotion regulation on happiness (Med = −0.307, p = 0.001) and resilience (Med = −0.275, p = 0.001).

Conclusion: Emotion regulation indirectly affected happiness and resilience through the chain mediating effect of learning motivation and target positioning.
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Introduction

Happiness, popularly referred to well-being or subjective well-being (SWB), is the research area of philosophy and religion (Diener et al., 2018). Its definition refers to the overall evaluation of an individual’s quality of life according to their internal standards, including life satisfaction and positive and negative emotions (Diener et al., 2018). Resilience, also a popular research area, is defined as an ability to adapt well when individuals encounter stressful events in life, such as adversity (Biao et al., 2022). Happiness and resilience are closely related to individual physical and mental health. Their contributing factors, internal mechanisms, and interventions are essential to positive psychology.

Much research has been conducted to study what aspects would influence happiness and resilience, and emotion regulation is one of important aspects. In terms of happiness, emotion regulation, as an essential component of social and emotional ability (Zhi et al., 2021), is a basic capability to maintain physical and mental well-being (Martin et al., 2017; Haijuan et al., 2022). Emotion regulation can improve happiness by enhancing positive emotions (Quoidbach et al., 2015) as emotion is significant to happiness from the definition (Li et al., 2007). Many studies have proved that emotion regulation correlated with well-being (OECD, 2015; Strickhouser et al., 2017). Besides, emotional regulation significantly predicts happiness (Zhi et al., 2021). Cognitive emotion regulation has a positive effect on happiness (Kohn et al., 2014). Moreover, cognitive appraisal, one emotion regulation strategy, also affects individual happiness (Li et al., 2007).

Resilience also highly correlates with emotion regulation (Gross, 1998; Juzhe et al., 2013). Previous studies have found that people with high resilience adopt positive emotion regulation and implement good emotional regulation strategies to deal with negative emotions. Emotional regulation also well reflects resilience (Bonanno and Diminich, 2013; Caina et al., 2016). Individuals with a high level of emotion regulation utilize positive emotion regulation strategies, which can be used as a protective factor to stimulate internal resources to stabilize emotional state, develop positive factors, and improve the level of psychological resilience in challenges and adversity (Tugade and Fredrickson, 2007). Regulatory emotion Self-efficacy of Emotional Regulation not only directly affects psychological resilience (Yong and Zhenhong, 2013; Wenjiang et al., 2020), but also plays a mediating role in family harmony and psychological resilience (Qisheng and Dan, 2017). For early gastric cancer patients, strengthening the intervention of emotional regulation ability can improve psychological resilience (Lili, 2019). Additionally, cognitive appraisal, one of the emotion regulation strategies, predicts psychological resilience (Guolai et al., 2017; Sukui and Yue, 2022).

However, what is the internal mechanism of the effect of emotional regulation on happiness and resilience? Are there other factors that might mediate the influence of emotional regulation on happiness and resilience? What roles do interpersonal relationships, learning motivation, and target positioning play in the impact of emotional regulation on happiness and resilience? In this article, we built a structural equation model to explore the relationship of emotion regulation, learning motivation, target positioning, interpersonal relationship, happiness, and resilience on the basis of previous empirical research.



Hypothesis development

Since the 1980s, researchers have paid more attention to the influence of targets on happiness (Brunstein, 1993; Kasser and Ryan, 1996). Emmons pointed out that having the meaningful purposes in life and moving toward them is a prerequisite for well-being. Diener proposed in the Telic Theory that, as an important reference standard of affective system, target can affect the level of happiness and predict well-being. It is found that the internal goals orientation is highly related to positive emotions, higher satisfaction, and well-being (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006), which also positively predict happiness (Jiejie et al., 2021). Besides, Individuals with a heightened sense of life purpose tend to have more robust subjective well-being (Hooker et al., 2017).

Although there were relatively few studies on the impact of target positioning on resilience, some studies proved that target positioning significantly predicts resilience (Sagone and Caroli, 2014; Biao et al., 2022). Purpose in life is a good protective factor for resilience, which is conducive to resilience reorganization (Biao et al., 2022). Existential psychology believes that individuals who experience the purpose and meaning of life are more likely to take a certain personal attitude toward incidents in the face of suffering, and are less likely to be stroke down (Schulenberg et al., 2008).

Learning motivation and target positioning, which are of great importance to university students, affect the learning outcomes and future planning. As a complex system, learning motivation contains a series of subsystems. Target positioning, belonging to the subsystem of learning motivation as one of the motivation variables, is closely correlated to learning motivation (Ling and Dejun, 2003).

Learning motivation is affected significantly by emotional regulation. As an active and indispensable variable in the structure of learning motivation, emotion is a necessary basis for forming and realizing learning motivation (Jianzhong and Xingyun, 1995). Thus, emotion plays an important role in learning motivation (Shilu and Youzhi, 2005). Therefore, emotion regulation can mobilize students’ inner will and improve learning motivation by regulating positive emotions (Barrett et al., 2001). Emotion regulation strategies can also enhance the level of learning motivation (Macher et al., 2013). In Ling’s study, during the COVID-19 period, emotions and emotion regulation significantly predicted online learning motivation due to the impact of the pandemic environment (Ling and Kuiliang, 2021). Hence, based on the previous arguments, this article proposed the following hypothesis:


Hypothesis 1: Learning motivation and target positioning played a chain mediating role in the effect of emotion regulation on happiness.

Hypothesis 2: Learning motivation and target positioning played a chain mediating role in the effect of emotion regulation on resilience.
 

Interpersonal relationship plays a critical role in university students’ mental health (Jiyuan and Zhongzeng, 2012). There are many factors that affect interpersonal relationships, one of which is emotion regulation. Some studies proved that emotion, which is important to interpersonal relationship (Garner, 2010), affects how individuals deal with interpersonal communication. Thus, how to manage emotions affects the state of interpersonal relationships. Campos (Campos and Camras, 2004) proposed that the rational emotion expression and the control of emotional experience played an essential role in forming interpersonal relationships.

In addition, interpersonal relationships affect well-being. Previous research has shown that interpersonal relationships reflect happiness (Ling et al., 2007; Feng and Man, 2012). In China, interpersonal relationships have been a stronger indicator of happiness (Hong and Siping, 2012). Few studies directly explored the relationship between emotional regulation and interpersonal relationship (Lisong et al., 2012). Interpersonal relationship is often used as the mediating variable in the research on the influencing factors and mechanism of happiness (Tse and Yip, 2009; Ling et al., 2013; Yangjun et al., 2017). Moreover, it is found that interpersonal relationship plays a mediating role in the effect of emotional regulation on happiness among college students (Ling et al., 2013). Hence, based on the abovementioned arguments, we proposed the following hypothesis:


Hypothesis 3: Interpersonal relationship mediating the influence of emotion regulation on happiness.
 

In sum, most previous studies only considered the direct impact of emotional regulation on happiness and resilience, or other factors that mediate the relationship between emotional regulation, happiness, and resilience. They paid little attention to the relationship between learning motivation, goal positioning, emotion regulation, interpersonal relationship, happiness, and resilience. Therefore, this study makes the following hypotheses: (1) Learning motivation and target positioning play a chain mediating role in the influence of emotional regulation on happiness; (2) Learning motivation and target positioning play a chain mediating role in the influence of emotional regulation on psychological resilience; and (3) Interpersonal relationship plays a mediating role in the influence of emotional regulation on happiness among university students.



Materials and methods


Sampling method and participants

This cross-sectional study used data among university students from April 2022 to May 2022, the aim of which was to investigate the influence of emotion regulation on happiness and resilience. Cluster sampling and simple random sampling were used in the data collection. A total of 904 valid questionnaires were returned with 1,000 questionnaires being distributed, and the effective response rate was 90.4%. SPSS25.0 software was used for descriptive statistics analysis and structural equation models were constructed and tested using AMOS23.0 software. The bias-corrected non-parametric percentile confidence interval Bootstrap method was used to examine the chain mediating effect of learning motivation and target positioning between emotion regulation and happiness, and resilience using 2000 replicate samples (Rui et al., 2013).



Research tools


The self-administered questionnaire

The questionnaire was a self-designed questionnaire containing demographic variables.



The mental health scale with a healthy personality orientation for college students

The Mental Health Scale with a Healthy Personality Orientation for College Students developed by Cheng Ke was selected and adapted for studying better. The adapted scale is mainly used to measure the mental health of college students at the level of healthy personality orientation and consists of 27 questions divided into six dimensions: emotion regulation, interpersonal relationship, happiness, learning motivation, target positioning, and resilience. Interpersonal relationship mainly involves the problems of getting along with the opposite sex, dealing with interpersonal problems, communicating with strangers, and being respected by others. Emotion regulation includes the problems of emotion, external influence, and emotion control. Happiness involves the problem of satisfaction with the present situation, meaning of life, fulfillment in life, and the sense of control in life. Resilience involves the problem of the desire of challenge, recovering from setbacks, and coping with challenging. Learning motivation involves the problem of self-discipline, lack of motivation, procrastination, concentration, and perseverance. Target positioning includes the problem of graduation plans, future plans, and a sense of meaning in life. The higher the score on the dimension of emotion regulation and resilience, the higher the level of mental health. The higher the score on the dimension of interpersonal relationship, happiness, learning motivation, and target positioning, the lower the level of mental health. The scale has internal consistency reliability of 0.887. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha measured by the adapted scale was 0.626.




Statistical analysis

SPSS (Version 25, IBM, 2020) was used to conduct descriptive analysis, Lambda Correlation, Spearman’s Correlation, and Pearson’s Correlation. Amos Graphics (IBM, 2021) was used to test the hypothetic structural equation model.


Model construction and variable design


Principles of structural equation modeling

Structural equation model is a statistical method which uses linear equations to explain multiple statistic relationships between variables simultaneously based on the covariance matrix of variables. It contains two parts: the measurement model and the structural model. The matrix equation is:
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(1) The formula is the measurement equation and (2) the formula is the structural equation. X is a vector composed of exogenous indicators, Y is a vector composed of endogenous indicators, [image: image] is a vector of exogenous latent variables, [image: image] is a vector of endogenous latent variables, [image: image] is a coefficient matrix that reflects the strength of the relationship between exogenous observation variables and exogenous latent variables; [image: image] is a coefficient matrix reflecting the strength of the relationship between endogenous observed variables and endogenous latent variables, [image: image] represents the measurement error of exogenous variables, [image: image] represents the measurement error of the endogenous variable, [image: image] represents the coefficient matrix of the endogenous latent variable, [image: image] represents the coefficient matrix of the exogenous latent variable, and [image: image] represents the error of the structural equation.



Structural equation model and index design

This paper intends to construct a structural equation index system composed of five basic dimensional latent variables and 27 observation variables. The relationship between latent variables and observed variables has been shown in Table 1. The basic dimensions of emotion regulation include four observed variables: EMO1, EMO2, EMO3, and EMO4. The basic dimensions of interpersonal relationship include five observed variables: REL1, REL2, REL3, REL4, and REL5. The basic dimensions of happiness consist of five observed variables: HAP1, HAP2, HAP3, HAP4, and HAP5. The basic dimensions of learning motivation consist of five observed variables: MOT1, MOT2, MOT3, MOT4, and MOT5. The basic dimensions of target positioning are composed of four observed variables: TAR1, TAR2, TAR3, and TAR4. The basic dimensions of resilience are composed of four observed variables: RES1, RES2, RES3, and RES4. The theory and former studies assume a direct relationship between emotion regulation, interpersonal relationship, happiness, learning motivation, target positioning, and resilience. The structural relationship model is displayed in Figure 1.



TABLE 1 The relationship between latent variables and observed variables.
[image: Table1]
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FIGURE 1
 Structural relational model.







Results


Description statistics and correlations

The description statistics and correlation coefficients among the study are shown in Tables 2, 3. Sixty-eight percent were female (n = 621) and 31% were male (n = 283) in the available data. The origin from urban areas was about 49% (n = 448), while the origin from rural areas was 51% (n = 456). There are 326 participants with childhood left-behind experience.



TABLE 2 Description statistics.
[image: Table2]



TABLE 3 Description statistics and correlations.
[image: Table3]

Lambda correlations showed that gender positively correlated with origin (r = 0.089, p < 0.001). Phi correlations showed that left-behind experience negatively correlated with gender and origin.

Spearman’s correlations displayed that Gender negatively correlated with resilience (r = −0.087, p < 0.01). Origin positively correlated with interpersonal relationship (r = 0.153, p < 0.001), target positioning (r = 0.119, p < 0.001), and learning motivation (r = 0.091, p < 0.001), but negatively correlated with happiness (r = −0.098, p < 0.001) and resilience (r = −0.149, p < 0.001). Left-behind experience negatively correlated with interpersonal relationship (r = −0.167, p < 0.001), learning motivation (r = −0.098, p < 0.001), emotion regulation (r = −0.110, p < 0.001), and target positioning (r = −0.109, p < 0.001), but positively correlated with resilience (r = 0.084, p < 0.05) and happiness (r = 0.098, p < 0.001).

Pearson’s correlations showed that interpersonal relationship positively correlated with emotion regulation (r = 0.529, p < 0.001), learning motivation (r = 0.502, p < 0.001), and target positioning (r = 0.480, p < 0.001), but negatively correlated with happiness (r = −0.556, p < 0.001) and resilience (r = −0.566, p < 0.001).

Emotion regulation positively correlated with learning motivation (r = 0.535, p < 0.001) and target positioning (r = 0.410, p < 0.001), but negatively correlated with happiness (r = −0.422, p < 0.001) and resilience (r = −0.521, p < 0.001).

Happiness positively correlated with resilience (r = 0.601, p < 0.001), but negatively correlated with learning motivation (r = −0.519, p < 0.001) and target positioning (r = −0.556, p < 0.001). Resilience negatively correlated with learning motivation (r = −0.503, p < 0.001) and target positioning (r = −0.570, p < 0.001). There was a significant positive correlation between Learning motivation and target positioning (r = 0.579, p < 0.001).



Reliability and validity test

The scale was examined for reliability and validity by using SPSS 25.0 software. The Cronbach’s α value of each dimension fluctuates between 0.656 and 0.835, indicating that the reliability of the scale performed relatively well. Besides, the KMO value and Barlett’s sphere test were relatively good as the KMO value of each dimension fluctuated between 0.636 and 0.847, which were all better than 0.6, and the t-test values were significant at the 0.05 level which indicated the structural model of performance’s validity was good.



Model fit test and correlation

The structural equation model was built by operating AMOS 22.0 software and was estimated by using the maximum likelihood method to explore the relationship and action path of the happiness and resilience of university students.

After simulating the initial model, the correction index MI value among the five latent variables of emotion regulation, interpersonal relationship, happiness, learning motivation, and target positioning was relatively very large. [e8−e9], [15−e16] equal residual paths were added to modify the model. The fitting index is relatively good. Besides, the value of p of each path except the path of emotion regulation to happiness after the correction was statistically significant at the level of 0.05. The initial model and the final model are displayed in Figures 2, 3, respectively. The model fit index is shown in Table 4.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 The initial structural equation model.


[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 The revised structural equation model.




TABLE 4 Model fit index.
[image: Table4]



Path analysis of the revised model


Direct effect

Learned from Table 5, emotion regulation has a positive effect on learning motivation and interpersonal relationship, and each standard path estimate was 0.845 (p < 0.001) and 0.915 (p < 0.001). But emotion regulation negatively affects resilience with the −0.420 standard path estimate (p < 0.001). Learning motivation had a positive effect on target positioning, and the standard path estimate was 0.809 (p < 0.001). Interpersonal relationship had a negative effect on happiness, and the standard path estimate was −0.343 (p < 0.001). Target positioning had a negative effect on resilience and happiness, and the standard path estimate was −0.612 (p < 0.001) and − 0.600 (p < 0.001). Emotion regulation had a negative effect on happiness, and the standard path estimate was −0.041, which was not significant (p = 0.640).



TABLE 5 The effect relationship between the factors in the fitted model.
[image: Table5]



Meditation effect

In this study, the Bootstrap method of deviation-corrected non-parametric percent position confidence interval was used to examine the chain mediating effect and simple mediating effect. The number of repeated random sampling was set to 2,000, and the significance was tested based on whether the 95% CI contained 0.

As shown in the Table 6, emotion regulation had a negative effect on happiness through interpersonal relationship, and the mediating effect was −0.264 (p = 0.001). Emotion regulation negatively affected happiness and resilience through learning motivation and target positioning, and the chain mediating effects were − 0.384 (p = 0.001) and − 0.391 (p = 0.001).



TABLE 6 Analysis of the mediating effect between relationship, emotion regulation, happiness, resilience, and learning motivation.
[image: Table6]





Discussion

This is the first study using a questionnaire to explore the relationship and internal mechanism of emotion regulation, interpersonal relationship, learning motivation, target positioning, happiness, and resilience among 904 students from a university in Sichuan Province. The result showed that learning motivation and target positioning played a chain mediating role in the influence of emotion regulation on happiness and resilience. Besides, interpersonal relationship played an intermediary role in the effect between emotion regulation and happiness. This research helps to further understand the factors that influence happiness and resilience among university students and their internal connections with happiness and resilience. It also gives suggestions to improve happiness and resilience. The specific analysis was as follows.

Learning motivation and target positioning played a chain mediating role in the influence of emotion regulation on happiness and resilience, which is consistent with the hypothesis of this research. Emotion regulation can indirectly predict happiness and resilience by affecting learning motivation and target positioning. Under positive emotions, students are able to understand the learning content from multiple levels and angles, organize and summarize knowledge in an orderly way, and change from mechanistic passive learning to meaningful learning. Whereas negative emotions are the opposite. Individuals with a high level of emotion regulation can adopt adaptive emotion regulation strategies to reduce the influence of negative emotions and generate positive emotions, so as to stimulate higher learning motivation. Motivation can lead to goal-directed behavior. The high level of learning motivation is closely correlated to a high level of learning self-control, a high standard of learning engagement, and high academic achievement, which all contribute to the orientation of university students in their graduation goals and life targets. Individuals who have clear targets are more likely to persist in challenges and difficulties (Schulenberg et al., 2008), and experience more happiness.

Interpersonal relationship played an intermediating role in the influence of emotion regulation on happiness, which is consistent with the hypothesis of this study, and verified the results of the previous study (Ling et al., 2013). Emotion regulation is closely related to interpersonal communication situations. Individuals with high emotion regulation ability can express reasonable emotions and control inappropriate emotional experiences in different interpersonal communication environments, so as to cultivate a good interpersonal atmosphere and form a good interpersonal relationship. A good interpersonal relationship is a key to improving satisfaction and happiness (Okada et al., 2010). Interpersonal resources are an essential source to obtain instrumental assistance and affective support. In the context of Chinese collectivism, interpersonal relationship plays an important role. Good interpersonal relationship predicts the experience of happiness, while bad interpersonal relationship makes university students face greater psychological pressure, thus affecting their happiness.

This study reveals the internal mechanism of emotion regulation on happiness and resilience, and answers how emotion regulation affects happiness and resilience. Additionally, the two chain mediation models displayed in this study have certain implications for improving happiness and resilience: the cultivation of emotion regulation ability is important for the formation of good interpersonal relationships, the promotion of learning motivation, the specific positioning of goals, and the improvement of happiness and resilience. For students, it is necessary to encourage positive learning and open courses on graduation career planning, but more attention should be paid to emotional experience and expression, to improve happiness and psychological resilience. Subsequent research can continue to explore whether (1) different emotion regulation strategies in the same chain-mediated model still significantly predict happiness and resilience, (2) different goal orientations, such as internal and external goals, are still influenced by learning motivation in the same chain-mediated model, and (3) different target positioning plays a mediating role in the relationship between emotional regulation and well-being and resilience. Moreover, longitudinal studies can be designed to test the chain mediating model proposed in this study.



Conclusion

The cross-sectional study that used data collected between April 2022 and May 2022 examined the chain mediating role of learning motivation and target positioning in the influence of emotion regulation on happiness and resilience, and the mediating role of interpersonal relationship in the effect of emotion regulation on happiness and resilience. The results show that learning motivation and target positioning played a complete chain mediating role in the relationship between emotion regulation and happiness, but played a partially mediating role in the relationship between emotion regulation and resilience. Interpersonal relationship played a dominating mediating role in the influence of emotion regulation on happiness.
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