

[image: image1]
How Social Support Impact Teachers’ Mental Health Literacy: A Chain Mediation Model












	 
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 17 March 2022
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.851332





[image: image]

How Social Support Impact Teachers’ Mental Health Literacy: A Chain Mediation Model

Sihui Li1†, Youyu Sheng1,2† and Yumei Jing3*

1College of Education Sciences, Hubei Normal University, Huangshi, China

2Institute of Psychology, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing, China

3Mental Health Education and Counselling Centre, Hubei Normal University, Huangshi, China

Edited by:
Lia Raquel De Sousa, Cooperativa de Ensino Superior Politécnico e Universitário, Portugal

Reviewed by:
Rosa Carla Gomes Silva, Coimbra Nursing School, Portugal
Mafalda Silva, Piaget Institute, Portugal

*Correspondence: Yumei Jing, jingyumei@hbnu.edu.cn

†These authors have contributed equally to this work

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Health Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 09 January 2022
Accepted: 23 February 2022
Published: 17 March 2022

Citation: Li S, Sheng Y and Jing Y (2022) How Social Support Impact Teachers’ Mental Health Literacy: A Chain Mediation Model. Front. Psychol. 13:851332. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.851332

Teachers have an important social role, and their mental health literacy is very important to their own abilities as educators and to the growth and development of those they educate. This study explored the mechanism underlying the influence of social support on teachers’ mental health literacy by conducting a questionnaire survey of 573 teachers. The results showed that social support can influence teachers’ mental health literacy not only through the separate effects of life satisfaction and coping tendency but also through the chain mediation effect of life satisfaction and coping tendency; however, the direct effect of social support on the teachers’ mental health literacy is not significant. This study is conducive to understanding the internal mechanism underlying the relationship between social support and mental health literacy. It reminded us that when formulating mental health literacy promotion programs for teachers, we should not only provide adequate social support to improve but also should pay attention to improvements in their coping tendencies and life satisfaction.
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INTRODUCTION

Mental health, which has been become an important issue for a long time (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2000; World Health Organization [WHO], 2004). Previous studies have been found that schools can play an important role in the promotion of positive mental health (UCLA School Mental Health Project: Center for Mental Health in Schools, 2009; Wei and Kutcher, 2012). At the same time, it has been found that one of the most effective ways to improve the schools’ role is to improve teachers’ mental health literacy. For example, Miller et al. (2019) have been found that improving the teacher’s mental health literacy can have an indirect impact on students, which in turn is helpful for the effective implementation of mental health promotion programs (Whitley et al., 2018). Intervention studies with teachers as the focus have found that, after teachers receive mental health literacy training, their mental health knowledge increases, which enhances their confidence in providing help to others and makes them more likely to take the lead in early intervention actions to students (Mazzer and Rickwood, 2015). Therefore, this study aims to explore the factors that influence teachers’ mental health literacy and the mechanism underlying it to lay a solid foundation for the development of a more complete plan for improving teachers’ mental health literacy.


Relationship Between Social Support and Teachers’ Mental Health Literacy

Mental health literacy refers to knowledge and beliefs that help individuals identify, manage, and prevent mental illness, including the following six factors: the ability to identify specific disorders and different types of psychological distress; knowledge and beliefs about risk factors and causes; knowledge and beliefs about self-help interventions; knowledge and beliefs about available professional help; mental health stigma; and information about how to seek help for mental health (Jorm, 2000). More recently, some scholars have further developed a definition of mental health literacy as “the knowledge, attitudes and habits developed by individuals to promote the mental health of themselves and others and to cope with mental illnesses in themselves and others” (Jiang et al., 2020, p. 235).

As a social and cultural environmental factor, teachers’ social support may have an impact on their mental health literacy. Social support refers to the material, emotional, informational, and instrumental assistance that individuals perceive from their social networks (Cobb, 1976). Police officers serving as peer-support team members have indicated that peer support increased their mental health knowledge and greatly reduced their sense of stigma (Milliard, 2020), thereby improving their level of mental health literacy. The main effect model of social support purports that, regardless of the stress that an individual experiences, social support plays a direct role in promoting mental health; that is, social support has a general beneficial effect, and increasing social support can effectively improve an individual’s mental health (Cohen and Wills, 1985). Compared with teachers with low levels of social support, teachers with a stable social support system have stronger self-coping abilities, a more optimistic assessment of the severity of their own and students’ problems, and stronger mental health help-seeking intentions (Andoh–Arthur et al., 2015). The buffering effect model posits that social support exists as a buffer and often works via people’s internal cognitive system (Cohen and Wills, 1985); that is, social support affects the physical and mental health of individuals in a state of stress by reducing stress. Teachers with high total scores for social support can make full use of social resources under stressful conditions and have stronger mental health help-seeking intentions and intentions to help others (Ju et al., 2015). In addition, some studies have found that individuals are more likely to receive professional psychological treatment and services when they have the support and encouragement of close partners (Woodward et al., 2008; Downs and Eisenberg, 2012). Based on these theories and empirical findings, we hypothesize that H1: Social support can have an impact on teachers’ mental health literacy.



The Relationships Among Life Satisfaction, Social Support, and Mental Health Literacy

Life satisfaction, as a cognitive component of well-being, is an individual’s overall evaluation of his or her quality of life (Singh and Jha, 2008). Previous studies have found that social support can significantly positively predict life satisfaction; that is, the more the social support an individual receives from close friends, the more likely that individual is to express positive emotions, and the higher his or her life satisfaction is (Siedlecki et al., 2014; Kalaitzaki et al., 2021). Additionally, people with high self-esteem have a positive attitude toward seeking professional help, are more tolerant of mental health stigma, are more confident in the effects of psychological counseling and treatment (Salmivalli, 2001; Peng and Hao, 2020), and have a higher level of mental health literacy. In addition, some scholars have found that parents of children with mental illness are prone to experiencing interpersonal tension, lower levels of social support, and decreased life satisfaction (Brei et al., 2015; Ginevra et al., 2018); however, they still regard seeking professional help as a threat to their self-esteem, and most of them engage in a vicious circle of using ineffective methods to cope with stress, which results in serious stigma (Gülşen and Özer, 2009; Yildirim et al., 2020) and poor mental health literacy. However, whether these results of previous literature are equally applicable to teachers remains to be investigated. Based on these, we hypothesize that H2: Life satisfaction plays a mediating role in the impact of social support on teachers’ mental health literacy.



The Mediating Role of Coping Tendency

Coping tendency, as a mediating variable, may be the mediating factor underlying the impact of social support on teachers’ mental health literacy. Coping tendency refers to the cognitive and behavioral methods that individuals use in the face of frustration and stress (Folkman et al., 1986); it is a specific dynamic process that can affect the resolution of stress in the short term and the physical and mental health of the individual in the long term (Zhou et al., 2017). As an individual preference, coping tendency can be divided into positive coping and negative coping; an individual’s coping tendency is predicted to be stable under emergency conditions (Bouchard et al., 2004). The social support that teachers receive may have an impact on their coping tendencies. A comparative study of teachers in regular and specialized schools in France found that when teachers receive help from colleagues during work, they are likely to adopt problem-centered positive coping strategies (Boujut et al., 2016). Earlier studies of teachers in ordinary primary and secondary schools and special education teachers in China reported similar results (Shen, 2009; Minghui et al., 2018), which indicates that the impact of teachers’ social support on their coping tendencies has cross-cultural and cross-subject consistency. Coping tendency has a significant impact on mental health literacy. Positive coping can enhance the individual’s coping efficiency, enabling the individual to maintain a good attitude in the face of stressful events, solve problems through various means, and be more willing to seek help from important others and professionals. Under these conditions, the degree of mental health stigma is relatively weak (Zhou et al., 2010), and the level of mental health literacy is high. Based on these, we hypothesize that H3: Coping tendency plays a mediating role in the impact of social support on teachers’ mental health literacy.



The Chain Mediation Effect of Life Satisfaction and Coping Tendency

As one of the most authoritative theories in the study of cognitive behavior, Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) has been confirmed in many fields and has also been widely used in health psychology research in recent years (Jung et al., 2017). It assumes that the individual behavior can be reasonably inferred from behavioral intention to some extent, and individual behavioral intention is determined by the attitude to behavior and subjective criteria. People’s behavioral intention is a measure of people’s intention to engage in a specific behavior, while attitude is people’s positive or negative feelings about engaging in a target behavior, which is determined by the main belief of the behavior result and the estimation of the importance of the result.

Previous studies have found that high social support has been proved to produce positive attitudes, such as positive coping tendency (Zhou et al., 2020) and high life satisfaction (Jung et al., 2017). Meanwhile, life satisfaction has also been proved to further improve coping tendency (Deniz, 2006). According to this theory of TRA, mental health literacy, as a positive behavioral intention, also can be affected by these positive attitudes. Based on these, we hypothesize that H4: Life satisfaction and coping tendency have a chain mediation role in the relationship between social support and teachers’ mental health literacy.



Overall Hypothetical Model

In order to test these hypothesizes, this study intends to use a questionnaire survey to explore the relationships between social support and teachers’ mental health literacy and the roles of life satisfaction and coping tendency in the relationship between social support and teachers’ mental health literacy. The research hypotheses are as follows: (1) social support has an impact on teachers’ mental health literacy; (2) life satisfaction plays a mediating role in the relationship between social support and teachers’ mental health literacy; (3) coping tendency plays a mediating role in the impact of social support on teachers’ mental health literacy; and (4) life satisfaction and coping tendency play a chain mediation role in the relationship between social support and teachers’ mental health literacy.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Subjects

This cross-sectional study took a stratified random sampling, with participating frontline teachers were recruited from seven schools (one primary school, one junior high school, two high schools, and three universities) in Hubei Province, China. This study was conducted online through a survey website. A hyperlink to the survey was sent to E-mail address of the full-time psychology teachers at selected schools, who then forwarded the questionnaire to participants. Between May and August 2020, a total of 700 questionnaires were distributed and 573 valid questionnaires were recovered, with an effective recovery rate of 81.86%. The study was reviewed and approved by Ethics Committee of Hubei Normal University. All participants signed informed consent prior to filling out the questionnaire. They were paid 10 yuan after completing the questionnaire. Among the participants, 137 were male teachers (23.9%), and 436 were female teachers (76.1%); 78 were 21–30 years old (13.6%), 228 were 31–40 years old (39.8%), 173 were 41–50 years old (30.2%), and 94 were 50–60 years old (16.4%).



Materials


Social Support Rating Scale

This study used the social support rating scale (SSRS) developed by Xiao (1994), which includes three dimensions of objective support, subjective support, and utilization of support that comprise 10 questions. The higher the total social support score is, the better the respondent’s social support. The SSRS has been proven to be highly authoritative and suitable for the Chinese population. In this study, the internal consistency coefficient was 0.830.



Simplified Copying Style Questionnaire

The simplified copying style questionnaire (SCSQ), developed by Xie (1998). It comprises a total of 20 items, including two subscales (positive coping and negative coping), and a four-point scale of 0–3 is used for scoring. The difference between the positive coping standard score and the negative coping standard score is the coping tendency score, and the higher the coping tendency score is, the stronger the respondent’s inclination to adopt positive coping strategies. The internal consistency coefficient for this study as 0.841.



Satisfaction With Life Scale

The satisfaction with life scale (SWLS), developed by Diener et al. (1985) was used. The SWLS consists of five items with responses given on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The higher the total score is, the higher the individual’s satisfaction with his or her current life. The internal consistency coefficient for this study was 0.882.



Mental Health Literacy Questionnaire

The mental health literacy questionnaire (MHLQ) developed by Jiang et al. (2020) was used. The questionnaire includes the following six subscales: (1) knowledge and concepts related to mental health; (2) knowledge and concepts related to mental illness; (3) attitudes and behavioural tendency to promote one’s own mental health; (4) attitudes and behavioural tendency to promote the mental health of others; (5) attitudes and behavioural tendencies to cope with one’s own mental illness; and (6) attitudes and behavioural tendencies to cope with the mental illness of others. These six subscales respectively address the six core components of mental health literacy. The mental health literacy questionnaire includes 60 questions; Questions 1–30 are scored as 0 or 1, and Questions 31–60 are scored using a 5-point Likert scale. To calculate the total mental health literacy score, the responses based on the 5-point Likert scale are converted to the 0–1 point scoring system. In this study, the internal consistency coefficient is 0.838.




Statistical Processing

SPSS21.0 was used to perform general descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis (two-sided test p < 0.05 was considered to be significantly correlated); In order to ensure the accuracy of the results, variance inflation factor (VIF) method was used for collinearity test (if VIF > 10, there is a serious collinearity problem between the variables and the corresponding variables need to be eliminated). Model 6 in the process plug-in compiled by Hayes (2017) was used for chain mediation effect analysis, and the bias correction percentile Bootstrap method was used to test the significance of the mediation effect. If the 99% confidence interval did not contain a value of 0, it was considered statistically significant (Erceg-Hurn and Mirosevich, 2008). In addition, Harman’s one-factor test was used to test for common method deviation before analyzing the data (Podsakoff et al., 2003).




RESULTS


Common Method Bias Test

Because this study used self-report scales to collect data, which can lead to common method bias, the Harman single-factor method was used to include the mental health literacy, social support, coping tendency, and life satisfaction items in an exploratory factor analysis. Only 10.411% of the variance was explained by the largest factor, which is less than the critical value of 40%, it indicates that there was no significant common method bias in this study.



Correlation Analysis for Social Support, Coping Tendency, Life Satisfaction, and Mental Health Literacy

Pearson’s product moment correlation analysis was used to analyse social support, coping tendency, life satisfaction, and mental health literacy (Table 1). The results showed that ➀ social support is significantly positively correlated with teachers’ mental health literacy, coping tendency, and life satisfaction (r = 0.221, p < 0.01; r = 0.393, p < 0.01; r = 0.446, p < 0.01); ➁ coping tendency is significantly positively correlated with teachers’ mental health literacy and life satisfaction (r = 0.283, p < 0.01; r = 0.299, p < 0.01); ➂ life satisfaction is significantly positively correlated with teachers’ mental health literacy (r = 0.214, p < 0.01).


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix for each variable.
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Relationship Between Social Support and Mental Health Literacy: A Chain Mediation Effect Test

The above analysis showed that there was a significant correlation between the variables and that collinearity may exist. Therefore, before testing the effect, the predictive variables in the equation were standardized, and collinearity diagnostics were performed. The results showed that the variance inflation factors (1.375, 1.277, and 1.210) of all of the predictors were less than five. Therefore, there was no serious collinearity in the data used for this study, indicating that they were suitable for further mediation effect tests.

The process plug-in developed by Hayes was used to evaluate the 95% confidence interval (CI) of the mediation effect of life satisfaction and coping tendency on the impact of social support on the teachers’ mental health literacy (the bootstrap sample size was 5,000), and the chain mediation model was established (Figure 1). The results showed that the predictive effect of social support on mental health literacy was not significant (β = 0.09, p > 0.05), but social support could significantly positively predict coping tendency and life satisfaction (β = 0.45, p < 0.001; β = 0.39, p < 0.001); life satisfaction could not only significantly predict the teachers’ coping tendency (β = 0.19, p < 0.001) but could positively predict their mental health literacy (β = 0.11, p < 0.05); and coping tendency could significantly positively predict the teachers’ mental health literacy (β = 0.18, p < 0.001).


[image: image]

FIGURE 1. The chain mediation model. *p < 0.05 and ***p < 0.001.


Further testing of the mediation effect (see the Table 2) showed that the bootstrap 95% CI of the total effect of life satisfaction and coping tendency on the impact of social support on the teachers’ mental health literacy was (0.0812, 0.1893), which does not include 0; this indicated that life satisfaction and coping tendency are the mediating variables in the impact of social support on teachers’ mental health literacy, and they have a total indirect effect of 0.134, accounting for 60.56% of the total effect. This mediation effect is mainly composed of the following three paths: (1) social support→life satisfaction→mental health literacy [95% CI = (0.0084, 0.0911), standard error (SE) = 0.0207], the mediation effect is 0.0494, accounting for 22.32% of the total effect, and Hypothesis 1 is supported; (2) social support→coping tendency→mental health literacy [95% CI = (0.0387, 0.1065), SE = 0.0174], the mediation effect is 0.0698, accounting for 31.54% of the total effect, and Hypothesis 2 is supported; (3) social support→life satisfaction→coping tendency→mental health literacy [95% CI = (0.0055, 0.0266), SE = 0.0054], the mediation effect is 0.0148, accounting for 6.69% of the total effect, and Hypothesis 3 is supported.


TABLE 2. Bootstrap analysis of the mediation effect test.
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DISCUSSION

This study explores the effects of different social supports on teachers’ mental health literacy and the mediating role of life satisfaction and coping tendency. The results show that social support is significantly positively correlated with teachers’ mental health literacy, life satisfaction, and coping tendency; social support can not only influence teachers’ mental health literacy through life satisfaction and coping tendency separately but can also indirectly influence teachers’ mental health literacy through the chain mediation effect of life satisfaction and coping tendency.

First, life satisfaction mediates the impact of social support on teachers’ mental health literacy; that is, obtaining social support can improve individuals’ life satisfaction and thus promote the improvement of their mental health literacy. The results show that the direct effect of social support on the teachers’ mental health literacy is not significant, which is inconsistent with the results of previous studies, i.e., that individuals’ mental health literacy can be improved through peer support (Kola-Palmer et al., 2020). That is, there is a snowball effect of seeking professional help: when an individual seeks professional help, private interpersonal conversations can result in changes in the attitudes of those around him/her toward seeking help, which could promote their own help-seeking behavior. This finding may relate to common mental health problems. Teachers with poor mental health who receive social support from parents or friends may reduce their pain in the short term when faced with common mental health problems (such as depression) and greatly alleviate their discomfort, so they largely believe that they no longer need to seek formal mental health services (Clark et al., 2020). Robichaud and Dugas (2012) also came to the same conclusion in the generalized anxiety disorder population, that regular reassurance (often from parents in adolescents) can reduce short-term suffering, although eventually the anxiety disorder remains. Based on the buffering effect model (Cohen and Wills, 1985), the influence of the external environment (such as social support) plays a role via the individual’s personal factors (such as life satisfaction). Teachers who receive sufficient social support have a higher level of understanding and use of social support resources, and experience higher life satisfaction after experiencing more positive emotions, which can reduce stress in the face of stressful events, have a more positive attitude toward seeking professional help, have a strong willingness to help when they suspect that others are having psychological problems, and have a high mental health literacy. In contrast, teachers who lack social support during their careers can have reduced life satisfaction, and the lack of happiness and weak psychological capital can easily make it difficult for them to extricate themselves from negative emotions (Huang et al., 2020). Because of their own pessimism and negativity, teachers with a low level of social support are more likely to have negative views regarding professional help and treatment effects, which seriously affects their mental health literacy.

Second, this study shows that coping tendency has a mediating role in the relationship between social support and teachers’ mental health literacy. The results of this study are consistent with previous studies (Dong, 2019). Research shows that social support can significantly positively predict coping strategies (Kong et al., 2019). Teachers with a high level of social support have stronger social adaptation abilities and tend to adopt positive coping strategies for solving problems. When their mental state is abnormal, they are also more willing to help themselves, seek help from important others and professionals, and have a low sense of stigma regarding psychological counseling and treatment. In addition, due to the psychology of repayment, social support is significantly related to altruistic behavior. Individuals who receive social support are prone to show altruistic behavior (Romig and Bakken, 1992), and they can often identify and help others’ mental health problems in a timely manner based on their own experience.

Finally, this study shows that life satisfaction and coping tendency separately could predict teachers’ mental health literacy. Based on the TRA (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1977), positive behavioral intention, can be affected by these positive attitudes. Teachers with high life satisfaction, or positive coping tendency, can clearly understand themselves and make full use of their own resources, and can actively self-regulate to eliminate external pressure. These positive attitudes allow teachers to have positive behavioral intention, regarding the prevention and treatment of possible psychological problems, which effectively improves their mental health literacy.

As a relatively important type of social group, the mental health status of teachers is crucial to their own ability to educate people and the growth and development of the educated group, and improving the mental health literacy of teachers can expand the beneficiary group to all students, which suggests that we should pay more attention to the mental health literacy of the majority of teachers. This study explores the possible influencing factors of teachers’ mental health literacy, fills the gap in the literature to a certain extent and helps us to deeply understand the mechanism of life satisfaction and coping tendencies between social support and teachers’ mental health literacy, and provides possible directions for future plans to improve teachers’ mental health literacy.

However, the current study still has some limits. First, this study only involves the attitude and habit level of mental health literacy, there is still a lack of research on the knowledge level of mental health literacy, and a comprehensive investigation of this aspect still needs to be added in the future; Second, due to conditions, this study only studies the relationship between social support, life satisfaction, coping tendencies and teachers’ mental health literacy, and the causal relationship between various variables is not yet known, and it still needs to be further tracked and verified.



CONCLUSION


1)Teachers’ social support is significantly positively correlated with their mental health literacy, coping tendency, and life satisfaction; coping tendency is significantly positively correlated with mental health literacy and life satisfaction; and life satisfaction is significantly positively correlated with mental health literacy.

2)Teachers’ social support affects mental health literacy through the separate mediation effects of life satisfaction and coping tendency.

3)Teachers’ social support indirectly affects mental health literacy through the chain mediation effect of life satisfaction and coping tendency.
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