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Abstract Previous studies have shown a negative relationship between loneliness and

one’s subjective well-being. However, it has not been fully examined within the Chinese

context which highlights the importance of social relationship and interpersonal harmony

for one’s life, and the mechanism between them has not been thoroughly explored. Based

on social cognitive theory, this study examined the main effects of loneliness on indi-

viduals’ stress, depression, and life satisfaction, as well as the mediating effect of self-

efficacy between them. Survey data were obtained from 444 Chinese undergraduates. The

results of multiple regressions revealed that loneliness was negatively correlated with life

satisfaction and positively correlated with stress and depression. Moreover, self-efficacy

partially mediated the relationship between loneliness and stress, as well as depression, and

fully mediated the relationship between loneliness and life satisfaction. Implications for

research and practice are discussed.

Keywords Loneliness � Self-efficacy � Stress � Depression � Life satisfaction � Subjective

well-being

1 Introduction

Loneliness is one of the most pervasive human experiences for people from all walks of

life (Ilhan 2012; Tharayil 2012; Weiss 1973). It was defined as ‘‘the unpleasant experience

that occurs when a person’s network of social relationships is significantly deficient in

either quality or quantity’’ (Perlman and Peplau 1984, p. 15). Different from objective
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social isolation, loneliness is subjective in that one may live a relatively solitary life but not

feel lonely, but one may feel lonely even amongst a crowd of people (Hawkley and

Cacioppo 2010). Previous studies have demonstrated that loneliness is related to one’s

well-being, such as poor life satisfaction (e.g., Salimi 2011), depression (e.g., Alpass and

Neville 2003), substance abuse (e.g., Rokach 2005a), and poor health (e.g., Hawkley et al.

2006). However, how loneliness influences individual subjective well-being (SWB) is still

understudied and there are two theoretical gaps in the existing research.

First, the relationship between loneliness and one’s SWB has not been fully examined

within the Chinese context. Previous research has mostly focused on the impact of Chinese

people’s personalities such as core self-evaluations (Cai et al. 2009; He et al. 2013), self-

concordance (Sheldon et al. 2004), self-concept (Cheng et al. 2011), self-perception

(Lischetzke et al. 2012), and cross-cultural personality (Chen et al. 2006) on their SWB,

whereas only a handful of studies have probed into the influence of social interaction such

as social support (Kong and You 2013; Kong et al. 2013) and interpersonal harmony

(Hsiao et al. 2006) on one’s SWB. Given that China has been identified as a typical

collectivistic (Triandis 2001) and guanxi-orientated (Mao et al. 2012) country, which

indicates that the Chinese emphasize the importance of social relations in their self-concept

and meaningfulness of life, they are thus more motivated by social relations compared with

people in an individualistic culture (Markus and Kitayama 1991). It is therefore imperative

to pay more attention to the effect of deficiencies in social interaction like loneliness on

Chinese people’s SWB.

As loneliness is perceived as social isolation which implies social rejection, it may be

more context-sensitive in the Chinese context for the following reasons: First, interpersonal

dynamics are central to the Chinese self-concept (Hsiao et al. 2006). Compared with

people in an individualistic culture who are more self-centered and independent, the

Chinese tend to construct their sense of self as interdependent and derive their sense of

safety, identity, and self-worth from the group they belong to (Lim and Chang 2009).

Accordingly, the Chinese people’s personal identity may be threatened by the deficit in

their social relationships. Second, the cultural norm of Confucianism requires that indi-

viduals should assume responsibilities and obligations towards the group and others. Under

such standards for interpersonal relationships, an individual is supposed to fulfill his/her

duty and expected roles in the social hierarchy (Bedford and Hwang 2003). However, as

lonely people usually lack adequate social interaction with others, it is unlikely for them to

meet such cultural expectations, which may result in their mental maladjustment. Third,

interpersonal harmony has long been emphasized in traditional Confucian ideology

(Cheung et al. 2001; Wang et al. 2014). It refers to the balance achieved within an

individual’s various relationships. As deeply influenced by the cultural values, interper-

sonal stimuli is perceived by Chinese people as the salient source of stress (Lun and Bond

2006). For lonely people who have poor social skills, they are confronted with more

relationship disharmony that may afflict them in everyday life.

Second, the mechanism between loneliness and one’s SWB has not been thoroughly

examined. Existing studies have argued that physical conditions (e.g., general health;

Swami et al. 2007) and psychological needs (e.g., social support; Azam et al. 2013)

mediated the relationship between loneliness and one’s SWB. Nevertheless, as Perlman

and Peplau (1984) suggested, more attention should be paid to the cognitive mechanism

between loneliness and its negative outcomes. Based on social cognitive theory, the present

study attempts to examine the mediating effect of self-efficacy on the relationship between

loneliness and one’s SWB.
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In conclusion, we aimed to provide empirical evidence of the relationship between

loneliness and one’s SWB in the Chinese context and to explore the mediating role of self-

efficacy between them, which will enrich the research concerning Chinese people’s SWB

and open the black box between loneliness and individual SWB.

2 Theories and Hypotheses

Subjective well-being refers to people’s cognitive and affective evaluations of their life

(Busseri and Sadava 2011; Eid and Larsen 2008). It consists of three major components:

the frequency of positive and negative affect, as well as the cognitive evaluation of global

life satisfaction (Diener et al. 1999). In this study, we focused on its negative affect (i.e.,

stress and depression) and cognitive component (i.e., life satisfaction) for the following

reasons. First, numerous studies confirmed that stress and depression had adverse effect on

one’s quality of life (e.g., Abbey and Andrews 1985; Caron 2012; Lever et al. 2005; Magee

and St-Arnaud 2012; Ostir et al. 2007). Second, overall life satisfaction is the most sig-

nificant indicator of individuals’ SWB (Diener 2009). Third, SWB has been conceptualized

as life satisfaction, stress, and depression in previous research (e.g., Diener et al. 1999,

2009; Magee and St-Arnaud 2012). Thus, we conceptualized a person’s SWB as stress,

depression, and life satisfaction and examined how loneliness influences them.

2.1 Loneliness and Stress

Stress is the situation in which the environmental demands are perceived to exceed the

coping resources (Cohen et al. 1983; Monat and Lazarus 1991). Ursin and Eriksen (2004)

indicated that there are four aspects of stress: Stress stimuli, stress experience, stress

response, and feedback from the stress response. They suggested that stress disorder is

related to uncontrollable and unpredictable negative events in a person’s life. Previous

studies have shown that self-conceptions (Thoits 2013), social capital (Chen et al. 2014),

and social networks (Gerich 2013) are conceivable antecedents of stress. Stress is generally

regarded as debilitating, and prolonged stress may lead to adverse psychological and

physical effects such as cognitive impairment (Schwabe et al. 2010), aggression (Boden-

mann et al. 2010), and increased risk of premature mortality (Braveman et al. 2011).

We argue that loneliness is positively related to one’s stress. First, as lonely people lack

satisfying social relationships, they have little of the necessary social support to cope with

various stressors in life (Gerich 2013) and are prone to suffer more stress. Second, as lonely

people are often in a gloomy mood or have other declining bodily health symptoms like

anorexia or insomnia, they are more likely to have worsened ability to deal with high

demanding tasks (Rokach 2005b) and have high stress in the everyday life. Thus we

propose:

Hypothesis 1 Loneliness is positively associated with stress.

2.2 Loneliness and Depression

Depression refers to a mood of pronounced hopelessness and overwhelming feeling of

inadequacy or unworthiness (Weeks et al. 1980) seen as emotional impairment stemming

from environmental or hormonal disorders (Sullivan et al. 2000). Current studies have

found that certain personality patterns (e.g., low self-esteem, introversion) are more

Loneliness and Subjective Well-Being Among Chinese Undergraduates 965

123



vulnerable to depression (Chioqueta and Stiles 2005) and that depressive symptoms can be

exacerbated by continuous emotional abuse or deteriorating coping capacity (Ng and Hurry

2011). Along with depression, people may face physical, biological, psychological, and

social dysfunction (Hallion and Ruscio 2011).

We assume that loneliness is positively related to depression. First, people in a col-

lectivistic culture obtain their self-identity and self-worth from the group they belong to

and enhance their self-esteem through group membership; thus people with more social

interaction with others will experience less depression (Bartolini et al. 2013; Uusitalo-

Malmivaara and Lehto 2013). Second, lonely people who have been rejected from the

community they value and treasure may experience low self-esteem (Kapıkıran 2013) and

lack of emotional stability (Cacioppo et al. 2006). Along with those negative self-per-

ceptions, lonely people may be more susceptible to feelings of unworthiness or hope-

lessness, and finally more vulnerable to depression (Tharayil 2012). Thus we propose:

Hypothesis 2 Loneliness is positively associated with depression.

2.3 Loneliness and Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction represents a global cognitive evaluation of a person’s satisfaction with his

or her life (Diener et al. 1985). Both situational and personality factors can influence

people’s appraisement of their liking or disliking of their life (Heller et al. 2004). Heller

et al. (2004) meta-analysis indicates that satisfaction with major life domains such as

health, finances, job, and interpersonal relationships are strongly linked to general life

satisfaction and people’s perceptions of domain satisfaction are substantially associated

with both objective and subjective or dispositional factors (Brief et al. 1993).

We propose that loneliness negatively influences life satisfaction. First, people in a

collectivistic culture attach such great importance to maintaining interpersonal relationship

harmony (Huo and Kong 2013; Li et al. 2014; Shu and Zhu 2009) that they may negatively

appraise their quality of life when faced with such deficits in social relationships as

loneliness (Ang et al. 2013). Second, accompanied by loneliness are feelings of hostility,

pessimism, anxiety, and low self-esteem (Cacioppo et al. 2006) activating negative

experiences in lonely people’s daily lives and contributing to their decreased life satis-

faction as a whole. Thus we propose:

Hypothesis 3 Loneliness is negatively associated with life satisfaction.

2.4 The Mediating Role of Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy is defined as ‘‘the conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior

required to produce the outcomes’’ (Bandura 1977, p. 193). It can be understood as

individuals’ general sense of personal competence across various stressful situations (i.e.,

general self-efficacy, GSE; Schwarzer and Jerusalem 1995), or be either task or domain

specific (Luszczynska et al. 2005). General self-efficacy emphasizes a person’s general

competence to do tasks across situations, but the task self-efficacy emphasizes a person’s

capabilities to complete a task in a work setting (Spreitzer 1995). As the participants of this

study were undergraduates in a business school who lack work experience and sociali-

zation, we conceptualized self-efficacy as general self-efficacy and explored the mediating

role of general self-efficacy underlying the association between loneliness and stress,

depression, and life satisfaction.

966 Y. Tu, S. Zhang

123



Bandura (1977) proposed that self-efficacy is the consequence of four sources of

information: past experience, modeling, social persuasion, and physiological or psycho-

logical states. Past experience of failure or success is the most important factor in deter-

mining self-efficacy. Modeling refers to the observational experiences provided by a role

model. Social persuasion is the encouragement or doubts communicated by significant

others. The physiological and psychological states refer to individuals’ positive or negative

mood or body symptoms in response to a certain situation. Numerous subsequent empirical

studies have also linked personality traits (e.g., Strobel et al. 2011; Wang et al. 2013) and

experience (e.g., Shea and Howell 2000) to self-efficacy. According to social cognitive

theory, perceived self-efficacy, as the cognitive determinant of behavior, affects individ-

uals’ selection of coping strategies under challenging demands (Bandura 2001), achieve-

ment strivings (Luszczynska et al. 2005), level of physiological depression reactions

(Hermann and Betz 2006), and emotional states (Cramm et al. 2013).

In light of the four sources proposed by Bandura, we suggest that loneliness can

attenuate one’s self-efficacy for the following reasons: First, lonely people lack satisfactory

social relationships and the necessary social support, leading to their low ability to attain

goals, and thus more experience of failure (Alkire 2005; Beehr et al. 2000). Second,

Hawkley and Cacioppo (2010) posit that lonely people tend to be more vigilant to social

threats in the environment, which produces cognitive biases and makes them remember

more negative social information. Thus, we suppose that lonely people are less active in

searching for their role models and may neglect the positive modeling effects others set for

them as well. Third, lonely people have few intimate friends or other forms of partners,

which results in their rarely receiving encouragement from significant others (Heinrich and

Gullone 2006). Fourth, lonely people usually have negative physiological and psycho-

logical states such as anxiety (Rokach 2005a), sadness (Tharayil 2012), and poor health

(Hawkley et al. 2006), which may attenuate their somatic and emotional arousal level and

thus generate low self-efficacy. On the basis of the four aspects argued above, we speculate

that lonely people will have lower self-efficacy.

We assume that the associations between loneliness and stress, depression, and life

satisfaction are mediated by self-efficacy for the following reasons: First, lonely people

who have low self-efficacy are apt to regard the tasks as more difficult than they actually

are (Bandura 1993; Schunk 1989). The thought then reduces the efforts they will spend on

the task and the time they persist, resulting in frustrating outcomes in turn (Coutinho 2008;

Luszczynska et al. 2005). The unwanted facts thus lead to feelings of tension and stress,

failure, and depression (Caprara and Steca 2005). Second, lonely people with low self-

efficacy are more prone to blame themselves for their social problems and attribute their

loneliness to unchangeable factors (Newall et al. 2009; Perlman and Peplau 1984), which

may affect the cognitive process of appraisal that is central in determining a person’s

overall life satisfaction, thus contributing to a more negative evaluation (Hawkley and

Cacioppo 2010). Third, other studies have also indicated that the connection between

loneliness and SWB is not straightforward, but mediated by cognitive mechanisms

(Cacioppo and Hawkley 2009; Hawkley and Cacioppo 2010; Peplau et al. 1979). Thus we

propose:

Hypothesis 4 Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between loneliness and stress

(H4a), depression (H4b), and life satisfaction (H4c).
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3 Method

3.1 Procedure and Sample

The survey was conducted in a business school at a high-prestige university in central

China. We distributed our questionnaires to all the sophomores in this business school with

the help of several research assistants. Each participant was told that the investigation was

conducted on the nature of voluntary to reduce their concerns and received a small

unsealed envelope in which there was a questionnaire as well as a cover letter to illustrate

the purpose and the anonymity of the survey. The participants were asked to evaluate their

loneliness, self-efficacy, depression, stress, and life satisfaction. When the questionnaires

were completed, students were required to place them into the envelopes to submit to the

research assistants.

Initially, we distributed 600 student questionnaires. After the distribution-return pro-

cess, 486 questionnaires were returned at a rate of 81 %. Among the returned question-

naires, 444 of them were valid at a rate of 91.36 %. Of the student sample, 38.4 % were

male, and the average age of respondents was 19.02 years (SD = 1.26).

3.2 Measures

With the original version of the measure in English, we adopted the procedure of a double

blinded translation suggested by Brislin (1980) to assure the validity and accuracy of the

Chinese version. That is, one professional researcher translated the original English version

of the scales into Chinese, and the Chinese version was back-translated by two other

professional researchers. All of the measure items were rated from 1 ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to

7 ‘‘strongly agree’’ and were listed in the appendix.

3.2.1 Loneliness

Loneliness was assessed using the 20-item revised version of the UCLA (University of

California, Los Angeles) Loneliness Scale (R-UCLA) developed by Russell (1996). A

sample item was ‘‘I lack companionship.’’ The reliability for the scale was .884.

3.2.2 Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy was measured with the ten-item General Self-Efficacy Scale developed by

Schwarzer and Jerusalem (1995). A sample item was ‘‘I can usually handle whatever

comes my way.’’ The reliability for the scale was .946.

3.2.3 Stress

Stress was evaluated by the 14-item Perceived Stress Scale developed by Cohen et al.

(1983) which measures the degree to which situations in a person’s life are appraised as

uncontrollable and overloaded. One sample item was ‘‘Recently I felt upset because of

something that happened unexpectedly.’’ The reliability for the scale was .711.
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3.2.4 Depression

Depression was assessed with the seven-item version of the Center for Epidemiological

Studies Depression Scale (CES-Dm) used by Mirowsky and Ross (1992), which measures

the frequency of unpleasant symptoms of depressed mood and physiological malaise

(Mirowsky and Ross 1986). CES-Dm was correlated with the full CES-D with a coefficient

of .92 (Mirowsky and Ross 2001). One sample item was ‘‘Recently I felt I just couldn’t get

going.’’ The reliability for the scale was .953.

3.2.5 Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction was assessed by using the five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale, devel-

oped by Diener et al. (1985), which refers to the cognitive-judgmental aspects of general

life satisfaction. One sample item was ‘‘I am satisfied with my life.’’ The reliability for the

scale was .857.

3.2.6 Control Variables

Previous studies have shown that gender and age are associated with SWB (e.g., Huo and

Kong 2013; Lent 2004). We thus controlled for these two variables. Gender was coded

with 1 representing males and 2 females. Age was recorded as the Arabic numbers.

4 Results

4.1 Common Method Bias Caution

As our data were collected from the same source, concerns regarding common method bias

(CMB) may be raised (Malhotra et al. 2006; Podsakoff et al. 2003). We thus conducted

Harman’s single-factor test which was a widely used technology in the existing studies to

examine the potential CMB between variables, and the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)

Table 1 Results of confirmatory factor analysis of variables

Model v2 df CFI GFI IFI RMR RMSEA

Five-factor modela 109 25 .976 .954 .977 .037 .087

Four-factor modelb 1,095 29 .703 .749 .704 .212 .288

Three-factor modelc 1,373 32 .626 .664 .627 .228 .308

Two-factor modeld 1,725 34 .528 .628 .530 .226 .335

One-factor modele 2,221 35 .390 .546 .392 .267 .375

n = 444, df degree of freedom; CFI Comparative Fit Index, GFI Goodness-of-fit Index, IFI Incremental Fit
Index, RMR Root Mean Square Residual, RMSEA Root mean square error of approximation
a Five theoretical constructs: loneliness, self-efficacy, stress, depression, and life satisfaction
b Combining self-efficacy and loneliness based on the model a
c Combining stress, self-efficacy and loneliness based on the model a
d Combining depression, stress, self-efficacy and loneliness based on the model a
e Combining life satisfaction, depression, stress, self-efficacy and loneliness based on the model a
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was applied for Harman’s single-factor test because some evidence showed that it was

more sophisticated than the exploratory factor analysis approach. According to Mathiu and

Farr’s (1991) recommendation, we parceled the items of every theoretical variable into two

factors as two indicators in the structural equation modeling, respectively. We first

examined a five-factor model in which we included all five theoretical constructs, then we

combined the theoretical constructs step by step, and the fitness indexes of model a to

model d were compared to assess the goodness of fit with the different factor structures.

Results in Table 1 show that one-factor model provided a worst fit (v2 = 2,221, df = 35,

CFI = .390, GFI = .546, IFI = .392, RMR = .267, RMSEA = .375), and all the other

alternative models yielded poorer fit to the data and fit significantly worse than that of the

five-factor model (v2 = 109, df = 25, CFI = .976, GFI = .954, IFI = .977, RMR = .037,

RMSEA = .087). Thus we concluded that CMB was not so serious as to influence the

relationship between variables.

4.2 Hypothesis Testing

Table 2 contains the means, standard deviations, and correlations of all variables. The

correlations were consistent with the hypotheses we proposed: loneliness was positively

related to stress (c = .381, p\ .001) and depression (c = .517, p\ .001), and negatively

related to one’s self-efficacy (c = -.299, p\ .001) and life satisfaction (c = -.166,

p\ .001).

Hypothesis 1 predicted loneliness was positively related to stress; as shown in Model 2

Table 3, loneliness positively influenced students’ stress (b = .297, p\ .001), thus sup-

porting hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 2 stated loneliness was positively related to depression; as

shown in Model 4 Table 3, loneliness positively influenced depression (b = .833,

p\ .001), thus supporting hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 3 proposed loneliness was negatively

associated with life satisfaction. As shown in Model 6 Table 3, loneliness negatively

influenced life satisfaction (b = -.200, p\ .01), thus supporting hypothesis 3.

According to Baron and Kenny’s (1986) recommendations, we examined the related

mediation hypotheses. Hypothesis 4 stated that self-efficacy mediated the relationship

between loneliness and stress, depression, and life satisfaction. Results in Model 1 Table 3

showed that loneliness was negatively associated with self-efficacy (b = -.349, p\ .001).

Moreover, when we regressed stress, depression, and life satisfaction on loneliness and

self-efficacy, the effect of loneliness on stress (b = .242, p\ .001) and depression

(b = .765, p\ .001) was reduced; the effect of loneliness on life satisfaction (b = .018,

Table 2 Means, standard deviations and correlations

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Gender 1.570 .540 1

Age 19.015 1.418 -.010 1

Loneliness 3.025 .920 -.106* .127** 1

Self-efficacy 5.377 1.141 -.081 -.145** -.299** 1

Stress 3.727 .697 .085 .128** .381** -.364** 1

Depression 3.098 1.450 -.067 .069 .517** -.263** .538** 1

Life
satisfaction

4.410 1.168 -.041 -.084 -.166** .611** -.364** -.249** 1

n = 444, * p\ .05; ** p\ .01 (two-tailed)

970 Y. Tu, S. Zhang

123



ns) became insignificant, and self-efficacy was negatively related to stress (b = -.160,

p\ .001) and depression (b = -.195, p\ .01) and positively related to life satisfaction

(b = .624, p\ .001). These results indicated that self-efficacy partially mediated the

relationship between loneliness and stress as well as depression. Moreover, it fully med-

iated the relationship between loneliness and life satisfaction. Thus, hypothesis 4a, 4b, and

4c were supported.

Preacher and Hayes (2004) noted that Baron and Kenny’s (1986) regression method

would possibly result in type I or type II errors, so we used the Sobel test (1982) and

MCMAM (Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Mediation; Selig and Preacher 2008) to

show the significance and confidential interval of the indirect effect in mediation models in

Table 4. The results of the Sobel test revealed that the indirect effect of model 1 was .056

(t = 4.178, p\ .001), the indirect effect of model 2 was .068 (t = 3.027, p\ .01), and the

indirect effect of model 3 was -.218 (t = -5.641, p\ .001). We also applied MCMAM

to evaluate the indirect effects of the models. The 95 % confidence interval in model 1, 2,

and 3 indicated that the indirect effects of three mediation models were significant (model

1, [.032, .084]; model 2, [.027, .116]; model 3, [-.295, -.144], respectively).

5 Discussion

5.1 Theoretical and Practical Implications

The current study was designed to examine the main effect of loneliness on SWB (i.e.,

stress, depression, and life satisfaction) as well as the mediation of self-efficacy for this

relationship in the Chinese context. The results showed that loneliness was a significant

predictor of high stress and depression, and low self-efficacy and life satisfaction. Another

finding of this study was that self-efficacy mediated the relationship between loneliness

Table 3 Results of mediations of self-efficacy between loneliness and stress, depression and life
satisfaction

Self-efficacy Stress Depression Life satisfaction

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7
b b b b b b b

Control variables

Gender -.224* .163** .127* -.053 -.096 -.119 .021

Age -.089* .043 .029 .016 -.002 -.034 .022

Independent variable

Loneliness -.349*** .297*** .242*** .833*** .765*** -.200** .018

Mediator

Self-efficacy -.160*** -.195** .624***

R2 .106 .172 .230 .282 .302 .029 .354

DR2 .080 .148 .058 .270 .020 .025 .324

F 16.707 29.356 31.606 55.530 45.782 4.294 57.944

DF 38.062 75.846 31.931 159.173 12.154 10.748 212.471

n = 444, * p\ .05; ** p\ .01; *** p\ .001 (two-tailed)

Loneliness and Subjective Well-Being Among Chinese Undergraduates 971

123



T
a
b
le

4
R

es
u
lt

s
o

f
in

d
ir

ec
t

ef
fe

ct
s

o
f

th
re

e
m

ed
ia

ti
o

n
m

o
d

el
s

u
si

n
g

S
o

b
el

te
st

an
d

M
C

M
A

M

M
o

d
el

r a
r b

s a
s b

a
b

t
p

v
al

u
e

9
5

%
C

I

L
o

w
er

U
p

p
er

M
o

d
el

1
:

L
o

n
el

in
es

s
?

se
lf

-e
ffi

ca
cy

?
st

re
ss

-
.3

4
9

-
.1

6
0

.0
5

7
.0

2
8

.0
5

6
4

.1
7
8

\
.0

0
1

.0
3

2
.0

8
4

M
o

d
el

2
:

L
o

n
el

in
es

s
?

se
lf

-e
ffi

ca
cy

?
d

ep
re

ss
io

n
-

.3
4

9
-

.1
9

5
.0

5
7

.0
5

6
.0

6
8

3
.0

2
7

\
.0

1
.0

2
7

.1
1

6

M
o

d
el

3
:

L
o

n
el

in
es

s
?

se
lf

-e
ffi

ca
cy

?
li

fe
sa

ti
sf

ac
ti

o
n

-
.3

4
9

.6
2

4
.0

5
7

.0
4

3
-

.2
1

8
-

5
.6

4
1

\
.0

0
1

-
.2

9
5

-
.1

4
4

972 Y. Tu, S. Zhang

123



and stress, depression, and life satisfaction. In other words, lonely people are more likely to

engage in low self-efficacy, which in turn leads to an increase in their stress and depression

and a decrease in life satisfaction. Our work contributed to the current literature in the

following ways.

First, we examined the relationship between loneliness and students’ stress, depression,

and life satisfaction in Chinese context and made a contextual contribution for under-

standing the loneliness and SWB in a collectivistic and Confucian society. The Chinese

usually pay more attention to social relationships and social interaction (Li et al. 2014). As

lonely people lack satisfying social relationships and have little social support to cope with

the environment, they are more likely to suffer stress. Moreover, lonely people in a

collectivism context react more strongly to the deprivation of necessary social ties

regarding it as a loss of self-identity resulting in depression. Furthermore, the Chinese

treasure relationship harmony (Chen 2002), and social relationships play an indispensable

part of their life, so lonely people who suffer social isolation will surely feel less life

satisfaction. Moreover, we found that loneliness which indicates the deficiencies in social

interaction and isolation from social support network had stronger effects on nega-

tive indicators of SWB such as stress, depression, but weaker effect on positive indicators

of SWB such as life satisfaction.

Second, by examining the mediation of self-efficacy on the relationship between

loneliness and individuals’ stress, depression, and life satisfaction, the present study

added new knowledge of cognitive processes between Chinese students’ loneliness and

their stress, depression, and life satisfaction. Our findings confirmed that self-efficacy

partially mediated the relationship between loneliness and stress as well as depression,

but fully mediated the relationship between loneliness and life satisfaction. We argue that

lonely people who encounter social isolation not only have less social support to cope

with the environment, but also have less competence to deal with the task and handle the

situation, so they suffer higher stress and depression and have lower life satisfaction. We

contribute a cognitive explanation to the relationship between loneliness and students’

SWB. Surprisingly, we found that self-efficacy played a very important role between

loneliness and life satisfaction because it fully mediated the relationship between them

and the indirect effect was relatively high (r = -.218, p\ .001), but in cases of stress

and depression, even though self-efficacy mediated the relationship between loneliness

and stress and depression, the direct effect of loneliness on stress as well as depression

were still strong and the indirect effect between them were relatively low (r = .056,

p\ .001; r = .068, p\ .01, respectively). We speculate that self-efficacy which is the

positive belief about one’s ability explains the psychological mechanism between

loneliness and one’s positive indicators of SWB much better and the psychological

mechanism between loneliness and positive and negative indicators of SWB may be

different.

This study also provides important practical implications. The findings indicate that

loneliness can significantly influence individuals’ SWB, so it is imperative that enough

attention be drawn to alleviate lonely people’s negative feelings and provide them with

more social support. Furthermore, self-efficacy should be underscored when considering

the influence of loneliness on SWB. As self-efficacy is the belief about one’s capabilities to

reach certain goals, it is important to enhance lonely people’s beliefs about their abilities

when trying to help them feel better about their life and improve their ability to deal with

pressure.
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5.2 Limitations and Future Research

Some limitations in the current study should be addressed. First of all, despite the

test results showing that CMB was not a serious problem in the current study, the

data collection procedure still undermined the conclusions we drew. Second, as we

used cross-sectional data to test the hypotheses, the cross-sectional nature of these

analyses does not permit claims of causal influence. Third, as the participants of this

study are students in a business school, the sample’s representativeness of the

Chinese context as a whole is limited, which restricts the external validity of the

findings.

Further research is therefore recommended in the following ways. First, longitudinal or

experimental research design and multiple resources for evaluation should be used to

ensure the internal validity and minimize the possibility of CMB. Second, different sam-

ples in various contexts and across different age groups need to be examined to extend the

external validity of the findings. Moreover, as the study was conducted in China, the

generalizability of this work to other individualistic countries is still not clear. A cross-

cultural design is thus recommended to ensure the generalizability of the findings. Third, in

light of the mediating role played by self-efficacy, we suggest that more attention should be

paid to the cognitive and affective process of loneliness and its consequences. Especially,

for the process between loneliness and the negative consequences, we should explore more

effective mediators to explain their mechanism.

6 Conclusion

Even though there are many studies that have examined the relationship between loneliness

and the individual’s subjective well-being, there are still two theoretical gaps in the

existing research that we need to understand. One is that the influence of loneliness on

one’s SWB is still insufficiently highlighted in the Chinese context which features

Confucianism and collectivism. The other one is that the psychological mechanism

between loneliness and subjective well-being is still unclear. To fill these two gaps, we

explored the relationship between loneliness and individual stress, depression, and life

satisfaction in the survey of 444 Chinese undergraduates. The results showed that loneli-

ness was positively related to individual stress and depression, but negatively related to

individual life satisfaction. Self-efficacy partially mediated the relationship between

loneliness, stress and depression, and fully mediated the relationship between loneliness

and life satisfaction. The present study contributed to the existing studies in two aspects.

One is the contextual contribution of extending the research of the relationship between

loneliness and stress, depression and life satisfaction into the Chinese context, and the

other is this study provides a scope of the cognitive processes between Chinese students’

loneliness and their stress, depression, and life satisfaction.
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Appendix

R means reverse coded

Loneliness (UCLA Loneliness Scale, Russell 1996)

I am in tune with the people around me (R)

I lack companionship

There is no one I can turn to

I feel alone

I feel part of a group of friends (R)

I have a lot in common with the people around me (R)

I am no longer close to anyone

My interests and ideals are not shared by those around you

I am an outgoing and friendly person (R)

I feel close to people (R)

I feel left out

I feel my relationships with others are not meaningful

No one really knows me well

I feel isolated from others

I can find companionship when I want it (R)

There are people who really understand me (R)

I feel shy

People are around me but not with me

There are people I can talk to (R)

There are people I can turn to (R)

Self-efficacy (Schwarzer and Jerusalem 1995)

I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I try hard enough

If someone opposes me, I can find the means and ways to get what I want

It is easy for me to stick to my aims and accomplish my goals

I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events

Thanks to my resourcefulness, I know how to handle unforeseen situations

I can solve most problems if I invest the necessary effort

I can remain calm when facing difficulties because I can rely on my coping abilities

When I am confronted with a problem, I can usually find several solutions

If I am in trouble, I can usually think of a solution

I can usually handle whatever comes my way

Stress (Cohen et al. 1983)

Recently I felt upset because of something that happened unexpectedly

Recently I felt that I was unable to control the important things in my life

Recently I felt nervous and stressed

Recently I dealt successfully with irritating life hassles (R)

Recently I felt that I was effectively coping with important changes that were occurring

in my life (R)

Recently I felt confident about my ability to handle my personal problems (R)

Recently I felt that things were going my way (R)

Recently I found that I could not cope with all the things that I had to do
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Recently I was able to control irritations in my life (R)

Recently I felt that I was on top of things (R)

Recently I was angered because of things that happened that were outside of my control

Recently I found myself thinking about things that I have to accomplish

Recently I was able to control the way I spend my time (R)

Recently I felt difficulties were piling up so high that I could not overcome them

Depression (Ross and Mirowsky 1984; Mirowsky and Ross 1992)

Recently I felt I just couldn’t get going

Recently I felt sad

Recently I had trouble getting to sleep or staying asleep

Recently I felt that everything was an effort

Recently I felt lonely

Recently I felt I couldn’t shake the blues

Recently I had trouble keeping my mind on what I was doing

Life satisfaction (Diener et al. 1985)

In most ways my life is close to my ideal

The conditions of my life are excellent

I am satisfied with my life

So far I have gotten the important things I want in life

If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing
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