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Purpose: The continuous spread of the epidemic has inflicted serious harm upon individual’s mental well-being, and effective coping
mechanisms are associated with positive mental health outcomes. Prosocial behavior and a sense of meaning in life can enhance
individuals’ subjective well-being, which can subsequently positively impact their mental health. Thus, in the context of epidemic
prevention and control, this study investigates the relationship between the meaning in life, prosocial behavior, and coping styles of
outstanding physical education students and the impact on their mental health.

Methods: The study involved a questionnaire survey on 498 outstanding physical education students, consisting of 297 boys (mean
age = 13.16) and 201 girls (mean age = 12.87 years). Subsequently, the data was analyzed using the mediating effect and Bootstrap
tests.

Results: The coping style positively predicted the meaning in life (3=0.294) and prosocial behavior ($=0.293). Conversely, mental
health was predicted in a negative direction (f=—0.494). Mental health negatively predicted prosocial behavior (f=—0.810), although
prosocial behavior positively predicted meaning in life ($=0.644). Finally, prosocial behavior negatively predicted mental health (f=—
0.513). Additionally, the interplay between prosocial behavior and meaning in life is established in terms of both the individual and
chain mediating roles.

Conclusion: This study demonstrates that coping styles during a normalized epidemic prevention and control situation directly impact
the mental health of Shanghai’s outstanding physical education students. Additionally, these coping styles indirectly influence mental
health through the mediating effects of meaning in life and prosocial behaviors. Furthermore, meaning in life and prosocial behaviors
act as chain mediators in this relationship.
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Introduction

Since 2019, the global spread of the new coronavirus pandemic has significantly influenced social life and public health
conditions across several countries and regions. As a prominent global economy and culture hub, Shanghai has
encountered substantial difficulties throughout this global health crisis. As the epidemic progressed, different tiers of
government implemented a range of preventive and regulatory measures, such as lockdowns and restrictions, to curb the
spread of the virus.! These actions have had a profound impact on the normal functioning of society, resulting in the
closure of schools and educational institutions, which in turn has necessitated the adoption of remote learning for
students. Amidst the ongoing pandemic, outstanding sports students in Shanghai encounter unique challenges. Sports
students usually depend on educational institutions and sports facilities, such as gyms, for their training and competitions.
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Nevertheless, the closure of these venues and the cancellation of events have profoundly affected their sports careers,
placing enormous strain on their physical and mental well-being.”® Undoubtedly, the prolonged global epidemic has
placed significant psychological pressure on society. Due to restrictions and limitations on social activities, individuals
have been experiencing various unpleasant emotions such as loneliness, anxiety, and depression.*> Hence, conducting
research on the coping style of outstanding sports students in Shanghai amidst the prolonged pandemic holds significant
practical and theoretical value in understanding their impact on mental health. Understanding the role of these two factors
in mental health can provide a better insight into how students adapt psychologically in the context of a prolonged
pandemic. Moreover, it can offer a scientific basis for developing effective psychological health interventions. Expanding
upon this basis, the study focuses on meaning in life and prosocial behavior in the mental well-being of outstanding
sports students in Shanghai.

Keyes and Lopez argue that mental health encompasses more than just the absence of mental illness or psychological
disorders.® Instead, it refers to an individual’s capacity to effectively face the challenges of life, form healthy inter-
personal relationships, adapt to various stresses and changes, and achieve their maximum potential. Literature suggests
that various factors influence athletes’ mental well-being, including stress, competitiveness, setbacks, social support,
interpersonal relationships, and coping strategies. Athletes’ coping styles play a crucial role that directly impacts their
performance, training outcomes, and competitive results.” Coping style refers to the psychological and behavioral
approaches that individuals employ when confronted with stress, difficulties, or obstacles. People use strategies and
techniques to address external events and internal emotions to resolve problems, alleviate stress, regulate emotions, and
adapt to their environment.® The ability to effectively cope with stress, manage emotions, and employ stress management
techniques is crucial for maintaining a state of psychological well-being.”

Furthermore, the self-determination theory emphasizes that individuals who are able to fulfill their demands for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness are more inclined to use mature coping strategies and enhance their psycholo-
gical well-being.'°

An increasing number of experts have investigated the relationship between athletes’ coping style and their mental
health in the context of the pandemic. Zhang highlights that coping styles have a significant role in enhancing
psychological well-being. When individuals are in risky situations, a suitable coping mechanism can weaken or buffer

the adverse impact on their mental well-being.'' Based on this, this study puts forward a hypothesis:

HI1: Coping styles can predict the mental health of adolescent athletes.

The concept of meaning in life (MIL) refers to a personal and subjective experience where an individual perceives
their life as comprehensible, driven by meaningful objectives, and ultimately worthwhile.'> Moreover, it includes two
dimensions: possessing and pursuing meaning.'> Developing a strong sense of meaning in life can help reduce adverse
mental health issues, enhance positive experiences, and improve symptoms of depression and anxiety.'>"'* During the
pandemic, athletes faced restrictions such as training suspensions and the inability to participate in competitions. As
a result, their pursuit of goals was diminished, and their sense of meaning in life decreased, ultimately impacting their
mental health."> Furthermore, individuals can cultivate a mature coping style to have a profound and optimistic attitude
toward life, allowing them to consistently strive for and uncover the meaning of life.'® Research has shown that adopting
positive coping styles can alleviate emotional distress and tension and promote an individual’s sense of meaning in life.
This, in turn, leads to increased self-satisfaction, emotional stability, and self-esteem, which favorably impact mental
health.'®'” Hence, coping techniques have the potential to accurately forecast the meaning of life, and the meaning of life
can likewise impact mental well-being. This study proposed the hypothesis:

H2: The meaning in life mediates the relationship between coping styles and mental health.

Prosocial behavior refers to socially acceptable behaviors that benefit society and others. These include behaviors
such as cooperation, sharing, and helping, which are voluntarily displayed by individuals. Prosocial behavior is

considered a critical positive behavior and is essential for an individual’s physical and mental well-being.'® Prosocial
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behaviors include acts of altruism and helpfulness, among others. Altruistic behaviors are actions that involve helping
others without considering one’s own safety or personal gain. Research has revealed a strong association between
altruistic behaviors and mental health. Engaging in high levels of altruistic activities has been shown to improve
individuals’ psychological well-being, foster meaningful relationships, reduce stress and depression, and boost overall
mental health."” In addition, there is an association between coping styles and prosocial behavior.”® Simultaneously,
employing effective coping strategies might enhance individuals’ emotional regulation and social skills, enhancing their
empathy and support towards others.?'**> When individuals adopt positive coping strategies to deal with challenges and
stresses, they are more likely to demonstrate an increased ability to adapt and maintain a positive mindset. Positive
coping styles, such as caring for others, providing support, and engaging in social interactions, significantly impact
prosocial behaviors. They also increase empathy and sympathy and build positive interpersonal relationships and
a greater sense of social responsibility. These behaviors can contribute to improved mental health.®> This depicts that
coping techniques have a favorable linkage with prosocial behaviors and can also influence mental health. Consequently,

this study formulated a hypothesis:

H3: Prosocial behavior acts as a mediator between coping styles and mental health.

The meaning in life significantly impacts one’s values, professional identity, creativity, sense of belonging, and
contribution to society.* Furthermore, individuals with a higher meaning in life are more likely to integrate into social
groups and perform meaningful behaviors for the benefit of the group.?> Research reports that there is a positive
association between the intensity of an individual’s meaning in life and their goals and pursuits. When confronted with
the pressures of life, individuals possess the ability and self-confidence to face difficulties and manage challenges, thus
improving their prosocial behavior. Furthermore, adopting positive attitudes and effective coping mechanisms in the
face of adverse life events can lead to a greater sense of personal agency and autonomy. This, in turn, fosters increased
self-confidence and a deeper understanding of the value and meaning of one’s life.”®*” Those actively seeking
meaning in their lives are also more likely to exhibit prosocial behavior and care for others.”®*’ Simultaneously,
engaging in prosocial behaviors can enhance individuals’ ability to fulfill their basic psychological needs, leading to
improved well-being, life satisfaction, and the maintenance of excellent mental health.>**' Therefore, the relationship
between meaning in life and prosocial behavior shows a sequential pattern in predicting how coping methods
contribute to mental health. This forms a mediating chain where indirect effects occur. Thus, this study proposes
a Hypothesis:

H4: The meaning in life and prosocial behaviors mediate the relationship between coping styles and mental health.

Methods

Participants

Using the whole cluster sampling method, we recruited 500 sports students from all grades of the Shanghai Junior
Sports School (between 6 April 2022 and 8 May 2022). Informed consent is signed by their parent or legal guardian.
Following that, the questionnaires were distributed by the Questionnaire Star platform. Out of 500 students, 498
successfully completed the questionnaires. Based on the research design, the sample size was determined to be 366
after removing invalid samples. Invalid samples included those with incomplete answers, incomplete basic informa-
tion, multiple choice responses, and consistent selection of all items on the same scale. The effective rate of the sample
was 73.2%. Out of the remaining 366 participants, 208 were males, while the rest were female. The mean age of the
sample was 12.96 years (SD= 3.34). The participants engaged in a variety of activities, including basketball, football,
volleyball, badminton, table tennis, baseball, and softball. The Ethics Committee of Yangzhou University School of
Medicine (YXYLL-2022-128) granted approval for this study. This research adheres to the principles outlined in the
Declaration of Helsinki.
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Measurement of Coping Styles

The Coping Styles Scale for Secondary School Students, developed by Xiting Huangc,*® consists of 30 items categorized
into six dimensions: problem-solving, help-seeking, avoidance, venting, fantasizing, and endurance. The dimension score
is the sum of the items related to each dimension. A higher score indicates a greater tendency for the individual to adopt
this coping style.”® The instrument has good construct and scale validity, and the internal consistency coefficients are
acceptable The scale was subjected to reliability and validity assessments, resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of
0.923 and a KMO value of 0.922.

Measurement of Mental Health

The Mental Health Scale for Chinese Middle School Students (MSSMHS) was developed by Jisheng Wang.>® The scale
has ten dimensions of obsessive-compulsive symptoms: paranoia, hostility, interpersonal sensitivity, depression, anxiety,
sense of learning pressure, maladjustment, emotional instability, and psychological imbalance, encompassing a total of
60 questions. A five-point scale was used, with 1 representing the absence of the condition, 2 indicating a mild level, 3
indicating a moderate level, 4 indicating a severe level, and 5 indicating a very severe level. The dimension score is
obtained by adding the items within each dimension. A higher score indicates poorer mental health in individuals.
Regarding the reliability and validity of the scale, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.984, and the KMO value was
0.966.

Measurement of Sense of Meaning in Life

Initially, the Meaning in Life scale was developed by Steger'* and revised by Xingiang Wang.** It assesses two
dimensions (ie, Sense of Meaning in Life and Sense of Seeking Meaning). The scale is comprised of ten items, utilizing
a 7-point scale where one signifies “completely inconsistent” and seven signifies “completely consistent”. The higher the
score, the stronger the meaning in life.>* For reliability and validity of the scale, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was
0.796, and the KMO value was 0.874.

Measurement of Prosocial Behavior

The Prosocial Behaviour Tendency Scale was developed by Carlo and revised by Wenjun Cong.>> The scale encompasses
six dimensions: emotionality, compliance, altruism, anonymity, openness, and urgency, distributed across 23 items. It
employs a 7-point scale, where higher scores reflect stronger prosocial behaviors. Regarding the reliability and validity of
the scale, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.927, and the KMO value was 0.925.

Data Analysis

The reliability of the questionnaire, descriptive statistics, and correlation analysis were examined in this study using
SPSS 26.0. Additionally, the Process program and the Bootstrap method were used to test the mediation effect and
preliminary validate the hypothesis of the relevant research.

Results

Common Method Variance

Before analyzing the data, we performed a test for common method bias. Harman’s one-factor method yielded 20 factors
with eigenvalues exceeding 1. The first component accounted for 33.02% of the variance, which falls short of the critical
threshold of 40%. This study does not show any significant evidence of method bias.>®

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Table 1 presents the descriptive analysis, including means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study variables.
Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to measure the correlation between coping style, meaning in life, prosocial
behavior, and mental health. As shown in Table 1, a significant negative correlation (r= —0.448, p<0.01) was found
between coping style and mental health. This indicates that individuals with a higher level of coping style tend to have
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Table | Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis of Coping Style,

Meaning in Life, Prosocial Behavior, and Mental Health

Variable M *SD | 2 3

I. Coping style 99.7£18.29 |

2. Meaning in life 51.3849.07 0.592%* |

3. Prosocial behavior | 84.81+13.62 | 0.647** 0.662%* |

4. Mental health 97.43139.96 | —0.448*%* | —0.433%F | —0.443**

Note: *p<0.01.
Abbreviation: SD, standard deviation.

better mental health. In addition, a significant positive association was observed between coping style and meaning in life
(r=0.592, p<0.01) and prosocial behavior (r=0.647, p<0.01). This indicates that persons with effective coping strategies
are more likely to experience a better sense of meaning in life and engage in prosocial behavior. There was a significant
negative correlation between mental health and meaning in life (r= —0.433, p<0.01) and prosocial behavior (r= —0.443,
p<0.01). This suggests that those with lower levels of meaning in life and prosocial behavior are more prone to
experience mental health problems. There was a significant positive correlation between meaning in life and prosocial
behavior (r=0.662, p<0.01), indicating that meaning in life promotes prosocial behavior.

Regression Analysis

Previous research has established that coping style, gender, age, participation in sports, and being an only child are
significant factors that influence the mental well-being of outstanding physical education students. Therefore, it is
imperative to consider gender, age, sports involvement, and sibling status as control variables. Regarding control
variables, the coping style score significantly negatively affected the mental health score f=0.102, p<0.01 (Table 2).
The findings indicated a positive correlation between coping style and mental health, with higher levels of coping style
associated with better mental health. However, only age demonstrated statistical significance as a control variable,
suggesting that age is an important variable to consider when examining the impact of coping style on mental health.
This finding aligns with the characteristics of adolescence, a developmental stage during which students have not yet
established. A chain mediation model was established using coping style as the independent variable and mental health as
the dependent variable, with meaning in life and prosocial behavior as mediating variables (Table 3). The results found
a significant direct effect on coping style, meaning in life, prosocial behavior, and mental health. The coping style
positively predicted the meaning in life (f=0.294, p<0.001) and prosocial behavior (f=0.293, p <0.001), while the
negative direction predicted mental health (B= —0.494, p<0.0003). The meaning in life positively predicted prosocial

Table 2 Hierarchical Regression Results Table

Variable E STE E STE E STE E STE E STE
Constant 194.976 197.349 145.155 130.32 130.473

Coping style | —0.978 | 0.102 | —0.978 | 0.102 | —0.909 | 0.097 | —0.907 | 0.097 | —0.905 | 0.098
Gender —1.664 | 376 | —2.069 | 3.556 | —2.213 | 3.559 | —2.211 | 3.563
Age 3.541 0.533 | 3.263 | 0599 | 3.304 | 0.616
Programs 3.293 | 3.231 3.251 3.239
Child —0.268 | 0.926
R? 0.201 0.201 0.288 0.29 0.121

F 91.352%* 45.673 24.017% 36.85 29.422

AR? 0.198 0.001 0.09 0.002 0.001

AF 91.352 0.196 44.145 1.178 0.593

Note: *p<0.01.

Abbreviations: E, coefficient; STE, standardized coefficient.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2024:17

https:

Dove:

1939


https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com

Zhai et al Dove

Table 3 Path Analysis

SC SE p value

Coping style—Meaning in life —0.294 | 0.021 ok
Coping style—Prosocial behavior 0.293 | 0.033 ok
Coping style—Mental health —0.494 | 0.135 ok
Meaning in life—Prosocial behavior | —0.644 | 0.066 ok
Meaning in life—Mental health —0.810 | 0.277 0.004

Prosocial behavior—Mental health -0.513 | 0.195 0.009

Note: **p<0.001.
Abbreviations: SC, standardization coefficient; SE, standard error.

behavior ($=0.644, p<0.001), but the negative direction predicted mental health (3= —0.810, p=0.004). Finally, prosocial
behavior negatively predicted mental health (B=—-0.513, p=0.009) (Figure 1). A stable perspective on life and the world,
as well as their psychology, will change rapidly with age.

Mediating Effect Analysis

This study examines the relationship between coping style (independent variable) and mental health (dependent variable),
with two intermediary variables: meaning in life and prosocial behavior. Initially, the Model 6 model was selected based
on the confidence interval method (Table 4). The results indicate that the total effect value was —0.978, the direct effect
was —0.493, and the total mediation effect value was —0.484. The confidence interval test examined the relationship
between excellent sports students’ mental health and their coping style, meaning in life, and prosocial behavior. The
results showed that both the mediation effects of “coping style - meaning in life - mental health” and “coping style -
prosocial behavior - mental health” had a 95% confidence interval that did not include zero. This suggests that both
meaning in life and prosocial behavior act as mediators in this relationship. In the mediation analysis, the meaning in life
variable coefficient was —0.238, explaining 24.3% of the total effect. Similarly, the coefficient for the prosocial conduct
variable was —0.15, explaining 15.3% of the total effect. The mediating influence of the meaning in life is evident and
explains a greater proportion. Pathway analysis reveals that individuals who embrace positive coping methods experience
a heightened sense of meaning in life, leading to a decrease in the prevalence of mental health issues. Individuals with
a greater level of coping style exhibit improved prosocial conduct and have healthier psychology. Therefore, the present
study demonstrates that H2 and H3 have been verified. The analysis revealed that the mediation effect of “coping style-
meaning in life-prosocial behavior-mental health” has a 95% confidence interval of (—0.18, —0.025). It is evident that the
confidence interval does not include the value of 0. This discovery also serves to corroborate the idea of H4. Path
analysis reveals that a positive coping style can enhance an individual’s sense of meaning in life and their inclination
towards prosocial conduct. Furthermore, enhancing these three factors can effectively decrease the probability of
experiencing mental health issues.

0.644™"

Meaning in life Prosocial behavior

0.294™* s -0.513"
0.293 _0.810***
Coping style : Mental health
-0.494™
Figure | Mediation model of the influence of coping style on mental health.
Note: **P<0.001.
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Table 4 Mediating Effects of Coping Style and Mental Health on the Relationship Between Meaning in Life and
Prosocial Behavior

Effect | BootSE | BootLLCl | BootULCI
Direct effect —0.493 0.135 —0.7596 —0.2273 50.4%
Coping style—Meaning in life—>Mental health —0.238 0.101 —0.44 —0.05 24.3%
Coping style—Prosocial behavior—Mental health —0.15 0.061 —0.273 —0.039 15.3%
Coping style—Meaning in life—Prosocial behavior—Mental health | —0.097 0.039 —0.18 —0.025 10%
Total effect —0.978 0.102 —0.697 —0.295

Abbreviations: Cl, confidence interval; SE, standard error.

Discussion
Relationship Between Coping Styles and Mental Health

The study examined the relationship between coping style and mental health in outstanding physical education students,
taking into account the context of epidemic prevention and control. Additionally, the study aimed to explore the
underlying mechanisms that contribute to this association. The findings indicate that coping techniques have
a significant detrimental impact on the mental health scores of outstanding physical education students in primary and
secondary schools, consistent with previous research.’” The sudden onset of a significant epidemic induces feelings of
depression and anxiety,*® resulting in severe detriment to an individual’s physical and mental health. Individual coping
strategies play an essential role in managing stress and substantially impact physical and mental health.** Developing
mature coping styles can effectively relieve psychological pressure caused by adverse events, thus reducing the like-
lihood of experiencing psychological problems.*’ On the contrary, immature coping styles, such as avoiding acceptance
and self-blaming, are associated with poor mental health.** Inadequate coping mechanisms serve as essential predictors
of COVID-19-related dread and contribute to heightened levels of depression, anxiety, and stress.*' Primarily, it signifies
the presence of an individual’s comprised mental state.*' The coping style scores of elite sports students were found to be
comparatively lower, while their mental health scores were relatively higher in this study. This could be attributed to the
suspension or cancellation of the competition during the epidemic prevention and control period. Athletes had an
interruption in their competition status, which hindered their ability to concentrate on training as they normally would.
As a result, they suffered psychological consequences and may have faced unpleasant psychological states such as
frustration and powerlessness. In addition, they may adopt immature coping mechanisms such as avoidance of
acceptance, self-blame, and emotional detachment, resulting in diminished mental health.

This study demonstrated that in the context of routine epidemic prevention and management, outstanding physical
education students in primary and secondary schools exhibited inadequate coping strategies, resulting in their lowered
levels of mental well-being. Therefore, mental health education must enhance the guidance and correction of athletes’
coping strategies, strengthen their coping styles and attitudes when confronted with stressful situations, and enhance their
overall mental well-being.

The mediating role of the meaning in life

Numerous studies argue that the meaning in life serves as a mediator between coping styles and mental health.
Sawyer believes that meaning in life serves as a protective factor for mental health. Additionally, the conscious choice of
mature coping can relieve mental depression, achieve psychological balance, enhance the meaning of life, and improve
overall physical and mental health.*> The meaning in life refers to a person’s purpose, direction, and attitude, and it is
considered a high-level psychological experience.* Tang emphasized that having meaning in life is necessary for mental
health.** Experiencing this state of being will evoke feelings of elation, spirit, and happiness in an individual. Unhealthy
psychological states, such as helplessness and loneliness, will occur. In the time of stress and stressful events, coping
styles can significantly affect the meaning of life. Athletes, being a high-achieving group, are faced with enormous
pressure, including daily training, competition pressure, concerns about underperforming and getting injured, and the
pressure exerted by coaches and their coaching methods. Mastering effective coping strategies for managing pressure has
become crucial for athletes to achieve optimal sports performance.*> Additionally, it is also an essential part of
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developing athletes’ happiness, suggesting that athletes who adopt mature coping styles have a higher sense of life
meaning.*> Based on this, meaning in life plays a mediating role in the influence of coping style on mental health.

The Mediating Role of Prosocial Behavior

The study findings indicate a considerable intermediary influence of prosocial behavior on the relationship between
coping style and mental health. The inverse relationship between prosocial behavior and psychological health suggests
that engaging in prosocial behavior serves as a buffer for psychological well-being, which aligns with the findings of
prior research.*® The primary and middle school phases are essential for cognitive and emotional development. During
this stage, students have not formed a perfect cognitive system. They may have problems such as weak ideology and are
easily affected by social public opinion.*” During this critical physical and mental development period, it is important to
cultivate good prosocial behavior in individuals. This benefits their social development and improves their personal
outlook, enhances the effectiveness of moral education, and promotes the development of students’ mental health.*®
During the process of managing the epidemic, when outstanding physical education students in primary and secondary
schools encounter problems such as training cessation, competition delay, and home isolation, they often experience
adverse psychological and behavioral reactions following personal trauma, which can affect their ability to engage in
prosocial behavior.

The coping style and prosocial behavior of middle school students have a strong positive link, consistent with the
findings of the predecessors.*” Coping styles can be divided into mature and immature coping styles, each of which has
different impacts on an individual’s psychology and behavior. Outstanding physical education students with mature
coping styles are more adept at seeking assistance, exercising patience, and employing mature coping strategies to solve
the problem. As a result, their level of interpersonal harmony is significantly higher than that of students who employ
immature coping mechanisms. This demonstrates that a mature coping style can assist individuals in alleviating tension
and fostering a positive cycle to some degree. It can facilitate the rational resolution of problems and indirectly cultivate
prosocial conduct among elementary and secondary school pupils. Therefore, prosocial activities act as a mediator
between coping methods and mental health.

Chain mediation role of the meaning in life and prosocial behavior

This study found that there is a relationship between prosocial behavior and meaning in life, which in turn affects
coping style and mental health. The mediation effect size of this relationship is 10%. The theory of social cognition posits
that behavior, cognition, individual factors, and environmental factors mutually influence each other.’® The actions of
outstanding physical education students during sports activities and competitions have a twofold impact on cognition. On
the one hand, their capacity to overcome setbacks and handle pressure influences their cognitive functioning. On the
other hand, the overall environment of their team also affects the cognitive abilities of individual team members.
Furthermore, the distinctive essence of “courage” and “perseverance” in athletics cultivates a mature coping style
among elementary and middle school students, enabling them to develop effective strategies to enhance the significance
of their lives. Outstanding physical education students get support and encouragement from coaches, teachers, and
families, which helps them overcome psychological anxiety and stress during the expected epidemic and significantly
enhances their recent life goals and the significance of life. From the final result, students who possess a strong sense of
meaning in life may have a correct outlook on life, values, and worldview. They usually use learning, competition, and
life experiences to acquire mastery in social interactions and improve their prosocial behavior. This process promotes the
development of a cooperative mindset and mental health.

Research has indicated that persons who possess a heightened sense of purpose in life are more inclined to actively
engage with and contribute meaningfully to the collective. Thus, within the normality of the epidemic, outstanding
physical education students, who possess a heightened feeling of life’s significance, formulated their objectives and
aspirations during this period. When confronted with the unpredictable elements introduced by the pandemic, they
possess the courage to confront and enhance their ability to adapt to society. Hence, it is imperative to integrate
existential purpose and prosocial conduct into the future educational curriculum of primary and secondary schools.
This holistic approach would not only enhance the psychological well-being of students but also foster their moral
development.
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Overall, it is evident that coping style, meaning in life, and prosocial behavior have a substantial impact on
individuals’ mental health. Additionally, coping styles might indirectly influence mental health by influencing the
perception of meaning in life or engagement in prosocial behavior. Furthermore, aside from these behaviors, there are
additional aspects that might impact an individual’s mental well-being, including self-control, emotional stability,
interpersonal communication, and more. Several signs have been examined by previous researchers, while others remain
unexplored. This study had limits. Thus, only a few indicators were included. In the future, other indications that were
not researched could be used.

The findings of this study have the potential to provide valuable guidance to the government, society, and
educational institutions. For instance, the government can incorporate mental health indicators such as coping styles,
sense of meaning in life, and prosocial behaviors into the evaluation of education policies. Additionally, in physical
training, it is crucial to not only focus on students’ athletic performance but also prioritize their mental well-being.
Regular mental health education and evaluation should be conducted for students. Furthermore, the findings of the
study can assist local coaches in mitigating mental health issues among outstanding student-athletes. Furthermore,
schools have the option to seek assistance from the community in order to enhance the quality of mental health
services provided to students.

Research Limitations and Prospects

Additionally, this study has limitations. The study used cross-sectional data to explore the association between variables.
Future research might use longitudinal studies to confirm the longitudinal relationship between coping styles, meaning in
life, prosocial behaviors, and mental health. Additionally, while meaning in life and prosocial behaviors serve as
mediators in the model of coping styles and mental health, varying baseline levels of meaning in life and prosocial
behaviors may have distinct effects on an individual’s mental health. In future research, we can enhance the model by
including various baseline levels of meaning in life and prosocial behavior for a more comprehensive analysis and
discussion. Additionally, it is important to note that this study used a survey approach, which may have been influenced
by subjective factors, such as individuals’ unwillingness to share their psychological issues. In the future, we can explore
the integration of neuroscience with other fields to perform experimental research. This approach aims to enhance
objectivity and minimize subjectivity, hence enhancing the reliability and validity of the collected data. Furthermore, the
sample used in this study was drawn solely from a single district school, which resulted in a lack of representativeness.
Further investigations are required to verify if the insights found may be generalized to schools in other districts. Future
research should investigate how changes in the epidemic affect the mental health of outstanding sports students in various
countries. Additionally, it is important to note that this study primarily examined adolescent exceptional sports students
and did not encompass the adult athlete group. In order to validate the model in the future, it is necessary to increase the
size of the research population.

Conclusion

This study investigated the influence of coping methods on the mental well-being of outstanding physical education
students during the normalization phase of epidemic prevention and control. Additionally, the study examined the role of
meaning in life and prosocial behavior as mediating variables in the model. The findings indicated that a positive coping
style had a significant predictive impact on mental well-being. Moreover, the coping style could indirectly influence an
individual’s mental health by means of the mediating effects of finding meaning in life and engaging in prosocial
behaviors. Positive coping techniques facilitated the enhancement of life’s purpose, so strengthening prosocial conduct
and ultimately reducing the likelihood of mental health issues. These empirical findings can serve as guidance for
educators in preventing and intervening in mental health issues among outstanding physical education students.

Data Sharing Statement
The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the corresponding author without any
reservations.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2024:17 https: 1943

Dove:


https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com

Zhai et al Dove

Acknowledgments
The authors would like to thank the patients who contributed to conducting the present study.

Funding
This work was supported by the Academy of Humanities and Social Sciences of the Ministry of Education, China,
project approval number 22YJE890001.

Disclosure
The authors report there are no competing interests to declare in this work.

References

1. Bai YX. Measures to deal with the impact of COVID-19 on the Chinese economy. Reg Econ ReV. 2020;3:14-17.
2. Flaxman S, Mishra S, Gandy A, Unwin HJT, Walker PGJIN. Estimating the effects of non-pharmaceutical interventions on COVID-19 in Europe.
Nature. 2020;584(7820):257-261. doi:10.1038/s41586-020-2405-7

3. Pan A, Liu L, Wang C, et al. Association of public health interventions with the epidemiology of the COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan, China. JAMA.

2020;323(19):19. doi:10.1001/jama.2020.6130
4. Ingegnoli F, Buoli M, Posio C, et al. POS1161 A citizen science approach to capture poor mental health related to Covid-19 in rheumatic patients
after confinement during pandemic in Italy; 2021.

. Xiong J, Lipsitz O, Nasri F, Lui LMW, Mcintyre RSJJo AD. Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on mental health in the general population:
a systematic review. J Affective Disorders. 2020;277:55-64. doi:10.1016/j.jad.2020.08.001

6. Keyes CLM, Lopez SJ. Toward a science of mental health: Positive directions in diagnosis and interventions. Snyder CR, Lopez SJ, editors.
Handbook of Positive Psychology. Oxford University Press; 2002:45-59.

. Gulliver A, Griffiths KM, Christensen HJ. Perceived barriers and facilitators to mental health help-seeking in young people: a systematic review.
BMC Psychiatry. 2010;10(1):1-9. doi:10.1186/1471-244X-10-113

. Zimmer-Gembeck MJ, Skinner EA. The development of coping: implications for psychopathology and resilience. Develop Psychopathol.
2016;29:1-61.
9. Sarkar M, Fletcher D. Psychological resilience in sport performers: a review of stressors and protective factors. J Sports Sci. 2014;32

(15):1419-1434. doi:10.1080/02640414.2014.901551

10. Vansteenkiste M, Simons J, Lens W, Soenens B, Matos LJCD. Examining the motivational impact of intrinsic versus extrinsic goal framing and
autonomy-supportive versus internally controlling communication style on early adolescents. Acade Achieve. 2010;76(2):483-501.

11. Zhang Y, Huang L, Luo Y, Ai H. The relationship between state loneliness and depression among youths during COVID-19 lockdown: coping style
as mediator. Front Psychol. 2021;12:701514. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2021.701514

12. Li X, Lu Q. Relationship between life meaning feeling and mental health status of college freshmen. China J Health Psychol. 2010;10:4.

13. George LS, Park CL. Meaning in life as comprehension, purpose, and mattering: toward integration and new research questions. Rev General
Psychol. 2016;20(3):205-220. doi:10.1037/gpr0000077

14. Steger MF. Structural validity of the life regard index. Meas Eval Couns Dev. 2007;40(2):97-109. doi:10.1080/07481756.2007.11909808

15. Boyraz G, Lightsey OR Jr, Can A. The turkish version of the meaning in life questionnaire: assessing the measurement invariance across Turkish
and American adult samples. J Pers Assess. 2013;95(4):423-431. doi:10.1080/00223891.2013.765882

16. Ni XD, Tang WJ. The absence of and search for meaning in life; 2021:497-503.

17. Zhao N, Ma M, Xin Z. Mental mechanism and the influencing factors of meaning in life. Adv Psychol Sci. 2017;25(6):9. doi:10.3724/SP.
J.1042.2017.01003

18. Hui L, Lu GH, Guo J, Tian N. Role of meaning in life in the relationship between negative life events and vulnerability of psychological crisis in
medical students. China J Health Psychol. 2020;28(1):4.

19. Kou Y, Zhang QP. Conceptual representation of early adolescents’ prosocial behavior. Sociol Stud. 2006;5:19.

20. Miles A, Andiappan M, Upenieks L, Orfanidis C, Martela F. Using prosocial behavior to safeguard mental health and foster emotional well-being
during the COVID-19 pandemic: a registered report protocol for a randomized trial. PLoS One. 2021;16(1):¢0245865. doi:10.1371/journal.
pone.0245865

21. Poulin MJ, Brown SL, Dillard AJ, Smith DM. Giving to others and the association between stress and mortality. Am J Public Health. 2013;103
(9):1649-1655. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2012.300876

22. Miller G, Chen E, Cole SW. Health psychology: developing biologically plausible models linking the social world and physical health. Annu Rev
Psychol. 2009;60(1):501-524. doi:10.1146/annurev.psych.60.110707.163551

23. Yao BX Psychology of Higher Education; 2005.

24. Zhan CG, Hu GL. Relationship between loneliness and sense of meaning of life among nursing undergraduates. J Nurs. 2013;20(07):69-72.

25. Sun YL. Big five personality and sense of life meaning: the mediating role of self efficacy and social support. J Kaifeng Vocat Colle Culture Art.
2018;38(09):168-170.

26. Zhang LL. The Influence Of Negative Life Events And Coping Styles On College Students’ Sense Of Life Meaning. J Jiangsu Engin Vocat Tech
College. 2022;22(2):4.

27. Jafary F, Farahbakhsh K, Shafiabadi A, Delavar A. Quality of life and menopause: developing a theoretical model based on meaning in life,
self-efficacy beliefs, and body image. Aging Mental Health. 2011;15(5):630-637. doi:10.1080/13607863.2010.548056

28. Dong YY, Tian TT, Zhao LL, He JX. Influencing factors of the sense of meaning of life in patients undergoing chemotherapy for advanced breast
cancer. Henan Med Res. 2023;2:1.

W

~

oo

1944 "= Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2024:17

Dove!


https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-020-2405-7
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2020.6130
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-244X-10-113
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2014.901551
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.701514
https://doi.org/10.1037/gpr0000077
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481756.2007.11909808
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223891.2013.765882
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2017.01003
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2017.01003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0245865
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0245865
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300876
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.60.110707.163551
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2010.548056
https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com

Dove Zhai et al

29.
30.

31.
32.
33.
34.

35.
36.

37.

38.

39.
40.

4

42.

43.

44,
45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

Ma XQ. A way to enhance the sense of meaning of life among college students. J Shanxi Datong Univ. 2018;34(2):3.

Da LJ, Zhao XF, Feng DY, Zhang L. The impact of the public’s implicit health beliefs on mental health status during the pandemic. Chin J Clin
Psychol. 2022;001:030.

Cai HS, Ou JW, Huang JH, Li BQ. The relationship between college students’ sense of life meaning and social adaptability: the mediating role of
coping styles: a case study of college students in Guangdong Province. J Zhaoging Univ. 2016;37(5):8.

Huang XT, Yu H, Zheng Y, Yang JZ, Wang WH. A preliminary study of the coping styles of middle school students. Psychol Sci. 2000;01:1-5+124.
Wang JS, Li Y, He ES. Compilation and standardization of mental health scales for middle school students in China. Sci Soc Psychol. 1997;4:6.
Wang XQ. Reliability and validity of the Chinese revised version of the sense of meaning scale in middle school students. Chin J Clin Psychol.
2013;21(05):764-767+763.

Cong W1I. 4 Study of the Types of Prosocial Behavior in College Students. Nanjing Normal University; 2008.

Xiong HX, Zhang J, Ye BJ, Zheng X, Sun PZ. Common method variance effects and the models of statistical approaches for controlling it. Adv
Psychol Sci. 2012;20(05):757-769. doi:10.3724/SP.J.1042.2012.00757

Tan XM, Wang Y, Cai JB. Research on mental health and psychological stress, personality characteristics, coping style for disabled archer. J Cap
Univ Phys Educ Sports. 2013;25(01):81-83+89.

Chang JH, Yuan YX, Wang D. Mental health status and its influencing factors among college students duringthe epidemic of COVID-19.
J Southern Med Univ. 2020;40(02):171-176. doi:10.12122/j.issn.1673-4254.2020.02.06

Liao YG. Relationship between coping style and mental health: a meta-analysis. Chin J Clin Psychol. 2014;22(05):897-900.

Greenglass E, Fiksenbaum L, Eaton J. The relationship between coping, social support, functional disability and depression in the elderly. Anxiety
Stress Coping. 2006;19(1):15-31. doi:10.1080/14659890500436430

. Oker K, Reinhardt M, Schmelowszky A. Effects of COVID-19 on mental health and its relationship with death attitudes and coping styles among

hungarian, norwegian, and turkish psychology students. Front Psychol. 2022;2:13.

Sawyer M, Antoniou G, Toogood I, Rice M. A comparison of parent and adolescent reports describing the health-related quality of life of
adolescents treated for cancer. Int J Can. 1999;2:2.

Shun HM, Wang L, Yin SY. Study on relationship of life meaning, core self-evaluation and coping style among medical students. China Higher
Med Educ. 2013;09:18-19+56.

Tang XM. Education that cares for the meaning of life. Educ Res Exper. 2008;04:43—46.

Ning GF. The Relationship Between Athletes’ Coping Styles and Subjective Well-Being: A Theoretical Perspective on Self-Determination. Tianjin
Institute of Physical Education; 2022.

Saima H, Emmanuela O, Aki BN. Understanding the role of prosocial behavior in youth mental health: findings from a scoping review.
Adolescents. 2022;2:3.

Liang B, Wang J, Chen SM. The influence of emotional understanding on prosocial behavior of primary school students:the mediating of emotional
tone shift. Chin J Clin Psychol. 2022;30(06):1413—-1417.

Kil H, Grusec JE, Chaparro MP. Maternal disclosure and adolescent prosocial behavior: the mediating roles of adolescent disclosure and coping.
Soc Develop. 2018;27(3):652—664. doi:10.1111/sode.12287

Lansu TAM. How popularity goal and popularity status are related to observed and peer-nominated aggressive and prosocial behaviors in
elementary school students. J Exp Child Psychol. 2023;227:105590. doi:10.1016/j.jecp.2022.105590

Thomas A, Gupta V. Social capital theory, social exchange theory, social cognitive theory, financial literacy, and the role of knowledge sharing as
a moderator in enhancing financial well-being: from bibliometric analysis to a conceptual framework model. Front Psychol. 2021;12:664638.
doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2021.664638

Psychology Research and Behavior Management Dove

Publish your work in this journal

Psychology Research and Behavior Management is an international, peer-reviewed, open access journal focusing on the science of psychology and
its application in behavior management to develop improved outcomes in the clinical, educational, sports and business arenas. Specific topics
covered in the journal include: Neuroscience, memory and decision making; Behavior modification and management; Clinical applications; Business
and sports performance management; Social and developmental studies; Animal studies. The manuscript management system is completely online
and includes a very quick and fair peer-review system, which is all easy to use. Visit http://www.dovepress.com/testimonials.php to read real quotes
from published authors.

Submit your manuscript here: https://www.dovepress.com/psychology-research-and-behavior-management-journal

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2024:17 “ J in n Dove 1945


https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2012.00757
https://doi.org/10.12122/j.issn.1673-4254.2020.02.06
https://doi.org/10.1080/14659890500436430
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12287
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2022.105590
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.664638
https://www.dovepress.com
http://www.dovepress.com/testimonials.php
https://www.facebook.com/DoveMedicalPress/
https://twitter.com/dovepress
https://www.linkedin.com/company/dove-medical-press
https://www.youtube.com/user/dovepress
https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com

	Introduction
	Methods
	Participants
	Measurement of Coping Styles
	Measurement of Mental Health
	Measurement of Sense of Meaning in Life
	Measurement of Prosocial Behavior
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Common Method Variance
	Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis
	Regression Analysis
	Mediating Effect Analysis

	Discussion
	Relationship Between Coping Styles and Mental Health
	The Mediating Role of Prosocial Behavior

	Research Limitations and Prospects
	Conclusion
	Data Sharing Statement
	Acknowledgments
	Funding
	Disclosure

