The relationship between positive emotions,
meaning in life, and life satisfaction: A study
in adult Greek-speaking population during the
COVID-19 pandemic

Katerina Flora', Nikoleta Kolotourou? & Eleni Liourdi?
!University of Western Macedonia (Greece)
2University of Athens (Greece)

Correspondence katerinaflora@hotmail.com

Copyright. 2022. Psychreg Journal of Psychology
Published by Psychreg Ltd
ISSN: 2515-138X

j 7 Psychreg

This study examines the relationship between positive emotions, life satisfaction, and the meaning of life in a
Greek-speaking adult population during a pandemic. The aim is to capture the positive characteristics of
individuals in a difficult time. The participants were 919 adults (75% women) and most (81%) under 25 years
of age, mostly students. Participants completed the Differential Emotions Scale (Modified Differential
Emotions Scale; Fredrickson, et al., 2003), Life Meaning Questionnaire (Meaning in Life Questionnaire; Steger
et al., 2006), Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. (1985). The results showed that negative
emotions are significantly negatively correlated with positive emotions, the existence of meaning, and life
satisfaction. Positive emotions are significantly positively correlated with the search for and existence of
meaning in life and life satisfaction while the existence of meaning in life has a significant positive
correlation with the search for meaning in life and life satisfaction. Gender differences were also important,
as men have more positive emotions and more meaning. Older people have more positive emotions and are
more satisfied with their lives. The higher the educational level, the greater the meaning of life is recognised.
The results are discussed on the basis of the pandemic conditions and the differences observed in terms of
demographics.
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Psychology, as a discipline - in the first half of the 20th century, due to important historical, practical and
economic factors - focused its interest on the evaluation and treatment of mental illness, faithfully following
the medical model. Gradually, the orientation of psychology shifted from the diagnosis and treatment of
mental illness and their harmful effects to the study of the positive characteristics of individuals and
societies (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Specifically, around the 1960s, theoretical approaches and
practices were developed that addressed human well-being and emphasised human resources in response to
psychological disorders, which became part of the human psychology movement, also known as the Third
Wave. The shift of the research interest of psychology to the study of positive emotions and the introduction
of questions about finding the meaning of life, the development of individuals, and the achievement of
psychological well-being was the basis for the emergence of the new field of positive of psychology
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). Seligman has been the originator and key representative of positive
psychology, who as President of the American Psychological Association (APA) in 1998 organised and
brought together researchers and mental health professionals to work on building the well-being
movement., now withdrawn from the traditional direction of reducing the disease (Seligman, 2019).

Although the primary and most well-known definition of positive psychology focused on the study of well-
being and happiness, later this discipline has inspired research on virtue, meaning in life, gratitude, positive
emotions, resilience, positive relationships, positive youth development, among others. In its short history,
then, positive psychology has inspired research in most subfields of psychology, and has penetrated beyond
psychology into the neurosciences, health, psychiatry, theology, and the humanities (Kim et al., 2018;
Seligman, 2019).

One of the most important theories in the field of positive psychology has been the Theory of Broadening and
structure of positive emotions according to which positive emotions push people to seek new ways of
thinking and acting while eliminating time-established and automated behaviours. The theory is that
specific positive emotions, including joy, interest, satisfaction, pride, and love; although seemingly different,
have the potential to broaden thinking and action repertoire, helping to build long-term personal resources
(Fredrickson, 1998).

Definitions

The general experience of meaning in life is universal and is based on an assumption that one's life is
important, has orientation, coherence, and a sense of belonging (Schnell, 2009). Some definitions of meaning
in life have been developed in the international literature, which share some common features. Among them,
a model has been identified that highlights three distinct dimensions of meaning in life, such as meaning,
deeper purpose, and coherence in life (Heintzelman & King, 2014b; Martela & Steger, 2016). Regarding the
research findings of King et al. (2006), there are several ways to experience life as meaningful. In particular,
it has been suggested that can be experienced as important when their value significance is recognised
beyond the triviality or transience of moments, when a particular purpose emerges and when there is
cohesion that transcends 'chaos'. More specifically, the importance concerns a person's feeling that his life
has value and importance, the purpose refers to the existence of goals and direction in life and coherence is
related to predictability and routine, which gives meaning to the person's life (King et al., 2016). According to
Steger et al. (2006) the meaning of life is divided into two basic dimensions, the existence of meaning in life
and the search for meaning in life (Steger et al., 2006).

Equally important in the context of positive psychology are positive emotions, which according to Seligman
(2004) are classified based on their relationship to the past, present, and future. Thus, optimism, hope and
confidence describe positive emotions for the future, satisfaction, joy, and peace refer to the past, while
physical pleasures such as pleasure, comfort, happiness, and excitement refer to the present (as reported in
Kardas et al.,, 2019). According to Fredrickson's (2001) theory of broadening and constructing positive
emotions, it has been argued that experiencing instantaneous positive emotions serves to build personal and
long-term resources, such as physical, mental, and psychosocial. The experience of positive emotions,
therefore, initiates processes towards individual development and social connection, while it can also
contribute to the creation of future moments of joy and good prospects (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson &
Joiner, 2018).

Life satisfaction has been considered as a personal process of cognitive evaluation of the individual about
their life as a whole based on specific criteria (Shin & Johnson, 1978; Diener, 2000; Diener et al., 1985). In
fact, life satisfaction has been judged as a key component of subjective well-being and positive functioning
among young people, along with positive and negative emotions (Kardas et al., 2019; Suldo et al., 2006). In
particular, both satisfaction in different areas of life, such as job satisfaction, and universal judgements about
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the level of life satisfaction combined with positive and negative personal emotional manifestations are part
of experiencing subjective well-being (Diener et al.,1999).

Purpose of positive psychology

Positive psychology is the field that studies the way in which people are able to achieve their personal well-
being in the face of the adversities of everyday life (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). With its emergence
there has been a growing interest in scientifically studying both the meaning and purpose of life and their
effects on the health and in various areas of individuals' lives (Peterson, 2006). Its goals are to highlight and
enhance the human strengths and virtues that make life worthwhile and enable people and communities to
prosper (Froh, 2004). Positive psychology has brought about a change in the way we view the world, such as
focusing on opportunities for growth instead of sinking into problems. In fact, in contrast to the prevailing
psychological research that has preoccupied the various forms of mental illness, the new field of positive
psychology is aimed at highlighting the sources of human well-being, focusing on happiness and not
pathology. In addition, the creation of positive qualities / concepts has been important, such as resilience as a
balancing factor in limiting discrete negative effects (Kim et al., 201; Sheldon & King, 2001).

Connection of the study variables

In a study by Cohn et al. (2009), it was found that people who experienced more positive emotions were
more satisfied with their lives, as not only were they happier with themselves, but they could also create
supportive resources to manage its challenges. of life (Cohn et al., 2009). In addition, a survey conducted in
Greece during the economic crisis found a positive correlation between experiencing positive emotions and
meaning in life, and a negative correlation with experiencing negative emotions, stress, depression, and
consequences. of the economic crisis and the fear of impending life changes (Pezirkianidis et al., 2016). In
fact, in the international literature, the existence of a more important correlation between experiencing
positive emotions and life satisfaction has been recognised, compared to the absence of negative emotions
(Kuppens et al., 2008).

In terms of having meaning in life, it seems to be a situation in which people feel connected to something
higher than them (Peterson et al., 2005). In particular, international research on the existence and search for
meaning in life has shown that the search for meaning in life in people who give meaning to life is positively
associated with well-being, which is described as greater satisfaction with life, to a greater degree. happiness
and lower rates of depression. In contrast, the absence of meaning in life seems to make the search for
meaning difficult, making it a difficult process, as it requires a broader perspective on life (Park et al., 2010;
Yek et al., 2017).

Still, lower levels of emotional distress have been associated with higher levels of life satisfaction and joy
(Seo et al., 2018). High life satisfaction, finally, has been positively associated with the search for meaning,
provided there is a high sense of mental resilience in individuals. Thus, the protective role of mental
resilience in reducing the negative effects of the search for meaning in life becomes apparent (Lau et al.,
2018).

The field of positive psychology in the period of the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic has been an unusual and unpredictable condition worldwide, leading to a series of
dangerous, often uncontrollable and dynamic events. The world community has been confronted with
feelings of fear, uncertainty and anxiety, having to deal with issues such as health, death, unemployment,
financial insecurity and the wider economic crisis. At the same time, however, in the midst of the pandemic,
more extreme forms of human response to the challenges of COVID-19 may occur and panic reactions,
destructive thoughts and predictions, and irrational actions may develop. Thus, a series of studies have been
conducted that have studied the role of positive psychology in promoting and preventing mental well-being
during the pandemic. In fact, research in the field of positive psychology has taken on the role of exploring
the ways in which people maintain and enhance their mental health (Waters et al., 2021).

An online study at the onset of the rising pandemic attempted to examine the relationship between variables
of basic hope, meaning of life, life satisfaction, and beliefs about the order and positivity of the social world
with the emotional and cognitive responses of individuals to the COVID-19 pandemic. It turned out,
therefore, that the relationship of the above variables functions as a regulatory factor against stress and the
development of dysfunctional thoughts and decision-making methods, in the context of an unpredictable
threat (Trzebinski et al., 2020). In addition, a recent study by Israelashvili (2021) found that during a

41



Psychreg Journal of Psychology « Volume 6+ Issue 2 « 2022
Katerina Flora, Nikoleta Koluntourou, & Eleni Liourdi

pandemic, people who experience high levels of positive emotions also report a higher level of resilience,
while people who experience high levels of negative emotions do not show high resilience. Still, life
satisfaction in the pandemic period seemed to be significantly predicted by meaning in life and hope (Karatas
etal., 2021).

In conclusion, the integration of the main components of positive psychology, such as meaning, self-
compassion, courage, gratitude, positive emotions, interpersonal relationships, and the creation of high-
quality connections, has been shown to help maintain mental health, reduce of psychological disorders and
the enhancement of psychological resources and skills in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic (Waters et al.,
2021).

Research hypotheses

a) Experiencing positive emotions, having meaning in life and life satisfaction will be positively related.

b) Experiencing negative emotions, having meaning in life and life satisfaction will be negatively related.

¢) The existence of meaning in life will be negatively related to the search for meaning in life.

d) Gender will differentiate the experience of negative and positive emotions of the participants.

) Age and level of education will differentiate the existence of meaning in the life of the participants and
their satisfaction with life.

(f) Experiencing positive, the absence of negative emotions, the existence of meaning in life will predict life

satisfaction.

(
(
(
(
(

e

METHODOLOGY
Participants

A total of 919 adults participated in this research, of which 74.7% (N = 687) were women and 24% (N = 221)
were men. More specifically, 81.1% (N = 745) of the participants were between 18 and 25 years of age, 6.8%
(N = 63) were between 26 and 35 years old, participants between 36 and 45 years were 5.3% (N = 49), while
6.2% (N = 57) were over 46 years old.

Regarding the educational level, most of the participants with a percentage of 71.4% (N = 654) were students
of higher education institutions (universities). 10.7% (N = 98) of the participants were university graduates,
7.7% (N = 71) had completed primary and secondary education and 5.2% (N = 48) were students in post-
secondary education institutes. Finally, 4.9% (N = 45) held a postgraduate or doctoral degree.

Regarding their place of residence, 76.8% of the total sample (N = 707) lived in a city with more than 10,000
inhabitants, 10.4% (N=96) in a town and 12.1% (N = 111) lived in a village.

Measures

Initially, participants were asked to complete a questionnaire with their demographics, such as gender, age,
place of residence and educational level.

The Differential Emotions Scale (Differential Emotions Scale-Modified; Fredrickson et al., 2003) was also
given. The scale assesses the degree of emotion in adults. It is a five-point Likert scale, consisting of two
factors: positive and negative emotions. The scale indicates the degree of experience of emotions in the last
two weeks. The Cronbach was o = 0, 894 (MO = 39.46; TA = 9.1) for positive emotions and o = 0.774 for
negative emotions (MO = 18.11; TA = 5.54). All reliability indicators are acceptable.

In addition, the Life Meaning Questionnaire (Meaning in Life Questionnaire; Steger et al., 2006) was given. It
is a seven-point Likert scale, consisting of 10 sentences, which are distinguished in the factor of presence and
the search for meaning. The reliability indices of the individual scales were o = 0.836 (MO = 23.61; TA = 6.27)
for the existence of meaning and « = 0.835 (MO = 25.25; TA = 6,43) for the search for meaning, proving that
reliability is good.

Finally, the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985; Pavot & Diener, 2008) was administered to
measure life satisfaction. The scale consists of five questions, which are graded on a seven-point Likert scale
and evaluate the overall life satisfaction in the present. The reliability index was found to be equal to o =
0.824 (MO = 22.62 TA = 6.02), which indicates that the reliability of the scale is good.

Data collection
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The questionnaires were delivered over a period of two months, from November to December 2020. The
questionnaires were completed through the Google Forms. The participation of the individuals was
voluntary and there was the assurance of the participants for the preservation of their anonymity.

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics were used for the descriptive analysis of the data, while preliminary checks were made
for the statistical conditions of the parametric statistical controls. Then, using inductive statistics, an attempt
was made to determine the relationships of the variables. The correlations of the variables were also checked
using the Pearson r index and the differences from the t-test analyses of independent samples and the one-
way analysis (one-way ANOVA) were sought, while for the predictive relationships the multiple regression
analysis was used. SPSS 20 program was used for statistical analyses.

RESULTS

Correlations

From the pairwise correlations of the variables studied (Table 1), we observe that negative emotions are
significantly negatively correlated with positive emotions, the presence of meaning in life and life
satisfaction. In addition, the statistically significant positive relationship between positive emotions and the
search for and presence of meaning, as well as with life satisfaction, emerged. The presence of meaning in
life was found to have a significantly positive correlation with the search for meaning in life, but also a
significantly strong positive relationship with life satisfaction.

Table 1
Correlation of variables

Negative Positive Search for meaning  Presence of meaning Life
emotions emotions of life of life satisfaction
(r) (r) (r) (r) (r)
Negative emotions 1 —.155** .064 —.224** —.272**
Positive emotions 1 L133%* AL1T7** .519%*
S.earch for meaning of 1 147%* 044
life
Pre.sence of meaning 1 Ag5H*
of life
Life satisfaction 1
**p <.001

Differences in gender, age, and educational level of the participants

A t-test of independent samples was performed to investigate the differences in gender with the variables
under study. The results showed significant differences between men and women in terms of positive
emotions (t (890) = 2,453, p < 0.05). Men seemed to experience more positive emotions than women (M =
40.77 and M = 39.03). Regarding negative emotions, there were also significant differences between the two
categories (t (324.05) = -2,241, p < 0.05). Men seemed to experience fewer negative emotions than women
(M =17.31 and M = 18.35). Finally, statistically significant differences between the two sexes were found
regarding the presence of meaning in life (t (893) = 2,232; p < 0.05). Men seemed to recognise to a greater
extent the presence of meaning in their lives in comparison to women (M = 24.46 and M = 23.37).

Table 2
Mean values and standard deviations between genders

Men Women
M SD m SD t(df) p
Positive emotions 40.77 9.61 39.03 8.90 890 (2.453) .014
Negative emotions 17.31 6.01 18.35 5.36 324.05 (-2.24) .026

43



Psychreg Journal of Psychology « Volume 6+ Issue 2 « 2022
Katerina Flora, Nikoleta Koluntourou, & Eleni Liourdi

Presence of meaning of life 24.46 6.59 23.37 6.17 893 (2.232) .026
Search for meaning of life 25.24 6.50 25.27 6.42 897 (-.066) .947
Life satisfaction 22.78 5.75 22.59 6.09 893 (.405) .686

The results of the analysis of variance showed statistically significant F values for negative emotions, life
satisfaction, and the presence of meaning in life. Negative emotions appeared to vary significantly with the
age of the participants [F(3,896) = 3,166, p < 0.05]. From comparisons of the variances in couples of the mean
values made with the Bonferroni test, it was found that people aged 18-25 years (M = 18.25, SD = 5.47) differ
significantly from individuals over 46 years (M = 15.93, SD = 5.21), who experience significantly fewer
negative emotions. In addition, life satisfaction varied significantly with the age of the participants [F(3,897)
= 4,913, p < 0.05]. From comparisons of the variances in couples of average values it was found that people
aged 18-25 years (M = 22.36, SD = 5.99) differ experience much less life satisfaction compared to individuals
over 46 years (M = 25.1, SD = 5.27).

Table 3
Mean values and standard deviations between age groups

18-25 26-35 36—-45 Up to 46

M SD M SD M SD M SD
Positive emotions 39.12 9.15 41.97 7.87 4151 10.20 39.58 8.17
Negative emotions 18.25 5.47 18.10 5.91 18.45 6.10 15.93 5.21
Presence of meaning of life 22.87 6.11 25.11 7.38 24.31 7.32 2291 7.84
Search of meaning of life 25.49 6.13 25.11 7.38 24.31 7.32 22.91 7.84
Life satisfaction 22.36 5.99 22.51 6.50 24.35 5.99 25.10 5.27
Table 4
Mean values and standard deviations between educational levels

anary/Sec.ondary Post—seco.ndary University student  University graduate
education education
M SD M SD M SD M SD

Postive emotions 38.500 10.63 40.10 10.33 39.14 8.90 39.799 8.81
Negative emotions 16.90 5.95 18.10 5.27 18.27 5.50 17.80 5.58
Presence of meaning of life 24.01 6.94 23.08 5.66 23.02 6.10 26.14 6.66
Search of meaning of life 24.53 6.02 52.90 6.80 25.60 6.01 23.74 8.10
Life satisfaction 21.94 7.10 21.11 6.21 22.64 5.72 22.99 6.64

Hierarchical multiple regression

The statistically significant predictor variables of the hierarchical multiple regression model were found to
explain 39% of the total variance of the 'life satisfaction' variable. More specifically, Table 5 shows that the
only variables that contribute to the prediction of life satisfaction are positive emotions (g = 0.241, t =
12,120, p < 0.05) (B = 0.364), the presence of meaning in life (3 = 0.299, t = 9.813, p < 0.05) (g = 0.311),
negative emotions (p = -, 172, t = -5.610, p < 0.05) (p = -0.158) and sex of participants (p = 0.763, t = 1.977, p
<0.05) (g = 0.054).
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Table 5
Coefficients of the model in hierarchical multiple regression with life satisfaction as dependent variable

Life satisfaction model B SE B t Sig.
Stage 1 19.603 .958 20.452 .000
Man .073 485 .005 .150 .881
Education .366 .165 .076 2.223 .026
Age .892 244 125 3.664 .000
Stage 2 8.500 1.329 6.395 .000
Man .763 .386 .054 1.977 .048
Education .180 131 .037 1.374 .170
Age 132 .202 .019 .652 .515
Positive emotions 241 .020 .364 12.120 .000
Negative emotions -.172 .031 -.158 -5.610 .000
Search for meaning of life —-.039 .026 -.041 -1.475 141
Presence of meaning of life .299 .030 311 9.813 .000

Finally, it is worth mentioning that age contributes significantly to the prediction of life satisfaction in the
first model, while this is not confirmed in the second. Thus, the effect of age on life satisfaction seems to be
mediated mainly by the presence of meaning in life and secondarily by negative emotions.

DISCUSSION

The results of the present study highlight the importance of life satisfaction and other positive factors in the
well-being of individuals. Similarly, to the existing literature (Bastian et al., 2014; Kuppens et al., 2008. Park
et al., 2010), it was found that the experience of more negative emotions by an individual is followed by
fewer positive emotions, by a lack of meaning in life, but also from a reduced sense of satisfaction from life.
On the contrary, the connection of experiencing positive emotions with the personal search for meaning and
with the performance of meaning in life, as well as with the sense of satisfaction from life, proved to be
particularly important. In addition, there is an increased likelihood of developing a sense of life satisfaction
among people who give meaning to their lives. While, contrary to the findings of the existing literature, it
was found that people who seek meaning in their lives are more likely to give a specific meaning and
purpose to their lives.

Also particularly noteworthy are the differences that arose based on the gender, age and educational level of
the participants (Fujita et al., 1991). More specifically, it showed the superiority of positive emotions, the
reduced expression of negative emotions and the performance of a higher meaning in life in men, compared
to women. The social role of women in conjunction with gender stereotypes seems to place a particular
burden on women, as shown once again.

In addition, there was an increase in life satisfaction and reduced levels of negative emotions in older age
groups, such as those older than 46, compared to younger adults. Equally important was the increase in the
performance of meaning in life, among the higher educational levels. In fact, it has been found that graduates
of public higher education institutions and holders of postgraduate and doctoral degrees recognize greater
meaning in their lives, compared to students in post-secondary education institutes (Pinquart, 2002; Reker,
2005q Steger et al., 2009).

Finally, the results of the research supported our research hypothesis, regarding the possibility that
experiencing positive emotions, the absence of negative emotions and meaning in life can predict life
satisfaction (Cohn et al., 2009; Zapandiotou , 2013). At the same time, the finding, which highlighted the
significant predictive ability of age on the sense of life satisfaction, was of particular interest, but only in the
model that did not include quantitative variables. From the statistical analysis, it emerged that age could
predict life satisfaction, mediated mainly by the meaning of life and secondarily the absence of negative
emotions.
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CONCLUSION

It seems that the person who experiences generally positive emotions is more likely to interpret a situation
in his own positive way and at the same time experience a sense of satisfaction with life. This, perhaps, is
attributed to the fact that positive emotions empower a person, according to the theory of Fredrickson
(2001) and at the same time, according to Seligman (2002), give meaning and purpose to his life. Finally,
according to the above findings, the same seems to be true in the absence of negative emotions.

The present research was carried out during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic highlights the importance
of positive emotions and positive factors as protective factors in difficult conditions and as factors that give
meaning and satisfaction to life. At the same time, the need to support people who appear more vulnerable,
such as young people and women, and the fact that as long as the social conditions that burden specific
groups of people (inequality, inequality, unemployment, and lack of support structures) remain unchanged,
problems will persist.
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