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Abstract
Recent studies have shifted the attention on the beneficial role of psychological capital from workplace to academic contexts. 
Moreover, the mediating role of psychological capital in the effect of social support on student outcomes remains unknown. 
This topic has become more imperative under the pandemic. The current study aimed to investigate the impact of psycho-
logical capital on students’ well-being with family support as an antecedent and problem-focused coping as a mediator. 
Two hundred and eighty-one students completed the questionnaire at two time points. Results of the cross-lagged mediation 
analysis showed that family support positively predicted psychological capital, psychological capital positively predicted 
problem-focused coping, and problem-focused coping predicted well-being. Moreover, the chain mediation path between 
family support and well-being via psychological capital and problem-focused coping was significant. The current findings 
identify the antecedent and underlying mechanism behind the relationship between psychological capital and well-being, 
providing insights into psychological capital interventions for students.
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World Health Organization explicates that it is important 
to “address the psychological impact of the pandemic” in 
2017 (p 0.39). From January 2020 till now, the COVID-
19 pandemic has brought increased uncertainty and drastic 
changes, continuing to deteriorate individuals’ mental health 
(Li et al., 2020; Yang & Ma, 2020). Since the COVID-19 
pandemic, positive psychology researchers have started to 
reflect on the roles of positive psychological resources in 
sustaining and promoting individuals’ mental health both in 
the short term and long term during the pandemic (Waters 
et al., 2022). Psychological capital, one of the major posi-
tive psychological states that draws researchers’ attention, 

has been found to promote employees’ work outcomes in 
organizational settings (Avey et al., 2010; Heled et al., 2016; 
Roche et al., 2014; Siu, 2013; Siu et al., 2021a). Recently, 
researchers have begun to explore the beneficial roles of 
psychological capital in school settings (e.g., Datu et al., 
2018; Siu et al., 2021b). As psychological capital could be 
cultivated through interventions (Luthans et al., 2006, 2008, 
2010), it is of great importance to investigate whether and 
how psychological capital could promote students’ positive 
outcomes during the pandemic. We aim to gain a broader 
understanding of this topic by collecting two-wave self-
report data before and after the COVID-19 outbreak.

In contrast to the common sense that childhood and ado-
lescence are happy and worriless periods, these periods have 
been found to be accompanied by stress. In North America, 
more than 20% of children and adolescents suffer from at 
least one psychiatric disorder (Steele et al., 2008; Winter & 
Bienvenu, 2011). Other children may encounter adjustment 
problems without meeting the clinical criteria. Children in 
late childhood and early adolescence are especially vulner-
able to intrapersonal demands, interpersonal demands, and 
academic demands (Adams & Berzonsky, 2003; Dahl & 
Gunnar, 2009; Quevedo et al., 2009). Researchers have sug-
gested that childhood stress can lead to poor psychological 
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functioning and physical diseases in adulthood (Miller 
et al., 2011). However, the recent COVID-19 pandemic has 
brought even more undesirable changes to children and ado-
lescents, fueling the psychological stress. Thus, identifying 
protective factors for children’s subjective well-being under 
the stressful pandemic is of substantial importance.

Life satisfaction has been recognized as one of the key 
indicators of subjective well-being (Huebner et al., 2006). It is 
defined as one’s subjective evaluation about his or her whole 
life (Diener et al., 1985). Research has suggested that life 
satisfaction engenders individuals’ success in physiological 
health, performance, and interpersonal relations (see review: 
Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). However, life satisfaction tends to 
decrease in a linear pattern from late childhood to late adoles-
cence (Goldbeck et al., 2007; González-Carrasco et al., 2017). 
The COVID-19 pandemic may make the decrease even worse. 
Magson et al. (2021) found that adolescents’ life satisfaction 
significantly decreased during the pandemic. Thus, the current 
study aims at exploring the protective role and the mechanism 
of psychological capital on children’s life satisfaction.

Psychological capital

Capital refers to assets and resources invested for expected 
future returns (Luthans et al., 2004). While human capital 
(e.g., knowledge, skills) is concerned with “what you know” 
and social capital (e.g., relationships, networks) is concerned 
with “who you know”, psychological capital is concerned 
with “who you are” (Luthans et al., 2007b). Psychological 
capital comprises a set of positive psychological resources 
that can be developed and managed for improved perfor-
mance (Luthans et al., 2004; Luthans et al., 2007b). Psy-
chological capital has been conceptualized as an umbrella 
state-like construct comprising self-efficacy, optimism, 
hope, and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007b). Self-efficacy 
is defined as the positive expectation about succeeding in 
demanding tasks; optimism is defined as a clear assumption 
of achieving positive results; hope is defined as figuring out 
solutions and tackling problems despite facing difficulty; and 
resilience is defined as an ability to recover from stressful 
feelings and persist to succeed in challenging tasks (Luthans 
et al., 2007b). Instead of a simple constellation of the above 
four constructs, psychological capital serves as a higher-
order construct of the four positive psychological resources 
(self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience; Luthans et al., 
2007b; Martínez et al., 2021), predicting work outcomes 
beyond its four components (Luthans et al., 2007a). As 
noted above, it has also been shown that employees’ psy-
chological capital is state-like and malleable, and hence 
can be improved through effort and learning (Luthans et al., 
2010). Research has shown that psychological capital can 
be enhanced by psychological capital interventions (Dello 

Luthans et al., 2014; Russo & Stoykova, 2015). Being iden-
tified as the best represented positive construct deserving 
investigation to well-being, psychological capital was found 
to predict job satisfaction and well-being among employee 
samples and athletes (Avey et al., 2010; Cheung et al., 2011; 
Ruan & Liu, 2021). However, only recently did research-
ers begin to explore the benefits of psychological capital on 
student outcomes (Siu et al., 2021b).

There are strong reasons that the beneficial role of psy-
chological capital in organizational settings can be extended 
to school settings as these two settings exhibit similarity in 
behavioral expectations, task nature, and predicted outcomes 
(Datu & Valdez, 2016; Siu et al., 2014; Siu et al., 2021b). 
First, students are expected to achieve good grades in aca-
demic tasks, similar to the expectation of performing well in 
job duties for employees (behavioral expectations). Second, 
the academic tasks for students are similar to employees’ 
work tasks (task nature). Third, the beneficial effect of psy-
chological capital on positive organizational outcomes might 
be similar to that on positive educational outcomes (Datu & 
Valdez, 2016; Siu et al., 2014; Siu et al., 2021b). Up to now, 
a considerable amount of research among student samples 
has focused on the positive impact of psychological capital 
on academic outcomes including study engagement (Datu 
& Valdez, 2016; Siu et al., 2014) and academic performance 
(Carmona-Halty et al., 2019; Datu et al., 2018; Liran & 
Miller, 2019; Martínez et al., 2021). Recently, psychological 
capital has been found to associate with better student well-
being (Datu & Valdez, 2016; Martínez et al., 2021; Poots & 
Cassidy, 2020). Avey et al. (2010) and Wright et al. (2007) 
noted that well-being itself can serve as a primary resource, 
which is most likely to occur when individuals preserve 
and obtain resources. Thus, the conservation of resources 
(COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) is of particular relevance for 
the beneficial role of psychological capital in well-being. By 
drawing from the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989), individuals 
strive to invest extant psychological resources in order to 
gain more resources. Psychological capital could be viewed 
as one kind of personal psychological resources (Luthans 
et al., 2007a). Specifically, children with higher psychologi-
cal capital may be more likely to believe they can succeed 
in daily life (self-efficacy and optimism), find out solutions 
(hope), and bounce back quickly in stressful events (resil-
ience), thus cultivating better well-being.

Limitations of previous research

Previous studies contained several limitations. First, most 
studies have examined the positive role of psychological 
capital in samples of university students and high school 
students (i.e., Datu & Valdez, 2016; Datu et al., 2018; Mar-
tínez et al., 2021; Selvaraj & Bhat, 2018; Siu et al., 2014; 
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Vîrgă et al., 2020). Only one study (Siu et al., 2021b) has 
revealed the beneficial role of psychological capital in stu-
dent outcomes among primary school students. Thus, more 
empirical evidence from younger age groups is required. 
Second, many of the previous studies have used a cross-sec-
tional design (Luthans et al., 2019; Siu et al., 2021b), which 
cannot draw causal inferences. More research with a longi-
tudinal design is required to verify the positive impact of 
psychological capital. Third, although the positive effect of 
psychological capital on students’ well-being has been sup-
ported, the underlying mechanism remains unclear (Datu & 
Valdez, 2016; Selvaraj & Bhat, 2018). Dawkins et al. (2013) 
proposed the urgent need to investigate the potential mech-
anisms. A recent cross-sectional study (Siu et al., 2021b) 
revealed that study engagement and problem-focused coping 
served as mechanisms for the positive impact of psychologi-
cal capital on students’ well-being. It is thus imperative to 
utilize more robust designs to investigate the potential mecha-
nisms. Fourth, although the positive role of psychological 
capital has been supported, few studies have explored the 
antecedents that cultivate individuals’ psychological capi-
tal. Avey (2014) found that intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 
environmental factors can shape employees’ psychological 
capital concurrently. The antecedents of psychological capital 
for students in younger ages require further investigations. 
Fifth, previous research on the positive impact of psychologi-
cal capital on student outcomes has been mainly conducted 
before the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Datu et al., 2018; Siu 
et al., 2014). During the pandemic, schools were closed and 
reopened repeatedly due to the fluctuated confirmed cases. 
Students also need to cope with other stressors related to 
the COVID-19 outbreak. It remains unknown whether the 
past findings could be extended to the pandemic. A recent 
study found that psychological capital still positively pre-
dicted university employees’ well-being during the COVID-
19 pandemic (Prasath et al., 2021). The current study aims 
to investigate whether psychological capital could promote 
younger students’ well-being under the pandemic by using a 
longitudinal design. Moreover, we would like to examine the 
antecedent and the mediator in this relationship.

Family support as an antecedent 
of psychological capital

Social support may serve as an antecedent of psychologi-
cal capital. Social support is defined as emotional support, 
instrumental help, and informational support provided by 
the helpers to assist someone who is encountering difficul-
ties (Cohen, 2004; Ng et al., 2014, 2017). According to 
the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989), social support represents 
social resources, which can motivate individuals to obtain 
and reserve other resources such as psychological resources 

(e.g., psychological capital). Consistent with the COR the-
ory, Nielsen et al.’s (2017) study supported that social sup-
port from instructors was associated to higher psychological 
capital among postgraduate business students. Carmona-
Halty et al. (2022) indicated that parent support prospec-
tively predicted psychological capital among high school 
students. A recent study (Siu et al., 2021b) also showed that 
social support from family, peers, and teachers was posi-
tively related to psychological capital among primary school 
students.

Moreover, psychological capital may mediate the rela-
tionship between social support and students’ well-being. 
The COR theory postulates that individuals with more 
resources tend to invest more in resources gain, which leads 
to well-being (Hobfoll, 1989). Consistent with the COR the-
ory, optimism, one of the four components of psychological 
capital, was found to mediate the relationship between social 
support and well-being in organizational settings (Karade-
mas, 2006). Specifically, it was found that higher social 
support led to higher optimism, which in turn led to higher 
well-being among employees (Karademas, 2006). Siu et al. 
(2021b) also found that psychological capital mediated the 
relationship between social support and well-being among 
primary school students using a cross-sectional design. The 
current study seeks to investigate whether psychological 
capital could serve as a potential mechanism of social sup-
port in promoting well-being among primary school students 
in a longitudinal design.

Researchers have identified three kinds of social support 
for youths: family support, peer support, and teacher sup-
port (Cauce & Srebnik, 1990; Malecki & Demary, 2002). 
It is unsurprising that family support serves as a salient 
source of social support that promotes psychological and 
physical functioning for youths (Brannan et al., 2012). For 
instance, it was found that family support served as the 
important predictor of moderate to vigorous physical activ-
ity when compared to peer support among middle school 
students (Hsu et al., 2011). In addition, in a longitudinal 
study examining the effects of family support, peer support, 
and teacher support on life satisfaction, only family support 
significantly predicted youths’ global life satisfaction (Sid-
dall et al., 2013).

Family support may exert a more crucial influence on 
students’ psychological resources under the COVID-19 pan-
demic when compared to other sources of social support 
(Mariani et al., 2020; Permatasari et al., 2021). During the 
pandemic, students attended online courses at home, reduc-
ing the face-to-face communication with teachers and peers 
and increasing the family time and activities. The confined 
situations may decrease the availability of direct support 
from teachers and peers, while increasing the availability 
of direct support from other family members. Studies have 
indicated that during the COVID-19 outbreak, the effect of 
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family support are stronger than peer support and teacher 
support on student outcomes (Mariani et al., 2020; Per-
matasari et al., 2021). In this case, clinical psychologists 
have identified family support as a crucial intervention for 
youths under the pandemic (Rousseau & Miconi, 2020). 
Thus, the current study aims to focus on the mediating role 
of psychological capital in the effect of family support on 
well-being. By deriving from the above empirical and theo-
retical evidence, the following hypothesis was formulated:

Hypothesis 1 Psychological capital would mediate the rela-
tionship between family support and well-being.

Problem‑focused coping as a mediator

Problem-focused coping may serve as one potential mecha-
nism underlying the effects of social support and psycho-
logical capital on students’ well-being. Coping refers to 
an effortful cognitive and behavioral processes aiming at 
handling with stressful events (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
Researchers have classified coping strategies into two cat-
egories according to coping functions: problem-focused 
coping and emotion-focused coping (Folkman & Lazarus, 
1980; Skinner et al., 2003). Problem-focused coping refers 
to cognitive and behavioral processes aiming at solving 
the stressful events directly (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
Emotion-focused coping refers to cognitive and behav-
ioral processes aiming at regulating the emotions elicited 
by stressful events (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Recently, 
researchers have identified meaning-focused coping, which 
aims at modifying the appraisal about a stressful event to fit 
individuals’ internal beliefs (Pearlin, 1991). It has generally 
been suggested that problem-focused coping performs better 
than emotion-focused coping and meaning-focused coping 
in predicting well-being (Rabenu et al., 2017; Riley & Park, 
2014), and emotion-focused coping may have detrimental 
impact on well-being (Chen 2016). Thus, the current study 
focuses on problem-focused coping.

According to Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) stress and 
coping model, coping exhausts one’s energy and resources. 
Individuals need to mobilize resources including family 
support and psychological capital to cope with stressful 
individual-environmental relationship. Previous research 
has found that both social support from family, teachers, 
and peers and psychological capital were positively related 
to problem-focused coping in a primary school student sam-
ple (Siu et al., 2021b). In addition, problem-focused coping 
mediated the prediction of well-being by social support (Siu 
et al., 2021b). Siu et al. (2021b) also found that psychologi-
cal capital and problem-focused coping sequentially medi-
ated the effect of social support on well-being. However, Siu 
et al. (2021b) used a cross-sectional design, which limits the 

validity of the finding. The current study seeks to further 
investigate these relationships using a longitudinal design. 
Thus, the following hypothesis was formulated:

Hypothesis 2 Psychological capital and problem-focused 
coping would sequentially mediate the relationship between 
family support and well-being.

Method

Participants and procedures

A total of 281 grade-four students from seven primary 
schools in Hong Kong participated in the current study. 
There were 157 males (55.9%) and 124 females (44.1%). 
Their age ranged from 9.46 to 12.15 (M = 10.07, SD = 0.42). 
Some students were a bit older as they came from Mainland 
China or other countries and had completed the fourth grade 
in their home towns. We have sought principals’ approval 
and parents’ consent before conducting the study at two time 
points. The questionnaire was administered eight months 
before the COVID-19 at the first time point (T1) and eight 
months after the outbreak of COVID-19 in Hong Kong at 
the second time point (T2). Students were asked to fill in the 
questionnaire in the classroom at T1. If they had any prob-
lems, research assistants and student helpers were present to 
answer any questions. Sixteen months later, students were 
asked to fill in the questionnaire again. At T2, 168 students 
(59.8%) filled in the hardcopy questionnaire. Moreover, 113 
students (40.2%) filled in the online questionnaire via Qual-
trics links at home, as face-to-face classes in their schools 
were suspended due to the COVID-19 outbreak. Results of 
independent samples t tests showed no significant differ-
ences in the study variables between hardcopy questionnaire 
respondents and online questionnaire respondents, ps > 0.05.

Measures

All of the following measures were condensed into one 
questionnaire for students to fill in, along with demographic 
variables such as age and gender. All measures were writ-
ten in Chinese. The original English items were translated 
into Chinese with back-translation to ensure conceptual 
equivalence.

Family support The 7-item family social support subscale 
of the Multi-Dimensional Support Scale (MDSS) was uti-
lized to measure the frequency and adequacy of help and 
support from family members toward children when facing 
setbacks (Winefield et al., 1992). In this scale, children were 
asked to rate the items (e.g., “How often did they try to take 
your mind off your problems by telling jokes or chattering 
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about other things?”) on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never, 
4 = always). The MDSS has exhibited satisfactory inter-
nal reliability among primary student samples (Siu et al., 
2021b).

Psychological capital The 12-item Psychological Capital 
Questionnaire (PCQ-12, Luthans et al., 2007b; Martínez 
et al., 2021) was adopted to measure psychological capital 
in school settings. The PCQ contains four subscales: self-
efficacy (3 items; e.g., “I feel confident presenting informa-
tion to a group of classmates”), optimism (2 items; e.g., “I 
am optimistic about what will happen to me in the future as 
it pertains to academic work”), hope (4 items; e.g., “I can 
think of many ways to reach my current learning goals”), 
and resilience (3 items; e.g., “I can get through difficult 
times at academic work because I have experienced diffi-
culty before”). Participants were asked to evaluate each item 
on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 6 (strongly agree). The PCQ-12 has shown good internal 
reliability among primary and secondary student samples 
(Carmona-Halty et al., 2019; Siu et al., 2021b).

Problem‑focused coping The 4-item problem-focused cop-
ing subscale of the Kids Coping Scale (KCS) was used to 
measure the frequency of utilizing problem-focused cop-
ing strategies in the face of problems for children (Maybery 
et al., 2009). Participants were asked to rate the items (e.g., 
“You tried to think of different ways to solve the problem”) 
on a 3-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 2 (a lot). 
This subscale has exhibited adequate internal reliability and 
criterion-related validity with related constructs in previous 
studies (Maybery et al., 2009; Siu et al., 2021b).

Well‑being The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) was 
employed to measure students’ well-being (Diener et al., 
1985). The SWLS includes 5 items such as “The conditions 
of my life are excellent”. Participants were required to rate 
each item on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The SWLS has exhibited 
good construct validity, internal reliability, and test–retest 
reliability among different age groups (see a review: Pavot 
& Diener, 2009).

Data analysis

Following Cole and Maxwell’s (2003) recommendation, 
a two-wave cross-lagged mediation model was tested with 
Mplus version 8. As the sample size was relatively low com-
pared to the numbers of items, item parcels were created. 
For unidimensional constructs like life satisfaction and fam-
ily support, items were randomly distributed to three item 
parcels (Little et al., 2002). For the multidimensional con-
struct like psychological capital, items from four dimensions 

were equally distributed to three item parcels according to 
the domain-representative method (Little et al., 2002). As 
problem-focused coping only contains four items, we did 
not create any item parcels for it. Weighted least squares 
means and variance adjusted estimation (WLSMV) was 
adopted as items of problem-focused coping are ordered-
categorical (Beauducel & Herzberg, 2006). Before testing 
the hypothesized model, a measurement model with covari-
ances between the study variables at two time points and the 
error covariances of the same items or item parcels at the 
two time points were estimated. As suggested by Cole and 
Maxwell (2003), three structural equation model were fur-
ther constructed and compared: the hypothesized causality 
model (Fig. 1), the reversed model (Fig. 2), and the recipro-
cal model (Fig. 3) including all the paths in the hypothesized 
model and reversed model. A combination of fit indices 
was used to evaluate the models. Specifically, CFI > 0.95, 
TLI > 0.95, RMSEA < 0.06, and WRMR < 1.0 reflect a sat-
isfactory model fit (Browne & Cudeck, 1993; DiStefano 
et al., 2018; Hu & Bentler, 1999). Chi-square differences 
were used for model comparison between nested models 
including the comparison between the reciprocal model 
and reversed model as well as between the reciprocal model 
and the hypothesized model. Bootstrapping technique with 
95% biased-corrected confidence interval (95% BCCI) was 
adopted to evaluate the significance of the indirect effects 
with 1000 bootstrap resamples. The bootstrapping technique 
was used because of its advantages over other tests of indi-
rect effects, which have weaker statistical power and rely 
on the assumption of normal distribution (Ye et al., 2016). 
When the 95% BCCI contains zero, the indirect effect is 
non-significant. When the 95% BCCI does not contain zero, 
the indirect effect is significant.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and correlations between 
the study variables are shown in Table 1. The study variables 
indicated acceptable to satisfactory internal consistency reli-
ability at T1 (0.68 to 0.89) and T2 (0.56 to 0.91).

The results showed that the measurement model attained 
a satisfactory model fit, χ2 (258) = 249.87, p = 0.63, 
CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.01, RMSEA = 0.00, 90% CI = [0.00, 
0.02], p = 1.00, SRMR = 0.033. The standardized factor 
loadings for the study variables were strong, ranging from 
0.36 to 0.96.

The reciprocal model exhibited a good model fit, 
χ2 (258) = 249.87, p = 0.63, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.01, 
RMSEA = 0.00, 90% CI = [0.00, 0.02], p = 1.00, 
SRMR = 0.03. The reversed model also showed good 
model fit, χ2 (264) = 275.52, p = 0.30, CFI = 0.99, 
TLI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.01, 90% CI = [0.00, 0.03], p = 1.00, 
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SRMR = 0.04. However, the results of model comparison 
showed that it was significantly worse than the reciprocal 
model, Δχ2 (6) = 14.23, p = 0.03. The hypothesized model 
also exhibited satisfactory model fit, χ2 (264) = 256.28, 
p = 0.62, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.01, RMSEA = 0.00, 90% 
CI = [0.00, 0.02], p = 1.00, SRMR = 0.03. In addition, the 
results of model comparison showed that the model fit of 

hypothesized causality model was not significantly worse 
than the reciprocal model, Δχ2 (6) = 6.00, p = 0.42. Thus, the 
hypothesized causality model was retained according to the 
principle of parsimony.

We followed James et al.’s (2006) suggestion to exam-
ine a complete mediation model by deleting the non-
significant direct effect from T1 family support to T2 

Fig. 1  The hypothesized model

Fig. 2  The reversed model
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well-being. The revised model exhibited satisfactory model 
fit, χ2 (265) = 255.67, p = 0.65, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.01, 
RMSEA = 0.00, 90% CI = [0.00, 0.02], p = 1.00, 
SRMR = 0.03. In addition, it did not show significant dete-
rioration in model fit when compared to the hypothesized 
causality model, Δχ2(1) = 0.002, p = 0.97. Thus, the revised 
model that was more parsimonious was retained (as shown 
in Fig. 4).

In the final model, T1 family support positively predicted 
T2 psychological capital, β = 0.17, p < 0.001. T1 psychologi-
cal capital positively predicted T2 problem-focused coping, 
β = 0.21, p < 0.05. T1 problem-focused coping positively 
predicted T2 well-being, β = 0.22, p < 0.05.

The results of bootstrapping showed that the indirect 
effect of family support on life satisfaction via psychologi-
cal capital was non-significant, b = 0.00, 95% BCCI = [-0.08, 
0.10], β = 0.0002. The indirect effect of family support on 

well-being via problem-focused coping was non-significant, 
b = 0.04, 95% BCCI = [-0.04, 0.18], β = 0.02. However, the 
indirect effect of family support on well-being through psy-
chological capital and problem-focused coping was signifi-
cant, b = 0.02, 95% BCCI = [0.00, 0.07], β = 0.01. Thus, H1 
was not supported while H2 was supported.

Discussion

Psychological capital is a constellation of four crucial 
psychological resources, especially during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Identifying its antecedents and mechanisms are 
thus of theoretical and practical importance for students. To 
expand the previous research on psychological capital in 
workplace and academic contexts (Avey et al., 2010; Nielsen 
et al., 2017; Siu et al., 2014; Siu et al., 2021b), the current 

Fig. 3  The reciprocal model

Table 1  Correlations and 
descriptive statistics for the 
study variables

Cronbach’s alpha values are shown in the diagonals. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. T1 Family Support (.87)
2. T1 Psychological Capital .31*** (.89)
3. T1 Problem-focused Coping .37*** .45*** (.68)
4. T1 Well-being .56*** .43*** .35*** (.88)
5. T2 Family Support .34*** .14* .22*** .25*** (.89)
6. T2 Psychological Capital .29*** .47*** .35*** .31*** .39*** (.91)
7. T2 Problem-focused Coping .21*** .28*** .28*** .19** .35*** .50*** (.56)
8. T2 Well-being .26*** .24*** .25*** .35*** .52*** .47*** .38*** (.89)
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two-wave study seeks to better understand the positive role 
of psychological capital in well-being among primary school 
students. Moreover, the current study aims to explore fam-
ily support as an antecedent and problem-focused coping 
as a mediator. Specifically, the results revealed that family 
support predicted psychological capital prospectively. Psy-
chological capital predicted problem-focused coping pro-
spectively. Problem-focused coping predicted well-being 
prospectively. Moreover, family support predicted better 
well-being prospectively through the sequential mediating 
effects of psychological capital and problem-focused coping. 
Thus, this study provides preliminary evidence that students’ 
psychological capital could be cultivated by family support 
and lead to better well-being through enhancing problem-
focused coping.

The results showed that family support served as a sig-
nificant antecedent of children’s psychological capital under 
pandemic. This finding is consistent with the COR theory 
that social resources motivate individuals to strive for addi-
tional social, psychological, or coping resources (Hobfoll, 
1989). Moreover, previous research has suggested the impor-
tant roles of parent support and teacher support in cultivat-
ing students’ psychological capital (Carmona-Halty et al., 
2019, 2022). The current finding expands the extant liter-
ature by showing that supportive environment created by 
family members contributed to children’s positive psycho-
logical resources under the pandemic. Family support may 
help alleviate children’s negative emotions while increasing 
children’s positive emotions by increasing the probability 
of finishing the academic tasks successfully, thus building 

children’s positive beliefs toward themselves (Luthans & 
Youssef-Morgan, 2017).

The current findings indicated that family support pro-
spectively predicted students’ well-being through the 
sequential mediating effects of psychological capital and 
problem-focused coping. This finding is consistent with past 
findings that social support from family, peers, and teach-
ers was associated with well-being through psychological 
capital and problem-focused coping (Siu et al., 2021b). As 
Siu et al. (2021b) study adopted a cross-sectional design, our 
study expanded the chain mediation path specifically from 
family support to well-being using a longitudinal design. 
However, previous research has suggested that different 
sources of social support may exert distinct influences on 
student outcomes (Chu et al., 2010). It is thus of practical 
importance for researchers to further explore the dynamics 
of social support from different networks on students’ well-
being. Moreover, the significant chain mediation path could 
expand the COR theory by disentangling the resources-
building process (Hobfoll, 1989). Specifically, the current 
findings suggested that social resources are required to be 
internalized as psychological resources, which in turn could 
be adopted to mobilize energies to employ adaptive coping 
strategies to maintain well-being.

The current findings have significant theoretical and 
practical implications for psychological capital. Research-
ers have recently begun to investigate its role in academic 
contexts (Carmona-Halty et al., 2019, 2022; Datu et al., 
2018; Liran & Miller, 2019; Martínez et al., 2021; Siu et al., 
2014; Siu et al., 2021b). To our best knowledge, only one 

Fig. 4  The final model. Note. 
Light dash paths are non-signif-
icant. Standardized coefficients 
are represented. Items and 
item parcels as well as error 
covariances of items are not 
displayed. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
*** p < .001 (one-tailed)
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cross-sectional study revealed the beneficial role of psycho-
logical capital among primary school students (Siu et al., 
2021b). The current findings further contributed to the gen-
eralizability of the psychological capital theory to primary 
students (Luthans et al., 2007b). In addition, the current 
findings step further to provide initial support that primary 
school students may benefit from psychological capital inter-
ventions in the pandemic.

The current findings spotlight the importance of fam-
ily support in cultivating psychological capital at the early 
stage of life. Family has been recognized as one of the core 
micro-systems in the social ecological systems theory (Bron-
fenbrenner, 2005). This theory postulates that individuals 
develop through the dynamic exchange with other systems 
including family, schools, communities, and even cultures. 
By using this systematic perspective in the developmental 
process, our findings further provide preliminary evidence 
that it may be effective to incorporate support from other 
systems into consideration when designing psychological 
capital interventions for students.

Moreover, the findings enrich the evidence of the chan-
nels through which psychological capital promotes well-
being among student samples. Past research has found that 
academic engagement (Datu & Valdez, 2016) and study 
engagement (Siu et al., 2021b) served as mechanisms in the 
relationship between psychological capital and well-being 
among student samples. The significant indirect effect of 
family support on well-being via psychological capital and 
problem-focused coping found in the present study sug-
gested that psychological capital also increases students’ 
ability to adopt problem-focused coping strategies like 
actively appraising the stressful situations and listing pos-
sible solutions, thus maintaining well-being. Future research 
is required to investigate other underlying mechanisms.

The chain mediation path also hints at the importance of 
targeting all the components orderly in positive psychology 
interventions for younger students. For instance, we might 
need to provide adequate social resources and psychologi-
cal resources first for promoting problem-focused coping 
behaviors. Both intervening solely one path from this chain 
indirect effect or all the paths at the same time may limit the 
intervention effect (Kraemer et al., 2001). Future research 
could explore whether the intervention integrating family 
support, psychological capital, and problem-focused coping 
sequentially could benefit students’ well-being.

Limitations

The current study contains several limitations. Firstly, the 
current study only utilized self-report measures, which may 
bias the results with socially desirable response (Roberts 
et al., 2006). Recently, the implicit psychological capital 
questionnaire has shown to be less likely to be distorted 

than the PCQ (Harms et al., 2018). Future research could 
apply implicit or other-rated measures to verify the find-
ings. Secondly, the current study targeted primary school 
students. Future research could investigate the hypothesized 
model among various age groups. Thirdly, the current study 
only explored the mediating role of problem-focused cop-
ing. Future research could further compare the mediating 
roles of problem-focused coping with emotion-focused 
coping and meaning-focused coping. Fourth, the study 
only explored family support as a unidimensional con-
struct. Previous research has subdivided social support as 
instrumental, informational, appraisal or emotional support 
(Malecki & Demaray, 2003). Future research could explore 
the impacts of different types of family support on psycho-
logical capital. Fifth, the two-wave mediation model limited 
the establishment of the causal chain mediation relation-
ship. Future research could adopt a four-wave longitudinal 
design to verify the findings. Sixth, the internal reliabilities 
of problem-focused coping in both timepoints were low, 
which may bias the results. Future research could adopt a 
more reliable measure to investigate the mediating role of 
problem-focused coping (i.e., Patterson & McCubbin, 1996).

Conclusions

Although the functions of psychological capital at workplace 
have been well established, the dynamic process of psycho-
logical capital in academic contexts has remained unclear. 
The current study aimed to investigate whether psychologi-
cal capital could predict students’ well-being with family 
support as an antecedent and problem-focused coping as an 
underlying mechanism by adopting a two-wave longitudinal 
design during the pandemic. The results showed that fam-
ily support predicted psychological capital, which predicted 
problem-focused coping subsequently. Furthermore, psy-
chological capital and problem-focused coping sequentially 
mediated the relationship between family support and stu-
dents’ well-being. The findings provide preliminary support 
on designing psychological capital interventions for primary 
school students under the pandemic.
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