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The protective role of positivity and emotional self-efficacy beliefs in times of the 

COVID-19 pandemic

Abstract

The impact of positivity and self-efficacy beliefs in managing anger, fear, and sadness on positive and 

negative affect was examined at three time points over 9 months. Data from 1,401 students (73.4% 

women) attending an online University in Spain were collected before the beginning and during the first 

wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The results of a random intercept cross-lagged panel model revealed 

that the strongest relationships in terms of effect size occurred at the trait level, in which participants who 

had a general higher positivity over time were also those who reported, in general, higher self-efficacy, 

higher positive affect, and lower negative affect than their counterparts. At the within-person level, while 

controlling for stable (trait-like) individual differences, higher than usual levels (state-like) of positivity in 

January 2020 predicted higher than usual levels of emotional self-efficacy beliefs and lower than usual 

levels of negative affect in June 2020. During the same transition, higher than usual levels of negative 

affect in January 2020 predicted lower than usual levels of emotional self-efficacy in June 2020. 

Moreover, higher than usual levels of self-efficacy in June 2020 predicted higher than usual levels of 

positivity in September 2020. We did not find any predictive effect for positive affect. The results pointed 

to the protective role of both positivity and regulatory emotional self-efficacy beliefs mostly against 

negative affect, corroborating previous findings suggesting a virtuous circle of reciprocal influence 
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between positivity and regulatory emotional self-efficacy. The practical implications of these findings are 

discussed.

Keywords: positivity, emotional self-efficacy, COVID-19 pandemic, positive/negative affect, longitudinal 

data.
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Introduction

On March 11th 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-19 outbreak a 

global pandemic, which led governments around the world to enforce strict public health measures like 

spatial distancing, local confinement and even total lockdown. All these measures produced sudden and 

dramatic changes in people's lives, affecting their daily routines and habits, as well as how they cope and 

interact with one another (Abel McQueen, 2020; Chu et al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2020; Orrú et al., 2020). 

Since then, several studies have focused on the impact the pandemic has had on mental health in the 

population (Brooks, et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2020; González-Sanguino et al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2020; 

Nwachukwu et al., 2020; Phiri et al., 2021; Salari et al., 2020). This impact varied across countries 

depending on the time of onset, the degree of diffusion of the disease, the efficiency of national and local 

health systems to grant proper attention in terms of diagnosis and care, and the restrictive policies 

implemented to combat the spread of the virus (Gerli et al., 2020; Hradsky & Komarek, 2021). In Spain, 

where the present study was carried out, the first cases of COVID-19 were reported on January 31st with 

the pandemic spreading rapidly in the following weeks. However, it was not until March 14th that the 

Spanish Government decreed a state of alarm across the entire Spanish territory in order to limit the 

expansion of coronavirus and to keep the growing sanitary emergency under control (Real Decreto 

463/2020). Consequently, a period of lockdown enforced by a worldwide quarantine was implemented 

from March 14th to May 3rd, 2020.

This confinement implied: conditions of social distancing; home confinement; limited freedom 

of movement for citizens; the suspension of commercial activities and educational activities at schools, 

universities, and non-formal educational centres. Only activities related to primary necessities, medical 

attention and support labour-related centres were maintained. Significantly, a recent cross-sectional 

survey showed a high prevalence of symptoms of stress (37%), anxiety (32.4%), and depression (44.1%) 

among the general population during the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic (Odriozola-González 

et al., 2022; see also Hidalgo et al., 2020; Sandín et al., 2020, 2021). Not surprisingly, presential and 

distance college students were not exempt from experiencing the effects of the pandemic. The uncertainty 

and fear of the unknown provoked by the COVID-19 pandemic generated a stressful situation that had a 

negative impact on student’s lives, provoking a deterioration in perceived self-efficacy, which in turn 

contributed to increased anxiety (Alemany et al., 2020; Gómez-García et al., 2022; von Keyserlingk et al., 

2021).
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had detrimental effects on all aspects of life, such that several attempts 

have been made to define and understand the psychological resources and assets that might dampen its 

impact (Yildirim & Abdurrahim, 2021). Among the personality factors that may exert a protective role 

under stressful situations like the COVID-19 pandemic, and which may serve as targets for interventions 

aimed at enhancing the individuals' resilience and self-regulation to deal with the new challenges posed 

by the pandemic, a number of studies have pointed to positivity (Alessandri et al., 2021; Cattelino et al., 

2021; Crimele et al., 2022; Sette et al., 2022; Thartori et al., 2021). In particular, Thartori et al. (2021) 

highlighted the benefits of positivity, in concert with self emotional regulatory efficacy beliefs, to combat 

disturbing feelings and emotions, and to favour compliance with healthy behaviours. This is in 

accordance with a recent metanalysis highlighting how regulatory emotional self-efficacy beliefs help 

sustain individual well-being and adjustment (Alessandri et al., 2022). However, Thartori’s findings were 

generated from data obtained at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and therefore, a more thorough 

examination is needed of how positivity and self-regulatory emotional efficacy beliefs could act to protect 

the emotional well-being of individuals as the pandemic progressed. By adopting a longitudinal strategy, 

the goal here was to investigate the role that positivity and self-efficacy beliefs regarding one’s capacity 

to handle negative emotions may have on an individual's emotional status under the stressful conditions 

stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic.

Positivity

Over the years, the use of the term "positivity" has become popular, although not always in reference to 

the same phenomenon. Research has contributed to an understanding of positivity from different 

perspectives and for instance, Frederickson's influential work (2001, 2009) associated positivity with the 

experience of positive emotions, highlighting its role in enhancing overall well-being. By contrast, 

Luthans (2002) emphasized positive psychological resources as essential components of positivity, 

indicating that psychological resources like hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism contribute to an 

individual’s positive orientation, as well as their ability to cope with challenges and achieve success. The 

concept of positivity was extended by focusing on virtuousness (Cameron, 2003), which involves 

employing positive ethical values and behaviors to foster personal growth and well-being. More recently, 

positivity was identified as one of the key factors associated with the strength of character (Partsch et al., 

2022), a perspective suggesting that positivity plays a vital role in shaping an individual’s character and 
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that it enables them to tap into their strengths for personal and social growth. In addition, positivity has 

been approached under the umbrella of the term "flourishment", which combines feeling good (hedonic 

component) with functioning well (eudaimonic component). This broader concept encompasses elements 

of positivity and captures a holistic view of well-being (Diener and Biswas-Diener, 2008; Huppert & So, 

2013). This study was inspired by the mental health perspective of positivity outlined in Caprara et al. 

(2019). This posture considers positivity as an overall positive outlook on life, incorporating constructs 

like self-esteem, optimism, and satisfaction.

A large body of research has shown that people’s views of themselves as worthy of value (i.e.: their self-

esteem), of their future as promising (optimism), and being satisfied with their life (i.e.: life satisfaction) 

are all associated with a variety of positive outcomes and related to each other (Diener & Diener, 1995; 

Lucas et al., 1996). Likewise, several studies have shown that common measures of self-esteem, 

optimism, and life satisfaction can be traced to one basic factor, originally named positive orientation, and 

then positivity, which accounts for most of their variability and predisposes individuals to view life with a 

positive outlook (Alessandri et al., 2012; Caprara et al., 2009; Caprara et al., 2010a). A large amount of 

research points to positivity as a trait-like basic self-evaluative disposition that is associated with 

numerous measures of well-being, social adjustment, and personal success, and negatively associated 

with anxiety, loneliness, hostility, depression, and poor mental health (Caprara et al., 2019, for review). 

Longitudinal findings witness the stability of positivity and suggest that positivity promotes positive 

affectivity, which in turn may contribute to positivity. Indeed, positivity may set the tone for a virtuous 

cycle in which viewing oneself, one’s life and the future in a positive way promotes the experience of 

positive emotional states (Alessandri et al., 2014; Laguna, 2017). The importance of positivity for the 

individual’s psychological functioning and well-being, even when faced with serious health issues 

(Caprara et al., 2016), is further established by the demonstration of a protective role for positivity during 

the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Thartori et al., 2021). Thus, it is likely that individuals who tend to have a 

positive attitude to life's challenges can make the most of opportunities and their personal assets when 

dealing with unexpected events and coping with stress. In fact, these individuals can make the most of 

their experiences to master their emotions and skills.

Regulatory Emotional Self-Efficacy Beliefs
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Several studies have highlighted the role of self-efficacy beliefs (specifically judgments people hold about 

their capabilities to cope effectively with specific challenges or demanding situations) in sustaining 

motivation and achieving successful adaptation across contexts and domains of functioning, including 

those of academic life, work, sport and health (see Bandura, 1997, for a review). Self-efficacy beliefs 

have proven to exert a significant influence over people’s habits, goals and standards, affecting whether 

they think in an enabling or debilitating manner, the efforts they invest in selected endeavours, the degree 

of perseverance in face of difficulties, their resilience in the face of adversity, how vulnerable they are to 

stress and depression, and what types of choices they make at important points of inflexion that set the 

course of their life (Bandura, 1997, 2001).

Although originally conceived as highly contextualized knowledge structures associated with specific 

tasks and situations, over time it has become evident that self-efficacy beliefs reflect and depend on 

interactions between different properties of human beings, like consciousness, self-reflection, and 

intentional mastery. Importantly, these are facets that have a pervasive influence over the individual’s 

existence including their emotions, cognitive behavior and motivations (Bandura, 1997; Bandura et al., 

2003). As a consequence, self-efficacy beliefs have been attributed a broader sphere of influence leading 

to studies into how differences in self-efficacy beliefs affect different domains of functioning, including 

the regulation of affect, and of interpersonal and social relations (Caprara, 2002).

Several findings have shown that individuals’ beliefs about the control they can exert on their positive 

and negative emotions are crucial to effectively managing their life (Bandura et al., 2003; Gross, 2014), 

influencing their successful development and social adaptation (Bassi et al., 2018; Caprara et al., 2008; 

Gunzenhauser et al., 2013). As anticipated above, recent findings further corroborate the beneficial effect 

of self-efficacy regulatory beliefs as regard individuals’ capacity to cope with unexpected adverse events 

and their consequences, such as those associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Mostly, an individual’s 

beliefs about their capacity to handle negative emotions like anger, fear and sadness have proved crucial 

to combat feelings of anxiety and depression while complying with health recommendations (Thartori et 

al., 2021), and to foster positive coping strategies (Cattelino et al., 2021).

The Present Study
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There is evidence from different populations that the COVID-19 pandemic has been detrimental to 

individuals’ mental health in Spain (Odriozola-González et al., 2022; Sandín et al., 2020). Thus, in line 

with previous cross-sectional findings (Thartori et al., 2021), this study aimed to examine how positivity 

and regulatory emotional self-efficacy in dealing with sadness, fear and anger could reciprocally 

influence each other, and to simultaneously contrast the individuals’ negative affect and promote their 

positive affect. Specifically, we hypothesised that those individuals who tended to evaluate themselves, 

their life and their future, in a positive way, and were confident in their capability to regulate their 

emotions, were more prone to face up to the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic and therefore, 

better deal with their unpleasant emotions. Indeed, individuals with both strong positivity and the capacity 

to better handle their emotions tolerate momentary perturbation, and they are less likely to perceive 

uncertain situations (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic) as a threat, thereby avoiding any negative effects on 

their emotional balance (Thartori et al., 2021). Importantly, in line with recent suggestions for analysing 

longitudinal data (Hamaker et al., 2015), we investigated the relationships among our constructs using a 

Random Intercept-Cross-Lagged Panel Model (RI-CLPM). The RI-CLPM allowed us to disentangle the 

relationships both at the between-person level (i.e., trait-like or stable differences between individuals) 

and at the within-person level (i.e., state-like or momentary peaks/drops in the constructs of interest), 

allowing more accurate estimates of the putative protective effects of positivity and regulatory emotional 

self-efficacy. As noted in Hamaker et al (2015), the RI-CPLM "accounts for trait-like, time-invariant 

stability through the inclusion of a random intercept (i.e., a factor with all loadings constrained to 1). This 

random intercept partials out between-person variance such that the lagged relationships in the RI-CLPM 

actually pertain to within-person (or within-dyad) dynamics" (p.103). In other words, the inclusion of the 

random intercept captures the trait-like stability of between-person differences in a given construct by 

estimating a general latent factor with all its factor loadings constrained as invariant (i.e.: fixed as 1). The 

inclusion of random intercept(s) allows cross-construct effects to be properly estimated when there is 

trait-like stability over time, as occurs in our study. 

Methods

Participants and Procedure

A sample of 1,401 students (73.4% women) attending an online University in Spain was followed at three 

time points during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic (Time 1 [T1] = January 2020; Time 2 [T2] 

= June 2020, 84% retention; Time 3 [T3] = September 2020, 74% retention). Their ages ranged between 
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18 and 71 with a mean age of 35.24 years (SD = 11.25). In January 2020, students were contacted as part 

of a recruitment protocol, inviting them to participate in the study through direct messaging and through 

the group forums associated with their Psychology courses. Continued participation of the students was 

rewarded by granting them 1 credit, equivalent to 25 hours of dedication to the degree course. This 

reward aimed to ensure stronger longitudinal compliance with the study, making it more feasible to 

achieve the objectives proposed. At the time of the study, University educational legislation contemplates 

academic recognition in credits for activities approved as a Teaching Innovation project. In other words, 

this measure encourages student commitment to research into educational innovation in the university 

setting. The benefits of this for the student are clear, as not only does the student reduce the load of their 

Degree Course but also, he/she will complement their academic training by becoming familiar with 

research procedures in a given area. To data was gathered using a secure online survey assessment tool to 

collect data via the Qualtrics website (http://www.qualtrics.com/).

The first survey was launched through Qualtrics in January 2020, which included the different 

questionnaires prepared to evaluate the variables of interest. After a general explanation of the nature and 

aims of the research, each participant was asked to provide their consent to participate as a prior requisite 

for their enrolment in the study. This informed consent also enabled the research team to access their 

academic records for the degree course to assess their academic performance. In no case was this 

information used to identify the student outside the context of the study. This study was approved by the 

ethical committee at the first author’s institution.

Measures and Instruments

Positivity (POS). Participants completed the 8-item positivity scale (POS: Caprara et al., 2012, 

e.g., “I look to the future with hope and optimism”) using a five-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree, 

to 5 = strongly agree). The psychometric properties have been studied extensively in different age groups 

(e.g., Zuffianò et al., 2019) and across countries (e.g., Caprara et al., 2012; Heikamp et al., 2014). The 

Cronbach's α values were .88 (T1), .88 (T2) and .88 (T3).  

Self-efficacy in regulating negative emotions (SNE). Participants filled out 9 items from the 

Multidimensional Negative Emotions Self-Regulatory Efficacy Scale (MNESRES: Caprara et al., 2013) 

to rate (1 = not at all well; 5 = very well) their perceived capacity to regulate different negative emotions 

(i.e.: anger, sadness and fear; e.g., “How well do you avoid flying off the handle when you get angry?”; 
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“How well do you keep from getting dejected when you are lonely?”; “How well do you stay calm in 

situations in which many others would be fearful?”). The MNESRES has been previously used in the 

Spanish population (e.g., Caprara et al., 2020). The Cronbach's α values were .87 (T1), .89 (T2) and .90 

(T3).

Positive (PA) and negative affect (NA). Participants used the Spanish version (Ortuño-Sierra et 

al., 2015) of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS: Watson et al., 1988) to rate (1 = not at 

all; 5 = very much) the extent to which they generally experienced ten negative affective states (e.g., 

upset, stressed, nervous, etc.) and ten positive affective states (e.g., proud, excited, active, etc.). The 

Cronbach's α values were .89 (T1), .90 (T2) and .90 (T3) for the PA scale and .88 (T1), .88 (T2) and .89 

(T3) for the NA scale.

Data Analytic Approach

To investigate the relationships among POS, SNE, PA and NA we used a multivariate RI-CLPM 

as detailed by Hamaker et al. (2015). Compared to the classic CLPM, the RI-CLPM (for a graphical 

depiction of a bivariate RI-CLPM, see Figure 1) has the advantage of clearly distinguishing between 

stable, trait-like effects (i.e.: between-person differences) and occasion-specific, state-like effects (i.e.: 

within-person fluctuations at a given point in time). More specifically, the correlations among the four 

random intercepts at the between-level reflected the extent to which the dispositional tendencies of POS, 

SNE, PA and NA tended to co-vary (e.g., in general, did students with higher/lower POS experience 

higher/lower PA than their counterparts?). At the within-level, instead, POS, SNE, PA, and NA were 

modelled as time-specific deviations from their expected score (Hamaker et al., 2015)1 and three types of 

relationships were captured (see Mulder and Hamaker, 2020): (a) simultaneous, time-specific associations 

(e.g., were higher/lower than expected levels of POS related to higher/lower than expected levels of PA at 

the same time point?); (b) carry-over effects (e.g., did students with higher/lower than expected scores of 

POS at time T experience higher/lower than expected levels of POS at time T+1?); and (c) spill-over 

effects (did students with higher/lower than expected levels of POS at time T experience higher/lower 

than expected levels of PA at time T+1?). As noted by Hamaker and Grasman (2015), positive carry-over 

effects reflect possible regulatory weaknesses since they capture the extent to which momentary 

1 In the RI-CLPM, the expected score is given by the sum of two components: the time-specific group 
mean and the time invariant, trait-like deviation from this mean (see Hamaker et al., 2015).
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perturbations continue to exert an effect at the next time point (i.e., inertia), thereby slowing down the 

capacity of the individuals to return to their equilibrium.

The multivariate RI-CLPM parameters were estimated using maximum likelihood with standard 

errors robust to non-normality (MLR) in Mplus 8.4 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998-2017).2 In addition to the 

χ2 test, the model fit was evaluated by also considering alternative indicators such as the comparative fit 

index (CFI); the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) > .90, and the root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA) < .08, with 90% confidence intervals (CI). Full information maximum likelihood (FIML) was 

used to manage missing data (Arbuckle, 1996).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

As reported in Table 1, POS showed positive correlations with SNE and PA, and negative 

correlations with NA (both concurrently and over time). NA was also negatively correlated with SNE and 

PA, whereas SNE and PA were positively correlated with each other.

RI-CLPM

The multivariate RI-CLPM showed an excellent fit to the data χ2 (6) = 7.720, scf = 1.065, p 

= .259, CFI = 1.00, TLI = .998, RMSEA = .014, 90% CI [.000, .040]. Since the intervals between the 

time-lags were unequal (T1 to T2 ≈ 5 months and T2 to T3 ≈ 3 months) we did not impose any equality 

constraints on the unstandardized effects as suggested previously (see the online materials of Mulder and 

Hamaker, 2020). 

Results from this model (see Table 2) indicated positive correlations among the random 

intercepts of POS, SNE and PA at the between-person level (trait-like), and negative correlations of NA 

with POS, SNE and PA. Moreover, the size of the standardized factor loadings at the between-person 

level was high (i.e.: they ranged from .83 to .89 across the four constructs), thereby attesting to the trait-

like nature of POS, SNE, PA, and NA.

Overall, at the within-person level (state-like) we found the following statistically significant 

coefficients:

(a) positive time-specific correlations among the momentary deviations of POS with SNE and 

PA, as well as negative time-specific correlations of NA with SNE and POS; 

2 A scaling correction factor (scf) is associated with the χ2 when the models are estimated with MLR 
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998, 2017).
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(b) positive carry-over effects for POS and NA (both from T1 to T2 and from T2 to T3), as well 

as for SNE and PA (only from T2- T3); 

(c) positive spill-over effects from POS to SNE (from T1 to T2) and from SNE to POS (from T2 

to T3), as well as negative spill-over effects from POS to NA (from T1-T2) and from NA to SNE (from 

T1 to T2). Hence, higher-than-expected levels of POS at T1 (January) predicted subsequent (June), 

higher-than-expected levels of SNE, and lower-than-expected levels of NA (both at T2: see Table 2). 

Higher-than-expected levels of NA at T1 predicted lower-than-usual levels of SNE at T2. Finally, higher-

than-usual levels of SNE at T2 also predicted higher-than-expected levels of POS at T3 (September). 

Interestingly, we also found that SNE at T2 mediated the effect from POS at T1 to POS at T3 

since the 95% CIs of the unstandardized effect (.034) did not include zero (95% CI .003, .081: Tofighi & 

Mackinnon, 2011).

Discussion and Conclusion

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been pervasive in people’s everyday life, raising 

concerns regarding its lethal consequences, and provoking unexpected changes in intrafamily and social 

relations, working conditions and financial problems that were particularly stressful for large sectors of 

the population. Several studies pointed to the psychological consequences of the pandemic, such as on the 

well-being of university students, due to the additional stressors it introduced in their everyday life and 

study routines, affecting them on a personal, professional and academic level (Aslan & Pekince, 2020; 

Clabaugh et al., 2021; Husky et al., 2020; Islam et al., 2020; Rogowska et al., 2020). University students 

in Spain resulted especially affected by the COVID-19 confinement, reported significantly higher 

depression, anxiety and stress scores than university workers (Odriozola-González et al., 2022). From a 

research perspective, the COVID-19 pandemic offered a unique opportunity to prove the role of 

individual differences in personality in moderating the impact of severe stressors on individual well-

being.

The findings of our study provide new, previously unavailable information supporting the 

protective role of positivity and regulatory emotional self-efficacy beliefs in mitigating the negative 

effects of a powerful stressor such as the pandemic. Firstly, the results of our RI-CLPM confirmed the 

trait-like nature of our constructs and showed that the relationships between them were mostly in the form 

of stable, between-person differences. Indeed, we found that those participants who were in general more 
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positive and emotionally self-efficacious than their counterparts also reported higher PA and lower NA 

over time. In fact, positivity appears to help people manage the unavoidable uncertainties and challenges 

of their existence, exerting a protective influence in the face of a disease that may have serious 

consequences (Caprara et al., 2016; Caprara et al., 2019; Tabernero et al., 2021). Secondly, important 

effects are found at the within-person level. Specifically, while controlling for stable individual 

differences the participants with higher-than-usual levels of POS and SNE at a given time point also 

reported simultaneous lower-than-usual levels of NA and higher-than-usual levels of PA (as attested by 

the within-person correlations). Moreover, our findings also indicated that those participants who had a 

particularly positive general outlook at the start of the pandemic (January) were also those who 

experienced lower-than-usual levels of NA five months later, in June 2020. Hence, regardless of one’s 

usual stable level of POS and NA, a peak of POS in January 2020 was not only related to lower than 

usual levels of NA at the same time point but also, it protected against NA in June 2020. Hence, at the 

start of a new, negatively-charged event such as the pandemic, those individuals who reported a 

momentary peak in their POS were not overwhelmed by their negative emotions, both at that time and 

five months later. This result is consistent with the higher-than-usual levels of POS in January 2020 also 

predicting higher-than-usual levels of SNE in June 2020. Although the simultaneity between higher-usual 

levels of SNE and lower-than-usual levels of NA in June 2020 prevents testing the mediational effects, 

one may speculate that the within-person protective role of POS at T1 on NA at T2 could at least in part 

be conveyed by the enhanced capability to deal with one’s negative emotions. Future studies using shorter 

time lags (e.g., a month) could help clarify this potential mediational chain.

Interestingly, higher than usual levels of SNE in June (T2) predicted higher than usual levels of 

POS in T3 (September) and acted as a mediator of the carry-over effects of POS from T1 to T3. This 

result could indicate how at the within-person level, a general appraisal such as POS may have a primary 

role in helping people evaluate themselves more positively in terms of their regulatory emotional domain 

(SNE), which could in turn further strengthen their general positive outlook. Hence, general (i.e.: POS) 

and domain-specific (i.e.: SNE) self-appraisals probably operate in concert in terms of affecting each 

other. To the best of our knowledge, no previous studies have tested the possible mediational chain 

between POS and SNE in terms of within-person changes. These findings partly align with previous 

works that, at the between-person level, attested to the reciprocal influences and synergies between POS 
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and SNE (e.g., Thartori et al., 2021). Indeed, positivity is crucial to sustain and promote self-efficacy 

beliefs, as they in turn are crucial to nurturing individuals’ positivity (see Caprara et al., 2010b).

Regrettably, at the within-person level our results only indicated a protective effect against NA. 

We did not find any positive effects on PA once individuals’ stable, trait-like factors of POS, SNE, NA 

and PA were taken into account. Hence, during the pandemic, the role of POS was mostly against the 

experience of unpleasant emotions rather than in terms of enhancing the individuals’ happiness. This 

result is interesting because in a novel situation like the pandemic, it could be more important to protect 

against excessive levels of NA rather than eliciting higher-than-usual levels of PA. Yet, future studies 

should examine whether the role of POS on PA could operate in a shorter time frame (e.g., day-to-day).

We are aware that despite its strengths (e.g., a relatively large sample size, longitudinal data, and 

stringent data analysis), our study was not without limitations. By using only self-reports as the best 

source for the constructs that aim to assess subjective experience, one cannot exclude that the size of the 

effects may have been inflated. Thus, our findings might benefit from future studies that include other 

informants to evaluate the individuals’ well-being (e.g., partners or family members). Likewise, we are 

aware that the mere presence of longitudinal data does not enable clear causal relationships to be 

established. Hence, the use of causal approaches to evaluate correlational data (e.g., instrumental variable 

approaches) would help corroborate the conclusions of our study. Given that the study population was 

recruited at an online University in Spain and that all the instruments used were in Spanish, our results 

may be relevant mostly in a Spanish context and only with caution, can our procedures be extended to 

other socio-cultural contexts. Finally, as the population studied covered a wide age range, from 18 to 71 

years of age, and there was a strong predominance of women, focusing on different age groups and 

keeping gender under control may allow comparisons to be made that offer better evidence of the 

generalizability of the findings. 

Despite these limitations, we believe our findings may have practical implications in the 

university context since they highlight mechanisms that may protect against negative affective states and 

mitigate the risk of suffering mental health disorders (Rodríguez-Rodríguez et al., 2022) while favouring 

self-regulated learning during prolonged periods of stress (Alemany et al., 2020; Mahmoud et al., 2012). 

Enabling students to keep negative emotions under control is crucial to support their motivation to learn, 

which can be facilitated by strengthening personality traits like positivity and self-efficacy beliefs. By 
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acting in concert and reinforcing each other, these traits help sustain long-term emotional well-being. 

Indeed, positivity and emotional self-efficacy may contribute to an individual’s motivation to learn, and 

ultimately, to their academic attainments, mitigating the impact of negative experiences while fostering 

the proper appreciation of positive experiences.

Both positivity and regulatory emotional self-efficacy beliefs are malleable and capable of 

adapting to circumstances, and they can be enhanced through properly designed psychological 

interventions that take into account their synergies (Bandura, 1997; Caprara et al., 2010b). In fact, while 

positivity may be supported by self-efficacy beliefs, mastery dictates the ways in which people can 

capitalize upon experience and nurture confidence in themselves, their future and their life. It is likely that 

from the outset, positivity prepares people to deal with life from a positive viewpoint, predisposing them 

to experiences from which regulatory emotional self-efficacy beliefs derive. Yet, this does not preclude 

strengthening positivity using regulatory emotional self-efficacy beliefs, such as self-reflection and 

learning from experience, allowing individuals to adapt and better their own life when necessary (Caprara 

et al., 2010b).

In a distance learning context, the many communication tools available (chats, 

videoconferencing-teleconferencing, etc.) can be used to: promote positive attitudes toward learning; 

value students’ efforts and attainments through goal setting and feedback; help students monitor their 

progress and master their challenges, overcome setbacks and capitalize on successful experiences. 

Encouraging students to reflect on their personal assets and manage their feelings may help them realise 

their true capacities, boosting their self-confidence in areas that will help them cope with stressful 

situations like the Pandemic.

Sound mental health among students may be promoted at distance universities by offering 

services catering to their specific needs, helping reduce drop-out rates. Academic support could be 

expanded to ensure students have access to tutoring, study groups, and academic counselling that help 

them overcome the challenges they face, enhancing their self-confidence and diminishing academic 

stress. Likewise, peer support programs can provide emotional support to help new students adjust to their 

(online) learning environment (Andersen, 2020; Cornelius et al., 2016; Kachaturoff, et al., 2020). Support 

groups or discussion forums focusing on specific mental health concerns (anxiety, depression or time 

management) may also offer relief, providing students a safe haven to share experiences and learn from 
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each other. Qualified mental health professionals could provide counselling services to students, remotely 

or in person (individual/group therapy or crisis intervention support), paving the way for students to adopt 

strategies to cope with stress or other mental health concerns. Partnerships with external mental health 

providers or local counselling services would facilitate such referrals, providing access to their workshops 

or awareness campaigns. Such mental health awareness campaigns would educate students on the 

importance of mental well-being, self-care, and stress management, as well as highlighting the support 

services available. These may be driven by webinars, online workshops, newsletters, and social media 

platforms, while repositories of mental health well-being and self-help resources could be made available 

(articles, videos, and downloadable material that focuses on topics like stress reduction, mindfulness, time 

management, building resilience, etc). 

In conclusion, the protective role of both positivity and regulatory emotional self-efficacy beliefs against 

negative affect is highlighted here, corroborating the earlier proposed feedback loop between positivity 

and regulatory emotional self-efficacy. From this work, we can recommend that further studies be carried 

out to confirm whether positivity and self-efficacy beliefs operate together in favouring self-regulation 

and academic success, in particular through their relationship with negative affect.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations among Study Variables

Variable   
POS_T

1 

POS_T

2 

POS_T

3 

SNE_T

1 

SNE_T

2 

SNE_T

3 

NA_T

1 

NA_T

2 

NA_T

3 

PA_T

1 

PA_T

2 

PA_T

3 

1. 

POS_T

1 

—

2. 

POS_T

2 

.83** —

3. 

POS_T

3 

.79** .85** —

4. 

SNE_T

1 

.46** .45** .43** —

5. 

SNE_T

2 

.46** .50** .48** .77** —

6. 

SNE_T

3 

.43** .46** .49** .79** .81** —

7. 

NA_T1 
-.59** -.54** -.52** -.55** -.53** -.51** —

8. 

NA_T2 
-.53** -.60** -.55** -.49** -.54** -.53** .75** —

9. 

NA_T3 
-.49** -.53** -.59** -.48** -.52** -.54** .71** .79** —

10. 

PA_T1 
.68** .61** .59** .43** .42** .42** -.42** -.39** -.38** —

11. .60** .66** .60** .43** .46** .46** -.41** -.42** -.42** .73** —
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Descriptive Statistics and Correlations among Study Variables

Variable   
POS_T

1 

POS_T

2 

POS_T

3 

SNE_T

1 

SNE_T

2 

SNE_T

3 

NA_T

1 

NA_T

2 

NA_T

3 

PA_T

1 

PA_T

2 

PA_T

3 

PA_T2 

12. 

PA_T3 
.60** .62** .69** .43** .45** .49** -.38** -.42** -.46** .73** .79** —

M 30.14 29.60 29.79 46.58
    

45.90
46.18 19.36 19.87 19.54 30.86 29.57 29.85

SD 5.77 5.73 5.55 8.61            8.98 9.04 5.45 5.36 5.26 5.29
     

5.26
5.38

Note. Pearson’s correlations, means (M), and standard deviations (SD) are reported for positivity (POS), 

self-efficacy in regulating negative emotions (SNE), negative affect (NA), and positive affect (PA) at 

time 1 (T1), time 2 (T2), and time 3 (T3).  **p < .01

Table 2

Random Intercept Cross-Lagged Panel Model (RI-CLPM) of Positivity (POS), Self-Efficacy in Regulating 

Negative Emotions (SNE), Negative Affect (NA), and Positive Affect (PA).

Between-person Std SE p-value

RI POS ↔ RI SNE .529 .030 <.001

RI POS ↔ RI NA -.677 .025 <.001

RI POS ↔ RI PA .784 .021 <.001

RI SNE ↔ RI NA -.648 .027 <.001

RI SNE ↔ RI PA .570 .027 <.001

RI NA ↔ RI PA -.520 .032 <.001

Within-person

Correlations

R_POS T1 ↔ R_SNE T1 .145 .095 .127

R_POS T2 ↔ R_SNE T2 .265 .070 <.001

R_POS T3 ↔ R_SNE T3 .293 .056 <.001

R_POS T1 ↔ R_NA T1 -.367 .066 <.001

R_POS T2 ↔ R_NA T2 -.391 .059 <.001

R_POS T3 ↔ R_NA T3 -.315 .054 <.001

R_POS T1 ↔ R_PA T1 .377 .073 <.001

R_POS T2 ↔ R_PA T2 .351 .073 <.001

R_POS T3 ↔ R_PA T3 .406 .051 <.001

R_SNE T1 ↔ R_NA T1 -.220 .087 .011
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R_SNE T2 ↔ R_NA T2 -.198 .079 .012

R_SNE T3 ↔ R_NA T3 -.179 .055 .001

R_SNE T1 ↔ R_PA T1 -.046 .105 .666

R_SNE T2 ↔ R_PA T2 .126 .088 .151

R_SNE T3 ↔ R_PA T3 .271 .050 <.001

R_NA T1 ↔ R_PA T1 -.192 .078 .014

R_NA T2 ↔ R_PA T2 -.137 .090 .127

R_NA T3 ↔ R_PA T3 -.282 .054 <.001

Carry-over effects

R_POS T1→ R_POS T2 .292 .075 <.001

R_POS T2→ R_POS T3 .337 .099 .001

R_SNE T1→ R_SNE T2 .024 .097 .804

R_SNE T2→ R_SNE T3 .197 .069 .004

R_NA T1→ R_NA T2 .181 .083 .029

R_NA T2→ R_NA T3 .266 .081 .001

R_PA T1→ R_PA T2 -.025 .105 .813

R_PA T2→ R_PA T3 .219 .071 .002

Spill-over effects

R_POS T1→ R_SNE T2 .212 .079 .004

R_POS T2→ R_SNE T3 .104 .078 .183

R_POS T1→ R_NA T2 -.197 .082 .016

R_POS T2→ R_NA T3 -.053 .075 .476

R_POS T1→ R_PA T2 .060 .097 .534

R_POS T2→ R_PA T3 .048 .077 .530

R_SNE T1→ R_POS T2 .087 .081 .281

R_SNE T2→ R_POS T3 .162 .069 .020

R_SNE T1→ R_NA T2 .072 .092 .434

R_SNE T2→ R_NA T3 -.072 .062 .244

R_SNE T1→ R_PA T2 -.083 .106 .432

R_SNE T2→ R_PA T3 .043 .064 .501

R_NA T1→ R_POS T2 -.096 .062 .121

R_NA T2→ R_POS T3 -.075 .078 .335

R_NA T1→ R_SNE T2 -.151 .074 .042

R_NA T2→ R_SNE T3 -.054 .075 .476

R_NA T1→ R_PA T2 -.163 .085 .056

R_NA T2→ R_PA T3 -.106 .076 .166

R_PA T1→ R_POS T2 .063 .076 .406

R_PA T2→ R_POS T3 -.079 .069 .254

R_PA T1→ R_SNE T2 -.146 .083 .080

R_PA T2→ R_SNE T3 .082 .071 .253
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R_PA T1→ R_NA T2 .062 .084 .462

R_PA T2→ R_NA T3 -.077 .065 .238

Note. The following standardized (std) coefficients and their standard errors (SE) are reported: Between-

level correlation (↔) among the random intercepts (RI) of POS, SNE, NA and PA; within-level 

correlations (↔) among the residual components of POS (R_POS), SNE (R_SNE), NA (R_NA), and PA 

(R_PA) at time 1 (T1), time 2 (T2), and time 3 (T3); within-level carry-over effects (→) for R_POS, 

R_SNE, R_NA, and R_PA; within-level spill-over effects (→) for R_POS, R_SNE, R_NA, and R_PA.

Figure 1 Example of the RI-CLPM between Positivity (POS) and Negative Affect (NA) 

Note. For the sake of simplicity, the figure only displays RI-CLPM for POS and NA 

measured at time 1 (T1; January 2020), time 2 (T2; June 2020), and time 3 (T3; 
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September 2020). The within-person, state-like deviations from the respective trait are 

reported with the prefix R_.
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