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Purpose: Based on the interpersonal theory of depression and resilience framework theory, this study tested the association between 
interpersonal sensitivity and depression in college students in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, the mediating role 
of resilience and the moderating role of the COVID-19 lockdown were investigated.
Methods: A total of 5193 South Chinese college students (M=19.27, SD = 1.18) were included in the study. According to which 
campus they were living on, the subjects were categorized as members of a lockdown group or a nonlockdown group. They completed 
the interpersonal sensitivity subscales of the Symptom Checklist 90 (SCL-90), Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), and Connor- 
Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC). SPSS 26.0 statistical software was used to analyse the descriptive statistics, reliability, and 
correlation. Specifically, a moderated mediation model was analysed by multivariate logistic regression.
Results: Interpersonal sensitivity was significantly associated with depression (r = 0.517, p < 0.01), which was mediated by resilience 
(β = 0.12, 95% CI = [0.10, 0.13]). Lockdown status was shown to have a moderating effect on the relationship between resilience and 
depression (β = 0.03, t = 2.71, p < 0.01).
Conclusion: The high levels of interpersonal sensitivity displayed by South Chinese college students caused low resilience and then 
facilitated depression. The COVID-19 lockdown strengthened the effect of low resilience on depression. Lower resilience was more 
strongly associated with higher depression for students under lockdown conditions compared to students who were not in lockdown.
Keywords: interpersonal sensitivity, depression, resilience, lockdown, COVID-19

Introduction
To protect citizens during the COVID-19 pandemic, many local governments announced specific orders, such as self- 
isolation, quarantine for 14 days, stay-at-home orders, and lockdown.1 In some areas where the epidemic was severe or 
countries with strict policies, entertainment venues and even schools went into lockdown for an extended period. These 
situations greatly affected the mental and physical disorders of people of different age groups. Previous studies reported 
upwards trends during COVID-19 in children’s anxiety regarding physical injuries and being separated from parents,2 

young female adults’ depression and headache symptoms,3 and elderly adults’ cognitive and psychological health 
deficiencies.4 Among these, the worsening of depression in young people has attracted our attention. A survey conducted 
before the COVID-19 pandemic showed that less than 16.2% of university students reported experiencing depressive 
symptoms.5 Surprisingly, research studying college students’ prevalence of depression in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic reported that the detection rate of depression increased to 48.14% in the US6 and 22% in China,7 with 37% 
being the worldwide average.8
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Depression and Interpersonal Sensitivity
Depression is a severe mood disorder that causes a person to be irritable, in a state of constant sadness, and lack interest 
in anything.9 Depression gained increasing attention from mental health and social care professionals and researchers 
during the COVID-19 pandemic period.10 A cross-sectional study that surveyed respondents in five countries during the 
COVID-19 pandemic indicated that the prevalence of depression was higher than that of other negative mental 
symptoms, such as anxiety and stress.11 Santomauro et al noted that the human epidemic infection rate of COVID-19 
was significantly correlated with the prevalence of major depressive disorder.12 A longitudinal study conducted among 
undergraduate students showed that students experienced worse levels of depressive symptoms during the COVID-19 
pandemic compared to the situation before the pandemic.13 Therefore, a focus on young people’s depressive statuses 
during COVID-19 is essential.

Interpersonal sensitivity is an essential factor that attracts great attention when studying individual depression. It 
represents the ability and extent to which people are overly sensitive and respond to individual behaviours and 
feelings, social interactions, and the surrounding environment.14–16 The essence of interpersonal sensitivity is the 
level to which people care intemperately about their interpersonal relationships and fear being rejected or criticized 
by others so that those with high interpersonal sensitivity have greater chances of suffering from deficient social 
interactions and interpersonal stress.17,18 During COVID-19, many social events outside the campus were cancelled, 
and people were asked to engage in social distancing. Accordingly, people’s levels of interpersonal stress 
increased.19

Empirical and theoretical studies have provided reliable evidence supporting the direct connection between 
interpersonal sensitivity and depression. From the practical side, various studies have found that high interpersonal 
sensitivity is positively related to individual depression.18,20 From the theoretical perspective, according to the 
interpersonal theory of depression, different deficient interpersonal characteristics, such as interpersonal rejection 
sensitivity, strengthen individual depression vulnerability.21 Considering that the pandemic influenced both aspects 
related to people’s interpersonal sensitivity and mental health, we aim to verify the link between interpersonal 
sensitivity and depression again in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. We propose that interpersonal sensitivity 
is positively associated with depression and significantly predicts depression in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Mediating Role of Resilience
Resilience is defined as the ability to withstand stress, bounce back, maintain a stable balance in a situation, and actively 
adapt to the challenges of a living environment disrupted by adversity.22,23 Referring to a large number of viewpoints on 
resilience, resilience can be understood through the following three aspects: traits, processes, and outcomes. From the 
perspective of traits, resilience is a relatively stable ability to quickly and easily recover from adversity.24 From the 
processing perspective, resilience is viewed as a “dynamic process” in which individuals use their resources to resist and 
thus maintain the ability to adapt and recover easily.25 In terms of results, resilience is also viewed as the strength to 
achieve functional recovery, positive behavioural outcomes, and even positive socioeconomic changes in the face of 
a health crisis.26

Resilience may be an explanatory mechanism through which interpersonal sensitivity affects individual depression. 
From our conceptual knowledge, resilience is a unique positive psychological resource and quality.27 Researchers have 
suggested that the internal resources that young individuals possess contribute to lowering their levels of interpersonal 
sensitivity and alleviating their symptoms of depression.18 Some empirical evidence directly indicates the mediating role 
of resilience in the relationship among various negative factors, such as fear of COVID-19, envy, bullying experiences, 
and depression.28–30 Resilience framework theory suggests that low psychological resilience interacting with environ-
mental factors might influence an individual’s adaptation ability and possibly induce depression.31,32 Overall, based on 
the existing hypothesis of interpersonal sensitivity affecting depression, we propose that resilience partly mediates the 
influence of interpersonal sensitivity on depression.
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The Moderating Role of Lockdown
Lockdown refers to a policy or an order put forwards by the local governments to block the use of a place in response to 
an urgent and serious situation, such as shutting down a school, an entertainment venue, or an amusement park.33 As 
COVID-19 spread worldwide, many cities and countries hit by the epidemic implemented lockdown measures, com-
pletely banning entry and exit from areas to strengthen control of the epidemic. For the group of Chinese college students 
we target in the current study, the most common COVID-19 epidemic experience involved the students being locked on 
campus by the universities to ensure that they were isolated from the pandemic risk that may exist in the outside world. 
They were usually forbidden to leave the campus, and all learning, living, and entertainment were restricted to areas on 
campus. Thus, we will use the term “lockdown” throughout the article to represent the situation that they experienced.

As an external factor that occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, lockdowns may have influenced people’s inner 
experiences differently.34 Researchers have suggested that the basic function of interpersonal sensitivity is related to 
experiencing and interacting with the circumstances.16 This implies that lockdowns may have influenced interpersonal 
sensitivity. In addition, resilience framework theory highlights the interacting effects of the external environment and 
how resilience could affect people’s adaptive ability,31 which reveals the corresponding moderating role of environmental 
changes on resilience affecting individuals’ adaptive outcomes. Moreover, a number of studies conducted during the 
COVID-19 period reported that people who were in lockdown exhibited more negative mental symptoms, such as 
depressed mood, insomnia, anxiety, and depression.35,36 In summary, we hypothesize that the COVID-19 lockdown may 
have a moderating effect on the path of interpersonal sensitivity-resilience, the path of resilience-depression, and even the 
path of interpersonal sensitivity-depression.

People in different countries, or even in different regions of the same country, might have experienced different 
lockdown policies. Some have been through prolonged lockdown periods, while others have not. It is worth exploring 
whether the external factor of experiencing a lockdown will generate different impacts on people’s internal states, such as 
depressive status and resilience. In addition, interpersonal sensitivity is believed to be a risk factor for depression, but no 
studies have verified this association during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, the mechanisms concerning the 
relationship between interpersonal sensitivity and depression remain elusive and need to be explored further. To address 
these research gaps, the present study aimed to test the relationship between interpersonal sensitivity and depression in 
the specific context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on the interpersonal theory of depression and resilience frame-
work theory, the mediating and moderating mechanisms of the relationship were examined from the perspective of the 
internal factor (resilience) and the external factor (lockdown) among Chinese college students. The conceptual frame-
work of the current study is shown in Figure 1. We aim to test the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Interpersonal sensitivity is positively associated with depression and significantly predicts depression in 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Hypothesis 2: Resilience partly mediates the influence of interpersonal sensitivity on depression.

Figure 1 The conceptual model of the study.
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Hypothesis 3: The COVID-19 lockdown has had a moderating effect on the relationships between interpersonal 
sensitivity and resilience, resilience and depression, and interpersonal sensitivity and depression.

Materials and Methods
Participants and Procedures
We implemented the research in November 2020, when the first batch of college students commenced their studies at the 
university after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic around the world. Convenience sampling was adopted in this 
study. We invited all first-year students at Guangxi International Business Vocational College, South China, to participate 
in the study. The homogeneity of the subjects was well controlled. The current study was also part of this university’s 
freshmen mental health screening survey. This screening survey was similar to a course for first-year college students and 
aimed at screening out students with serious mental illnesses so that the university could provide specific interventions 
for them. Students were informed about the purpose of the survey, in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. In the 
case that a serious mental illness was detected, well-trained psychology teachers intervened to provide the appropriate 
help. The screening survey was approved by the university’s administration and supported by the educational department 
of China.

We shared online links and QR codes with representatives of all the academic departments of the university. Then, 
they organized all the class instructors to arrange for students to fill in the questionnaires by directly using their 
smartphones’ instant message feature to click the online links or scan the QR codes. Every first-year student was 
successfully informed of the survey and invited to participate. The class instructors told the students about the test’s aim, 
voluntary nature, and confidentiality. If they agrees to participate, they were informed that they should complete the 
questionnaires within a specific time slot (within 2–3 days). Finally, 5326 college students completed the questionnaires.

Measures
Interpersonal Sensitivity
Interpersonal sensitivity was measured by a subscale of the Symptom Checklist 90 (SCL-90).37 The SCL-90, which has 
been found to have high reliability and validity, has been widely used in the testing of mental symptoms, such as anxiety, 
hostility, obsessive-compulsive, depression, and interpersonal sensitivity, in individuals. The interpersonal sensitivity 
subscale includes 9 items that are rated on a five-point scale (1 = no; 5 = severe). The Cronbach’s alpha of the subscale in 
this study is 0.84, which indicates a high reliability of this scale.

Depression
Depression was assessed by the popular Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), which was developed by the American 
psychologist Beck.38 The scale consists of 21 items that represent various symptoms of and attitude types related to 
depression, such as the sense of failure, lack of satisfaction, sleep disturbance, and fatigue. Each item consists of 4 
options, and the options are ordered by symptom severity. That is, participants are asked to choose one of these 
descriptions, and their answers are recorded on a 4-point scale, where a larger number indicates more severe depression 
in the participant. The Cronbach’s alpha of BDI tested here is 0.86, indicating high reliability.

Resilience
Connor and Davidson developed the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC) to test the level of resilience 
displayed by individuals.39 The scale was revised by Yu and Zhang in Chinese and verified to have high reliability 
and validity.40 We used the Chinese CD-RISC in this study. It contains 25 items. Participants were asked to rate their 
agreement with these statements on a five-point scale (0=never; 4=all the time). The Cronbach’s alpha of the CD-RISC in 
this study is 0.94, which indicates a very high reliability of this scale.

Lockdown
“Lockdown or not” in this study was measured not by a scale but by the campus zone in which participants lived. The 
participating university in this study consists of two campuses: one in City N and the other in City F. Students are 
admitted to either campus according to their majors. The distance between the two cities is only 143.1 kilometres, but 
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implemented different COVID-19 epidemic prevention policies due to political, geographical, and other reasons. 
Participants began their studies on these two campuses in September 2020 and participated in the current research in 
November 2020. During these two months, the university issued a strict lockdown order to the students attending campus 
F beginning at the time that the students reached the campus due to the serious epidemic situation in City F. According to 
this order, students were not allowed to leave campus without special reasons and multiple levels of approval, so students 
were isolated from the outside campus environment. Based on the definition of lockdown,33 we defined the case of 
students living in such an isolated situation for 2 months as experiencing a lockdown in this study. Conversely, this order 
did not apply to campus N, so students attending this campus could enter or leave the campus freely. They were free to 
interact with the environment outside the campus during these 2 months. Thus, we termed this situation on the campus 
N nonlockdown.

Data Analysis
The data of 5326 participants were computed and imported into IBM SPSS version 26. First, we removed those 
participants whose data in those three measurements went beyond the mean±3SD to ensure data authenticity and 
reliability.41 Second, Harman’s single-factor approach was used to test common method deviation in this study.42 

Third, we conducted Pearson correlations to examine the relationships among lockdown, interpersonal sensitivity, 
resilience, and depression. Fourth, we used Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Model 4, Model 59, Model 14) to examine the 
proposed moderated mediation model.43 Finally, we conducted a simple slope analysis to clarify how the lockdown 
situation influenced the link between resilience and depression and adopted a simple effect test to conduct an additional 
analysis of how the interaction between resilience and lockdown influenced students’ depression.

Results
Control and Verification of Common Method Variance
We used Harman’s single-factor approach to test common method deviation in the current study. The results suggested 
that there were eight factors with eigenvalues greater than one. The mutation rate interpretation of the first factor was 
24.12%, which is less than 40%. Therefore, we claim that the study does not have common method variance.

Descriptive Statistics
Regarding the data collected from the 5326 participants, we calculated and removed those participants whose data in 
those three measurements went beyond mean±3SD. Finally, we excluded 82 participants with extreme values on the 
interpersonal sensitivity test, 11 participants with extreme values on the resilience test, and 40 participants with extreme 
values on the depression test. As a result, 5193 participants (63% females, 37% males; age mean = 19.27, age SD = 1.18) 
were included in this study’s following analysis.

The relationships among lockdown, interpersonal sensitivity, resilience, and depression were tested using Pearson 
correlations. The means, standard deviations (SDs), and the correlation matrix for all the variables are shown in Table 1. 
We found that lockdown, interpersonal sensitivity, resilience, and depression were significantly related to each other (p < 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Associations Among the Variables (N=5139)

Variables M SD 3 4 5 6

1 Gender — —

2 Age 19.27 1.18

3 Lockdown 1.59 0.49 1
4 Interpersonal 

sensitivity

15.15 4.87 0.068** 1

5 Resilience 55.49 17.65 0.01 −0.349** 1
6 Depression 8.00 7.59 −0.018 0.517** −0.366** 1

Note: **p < 0.01.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2023:16                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S407430                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                       
1275

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                       Zhang and Sun

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

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


0.01). Specifically, the significant-positive association between interpersonal sensitivity and depression supported 
Hypothesis 1.

Testing for Mediating Effects
We use Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Model 4) to test the mediating effect of resilience on the relationship between 
interpersonal sensitivity and depression.43 We chose 5000 bootstrap samples and 95% confidence intervals. As expected, 
interpersonal sensitivity could directly predict depression (β = 0.69, t = 35.99, p < 0.001, CI = [0.66, 0.73]), which 
verified Hypothesis 1 again. In addition, interpersonal sensitivity negatively predicted resilience (β = −1.27, t = −26.84, 
p < 0.001, CI = [−1.36, −1.17]), and resilience also showed a significant negative predictive effect on depression (β = 
−0.09, t = −17.07, p < 0.001, CI = [−0.10, −0.08]). In summary, resilience played a partial mediating role in the 
association between interpersonal sensitivity and depression. The mediated predicting effect (β = 0.12) and direct 
predicting effect (β = 0.69) accounted for 14.9% and 85.1%, respectively, of the overall effect (shown in Table 2). 
Thus, the results supported Hypothesis 2.

Testing for Moderated Mediation
Then, consistent with our hypothetical model, we employed the PROCESS macro (Model 59) to examine the moderated 
mediation. A total of 5000 bootstrap samples and 95% confidence intervals were used in the data analysis. The results 
varied from those hypothesized. The interaction between interpersonal sensitivity and lockdown could not significantly 
predict resilience (Interpersonal sensitivity × Lockdown: β = 0.15, t = 1.52, p > 0.05) and was not a significant predictor 
of depression (Interpersonal sensitivity × Lockdown: β = −0.01, t = −0.22, p > 0.05). However, the interaction between 
resilience and lockdown significantly predicted depression (Resilience × Lockdown: β = 0.03, t = 2.46, p < 0.05). The 
results indicated that lockdown only moderated the mediating path of resilience affecting depression.

To test the moderated mediation effect more precisely, we used Model 14 (Model 14 only moderates the second stage 
of the mediation model, which is consistent with our preliminary analysis results) in the SPSS extension macro to analyse 
the data again. The final results are listed in Table 3. In Model 1, we treated resilience as the criterion in the regression 
analysis and verified again that interpersonal sensitivity was a significant predictor of resilience (β= −1.27, t = −26.84, 
p < 0.001, CI = [−1.36, −1.17]). After adding lockdown into the model (Model 2), we found a significant effect of 

Table 2 Mediating Analysis of the Relationship Between 
Interpersonal Sensitivity and Depression (N=5139)

Effect se Proportion LLCI ULCI

Direct 0.69*** 0.02 85.1% 0.66 0.73
Indirect 0.12*** 0.01 14.9% 0.10 0.13

Total 0.81*** 0.02 0.77 0.84

Note: ***p < 0.001.

Table 3 Testing the Moderated Mediation Effect of Interpersonal Sensitivity on Depression (N=5139)

Predictors Model 1 (Resilience) Model 2 (Depression)

β t 95% CI β t 95% CI

Interpersonal sensitivity −1.27 −26.84*** [−1.36, −1.17] 0.70 36.28*** [0.66, 0.74]
Lockdown −2.22 −3.80*** [−3.36, −1.08]

Resilience −0.13 −7.98*** [−0.17, −0.10]

Resilience×Lockdown 0.03 2.71** [0.01, 0.05]
R² 0.12 0.31

F 720.35*** 581.94***

Notes: **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S407430                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

DovePress                                                                                                                         

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2023:16 1276

Zhang and Sun                                                                                                                                                       Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

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


resilience on depression (β = −0.13, t = −7.98, p < 0.001, CI = [−0.17, −0.10]), which was moderated by lockdown (β = 
0.03, t = 2.71, p < 0.01, CI = [0.01, 0.05]). The final model proved by the current study is depicted in Figure 2.

To clarify how lockdown influenced the link between resilience and depression, we conducted a simple slope analysis 
and visualized the results in Figure 3. The simple slope test results indicated that higher resilience was more strongly 
associated with lower depression for the students who were in lockdown during COVID-19 compared to those who were 
not in lockdown during COVID-19 (in lockdown: βsimple = −0.17, p < 0.001; not in lockdown: βsimple = −0.15, p < 0.001). 
Namely, compared to students who were not in lockdown, the effect of resilience on depression was more substantial 
among those who were experiencing lockdown. Hence, the data indicated that lockdown could strengthen the link 
between low resilience and depression.

To further understand how the interaction of resilience and lockdown influenced students’ depression, we adopted 
a simple effect test to perform additional analysis. The simple effect test results showed that compared to college students 
with high-level resilience, college students with low-level resilience exhibited more depression during the lockdown than 
they did when not under lockdown (F(1, 3490)=5.72, p < 0.05). However, for the students who had high-level resilience, 
depression did not change significantly when under lockdown (F(1, 3490)=1.22, p > 0.05). Therefore, the results showed 
that low-level resilience could also strengthen the relationship between the COVID-19 lockdown and depression.

Discussion
The Positive Association Between Interpersonal Sensitivity and Depression
As expected, college students with higher levels of interpersonal sensitivity might be more likely to suffer from 
depression. The significant relationship found here was consistent with previous research findings that interpersonal 
sensitivity acts as an essential risk factor for depressive symptoms.44–47 Additionally, depressed individuals expressed 

Figure 2 The final model of the association between interpersonal sensitivity and depression: the mediating role of resilience and the moderating role of lockdown. 
(N=5139; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.).

Figure 3 The moderating effect of lockdown. Low-level resilience and high-level resilience refer to 1 SD below and above the mean, respectively. The continuous data of 
resilience were mean-centered first before the analysis.
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higher interpersonal sensitivity levels than those without depressive symptoms.14 For young people, the university period 
is a vital transition from adolescence to adulthood. Individuals at this stage are highly sensitive to interpersonal 
relationships because they need rich interpersonal interactions, such as peer communication, to strengthen their sense 
of identity.48 Coyne indicated that people with high interpersonal sensitivity levels tend to engage in interpersonal 
avoidance and experience deficits in social interactions.21 These adverse interpersonal experiences may cause them to 
have more negative beliefs about themselves, which may accordingly strengthen their depressive symptoms.47

In this COVID-19 pandemic setting, college students’ learning mode has changed from face-to-face to online courses. 
Most social activities have been banned, and interpersonal relationships have become more alienated. Students may even 
be confined to campus due to lockdown orders, so they have limited interpersonal contact. These impaired interpersonal 
relations may induce depression in individuals.49 In addition, the interpersonal theory of depression indicates the 
following four specific aspects that facilitate depression in an individual: loss of significant others, life changes, 
interpersonal conflicts, and deficits.50 Therefore, during the COVID-19 pandemic, students with high levels of inter-
personal sensitivity may experience more severe interpersonal stress because of life changes and feel deeper depression. 
Our results empirically validate this theory and show that it is equally applicable to explain the relationship between 
interpersonal sensitivity and depression during COVID-19.

The Mediating Role of Resilience and the Moderating Role of the COVID-19 
Lockdown
Our finding from the mediating model supported the hypothesis that resilience negatively mediated the relationship 
between interpersonal sensitivity and depression, consistent with previous studies.28–30 People with high interpersonal 
sensitivity levels are cautious and show low self-esteem in interpersonal relationships.37 They may encounter more 
difficulties in interpersonal communication and underperform in handling dilemmas. The lack of the ability to solve 
difficulties smoothly and recover from them quickly is a typical symptom of poor resilience.51 College students usually 
attempt to build solid interpersonal resources through social interactions and finally strengthen their resilience.18,52 

However, if a person fails to increase his interpersonal resources and instead shows difficulties in social interactions, the 
individual may have poor psychological resilience.

The conservation of resources theory (COR) highlights that scarce personal resources might lead to negative 
consequences for individuals, such as depression.53 Low resilience is a severe risk factor for depression because 
individuals with low resilience have difficulty recovering from poor behavioural outcomes and feelings of sadness.54 

Similarly, researchers have proposed that high resilience acts as a protective factor for depression and a positive factor 
that reduces the likelihood of adverse mental health outcomes.55 Moreover, resilience framework theory also supports the 
mediating effect of resilience by introducing a close causal relationship between resilience and depression influenced by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.31,32 In other words, during the COVID-19 pandemic period, college students with high 
interpersonal sensitivity levels might experience worse depressive symptoms due to their poor resilience.

Our results also found that the COVID-19 lockdown moderated the effect of resilience on depression. Specifically, 
compared to those who were not experiencing lockdown, lower levels of resilience were more closely associated with 
higher levels of depression for college students who were in lockdown. According to resilience framework theory, the 
interacting effects of resilience and environmental contexts may work together to affect people’s ability to adapt.31 In the 
frustrating epidemic context, students who have lower levels of resilience will have more difficulty dealing with the 
unexpected and annoying issues caused by lockdown, such as academic stress simultaneously instituted due to changes in 
studying styles,56 and feelings of loneliness caused by the cessation of social activities.57 All of the adverse behavioural 
outcomes and negative emotional states contribute to a high likelihood of increasing an individual’s vulnerability toward 
depression.58 However, those with higher levels of resilience might exhibit better problem-solving skills to deal with the 
difficulties caused by the lockdown and recover from depressive emotions sooner. This would explain why the current 
results show that students with high resilience might not exhibit worse depression due to lockdown. According to these 
results, attention should be given to low-resilience students experiencing lockdown or quarantine. Potential measures and 
help to prevent depression are needed for this group.
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The present study also found an unexpected result that lockdown did not show moderating effects on the paths of 
interpersonal sensitivity affecting resilience and depression. This phenomenon could be explained by the stable trait of 
interpersonal sensitivity.24 As researchers proposed, interpersonal sensitivity was a depression-prone personality trait,59 

and depressed individuals were associated with a particular characteristic of being interpersonally sensitive to life 
stressors.45 This evidence indicated that depression and interpersonal sensitivity might share some common underlying 
traits. In addition, Boyce et al suggested that the association between interpersonal sensitivity and depression was partly 
due to genetics. Thus, the relationship was firm and not easily influenced by external factors, including the early parental 
environment.60 Interpersonal relationships are so crucial for college students that a deficiency in interpersonal compe-
tence will greatly hurt young people’s feelings and make it difficult for them to solve the problems they are facing,61 

finally causing low psychological resilience.52 Although external environmental factors can influence individual inner 
factors, our findings showed that the external factor of the COVID-19 lockdown was not strong enough to generate 
effects on the relationship between interpersonal sensitivity and resilience or the relationship between interpersonal 
sensitivity and depression.

Implications
The present research yielded interesting results, making a meaningful contribution to the literature and public policy 
recommendations. First, the significant association between interpersonal sensitivity and depression verified the inter-
personal theory of depression through empirical data and tested its validation in the special context of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Interpersonal therapy has been widely practised to reduce depression,62 and this study accordingly proved it to 
be theoretically valuable and essential. The resilience framework theory was also demonstrated by the interaction 
between resilience and lockdown. Second, the moderating effect of lockdown on the path of resilience affecting 
depression can provide guidance for social policies. To reduce mental illness during a pandemic, especially depressive 
symptoms, government authorities can conduct various activities to improve their resilience, such as online resilience 
intervention programs.63 At the same time, leaders of schools or organizations should pay attention to groups with low 
resilience and help them if the cities or regions they live in are implementing lockdown orders. This will contribute to 
preventing depression among individuals during the COVID-19 pandemic period.

Limitations and Future Directions
It is essential to clarify some limitations of this study. First, there is a lack of a precise operational definition of 
a lockdown. According to the actual situation that the participants experienced, this study categorized the experience of 
school lockdown for two months in City F as a “lockdown” and defined the experience of free access to campus in City 
N as “nonlockdown”. However, this definition is not strictly academic and lacks standards. Second, lockdown is a type of 
policy that the government or executive branch implements. Several subsequent factors behind the lockdown may 
account for the connection between interpersonal sensitivity, resilience, and depression, for instance, trust in government, 
social distancing, loneliness, and anxiety. Future studies related to exploring these personal factors will help us learn 
further about the influence of COVID-19 on our behavioural consequences and mental symptoms. Third, the subjects in 
the current study were mainly first-year students concentrated in one university. Future work needs to be verified in 
diverse populations to ensure the generalization of the findings.

Conclusion
The current study is among the first to test the association among interpersonal sensitivity, resilience, and depression in 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic among college students in South China. The moderating effect of lockdown in 
the research model has also been tested. The results suggested that South Chinese college students’ resilience mediated 
the relationship between interpersonal sensitivity and depression. Lockdown was a significant moderator facilitating the 
effects of low resilience on depression. The study contributes to extending the theoretical literature, such as the 
interpersonal theory of depression and resilience framework theory, with empirical evidence and provides academic 
support for alleviating depressive symptoms through interpersonal therapies. Additionally, the findings highlight the 
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importance of cultivating people’s resilience to keep them safe from depression, especially for those who experience 
a lockdown.
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