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Backgrounds and Aims: Self-compassion is important for authentic-durable happiness, particularly during the COVID-19 pan
demic. To better understand the potential complexity of effects, this study sought to explore (a) the mediating role of meaning of life in 
the association between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness and (b) the moderating role of COVID-19 burnout in the 
relationship between self-compassion and meaning of life.
Methods: We conducted a cross-sectional online survey study in China from February 1 to 14, 2021. Online survey questionnaire 
technique and convenience sampling method were used for data collection. Participants anonymously completed the measures of self- 
compassion scale short form, COVID-19 burnout scale, meaning in life questionnaire, and subjective authentic-durable happiness 
scale. The data were examined utilizing Pearson’s r correlations and moderated mediation analysis.
Results: This study included 1165 Chinese college students (Mage = 19.68 years, SD = 1.37). Self-compassion (M = 3.39, SD = 0.49) 
was significantly positively associated with authentic-durable happiness (M = 3.82, SD = 0.66) (r = 0.45, p < 0.001), and mediation 
analyses indicated that meaning of life (M = 4.65, SD = 0.86) partially mediated this association (indirect effect = 0.103, SE = 0.016, 
95% CI = [0.073, 0.135]). Moderated mediation analysis further revealed that COVID-19 burnout (M = 1.87, SD = 0.72) buffered the 
relation between self-compassion and meaning of life (β = −0.05, p < 0.033).
Discussion and Conclusion: Findings of this study shed light on a correlation between self-compassion and authentic-durable 
happiness. In addition, this study underlines the importance of intervening in COVID-19 burnout among college students and 
enhancing the meaning of life in order to promote and safeguard authentic-durable happiness in the setting of COVID-19.
Keywords: coronavirus, students, self-compassion, meaning of life, happiness, psychological burnout

Introduction
The novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) continues to spread widely around the world. This global pandemic has been 
labeled a pandemic and a health emergency of international concern (PHEIC).1 This important event had a negative 
impact on numerous facets of people’s lives around the world. COVID-19 not only poses a threat to public health and life 
but also has significant short- and long-term psychological effects on human society. The COVID-19 pandemic affected 
the physical and mental health of Asians to varying degrees, according to research concentrating on seven middle-income 
countries in Asia.2,3 The post-epidemic mean depression score was considerably higher among Iranian medical science 
students.4 In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic contributes to mental health burden in China.5–7 The desire to be happy 
is universal, and happiness is an important part of mental health. Authentic happiness seeks life satisfaction, whereas 
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well-being aims for flourishing.8 Happiness in the sense of a personal characteristic might serve as a “proxy” for well- 
being. Nevertheless, it is a required but insufficient requirement for exceptionally high levels of well-being.9 Some 
researchers claim that the purpose of government is to increase the well-being of individuals.10,11 During the COVID-19 
pandemic, studies indicated that people’s happiness diminished.12,13 Under the epidemic situation, individuals need to 
actively cooperate to fight the epidemic, and society needs more altruistic and pro-social behaviors nowadays. According 
to Anik et al14 and Lyubomirsky et al15 happiness also affects a country’s social and health sectors. Moreover, it serves as 
an evaluative function in the process of self-determination.16 Happier people are healthier, display more altruistic 
behavior, are more positive, more creative, better at problem-solving, more social, and exhibit less anti-social 
behavior.17 These qualities are also important in epidemic prevention and control.

Authentic-durable happiness is characterized as an ideal way of being, a state of persistent plenitude based on 
a consciousness that accepts each experience, emotion, and behavior with optimism and allows us to embrace all the 
pleasure and sorrow with which we are confronted.18 Humans strived to achieve happiness and considered it the most 
important goal in life.19 Positive psychology variables are considered protective factors of mental health.20,21 Self- 
compassion refers to being accepting and patient of oneself in the face of failures and flaws, or following a traumatic 
experience.22 Self-compassion is an emotionally supportive self-attitude that may shield against the harmful effects of 
self-criticism, etc.22 However, authentic-durable happiness served as a state of flourishing originating from mental 
equilibrium and insight into the nature of reality.18 Numerous studies have demonstrated that self-compassion is 
significant and positively correlated with happiness.23–26 That is, individuals with greater self-compassion may experi
ence greater happiness. During the pandemic, however, this association has not been examined. In addition, the mediators 
and moderators between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness remain obscure. By collecting data during the 
COVID-19 epidemic, this study investigated the relationship between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness. 
In addition, we explored the potential mediating effect of meaning of life and the moderating role of COVID-19 burnout 
in the first path of this relationship.

Self-Compassion and Authentic-Durable Happiness
COVID-19 may have short- and long-term detrimental psychological effects on human societies. Nonetheless, not all 
individuals will be affected psychologically in the same way by the virus for inevitable individual variations. Neff 
considers self-compassion a stable trait,27 which can also contribute to this difference. It entails being kind to oneself 
when addressing personal inadequacies or challenging circumstances and being mindful of negative emotions so as to 
neither suppress nor dwell on them.28 Specifically, self-compassionate individuals are apt to accept themselves without 
prejudice, and they do aware of their pains and sufferings but not avoiding or dwelling on them.22 Furthermore, self- 
compassion involves recognizing one’s common humanity and treating oneself with kindness.29 From the key resource 
theory (KRT), self-compassion is a person’s inner strength and resources, which is a significant factor in determining 
their level of subjective happiness.30 According to Positive Psychology 2.0 (PP 2.0),31 Instead of positive minus negative, 
happiness is the algebra of positive plus negative. In other words, the ability to rise above and alter unfavorable 
circumstances constitutes an additional source of happiness. Numerous studies have also demonstrated that self- 
compassion is significantly and positively correlated with individuals’ happiness.23,32–34 Most importantly, results from 
the intervention studies show that self-compassion significantly improves college students’ well-being.35 Individuals with 
self-compassion can better evaluate the situation where they belong. They are inclined to reevaluate their bad scenario 
and to cope with it by employing emotion regulation strategies,36 and they are better equipped to deal with the threats 
posed by COVID-19. This can also alleviate the damage to individuals’ authentic-durable happiness. Also, self- 
compassion mitigates the negative psychological health effects of COVID-19-related threats.37 Therefore, based on 
previous studies, we hypothesized that self-compassion was positively related to authentic-durable happiness in college 
students during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Meaning of Life as a Mediator
Meaning of life is defined as a perception of the meaning of their existence and their value,38 which refers to people’s 
notions that their lives are meaningful, coherent, and imbued with an overarching sense of purpose.39,40 It is a contributor 
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to mental health41 and characterized as a balanced conception of the good life that incorporates the dynamic interaction 
between the positive and negative.31,42 It incorporates both cognitive and motivational dimensions, corresponding to the 
presence of meaning and the search of meaning. The presence of meaning represents people’s understanding of the 
meaning of life and the individual’s ability to recognize the purpose or mission of life while searching for meaning 
mainly refers to people’s motivation and direction to find meaning in life.38 College students suffer from a variety of 
psychological (ie, nervous, anxiety)43,44 and physical challenges (ie, headache, obesity)45,46 during the COVID-19 
epidemic, but meaning in life mitigates the negative effects of painful events people encounter.47 Meaning in life is 
a positive trait that serves as an indicator of well-being.48,49 Numerous studies have found a connection between meaning 
in life and optimism, positive affect, psychological well-being, self-efficacy, and life satisfaction.50–54 Individuals who 
perceived a lack of meaning in life judge that their lives were frustrating, futile, and empty.55 Meaning in life is 
a fundamental component of well-being.56 During the pandemic period, the importance of the effect of positive 
psychology concepts on happiness has increased.57 Numerous empirical research demonstrated that one experienced 
higher happiness with greater meaning of life.56,58 The meaning of life was a strong indicator of happiness over time.59

During the COVID-19 epidemic, individuals experience emptiness and depression due to the loss of their normal 
lifestyles, which may result in a loss of life’s meaning.60 Similarly, pandemic-related stress can have a profound impact 
on the core aspects of meaning in life.61 However, in the current situation, self-compassion might facilitate the experience 
of a sense of meaning in life. The transactional model of stress (TMS)62 holds the belief that personality characteristics 
(eg, self-compassion) are related to the preference for coping style.63,64 Also, Neff et al65 found that self-compassion is 
negatively associated with avoidance strategy. As a positive character, self-compassion helps individuals yield positive 
coping strategies, which help obtain a high level of meaning of life.66,67 Consistent with the aforementioned theoretical 
perspectives, several empirical studies support the notion that self-compassion is associated with life meaning.68–70

Prior research has demonstrated a correlation between meaning of life, diverse happiness, and self-compassion; 
however, no studies have directly examined the mediating role of meaning of life in the relationship between self- 
compassion and authentic-durable happiness among college students, particularly in the midst of the recent COVID-19 
pandemic. This study thus hypothesized that meaning of life mediates the relationship between self-compassion and 
authentic-durable happiness.

COVID-19 Burnout as a Moderator
Self-compassion may increase college students’ authentic-durable happiness through the mediating role of meaning of 
life, but not all people with a high level of self-compassion could effectively improve their meaning of life.71 

Consequently, it is vital to investigate the factors that may diminish the relationship between self-compassion and 
meaning of life, particularly during the COVID-19 epidemic. Considering that burnout syndrome becomes more severe 
after a pandemic,72 COVID-19 burnout may be a crucial attenuating process. In other words, COVID-19 burnout may 
diminish the favorable relationship between self-compassion and meaning of life. Burnout is a state of physical or mental 
collapse,73 which is a triad of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment.74 It is 
described as a prolonged state of emotional, physical, and mental tiredness.75 According to this definition, COVID-19 
burnout can be described as a chronic state of emotional, physical, and mental exhaustion resulting from the COVID-19 
pandemic.76 Students were more exhausted and cynical, and their social connections, motivation, and healthy behaviors 
were impacted by the implementation of distance education.77 College students are more prone to experience burnout 
because they are subjected to several stressors.78 This is more evident in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.79,80 

According to Barnard and Curry,81 clergy with poor self-compassion who are at risk for burnout are more inclined to lose 
themselves in their vocation and disregard their value outside of it. Self-compassion could counter the tendencies towards 
downward social comparison,22 but burnout negatively impacted the ability to use comparison information beneficially, 
namely to extract good effects from upward comparison and to avoid negative consequences from downward 
comparison,82 and individuals suffering from burnout are unable to apply a positive self-evaluation.82 This biased 
approach to evaluation can render self-compassionate individual efforts futile and hinder the acquisition of meaning in 
life. Frankl83 coined the phrase “existential vacuum” in his existential perspective on burnout with his psychology of 
meaning, to describe a state of existence devoid of meaning and purpose, susceptible to neuroticism, characterized by 
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boredom, and accompanied by attempts to escape boredom through diversion. Contradicting with the foundations of the 
meaning of life (ie, purpose, self-efficacy, self-worth, and legitimacy),84 burnout results in the individual becoming 
fatigued, despondent, and apathetic towards personal aspirations and life events,85 which corresponds with poor self- 
compassion signs (aka self-coldness). This suggests that COVID-19 burnout may lead to a state of “existential vacuum” 
with a sense of meaninglessness in life. Thus, there is reason to believe that COVID-19 burnout can diminish the positive 
impact of self-compassion on meaning in life. However, in a low COVID-19 burnout situation, the positive effects of 
self-compassion will be fully utilized. Because individuals may be more likely to utilize their inner potential and ascribe 
more meaning to their lives.85 Thus, for individuals with low COVID-19 burnout, their meaning of life may raise 
dramatically as self-compassion increases. However, for individuals with high COVID-19 burnout, their meaning of life 
may not raise dramatically as self-compassion increases. To date, no prior research has evaluated whether COVID-19 
burnout is a risk factor that reduces the beneficial effect of self-compassion on meaning of life and a moderator in the 
indirect relationship between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness via the meaning of life.

Present Study
This study had two objectives: (a) to determine whether meaning of life mediates the relationship between self- 
compassion and authentic-durable happiness in college students and (b) to determine whether COVID-19 burnout 
moderates the first path of the indirect relationship between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness via 
meaning of life. Figure 1 illustrates the proposed model. Following an examination of several types of literature, we 
propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Meaning of life mediates the relation between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness (con
fidence interval for a*b is significant).

Hypothesis 2: COVID-19 burnout moderates the first path of the indirect relations (confidence interval for z1 is 
significant) between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness via meaning of life.

Method
Procedure and Participants
The ethics committee of Jiangxi Normal University accepted this study. This cross-sectional, multicenter online study 
was undertaken in China. From February 1 through February 14, 2021, a total of 1165 college students (Mage = 19.68, 
SD = 1.37, range = 17–26, 69.5% female) were invited to participate in the survey. Students were recruited from more 
than 30 universities in 26 regions of China, including Jiangxi, Jilin, and Shandong provinces, etc. To comply with local 
government regulations, all participants were recruited online without face-to-face interaction. The anonymous study 
questionnaire was distributed via a survey link on WeChat utilizing an electronic survey platform (Wenjuanxing, 
Changsha Ranxing Information Technology Co. Ltd, China), a widely used online survey instrument in China.86 

Participants provided informed consent and were free to withdraw from the investigation at any time. There were no 

Figure 1 The proposed moderated mediation model. 
Note: Each line or path in the model is represented by a lowercase letter, which represents the path coefficient.
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missing data because the survey was programmed to record replies only after all variables were addressed. Participation 
was voluntary, and there was no additional pay.

Measures
Self-Compassion
Self-compassion was assessed using the Self-Compassion Scale Short Form (SCS-SF).87 The reliability and validity of 
this scale have been demonstrated in research involving Chinese college students.88–90 The scale consisted of 12 items 
(eg, “Impatient towards aspects I don’t like”) and included six dimensions: (1) self-kindness, (2) self-judgment, (3) 
common humanity, (4) isolation, (5) mindfulness, and (6) over-identification. Participants rated each item on a 5-point 
scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always), with higher total scores indicate greater self-compassion. Cronbach’s α was 
0.77 in the study.

COVID-19 Burnout
The COVID-19 Burnout Scale (COVID-19-BS)91 was administered to measure participants’ levels of COVID-19 
burnout. The scale consisted of 10 items (eg, “When you think about COVID-19 overall, how often do you feel 
tired?”). Participants assigned each statement a score between 1 (never) and 5 (always) on a 5-point scale, with higher 
total scores indicating a higher level of COVID-19 burnout. Cronbach’s α was 0.95 in the study.

Meaning of Life
Meaning of life was measured by the Chinese Version92 of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ).93 The scale 
consisted of 10 items (eg, “I understand the meaning of my life”) and included two dimensions: (1) the presence of 
meaning (MLQ-P) and (2) the search of meaning (MLQ-S). On a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
7 (strongly agree), participants scored each item, with higher total scores signifying greater levels of meaning in life. This 
scale has been used in the Chinese population, and its reliability and validity have been confirmed.94–96 Cronbach’s α was 
0.89 in the study.

Authentic-Durable Happiness
The Chinese Version97 of the subjective authentic-durable happiness scale (SA-DHS)98 was administered to measure 
participants’ level of authentic-durable happiness. The scale consisted of 16 items (eg, “Overall well-being?”) and 
included two dimensions: (1) the contentment component, (2) the inner peace. Three negative items were excluded from 
the scoring as control items. Scoring higher on the accompanying seven-point scale from 1 (very low) to 6 (very high) 
indicated higher levels of authentic-durable happiness. Cronbach’s α was 0.88 in the study.

Data Analysis
This study aimed to determine if meaning of life acted as a mediator between self-compassion and authentic-durable 
happiness among college students, and if COVID-19 burnout moderated the indirect path between self-compassion and 
authentic-durable happiness via meaning of life. These research questions were examined from three perspectives. Initial 
calculations included descriptive statistics and bivariate Pearson correlations. Second, the mediating effect of meaning of 
life was investigated using the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model 4).99 Third, the moderating effect of COVID-19 
burnout on the indirect relationship between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness via meaning of life was 
analyzed using the PROCESS macro (Model 7). All study continuous variables were standardized, and the models 
utilized 5000 bootstrapping resamples to test whether the effects in Models 4 and 7 were statistically significant.99

Result
Characteristics of Participants
The mean age of the 1165 college students was 19.68 ± 1.37 years old, predominantly female (69.5%). About 45.5% of 
these participants were 1st year-standing, 23.1% were 2nd year-standing, and 31.4% were 3rd and 4th year-standing. 
About 53.3% reported their place of residence as urban, and 47.6% reported residency in rural settings. Participants’ 
responses to self-compassion ranged from 1.33 to 5. Participants rated the meaning of life ranging from 1.60 to 7. 
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Participants’ responses to authentic-durable happiness and COVID-19 burnout ranged from 1 to 6 and 1 to 5, 
respectively.

Preliminary Analyses
Table 1 lists the means, standard deviations, and bi-variate correlations. Self-compassion was positively correlated with 
meaning of life (r = 0.41, p < 0.001) and authentic-durable happiness (r = 0.45, p < 0.001), but negatively correlated with 
COVID-19 burnout (r = -0.44, p < 0.001). Meaning of life was positively correlated with authentic-durable happiness (r  
= 0.39, p < 0.001) but negatively correlated with COVID-19 burnout (r = -0.31, p < 0.001).

Testing for Mediation Effect
We hypothesized that meaning of life would serve as a mediator between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness. To 
test this hypothesis, we utilized Model 4 of the SPSS macro PROCESS complied by Hayes.99 Table 2 details the regression 
results for mediation testing. Results suggested that self-compassion was positively associated with meaning of life (β = 0.41, 
t = 15.44, p < 0.001), which was, in turn, positively associated with authentic-durable happiness (β = 0.25, t = 8.97, p < 0.001). 
The residual direct effect of self-compassion on authentic-durable happiness remained positive (β = 0.35, t = 12.48, p < 0.001). 
These results showed that meaning of life partially mediated the association between self-compassion and authentic-durable 
happiness (indirect effect = 0.103, SE = 0.016, 95% CI = [0.073, 0.135]), accounting for 22.89% of the total effect of self- 
compassion on authentic-durable happiness. Accordingly, hypothesis 1 is supported.

Moderated Mediation Effect Analysis
The second hypothesis stated that COVID-19 burnout would moderate the first path of the indirect links between self- 
compassion and authentic-durable happiness via meaning of life. We utilized Hayes’s Model 7 of the PROCESS macro to 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations of Study 
Variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. SC 3.39 0.49
2. CB 1.87 0.72 −0.44***

3. MOL 4.65 0.86 0.41*** −0.31***

4. ADH 3.82 0.66 0.45*** −0.30*** 0.39***

Note: N =1165. ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: SC, self compassion; CB, COVID-19 burnout; MOL, meaning of life; 
ADH, Authentic-durable happiness.

Table 2 Regression Analyses for Each Path of the Conceptual Model

Predictors Criterion Variable  
MOL (a)

Criterion Variable  
ADH (b/c)

Criterion Variable  
MOL (z1)

β t β t β t

SC 0.41 15.44*** 0.35 12.48*** 0.33 11.30***

MOL 0.25 8.97***
CB −0.18 −5.92***

SC × CB −0.05 −2.14*

R2 0.17 0.25 0.19

F 238.30*** 197.88*** 93.53***

Note: N =1165. Each column is a regression model that predicts the criterion at the top of the column. The beta values 
are standardized coefficients; thus, they can be compared to determine the relative strength of different variables in the 
model. *p < 0.05. ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: SC, self compassion; MOL, meaning of life; ADH, authentic-durable happiness; CB, COVID-19 burnout.
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investigate this moderated mediation model.99 Figure 2 demonstrates that the product (interaction term) of self- 
compassion and COVID-19 burnout was significantly negatively related to meaning of life (β = −0.05, t = −2.14, p < 
0.033; Figure 2).

Following the same procedure as prior studies, we plotted the predicted meaning of life against self-compassion, 
separately for those with low and high levels of COVID-19 burnout (one SD below the mean and one SD above the 
mean, respectively) (Figure 3). Simple slope test demonstrated that for college students with high levels of COVID-19 
burnout, self-compassion was positively associated with meaning of life, bsimple = 0.28, p < 0.001. For college students 
with low COVID-19 burnout, self-compassion yielded a stronger positive association with meaning of life, bsimple = 0.38, 
p < 0.001. Simple slope tests demonstrated that the lower the level of COVID-19 burnout, the stronger the association 
between self-compassion and meaning of life.

The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap analysis also revealed that COVID-19 burnout moderated the first path of the 
indirect effect of self-compassion on authentic-durable happiness via meaning in life. Significant was the indirect effect 
of self-compassion on authentic-durable happiness via meaning of life for students with low COVID-19 burnout, β = 
0.10, SE = 0.02, 95% CIboot = [0.07, 0.13]. The indirect effect was also significant for college students with high COVID- 
19 burnout, but weaker, β = 0.07, SE = 0.02, 95% CIboot = [0.04, 0.10]. Results indicated that meaning of life mediated 
the effect of self-compassion on authentic-durable happiness, but COVID-19 burnout weakened the mediating effect of 
meaning of life. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Figure 2 Moderated mediation model. 
Notes: Dotted lines represent direct paths from the moderators to the mediator and outcome variables. Standardized beta coefficients are presented; total effect is 
presented in the parentheses. ***p < 0.001.

Figure 3 Interaction between SC and CB on MOL. 
Note: SC and CB were graphed as one standardized deviation below the sample mean (ie, low) and one standardized deviation above the sample mean (ie, high).
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Discussion
This study found that self-compassion was positively associated with authentic-durable happiness. In addition, the study 
investigated the moderating role of COVID-19 burnout and the mediation effect of meaning of life in the relationship 
between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness. The findings may expand our knowledge of the association 
between self-compassion and authentic-durable happiness during the COVID-19 pandemic and provide empirical 
evidence for increasing college students’ authentic-durable happiness during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Relationship Between Self-Compassion and Authentic Durable Happiness
Results validated the hypothesis that self-compassion is associated with authentic-durable happiness. Consistent with the 
key resource theory (KRT)22 found that self-compassion was positively associated with positive psychological qualities 
like intelligence, optimism, extroversion, and responsibility, which means that self-compassion can influence individuals’ 
attitudes toward life and thus help them experience more authentic-durable happiness. Self-compassion is also char
acterized by low levels of self-focus and self-centeredness, which are basic to well-being in a variety of spiritual and 
religious traditions.100 Such selfless psychological functioning is associated with authentic durable happiness.18 As 
a positive disposition, self-compassion can provide psychological resources for people in adversity,101 especially during 
the COVID-19 epidemic, allowing individuals to embrace the pleasure and pain of the moment,18 and high self- 
compassionate people are more inclined to see the pandemic as a universal event rather than a unique affliction.101 

Thus, college students with a higher level of self-compassion were more likely to possess higher authentic-durable 
happiness.

The Mediating Role of Meaning of Life
The present study found that during COVID-19 meaning of life played a mediating role in the relationship between self- 
compassion and authentic-durable happiness. Previous research has shown that self-compassion plays an important role 
in individuals’ sense of meaning in life.102,103 Faced with the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, some found 
meaning in the suffering, while others did not. Self-compassion nurtures a positive self-attitude,22 which is crucial for the 
establishment of meaningful life.104 Individuals with high self-compassionate affirm their value, tend to face COVID-19 
with a positive and tolerant attitude, universalize and rationalize their pain, treat their suffering as inevitable in life, and 
thus are more loving and enthusiastic, better able to appreciate the joy of life and experience a higher value of life. When 
suffering COVID-19, individuals with high self-compassionate mobilize their own ego state and at the same time adopt 
reasonable ways of coping, and their sense of life meaning will be at a higher level, and they will be brave enough to 
pursue the meaning of life and also experience the meaning of life deeply. Obtaining meaning in life is the foundation 
and prerequisite for individuals to experience happiness.36,56 A purposeful and meaningful life brings a sense of hope and 
direction, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. And when one suffers from pain and frustration, clear goals and 
strong beliefs help one to persevere, motivate one to develop in a positive direction, and ultimately experience a sense of 
happiness.105 Conversely, research has shown that meaninglessness is a stressor in itself and that after experiencing 
meaninglessness, an individual’s ability to use meaning as a resource for coping with other stressors decreases.106 In 
summary, conducting higher meaning of life during the COVID-19 pandemic also helps combat stress and improves 
college students’ sense of happiness.

The Moderating Role of COVID-19 Burnout
The current study demonstrated that COVID-19 burnout moderates the prediction effect of self-compassion on college 
students’ meaning of life. This confirmed that risk factors weakened the beneficial effects of resource factor107 and showed 
that the positive effect of self-compassion on life meaning was smaller among college students with high COVID-19 burnout 
compared to those with low COVID-19 burnout. COVID-19 burnout may function as a risk factor that impairs the positive 
effect of self-compassion on meaning of life. The present study surpasses previous research in that it examines not only the 
increasing effect of self-compassion on meaning of life but also individual variations in this relationship during COVID-19. 
Specifically, for college students with high levels of COVID-19 burnout, self-compassion was positively associated with 
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meaning of life. For college students with low COVID-19 burnout, the positive association between self-compassion and 
meaning of life was stronger. From the research perspective, COVID-19 burnout is associated with feelings of powerlessness 
and difficulties in dealing with work, school, or life during the pandemic. These negative feelings reflect the feeling that your 
efforts make no sense.108 Faced with COVID-19, this sense of powerlessness may affect the experience of the meaning of life 
and hinder college students benefit from self-compassion. Furthermore, burnout, a form of an existential vacuum manifests 
itself as apathy, boredom, and a loss of interest in relationships.109 Individuals with burnout neglect to appreciate their unique 
value and intrinsic meaning.110 Steger et al93 argue that the sense of meaning in life is the individual’s sense of mean
ingfulness of existence and perception of self-importance, that is, the collection of having meaning and pursuing meaning. 
Individuals with high COVID-19 burnout do not see the meaning of the moment and also lose the motivation to pursue 
meaning. Based on these results, it is crucial to reduce burnout and cultivate a high sense of meaning in life to improve 
authentic durable happiness during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Limitations and Future Directions
Several limitations should be taken into account when evaluating the results of this study. To corroborate our findings, 
future research should collect data from implicit measures or behavioral indicators in addition to self-report ques
tionnaires from many informants (eg, classmates, parents, and teachers). Second, because this study was cross-sectional, 
correlational evidence can only be drawn from the data. In the future, researchers could use either experimental or 
longitudinal designs to test the current study’s causal hypothesis. Thirdly, because the present research was performed 
among college students, these findings cannot be generalized to other samples. Future research may collect data from 
multiple informants (eg, teachers, doctors, or parents) from a variety of cultures in order to better assess the validity of 
our findings. Fourth, in our study, we solely examined meaning of life as a mediator between self-compassion and 
authentic-durable happiness. However, there may be additional potential mediators between self-compassion and 
authentic-durable happiness. This can be another option for future research. Fifth, the self-compassion scale has 
received some criticisms, and future research could choose other measurement tools as needed (ie, The Quiet Ego 
Scale, QES).111

Conclusion
Despite the need for more replication and expansion, this study was a vital step in elucidating the relationship between self- 
compassion and authentic-durable happiness among Chinese college students during the COVID-19 epidemic. Meaning of life 
functioned as one potential mediator via which self-compassion was related to authentic-durable happiness. The connection 
between self-compassion and meaning of life is weaker for college students with higher levels of COVID-19 burnout, according 
to assessments of moderation. However, even among college students with high COVID-19 burnout, self-compassion remained 
strongly correlated with meaning of life. Our findings provide a potential step forward in studying how non-clinical interven
tions may assist to sustain and perhaps amplify the positive effects of self-compassion during these extraordinary circumstances, 
such as using mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT), acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT), compassion-focused 
therapy (CFT) and cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT),112,113 etc. Practically, colleges have a unique opportunity to reach a huge 
number of adolescents during a pivotal time in their lives. Numerous colleges offer psychological counseling and support 
services. Self-compassion interventions have been established, and their results have been encouraging.114,115 Colleges could 
consider introducing the mindful self-compassion (MSC) program114 and compassionate mind training (CMT)116 for their 
student populations. Such programs and interventions aid in the development of a healthy self-perception and the acquisition of 
more adaptive coping mechanisms during times of hardship.114,116 Thus, the incorporation of these programs and interventions 
in college settings may have positive short- and long-term advantages for distressing students.117
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