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Abstract

This study, grounded in the hopelessness theory of depression (Abramson et al., 1989), explored how
Confucian Pro-Setback Thinking (PST) mitigates depression through multiple pathways. A sample
of 996 Chinese college students (Mag=18.22 years; SD=0.75) finished a package of validated
measurements online, including the Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale, Confucian Coping Scale,
Beck Hopelessness Scale, and Self-control Scale. Results demonstrated four significant effects: (1) a
direct negative association between PST and depression; (2) mediation through enhanced self-
control; (3) mediation through reduced hopelessness; and (4) a serial mediation pathway from self-
control to hopelessness. These findings elucidate how Confucian Pro-Setback Thinking (PST)
mitigates depression among Chinese college students through multiple pathways based on the causal
chain proposed by the hopelessness theory of depression, while also offer actionable insights for
designing PST-informed mental health programs and interventions.
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Article Highlights

The regional and cultural differences of depression may suggests important implications to
understand and prevent depression from a cultural perspective.

Confucian PST encourages individuals to actively recognize the meaning of adversity and
maintain optimism when confronting setbacks.

Confucian PST not only directly mitigates depression and indirectly reduce depressive by
enhancing adaptive cognition, improving behavior regulation and alleviating hopelessness feeling.

1. Introduction

Depression and other psychological problems showed a certain upward trend in different
groups after the pandemic of COVID-19 (De France, et al., 2022; Galea., 2021). The regional and
cultural differences of psychological problems have been reported in the previous studies (Lin et al.,
2024, review). This may suggests important implications to understand and prevent psychological
problems such as depression from a cultural perspective.

1.2. The Confucian PST and depression

A setback constitutes an interruption in goal pursuit caused by obstacles that delay or prevent
desired outcomes, thereby resulting in goal disengagement or failure. Such interruptions often trigger
emotional distress, expressed as depression in response to past failures and anxiety regarding future
setbacks. However, some individuals actively seek out high-risk challenges, perceiving setbacks as
growth opportunities. This reflects the spirit of the Chinese proverb, “One climbs the tiger's mountain
undeterred”. Chinese Confucian highlight the constructive role of setbacks in fostering self-
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improvement and overcoming perceived limitations. For instance, as Confucius (a Master of
Confucianism) proposed in The Analects “Only in winter do we know the pine and cypress are the
last to wither”. He framed adversity as a crucible that forges true courage. Similarly, Mencius (a
Master of Confucianism) interpreted hardships as trials bestowed by Tian (Heaven) to strengthen an
individual’s ability and character (Mencius). Neo-Confucian scholars such as Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi
further systematized this view, advocating for composed self-reflection during setbacks to identify
and rectify personal shortcomings in both behavior and ability (Shi & Zhao, 2014). Confucian
philosophy advocates a cognitive reappraisal process wherein setbacks are reconstructed as
developmental catalysts rather than ego-threatening events.

Contemporary scholarship has operationalized this thinking as “Pro-Setback Thinking” (PST),
and defined it as a cognitive framework that: interprets hardships as catalysts for ability development
and character cultivation, and fosters approach orientation toward challenges (Jing, 2006). Confucian
PST includes two dimensions: an internal optimism toward setbacks (i.e., viewing frustrations as
growth opportunities), and the positive meaning of setback or frustration. Confucianism, as one of
the dominant traditional cultures in China, profoundly shapes Chinese personality traits and coping
strategies under stress. Li and Chen’s (2021) cross-generational analysis revealed that parental PST
positively predicts children’s PST, which in turn is associated with better mental health outcomes in
children.

Numerous theoretical and empirical studies have suggested that cognitive styles affect the
individual differences in depression risk after experiencing stressful life events (Zhou et al., 2014).
Abramson et al. (1989) proposed cognitive vulnerability hypothesis in the theory of hopelessness
depression that some people are at high risk for depression when negative or stressful events occur
if they make stable and overall attributions for the causes of negative life events and/or infer that
negative events will bring many catastrophic consequences and/or negative self-worth. Moreover,
adaptive cognitive styles can facilitate recovery from depression and buffer the adverse effects of
stressful life events (Needles & Abramson, 1990) . The strong empirical support for the cognitive
vulnerability hypothesis was founded in the existing studies (Zhou et al., 2014).

Individuals with PST perceive setbacks as an inevitable part of life. When pursuing goals, if one
can effectively accept, reflect upon, and learn from adversities, these challenges may facilitate the
enhancement of competencies and moral character without undermining self-efficacy (Jing, 2006).
Thus, although setbacks may cause by personal shortcomings, they would not lead to catastrophic
consequences . The Confucian PST thereby helps individuals maintain emotional stability even in
adversity ( Chen & Zhou, 2024). University students face multifaceted pressures including academic
and interpersonal stressors, while simultaneously undergoing a developmental stage marked by
greater behavioral autonomy and purposefulness. Consequently, the psychological impact of PST
may be pronounced in this population. Based on these analyses, we propose Hypothesis 1 posits:
Confucian PST is negatively associated with depression among university students.

1.3 The mediating role of hopelessness

Abramson et al. (1989) proposed a causal pathway for depression in the hopelessness theory,
positing that hopelessness serves as the most proximal and sufficient causein the etiological
pathway of the disorder. According to this model, individuals who experience hopelessness will
inevitably develop depression, though not all depressed individuals necessarily manifest
hopelessness. Stress and cognitive vulnerability factors represent relatively distal factors within the
etiological pathway. However, a growing body of empirical research indicates that these factors may
not only indirectly elevate depression risk through the mediation of hopelessness but also directly
increase an individual’s risk for depression (Gotlib & Joormann,2010; Slavich & Irwin, 2014;
Villalobos et al., 2021 ). Therefor, logically, Confucian PST may also be associated with depression
through the mediating role of hopelessness.

A key determinant of hopelessness is the perceived futility of effort - the belief that one's efforts
will neither yield desired outcomes nor prevent the occurring of adverse events. The Confucian
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philosophy of adversity advocates for individuals to recognize and embrace the intrinsic value of
setbacks in personal development (Zhou & Chen, 2024). The Confucian PST encourages individuals
to recognize the value of setbacks, as these experiences contribute to the fulfillment of one's cardinal
responsibilities: self-cultivation, family regulation , state governance, and universal peace (The Great
Learning). This cognitive style is both goal-directed and problem-solving orientated (Li & Hou, 2012).
Empirical evidence indicates that PST serves a protective role by preventing the formation of
hopelessness following adverse experiences, thereby reducing vulnerability to depressive (Chen &
Chen, 2024). We propose Hypothesis 2 that hopelessness mediates the association between Confucian
PST and depressive among university students.

1.4. The mediating role of self-control

Self-control is an ability to autonomously regulate one’s behaviors, thoughts, and emotions in
alignment with personal or social values (Tan & Guo, 2008). It is integral to adaptive behavior, goal-
directed behaviors and serves as a critical protective factor for mental health (Butterworth et al., 2022;
Ge & Hou, 2021; Shi & Ma, 2021). Job et al (2010) and Job et al (2015) proposed that subjective beliefs
have an important impact on psychological resources and self-control behaviors according to the Ego
Depletion Theory Model. Those who perceive their willpower as limited are more susceptible to ego
depletion effects, exhibiting subsequent declines in self-control performance, whereas individuals
who maintain confidence in their willpower resources demonstrate resilience against such depletion
effects, preserving behavioral regulation capacities.

The Confucian PST is grounded in the interdependent system of goals encompassing “self-
cultivation, household regulation, state governance, and world pacification (The Great Learning)”.
The aims of it is to encourage individuals to “shoulder weighty mission and keep enduring
perseverance (Confucian)” and “unbowed by force, unswayed by poverty (Mencius)”, emphasizing
persistent goal-directed behavior with firm will in ultimate success. The Confucian PST facilitates the
maintenance of self-control and self-efficacy through cognitive reappraisal that reduces the perceived
threat of setbacks, thereby minimizing ego depletion and preventing emotionally driven
abandonment of goals. That is, “the brave are not afraid (Confucius, Analects)”, individuals with the
Confucian PST tend to prioritize long-term goal-directed behaviors over immediate adversities. Ge
and Hou's (2021) found that individuals embodying the Confucian junzi (the ideal personality of
Confucianism) demonstrate enhanced self-control. Therefore, based on the characteristics of self-
control, we proposes Hypothesis 3: Self-control mediates the relationship between Confucian PST
and depression among university students.

1.5. The chain mediating path from self-control to hopelessness

Recent empirical evidence demonstrates that impaired self-regulatory efficacy significantly
predicts elevated hopelessness (Katherine & Veilleux, 2024). The Confucian meaning reconstruction
of adversity facilitates more balanced appraisal of both short- and long-term impacts of setbacks,
thereby attenuating their perceived threat of setbacks. The intrinsic optimism of Confucian PST can
promote individuals sustains future-oriented hope and reduce catastrophizing cognitions. From the
perspective of the causal chain of hopelessness depression, such positive meaning attribution reduces
stress perceived, and internal optimism buffers against hopelessness by mitigating tendencies toward
catastrophic consequence and self-worth devaluation (Zhou et al., 2014). The synergistic effect of
these mechanisms not only facilitates the maintenance of goal-directed behaviors but also enhances
individuals' sense of control over both their actions and outcomes. Consequently, the PST may
associated depression through two distinct pathways: by enhancing self-control (or self-regulation
behavior) and by reducing susceptibility to hopelessness. Furthermore, according to Self-
Determination Theory, when individuals perceive strong self-efficacy and control over their
behaviors, their basic psychological needs are more likely to be satisfied (Ryan &Deci, 2017), thereby
substantially decreasing the probability of hopelessness. Collectively, individuals with PST tend to
maintain self-control across situations through adaptive interpretations of setbacks and internal
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optimism, with an associations to reduced hopelessness and depression. Based on these relationships
among these variables, we proposes Hypothesis 4: self-control and hopelessness sequentially mediate
the association between PST and depression among university students.

1.6. The present study

Confucianism serves as a foundational cultural framework that systematically shapes
personality among Chinese individuals (Shi & Zhao, 2014). From the causal chain proposed by the
hopelessness depression theory (Abramson et al, 1989), Confucian PST may associate with
depression through multiple indirect paths. This study investigates the psychological protective
effect of Confucian PST against depression among Chinese university students: (1) the direct
correlation between Confucian PST and depression; (2) the independent mediating roles of self-
control and hopelessness in this association; and (3) the sequential mediation pathway of self-control
and hopelessness in this association.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Participants and procedures

The investigation was conducted online using convenience sampling in a university of Hunan
Province, the central area of China. A total of 1225 questionnaires were collected, questionnaires with
more than five missing items or patterned responses were excluded from analysis, 996 valid
questionnaires aging from 18 to 22 years old (M=18.22, SD=0.75) were obtained for an effective
response rate of 81.31%. Among them, 717 (72.00%) were male, and 279 were female. Informed
consent were obtained from all participants.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1.PST

The two subscales, “optimism in the adversity” and “the meaning of adversity to individual
growing” of the 15-item Confucian Coping questionnaire were used (Jing, 2006) to measure the PST
of college students. The “optimism in the adversity” subscale consisted of 4 items, including “Even
when I am at my worst, I feel hopeful for the future”. “The meaning of adversity to individual
growing” subscale consisted of 4 items, including “Without suffering, there will be no tenacious will”.
A 5-point scale was used in the two subscales. The sum of all item scores was the total PST score,
with higher scores indicating higher PST. In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for
the two subscales was 0.85.

2.2.2. Depression

The Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21) was used to measure the depression of
college students. The DASS-21 is a 21-item questionnaire validated in the Chinese population (Gong
etal., 2010; Shah et al., 2021). Depression subscale is implemented to estimate anhedonia, inertia, self-
deprecation, and devaluation of life (e.g., I felt that I had nothing to look forward to). Items were
rated on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = “did not apply to me”, 3 = “applied to me very much of the time”)
and high subscale scores indicate high levels of depression. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of depression subscale was 0.82.

2.2.3. Self-control

The Chinese version of the Self-Control Scale (Tangney et al., 2004), translated and revised by
Tan and Guo (2008), was used. The scale consisted of 19 items, including “I can resist temptation very
well” and “I easily lose my temper”. A 5-point scale was used. The scale is applicable to Chinese
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university students and has good reliability (Ge & Hou, 2021). In the present study, the Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient for the scale was 0.80.

2.2.4. Hopelessness

The Chinese version of the Beck Hopelessness Scale ( Beck et al., 1974), translated and revised
by Xin et al (2006), was used to measure pessimistic expectations or negative attitudes towards the
future of college students. The scale consists of 20 items, and participants are required to answer “yes”
or “no”. Pessimistic statements about the future were assessed by 11 items, such as“My future is in
darkness” . Answering “yes”scored as 1. The other 9 items are optimistic statements about the future,
such as “I have enough confidence that I can achieve my ideals in the future.” Answering “no”scored
as 1. The sum of all item scores was the total hopelessness score, with higher scores indicating higher
hopelessness. In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was 0.79.

2.3. Data analysis

The SPSS Version 22.0 was used for descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. First, we
computed mean and standard deviation of each variable. The Pearson’s correlation analysis was then
applied to detect the correlation between variables. Third, we performed chain mediation analyses
with Bootstrap analysis to examine the mediating roles of self-control and hopelessness in the
relationship between PST and depression, using the PROCESS macro program Version 3.5 (Hayes,
2018). We used 5000 bootstrap samples, and biases were corrected at 95% confidence intervals to
calculate the indirect effect of each variable.

2.4. Common Method Biases Test

Due to the reliance on self-reported data, this study may be subject to common method bias. To
assess potential common method bias, we conducted Harman'’s single-factor test. The analysis
extracted 12 factors with eigenvalues >1, collectively explaining 54.25% of the total variance. The first
factor accounted for 24.69% of the variance (below the 40% threshold), indicating no severe common
method bias in our data (Tang & Wen, 2020).

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary analyses

Table 1 presented the descriptive statistics and correlation analysis results for each variable.
Confucian PST positively correlated with self-control and negatively with hopelessness and
depression. Self-control negatively correlated with hopelessness and depression, whereas
hopelessness positively correlated with depression.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations of study variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4
1 PST 4.01 0.66 1
2 Self-control 3.39 0.68 0.52™ 1
3 Hopelessness 5.54 3.45 -0.49™ -0.53™ 1
4 Depression 1.40 0.43 -0.47 -0.57 0.64™ 1

N=996, ™ p<0.001, the same below.

3.2. Mediation model testing analysis

Multiple mediation analysis was performed using PROCESS macro (Model 6) to examine the
multiple mediating effects among the four variables. PST was used as the independent variable;
depression as the dependent variable; self-control and hopelessness as mediating variables, gender
and age as control variables. All variables in the model have been standardized, except for gender.
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Gender was dummy-coded as 0 for male and 1 for female. The results of regression analysis showed
(see Table 2): PST showed significant negative connection with depression ( f=-0.48, p<0.001) and
hopelessness( p=-0.31, p<0.001); but a significant positive correlation with self-control ( =0.51,
p<0.001); self-control was negatively related with both hopelessness ( f=-0.38, p<0.001) and depression
( p=-0.29, p<0.001); hopelessness positively connected with depression( $=0.44, p<0.001). Bootstrap
sampling method was used to test the mediating role. The path coefficient results were shown in
Figure 1 and Table 3. Self-control and hopelessness mediated significantly the relationship between
PST and depression, with a total standardized mediation effect value of -0.37, accounting for 75.51%
of the total effect coefficient of the correlation between PST and depression. Three significant
mediating chains were identified in this study: Firstly, mediating effect coefficient 1 (-0.15) generated
by Path 1 of “PST — self-control — depression”, accounting for 30.61% of the total effect; Secondly,
mediating effect coefficient 2 (-0.13) generated by Path 2 of “PST —hopelessness— depression”,
accounting for 26.53% of the total effect coefficient; Thirdly, mediating effect coefficient 3 (-0.09)
generated by Path 3 of “PST— self-control— hopelessness— depression,” accounting for 18.37% of
the total effect coefficient. The 95% CI of the above three paths did not contain a 0 value, indicating
that the three indirect effects coefficient have reached a significant level.

Self- B=-0.38 Bonel
———— 2<0.007 pelessness
pgo.%g; |3$'031 pf;-o_ 29 B‘<%4040 g
P -007
Total effect:-0.49 (p<0.001) )
oot Direct effect:-0.12 (p<0.001) Depression

Figure 1. Model diagram of the mediating role of self-control and hopelessness between PST and depression.

Table 2. Regression analysis of the relationship between variables in the chain mediation model.

. . - Significance of regression
Regression equation Overall fit index & &

coefficients
. Predictive
Result Variables Variables R R2 F 8 ;
Depression Gender 0.48 0.23 98.07™ -0.08 -2.76"
Age 0.02 0.72
PST -0.48 -17.14™
Self-control Gender 0.52 0.27 124.63 -0.02 -0.74
Age 0.07 2.50
PST 0.51 18.78™
Hopelessness Gender 0.59 0.35 135.63™ -0.10 -3.81™
Age -0.03 -1.17
PST -0.31 -10.22
Self-control -0.38 -12.54™
Depression Gender 0.71 0.50 196.69™ -0.04 -1.92
Age 0.06 2.81"
PST -0.12 -4.24™
Self-control -0.29 -10.06™
Hopelessness 0.44 15.56™

" p<0.05, "p<0.01,™ p<0.001.
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Table 3. Test of standardized bootstrap intermediary effect.
Effect Path Bffect - gsoLrcroswuLct  Efect
value proportion
DV: Depression

Direct effect PST—depression -0.12 -0.18 -0.06 24.49%
Indirect effect Mediating effect 1 -0.15 -0.18 -0.12 30.61%
Mediating effect 2 -0.13 -0.18 -0.10 26.53%
Mediating effect 3 -0.09 -0.11 -0.06 18.37%
Total indirect effect -0.37 -0.34 -0.24 75.51%

Total effect -0.49 -0.55 -0.43

Discussion

Guided by the causal path proposed in the hopelessness theory of depression, this investigation
explored the protective pathways linking Confucian PST to depression among Chinese
undergraduates. Consistent with Hypothesis 1 and prior findings (Chen & Zhou, 2024; Li & Hou,
2012), results revealed that Confucian PST was significantly negatively associated with depressive.
Dixon et al. (2018) also found that individuals’ positive perceptions of setbacks positively affect their
positive emotions when faced with setbacks. We propose that the Confucian PST may mitigate
depression risk through two psychological mechanisms. The Confucian PST emphasizes that
setbacks are unavoidable. By reappraising challenges as growth opportunities instead of threats,
people can effectively lower their stress perception. Second, the internal optimism embedded in this
thinking helps individuals maintain the belief that while setbacks may have temporary negative
consequences, they do not necessarily predict permanent impairment to future goals or self
development, a cognitive buffer against catastrophizing tendencies. Overall, Confucian PST is a
relatively flexible cognitive style. Brouder and Haeffell (2023) founded that unchangeability or
inflexibility of cognition is an important risk factor for depression in undergraduates by longitudinal
investigation (Brouder & Haeffell, 2023; Stange, et al., 2017).

The mediation analyses of this study revealed that hopelessness significantly mediated the
relationship between Confucian PST and depressive among undergraduates, supporting hypothesis
2. Hopelessness makes individual gives up their efforts and they feel there is no hope of changing the
current situation, because their behaviors did not lead to the desired outcome, and the undesirable
outcome cannot be avoided (Zhou, et al., 2014). Individuals with PST exhibit lower hopelessness and
depression risk through integrated cognitive-behavioral mechanisms. Cognitively, PST fosters
adaptive attributions by reframing setbacks as controllable and temporary not stable-global
appraisals, while maintaining self-efficacy through growth-oriented meaning-making. Behaviorally,
PST promotes active problem-solving and failure-based learning, reinforcing goal-oriented activities
and preventing behavioral withdrawal. According to the hopelessness theory of depression, the dual-
pathway explains protective effects the PST across cognitive and behavioral dimensions of
hopelessness and depression vulnerability.

The mediation role of self-control between Confucian PST and depressive symptoms among
college students was founded in this study, supporting hypothesis 3. This finding aligns with
established evidence that self-control functions as a psychological resource that enhances physical
and mental health outcomes (Cheung et al., 2014). Existing research indicates that individuals with
greater self-control demonstrate higher levels of self-authenticity, which is positively associated with
mental health outcomes (Kokkoris et al., 2019; Ge & Hou, 2021). Yang (2018) identifies self-control as
the foundational capacity required for actualizing “spiritual initiative” , which is the Confucian ideal
of autonomous moral volition that persists despite external adversities. Chen and Zhou (2024) also
found that Confucian PST was positively associated with self-control. The Confucian PST guides
individuals to persist in goal-directed behaviors by reducing reliance on external rewards and
impulsive reactions. More importantly, this mindset serves as a psychological buffer that mitigates
the negative impact of setbacks on self-efficacy. When individuals maintain a sense of competence
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after experiencing adversity, they are better able to preserve behavioral autonomy and sustain goal-
oriented actions in subsequent tasks. Therefore, individuals with Confucian PST tend to demonstrate
stronger self-control that facilitates behavioral alignment with sociocultural expectations, thereby
enhancing perceived belonging and validation while reducing depression vulnerability.

The present findings further substantiate a sequential mediation pathway wherein self-control
and hopelessness serially mediate the association between Confucian PST and depressive symptoms,
thereby fully supporting Hypothesis 4. This demonstrates that Confucian PST connect with
depression through a chain path: Confucian PST first enhances goal-orientation behavioral (self-
control), which subsequently reduces hopelessness, thereby ultimately decreasing depression. The
chain mediating model revealed a comparable effect sizes of four different pathways connecting
Confucian PST to reduced depression. This approximately equal weighting of four pathway effects
suggests that Confucian PST functions as an multi-dimensional buffer against depression. It
facilitates adaptive setback reappraisal (cognitive), enhances behavioral self-regulation (behavioral),
and reduces hopelessness (affective). The current findings empirically validate, from the perspective
of hopelessness theory, that cultivating Confucian PST in undergraduates can reduce depression
through multiple  pathways. This multi-faceted protective effect underscores the value of
developing targeted psychological intervention programs based on these mechanisms.

This study, grounded in the hopelessness theory of depression, infers causal pathways among
variables with inherent methodological limitations. Future research should employ longitudinal
designs or psychological intervention experiments to rigorously test these causal relationships.
Subsequent research should examine the cross-cultural generalizability of the proposed relational
pathways in this study.

Conclusions

Confucian PST negatively correlated with depression among college students, mediated
separately by self-control and hopelessness. These mediators also played a chain mediating role
between Confucian PST and depression.
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