Positive Psychology Research

E-ISSN: 2476-3705

Vol. 9, Issue 4, No.36, Winter 2024, P:93-114
Received: 08/11/2023  Accepted: 09/06/2024

Positive Psychology Research

Research Article

The structural relationship between psychological distress and the meaning
of life in men with the mediation of loneliness

Hamoun Babaei: M.Sc of Psychology, Department of Psychology, Faculty of Education and
Psychology, Azarbaijan Shahid Madani University, Tabriz, Iran.
hamoonbabayi77@gmail.com

Ezzatollah Ahmadi” : Associate professor, Department of Psychology, Faculty of Educational
Sciences and Psychology, Azarbaijan Shahid Madani University. Tabriz. Iran.
Ahmadi.e@azaruniv.ac.ir

Abstract

Studies have reported a mutual relationship between having meaning in life and psychological
distress. However, various factors can affect distress and meaning in men's lives. Therefore, it
is essential to identify these factors to reduce psychological distress and prevent suicide
among men. Thus, the present study investigated the structural relationship between
psychological distress and the meaning of life through the mediation of loneliness in men.
The research design was descriptive-correlational. The statistical population of the research
included men in Tabriz city, out of which 236 men were selected based on Kline’s[opinion
and available sampling method. The scales used in this research study included social-
emotional loneliness questionnaires for adults, meaning of life, and psychological distress.
Pearson's correlation coefficient and structural equation modelling were used to analyze the
data. The results of structural equation modeling showed that psychological distress had a
significant direct effect on removing meaning in life and feeling lonely. Also, loneliness
directly affected the meaning in life and indirectly affected the relationship between
psychological distress and meaning in men's lives. In general, the results of the study indicate
that loneliness can affect psychological distress and meaning in men's lives. It can be claimed
that existential psychotherapy and increasing social interactions reduce psychological distress
and loneliness and mutually increase meaning in men's lives.
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Introduction
Udupa et al.'s (2023) and Wang et al
(2024) reported a rise in distress and
mental health issues among both youth and
adults. As a result, there has been an
increasing focus on enhancing men's
mental health, which is partly due to the
high rates of suicide observed among men
across the globe (Freeman et al., 2017).
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Psychological distress is among the risk
factors leading to male suicide (Yoshimasu
et al., 2008). It also is a significant concern
for public health (Xiong et al., 2021). In
this regard, loneliness can have adverse
psychological effects and indicate public
health concerns, particularly psychological
distress (Bornstein & Magnus., 2022).
Recent research has shown that meaning of
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life and loneliness are related (Macia et al.,
2021; Seidler., 2022; Macia et al., 2021).
Therefore, this study aimed to investigate
the mediating role of loneliness in the
relationship between psychological distress
and meaning of life in men.

Method
This study is descriptive and correlational,
and it was conducted through structural
equation  modeling. The statistical
population consisted of men in Tabriz,
Iran. To increase measurement accuracy, a
sample size of 236 people was selected
through available and voluntary sampling
methods, following Mears and Kilne’s
suggestion. The researchers used an online
questionnaire to collect information from
men in Tabriz. The questionnaire was
distributed through virtual groups, where
participants could access the questionnaire
link and answer the questions online.
The questionnaires were:

Social Emotional Loneliness
Questionnaire for Adults (SELSA-S): This
scale was developed by Di Tommaso et al.
(2004). This scale has 14 items that
measure the feeling of loneliness in three
areas:  romantic  loneliness,  family
loneliness, and  social  loneliness.
Cronbach's alpha coefficients for romantic,
social, and family loneliness were 0.92,

Steger et al's Meaning of Life
Questionnaire: This scale was designed by
Steger et al. (2006). The meaning of life
scale includes two subscales that evaluate
the presence of meaning in life and the
search for meaning. Cronbach's alpha was
calculated as 0.75 for the search for
meaning subscale and 0.78 for the meaning
subscale.

Kessler Psychological Distress
Questionnaire (K-10): Kessler et al. (2003)
arranged it in the form of 10 questions.
Stolk et al. (2014) stated Cronbach's alpha
of 0.93.

Ethical principles were explained at the
beginning of the questionnaire, ensuring
that participants were aware of the
voluntary nature of their participation,
confidentiality of their answers, and free
will to participate. After collecting the data
from 236 participants, the researchers
analyzed the data using SPSS and AMOS
version 24 software.

Results
The study revealed that out of all the
participants, 5.1% were between the ages
of 22 and 24, 33.1% were between the ages
of 25 and 35, 36.4% were between the ages
of 36 and 45, 12.7% were between the ages
of 46 to 55, and 12.7% were 56 years old
or above. The mean, standard deviation,

0.84, and 0.87, respectively (Jokar and skewness, kurtosis, and correlations
Salimi, 2011). between the research variables are
presented in Table 1.

Table 1

The Correlation Matrix, Mean, Standard Deviation, Skewness, and Kurtosis of Research Variables
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1-Psychological distress 1

2-existence of meaning -0/4217 1

3- Searching for meaning -0/2547  -0.572" 1

4- Meaning in life -0/405™ 0/861"  0/870" 1

5- Romantic loneliness -0/322" 0/173" 0/078 0/150 1

6- Family loneliness -0/388" 0/221 0/162°  0/2317  0/450" 1

7- Social loneliness -0/4517  0/2237  0/142° 0/197  0/297°  0/489" 1

8- Feeling alone -0/507" 0/310°  0/198" 0/386  0/773°  0/786  0/729" 1

Mean 14/30 14/82 25/27 50/07 14/35 18/52 18/61  51/59

standard deviation 9/984 5/577 5/902  10/069  4/634 3/933 4/275  9/956

Skewness 0/113 0/045 0/005  -0/007  -0/591  -0/750  -0/848  0/077

Kurtosis -0/131 -0/164 -0/265  -0/262  -0/400 0/509 -0/599  0/316
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Table 2
Fit indices of the proposed model
Goodness fit ~ X* DF X*/DF GFI AGFI IFI CFI NFI RMSER
indexes
Acceptable - - 1-3 >0/90 >0/90 >0/90 >0/90 >0/90 <0/08
values
9/38 7 1/34 0/98 0/96 0/99 0/99 0/97 0/038

In order to check the validity of the
selected measurement model, confirmatory
factor analytical fit indices were used.

Figure 1
Standard research model

As seen in Figure 1, psychological distress
had a significant direct effect on having
meaning in life and feeling lonely in men
(6=-0.37), (6=-0.59), (P<0.01).

As seen in Table 2, the fit indices of the
structural model indicate the proper fit of
the research model.

Also, loneliness directly affected having
meaning in men's lives ($=0.11), (p<0.05).

Table 3
Results of the bootstrap test to investigate the indirect path
Indirect path Lower limit Upper B Total P
limit effect
Psychological distress in the meaning of life 0/098 0/309 -0/064 -0/43 0/95
through feelings of loneliness
Table 3 reports the mediating effect of the )
loneliness in the Conclusion

variable feeling of
relationship between psychological distress
and meaning in men's lives with a 95%
confidence interval. Considering that zero
is not placed in the upper and lower range
of scores, the role of mediation of
loneliness dimensions about the meaning
of life in men is confirmed.

The results showed that all research
variables had a significant relationship
with each other. Also, psychological
distress had a significant relationship with
meaning in men's lives both directly and
indirectly. Tyler et al (2020) suggest that
finding meaning in life can help alleviate
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stress and anxiety resulting from difficult
life events. By considering existential
concepts of meaning and meaninglessness,
and their implications for clinical
approaches, we can enhance our ability to
develop  appropriate and  effective
strategies for supporting and improving
men's mental health in a changing cultural
context (Brown et al., 2023).

The results of the previous studies indicate
that individuals who experience loneliness
often desire close relationships with those
who have found meaning in their lives
(Hadden & Knee, 2018; Stillman &
Lambert, 2013). Such relationships can
strengthen a person's sense of belonging
and attraction while reducing feelings of
loneliness (Folker et al., 2021). This issue
is related to social psychological theories
and social interactions, both of which
emphasize the impact of social interactions
and interpersonal relationships in creating
meaning in life and reducing feelings of
loneliness (Ghasemi Tabasi, 2023).
According to a recent study by Borawski
(2022), increased social interaction can
help reduce loneliness in individuals with
low meaning in life. Meanwhile, Gross et
al.'s (2019) study suggests that assessing
feelings of diminished meaning in life can

help identify potential mental health risks
in men, especially during major life
changes such as divorce, unemployment,
or bereavement. As such, existential
psychotherapy may be a good option for
men (Zafirides et al., 2013). It is especially
suitable for men who are reluctant to use
mental health services.

Finally, the current study can be conducted
with larger numbers of men in other
contexts, or it can be evaluated in the
statistical population of women to compare
the results. It should be noted that a key
limitation of this study was that the present
study was conducted with a sample of men
in Tabriz, Iran, therefore, caution should
be taken in generalizing its results.
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