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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Depression is one of the common psychological problems among
university students and can adversely affect their academic, social, and personal functioning,
whereas meaning in life may serve as an important psychological resource associated with lower
vulnerability to depressive symptoms. The present study aimed to predict depressive symptoms
based on meaning in life among students of Islamic Azad University, Bukan Branch.

Methodology: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population
consisted of all 2,900 students enrolled at Islamic Azad University, Bukan Branch, during the
2023-2024 academic year, from whom 350 participants were selected through convenience
sampling. Data were collected using the Beck Depression Inventory-11 and the Meaning in Life
Questionnaire. Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, yielding coefficients of
0.86 for the depression inventory and 0.75 for the meaning in life questionnaire. Data were
analyzed using SPSS version 22 through Pearson correlation and simple linear regression.

Findings: Pearson correlation analysis revealed a significant negative relationship between
meaning in life and depressive symptoms (r = -0.407, p < 0.001). Simple linear regression also
showed that the prediction model was statistically significant (F = 69.216, p < 0.001). The
coefficient of determination was 0.166, indicating that meaning in life explained 16.6% of the
variance in depressive symptoms. The standardized regression coefficient further demonstrated
that meaning in life was a significant negative predictor of depressive symptoms ( = -0.407, t = -
8.320, p < 0.001).

Conclusion: The findings indicated that meaning in life plays a significant role in predicting
depressive symptoms among university students, with higher perceived purpose, coherence, and
significance in life being associated with lower depressive symptoms. Therefore, strengthening
meaning in life may be beneficial in counseling and preventive mental health programs for
university students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Depressive  symptoms  represent an important
psychological concern among university students
because the university period is accompanied by
substantial developmental, academic, interpersonal,
and future-oriented demands. Students are frequently
required to adapt to new educational environments,
manage academic pressure, establish or redefine
social relationships, make decisions concerning future
employment, and develop greater personal
independence. When these demands exceed available
psychological resources, they may contribute to
sadness, loss of motivation, hopelessness, diminished
academic functioning, social withdrawal, and other
depressive  symptoms.  Accordingly, identifying
psychological resources that may protect students
against depressive symptoms is important for both
preventive mental health programs and university
counseling  services. ~ Among the  positive
psychological constructs that have received increasing
attention, meaning in life is particularly relevant
because it concerns the extent to which individuals
perceive their lives as coherent, purposeful,
significant, and directed toward valued goals.

Meaning in life is not merely an abstract
philosophical concept; rather, it is closely related to
psychological adjustment and the ways in which
individuals interpret stressful experiences. Individuals
who perceive their lives as meaningful may be better
able to integrate difficult experiences into a broader
personal framework, maintain motivation in the face
of setbacks, and preserve hope regarding the future.
Conversely, a diminished sense of meaning may
intensify alienation, dissatisfaction, and vulnerability
to depressive experiences. Recent evidence indicates
that lower presence of meaning is associated with
higher depression, while alienation and reduced life
satisfaction may partly account for this association
(Hou et al., 2025). Similarly, meaning in life has been
associated with depression and other indicators of
psychological health across different populations,
suggesting that meaningfulness may function as an
important psychological resource rather than being
limited to any particular developmental period
(Yousefi Afrashteh et al., 2024).

The potential protective role of meaning is also
supported by intervention studies. Meaning-oriented
workshops have been associated with improvements
in resilience and other psychological outcomes among
students (Karimi Dastaki & Mahmudi, 2024), while

meaning therapy has been reported to reduce
dimensions of anxiety and depression (Askarpour,
2024). These findings suggest that meaning in life
may be both an individual difference variable and a
potentially modifiable psychological resource. From
this perspective, strengthening personal values,
clarifying life goals, and helping individuals identify
personally significant directions may contribute to
improved emotional functioning.

The relationship between meaning and depression
may also be understood in the context of broader
psychological needs and well-being. Research across
multiple European countries has shown that basic
psychological needs are closely associated with well-
being, meaning, and depressive symptoms (Martela et
al., 2023). Likewise, research has indicated that
meaning in life is related to depression through
cognitive and attentional processes, including
cognitive failures and mindfulness (Li et al., 2023).
These findings imply that individuals with a stronger
sense of meaning may organize their experiences
more coherently, maintain clearer goals, and interpret
stressful events within a broader and more
manageable psychological framework.

Evidence from student populations further supports
the relevance of meaning in life to depression.
Relationships among self-concept clarity, meaning in
life, emotion regulation ability, and depression have
been demonstrated among nursing students (Hong et
al., 2022). This is particularly important during
university years, when identity formation, educational
achievement, career planning, and personal autonomy
become increasingly salient. A student who perceives
academic efforts and future plans as meaningful may
be more capable of tolerating temporary difficulties,
whereas uncertainty regarding purpose and direction
may increase Vvulnerability to hopelessness and
depressive symptoms.

Meaning in life has also been identified as an
important mechanism within broader networks
involving depression, hopelessness, hope, and suicidal
ideation. Studies have shown that meaning in life may
mediate relationships among depression,
hopelessness, and suicidal ideation (Sun et al., 2022;
Sun et al., 2021). Its mediating role has also been
identified in the relationship between depression and
hope (Salami et al., 2022). These findings suggest that
meaningfulness may influence how individuals relate
present difficulties to their expectations for the future.
When people perceive their lives as meaningful,
current stressors may be experienced as temporary




challenges rather than evidence that future efforts are
futile.

Related findings have been reported in Iranian
research. Meaning in life has been identified as an
important  variable in relationships involving
depression, family emotional climate, and suicidal
ideation (Nikdel et al., 2022). Moreover, meaning in life
has been linked with psychological well-being, self-
care, social capital, depression, and death anxiety
(Afrashteh et al., 2022). Intervention studies have
similarly demonstrated that group meaning therapy
may reduce depression and improve quality of life
(Taheri et al., 2022), while logotherapy-based
interventions have been associated with increased
meaning in life and reductions in depression,
hopelessness, and suicidal ideation (Fan-Ko et al,
2022). Meaning-oriented approaches have also shown
associations with depression, anxiety, and crisis of
meaning in individuals facing chronic health
problems (Bshmer et al., 2022).

Positive psychotherapy has likewise been found to
improve meaning in life and related psychological
outcomes in individuals with depression (Khourani et
al., 2021). More broadly, therapeutic approaches
targeting emotional and experiential processes have
demonstrated improvements in depressive symptoms,
emphasizing the multidimensional nature of
depression and the value of psychological resources
that facilitate reconstruction of personal experience
(Giacomucci et al, 2022). Cultural and spiritual
frameworks may additionally shape how individuals
understand depression and construct meaning,
particularly in cultural contexts where religious and
existential interpretations are important components
of personal identity (Fayyaz et al., 2021). In addition,
evidence concerning illness-related cognition suggests
that the way individuals interpret difficult
circumstances is closely connected to depression and
anxiety (Wang et al., 2023). Collectively, these findings
provide a strong rationale for examining meaning in
life as a predictor of depressive symptoms among
university students. Therefore, the present study
aimed to predict depressive symptoms based on
meaning in life among students of Islamic Azad
University, Bukan Branch.

Methodology

The final sample consisted of 350 students, including
210 women (60.0%) and 140 men (40.0%). Regarding
age, 223 participants (63.7%) were aged 18-23 years,
84 (24.0%) were aged 24-29 years, 24 (6.9%) were
aged 30-35 years, and 19 (5.4%) were older than 35
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years. In terms of educational level, 147 participants
(42.0%) were associate degree students, 136 (38.9%)
were bachelor's degree students, and 67 (19.1%) were
master's degree students.

The mean score for depressive symptoms was 12.46
with a standard deviation of 9.381, while the mean
score for meaning in life was 55.025 with a standard
deviation of 8.224. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
supported the assumption of normality for both
depressive symptoms (Z = 1.356, p = 0.069) and
meaning in life (Z = 0.931, p = 0.376).

Pearson correlation analysis showed a statistically
significant negative relationship between meaning in
life and depressive symptoms (r = -0.407, p < 0.001).
Thus, students reporting higher levels of meaning in
life tended to report lower levels of depressive
symptoms.

Simple linear regression analysis demonstrated that
meaning in life significantly predicted depressive
symptoms. The regression model was statistically
significant (F = 69.216, p < 0.001). The multiple
correlation coefficient was R = 0.407, and the
coefficient of determination was R? = 0.166, with an
adjusted R? of 0.164. Accordingly, meaning in life
accounted for approximately 16.6% of the variance in
depressive symptoms. The standardized regression
coefficient for meaning in life was negative and
statistically significant (B = -0.407, t = -8.320, p <
0.001). The unstandardized regression coefficient was
B = -0.465 with a standard error of 0.056, indicating
that each one-unit increase in meaning in life was
associated with an estimated 0.465-unit decrease in
the predicted depressive symptom score.

Findings

The preliminary analyses supported the assumptions
required for structural equation modeling. The study
variables demonstrated acceptable distributional
characteristics, and tolerance and variance inflation
factor values indicated no problematic
multicollinearity. Durbin—-Watson statistics also
supported the independence of observations.
Significant positive correlations were observed among
perfectionism, social media, social loneliness, and
emotional  loneliness.  The  structural  model
demonstrated an acceptable overall fit to the observed
data.

The structural path analysis showed that perfectionism
had a significant positive effect on social loneliness
(B=0.50, t=6.28, p=0.001) and emotional loneliness
(B=0.76, t=8.08, p=0.001). Thus, higher levels of
perfectionism were associated with higher levels of
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both dimensions of loneliness, with the effect being
stronger for emotional loneliness. Perfectionism also
had a significant positive effect on social media
involvement (=0.50, t=6.45, p=0.001).

Social media significantly and positively predicted
both dimensions of loneliness. Its standardized effect
on social loneliness was B=0.15 (t=2.70, p=0.007),
while its effect on emotional loneliness was =0.14
(t=2.80, p=0.005). Bootstrap analysis further
demonstrated that social media significantly mediated
the relationship between perfectionism and social
loneliness (95% CI=0.006-0.283, p=0.02) and the
relationship between perfectionism and emotional
loneliness (95% CI1=0.016-0.167, p=0.03). Therefore,
perfectionism was associated with loneliness through
both direct pathways and indirect pathways involving
social media.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that meaning in life was
negatively associated with depressive symptoms
among university students and significantly predicted
the severity of these symptoms. Students who
experienced greater purpose, coherence, and
significance in their lives tended to report fewer
depressive symptoms. The magnitude of the
relationship was moderate, indicating that meaning in
life constitutes a relevant psychological factor in
students' emotional functioning.

Several mechanisms may explain this finding. A
strong sense of meaning can provide individuals with
a coherent framework through which stressful
experiences are interpreted. Academic failure,
interpersonal difficulties, uncertainty about future
employment, or temporary setbacks may be less likely
to generate pervasive hopelessness when students
perceive such experiences as part of a broader,
purposeful life trajectory. Meaning can also support
motivation by connecting daily activities to personally
valued long-term goals. In this way, students who
understand why their education, relationships, and
future plans matter may be better able to tolerate
short-term frustration and maintain psychological
engagement.

Meaning in life may further reduce depressive
vulnerability by strengthening future orientation and

perceived  personal  significance.  Depressive
experiences are frequently characterized by
diminished hope, reduced motivation, and negative
expectations regarding the future. In contrast,
individuals with a stronger sense of meaning may
retain reasons for pursuing goals even during periods
of difficulty. This may help prevent temporary
problems from being interpreted as evidence of
permanent failure or personal worthlessness.

The regression findings also showed that meaning in
life explained 16.6% of the variance in depressive
symptoms. This proportion is meaningful but also
indicates that depression among university students is
multidetermined. Meaning in life should therefore be
regarded as an important psychological correlate and
predictor rather than as a complete explanation for
depressive symptoms. Biological characteristics,
social relationships, economic conditions, academic
pressures, personality factors, family circumstances,
and other psychological resources may also contribute
to individual differences in depression.

From an applied perspective, the findings highlight
the potential value of incorporating meaning-oriented
components into university mental health services.
Counseling programs may benefit from helping
students clarify personal values, formulate realistic
academic and occupational goals, identify meaningful
relationships and activities, and interpret difficult
experiences within a broader framework of personal
growth. Screening students for diminished purpose or
severe uncertainty about life direction may also help
identify individuals who could benefit from early
psychological support.

In conclusion, meaning in life was a significant
negative predictor of depressive symptoms among
students of Islamic Azad University, Bukan Branch.
Higher levels of perceived meaning were associated
with lower depressive symptoms, and meaning in life
explained a meaningful proportion of variance in
depression. These findings underscore the importance
of purpose, coherence, and personal significance as
psychological resources during the university period
and support greater attention to meaning-oriented
strategies in student counseling, prevention, and
mental health promotion.
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