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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to examine the mediating effect of emotion regulation on the relationship 
between depression and life satisfaction of college students. The subjects of this study consisted of 270 
males (43%) and 102 females (37.8%) and 52 non-responders (19.3%) who take the liberal arts at K 
University in Seoul. By grade, 93 students (34.4%) in first grade, 66 students (24.4%) in second grade, 38 
students (14.1%) in third grade, 21 students (7.8%) in fourth grade, and 52 non-responders (19.3%) 
participated. Correlation analysis and regression analysis were conducted. The analysis results are as follows. 
First, as a result of analyzing the correlation between variables, depression was negatively significant with 
emotion control, life satisfaction. Emotional control and life satisfaction were statistically significant at .001 
level. Second, emotional regulation plays a role as a mediator in the process of depression affecting life 
satisfaction. And when emotion regulation was controlled, the explanatory power of depression was 
significant. Based on these results, it is expected that the satisfaction of life through college students with 
depressive tendencies can be improved through emotional control.
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1. Introduction

Recently, there are increasing concerns regarding the mental health of college students. Based

on the data from the Korean Council for University Education[1], Korean college students are

dealing with psychological difficulties related to personality, depression, anxiety, or relationship.

A survey on mental health of college student showed that significant proportion of college

students are facing difficulties with mal-adaptability[2]. Based on the Beck Depression Index

(BDI), 9.7% of the total is reported to experience ‘severe depression’ and require immediate

counseling and treatment. Also, Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) showed that 28.4% of the total

college students are suffering from ‘severe anxiety’ taking up majority portion. Although the

number of college students visiting campus counseling center increased 24.22% compared to last

year, immediate counseling is yet to be provided to these students[3].
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Most college students falling within the boundary of late adolescence to early adulthood are

faced with a stressful environment involving sudden freedom of time compared to their tightly

scheduled high-school years, need to adjust to new campus life, uncertainty of future, pressure

from resume building, and concern for youth unemployment rate as well as high tuitions

fees[4]. Such abrupt changes to their environment seem to cause psychological stress in the

college students. Depression among college students is twice as high as the prevalence of the

depression among working population of the same age group[5]. Depression from adolescence

not only leads higher likelihood of persisting into adulthood but may also leads to other major

psychological disorders[6] as well as increased suicidal attitude. Depressed college students are

causing life problems like smartphone addiction[7]. Thus, it is important that degree of

depression be reduced[8].

Emotion is a process of complicated psychological system controlling various processes such

as affective, cognitive, expressive, and physiological process. It functions by providing

motivational and physiological energy to react to important stimuli and responsible for

preparing and continuing a behavior by concentrating on specific stimulus and controlling

thinking process[9]. Emotional regulation is also known as one of the elements affecting life

satisfaction and considered a crucial element for providing better understanding functions and

health in humans[10]. Many researchers have stated emotional regulation as an important

element determining well-being along with healthy and successful functioning of each

individual. Gaining emotional regulation may act as a positive defensive mechanism for college

students by supporting individual adjustment and well-being through buffering negative

influence exerted when they are exposed to various difficulties[11]. Emotional regulation also

influences individual maturity, independence, creativeness, vigor, social capability, peer

popularity, and successful execution of cognitive tasks[12]. Emotion control also affects

self-respect which refers to self-evaluation and feelings on a certain characteristic possessed by

an individual. In fact, emotional processes such as emotional recognition and emotional

regulation bear significant relation with self-respect[13] and emotional regulation is known to

exert influence on adjustment process and happiness of individuals[14]. College students who

are in their late adolescence phase where their control over emotion becomes more

sophisticated and such strategies become internalized through socialization. It is crucial for

individuals in adolescence phase to gain control over their emotion as they will be subject to

emotional anxiety and various difficulties resulting from such anxiety[15].

On top of emotional maladjustment such as depression, college students of Korea were

ranked 10 from the bottom on life satisfaction, an index reflecting happiness, among 47
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nations[16]. Life satisfaction is an important element for domestic researches conducted on

mental health of children as it is considered to include a positive adaptability to an

environment and can provide better understanding to issues related to mal-adaptation among

college students. Life satisfaction is highly related to maladaptation elements such as

depression. There is a strong negative correlation existing between depression and life

satisfaction[17] and lethargic state resulting from depression may leads to various problems

across all aspects of life. Life stress resulting from decreased life satisfaction is believed to be

the major reason for suicides among college students. The continuous sense of discouragement

resulting by failing to counteract such stress leads to suicidal thoughts and impulsive suicidal

attempts[18].

Thus, this study seeks a way to increase life satisfaction among college students by

analyzing mediating effect of emotional regulation in depression among college students and

life satisfaction. The result of this study is expected to contribute to the development of more

effective treatment for counselee with depression who visit college counseling center.

2. Method

2.1 Subject

This study was conducted on college students taking liberal arts in K University located in

Seoul. Total of 270 subjects participated in this study; 116 males (43%), 102 females (37.8%),

and 52 non-responders (19.3%). When classified based on college years, 93 were freshmen

(34.4%), 66 were sophomores (24.4%), 38 were junior (14.1%), 21 were senior, and 52 (9.3%)

were non-responders.

2.2 Measurement Scale

2.2.1 Depression

In order to measure the degree of depression experienced by subjects, the study utilized

Korean version of Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) standardized into Korean by Lee and

Song[19] from the original version established by Beck. Korean version of BDI is created as a

self-reporting survey consisting of 21 questions including 4 sub-factors of ‘Guilt/Self-Hate,’

‘Negative Self-Reflection/Delayed Psychomotor Activity,’ ‘Physical Aspect,’ and ‘Emotional
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Expression/Negative Cognition.’ Each question will be given a score from 0 to 3 making the

total score ranging from 0 to 63 and each score range determines the state of subject; Normal

(0~9), Mild Depression (10~15), Moderate Depression (16~23), and Severe Depression (Higher

than 24). The study conducted by Lee and Song[18] showed Chronbach’s coefficient alpha of

.98 and the value obtained from this study was .87.

2.2.2 Life Satisfaction

Measurement on life satisfaction was established by using life satisfaction in personal space

utilized in the Study on support plan for improving mental health of child/adolescents III[20]

and adjusting it to target college students. The survey consisted of 8 questions in total

including topics such as relationship with parents, friends, professors, economic standard of

living, school life, grades, and satisfaction on health condition. Each question is constructed

with 4-point Likert-type scale on which higher score can be interpreted as higher satisfaction.

Based on the data from National Youth Policy Institute, the reliability coefficient was .874 while

the result from this study showed a coefficient of .788.

2.2.3 Emotional Regulation

Measurement on emotional regulation was established using emotional regulation of positive

factor utilized in the Study on support plan for improving mental health of child/adolescents

III[20]. The question consists of 3 sentences; ‘I can concentrate on studies or tasks without

being swayed by emotion,’ ‘I do not get discouraged when I am sad or faced with hardships,’

and ‘I have control over my emotion even if I am angry or upset.’ Each sentence is assigned

with 4-point Likert-type scale on which higher score means stronger emotional regulation.

Based on the data from National Youth Policy Institute, reliability coefficient was .837 while the

result from this study showed coefficient of .864.

2.3 Analysis of Materials

This study proceeded with correlational study in order to determine the relationship between

depression, emotional regulation, and life satisfaction. Additionally, to analyze the meditating

effect of emotional regulation has on the influence of depression over life satisfaction,

regression analysis had been conducted. SPSS 18.0 was used for statistic examination.
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3. Result of Research

Correlational analysis was conducted in order to determine the relationship between 3 major

variables of this study such as depression, emotional regulation, and life satisfaction. The result

is as follows.

[Table 1] Correlation among variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Depression

2. Guilt/Self-Hate .86***

3. Negative Self-Reflection/
Delayed Psychomotor Activity

.82*** .60***

4. Physical Aspect .71*** .44*** .49***

5. Emotional Expression/
Negative Cognition

.78*** .57*** .53*** .43***

6. Emotional regulation -.50*** -.45*** -.41*** -.29*** -.45***

7. Life Satisfaction -.50*** -.43*** -.43*** -.33*** -.38*** .42***

*** p < .001

Based on the results on [Table 1], depression had a negative significant correlation with the

value of .001 with emotional regulation (r=.50) and life satisfaction (r=.50). Emotional regulation

and life satisfaction (r=.42) had a positive significant correlation with the value of .001. By

examining the relationship between emotional regulation and subfactors of depression, it was

determined that all subfactors including ‘Guilt/Self-Hate (r=.45),’ ‘Negative

Self-Reflection/Delayed Psychomotor Activity (r=.41),’ ‘Physical Aspect (r=.29), and ‘Emotional

Expression/Negative Cognition (r=.45)’ was shown to have negative significant correlation with

the value of .001. By examining life satisfaction and subfactors of depression, it was determined

that all subfactors including ‘Guilt/Self-Hate (r=.43),’ ‘Negative Self-Reflection/Delayed

Psychomotor Activity (r=.43),’ ‘Physical Aspect (r=.33), and ‘Emotional Expression/Negative

Cognition (r=.38)’ was shown to have negative significant correlation with the value of .001.
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[Table 2] Regression Analysis of Depression and Emotional Regulation on Life Satisfaction

Investigation
Phase

Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable

B SE t R2 F

1st Phase Depression
Emotional
Regulation

-3.22 0.35 -9.20*** 0.249 86.62***

2nd Phase Depression Life Satisfaction -6.32 0.68 -9.24*** 0.252 85.39***

3rd Phase
Depression

Life Satisfaction
-4.90 0.77 -6.36***

0.294 52.31***
Emotional
Regulation

.45 0.12 3.80***

sobel test z=-3.52 (p<.001)

The results of 3rd phase analysis to determine the mediating effect of emotional regulation

on relationship between depression and life satisfaction are as seen in [Table 2]. Firstly, the

result showed that depression, an independent variable, had significant effect on life

satisfaction, a dependent variable (β=3.22 p<.001). Secondly, emotional regulation, a mediating

variable, is shown to have significant effect on life satisfaction, a dependent variable (β=.45

p<.001). Based on these results, it can be determined that emotional regulation meets 3

conditions necessary for confirming mediating effect. Lastly, despite the β value of depression

on satisfaction was measured as -6.32 in 2nd phase, the value changed to β -4.90 in 3rd phase

when emotional regulation, a mediating variable, was controlled. Such result indicates that

emotional regulation does play a role as a mediating variable in relationship between

depression and life satisfaction. Additionally, mediating effect was confirmed as explanatory

power of depression was significant when emotional regulation was under control. The result

of Sobel test conducted to verify the mediating effect showed z value of -3.52 (p<.001)

confirming the significance of partial mediating effect. As the result of Durbin-Watson test

showed a value close to 2 with the number of 2.082, this study confirms the significance of

mediating effect.

4. Discussion

This study is conducted to analyze the mediating effect of emotional regulation on the

relationship between depression and life satisfaction experienced in college students. In order to

establish a result, correlation analysis was conducted on depression, emotional regulation, and

life satisfaction and regression analysis was conducted to analyze whether emotional regulation
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have mediating effect on relationship between depression and life satisfaction.

Firstly, the result of correlation analysis showed that depression had negative significant

correlation with emotional regulation and life satisfaction. Such result supports the findings

established by precedent studies[17] that depression has a strong negative correlation with life

satisfaction. The result of studies conducted by Park & Hah[17] showed correlation coefficient

of -.37 between depression and life satisfaction. The result of this study indicated stronger

negative correlation with the value of -.50. Findings established by other studies conducted on

students in middle school and high school also confirmed strong negative correlation between

depression and school class adaptability and relationship with others with the value of -.258

and -.467 respectively[21]. Thus, the result of this study supports those established by precedent

studies.

Secondly, emotional regulation and life satisfaction is shown to have a positive correlation.

The result of studies on students in middle and high school conducted by Jang & Shin[22]

showed correlation coefficient of .447 and .524 in relationship between school satisfaction and

emotional regulation indicating the presence of strong positive correlation. The findings of the

study done by Hyon[12] which showed correlation efficient or -.50 in relationship between

difficulties in emotional regulation and happiness indicating the presence of strong negative

correlation suggests that better emotional regulation leads to happiness. Considering the

findings of this study showing the existence of positive correlation between emotional

regulation and life satisfaction with the correlation coefficient of .42, it can be concluded that

the findings of this study supports those established by precedent studies.

Thirdly, emotional regulation is shown to have a partial mediating effect on relationship

between depression and life satisfaction. Such finding supports the result of precedent study

conducted by Kim & Song[23] which showed that both adaptive and cognitive emotional

regulation improves positive emotion while reducing negative emotion by exerting indirect

effect on depression. Also, the findings of this study support the result of the study conducted

by Kim & Lee[21] which suggested that depression exerts significant influence on individual’s

adaptability to school life.

The result of this study suggests that improvement in life satisfaction can be expected by

strengthening emotional regulation capability in college students going through depression. Life

satisfaction in college students is a crucial concept as it includes school satisfaction and allows

students to take more proactive approach in making better preparation for their general life

and future. It is necessary to take proactive approach in establishing measures to improve

emotional regulation as a major variable that can enhance life satisfaction in college students.
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