
International Journal of Evaluation and Research in Education (IJERE) 

Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2021, pp. 448~454 
ISSN: 2252-8822, DOI: 10.11591/ijere.v10i2.21138      448 

  

Journal homepage: http://ijere.iaescore.com 

Happiness of university students in new normal Malaysia: The 

role of mattering, optimism, and social support  
 

 

ZeWai Foo, Kususanto Ditto Prihadi 
Department of Psychology, HELP University, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

 
 

Article Info  ABSTRACT  
Article history: 

Received Oct 18, 2020 
Revised Feb 22, 2021 
Accepted Apr 11, 2021 
 

 Studies among students in higher education have established the sense of 
altering as one of the predictors of subjective well-being, which represents 
happiness. However, the transition from the quarantined period to the new 
normal lifestyle amidst the pandemic in Malaysia might have altered the way 
mattering predicts happiness. Some studies have reported that students tend 
to feel less socially supported during online studies, and not every one of 
them showed high optimism or the belief that a better situation will come 
soon. We hypothesized that in the new normal, the association between 
mattering and happiness is fully mediated by perceived social support and 
optimism. In order to test the hypothesis, 400 university students between 18 
to 30 years of age were recruited to respond to the Satisfaction with Life 
Scale, Revised life orientation test, mattering to others questionnaire, and 
multidimensional scale of perceived social support. Analyses with Bootstrap 
method with 5,000 sampling and 95% confidence interval using PROCESS 
Macro Model 4 yielded results, which suggested that mattering is still a 
robust predictor of happiness and that both perceived social support and 
optimism only partially mediated the association. Limitations and 
suggestions for future studies are discussed. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Mattering refers to the sense of being significant and important to other people [1], [2]. In general 
context, it holds significant roles in social interactions; for instance, individuals with higher levels of 
mattering would likely to develop a better state self-esteem, and hence better satisfaction in life among social 
media users [3], and in the context of university students, mattering was reported to be a significant 
protective factor towards depression symptoms and suicide ideation [4]. In general, mattering is reported to 
be a significant predictor of psychological well-being among university students [5]. To be more specific, the 
significance of mattering lies on its predictive role on the university students’ happiness [6]-[8] because when 
one believes that they matter to others around them, they will subjectively feel that they are doing well. We 
conducted this study to reconfirm whether during the ‘new normal’ (post-quarantine situation amidst the 
pandemic), happiness among university students is still significantly predicted by their sense that they matter 
to others, knowing that their social interaction has been changed by the nature of the quarantine and social 
distancing [9]. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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During the movement control order (MCO) amidst the pandemic between March and June 2020, 
and October, 2020, most residents of Malaysia were quarantined situation and most of the activities were 
conducted online. In such situation, social interaction among university students was altered. First, the size of 
the physical social environment was changed; those who used to live closely with many others in commonly 
rented apartments or resident halls needed to move to their homes, where other individuals might have less 
common interests with them; a study before pandemic suggested that university stakeholders who resided in 
a more crowded living space tend to develop lower levels of mattering [10]. As the development of mattering 
is based on our relationship with those who surround us, changes in their numbers and nature of relationship 
might also alter the mattering levels.  

Second, they became more inclined towards digital communication [11] as social interactions, such 
as classes, consultations, meetings and events were held through online medium. In any form, higher reliance 
towards digital communication might have different social impacts as digital interactions were almost always 
premediated or expected before it took place [12], [13]. In other words, digital social interaction reduces the 
possibilities of receiving spontaneous social feedback from accidental or unplanned encounter with other 
people. Moreover, most members of the society tend to put socially accepted profile in their social media 
account or any digital communication platform, the social feedback they received tend to be more positive 
than when the encounter occurred non-digitally [14].  

Symbolic Interaction theory [15] explained that positive social feedback tends to lead us to evaluate 
ourselves more positively and increase the feeling that we matter to others who provided us with their 
feedbacks. In line with that, elements of mattering are developed based on social feedback, such as 
acknowledgment of being present and reliable [2] as well as being unique and irreplaceable [1]. Related to 
that, in order to reconfirm the robustness of mattering in predicting happiness among university students in 
the new normal, we would like to involve two mediator variables, namely perceived social support and 
optimism.  

Perceived social support (PSS) was chosen as mediator for two reasons, first because it is a 
significant predictor of happiness [16]-[18], and second, it is positively related to the sense of mattering [19]. 
In other words, when one believes that they matter to others, they would likely to perceive that they are 
socially supported, and eventually this will lead them to a greater happiness. Optimism is chosen through 
similar justification; it predicts happiness [20], and predicted by mattering [21]. Thereby, we hypothesized 
that there perceived social support and optimism will fully mediate the contribution of mattering on 
happiness among university students, or in other words, when students believe that they matter to other 
people around them, they would likely to develop higher optimism, and belief that they are supported by the 
society, and in turn, these two feeling will lead them to develop higher sense of happiness or subjective well-
being.  

Previous studies indicated that the sense that one matters to others significantly predict happiness or 
SWB [6] and it is considered as an important evaluative guidance to compare one’s social positions to others 
[1]. A study among college students in the United States reported that mattering explains the robustness of 
friends’ social support in predicting happiness [22], in other words, they reported that students who perceived 
that they received more social support from their friends tend to believe that they matter more and thus 
believe that they are happy. In line with that, another study among Turkish college students indicated that 
mattering predicted their happiness, mediated by friendship quality [23]. Another study in Asian context 
yielded the same results, where happiness, as a part of psychological well-being among university students, 
was reported to be significantly predicted by their sense that they matter to others and to their respective 
universities. Nevertheless, despite the regency, the two aforementioned studies were conducted before the 
global pandemic pushed most of the college students to study online; therefore, it can be assumed that their 
senses of mattering were not resourced mostly from digital communication. It is important to note that there 
is an enormous gap in terms of mindset among most people before and after pandemic, especially for those 
who live in the place that enforced quarantine policy [9]. 

Our review on the previous studies indicated that the new normal might alter individuals’ mattering 
because of several reasons: first, there was a significant change in the number of people living around them; a 
study among Texan universities with large stakeholders has established that the size of the immediate social 
environment was negatively related to their mattering, which means that the larger the number of their 
immediate social size, the lower they would sense that they matter [10]. It was explained because one of the 
functions of mattering, missed when absent [1], might not be emphasized in larger society, same as the 
uniqueness and importance. Second, the pandemic put many university students, who are mostly in the low-
risk category of COVID, into believing that they mattered more to their significant others who need their care 
and attention, especially those with higher COVID risk [9]. Lastly, individuals were more connected to social 
media, where they received more desirable social feedback due to their tendency to frame themselves in a 
manner that attracts such social feedback [11], and eventually, mattering significantly predicted happiness 
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through state self-esteem among social media users [3]. The aforementioned studies indicated that mattering 
plays significant role in predicting happiness, either directly or indirectly; therefore, any alteration of 
mattering during the pandemic might also alter the happiness itself. Furthermore, the involvement of other 
variables that were likely to be altered by the pandemic, such as optimism and PSS might change the way 
mattering predicts happiness.  

Optimism refers to the tendency to think of their future in a positive manner and expect that life will 
be generally favorable [18]. It is a cognitive construct, therefore it came through a thought process, instead of 
affective or emotional [24], therefore individuals with high optimism tend to see the logic that the 
achievement of a favorable future closely related to their present effort, while individuals with low optimism 
tend to avoid paying effort because the perceived association between their effort and favorable future is 
insignificant. Optimism has been reported to interact with self-efficacy a perceived social support in 
predicting happiness among the elderly [25] as well as among children refugees [26]. Further empirical 
evidence of the robustness of optimism in predicting happiness recently came from a study among middle 
school students in South Korea, where optimism was reported to fully mediated the association between 
stress and happiness [27].  

While it is evident in many instances that optimism is a robust predictor of happiness, and it tend to 
be consistent in different times and situations [28], the work of Elizabeth and Chang in 2019 suggested that 
optimism is significantly predicted by the sense of mattering [21]; they reported that optimism was predicted 
by the interaction of mattering and presence of meaning of life for Asian American students and with 
searching for meaning of life for European American students. In sum, optimism was reported to be a 
significant predictor of happiness, and some other studies reported that mattering played significant 
predictive role to optimism, which led us to hypothesize that optimism might fully explain (mediate) the 
association between mattering and happiness. Testing the aforementioned hypothesis is important, because 
amidst the pandemic, individuals who are not immediately related to medical profession or policymaker 
might perceive that their future is less predictable, which means that they might develop lower optimism 
levels [9].  

In the context of college students, a study in South Korea yielded a result that when the students 
perceived that they receive supports from their parents and educators they will experience lower levels of 
depressive symptoms and greater happiness [29]. In another study with the same context, it was also reported 
that PSS fully explained the link between extraversion and happiness [30]. The aforementioned two studies 
claimed that when students perceived that their social environment is supportive, they would feel happier, 
less depressed, and the link between their trait extraversion and happiness would be stronger. It is an 
indication that in the context of college students, their happiness is significantly predicted by the perception 
that they are supported by people around them.  

Some studies showed evidence that mattering is a more robust predictor of happiness than PSS; a 
study among retirees disclosed that the feeling that their significant family members supported them will 
make them happy only when they feel they matter to their significant family members [19]. In other words, 
even though they felt the support, if they did not feel they matter, they would not develop any happiness. 
Similar findings were reported in the context of working adults and college students [16], [17], whereby 
individuals would not feel any happiness despite they understand that they are supported by their coworkers 
or educational stakeholders, until they feel that those people considered that they matter [17].  

While the aforementioned study indicated different direction of predictive relationship between 
mattering and PSS, in this current study, we put mattering as our focal predictor, which will predict happiness 
through PSS for two reasons. First, the past studies that we reviewed used the data that was retrieved before 
the pandemic, whereby the source of mattering has been stable over years, and second, the presence of the 
pandemic itself drove individuals to develop their sense of mattering without the presence of PSS [9]. Thus, 
our next hypothesis was drawn based on the knowledge that the new normal had elevated the sense of 
mattering due to the perception that individuals believed that they mattered more to their significant others 
during pandemic [9] and that their inclination towards online social interaction, which gave them more 
positive social feedback [14]. We hypothesized that mattering will significantly predict higher PSS, which 
eventually lead to higher levels of happiness. Figure 1 illustrates the hypothetical model to be tested in this 
current study.  

It is important to note that we do not hypothesize any interaction or statistical relationship between 
optimism and PSS because our literature suggested that both of them might mediate the association between 
mattering and happiness separately. Another important note is that this study is quantitative correlational, 
therefore despite we might collect some evidence of relationship; our findings do not imply any causal 
relationship between any pair of variables. 
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Figure 1. Hypothetical model  
 
 
2. RESEARCH METHOD  
2.1.  Participants 

We recruited 400 university students between 18 and 30 years of age to participate in this current 
study through purposive sampling. All of the participants were studying from home during the MCO and in 
the time where data was collected. A Google form containing an informed consent form, demographic 
questionnaire, and all the scales to gauge the variables was accessible through a link that was disseminated 
through our social media such as Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, WhatsApp, WeChat, Telegram, as well as 
emails.  

 
2.2.  Scales 

The Revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R) [31] was utilized to measure the level of optimism 
among our participants, while their levels of happiness were gauged by utilizing the satisfaction with life 
scale (SWLS), [32]. Mattering to others questionnaire (MTOQ) [33] where a higher mean total score 
indicates a greater level of perceived mattering was utilized to measure the sense of mattering, and the 
multidimensional scale of perceived social support (MSPSS) [34] where a higher mean score indicates higher 
levels of perceived social support was employed to measure the PSS. Reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) of each 
scale were .76, .82, .93, and .72 respectively.  

 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The analyses were conducted by utilizing PROCESS Macro model 4 because we opted to conduct 
the analyses with Bootstrap method in order to see the significance of the mediation effects. The Bootstrap 
was conducted with 5,000 samplings at 95% confidence interval. Table 1 indicates that mattering 
significantly predict both mediators. 
 
 

Table 1. Mattering as a significant predictor of the mediators  
 R² β F p df1 df2 

Optimism .13 2.32 59.07 .00 1.00 398.00 
PSS .31 .81 179.51 .00 1.00 398.00 

 
 
Table 1 presents that mattering is a stronger predictor for optimism than PSS, because one point of 

increment in mattering predicts 2.32 points of increase in optimism and 0.81 points in PSS. However, the 
contribution of mattering is more prevalent in PSS, because it explained 31% of variance in PSS and only 
13% of variance in optimism. Despite the difference, it is still indicated that statistically, mattering is a salient 
predictor of both PSS and optimism. Furthermore, Table 2 informs the effect of each variable on happiness 
when controlling for the rest. 

 
 

Table 2. Mattering as a significant predictor of the mediators  
 β se t p LLCI ULCI 

Mattering .52 .41 1.26 .21 -.29 1.33 
Optimism .53 .06 9.73 .000 .43 .64 

PSS 1.73 .28 6.27 .000 1.19 2.27 
 
 

Optimism 

Mattering Happiness  

Perceived Social 
Support 
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From Table 2, we can see that mattering is no longer a significant predictor of happiness among 
university students during the new normal when controlling for optimism and PSS. Table 3 shows how 
mattering predicts happiness through optimism and PSS. It is important to note that we used PROCESS 
Macro model 4 (for multiple mediation) instead of model 6 (for serial mediation), because our literature did 
not justify any predictive relationship between PSS and optimism; therefore, in the context of this study, the 
mediation roles of optimism and PSS are assumed to occurred simultaneously yet separately.  

 
 

Table 3. The indirect effect of mattering on happiness through optimism and PSS  
 β BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI 

Optimism 1.24 .19 .85 1.62 
PSS 1.40 .28 .88 1.98 

 
 

Table 3 indicates that both optimism and PSS are the significant mediators of the association 
between mattering and happiness. The gap between upper and lower limit of confident interval for both 
mediators did not contain zero, which indicated that no effect among the 5000 Bootstrap samplings shows 
insignificance. In other words, our findings lead us to conclude that in the new normal situation in Malaysia, 
students’ mattering did not significantly predict their happiness any longer, unless it predicted their sense of 
optimism and perception that they are socially supported.  

Our findings indicated that both optimism and PSS fully mediated the association between mattering 
and happiness among university students in the new normal. In other words, while the new normal might 
have elevated the students’ mattering due to the smaller size of immediate others [10], feeling towards 
significant others with higher COVID risks [9] and higher reliance to digital communication through social 
media [3], [11], [14], it will not immediately elevate their likelihood to be happier before the elevation of 
their mattering brought positive changes to their optimism and PSS.  

It is worthwhile to review the differences of the natures of our study and the previous ones. In our 
study, the most salient factor could have been the new normal and the inclusion of PSS and optimism. For 
instance, few years before the pandemic, Demir, et al. [23] reported that mattering was the significant 
mediator of the association between friendship quality and happiness, which means that the friendship quality 
should elevate the mattering first before eventually mattering, increased the level of happiness, and there was 
no mediating variable reported between mattering and happiness. This difference might occur as optimism, as 
defined as the tendency to believe that the future holds desirable outcomes [18], might be assumed to be 
dispositionally stable before the pandemic and the new normal, hence the exclusion in the study. 

Findings of this currents study is in line with the findings of Sim and Prihadi, who reported that 
mattering lost its significance in predicting happiness when controlling for state self-esteem [3]. The 
difference was that while they prefer to explain the link between mattering and happiness with state self-
esteem, we were more interested to see how optimism and PSS accounted for the same link. It is somehow 
suggested for future study to investigate the link between state self-esteem and optimism or PSS, because the 
three variables were similarly able to explain the link between mattering and happiness. It would be 
imperative to see which one among the three is the robust predictor.  
 
 
4. CONCLUSION 

The study concluded that mattering is still a robust predictor of happiness and that both perceived 
social support and optimism only partially mediated the association. The knowledge that we have obtained 
from this current study suggested that keeping the stability of PSS and optimism is significant to keep 
university students in an adequate happiness level. In other words, it is important to keep the students to feel 
that other people around them are supportive as well as to keep them able to see that the situation in the near 
future will be more desirable than today. Amidst the new normal, where the social interaction and resources 
are limited, it might be easier for educational stakeholders to pay more effort to improve students’ sense of 
mattering. Moreover, an improved sense of mattering predicts higher optimism and PSS, which eventually 
elevate happiness level. Thus, it is highly suggested to the stakeholders of higher education to treat students 
with increasing their mattering in mind; the communication to the students should make students feels that 
their presence and reliability are acknowledged, as well as their being unique and irreplaceable. 
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