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Abstract 

We have experienced an increase in online 

university programs within the last decade. With 

this, the amount of time that students spend on their 

computers have increased drastically. The current 

study investigates the associations among resilience, 

psychological flourishing, stress, and screen time in 

students enrolled in an online university program. 

Participants responded to survey questions that 

measured these variables. Correlational and 

regression analyses, including a mediation model 

were performed on the data. Results show that the 

amount of time spent in front of a screen was 

positively correlated with emotional reactivity. As 

well, aspects of resiliency significantly predicted 

psychological flourishing and stress. Finally, 

emotional reactivity was a significant mediator of the 

relationship between psychological flourishing and 

stress. Implication and recommendation are 

discussed. 

1. Introduction

There are many personal, social and economic 

benefits to attending post-secondary education, and 

these have been well-documented in the literature. In 

particular, online programs are appealing to many 

students who are working, have a family, or are 

unable to relocate to a new location. Although there 

are known benefits to education, students also face 

challenges, including stress and mental health issues, 

and these have become increasingly more prevalent 

in the general population but also in the post-

secondary student population due to the covid-19 

global pandemic [1]. While much research has been 

conducted on post-secondary students’ mental health 

and wellbeing in more traditional face to face 

programs prior to the pandemic, there has been 

limited focus on students in online learning 

programs. Furthermore, much research on screen 

time has focused on TV-viewing and smart phone 

use in children and adults, but little has focused more 

specifically on post-secondary students’ use of 

screen time and its association with stress and mental 

wellbeing. Considering the significant amount of 

time that online students spend on their computers, 

and the known risks associated with screen time, it is 

important for research to focus more specifically on 

this student population. This study focused 

specifically  on  post-secondary  students  in  online  

programs, and has expanded our understanding of 

these students’ experiences and the potential 

associations and relationships between screen time, 

resilience, and mental health and wellbeing, 

including both positive (flourishing) and negative 

(stress) aspects of mental health. 

2. Literature Review

The benefits and importance of a post-secondary 

education are widely recognized, with the 2016 

Statistics Canada Census of Population showing that 

the median annual employment income was 

associated with level of education, subsequently 

resulting in an increase in enrolment in post-

secondary education programs [2]. To increase 

accessibility to education and in response to 

technology becoming more prevalent in our lives, 

online educational programs have become more 

common and prominent [3], with the number of 

Canadian institutions offering online learning 

between 2011 and 2016 increasing by about 2% per 

annum growth rate [4]. Therefore, online learning 

has grown in popularity in Canada, and in more 

recent years, as a result of the Covid-19 global 

pandemic, more and more students sought out and/or 

were forced to engage in online learning in order to 

continue to pursue their education [5].  

Online learning has evolved, and generally 

consists of a combination of asynchronous and 

synchronous learning activities [6]. For example, 

many online learning programs involve discussion 

forums and other interactive learning activities, along 

with required course readings and media 

presentations. The synchronous and interactive 

components often occur through Zoom or similar 

platforms. Given the nature of online learning, at 

times learners may feel isolated or alone, and 

therefore, opportunities for cooperative learning and 

peer interactions, along with feeling supported by 

instructors and/or institutions has been identified as 

being important for online learners [7, 8]. 

One of the main differences between online and 

traditional learning is the environment in which 

instruction and learning occurs. For students enrolled 

in an online learning program, learning generally 

occurs in their home, workplace or other public 

spaces and within a more limited social context [6, 

9]. Research has suggested that online learning 

International Journal of Digital Society (IJDS), Volume 13, Issue 1, 2022

Copyright © 2022, Infonomics Society | DOI: 10.20533/ijds.2040.2570.2022.0224 1792



 

 

requires increased attention and focus, as learners 

may be easily distracted or drawn to other activities 

within the home or online (i.e., social media; [10]) as 

well as they may have difficulties balancing and 

managing academic and family responsibilities [9, 

11], which can impact their engagement and possibly 

lead to dropout [12].  

One of the features that often draws students to 

online learning is the flexibility and control they 

have over their learning [13], and therefore, online 

learners are often described as being independent, 

autonomous, and self-disciplined [14, 15, 16]. Some 

of the factors that have been shown to be connected 

to engagement in online learning are technological 

self-efficacy, ease of online platform, satisfaction 

with learning, knowledge attainment, intrinsic 

motivation, and practical/vocational utility [8, 17, 

18], suggesting that when an online learner can see 

the personal and/or professional value in the learning 

and the program, they are likely to be more satisfied 

and engaged, and more likely to follow through with 

completion of the program.  

There has been a lot of research comparing 

performance in online learning to traditional in-

person learning, with the majority of results showing 

comparable performance between online and 

traditional in-person learners [19, 20]. The benefits 

to online learning have been well-documented [21, 

22]; however, one of the challenges associated with 

online learning is increased screen time. Screen time 

can refer to time spent on devices (such as phones 

and tablets), computers, gaming systems, and 

viewing television, as well as it can include those 

activities that are required for work and education 

purposes and those for more leisure enjoyment. In 

2020, the Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology 

released some guidelines around the recommended 

amount of physical activity, sedentary behaviours, 

and sleep for adults aged 18 to 64 years old. 

According to their guidelines, the recommended 

number of hours of sedentary behaviour is ≤ 8 hours 

per day [23]. More specifically, they recommend ≤ 3 

hours of recreational screen time per day [23]. In a 

study completed by Weatherson et al. [24], they 

found that a small percentage (<5%) of post-

secondary students in Canada adhered to the 

recommended screen time guidelines, suggesting that 

a high number of post-secondary students are 

engaging in sedentary behaviours and screen time at 

a higher rate than recommended. Furthermore, 

physical activity has been shown to be positively 

associated with positive mental health and   

negatively   associated with screen time [25].   

 

3. Stress, Mental Health and Resilience 

 
One of the ongoing challenges with post-

secondary learning is that students have been found 

to be at increased risk for stress and mental health 

issues [26, 27]. In Canada, about 1/3 of post-

secondary students report mental health issues [28]. 

Challenges with stress and mental health have been 

found to be associated with poor academic 

performance, including dropping out of post-

secondary education [29]. Further impacting mental 

health and stress in students in online educational 

programs is the impact of screen time on mental 

health. Although some research has shown that 

social media and technology use for the purpose of 

social support can have a positive impact on 

wellbeing [30], other research has shown that screen 

time is associated with negative psychological health 

outcomes [31, 32], including stress, depression and 

anxiety [33, 34], with some research indicating that 

adults who engage in screen time activities for more 

than 4 hours per day are at increased risk for mental 

health issues [33]. More specifically in relation to 

post-secondary students, a study by Yinjian and 

colleagues [35] found that increased screen time was 

associated with higher levels of stress, especially in 

female College students. While a notable amount of 

research has focused on stress and mental health 

issues in students, much of the research has 

predominantly been on students in undergraduate 

programs and in traditional in-person programs. 

Therefore, more research examining online students’ 

mental health and wellbeing is needed.  

Another notable gap in the research is the limited 

focus on positive aspects of mental health and 

wellbeing in post-secondary students. While most of 

the research has focused on mental health outcomes 

such as stress, depression and anxiety, few studies 

have focused on positive wellbeing, resilience, or 

psychological flourishing [36]. Psychological 

flourishing is defined as being in good social, 

psychological and emotional health [37]. Within the 

limited body of research focusing on psychological 

flourishing, it has been shown that psychological 

flourishing has a positive influence on wellbeing 

[38]. One study focusing on College students in the 

United States found that stress was negatively 

associated with flourishing [39]. They also found a 

significant relationship between resilience and stress 

and psychological wellbeing [39]. Furthermore, 

students with higher levels of academic engagement 

tend to also have higher levels of flourishing [40].  

As psychological flourishing focuses more on 

positive affect and wellbeing [38], it is important to 

study flourishing in connection with screen time, 

academic stress, and resilience in Canadian online 

students because positive mental health and 

wellbeing, including flourishing, have been shown to 

be connected with more positive outcomes, including 

academic performance, and with resilience [37, 38, 

39]. Although resilience can be defined in different 

ways, a common component of most definitions is 

the ability to adjust to adversity, challenges or 

stressors, and therefore, it is connected to our 
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adaptational systems [41]. Many factors, such as 

social supports, emotional regulation and problem-

solving, have frequently been associated with 

resilience [41], which can also be connected to stress 

and mental wellbeing. Research examining the 

relationship between resilience and mental health 

and wellbeing has found that resilience is a 

mediating factor in the relationship between stress 

and depression [42]. In another study, resilience was 

found to be a moderating factor in the relationship 

between stress and media use [39]. Ego resilience, 

which involves adapting the ability to control and 

regulate impulses, has also been explored in the 

research, with results suggesting that it is associated 

with mental health [30, 43]. Cole and colleagues [43] 

also found that ego resilience was a moderating 

factor in the relationship between stress and mental 

health. Furthermore, Therefore, based on the 

research on resilience and its connection to wellbeing 

and mental health, resilience may be viewed as a 

protective factor for students in online programs. 

 

4. Purpose of the Study 
 

Given the risks of screen time on stress and 

mental health and the amount of time online students 

spend on their computers and devices, it is important 

to understand the impact of screen time on stress, 

psychological flourishing, and resilience for students 

in online programs. Therefore, this study will seek to 

better understand the association between screen 

time, stress, psychological flourishing, and resilience 

in online students. Secondly, since resilience is 

connected to stress and wellbeing, this study will 

also seek to investigate what role resilience plays in 

online students’ levels of stress and psychological 

flourishing. 

 

4.1. Research Questions and Hypotheses 
 

Our research study sought to answer the 

following questions: 

 

i. What is the relationship between screen time, 

psychological flourishing, stress, and resilience in 

online students? It was hypothesized that screen time 

would be negatively associated with psychological 

flourishing and positively associated with stress. For 

resilience, it was hypothesized that screen time 

would be negatively associated with the sense of 

mastery and sense of relatedness components of 

resilience, and positively associated with the 

emotional reactivity component of resilience. It was 

also hypothesized that stress would be positively 

correlated with emotional reactivity and negatively 

correlated with sense of mastery, sense of 

relatedness, and psychological flourishing. Lastly, it 

was hypothesized that psychological flourishing 

would be positively correlated with sense of mastery 

and sense of relatedness, and negatively correlated 

with emotional reactivity. 

 

ii. What is the predictive association between 

resilience and stress and psychological flourishing? 

It was hypothesized that: (1) higher levels of sense of 

mastery and sense of relatedness would predict 

higher levels of psychological flourishing and lower 

levels of stress; and (2) higher levels emotional 

reactivity would predict higher levels of stress and 

lower levels of psychological flourishing. 

 

iii. Does resilience mediate the relationship between 

stress and psychological flourishing in online 

students? It was hypothesized that resilience would 

act as a significant mediator in the relationship 

between stress and psychological flourishing.  

 

5. Method 

 
Survey method of research was used to conduct 

this study on post-secondary students enrolled in an 

online program in Canada. An online questionnaire 

was used as the data collection instrument. The 

research questions were analyzed using quantitative 

data analysis procedures.  
 

5.1. Participants 
 

One hundred thirty-one online students were 

recruited from a University in Canada. Of these, 94 

students made up the final sample in the study. 

Participants were excluded if they had a significant 

amount of missing data or if they were significant 

outliers (see data analysis section below). All of the 

participants were enrolled in an online post-

secondary program. Of the 94 participants, the 

majority were female (87.40%), working full-time 

(49.50%), enrolled in a Master’s graduate program 

(88.40%), and in the first year of their program 

(69.50%). Participants ranged in age from 21 to 65 

years old, with a mean age of 36.55 years (SD = 

10.83).  

 

5.2. Materials 
 

Participants completed demographic and 

background information questions relating to gender, 

age, program of study and current year of study. 

Participants were also asked to report their daily 

percentage of screen time. This study was primarily 

interested in looking at screen time in total, but it 

was also divided up into educational/work screen 

time and leisure screen time. The different categories 

of screen time were not mutually exclusive, so total 

percentages of daily screen time can be over 100%. 
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Psychological Flourishing: Diener and colleagues’ 

[38] Flourishing Scale was used to measure 

psychological flourishing, which focuses on positive 

feelings connected to relationships, optimism, 

purpose, self-esteem, and wellbeing. Participants 

rank the eight items on a 7-point Likert scale, 

ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly 

Agree). Total scores can range from 8 to 56, with 

higher scores indicating higher levels of 

psychological flourishing [38]. The Flourishing 

Scale has been shown to have acceptable levels of 

internal consistency, test re-test reliability, and 

convergent validity, with a coefficient alpha of .87 

and a test–retest correlation of .71 [44]. A more 

recent study in 2015 [45] also reported a coefficient 

alpha of .89 for the Flourishing Scale.  

 

Stress: Academic stress can be measured in many 

ways, from reporting frequency to severity to 

reporting perception of control and impact [46]. 

Feldt’s [46] College Student Stress Scale was used to 

evaluate stress in students completing post-secondary 

education. The College Student Stress Scale 

evaluates perceived stress, perceptions of goal 

attainment, control of events and feelings, and 

subjective appraisal of common stressors [46]. 

Participants rate how frequently they are distressed 

or anxious in several different areas of life (i.e., 

financial matters, family matters, relationships, 

housing, academics and goal attainment) on a 5-point 

scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very Often). The 

scale consists of 11 items and total scores can range 

from 11 to 55, with higher scores indicating a higher 

level of stress [46]. This scale has been shown to 

have acceptable levels of reliability (coefficient 

alpha of .87; [46], and test re-test reliability (ranging 

from .62 to .86; {46]). The College Student Stress 

Scale has also correlated to the perceived Stress 

Scale, supporting its convergent validity (r = .76; 

[46].  

 

Resilience: Prince-Embury and colleagues’ Resilien- 

ce Scale for Young Adults (RSYA; [47]) was used to 

evaluate resilience. The RSYA is a 50-item scale, 

and participants rank the items on a 5-point Likert 

scale, ranging from 0 (Never) to 4 (Almost Always). 

The RSYA is divided into three sub-areas of 

resilience: sense of mastery, sense of relatedness, and 

emotional reactivity. Sense of mastery focuses on the 

characteristics of optimism, adaptability, and self-

efficacy [47]. Total scores on sense of mastery range 

from 0 to 60, with high scores indicating a higher 

level of resilience. Sense of relatedness focuses on 

trust in others, comfort with others, access to social 

supports, and level of tolerance [47]. Total scores on 

sense of relatedness range from 0 to 80, with higher 

scores indicating a higher level of resilience. 

Emotional reactivity measures sensitivity, recovery 

from an emotional reaction, and the degree of 

impairment in relation to one’s emotional reactions 

[47]. Total scores on emotional reactivity range from 

0 to 60, with higher scores indicating lower levels of 

resilience. The RSYA at both the factor and subscale 

level has been shown to have internal consistencies 

ranging from .75 to .92 as well as demonstrating 

construct validity though confirmatory factor 

analysis and appropriate relations to other variables 

as shown through convergent and divergent 

correlational analysis [47].    

 

5.3. Procedure 
 

Participants were recruited through online 

advertisement postings on the University home page 

and the University’s mass communication systems 

with students. Interested students were provided a 

link to the online research participation system and 

survey (Qualtrics), where an overview of the study 

was provided, and electronic consent was provided. 

After providing consent, participants completed the 

survey, which included the background and screen 

time questions as well as the standardized 

questionnaires (Flourishing Scale, College Student 

Stress Scale and RSYA). The survey took 

approximately 20-30 minutes to complete. Following 

completion of the survey, participants were given 

contact information for the researchers and for the 

University’s student services/wellness supports. 

Participants were entered into a draw for $50 gift 

cards to show appreciation for their time and 

contributions to the study. The study was approved 

by the University’s research and ethics board. 

 

6. Data Analysis 
 

Data were prepared for analysis in several steps. 

The first step was to check the data for outliers, 

which was defined as any value that was beyond 3 

times the interquartile range [48]. Missing data was 

checked for each variable used in the study as well as 

for each participant and variable with more than 10% 

missing data were removed from the study [48]. The 

appropriateness of the variable distributions was 

ascertained by creating histograms and checking the 

skew and kurtosis values for each variable used in 

the analysis. 

Descriptive statistics, correlational, and 

regression analyses were completed using Statistical 

Software for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 28. 

Correlational analyses were used to examine the 

relationship between screen time, stress, 

psychological flourishing, and resilience. Regression 

analyses were used to examine the predictive 

association between resilience, stress, and 

psychological flourishing.  

Mediation analyses were conducted using R 

statistical software package version 4.2.1 to examine 

the role that resilience plays in the relationship 
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between stress and psychological flourishing. The 

indirect effects bootstrapping method first proposed 

by Preacher and Hayes [49] was used to evaluate the 

statistical significance of the mediation analyses. 

One thousand replications were used to generate the 

95% confidence intervals, with the absence of zero 

from the 95% confidence intervals being indicative 

of statistical significance.  

 

7. Results 
 

There were no outliers present in the data. Thirty-

six participants were removed from the study due to 

large amounts of missing data (>50%). Distributions 

were deemed to be appropriately normal to conduct 

the proposed analyses.  

Table 1 provides a summary of the descriptive 

analyses. It is worth noting that for the RSYA, the 

mean scores are comparable to other research studies 

(i.e., [50]) that have used this scale with adults and 

students in more traditional programs. The mean 

stress score was also consistent with a previous 

validation study of the stress scale, which found that 

students had a mean of 29.30 and SD of 7.84 on the 

scale [46].  

Table 2 summarizes the results from the 

correlational analyses examining the relationship 

between screen time, psychological flourishing, 

stress, and resilience. Notable relationships shown in  

the table include total screen time being positively 

correlated with emotional reactivity (r = .31, p<.05), 

indicating that as screen time increases, so does 

one’s levels of emotional reactivity.  

More specifically, social media and leisure web-

browsing were positively correlated with emotional 

reactivity. Sense of relatedness, sense of mastery, 

stress and psychological flourishing were not 

significantly correlated with screen time.   

The results also showed that psychological 

flourishing and stress were negatively correlated 

with one another, meaning that as psychological 

flourishing increases, levels of stress decrease (r = -

.58, p < .001). Stress was also negatively correlated 

with sense of mastery (r = -.41, p <. 001) and sense 

of relatedness (r = -.23, p < .05), and positively 

correlated with emotional reactivity (r = .48, p < 

.001). Psychological flourishing was positively 

correlated with sense of mastery (r = .58, p <. 001) 

and sense of relatedness (r = .60, p < .001), and 

negatively correlated with emotional reactivity (r = -

.29, p < .05). 

The results from the linear regression examining 

the association between resilience and psychological 

flourishing was significant. The Durbin-Watson test 

of independence was 1.92, tolerance values testing 

for multicollinearity ranged between .7 and .8, and 

the residual plot for linearity and heteroscedasticity 

was acceptable demonstrating that the assumptions 

of multiple linear regression were met. The results 

showed that some of the components of resilience 

were predictive of psychological flourishing (F (3, 

90) = 23.44, p <. 001). More specifically, sense of 

mastery (β = .34, p < .05) and sense of relatedness (β 

= .39, p < .001) significantly and positively predicted 

psychological flourishing. Emotional reactivity was 

not a significant predictor of psychological 

flourishing.  

The results from the linear regression examining 

the association between resilience and stress was 

significant. The Durbin-Watson test of independence 

was 1.85, tolerance values testing for 

multicollinearity ranged between .7 and .8, and the 

residual plot for linearity and heteroscedasticity was 

acceptable demonstrating that the assumptions of 

multiple linear regression were met. The results 

showed that some of the components of resilience 

were predictive of stress (F (3,90) = 11.40, p < .001). 

More specifically, sense of mastery (β = -.25, p < 

.05) significantly and negatively predicted stress, and 

emotional reactivity (β = .37, p < .001) significantly 

and positively predicted stress. Sense of relatedness 

was not a significant predictor of stress.  

The results from the mediation analysis 

examining whether emotional reactivity mediates the 

relationship between psychological flourishing and 

stress was significant (See Figure 1). Results showed 

that prior to accounting for the mediator into the 

model, there was a significant direct effect of 

psychological flourishing on stress, (β = -.73, p < 

.05). Once the mediator was accounted for in the 

model, the direct effect of psychological flourishing 

on stress was reduced (β = -.61, p < .05). The 

mediating effect of emotional reactivity was 

significant based on the bootstrapped 95% 

confidence intervals values not including the value of 

zero (95% CI = -.22, -.02), ((β = -.13, p < .05), 

suggesting that higher psychological flourishing was 

associated with lower stress through its association 

with lower levels of emotional reactivity.   

 

 
 

Figure 1. Mediation Analysis 

 

Mediation models were also examined using 

sense of mastery and sense of relatedness, but they 

were not found to be significant.  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

 

 
 

 
 

Table 2. Correlation Among Variables 

 

 
 

8. Discussion 
 

The first set of hypotheses examining the 

relationships between screen time, resilience, 

psychological flourishing, and stress were partially 

supported. Screen time, especially social media and 

leisure web browsing were significantly related to 

emotional reactivity, but they were not significantly 

associated with other aspects of resilience, 

psychological flourishing or stress. This significant 

relationship between screen time and emotional 

reactivity suggests that as individuals increase their 

screen time, they may be more likely to experience 

emotional dysregulation. The more specific 

connection between social media use and leisure web 

browsing may be connected to the previous research 

suggesting that online learners may be more 

distracted or drawn towards other online activities 

[10]. When individual’s experience a break in 

concentration or deviated focus, their efficacy is 

impacted [51]. As much research has established a 

connection between attention and executive 

functioning, particularly in relation to focus and 

shifting attention [51], one may hypothesize that 

executive functioning is playing a role. As this was 

outside  the  scope  of   this  paper,  future  research  

should consider the role of executive functioning.  

Another interesting factor to consider when 

examining the relationship between screen time and 

emotional reactivity is that the connection may be 

explained by screen time being a sedentary 

behaviour, and as students spend increased amounts 

of time engaging in sedentary behaviours, they spend 

less time participating in physical activities [24]. 

Physical exercise has been found to be an effective 

tool for helping individuals remain regulated  and for 

improving mental health [24], and therefore, given 

the more sedentary lifestyle of many students, they 

may have fewer regulation activities available to 

them.  

Finally, another interesting factor to consider in 

the relationship between screen time and emotional 

reactivity is sleep. There is a significant amount of 

research that has identified the importance of sleep to 

mental health and wellbeing (i.e., [52]) and the 

negative association that screen time has on sleep 

[53]. Therefore, it is possible that sleep may be a 

mediating factor in the relationship between screen 

time and emotional reactivity. However, this 

relationship was beyond the scope of the present 

study and should be investigated in future research. 

Stress was found to be associated with resilience 

and flourishing, suggesting that as online students’ 

stress increases, their level of resilience and positive 

feelings of wellbeing/psychological flourishing tend 

to decrease. Psychological flourishing was also 

found to be related to resilience, in that individuals 

with higher levels of positive feelings and wellbeing 

are more likely to also have higher levels of 

resilience. These findings are consistent with 

Mean

Std. 

Deviation

Resilience: Sense of Mastery 50.90 11.84

Resilience: Sense of Relatedness 65.67 14.78

Resilience: Emotional Reactivity 18.85 10.81

Psychological Flourishing 47.15 6.22

Stress 30.54 7.90

Screen Time Percentage (Day): School 38.70 24.54

Screen Time Percentage (Day): Work 31.78 26.28

Screen Time Percentage (Day): Social Media 14.56 18.95

Screen Time Percentage (Day): Leisure/Web Browsing12.02 15.99

Screen Time Percentage (Day): Gaming 2.64 6.80

Screen Time Percentage (Day): Total 99.71 56.84

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Resilience: Sense of Mastery 1.00

2. Resilience: Sense of Relatedness.60** 1.00

3. Resilience: Emotional Reactivity-.46** -.30** 1.00

4. Psychological Flourishing .58** .60** -.29** 1.00

5. Stress -.41** -.23* .48** -.58** 1.00

6. Screen Time Percentage (Day): Total-.10 0.01 .31** 0.03 0.13 1.00

Note: *p  < .05, ** p  < .001
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previous research that has also found associations 

between stress, mental health, flourishing, and 

resilience [1, 39].  

The hypotheses examining the predictive 

relationship between resilience and psychological 

flourishing was also partially supported, in that sense 

of mastery and sense of relatedness were able to 

predict one’s level of psychological flourishing. 

More specifically, individuals with higher levels of 

sense of mastery and sense of relatedness were more 

likely to have higher levels of psychological 

flourishing. However, emotional reactivity was not 

predictive of psychological flourishing. On the other 

hand, emotional reactivity was predictive of stress, 

meaning that students who are more emotionally 

reactive are also more likely to have higher levels of 

stress. Sense of mastery and relatedness were not 

found to be predictors of stress. As emotional 

reactivity can be connected to regulation, these 

results may suggest that self-regulation plays a role 

in this relationship. Previous research has found that 

self-regulation personality factors were predictive of 

stress [54, 55]. Therefore, future research should 

consider the role that executive functions may play. 

The final hypothesis examining whether 

resilience plays a mediating role between stress and 

psychological flourishing was partially supported, as 

only emotional reactivity was found to mediate the 

relationship. Sense of mastery and sense of 

relatedness were not significant mediators. This is 

similar to previous research that found that resilience 

mediated the relationship between stress and mental 

health issues such as depression [42]. While the 

results of the mediation suggested that emotional 

reactivity plays a role in the relationship between 

stress and psychological flourishing, there are likely 

other factors such as executive functioning and sleep 

that may also be mediating this relationship.   

While there is much research to suggest that 

students are at-risk for stress and mental health 

challenges [26, 27], and the results of this study 

further support those findings, one also needs to 

consider that this study was conducted during a 

global pandemic. Research has shown that 

individuals have experienced increased levels of 

distress during the pandemic [1], and this may also 

be connected to the high levels of screen time 

reported by participants as many participants 

reported significantly higher amounts of screen time 

use compared to the recommended standards. As a 

result of the pandemic, many individuals were forced 

to use technology for work and to stay connected 

during the pandemic, as well as research has also 

suggested that individuals used media as a coping 

mechanism during the pandemic [39]. Therefore, the 

pandemic may be a contributing factor to the 

increased screen time and its associated impacts on 

student wellbeing.  

Another important distinction between this study 

and other research conducted on learners during the 

pandemic is that this study focused on students who 

were enrolled in an online program and not on 

students who were forced to shift from a traditional 

learning environment to an online platform. 

Therefore, while the findings of the current study 

were similar to those of other students during the 

pandemic, one needs to consider the different 

situational and contextual factors between those 

students who chose to learn online versus those who 

were forced online. Online learners have often been 

described as being more autonomous and 

independent, and autonomy has been shown to be 

related to flourishing [56]. Therefore, this difference 

in traits and qualities of online learners may provide 

additional context to the results of this study. 

As little research has focused on students in 

online programs, this study provided one step 

towards filling a gap in the research. A notable 

strength in the study was that there was not a vast 

amount of missing data, and even when participants 

with missing data were removed, the sample size was 

still appropriate for the analyses conducted. 

Furthermore, all the variables were normally 

distributed, allowing for parametric analyses to be 

completed. One limitation of the study was the use of 

a convenience sample, which impacts the 

generalizability of the results. In addition, the 

majority of participants were female, which may 

have also impacted the results. Previous research has 

shown that college female students with higher 

amounts of screen time use reported higher levels of 

stress [35], as well as there are gender differences in 

learning characteristics and in relation to the impact 

of stress on mental well-being [26], so gender may 

also be a contributing factor to the findings. Future 

research may be interested in further examining 

gender differences amongst online students.  

9. Practical Implications

With limited research focusing specifically on 

online learners, this study has increased 

understanding of students’ experiences of engaging 

in online learning platforms. It is important to 

recognize the unique needs of online students. The 

results of this study may be of interest to instructors 

and university administrators and personnel, but also 

to those in the student service and wellness centers at 

the universities as the study has practical applications 

for how to better support online students and their 

needs. Post-secondary institutions are encouraged to 

provide programming through their university 

wellness centers in order to foster and help students 

build personal resilience. By building resilience, 

students would be more prepared to face the 

challenges of post-secondary education.  
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Prioritizing self-care in students is also important 

as many online students are balancing home, work, 

and school responsibilities, and therefore, may be at 

increased risk for mental health issues and burnout 

[26, 27]. As many of the results of the study are 

connected to emotional reactivity, students should be 

encouraged to develop more effective coping, self-

regulation, and self-care strategies. For example, 

students should be encouraged to take breaks away 

from screen time, and during those breaks engage in 

more physical activities, as physical activity has been 

shown to be connected to lower levels of stress and 

mental health issues [24]. Research has shown that 

mental health issues, distress, and burnout can 

impact engagement and academic performance [26, 

54, 55], so universities should be proactive in 

offering supports to students. Research has shown 

that early and proactive interventions are more 

successful than reactive interventions [54, 55]. 

Therefore, university wellness centres should 

provide psychoeducation to students on the possible 

warning signs of burnout as well as provide support 

for students for coping with stress, mental health 

issues, and burnout.  

10. Conclusions

The results from this study have helped increase 

understanding of online learners and have relevant 

practical implications as noted above, but they also 

have the potential to inform future research 

initiatives. While this study was focused on screen 

time, psychological flourishing, stress, and 

resilience, the results suggest that there may be other 

important factors to consider within these 

relationships. For example, future research should 

look at the possible role that executive functions and 

sleep may play in the relationships between screen 

time, stress, and resilience. It may also be important 

to include other mental health factors in future 

research studies as research has shown that students 

are at increased risk for other mental health issues 

such as depression and anxiety [26, 27]. 

Furthermore, while some research has been done 

comparing academic outcomes of students in online 

versus traditional in-person programs, research has 

not focused on comparing the students across 

learning environments in relation to resilience, 

psychological flourishing, stress, and mental health. 

Therefore, future researchers may complete a 

comparative study looking at the similarities and 

differences of students in different learning programs 

to better understand the potential role that common 

trait of online learners (i.e., autonomy) may play.  
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