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Abstract
Humans are social animals, and crave 

feeling supported, valued and connected. 
Research shows that social connection 
provides important benefits to mental 
health and positive human development. 
The aim of this study was to explore how 
social connection helps promote mental 
health and positive human development 
and report the associations with the 
PYD construct of connection with 
different dimensions of mental health 
(e.g. self-regulation, resilience, anxiety, 
aggressiveness and worries), life satisfaction 
and academic performance in a large sample 
of Portuguese students. The HBSC/JUnP 
data base comprises a representative sample 

Resumen
Los seres humanos son animales socia-

les y desean sentirse apoyados, valorados y 
conectados. La investigación muestra que 
la conexión social proporciona importan-
tes beneficios para la salud mental y el de-
sarrollo humano positivo. El objetivo de 
este estudio fue explorar cómo la conexión 
social ayuda a promover la salud mental y 
el desarrollo humano positivo e examinar 
las asociaciones con la dimensión de cone-
xión dentro del constructo de desarrollo 
positivo juvenil con diferentes dimensiones 
de la salud mental (por ejemplo, autorre-
gulación, resiliencia, ansiedad, agresividad 
y preocupaciones), satisfacción con la vida 
y rendimiento académico, en una amplia 
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of 2991 college students (n=2203; 73.7% 
women) and their age ranged from 18 to 
35 years old (22.43±3.83). Participants’ 
socio-demographic characteristics 
included sex, age and academic degree; 
besides participants were inquired about 
the PYD construct of connection and 
its subdimensions (family, university, 
neighbourhood, peers), mental health 
(namely self-regulation, resilience, anxiety, 
aggressiveness, worries), life satisfaction 
and academic performance. Results showed 
that all variables had mostly significantly 
correlational associations. Specifically, the 
linear regression model evidenced that the 
promotion of self-regulation and resilience, 
along with the reduction of anxiety and 
worries, can be relevant for improving 
social connections (PYD Connection).

muestra de estudiantes portugueses. La 
base de datos HBSC / JUnP comprende 
una muestra representativa de 2991 estu-
diantes universitarios (n = 2203; 73,7% 
mujeres) y con edades entre los 18 y los 35 
años (22,43 ± 3,83). Las características so-
ciodemográficas de los participantes estu-
diadas fueron sexo, edad y grado académi-
co; además, se preguntó a los participantes 
sobre el constructo de desarrollo positivo 
juvenil de conexión y sus diferentes sub-
dimensiones (familia, universidad, barrio, 
e iguales), salud mental (es concreto, au-
torregulación, resiliencia, ansiedad, agresi-
vidad, y preocupaciones), satisfacción con 
la vida y rendimiento académico. Los re-
sultados mostraron que todas las variables 
tenían asociaciones correlacionales mayori-
tariamente significativas. Específicamente, 
el modelo de regresión lineal evidenció que 
la promoción de la autorregulación y la res-
iliencia, junto con la reducción de la ansie-
dad y las preocupaciones, pueden ser rele-
vantes para mejorar las conexiones sociales 
(dentro del desarrollo positivo juvenil). 
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Introduction
Humans are social animals, and crave feeling supported, valued and connected. 

Research shows that social connection provides important benefits to mental 
health and positive human development (Griffin, 2010; Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & 
Layton, 2010; Holt-Lunstad, Robles, & Sbarra, 2017). 

Stress may be related to a number of worries (Williams, 2013). However, 
social connection can help protect people from the harmful effects of stress. When 
dealing with a stressful situation, people are less likely to report stress-related 
health problems (for example) when they feel they have support from others 
(Griffin, 2010; Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010; Holt-Lunstad, Robles, & 
Sbarra, 2017; MCIntyre, Worsley, Corcoran, Woods, & Benatll, 2018).  

According to those studies, people who are more socially connected to family, 
friends, or their community are happier, physically healthier and live longer, with 
fewer mental health problems than people who are less well connected (Griffin, 
2010; Holt-Lunstad, Robles, & Sbarra, 2017).

During childhood and adolescence, we learn how to engage with others from 
our parents, families and guardians. We mimic behaviour and emotions of those 
around us, and this early socialisation shapes how we understand and model 
relationship-forming behaviour throughout life (Barber, & Olsen, 1997; Fowler, 
& Christakis, 2008, Rose, & Rudolph, 2006).

Although families, parents and caregivers are central to our well-being, during 
adolescence friends and peers become more significant as young people become 
more independent and start to build their own social networks. As a result, toxic 
relationships and negative experiences, such as bullying or social isolation, can be 
more relevant and have serious impact on young people’s mental health (Barber, & 
Olsen, 1997; Fowler, & Christakis, 2008). Schools, teacher-student relationship, 
and positive support from organisations such as youth clubs can act as a buffer 
and help protect young people with these negative experiences (Griffin, 2010) as 
well as help young people develop what the theory about health and well-being 
assets advocates (Benson, 2007; Benson, Scales, Hamilton, Sesma, 2006; Kia-
Keating, Dowdy, Morgan, & Noam, 2010).

Although schools and universities act as a buffer and help protect and promote 
positive development during this transition stage, new challenges emerge that 
give joy to discovering new social connections, including the construction 
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of academic/professional and family life. However, it is also a time when the 
main risks of loneliness and isolation, including relationship breakdowns, can 
significantly impact a poor balance between academic and family life, and the 
difficulty of managing a life without positive support/ connection, which is 
fundamental for maintaining a positive development and an active participation 
of young people in the community (Griffin, 2010; Holt-Lunstad, et al., 2010; 
Holt-Lunstad, et al, 2017). 

The feeling of failure, of incapacity in the face of challenges, obstacles and 
opportunities may have to do with the lack of assets (internal and / or external), 
which consequently and indirectly will cause behavioral problems (Scales, 
Roehlkepartain, & Fraher, 2012, Small & Memmo, 2004). As a result, the social 
connections we maintain in the transition to adulthood are more important 
to our mental health than we sometimes realize. Those who have more stables 
connections with family, friends, colleagues and university have been found to 
be happier, healthier and more satisfied with life. In this stage, the expression 
Positive Youth Development (PYD) has been used as a unifying philosophy 
characterized by a positive asset-building orientation (Hamilton, 1999; Simões, 
Matos, & Morgan, 2015; Whitlock & Hamilton, 2001). 

Another important factor to emphasize in positive development of social 
connections is that they must be developed offline. While online and mobile 
technologies can provide a means of connecting and can increase the sense of 
belonging – therefore having a positive impact on social connections – research 
suggests that this cannot replace offline relationships. It is the neurochemical 
response that occurs during face-to-face interactions that contributes to well-
being (Griffin, 2010; MCIntyre, Worsley, Corcoran, Woods, & Benatll, 2018).

While the social connections impact on mental health, it is important to 
remember that mental health can impact on how people connect with others and 
how they develop their relationships. Mental health problems such as anxiety, 
aggression and depression can influence whether someone feels able to interact 
and connect to others (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008; Reis, Gomez-Baya, Ramiro, & 
Matos, 2020).

This means that developing connections and socializing in traditional ways 
can be challenging for some young people. And according to recent studies the 
percentage of college students with mental health problems has been increasing 
dramatically (Nogueira, 2016; Reis, Ramiro, Gomez-Baya, & Matos, 2018; 
Schleider, Abel, & Weisz, 2015).

Therefore, support systems, positive social connections, self-esteem, self-
regulation and resilience level play an important role in a process of adaptation 
and coping with the negative influence of early-period negative or traumatic 
experiences in college students. Considered as a protective factor in terms of 
negative or traumatic experiences, self-regulation is the ability to monitor and 
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manage emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in ways that are acceptable and 
produce positive results such as well-being, healthy relationships, and learning.  
It is how we deal with stressors that lays the foundation for all other activity. 
Developing this ability requires self-awareness, emotional intelligence, efficient 
filtering of sensory stimulation, coping effectively with stress, relating well to 
others, and sustaining focus (Gomez-Baya, Mendoza, Paino & Matos, 2017).

More recently self-regulation has been pinpointed as an important pathway to 
positive youth development (Matos, Santos, & Reis, 2017), since it may help prevent 
adolescents from engaging in risk behaviors (Simões et al., 2015). High levels of 
self-regulation are associated with positive behavior, including prosocial behavior 
and academic achievement, while low levels are related to more externalizing and 
internalizing problem behavior in adolescence (Matos et al., 2008; Matos, Gaspar, 
Cruz, & Neves, 2013). Thus, self-regulation and resilience are associated structures 
in that self-regulation and resilience help reduce the effects of negative life events 
with its features of controlling stress and helping an individual cope with stressful 
situations rather than avoiding them. Recently, Matos, Santos, Reis and Marques 
(2018) concluded that the promotion of positive youth and self-regulation may be 
relevant for fostering healthy life-style behaviors in Portuguese youth. In the study 
conducted by Simões and collaborators (2015), self-regulation was found to be a 
resilience factor in buffering youth from negative influence of peer deviance and for 
preventing the development of antisocial behaviors. 

According to the body of research on positive development of young people, the 
approaches on connection dimension can help young people to develop capacities 
for intentional self-regulation and protectors from engaging in risk behaviours, 
such as substance use and violence (Bonell et al., 2016) as well as helping young 
people to promote improved self-care, greater academic achievement, higher 
quality in interpersonal relationships and overall improvements in well-being 
(Gomez-Baya, Tomé, Reis, & Matos, 2020, Maslow & Chung, 2014).

The present study was carried out with university students, in different regions 
of Portugal, in order to allow for a representative sample of Portuguese youth in 
terms of healthy lifestyle behaviors. For the purpose of the present study, in order 
to understand how social connection helps promote mental health and positive 
human development we studied a) the difference between genders and academic 
degree by the connection dimension of the PYD and its subdimensions (family, 
university, neighbourhood, peers), self-regulation, resilience, anxiety, aggression, 
worries, life satisfaction and academic performance; b) the relationship between 
the different variables under study ; and c) the association of the PYD Connection 
dimension in mental health (through variables like self-regulation, resilience, 
anxiety, aggressiveness and worries), life satisfaction and academic performance 
in Portuguese college students.
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Methods

Study deSign, participantS and procedureS

The national HBSC/JUnP study is an extension of two investigations 
conducted by the Social Adventure team - HBSC (Health Behaviour in school 
aged children; http://aventurasocial.com/verartigo.php?article_id=238) and 
HBSC/SSREU (Sexual and Reproductive Health of university students; http://
aventurasocial.com/verartigo.php?article_id=98). The HBSC/JUnP followed 
all the rules for research outlined in 2008 by the World Medical Association 
Declaration of Helsinki, and was approved by the Ethics Commission of the 
Medicine Academic Center of Lisbon of the Faculty of Medicine, University of 
Lisbon.

The HBSC/JUnP data base comprises a representative sample of 2991 college 
students (n=2203; 73.7% women), with ages ranging from 18 to 35 years old 
(22.43±3.83). As for academic degree, 62% were undergraduate (n=1853), 29% 
were master degree students (n=868) and 9% were attending other academic 
degrees (n=270).

Data collection was performed using an online cross-sectional survey 
administered to the Portuguese college students in the Limesurvey platform. 
The students could access the survey with any electronic device that was capable 
of accessing their email. The survey began with a brief description of the study 
itself, followed by a detailed informed consent form that explained participants’ 
rights, perceived risks and benefits of participation, and the measures taken by 
the researchers to keep their personal information confidential. The students 
could access the survey only after they agreed to this informed consent. It took a 
participant around 25/30 min to fill out the survey.

Measures 
For the purpose of this study the following variables were selected: 
a) Participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, which included sex, age and 

academic degree.
b) PYD Connection dimension, which was measured by eight issues: (1) 

you havepositive conversations with your parents regularly, (2), you feel 
useful and important in your family, (3) you are highly encouraged at your 
university, (4) your teachers encourage you to be the best you can possibly 
be, (5) adults in your neighbourhood make you feel important, (6) adults 
in your neighbourhood hear what you have to say (categorized as strongly 
disagree, disagree, not sure, agree, and totally agree) (7) you feel that your 
friends are good friends, and (8) your friends care about you (categorized 
as never true, rarely true, sometimes are true, often true, and always true). 
Regarding the average PYD Connection dimension, the results obtained 
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can vary between 8 and 40 points, with the highest value as an indicator of 
strong connection. As for the 4 subdimensions (family - the sum of items 
1 and 2; university - the sum of items 3 and 4; neighbourhood - the sum of 
items 5 and 6; and peers - the sum of items 7 and 8), the results obtained 
can vary between 2 and 10 points, with higher values indicating a strong 
connection in a specific subdimension.

As for life satisfaction, college students were asked how they felt about their 
life (categorized between not at all satisfied to very satisfied).

Academic performance was measured by questioning them on how they 
perceived their academic performance and response options were “poor/
reasonable”, “good”, and “very good/excellent”, which were after dichotomized 
into “bad” (“poor/reasonable”) and “good” (“good” and “very good/excellent”).

Mental health was measured by one question about frequency of worries 
and by four scales: (1) Self-regulation-SR (Dias, Castillo, & Moilanen, 2014), 
(2) Resilience-RES (Constantine, Benard, & Diaz, 1999), (3) Anxiety-STAI-T 
(Silva, & Spielberger, 2007), and (4) Buss-Perry aggression (Buss, & Perry, 1992).  

Data analysis
Descriptive analysis (means, standard deviation and percentage) were used to 

characterize the sample. All data were tested for normality prior to any analyses 
using Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests, as well as Levene’s test for the homogeneity 
of the variance. Psychometric analyses were also performed through an analysis 
of the coefficient of internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha). Pearson correlation 
and linear regression were performed to evaluate significant differences in the 
analyzed variables among the total group of participants. All statistical analyses 
were completed using the SPSS 24.0 (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) and 
the significance level was set at p<0.05.

Results
Table 1 shows the characteristics of the sample for the variables under study. 

The results obtained in the PYD Connection dimension (M = 28.01; SD = 4.85), 
and its subdimensions - PYD Family Connection (M = 7.33; SD = 1.81); PYD 
University Connection (M = 6.97; SD = 1.72); PYD Neighbourhood Connection 
(M = 5.81; SD = 1.92) and PYD Peers Connection (M = 7.89; SD = 1.54) show 
that young Portuguese university students have good and above average values 
for the Connection dimension and its subdimensions, with the exception of the 
PYD Neighbourhood Connection subdimension, which presents values slightly 
below the average. 

Regarding mental health issues, it was observed that more than a third of 
young university students have worries several times a week (36.4%). The results 
obtained in the scales that evaluated Self-regulation, Resilience, Anxiety and 
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Aggressiveness showed that young Portuguese university students have median 
values with regard to self-regulation (M = 143.94; SD = 16.68) and resilience (M 
= 55.49; SD = 8.09), but they also have median values for anxiety (M = 44.58; 
SD = 9.28) and for aggressiveness (M = 57.14; SD = 16.62).

Regarding satisfaction with life, young people presented good results (M = 
6.99; SD = 1.91), but in the questions that assessed academic performance, more 
than a quarter of young people reported having a poor or reasonable academic 
performance (27.9%).

Differences between gender and academic degree and the variables under 
study of the Portuguese university students are shown in table 2.

Statistically significant differences were found between gender for the PYD 
subdimension Family Connection (F (1, 2989) = 6.125, p = .013), the PYD 
subdimension Peers Connection (F (1, 2989) = 4.027, p = .045), Self-regulation 
- total score (F (1, 2989) = 46.716, p = .000), Resilience (F (1, 2989) = 30.950, 
p = .000), Worries (χ2 (4) = 44.605; p <.001) and Academic performance (χ2 (2) 
= 9.418; p <.001).

Women showed a positive and significantly larger Family and Peers 
connection (M = 7.37, SD = 1.83; M = 7.93, SD = 1.52, respectively), more 
Self-regulation (M = 145.33, SD = 18.73) and more Resilience (M = 55.98, SD 
= 8.06) when compared with men. But they also reported having worries more 
often (several times a day – 10% and several times a week 37.6%) than men. 
With regard to academic performance, women considered their performance to 
be good (56.8%) while men more often reported having very good / excellent 
performance (19.8%).

Finally, statistically significant differences were found between academic 
degrees for the PYD subdimension Family Connection (F (2, 2988) = 3.305, p 
= .037), the PYD subdimension University Connection (F (2, 2988) = 3.320, 
p = .036), the PYD subdimension Neighbourhood Connection (F (2, 2988) = 
13.768, p = .000), Self-regulation - total score (F (2, 2988) = 12.612, p = .000), 
Resilience (F (2, 2988) = 3.604, p = .027), Anxiety-trait (STAI-T) (F (2, 2988) = 
4.376, p = .013), Worries (χ2 (4) = 24.854; p <.010) and Academic performance 
(χ2 (2) = 155.829; p <.001).

The Post-hoc comparisons by the Games-Howell method for the 
PYD subdimension  University Connection and the PYD subdimension 
Neighbourhood Connection and Tukey method for other variables indicated 
that undergraduates reported having less Family and Neighbourhood connection 
(M = 7.27, SD = 1.84, M = 5.68, SD = 1.91, respectively), less Self-regulation - 
total (M = 142.63, SD = 18.17), less Resilience (M = 55.24, SD = 8.09), more 
University Connection (M = 7.02, SD = 1.64) and more Anxiety (M = 48.97, 
SD = 9.05). Regarding Worries and Academic performance, undergraduates 
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Total Group (N=2991)
Socio-demographic characteristics
     Age (years) (M±SD) 22.43 ± 3.83
     Gender (N; %)
     Male 788; 26.3
     Female 2203; 73.7
     Academic degree (N; %)
    Undergraduate degree 1853; 62.0
     Master degree 868; 29.0
     Other academic degrees 270; 9.0
PYD-CONNECTION and its subdimensions* 
(M±SD) Min.                    Max.

     PYD - Connection dimension – Total score 28.014 ± 
4.85 8                             40

     PYD – Family Connection – subdimension 7.33 ± 1.81 2                             10
     PYD – University Connection – subdimension 6.97 ± 1.72 2                             10
     PYD- Neighbourhood Connection – subdimension 5.81 ± 1.92 2                             10
     PYD – Peers Connection – subdimension 7.89 ± 1.54 2                             10
Psychosocial variables (M±SD) Min.                    Max.

     Self-regulation - Total Score 143.94 ± 
18.68 78                         203

     Resilience- Total Score 55.49 ± 8.09 21                           72
     STAI -T ** -Total Score 44.58 ± 9.28 23                           74

     Buss-Perry aggression – Total Score 57.14 ± 
16.623 25                         125

Life Satisfaction (M±SD) Min.                    Max.
     Life Satisfaction 6.99 ± 1.91 0                             10
Worries - frequency (N; %)

     Several times a day 264; 8.8
     Almost every day 564; 18.9
     Several times a week 1090; 36.4
     Several times a month 827; 27.6

     Almost never 246; 8.2
Academic Performance (N; %)
     Poor/Reasonable 833; 27.9
     Good 1654; 55.3
     Very good/ Excellent 504; 16.9

Table 1– Descriptive of the variables under study (n=2991)
* Positive Youth Development – Connection dimension; **STAI-T: State-Trait Anxiety In-
ventory, Trait



M. Reis · L. Ramiro · G. Tomé · C. Branquinho · D. Gomez-Baya · T. Gaspar · M. Gaspar

138Erebea, 10 (2020) pp. 129-146 issn: 0214-0691

G
en

de
r

Ac
ad

em
ic

 D
eg

re
e

M
al

e

(N
=7

88
)

Fe
m

al
e

(N
=2

20
3)

F
p

U
nd

er
gr

ad
ua

te
 

de
gr

ee

(N
=1

85
3)

M
as

te
r d

eg
re

e

(N
=8

68
)

O
th

er
 a

ca
-

de
m

ic
 d

eg
re

es
 

(N
=2

70
)

F
p

Po
st 

H
oc

M
SD

M
SD

M
SD

M
SD

M
SD

PY
D

* 
- C

on
ne

ct
io

n 
di

m
en

sio
n 

– 
To

ta
l s

co
re

27
.7

6
4.

91
28

.1
0

4.
84

2.
83

2
.0

93
27

.8
6

4.
81

28
.1

9
5.

00
28

.5
0

4.
58

2.
95

3
.0

52
-

PY
D

* 
– 

Fa
m

ily
 C

on
-

ne
ct

io
n 

– 
su

bd
im

en
sio

n
7.

18
1.

75
7.

37
1.

83
6.

12
5

.0
13

*
7.

27
1.

84
7.

38
1.

77
7.

54
1.

68
3.

30
5

.0
37

*
a<

c

PY
D

* 
– 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 

C
on

ne
ct

io
n 

– 
su

bd
i-

m
en

sio
n

6.
94

1.
82

6.
98

1.
69

.3
94

.5
30

7.
02

1.
64

6.
84

1.
88

7.
04

1.
73

3.
32

0
.0

36
*

a>
b

PY
D

* 
- N

ei
gh

bo
ur

ho
od

 
C

on
ne

ct
io

n 
– 

su
bd

i-
m

en
sio

n
5.

83
1.

94
5.

81
1.

91
.0

62
.8

03
5.

68
1.

91
6.

06
1.

89
6.

04
1.

92
13

.7
68

.0
00

**
*

a<
b>

c

PY
D

* 
– 

Pe
er

s C
on

ne
c-

tio
n 

– 
su

bd
im

en
sio

n
7.

80
1.

59
7.

93
1.

52
4.

02
7

.0
45

*
7.

89
1.

52
7.

90
1.

57
7.

88
1.

50
.0

42
.9

59
-

Se
lf-

re
gu

la
tio

n 
- T

ot
al

 
Sc

or
e

14
0.

06
18

.0
2

14
5.

33
18

.7
3

46
.7

16
.0

00
**

*
14

2.
63

18
.1

7
14

5.
76

19
.5

5
14

7.
08

18
.4

7
12

.6
12

.0
00

**
*

a<
b<

c

Re
sil

ie
nc

e-
 T

ot
al

 S
co

re
54

.1
2

8.
05

55
.9

8
8.

06
30

.9
50

.0
00

**
*

55
.2

4
8.

09
56

.1
1

8.
11

55
.2

6
7.

98
3.

60
4

.0
27

*
a<

b
ST

AI
 -T

 *
* 

-T
ot

al
 S

co
re

44
.5

6
9.

37
44

.5
8

9.
25

.0
04

.9
48

44
.9

7
9.

05
43

.9
7

9.
74

43
.8

3
9.

19
4.

37
6

.0
13

*
a>

b
Bu

ss
-P

er
ry

 a
gg

re
ss

io
n 

– 
To

ta
l S

co
re

57
.8

6
17

.7
5

56
.8

8
16

.2
0

2.
02

6
.1

55
57

.3
9

17
.0

4
56

.4
5

16
.0

0
57

.6
3

15
.6

6
1.

07
3

.3
42

-

Li
fe

 S
at

isf
ac

tio
n 

6.
95

1.
83

7.
00

1.
93

.4
18

.5
18

6.
96

1.
98

6.
98

1.
80

7.
20

1.
66

1.
90

2
.1

49
-

G
en

de
r

Ac
ad

em
ic

 D
eg

re
e

...
/..

.



Social connection and PYD

139Erebea, 10 (2020) pp. 129-146 http://dx.doi.org/10.33776/erebea.v10i0.4956

M
al

e

(N
=7

88
)

Fe
m

al
e

(N
=2

20
3)

χ²
p

U
nd

er
gr

ad
ua

te
 

de
gr

ee

(N
=1

85
3)

M
as

te
r d

eg
re

e

(N
=8

68
)

O
th

er
 a

ca
-

de
m

ic
 d

eg
re

es
 

(N
=2

70
)

χ²
p

N
%

N
%

N
%

N
%

N
%

W
or

rie
s-

fre
qu

en
cy

44
.6

05
.0

00
**

*
24

.8
54

.0
02

**
   

  S
ev

er
al

 ti
m

es
 a

 
da

y
44

5.
6

22
0

10
17

8
9.

6
66

7.
6

20
7.

4

   
  A

lm
os

t e
ve

ry
 d

ay
14

8
18

.8
41

6
18

.9
32

6
17

.6
17

6
20

.3
62

23
   

  S
ev

er
al

 ti
m

es
 a

 
w

ee
k

26
2

33
.2

82
8

37
.6

71
5

38
.6

30
3

34
.9

72
26

.7

   
  S

ev
er

al
 ti

m
es

 a
 

m
on

th
23

3
29

.6
59

4
27

48
4

26
.1

25
5

29
.4

88
32

.6

   
  A

lm
os

t n
ev

er
10

1
12

.8
14

5
6.

6
15

0
8.

1
68

7.
8

28
10

.4
Ac

ad
em

ic
 P

er
fo

rm
an

ce
9.

41
8

.0
09

**
15

5.
82

9
.0

00
**

*
   

  P
oo

r/
Re

as
on

ab
le

22
9

29
.1

60
4

27
.4

58
7

31
.7

20
0

23
46

17
   

  G
oo

d
40

3
51

.1
12

51
56

.8
10

57
57

47
6

54
.8

12
1

44
.8

   
  V

er
y 

go
od

/ E
xc

el
le

nt
15

6
19

.8
34

8
15

.8
20

9
11

.3
19

2
22

.1
10

3
38

.1

Ta
bl

e 
2 

- D
iff

er
en

ce
s b

et
w

ee
n 

ge
nd

er
 a

nd
 a

ca
de

m
ic

 d
eg

re
e 

an
d 

th
e 

va
ria

bl
es

 u
nd

er
 st

ud
y 

am
on

g 
Po

rt
ug

ue
se

 u
ni

ve
rs

ity
 st

ud
en

ts 
(N

=2
99

1)
* 

Po
sit

iv
e Y

ou
th

 D
ev

el
op

m
en

t –
 C

on
ne

ct
io

n 
di

m
en

sio
n;

 *
*S

TA
I-

T:
 S

ta
te

-T
ra

it 
An

xi
et

y 
In

ve
nt

or
y, 

Tr
ai

t
In

 b
ol

d 
– 

va
lu

es
 th

at
 c

or
re

sp
on

d 
to

 a
n 

ad
ju

ste
d 

re
sid

ua
l ≥

 │
1.

9│

...
/..

.



M. Reis · L. Ramiro · G. Tomé · C. Branquinho · D. Gomez-Baya · T. Gaspar · M. Gaspar

140Erebea, 10 (2020) pp. 129-146 issn: 0214-0691

referred more frequently having worries several times a week (38.6%) and poor/
reasonable Academic performance (31.7%).

The correlations between the PYD Connection dimension (total score) and 
its subdimensions with the Mental health issues and the Academic performance 
are shown in Table 3. As for the PYD Connection dimension - total score (and 
its subdimensions), Self-regulation, Resilience and Academic performance, it was 
mainly observed a significant positive linear association, and a significant negative 
linear association with Anxiety (STAI-T), Aggressiveness (Buss-Perry aggression) 
and Worries.

Table 4 shows the results of the linear regression analysis for PYD Connection 
(total score) and variables under study. A model was achieved for PYD Connection 
(total score) [F(7,2983)=184.975, p<0.001, R2=.550]. With the exception of 
Life satisfaction and Aggressiveness, all variables under study (Self-regulation, 
Resilience, Anxiety-trait, Worries and Academic performance) had a statistically 
significant association: young people who had presented a higher score in self-
regulation and resilience and a lower score in anxiety and worries were more likely 
to have higher score in PYD connection.

Discussion
The aim of this paper was to understand how social connection helps 

promote mental health and positive human development, studied through 
the analysis of the correlations between the PYD Connection dimension and 
its subdimensions, a composite of risk and protective factors for mental health 
(self-regulation, resilience, anxiety and aggressiveness), satisfaction with life, 
worries and academic performance. A brief analysis of the results showed that 
most of the variables in this study have significantly correlational associations. 
Thus, it seems that positive youth development, resilience, self-regulation and 
academic performance are connected, interacting in a positive correlational way, 
whereas anxiety, aggressiveness and worries interact in a negative direction. These 
results are in line with other studies with adolescents (Matos et al., 2008; Matos, 
Gaspar, Cruz, & Neves, 2013; Matos, Santos, & Reis, 2017) and with the Mental 
Health Foundation’s belief that we urgently need a greater focus on the quality of 
social connections (Griffin, 2010). It is necessary to understand to what extent  
relationships are fundamental to health and well-being as we cannot flourish as 
individuals and communities without them. In fact, they are as vital as better-
established lifestyle factors, such as eating well, exercising more and giving up on 
smoking.

Specifically, when analyzing the individual impact of the studied variables 
with positive youth development connection a significant association with a 
higher value of explained variance was obtained (30%). The aggressiveness was no 
longer significant and the other variables related with mental health (resilience, 
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self-regulation and anxiety), worries and academic performance had a significant 
association with the PYD Connection dimension (total score). These findings 
are in accordance with literature, which pointed out the relevance of strength-
approaches (as the PYD) and psychosocial factors for health outcomes (Benson, 
2007; Small & Memmo, 2004). Such results suggest a dynamic interdependence 
between all the variables in the study, PYD Connection, self-regulation, resilience, 
anxiety, worries and academic performance. More specifically, the linear regression 
model puts in evidence that the promotion of self-regulation, resilience and 
academic performance along with the reduction of anxiety and worries can have 
a relevant impact in improving social connections (PYD Connection). 

Practical Implications
In addition, these findings reinforce the need to continue to study positive 

indicators, and to strengthen internal and external developmental assets (Small & 
Memmo, 2004). The present results are also in line with recent recommendations 
of the Mental Health Foundation, namely the need to include social connection 
with psychosocial and health factors (Griffin, 2010).

Additionally, the evidence of these findings may suggest that to increase the 
mental health and well-being it is also needed to strengthen positive connections 
with different environments, namely family, peers, school/university and 
neighbourhood. 

It is aimed to increase knowledge on these areas because it could help promote 
healthy development in a more effective way. Furthermore, identifying positive 
indicators, such as positive youth development and the importance of different 

β t p

PYD* - Connection 
dimension – Total score

Self-regulation - Total Score .121 6.274 .000

Resilience- Total Score .208 11.842 .000

STAI -T ** -Total Score -.282 -13.241 .000

Buss-Perry aggression – Total Score .030 1.844 .065

Life Satisfaction .014 .938 .348

Worries (Zscore) -.093 -5.167 .000

Academic performance (Zcore) .050 3.060 .002

Variance explained (%) 
– 30%

R2 =.550 | F (7, 2983)= 184.975 
p=.000

Table 4 – Linear regression between the variables under study  
* Positive Youth Development – Connection dimension; **STAI-T: State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, 
Trait
 *p ≤.05; **p ≤.01; ***p ≤.001
 Analyses were adjusted for gender
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social connections, can offer useful suggestions to health professionals, educators 
and policy-makers on how to plan effective interventions and policies.

This paper suggests specific recommendations regarding education 
government policies targeting young adults (university and college students) in 
order to promote their well-being, general performance, sense of competence, 
confidence, connection and achievement, thus increasing their mental-health, 
active social participation and thriving. University students are often very focused 
on academic performance and academic grades, but things are not totally distinct.  
University students often lack adequate support regarding this issue.

Limitations and Strengths
The present results need to be interpreted keeping in mind that recall bias 

might be introduced through self-report, and some youths may be under-
represented due to the group’s heterogeneity; and that the cross-sectional design 
of the study precludes inferences concerning causality and thus longitudinal data 
would be needed. 

The present study has numerous strengths, such as including self-reports 
from a large sample of young people, and using measures that have been shown 
to be suitable to assess the importance of social connection (family, university, 
neighbourhood and peers) and how it can influence mental health and academic 
performance, that are validated for the Portuguese population, and that have been 
used in an international project -the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 
(HBSC/WHO).
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