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Background and Purpose: The outbreak of coronavirus and its subsequent conditions 
have affected the mental health of students. One of the variables related to mental 
health is “meaning in life.” It enables students to endure sorrows and hardships to 
survive extremely difficult living conditions. Meaning in life is also inversely related 
to suicide and mental disorders. In this study, we intend to assess the meaning of life 
among students of Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran City, Iran.

Materials and Methods: In this cross-sectional study, 208 students participated. We 
used an internet-based data collection method between September 12 and September 
24, 2021, to collect the study data. The data collection tool was a valid and reliable 
questionnaire concerning meaning in life. The obtained data were analyzed using 
descriptive (frequency, mean, standard deviation) and inferential (Fisher exact-test, 
independent t-test, and 1-way analysis of variance) statistics.

Results: Among the samples, there were 146 females (70.2%). The Mean±SD age of the 
participants was 21.50±2.74 years. The results showed that nearly 95% of students had 
neither meaning in life nor were looking for a meaning that would give value to their lives.

Conclusion: The results of this study indicate the catastrophe that prevails among 
students. When students have no meaning in life and do not look for meaning, they 
are highly vulnerable to psychological injuries. This condition is the worst psychological 
state a person can experience, which could lead to a feeling of depression and higher 
suicide risk. Health policymakers need to think about resolving the lack of “meaning in 
life” among students as soon as possible.
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1. Introduction

n 2019, Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
turned into the greatest widespread infec-
tious pneumonia in the world. Given the high 
prevalence of the disease, World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) declared COVID-19 pneu-
monia a pandemic. The virus quickly spread 

to all world countries and led to outbreaks in countries 
such as South Korea, Iran, and Italy [1, 2]. The disease 
affected many people worldwide and posed unique 
challenges in all aspects of life [3]. Restrictions imposed 
by the outbreak of COVID-19 affected people’s lifestyles 
and mental health status [4, 5]. Students were exposed 
to the psychological problems caused by this epidemic 
more than the general population due to their special 
status. Therefore, there is an urgent need to assess and 
monitor the unprecedented burden of mental health 
on students [6-9]. The damage to students’ mental 
health can be prevented by addressing the underlying 
cause of the problem and implementing effective pre-
vention programs [8]. 

The concept of “meaning in life” is directly related 
to mental health [10-12]. The meaning in life refers 
to the main purpose and concept of each person’s 
life. Many consider life’s meaning as the purpose of 
life [13, 14]. The meaning in life is the basic reason for 
human existence. Why does a human being not com-
mit suicide despite all the hardships in life? Why do 
humans endure so much suffering? Why do people 
with incurable diseases such as cancer have to toler-
ate the adversities of the disease and its treatment? Is 
life worth all this suffering? The answer to these ques-
tions is related to the meaning of each person’s life. 
The reason for people’s existence is the meaning of 
their life; namely, the answer people give to the ques-
tion of why they do not commit suicide.

The question of meaning in life arises when human 
beings are confronted with negative, bitter, painful, 
and gloomy aspects of their life. Is it natural for a per-
son to think that life is worthwhile when faced with 
bitter moments of failure? Or what is it that makes life 
worth living [15]?

Usually, humans just try to enjoy life when they are 
not in a difficult situation. However, when the degree 
of suffering is greater than that of pleasure, a man asks 
whether it is worth living. Why should I not kill myself 
now that life’s suffering is more than its pleasure to 
free myself from pain and grief [16]? In this situation, 
humans seek a meaning that gives value to their life. 

The meaning in life is a vital psychological element for 
resilience to injury and disaster, which gives people the 
feeling that their life is important even in difficult times 
[17]. If people find such a meaning, they can endure 
suffering and sorrows, surviving the hardships and ex-
tremely difficult conditions of life [18]. However, if peo-
ple fail to find meaning in their lives, they will undergo 
an existential vacuum. An existential vacuum is created 
in a person who has no meaning in life. This vacuity is 
a sensation of complete emptiness and lack of purpose 
to continue living. Therefore, suicide may seem appro-
priate to alleviate this distressing situation [19].

Meaning in life has two aspects [20]: 

The Presence of meaning (POM) indicates whether 
people consider their lives important and purpose-
ful. The term refers to understanding oneself and 
the world, including awareness of how to fit into the 
world [13].

Search for meaning (SFM) refers to the activity, in-
tensity, and power of people’s efforts to develop or 
increase their knowledge of the meaning and purpose 
of their life [13]. 

POM helps alleviate anxiety and decrease the overre-
action of the autonomic nervous system to emotional 
stress [21]. It has an inverse relationship with risk fac-
tors like substance abuse [22, 23]. The search for mean-
ing positively correlates to factors such as depression, 
neurosis, and negative emotions [20]. Given the impor-
tance of meaning in life for human psychological well-
being to overcome difficult living conditions, it should 
be constantly monitored to make the necessary inter-
ventions, such as meaning therapy in case of empti-
ness. This issue is especially important in difficult times 
and in stressed groups. Admission to university causes 
a change in social, family, and individual life, and hence 
it is considered a highly sensitive stage.

Along with these changes, new expectations and 
roles are formulated simultaneously with admission 
to the university. Such conditions are often accompa-
nied by pressure and worry, affecting people’s perfor-
mance and productivity [24]. Such exhausting condi-
tions often pose questions about the meaning of life 
[25]. If students cannot find meaning in their lives, 
they will suffer from existential emptiness and may 
commit suicide to alleviate this situation [19].
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Considering the importance of meaning in life for 
students’ mental health and suicide prevention, it 
should be continuously monitored in this group. This 
task is especially important in difficult situations like 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Students are one of the 
groups whose mental health has been affected and 
damaged more than the general population during 
this pandemic [6, 26, 27]. Therefore, in this research, 
we decided to evaluate the meaning of life of students 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Materials and Methods

This cross-sectional study was conducted between 
September 12 and September 24, 2021, at the Tehran 
University of Medical Sciences (TUMS), in the capital of 
Iran. The statistical population of this study included 
all students who were studying at the University of 
Medical Sciences at the time of filling out the ques-
tionnaire. According to Mahdavinoor et al. [16], the 
mean overall score of meaning in life in four age 
groups of 18 to 21, 22 to 24, 25 to 27, and over 27 
years old were 23.47, 24.06, 20.76, and 19.50, respec-
tively (the standard deviation was 4.5 in each group). 
Therefore, with a confidence level of 1% and a test 
power of 90%, using G-power software, our minimum 
sample size for this study was calculated as 241 peo-
ple. By including 10 more people to compensate for 
the possible dropout, the sample size was set at 251. 

The questionnaire link was sent to university stu-
dent groups on social networks such as Telegram and 
WhatsApp, and students who wished to complete the 
questionnaire filled it out. Due to the prevalence of 
the COVID-19 pandemic at the time of sampling, we 
had no face-to-face contact for sample collection.

A total of 325 students clicked on the questionnaire 
link, but only 251 students completed it (response 
rate: 91%). Forty-three students who filled out the 
questionnaires were from other universities, so we 
excluded them from the study. Finally, 208 question-
naires were reviewed.

The inclusion criteria were being a student of the 
Tehran University of Medical Sciences and being will-
ing to participate in this study. The exclusion criterion 
was the incomplete filling of the questionnaire.

The data collection tool consisted of two sections. 
The first section assessed participants’ demographic 
information, including gender, age, marital status, 
belief in God, study major, name of the university, 

economic status of the family (high, medium, low), 
smoking habit, having a sibling, and history of mental 
disorder with 10 items. The second section was the 
meaning in life questionnaire (MLQ), the most widely 
used scale to measure the meaning of life in a vari-
ety of populations and cultures [17]. This question-
naire consists of two dimensions, including the POM 
and SOM in life. Each dimension has 5 items, which 
makes a total of 10 items. MLQ was developed and 
validated by Steger et al. [20]. Also, the validity and 
reliability of MLQ have been reviewed and approved 
by Naghiyaee et al. [17] and Mesrabadi et al. [28] in 
the general population. The questions are scored on a 
7-point Likert scale (absolutely untrue, mostly untrue, 
somewhat untrue, cannot say true or false, somewhat 
true, mostly true, and absolutely true). The minimum 
and maximum scores for each dimension were 5 and 
35, respectively. Higher scores in dimensions indicate 
that they are actively searching for meaning or have 
more meaning in their life. 

The obtained data were analyzed by SPSS v. 26.0 
(SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) using descriptive (fre-
quency, mean, standard deviation) and inferential 
(Fisher exact-test, independent t-test, and 1-way 
ANOVA) statistics, and P<0.05 was considered as the 
significance level. We also examined the normal distri-
bution of data by the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test.

The Ethics Review Committee of Mazandaran Univer-
sity of Medical Sciences approved this study with code 
No. IR.MAZUMA.REC.1400.205. The participants vol-
untarily took part in the study. In this research, no per-
sonal information was obtained from the participants, 
and their identities remained confidential. 

3. Results 

This study recruited 208 students from the Tehran 
University of Medical Sciences, 62 (29.8%) were male, 
and 146 (70.2%) were female. The Mean±SD age of 
participants in this study was 21.50±2.74 years. The 
youngest subject was 19 years, and the oldest was 
42 years old. Most participants (64.4%) were in the 
age range of 18-21 years. About 96.2% of the subjects 
were single, and 3.8% were married. Also, 92.8% of 
participants believed in God, and 7.2% were atheists. 
Besides, 52%9 were undergraduate students, and the 
remaining 47.1% were postgraduate. In terms of ex-
ercise, we divided subjects into two groups: <6 hours 
and >6 hours of exercise per week. Most participants 
(67.8%) did more than 6 hours of exercise per week. 
Thirteen participants (6.3%) were smokers. Regarding 
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economic conditions, 84.6% of students had a moder-
ate economic status. In our opinion, having a sibling 
was one of the variables affecting the meaning of life 
of students. About 55% of students had sisters, and 
62.5% had brothers. Approximately 39% of students 
had a mental disorder, but the rest had no mental 
problems (Table 1).

According to Table 2, 199 out of 208 students scored 
less than 24 in the POM in life and less than 24 in the 
SFM in life. These findings indicate that they do not 
have a valuable meaning in life and do not search for 
meaning in life [29].

Five students scored more than 24 in SFM in life 
but less than 24 in POM in life. Perhaps they have no 

Table 1. Frequency and percentage of demographic information (N=208)

Variables No. (%)

Sex
Male 62(29.8)

Female 146(70.2)

Age (y)

18-21 134(64.4)

22-24 57(27.4)

25-27 9(4.3)

>27 8(3.8)

Marital status
Single 200(96.2)

Married 8(3.8)

Religion
Believer in God 193(92.8)

Atheist 15(7.2)

Education
Undergraduate 110(52.9)

Postgraduate 98(47.1)

Exercise (h/wk)
<6 141(67.8)

>6 51(24.5)

Smoker
Yes 13(6.3)

No 195(93.8)

Economic Status

High 18(8.7)

Normal 176(84.6)

Low 14(6.7)

Sister
Not having 94(45.2)

Having 114(54.8)

Brother
Not having 78(37.5)

Having 130(62.5)

History of mental disorder
Yes 64(30.8)

No 144(69.2)
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meaning in life but are looking for something or some-
one to give meaning or purpose to their life [30-32].

The remaining four students were those for whom 
the SFM in life score was less than 24 and the POM 
in life score was more than 24. This finding indicates 
that these students probably have a meaning that 
gives worth to their lives and therefore do not seek 
meaning in life [30-32].

 If the scores of POM in life and SFM in life for some 
people are more than 24, they feel that their lives 
have a valuable meaning and purpose, yet they are 
also looking for meaning. In this study, no individual 
experienced this condition (Figure 1) [30-32]. 

The Independent t-test and analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) were used to compare the mean scores of 
the SFM and POM in life components among different 
categories of demographic information variables. The 
results of these tests showed that the mean of these 

two scores was significantly different between men 
and women. Also, the scores of the SFM in life compo-
nent and the POM in life were not significantly differ-
ent between various age groups. These scores were 
also not significant in terms of marital status, level of 
education, physical activity, smoking, economic sta-
tus, having a sister and brother, and history of mental 
disorder. However, the score of the SFM in life com-
ponent was significantly different between the group 
who believed in God and the atheist group (P=0.027), 
so the average score of this index in the group of stu-
dents who were atheists was higher than in those who 
believed in God. At the same time, the mean score of 
the POM in life between the two groups of believers 
and atheists was not significant (Table 3).

By examining the correlation between the score of the 
POM in the life component with the SFM in the life com-
ponent, we found no significant relationship between 
these two components (r=0.045, P=0.517) (Figure 2).

Mahdavinoor et al. Meaning in Life of Students. Iran J Health Sci. 2022; 10(4):1-10

Table 2. Frequency of score category (presence of and search for meaning in life)

PSearch for MeaningScore 

-<24>24-

Presence of meaning 0.90740>24

-1995<24

Figure 1. Distribution of answers to items of the meaning in life questionnaire
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Table 3. Comparison of averages for search for meaning score (MLQ-S) and presence of meaning (MLQ-P) in different categories of 
demographic information (n=208)

Demographic Characteristics
MLQ-S MLQ-P

Mean±SD F/t P Mean±SD F/t P

Sex
Male 12.16±5.04

0.353 0.391
14.32±3.53

-0.859 0.724
Female 11.87±5.42 14.80±3.73

Age (y)

18-21 11.70±5.05

1.87 0.135

14.47±3.54

0.448 0.719
22-24 13.15±5.90 15.14±4.25

25-27 10.11±4.45 14.55±2.87

>27 9.87±4.73 14.50±1.77

Marital status
Single 14.65±3.71

-0.072 0.943
12.02±5.33

0.794 0.423
Married 14.75±2.76 10.50±4.56

Religion
Believer in God 11.73±5.25

-2.223 0.027*
14.72±3.70

0.940 0.349
Atheist 14.88±5.20 13.80±3.27

Education 
BSc 11.50±5.00

-0.055 0.956
14.46±3.42

-1.332 0.184
Postgraduate 12.47±5.60 14.67±3.95

Exercise (h/wk)
<6 12.04±5.41

1.505 0.134
14.92±3.70

0.347 0.729
>6 11.77±5.09 14.10±3.57

Smoker
Yes 12.38±6.51

0.296 0.767
15.46±3.25

0.813 0.417
No 11.93±5.23 14.60±3.70

Economic status

High 12.00±5.50

0.010 0.990

14.50±5.24

0.019 0.981Normal 11.94±5.33 14.67±3.39

Low 12.14±4.97 14.64±4.82

Sister
No 12.57±5.42

0.155 0.877
14.70±3.78

1.518 0.131
Yes 11.45±5.17 14.62±3.59

Brother
No 5.20±3.78

0.452 0.651
14.80±4.16

1.792 0.075
Yes 5.31±3.59 14.56±3.35

History of mental disorder
Yes 12.15±5.37

0.352 0.725
15.26±3.40

1.595 0.112
No 11.87±5.28 14.38±3.75

Mahdavinoor et al. Meaning in Life of Students. Iran J Health Sci. 2022; 10(4):1-10
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4. Discussion

In this study, we assessed the meaning of life of stu-
dents from Tehran University of Medical Sciences to 
predict their mental health status. The results showed 
that approximately 95% of students scored less than 
24 in both dimensions of SFM and POM. This finding 
indicates that they not only lack a valuable meaning in 
life but also refuse to search for meaning in life. This 
condition is the worst psychological state a person 
can experience. These students have no hope for the 
future and are not optimistic about it, and they may 
feel depressed [30]. Such a situation is highly alarm-
ing. People who fail to find worthy meaning in life will 
experience an existential vacuum. Therefore, they 
may commit suicide to mitigate this distressing situa-
tion [31]. In a study by Sarokhani et al. [32] during the 
COVID-19 outbreak in a province of Iran, it was found 
that more than 24% of students had suicidal thoughts. 
When living conditions become difficult, one wonders 
whether this life is worth living. Why do I have to en-
dure so much suffering? In this situation, if a person 
lacks a reason and purpose to continue living, s/he 
may think of committing suicide to get rid of all this 
sorrow. As indicated by Lew et al. [29] in a study on 
2074 Chinese students, the meaning in life can be a 
protective factor against suicide. Viktor Frankl, the 
founder of logotherapy, was long detained in Nazi 
concentration camps. He recounts in his memoirs that 
only those who had meaning and purpose in life did 
manage to survive the harsh conditions of Nazi con-
centration camps [29, 30].

As a result, several interventions must be con-
sidered to help students find meaning in their life. 
Firstly, the reasons why students have no meaning in 
life and do not search for meaning in their life must 
be clarified. Secondly, there must be interventions to 
treat this emptiness. As mentioned earlier, logother-
apy can positively affect meaning in life and quality 
of life [19]. Low scores in the two dimensions of the 
SFM in life and the POM in life among students of 
Tehran University of Medical Sciences can be due to 
different reasons. For example, high school students 
in Iran usually choose their field of study and future 
jobs under the pressure of family, the opinion of oth-
ers, and the needs of society, not based on their in-
terests and talents. Recently, it has been found that 
“socially prescribed” perfectionism, in which individ-
uals try to meet and be satisfied with the standards 
of others, is associated with job burnout, depres-
sion, and lack of understanding of the meaning [33-
35]. Modern lifestyle can also distract people from 
the true meaning of life, so many people can hardly 
define their purpose in life [18]. Further research is 
needed to identify other reasons why students do 
not feel meaning in their life.

In this study, there was no significant relationship be-
tween the presence of meaning in life and the search 
for meaning in life. According to previous research, the 
relationship between the SFM in life and the POM has 
been different in various cultures [36]. Several stud-
ies have shown that in individualistic cultures such as 
America, the search for and the presence of meaning 
are negatively correlated, and in collectivist cultures 
such as Japan, they are positively correlated [37]. How-
ever, in some studies, no correlation was found be-
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Figure 2. Examining the relationship between the score of presence of meaning in life and search for meaning in life
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tween the POM in life and the SFM in life [38] quoted 
from [39], which can perhaps be attributed to their 
cultural traits. Tehran University of Medical Sciences is 
located in the capital of Iran, has a high-quality educa-
tion and research, and studying at it is free of charge. 
Therefore, many young people from all over Iran with 
different cultures come to study at this university. This 
cultural difference may be a factor in the lack of cor-
relation between the search for meaning in life and the 
presence of meaning in life in this research. 

Also, in this study, there was no association between 
the SFM in life or the POM in life with demographic in-
formation, including gender, age, marital status, level of 
education, smoking, physical activity, economic status, 
having a sibling, and history of mental disorder. Given 
that only 8 participants were married, perhaps the lack 
of connection between marital status and meaning in 
life could be explained. As Schnell showed, the mean-
ing in life is higher among married people than single 
people [38]. This alignment of marriage and meaning 
in life can be justified by the existence of a sense of be-
longing in the family. Marriage can be considered the 
main source of receiving meaning [40, 41]. Regarding 
other variables, different research results are different, 
which can be attributed to cultural differences. 

There was no significant difference in scores be-
tween believers in God and atheists in the POM in 
life. However, in the dimension of SFM, the score of 
atheists was higher than that of believers, and the 
difference was significant. Given that religion gives 
meaning to human life, this conclusion contradicts 
the previous presumptions of the authors. Religion 
makes people believe that the hardships and diffi-
culties they endure in the world are in vain. Pious 
humans have a goal that makes them endure all the 
hardships to achieve it [42]. Religion may be a source 
that meets several needs for meaning in life. Religion 
forms a solid foundation of values and organizes dai-
ly activities, which directs decision-making in daily 
life, promotes desirable coping strategies, and pro-
vides social support for a religious community [40]. 
Of course, this result may be due to two reasons. 
First, religion is one of the sources of meaning in life. 
Family, nature, beloved ones, and other things can 
all play a role in meaning in life.

Given that the sample size of this study was small, 
it may not properly reflect the differences in this 
area. Second, in this study, students were asked 
whether or not they believed in God, and their reli-
giosity or commitment was not evaluated. Certainly, 

people who believe in God differ in their religiosity 
and commitment to religion, and not all of them can 
be considered at the same level. Some people claim 
to believe in God because of the publicity and reli-
giosity of the family, while this belief in God is not 
evident in their behavior. Future studies should as-
sess the relationship between religiosity or religious 
commitment with meaning in life. 

This study showed that the examined students would 
probably be highly vulnerable to mental illnesses due 
to lacking a valuable meaning in life. The concept of 
meaning in life may be the roadmap to overcoming a 
mental health crisis in difficult conditions such as epi-
demics, and it can probably play a role in this regard. 
Logotherapy can also positively affect the meaning 
and quality of life and may also be effective in prevent-
ing nihilism [34].

Study limitations 

The small sample size of this study downgrades the 
generalizability of its findings. Depending on the type 
of data collection, students may not have been willing 
to fill out a questionnaire for various reasons, includ-
ing a feeling of depression or isolation, which can af-
fect the generalization of results.

5. Conclusion

The results of this study can indicate the catastro-
phe occurring at the Tehran University of Medical 
Sciences. More than 95% of students had no mean-
ing in life and were not looking for a meaning to give 
value to their lives. According to the results, depres-
sion and suicidal ideation are probably high among 
these students. Despite the difficult living conditions 
in Iran and the psychological pressure on students, 
those studying at other universities are likely to be 
in a similar situation to students from the University 
of Tehran. In this regard, it is necessary to assess 
the meaning of life of students in other universities. 
Determining other dimensions of students’ mental 
health status in future research is also recommend-
ed. Policymakers must think about resolving this cri-
sis as soon as possible; otherwise, student suicide 
rates will likely increase.
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