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Abstract

Intfroduction. Meaning-in-life orientations and self-reflection are important indicators of the regu-
lation of personal meanings. In a modern rapidly changing society, individuals do not fully man-
age their lives due to the influence of various uncertainty factors. The COVID-19 pandemic that
began in early 2020 and swept across the world is considered a global factor of uncertainty.
The increased uncertainty of life associated with the pandemic is an additional stressor. This
paper represents a first effort in obtaining empirical data on gender characteristics of teachers’
meaning-based regulation in the context of the coronavirus pandemic. This paper reports the
results of an empirical study of differences in meaning-in-life orientations and self-reflection among
teachers before and during the pandemic as different conditions of information uncertainty in
their lives. Methods. The study was conducted among female teachers of secondary schools in
the Rostov region in March 2017 (n = 53) and in October 2020 (n = 43), i.e. before and during the
pandemic, which can be considered different conditions of information uncertainty in their lives.
We used the following psychological assessment tools: (a) the Meaning-in-Life Orientations test by
D. A. Leont'ev and (b) the Self-reflection Questionnaire by I. A. Stetsenko. Results. We observed
an increase in all means of both tests during the pandemic, compared to the pre-pandemic
values. Differences in all parameters are stafistically significant (according to the Mann-Whitney
U test). Discussion. Our findings indicate that the pandemic represents a surmountable stressor for
the homogeneous acmeological category of female teachers surveyed in this study. Information
uncertainty contributes to constructive restructuring of the processes of meaning-based regula-
tion and psychological adaptation, which leads to an increase in the level of meaningfulness
of life orientations and self-reflection among the respondents.
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Highlights

» The leading indicators of the orientation of meaning-based regulation include meaning-in-life
orientations and self-reflection.

» The coronavirus pandemic as a form of information uncertainty is associated with a significant
increase in indicators of meaning-in-life orientations and self-reflection among female secondary
school teachers, compared to the pre-pandemic values.

» In the context of the coronavirus pandemic, female secondary school teachers perceive an
increase in information uncertainty as a surmountable stressor that is associated with a fransition
to a state of greater organization and mobilization of the processes of meaning-based regulation.
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Introduction

The meaning-based regulation represents the highest level of the regulation of personal de-
velopment. The meaning-based nature of the key mechanisms of managing individuals' interac-
tions is determined by the integral nature of the influence of meaning-based constructs on their
behavior (Leont'ev, 1997). At the same time, there is a difference between the category of mean-
ing and the category of sense, which is manifested in the discourse of psychology, linguistics,
cultural studies, and philosophy. Meaning is necessary to clarify the sense of a message in verbal
communication via a minimal set of words (Wierzbicka, 2019). Meaning is a way of setting and
contextual use of sense, forming Frege's semantic triangle, as a logical model of a sign (Frege,
2008). In the humanities, there is no generally accepted definition of the concept of ‘meaning’
because it contains various characteristics (Leont'ev, 2007). Meaning represents an interdisciplinary
construct and is increasingly seen as a philosophical-linguistic-psychological category (Seriy, 2002).

Today, the psychological study of the phenomenon of meaning becomes an important area for
theoretical and experimental work. The meaning-based approach helps to expand the scope of
problems to be solved in the field of personal value-motivational sphere, education in a rapidly
changing world, ways of experiencing difficult situations, and understanding life. These issues are
considered in works on modeling meaning-based reality (Leont'ev, 2007), analysis of meaning-
based attitudes (Asmolov, 2016), empathy (Vasilyuk, 2016), levels of the meaning-based sphere
(Bratus', 2014), foundations of meaning-based didactics (Fomenko & Abakumova, 2014), features
of meaning-based communication in learning (Kagermazova, 2014), and the search of the mean-
ing of life (Frankl, 2017).

To fully establish meaning-based connections in the system as its understanding, it is nec-
essary to go beyond its limits into the context of Bakhtin's ‘outsideness’ (Bakhtin, 2012). This
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explains the fact that the meanings of words are found from sentences, the meanings of sen-
tences are found from texts, the meanings of texts are found from contexts, and the meaning
of life is found beyond life. This means that it is impossible to abstractly deal with it, but only
based on the target context (Tul'chinskii, 2018). Then the construction of general conceptual
models of meaning is influenced by the context of cognition, activity, and communication in its
broadest sense, which is an extremely heterogeneous field with unique conditions for personal
development.

The current interest in the impact of various effects of uncertainty on personal development is
associated with the need to consider internal subjective factors of development, including needs,
motives, goals, interests, and personal meanings of the individual. All of them may not coincide
with the external objective conditions of activity situations (Kocheulova, 2018). Considering the
influence of uncertainty factors makes it possible to consider the external and internal risks in
the process of personal development for a better understanding of the experiencing subject’s
behavior. Uncertainty becomes a new methodological principle and a key element of science,
which guides psychological theories of thinking, consciousness, and self-regulation (Kornilova,
2018). The postmodern paradigm and interdisciplinary approach in the study of the phenomena
of uncertainty show the changeability of the modern society states as the transitivity of modern
civilization (Martsinkovskaya, 2018).

In terms of the effects of uncertainty, the most effective impact has had the global pandemic
of the COVID-19 infection that that began in early 2020. The impact of this pandemic should be
considered as a global effect of uncertainty on the modern development of civilization. Unlike an
epidemic, a pandemic is not a continuously transmitted disease that has a progressive spread in
some areas beyond a certain epidemiological threshold. According to WHO, a pandemic is the
highest phase in the epidemic development that is steadily spreading worldwide.

The primary source of uncertainty is the increased possibility of contacting coronavirus infec-
tion (Advice for the public..., 2020). This source of increased vital risk entails secondary factors
that increase the uncertainty of life — the introduction of sanitary standards and distances when
people are in contact (‘social distancing’) and the exclusion or minimization of social contacts ('self-
isolation’) (Pfattheicher, Nockur, B6hm, Sassenrath, & Petersen, 2020). These initial uncertainties
generate ‘derivative’ uncertainties that affect all areas of public life, ranging from the spatial
distance between individuals and their number in certain rooms, changes in consumer behavior,
transition to distance learning, business shutdowns, and ending with quarantine restrictions on
moving to other regions and countries.

T. V. Kornilova notes that during the coronavirus pandemic, personal regulation of internal
choice and decision-making is transferred to the area of interactions with external social require-
ments, in particular, due to the need to maintain social distancing (Kornilova, 2020). In terms of
the psychosomatic state, there was an increase in insomnia, depressive and anxiety reactions, post-
traumatic and obsessive-compulsive disorders, as well as the state of social alienation (Talevi et al.,
2020). According to L. E. Gorlevskaya, during the pandemic, there was a transformation in con-
sumer preferences and an increase in demand for food, pharmaceuticals, and personal hygiene
products; the consumption of luxury goods, tourist services, and cars decreased. At the same
time, there was a rapid growth of electronic services and online commerce; the consumption of
media content has changed. There was an increase in demand for TV and Internet broadcasts
and a decline of interest in outdoor advertising (Gorlevskaya, 2020).
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Since the spring of 2020, various quarantine measures have been applied around the world to
prevent the spread of coronavirus infection, including the complete blocking of the movement
of people and the shutdown of economy sectors, significant restrictions on social, cultural, and
economic activities. Thus, restrictions were imposed on the export of certain types of products
based on the Decree of the Government of the Russian Federation no. 223 dated March 2, 2020.
In such a force majeure situation, entertainment, sports, social, educational, and other events that
attracted large crowds were cancelled or suspended. This resulted in the impossibility of fulfilling
contracts for the supply of goods and the provision of services due to the termination of the
fulfillment of obligations by Rule 417 of the Civil Code of the Russian Federation (Baranova &
Udalov, 2020).

There were effects of distortion of objective facts and the appearance of unconfirmed news —
fakes that misled various segments of society in terms of broadcasting information about coro-
navirus infection. In a socio-psychological context, the total spread of such a combination of
adequate and inadequate facts should be considered an infodemic — the information uncertainty
of knowledge about coronavirus infection. Transmitting into an individual’s cognitive sphere,
this provokes an increase in the level of anxiety, stress, and depressive disorders (Zinchenko,
Morosanova, Kondratyuk, & Fomina, 2020). This can lead to adverse changes in behavior patterns
due to a decrease in the level of critical thinking when analyzing truthful and fake information.
This also may result in the violation of anti-epidemiological requirements, and a decrease in trust
in government and medical authorities. To successfully overcome information uncertainty during
the period of self-isolation, it is necessary to be engaged in tactical and strategic goal-setting
and achieve goals, which means a higher level of self-regulation of the individual in the context
of infodemic (Zinchenko et al., 2020).

Therefore, the global impact of infectious diseases, in this case the coronavirus pandemic,
should be considered as a global factor of uncertainty affecting all individuals in the objective
and subjective spheres.

Some researchers note that there are tendencies to overcome the influence of the current
coronavirus pandemic as a global factor in the uncertainty of life. It is a temporary situational
phenomenon (Mal'kova, 2020), which overcoming, in addition to medical prevention and treat-
ment measures, should be supplemented by various psychological techniques and coordinated
psychological assistance to the population (Emel'yanova, 2020).

In the context of studying human behavior under the influence of effects of uncertainty, it is
important to examine the features of the processes of meaning-based regulation under various
effects of uncertainty - in this case, under the influence of coronavirus infection. We should note
that in the first phase, we studied meaning-based regulation in 2016-2017, i.e. before the pan-
demic, when our respondents were in a more definite state of life. The second phase of the study
began in October 2020, when the pandemic lasted for six months, and our study participants
had to reorient themselves in the face of increased life uncertainty. Therefore, it is necessary to
investigate the direction and quality of changes in meaning-based regulation under different
conditions of uncertainty.

The COVID-19 pandemic began in late 2019 and swept across the world. Since the beginning
of 2020, it has been considered a pandemic. Under its influence, the life of the world community
proceeds in unknown conditions, which uncertainty introduces considerable changes and restric-
tions in all spheres of life. We classify the impact of the coronavirus pandemic as a global effect of
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uncertainty affecting modern individuals’ lives. We compare it with unexpected and severe ‘black
swan'’ crises (Taleb, 2018). The presence of unreliable information about coronavirus infection is
considered as information uncertainty in the context of obtaining information and rethinking life
under its influence. In the context of studying behavior changes under the influence of such effects
of uncertainty, it is important to investigate the trends in the meaning-based regulation of an
individual who is under the influence or in absence of the effects of such information uncertainty.

Methods

To identify trends in meaning-based regulation under the influence of the coronavirus pan-
demic as a form of information uncertainty, we carried out a specially organized analysis of the
empirical data obtained in the first and second stages of the study. In both phases, we used two
psychodiagnostic instruments for studying meaning-based regulation. Their indicators represented
the main and additional markers of polar sense-building strategies (Godunov, Elagina, & Belova,
2017). These were (a) the Meaning-in-Life Orientations test by D. A. Leont'ev and (b) the Self-
reflection Questionnaire by I. A. Stetsenko. Thus, we examined seven indicators:

1. General Life Meaning (GLM);

2. Purposes in Life;

3. Life Process;

4. Life Productivity;

5. Internal Locus of Control;

6. External Locus of Control;

7. Self-reflection Level (SRL).

Tests with the use of these psychodiagnostic instruments were carried out twice — the first
time — before the coronavirus pandemic, the second time — during the coronavirus pandemic. In
our study, we used two samples of almost similar size and having similar acmeological features —
age, gender, marital status, level of education, professional orientation, and place of residence.
In this pair of samples tested before and during the pandemic, the respondents were not the
same ones (not a longitudinal study) but different individuals who met the requirements for the
characteristics of the sample — married female teachers of secondary schools in the Rostov re-
gion. To assess the significance of differences in indicators in each pair of samples, we used the
Mann-Whitney U test (Nasledov, 2012).

The Meaning-in-Life Orientations test contains pairs of opposite statements that reflect the
idea of the factors that make an individual's life meaningful. When answering each question,
a respondent has to choose one from two opposite statements (for example, “Usually I'm: ter-
ribly bored / full of life and enthusiasm”). Each answer should be assessed on a 7-point rating
scale (Leont'ev, 2000). The General Life Meaning indicator is calculated for each of 20 test items.
The Purposes in Life scale characterizes the presence or absence of purposes in a respondent’s
life in the future, which provide life meaning, direction, and time perspective. The Life process
scale indicates whether a respondent perceives the process of his/her life as interesting, emo-
tionally rich, and filled with meaning. The Life Productivity scale reflects a respondent’s assess-
ment of the passed segment of the life path, the feeling of its productivity and meaningfulness.
The Internal Locus of Control scale shows whether a respondent perceives himself/herself as an
architect of his/her life. The External Locus of Control scale shows a respondent’s perception of
the controllability of his/her life. The first three factors form mining-in-life orientations - purposes
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in life (sight into the future), richness of life (reliance on the present), and satisfaction with self-
realization (acceptance of the past). The last two factors characterize a respondent’s internal locus
of control as a general worldview belief that control is possible and he/she is able to implement it.

The Self-reflection Questionnaire by I. A. Stetsenko establishes an indicator of self-reflection
by examining the processes of self-analysis and self-assessment of respondents. This enabled us
to get an idea of respondents’ attitudes towards themselves (Stetsenko, 2003). While answering
60 questions, respondents chose how fully their judgments about themself correspond to the
statements presented in the questions. Then we calculated the general indicator of Self-reflection
Level using the total scores of all of the questionnaire items.

Mathematical processing of the empirical data included the determination of the average val-
ues of the studied indicators ‘before’ and ‘during’ the pandemic. We also assessed the statistical
significance of differences.

Results

Both samples coincided in terms of the main acmeological indicators (gender, age, level of
education, professional orientation, marital status, and place of residence) and were of almost
similar size. In our empirical study of the features of meaning-based regulation under the influ-
ence of various conditions of uncertainty, we obtained means for the test values. Table 1 pres-
ents the differences found in indicators. To establish the statistical significance of differences, we
calculated the Mann-Whitney U_  coefficients.

Table 1
Means of meaning-in-life orientations and self-reflection, and the Mann-Whitney U, coefficients of
the significance of their differences (U_ = 670 at the p < 0.05 significance level) in female secondary
school teachers ‘before’ and ‘during’ the coronavirus pandemic
Before the During the The empirical Uﬂg_
Scale COVID-19 COVID-19 Mann-Whitney
pandemic pandemic coefficient
Period of testing February 2017 March 2021 -
Sample size 37 46 -
Mean age, years 42.6 41.3 -
General Life Meaning (GLM) 110 122 266
Purposes in Life 35 38 610
Life Process 32 35 316
Life Productivity 27 30 468
Internal Locus of Control 23 25 337
External Locus of Confrol 32 36 406
Self-reflection Level (SRL) 392 402 428
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According to the data presented in Table 1 and considering all the studied indicators of
the Meaning-in-Life Orientations test and the level of self-reflection, the differences in female
secondary school teachers ‘before’ and ‘during’ the pandemic are statistically significant, as
Uemp < U, = 670 at the p < 0.05 significance level. Under the influence of such information un-
certainty, meaning-based regulation is restructured. Particularly, there is an increase in indicators
of the level of self-reflection, general life meaning, perception of the past, present, and future, as
well as internal and external locus of control. Such an increase may indicate the transition of the
meaning-based sphere to the level of stricter organization and increased mobilization. This may
be explained by the mechanisms of the formation of new personal meanings, their initiation, and
changes in the meaning-based choice to overcome the increased uncertainty in the world caused
by the coronavirus pandemic. This influence of information uncertainty should be considered as
an additional stressor. It is substantial but surmountable for the female group of respondents of
a 'subject — subject’ profession type (according to the classification of E. A. Klimov).

Discussion

This study was conducted to identify indicators of meaning-in-life orientations and self-
reflection among teachers. We obtained means for the tests used in our samples and identified
differences between them. We conducted testing in the same city on acmeologically identical
samples in March 2017 and October 2020. In terms of studying the influence of uncertainty on
the meaning-based regulation of the experiencing subject, this study represents a psychological
study ‘before’ and 'during’ the coronavirus pandemic.

The differences between all indicators established during the study ‘before’ and ‘during’ the
pandemic were statistically significant. Means of meaning-in-life orientations and self-reflection,
measured before the pandemic, were lower than during the pandemic. Therefore, it can be con-
sidered as an additional factor that has never existed before and which enhances the information
uncertainty of modern life. That is, after the beginning of the pandemic, the higher indicators of
meaning-based regulation indicate the transition of the meaning-based sphere of the respondents
to a state of greater organization and increased mobilization. We assume that this is how self-
regulating mechanisms for choosing and initiating relevant personal meanings are implemented
to overcome the increased resistance of the uncertainty of life in the world brought by the coro-
navirus pandemic. Therefore, the female secondary school teachers who participated in our study
perceive the impact of the pandemic as a surmountable uncertainty factor. Under its influence,
there was an increase in the level of self-reflection, meaningfulness of their lives, perception of
the past, present and future, as well as internal and external locus of control. Our assumption is
confirmed by the fact that other researchers also note a trend towards overcoming the impact
of the pandemic (Mal'kova, 2020; Pfattheicher et al, 2020).

Conclusions

In our opinion, the study of the features of meaning-based regulation on the most homoge-
neous (in acmeological terms) sample using the same battery of psychological tests is of great
value. We conducted psychological survey among teachers using the Meaning-in-Life Orientations
test by D. A. Leont'ev and the Self-reflection Questionnaire by I. A. Stetsenko. Our empirical study
can be considered as a one-factor experiment. The variable factor was the different level of influ-
ence of uncertainty on respondents’ meaning-in-life orientations and self-reflection. We consider
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the change in uncertainty as the state before the spread of coronavirus infection (March 2017)
and during the pandemic (October 2020).

The data obtained in our empirical study can be used to construct and refine various groups
of conceptual models for overcoming uncertain and crisis situations.

Clearly, further research will be needed to identify the effect of such a global factor of uncer-
tainty as the impact of the pandemic on various gender, age, professional, ethno-confessional,
and geographical categories of respondents. It is also relevant to establish the boundaries of
a constructive response to the impact of a pandemic in the form of eustress, and to identify
areas of distress influence that negatively affects the organization of meaning-based activity in
a pandemic. In turn, eustress increases the mobilization resources of meaning-based regulation.
This may help develop targeted techniques of psychological assistance to the groups subjected to
distressing effects of coronavirus infection. At the same time, a reasonable increase in the battery
of psychodiagnostic tests becomes important. Such psychodiagnostic testing makes it possible
to expand the studied spheres of meaning-based regulation of the experiencing individual.
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