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Going beyond self-esteem to predict life satisfaction:
The Chinese case
Sylvia Xiaohua Chen, Fanny M. Cheung, Michael Harris Bond and Jin-Pang Leung
Chinese University of Hong Kong, Shatin, New Territories, Hong Kong

The present study examined three fundamental components contributing to life satisfaction among Chinese
college students − who you are, how you conceive of yourself, and how you understand the world in which you
function. To account for life satisfaction beyond self-esteem, we used two comprehensive measures of personality and social beliefs that have recently established their cross-cultural applicability: the Cross-Cultural
Personality Assessment Inventory and the Social Axioms Survey. It was found that the personality variables
tapping interpersonal relationship and social axioms tapping perceptions of social contexts were significantly
related to life satisfaction over and above its relationship to self-esteem. These and other constructs were
discussed as emic and possibly pancultural contributors to subjective well-being.
Key words: life satisfaction, self-esteem, social axioms, the Cross-Cultural Personality Assessment Inventory.

Introduction
The development of positive psychology has stimulated a
growing interest in the studies of what constitutes people’s
happiness and well-being (Diener, 1984; Snyder &
McCullough, 2000; Schmuck & Sheldon, 2001), and an
increasing body of research has focused on what contributes to people’s satisfaction with their lives (Diener &
Diener, 1995; Diener et al., 2002; Diener et al., 2003).
According to Diener (1984), high subjective well-being
(SWB) is a reflection of positive thoughts and feelings
about one’s life, consisting of three components: frequent
positive affect, infrequent negative affect, and a global
sense of satisfaction with life. While positive affect and
negative affect tap the emotional aspects of SWB, life satisfaction refers to a cognitive, judgmental process, which
is an overall evaluation of one’s life rather than a summation across specific domains (Diener et al., 1985).
SWB manifests itself in these different forms of evaluating one’s life, referred to as ‘happiness’ in layman’s terms
by Diener and Oishi (2003). After reviewing many studies
in the literature of SWB, Myers and Diener (1995) have
concluded that demographic characteristics such as age,
sex, race, and income can hardly predict who is happy.
Rather, psychological variables such as one’s traits, close
relationships, and culture provide fuller explanations for
happiness.
Among the psychological factors that affect happiness,
self-esteem has been consistently found to strongly predict
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SWB, especially its important cognitive component of life
satisfaction, in all cultures examined (Campbell, 1981;
Diener & Diener, 1995). Self-esteem refers to a positive or
negative orientation toward the self (Rosenberg, 1965), and
reflects a sense of self-regard and self-worth. As defined by
Skodol (1998), self-esteem is the ‘sense of self-worth, selfrespect, and self-acceptance that is usually linked to an
expectation of success in life’ (p. 378). The positive correlation between self-esteem and life satisfaction has not only
been validated in individualistic cultures where serving
oneself is given priority over serving one’s groups (Diener
& Diener, 1995; Lucas et al., 1996; Arrindell et al., 1999),
but has been shown to be important in collectivistic cultures
like Hong Kong as well (Leung & Leung, 1992; Kwan
et al., 1997; Leung & Zhang, 2000). Based on previous
research on self-esteem and life satisfaction in collectivistic
cultures, we hypothesize that self-esteem is still a significant predictor of life satisfaction in the Chinese context.
Nonetheless, Diener and Diener (1995) showed that the
link between self-esteem and life satisfaction is relatively
weaker in collectivistic cultures, where one’s groups are
more emphasized than the self. In collectivistic cultures, as
argued by Heine et al. (1999), self-esteem is not as important as in Western cultures, for the need to feel good about
oneself is subjected to the goal of maintaining one’s interdependencies; relevant social relationships are more crucial
to how one assesses one’s life. In fact, Kwan et al. (1997)
have confirmed the additive effect of harmonious interpersonal relationships to self-esteem in explaining life satisfaction among both American and Hong Kong college
students. Their proposed construct, relationship harmony,
refers to the balance and satisfaction in interpersonal relationships, and along with self-esteem mediates the relationship between both the five factors of personality (Costa &
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McCrae, 1992) and also the independent and interdependent self-construals (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) on life
satisfaction. Consistent with these findings, Suh (2000) has
specified the role of the self in linking culture and SWB;
that is, members of individualistic cultures attend more to
their internal psychological attributes in making this judgment, whereas those of collectivistic cultures attend more
to external social cues while evaluating SWB.
In search of instruments that stress interpersonal relationship and social context so as to tap the interdependent
characteristic of collectivist cultures, we propose to use two
assessment inventories that encompass such components
in their scale construction: the Cross-Cultural Personality
Assessment Inventory (previously named Chinese Personality Assessment Inventory; CPAI; Cheung et al., 1996),
and the Social Axioms Survey (SAS; Leung et al., 2002;
Leung & Bond, 2004). These two instruments have recently
established their pancultural applicability, but have not yet
been used to account for SWB.
The conceptual framework of the CPAI offers an additive
cultural dimension to fundamental personality concepts.
It incorporates etic components, which are operationally
defined as ‘universals’ and ‘core similarities’, along with
the emic approach that emphasizes ‘a culture-specific
orientation’ (Sue, 1983, p. 584). To track this conceptual
framework, the present study examines the effects of
culture-specific personality dimensions as well as universal
personality factors on life satisfaction, and further tests the
additive power of social axioms to self-esteem and personality constructs in predicting life satisfaction.
Etic personality variables
In a meta-analysis of 137 personality traits and subjective
well-being, DeNeve and Cooper (1998) suggested that personality was one of the strongest influences on SWB. As a
comprehensive set of trait dimensions, personality organizes people’s responses to life events and governs people’s
emotional responses to momentary changes in emotions.
Since life satisfaction is conceptualized as a global evaluation across one’s life domains regardless of momentary
fluctuations in affect (Diener, 1996), personality as a set of
stable traits is likely to exert a strong impact on life
satisfaction.
Major personality factors have been shown to be important determinants of life satisfaction (Diener, 1984;
Ramanaiah et al., 1997). Four traits have been identified
from the profiles of happy people: self-esteem, personal
control, optimism, and extraversion (Myers & Diener,
1995). Specifically, optimism and extraversion are found to
associate positively with life satisfaction (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998), indicating that optimistic and extraverted people
tend to be more satisfied with their lives than pessimistic
and introverted people.
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The link between optimism and life satisfaction has been
examined by many investigators in subjective well-being
research (Lucas et al., 1996; Bourland et al., 2000). When
optimism is regarded as a dispositional construct, it is a
strong predictor of life satisfaction (Curbow et al., 1994).
Conversely, its opposite pole, pessimism is found to have
significant effects on depression (Chang et al., 1997; Sahin
et al., 1998). Although cultural differences exist in unrealistic optimism, with individualistic, independent cultures
higher than collectivistic, interdependent cultures (Heine &
Lehman, 1995), the relation between optimism and life
satisfaction has recently been found in collectivistic cultures as well (Cha, 2003), especially in Chinese culture
(Chan et al., 2004).
Evidence in support of extraversion and life satisfaction
also abounds (Diener & Lucas, 1999; Lucas & Diener,
2000). The relation between these constructs may be
explained by the fact that extraverts are closely tied to other
people, and likely to elicit social support that contributes to
better mental health (Lu, 1999). Lucas et al. (2000) found
that extraversion correlated strongly with pleasant affect in
a diverse sample of 39 nations, and Ashton et al. (2002)
argued that it was social attention that represented the central feature of extraversion. Recent findings have shown
that extraversion was one of the strongest and most consistent predictors of life satisfaction at the global level
(Schimmack, 2003; Shimmack et al., 2004).
Furthermore, there is a large body of research on the
relation between locus of control and SWB (DeNeve &
Cooper, 1998). In particular, internal locus of control has
been found to associate with life satisfaction, whereas
external locus of control with stress and depression, as the
sense of control and mastery enhances physical and psychological health, and thus quality of life (Mouton & Tuma,
1988; Klonowicz, 2001; Schafer et al., 2003; Wardle et al.,
2004). In this study, these etic traits are assessed by the
CPAI-2 personality scales of Optimism versus Pessimism,
Introversion versus Extraversion, and External versus Internal Locus of Control. Therefore, we predict that life
satisfaction will be positively correlated with optimism,
extraversion, and internal locus of control.
Cultural personality assessment
In the field of SWB, the role of culture has received increasing attention (Oishi et al., 1999; Diener & Suh, 2000;
Diener et al., 2003). Triandis and Suh (2002) have emphasized the influence of culture on personality development,
and advocated the importance of including culture-specific
traits and investigating other populations different from
Western samples. The five-factor model of personality has
been a widely used framework to delineate personality,
composed of Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to
Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness (Costa
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& McCrae, 1985; 1992; Digman, 1990). However, when
personality was investigated in the Chinese context,
Cheung et al. (2001b) found that the unique factor of Interpersonal Relatedness (IR) was assessed only by the indigenously developed CPAI, but not covered by the Revised
NEO-Personality Inventory (NEO-PI-R; Costa & McCrae,
1992). The robustness of the IR factor was not only demonstrated in the joint factor analysis of the CPAI and the
NEO-PI-R in the normative Chinese sample (Cheung et al.,
2001b), but by using the English version CPAI and the
NEO-FFI in two English-speaking samples as well
(Cheung et al., 2003).
Since joint factor analyses indicated that the Openness
domain was not represented in the CPAI scales (Cheung
et al., 2001b; 2003), the revised version, the CPAI-2 was
created, adding scales related to Openness and with revised
names for some scales. Factor analyses were conducted on
the personality scales of the CPAI-2, whose scales loaded
on four broad personality domains, namely Social Potency,
Dependability, Accommodation, and Interpersonal Relatedness. Each personality domain consists of relevant personality scales to provide adequate and sufficient representation
of these traits in Chinese cultural contexts.
Emic personality variables
Social Potency and Dependability in the CPAI-2 are personality domains commonly found across cultures, whereas
Accommodation and Interpersonal Relatedness are culturespecific dimensions (Cheung et al., 1996; Cheung et al.,
2001b; Cheung & Leung, 1998). The unique personality
dimension identified by the CPAI is Interpersonal Relatedness, including the scales of Traditionalism versus Modernity, Ren Qing (relationship orientation), Social Sensitivity,
Discipline, Harmony, and Thrift versus Extravagance:
The characteristics associated with these personality scales
reflect a strong orientation toward instrumental relationships;
emphasis on occupying one’s proper place and engaging in
appropriate action; avoidance of internal, external, and interpersonal conflict; and adherence to norms and traditions.
(Cheung et al., 2001b, p. 425)

The construct of interpersonal relatedness focuses upon
one’s orientation towards interpersonal interactions and
social orientations, with the goal of these exchanges being
to avoid interpersonal conflict and to maintain social harmony. In particular, the personality scales of Harmony,
denoting one’s inner peace of mind and contentment, and
Social Sensitivity, measuring the extent to which individuals are sensitive to others’ feelings (Cheung, 2001), are
closely related to the construct of relationship harmony
proposed by Kwan et al. (1997).
As relationship harmony was found to associate with life
satisfaction positively in their Hong Kong and US samples
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of college students, we predict that harmony and social
sensitivity will be significantly associated with life satisfaction among Chinese college students. This line of reasoning
is supported by empirical findings that close relationships
with friends and family usually provide social support that
buffers illness and misery (Lin et al., 1979; Sommer, 1990;
Russell & Cutrona, 1991), especially in collectivistic cultures (Thompson et al., 2002).
Social beliefs
Although the global sense of satisfaction with life denotes
a cognitive process of evaluation, the cognitive component
of beliefs has rarely been explored as a pathway to life
satisfaction. Myers and Diener (1995) have proposed an
appraisal-based theory of happiness that recognizes the
importance of three elements to happiness: adaptation, cultural worldview, and personal goals. As social beliefs represent general beliefs about how the world functions
(Leung et al., 2002), the present study seeks to explain life
satisfaction from the perspective of one’s culturally
grounded view of the world and one’s assessment of the
general social context in which one functions by adding
social beliefs into the prediction model. We suggest that life
satisfaction derives not only from one’s evaluation of the
self, but also from how one assesses the world outside the
self. This proposition is especially important in collectivistic cultures like China, as members of East Asian cultures
base their SWB judgment more on external information
compared with those of Western cultures (Suh, 2000).
The construct of social beliefs have been proposed by
Leung et al. (2002) to account for a variety of social behaviors. Their construct is termed ‘social axioms’, defined as,
‘generalized beliefs about oneself, the social and physical
environment, or the spiritual world, and are in the form of
an assertion about the relationship between two entities or
concepts’ (p. 289). Based on cross-cultural studies in 40
countries, Leung and Bond (2004) have identified a pancultural, five-factor structure of social axioms, viz., social
cynicism, social complexity, reward for application, religiosity (previously named spirituality), and fate control.
Among the five factors of social axioms, two of them are
expected to associate with life satisfaction: social cynicism
and fate control. Social cynicism reflects a negative view
of human nature, a biased attitude against some groups of
people, a mistrust of social institutions, and a disregard
of ethical means to achieve an end (Leung et al., 2002). In
other research paradigms, cynicism has been shown to
associate with interpersonal negativity and hostility
(Nowack, 1991; Plomin et al., 1992), and this pattern of
pessimism about social relationships is more likely to result
in psychosocial deficit or vulnerability, leading to less
social support across life domains, greater reported stress,
and poorer mental health outcomes (Smith et al., 1988). For
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example, Mitchelson and Burns (1998) found that cynicism
was positively correlated with negative forms of perfectionism, and in turn related to a decreased sense of overall
satisfaction with life and satisfaction with self. Therefore,
we predict that social cynicism is negatively related to life
satisfaction.
Another factor, fate control, is a belief in the predetermination of life events along with the possibility of exercising
influence over these outcomes through various practices.
This is a belief constellation that seems closely tied to locus
of control of reinforcement (Leung et al., 2002), specifically external locus of control. Leung et al. (2002) distinguished the two constructs: locus of control refers to ‘the
belief whether one can control the events happening to
oneself’, whereas fate control has a broader scope including ‘the additional theme that events are both predetermined and predictable’ (p. 295), which combines locus of
control, predictability, and fatedness.
In the SWB literature, Diener (1984) has suggested that
perceived control is positively associated with life satisfaction, as the feeling of control over one’s life empowers
people to deal effectively with life circumstances (Lefcourt,
1991), or arises because of successful past attempts at exercising control. Based on the above theoretical conceptualization, we predict that fate control will be negatively
related to life satisfaction.
In summary, the present study focuses on the cognitive
evaluation of SWB by examining three major components
contributing to the global sense of satisfaction with life:
who you are (personality), how positively you conceive of
yourself (self-esteem), and how you make sense of the
world (social axioms). We aim at going beyond self-esteem
to account for life satisfaction in a collectivist culture, particularly examining the effects of personality variables and
social belief dimensions in the Chinese context.

Method
Participants
A total of 359 college students (172 males and 148 females,
with 39 unspecified) from three universities in Wuhan,
Mainland China participated in the present study. They
were Chinese students originally from 25 provinces of
China. Their mean age was 19.06 years (SD = 0.94). All
were invited to participate in the study on a voluntary basis.
Instruments
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). Life satisfaction is
assessed by a 6-item Likert scale, combining the SWLS
(Diener et al., 1985) and a global life satisfaction question.
The SWLS consists of five items with a coefficient alpha
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0.87, and the global measure is from the Delighted-Terrible
Scale, a single-item assessment of life as developed by
Andrews and Withey (1976). The Chinese version adopted
by Leung and Leung (1992) was used in this study.
Responses for all six items were on a 7-point scale, with
1 indicating strongly disagree and 7 indicating strongly
agree. The alpha reliability coefficient for the SWLS in the
current sample was 0.75.
Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale (SES). Rosenberg’s 1965
10-item self-esteem scale was used to assess one’s orientation toward the self. Its average reliability coefficient was
greater than 0.80 (Rosenberg, 1965). Items were anchored
with a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree). The present study adopted the Chinese
version used by Kwan et al. (1997) in their study. About
half of the items were reversed to minimize the possibility
of acquiescence response set. The reliability coefficient was
0.83 in this study, after excluding the item with negative
item-total correlation as explained in the Results.
The Cross-Cultural Personality Assessment Inventory
(CPAI-2). This study used the CPAI-2 (Cheung et al.,
2001a; Cheung & Cheung, 2003), which consists of 28
personality scales and three validity scales with a total of
341 items. There are four major domains of personality:
Social Potency (e.g. ‘When in a group of people, I am good
at coming up with new ideas’), Dependability (e.g. ‘Sometimes I would be depressed and in pain for no reason’),
Accommodation (e.g. ‘I seldom bear grudges’), and Interpersonal Relatedness (e.g. ‘I try my best to maintain harmony in my family because I believe that if a family lives
in harmony, all things will prosper’). Each factor contains
specific personality scales at the facet level.
The average Cronbach alphas for the personality scales
were 0.69 and 0.70 for the Chinese sample and the Hong
Kong sample, respectively (Cheung et al., 2001b). As the
CPAI-2 was originally developed in Chinese, the Chinese
version with simplified Chinese characters was used in this
study without translation. Respondents were asked to
answer each item which was a statement describing a personal characteristic or typical behavior using a yes-or-no
format. In this study, the range of Cronbach α for the 28
CPAI-2 personality scales was 0.42 to 0.83, with an average
of 0.61.
Social Axioms Survey (SAS). The SAS was developed by
Leung et al. (2002) to measure general social beliefs with
182 items. This study used the short version of the SAS
containing 25 items consisting of the five highest loading
items from each of the five factors in the original Hong
Kong sample (Leung et al., 2002). There are five factors in
both versions, viz., social cynicism (e.g. ‘Powerful people
tend to exploit others’), reward for application (e.g. ‘One
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will succeed if he/she really tries’), social complexity (e.g.
‘Human behavior changes with the social context’), fate
control (e.g. ‘All things in the universe have been determined’), and religiosity (e.g. ‘Belief in a religion makes
people good citizens’).
The average Cronbach alpha coefficients for the SAS
dimensions were 0.76, 0.65, 0.64 and 0.60 for the Hong
Kong, Venezuela, Japan, and the USA samples, respectively
(Leung et al., 2002). Among the three language versions
developed (i.e. Chinese, English and Spanish), the Chinese
version was used without translation in the present study.
All the responses were made on a 5-point scale, ranging
from strongly disbelieve (1) to strongly believe (5). The
Cronbach α for the five SAS factors were 0.59, 0.48, 0.62,
0.42, and 0.32, respectively.
Procedure
The questionnaire sets were distributed to the participants
and collected in class on a self-report basis. All participants
were instructed to indicate their age, gender, province of
origin, year and major of study, and affiliated university.
They were also requested to read the instructions stated on
the questionnaire carefully before endorsing their responses
and not to discuss with others during the measurement
session. In order to encourage honest responding, it was
emphasized that all the responses were completely anonymous and there were no right or wrong answers to any of
the questions.

Results
Preliminary analyses
Three validity scales of the CPAI-2 including Infrequency,
Good Impression, and the Response Consistency Index
were used to screen cases for inconsistent answers. Specifically, Infrequency assesses whether one’s responses are
very different from most others. Extremely high scores
indicated peculiar behavior patterns opposite to the majority of the respondents, such as malingering or random
responses, and were treated as invalid. Good Impression
measures respondents’ tendency to present favorable
images. Excessively high scores suggested the attempt to
exaggerate strengths and conceal weakness, thus considered invalid. The Response Consistency Index is a measure
of respondents’ accuracy and consistency in answering
questions. Extremely low scores reflected a careless and
random manner and were also regarded as invalid. Cases
with more than one missing item from each scale including
personality scales of the CPAI-2 were excluded. As a result,
40 cases were discarded, so that a total of 319 were entered
into subsequent analyses.
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Each scale was examined for internal consistency in the
current sample. One item (‘I wish I could have more respect
for myself’) from Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale yielded
a negative item-total correlation, an outcome that might
have arisen from the complex structure of the translated
sentence. Cheng and Hamid (1996) have pointed out the
syntax error of this item in the translated scale of the Chinese version that conveyed equivocal meaning. Consequently, this item was excluded from further analyses.
The means, standard deviations and Cronbach alpha
coefficients of life satisfaction, self-esteem, each personality scale of the CPAI-2, and each factor of social axioms
are presented in Table 1. Two possible reasons might
explain the low alpha in a few scales of the CPAI-2 and the
SAS: First, reliability is a function of the length of a scale
(Allen & Yen, 1979). The number of items in some of the
CPAI-2 scales and the SAS factors is quite small, which
might result in their low reliability coefficients. Second, the
concepts measured by SAS factors and some CPAI-2 scales
encompass a broad range of psychological phenomena,
such that the intercorrelations between items might be relatively weak within a given scale. The item-total correlations in these scales (ranging from 0.02 to 0.56) and factors
(ranging from 0.09 to 0.42) were all positive, indicating that
the items within each of these scales were measuring the
underlying construct in the same direction. Moreover, the
CPAI-2 and the SAS are well-validated instruments in previous research (Cheung et al., 2001b; Cheung et al., 2003;
Leung & Bond, 2004). For instance, Zhang and Bond
(1998) found that the indigenous CPAI facets could significantly predict filial piety over and above the five factors of
the NEO Five Factor Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992).
Singelis et al. (2002) provided convergent and divergent
validity of the SAS using measures of interpersonal trust,
cognitive flexibility, locus of control, paranormal beliefs,
social desirability and behavioral items.
Correlations among the variables
Table 1 also shows the Pearson correlation coefficients of
life satisfaction with other variables assessed in this study.1
As expected, self-esteem was positively associated with life
satisfaction, r(317) = 0.39, p < 0.001.
The correlation coefficients between life satisfaction and
personality variables of the CPAI-2 varied across scales. Of
these, Optimism versus Pessimism had the strongest correlation with life satisfaction, r(317) = 0.34, p < 0.001, supporting our prediction. That is, optimistic people experienced
more life satisfaction than pessimistic individuals. Additionally, Internal versus External Locus of Control and
Extraversion versus Introversion were significantly related
to life satisfaction, r(317) = 0.19 and 0.14, respectively,
p’s < 0.01, findings which are consistent with our
hypotheses.
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, reliability coefficients (α ), correlations of SES, CPAI-2, and SAS with SWLS
Measure
SWLS
SES
CPAI-2
I: Social Potency
Novelty
Diversity
Divergent thinking
Leadership
Logical versus affective orientation
Aesthetics
Extraversion versus introversion
Enterprise
II: Dependability
Responsibility
Emotionality
Inferiority versus self-acceptance
Practical mindedness
Optimism versus pessimism
Meticulousness
Face
Internal versus external locus of control
Family orientation
III: Accommodation
Defensiveness (Ah-Q Mentality)
Graciousness versus meanness
Interpersonal tolerance
Self versus social orientation
Veraciousness versus slickness
IV: Interpersonal Relatedness
Traditionalism versus modernity
Ren Qing (relationship orientation)
Social sensitivity
Discipline
Harmony
Thrift versus extravagance
SAS
Social cynicism
Reward for application
Social complexity
Fate control
Religiosity

Mean

Standard
deviation

α

Correlation
with SWLS

3.12
3.41

0.96
0.66

0.75
0.83

–
0.39***

7.03
7.90
6.79
4.76
6.91
6.25
4.65
4.68

2.40
1.82
2.02
2.46
2.12
2.16
2.74
2.47

0.73
0.60
0.54
0.69
0.59
0.62
0.76
0.67

4.59
4.87
6.40
7.03
5.89
4.90
5.40
5.65
6.60

2.48
2.03
4.28
2.15
2.18
2.43
2.40
2.08
1.92

0.69
0.54
0.83
0.49
0.60
0.66
0.62
0.62
0.58

2.94
6.85
6.98
5.13
7.13

2.24
2.13
2.27
2.38
2.16

0.69
0.64
0.68
0.69
0.66

4.41
8.44
7.14
4.72
10.23
6.61

2.37
1.95
1.99
2.00
2.17
1.99

0.53
0.42
0.50
0.47
0.52
0.56

0.14**
0.03
0.07
0.10*
0.13*
0.14**
0.07
0.14**
0.22***
0.33***
0.27***
−0.22***
−0.33***
0.21***
0.34***
0.18**
−0.22***
0.19***
0.19***
0.13**
−0.24***
0.28***
0.14**
−0.11*
0.14**
−0.00
0.02
−0.01
0.19***
−0.05
0.17**
0.01

2.95
3.65
3.92
2.74
2.61

0.61
0.61
0.46
0.55
0.55

0.59
0.62
0.48
0.32
0.42

−0.15**
0.14**
−0.14**
0.08
0.04

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
CPAI, Cross-Cultural Personality Assessment Inventory (previously named Chinese Personality Assessment Inventory); SAS, Social
Axioms Survey; SES, Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale; SWLS, Satisfaction with Life Scale.

The emic personality variables, Social Sensitivity and
Harmony, also showed significant correlations with life satisfaction, r(317) = 0.19 and 0.17, respectively, p’s < 0.01.
Among the social axioms, social cynicism was negatively
related to life satisfaction, r(317) = −0.15, confirming one of
our two hypotheses.

Multiple regression analysis
Hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to predict
life satisfaction in the most economical way possible, given
the present sets of predictor variables.2 In the first block,
gender and age were entered to control for the effects of
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Table 2 Hierarchical regression model of self-esteem, personality, and social axioms on life satisfaction

Variables
Gender
Age
Self-Esteem
Social Potency
Dependability
Accommodation
Interpersonal Relatedness
Social Cynicism
Reward for Application
Social Complexity
Fate Control
Religiosity
R2
F change
d.f.

Block 2
β

Block 3
β

Block 4
β

0.04
0.02

0.10
0.03
0.41***

0.08
0.03
0.33***
−0.07
0.26***
0.15**
0.05

0.00
0.30
2/316

0.16
61.01***
1/315

0.23
6.99**
4/311

0.05
0.04
0.32***
−0.07
0.29***
0.20**
0.06
0.01
0.01
−0.07
0.18**
−0.01
0.27
2.71*
5/306

Block 1
β

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

demographic characteristics. Self-esteem was entered into
the second block to test if it contributed significant variance
to life satisfaction. Entered into the third block were the
four personality factors. The fourth block contained the five
factors of social axioms to test their additive effects on life
satisfaction.
Regression findings showed that the overall model
comprising self-esteem, personality, and social axioms
explained 26.5% of the total variance in life satisfaction,
R2 = 0.27, adjusted R2 = 0.24, F12,306 = 9.21, p < 0.001.
Table 2 presents the regression results.
In block 1, gender or age did not have significant effects
on the criterion variable, indicating that the respondents’
demographic characteristics did not predict levels of life
satisfaction. After controlling for demographics, selfesteem constituted a strong predictor for life satisfaction,
as it contributed a significant amount of variance,
∆R2 = 0.16, F3,315 = 20.57, p < 0.001.
Among the four personality factors, Dependability and
Accommodation were significant, p’s < 0.05. Finally, social
axioms as a block was significant, indicating that social
axioms predicted life satisfaction over and above selfesteem and personality effects. Of the five dimensions, fate
control had a positive relation with life satisfaction,
whereas that of social cynicism did not reach significance.
That is, with demographic, self-esteem and personality
variables held constant, higher levels of belief in fate control led to a higher level of life satisfaction.

Discussion
Our results confirmed that self-esteem was still an important and significant predictor of life satisfaction in this

collectivist culture. However, the strength of relationship
between them was only moderate in our study, r = 0.39, a
coefficient similar in magnitude to what was found in the
Hong Kong sample by Kwan et al. (1997), viz., r = 0.38.
Both correlations are weaker than the strong correlation of
0.47 for the entire sample of 31 nations, as reported by
Diener and Diener (1995). They found considerably stronger correlations, especially in more individualistic cultures
like the USA, where, for instance, the correlation between
self-esteem and life satisfaction was 0.55 in an adult sample
(Campbell, 1981) and 0.54 in a sample of college students
(Kwan et al., 1997).
As self-esteem reflects how one evaluates the self, the
extent to which one is satisfied with the self constitutes an
important component of satisfaction with one’s own life
panculturally. The weaker link between self-esteem and life
satisfaction in collectivist cultures indicates that there is
more to life under this cultural logic than the self; that is,
self-regard and self-worth are not as crucial in cultures that
de-emphasize the self. What contributes to life satisfaction
in collectivist cultures is not just psychological variables
related to the self concept, but also constructs that stress
interpersonal relationship and social context. The use of the
CPAI-2 and the SAS has demonstrated the additive value
of such predictors from Chinese personality measures and
social axioms.
Due to the large number of personality scales in the
CPAI-2, we examined the relations between personality
traits and life satisfaction at two levels: bivariate correlational analysis at the facet level, and multiple regression
analysis at the factor level. At the facet level, the correlational results supported our predictions about the relationship between life satisfaction and personality variables.
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Particularly, the positive correlations of life satisfaction
with extraversion and optimism were consistent with previous research. At the level of personality factors, the
Dependability factor (including Responsibility, Emotionality, Inferiority vs Self-Acceptance, Practical Mindedness,
Optimism vs Pessimism, Meticulousness, Face, Internal vs
External Locus of Control, and Family Orientation), and
the Accommodation factor (including Defensiveness (AhQ Mentality), Graciousness vs Meanness, Interpersonal
Tolerance, Self vs Social Orientation and Veraciousness vs
Slickness) significantly predicted life satisfaction over and
above that predictability provided by self-esteem.
To a certain extent, these two CPAI factors are associated
with some factors of the five-factor model. Dependability
is related to both Neuroticism (Emotional Stability) and
Conscientiousness, and Accommodation is partly related to
Agreeableness (Cheung et al., 2001b). Conscientiousness
and agreeableness have also been shown to associate with
life satisfaction positively (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). Yet,
they are different in the sense that Dependability and
Accommodation not only encompass personality scales
that represent etic traits, but also include indigenously
derived concepts such as Face and Defensiveness (Ah-Q
Mentality). The inclusion of emic characteristics captures
more fine-grained personality variables that are culturally
relevant in the study of Chinese people.
Etic personality variables
The correlation of optimism with life satisfaction was the
strongest among the personality variables in this study.
Optimism versus Pessimism assesses one’s degree of positive or negative viewpoint (Cheung, 2001). It is logical to
find that optimistic people have a more positive attitude
towards the world and life, and are more confident about
the self and the future compared with pessimistic individuals. The tendency to assess life in a positive way leads
them to find life full of enjoyment, and interpret their experiences as happy, productive, and fulfilling, thereby contributing to high levels of life satisfaction. Previous studies
have shown that optimism was related to positive mood and
inversely related to negative moods, with the stability of
optimism over time leading to positive psychological outcomes (King et al., 1997). Thus, our finding of the positive
association between optimism and life satisfaction has
confirmed the importance of the link between the two
constructs.
Interestingly, the personality scale of Responsibility also
had a moderate correlation with life satisfaction, although
it has rarely been linked to subjective well-being in previous research. Responsibility assesses the degree to which
an individual can be relied on to carry out tasks and achieve
goals (Cheung, 2001). Responsible individuals tend to plan
ahead, work seriously, concentrate on their goals and show
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trustworthiness to others (Bond & Forgas, 1984). Consequently, they are often more likely to achieve positive outcomes and realize their goals in interpersonal domains of
life compared with those low in responsibility. In the study
of positive psychology (Snyder & Lopez, 2002), responsibility has been considered to be one of the civic virtues, a
socialized consequence of institutions that drive individuals
to better citizenship, thereby enhancing individuals’ positive subjective experience of well-being and satisfaction
(Emmons & Shelton, 2002). The emergence of Responsibility as an important trait relating to life satisfaction has
expanded our understanding of the dynamics underpinning
one’s satisfaction with life. Cross-cultural comparisons will
be needed to assess if its weight in determining one’s life
satisfaction is greater in collectivist cultures, as has been
found for interpersonal relationships by Bond and Forgas
(1984).
Emic personality charateristics
Among the significant correlates of life satisfaction, Harmony and Social Sensitivity are CPAI personality scales
under the factor of Interpersonal Relatedness. These facets
are of specific interest to Chinese culture, but not covered
in previous personality inventories (Cheung et al., 1996;
2001b). These personal characteristics reflect a strong orientation toward one’s interpersonal relationships and a vigilant concern about one’s public image. They are aligned
with the emphasis on interdependence in the collectivist
Chinese culture, where harmony is valued and interpersonal
conflict is avoided. As high scorers of Social Sensitivity
tend to be empathic and approachable, it is relatively easy
for them to get along with other people and they are likely
to maintain harmonious social relationships. A satisfactory
social relationship therefore contributes to satisfaction in a
broader domain, one’s life. Although the personality scale
of Harmony parallels Kwan et al.’s (1997) construct, relationship harmony which focuses on assessing achieved
relationship with five significant others, Harmony as measured by the CPAI also taps into one’s inner peace of mind
and contentment in addition to one’s achieved interpersonal
harmony (Cheung, 2001), thereby containing both intrapersonal and interpersonal components.
Two other emic personality traits, Face and Defensiveness (Ah-Q Mentality), which are also salient in interpersonal contexts, were found to have negative associations
with life satisfaction. As a dominant concept in understanding social behavior in Chinese culture, Face addresses the
concern for one’s image in public; Defensiveness (Ah-Q
Mentality) is an indigenous measure of avoidance mechanisms (Cheung, 2001). In other words, Chinese people who
are too self-protective, and over-concerned about their face
tend to experience lower satisfaction with their lives. The
sense of self-awareness and the need for accommodating
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others elicit self-protective mechanisms and defensive
maneuvering. The common characteristic of these two personality variables is a strong self-consciousness about one’s
public image. This attempt to avoid internal, external, and
interpersonal conflict may instead create extra strain and
constant demand on oneself, yielding negative outcomes on
their mental health.
Social axioms
The findings from hierarchical regression demonstrated
that social axioms added predictive power over and above
the effects of self-esteem and personality on life satisfaction among these Chinese respondents. In other words,
one’s assessment of the social world ‘out there’ can explain
variance in addition to self-evaluation as measured by selfesteem and personality in one’s overall judgment about life.
Contrary to our previous hypothesis on the effects of
social axioms, fate control predicted life satisfaction positively in the regression analysis, whereas its bivariate correlation was not significant. A statistical explanation may
account for this finding based on suppression (i.e. relationships among independent variables that can affect their
relationships with the dependent variable in multiple
regression) such that the regression effects are inconsistent
with individual variables acting alone.
Conceptually, however, the components of predictability
and predeterminability within the construct of fate control
could account for its relationship to life satisfaction.
Despite the prevalent notion in Western cultures that exerting control over life events is important to one’s sense of
self-worth (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998) and the previous findings in SWB research that internal locus of control related
positively to life satisfaction (Diener, 1984), the current
Chinese sample indicated that with other variables being
held constant, the more people believed in fate control, the
more likely they were to be satisfied with their lives. Given
this pattern of results, as DeNeve and Cooper (1998) put it,
perhaps what is most important to SWB is not simply the
tendency to experience positive or negative emotions, but
the tendency to attribute one’s emotions, others’ behaviors
and life events in self-protective ways. The belief that
events in one’s life are predetermined by fate may incline
people towards acceptance of what happens, inner peace of
mind, and tranquility. This coping strategy of believing in
fate may be a cultural heritage from the Chinese traditional
philosophy of Daoism that promotes the acceptance of
one’s fate (Lee, 2003). Further studies are needed to determine if our results on fate control are specific to Chinese
culture or also exist in other cultures.
The present study has revealed the importance of the
three major components contributing to life satisfaction:
personality, general self-concept or self-view, and worldview. Nevertheless, there is a substantial amount of vari-
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ance in life satisfaction unexplained by the present model.
The sources of these unexplained effects may derive from
variables not covered by most personality measures. Hence,
future research needs to integrate other psychological variables to provide further explanations over and above selfesteem and search beyond psychological predictors to
account for the fundamental personal outcome of life
satisfaction.
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End notes
1. Some of the CPAI-2 scales are scored in a reverse direction so
as to guard against the influence of an acquiescent response
set. For the bi-directional scales, the first word of the title
refers to high score on that scale (e.g. for Inferiority vs Selfacceptance, high score means inferiority.) The direction of
individual scales was adjusted in the computation of factor
scores.
2. In addition to entering personality factors into the regression
analysis, we also conducted hierarchical regression using the
personality scales of the CPAI-2 as predictors. As the CPAI-2
consists of 28 personality scales at the facet level, to enter all
of them into the third block would have inflated the R2 with a
great number of independent variables. Hence, we selected
personality variables found to correlate with life satisfaction
in previous research, e.g. Optimism versus Pessimism, Introversion versus Extraversion, and External versus Internal
Locus of Control, those tapping interpersonal relationship such
as Harmony and Ren Qing (Relationship Orientation), and
those indigenously developed scales such as Face and Defensiveness (Ah-Q Mentality). The regression model accounted
for 31.1% of the total variance in life satisfaction, R2 = 0.31,
adjusted R2 = 0.25, F26,292 = 5.08, p < 0.001. Among the personality variables, Responsibility, Defensiveness (Ah-Q Mentality), and Ren Qing (Relationship Orientation) were the
significant contributors to life satisfaction, p’s < 0.05, while
the effect of Face was marginally significant, p = 0.055.
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