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Abstract

This study aims to identify the relationship between life satisfaction and wellness in Chinese college students. A survey

design was used. Based on the analysis of 338 sets of data, a significant and positive relationship between life satisfaction

and wellness was established. In addition, students were found to be least satisfied with their living environment and most

satisfied with their relationship with friends. Of the five dimensions of wellness, students scored the lowest in the physical

dimension.
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Introduction

Half a century ago, the word “wellness” was almost
unheard of. Today, wellness is fast becoming a household
word and programs to aid individuals achieve high level
wellness are plethoric. However, despite our increasing
interest in wellness, related empirical research is sparse.
Therefore, the main purpose of this study was to generate
a wellness profile from a sample of college students
with the hope that the findings could be used to inform
student affairs management units of required services for
this population. In addition, the study aimed to contribute
to the wellness literature by exploring the influence of
life satisfaction on wellness.

Literature Review

Wellness

Wellness is multidimensional (Witmer & Sweeney,
1992). Corbin and Pangrazi (2001) reviewed literature
related to wellness and pointed out that wellness models
can have two, five, or seven dimensions. However,
they argued that the basics of personal wellness are
the physical, social, intellectual, emotional, and spiritual
dimensions. Other dimensions, such as vocational and
environmental, might be characteristics of the environment
that influence an individual’s wellness. They are also of
the view that once the measurement of wellness could be

made, factors affecting wellness must be studied.
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Search of wellness related literature showed a
positive lean towards two areas, namely the effectiveness
of planned intervention on wellness and the impact of
specific behaviors, such as smoking or exercise, on
wellness (cf. Harvey, Fleming, & Patterson, 2002; Steptoe
& Butler, 1996). Typically, the population samples most
involved in wellness studies are adults, seniors, or persons
with specific health problems. Research involving college
students is particularly sparse. Addressing this problem,
Granello (1999) initiated a study to examine students’
wellness as a function of social support network and
empathic ability. His results indicated that none of those
variables were significant predictors of wellness. To
explain the disparity between his findings with those in
the literature, Granello suggested that chronological age,
and hence developmental stage, of his sample could
be the contributing factor. He further asserted that as
compared to samples used in previous studies, namely
children or older adults, his college sample, might have
perceived the importance of empathy and social support
differently.

While Granello (1999) utilized wellness as the
dependent variable, Hermon and Hazler (1999) made
components of wellness the independent variable. Their
interest was on establishing relationships between the five
components of wellness and the trait and state measures
of psychological well-being. Results of their study
indicated that spirituality, work/recreation/leisure, friendship,
love, and self-regulation were all significantly related
to the trait and state of psychological well-being. In
particular, self-regulation and work/recreation/leisure were

the better predictors.

In a more recent study, Hermon and Davis (2004)
studied the impact of age and maturity on sub-components
of a wellness model. Specifically, they compared
nontraditional students (students at a mature age of 24 to
51) with traditional students (students at the age of 17 to
23) on 16 wellness measures and found more similarities
than differences between both groups of students. They
concluded that in college students, age is not a significant
differentiator of wellness levels. This finding was
contradictory to an earlier study by Hybertson, Hulme,
Smith, and Holton (1992) who found that age interacted
with environmental factors to influence wellness. Older
students reported that poorer social support systems and
poorer social relationships had a negative effect on their

wellness.
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The preceding review showed that there is relatively
little research on antecedences of college student wellness.
Furthermore, there is a lack of consensus on whether age
and maturity influence wellness.

Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction, defined as a cognitive evaluation
of the quality of a person’s overall life or with specific
aspects of life, such as family, friends, and community
(Pavot, Diener, Colvin, & Sandvik, 1991). This construct
was selected as an interest variable for this study for
two reasons. First, early research on life satisfaction was
mostly focused on profiling adults but has now progressed
to include a wider population such as adolescents and
college students (Diener, Suh, Oishi, Lucas, & Smith,
1999). To the extent that new information on this
construct would contribute to existing literature, the choice

is appropriate.

Second, past research on life satisfaction often
treated the construct as an outcome variable, and the
impact of individual differences, such as gender (Cheng
& Chan, 2006), risky health behaviors (Valois, Zullig,
Huebner & Drane, 2004), and personality (Lyubomirsky,
Tkach, & DiMatteo, 2006) on life satisfaction is a key
focus of research. By comparison, little effort has been
spent on examining consequences of life satisfaction (Gilman
& Huebner, 2006). Therefore, another contribution of
this study is to begin a trend of research in which life

satisfaction is used as a predictor variable.

Method

Participants

We extended invitation to 380 first-year full-time
undergraduate students enrolled in a 15-week required
subject on health and physical activity to take part in the
study. From the completed returns, 335 valid questionnaires
were used for data processing. This constituted a valid
return rate of over 88%. The number of male students
was 146 whereas the number of female students was 189.

Their age ranged from 18 to 29.
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Measures

A questionnaire comprising of three parts was
used for data collection. The first part comprised of
demographic questions on gender and age whereas the
second part seeks responses to satisfaction in the five
areas of Family, Friendship, School, Living Environment,
and Self. Items for this part of the questionnaire were
derived from a previously developed scale to assess
students’ life satisfaction (Huebner, 1991). Sample items
for each area include ‘members of my family talk nicely
to me’, ‘my friends treat me well’, ‘I enjoy school
activities’, ‘I like my neighborhood’, and ‘I think I am
good looking’. All items are scored on a 6-point scale
(1-point for strongly disagree and a 6-point for strongly
agree). The third part of the questionnaire seeks for self-
evaluation of wellness in the Social, Physical, Emotional,
Intellectual, and Spiritual dimensions. Items for this part
of the questionnaire were based on a scale previously
used by the investigators. Sample items included ‘I am
able to communicate and get along with a variety of
people’, ‘I avoid tobacco products’, ‘I am able to laugh
at life and myself’, ‘I am interested in learning new
things’, and ‘life is meaningful and I feel a purpose in
life’. All items in this part are scored on a 3-point scale

(2-point for almost always and O-point for very seldom).

Procedures

Data was obtained via a self-reporting questionnaire.
They were distributed and collected in class by the
investigators during the first and second week of the
semester. The purpose of the study, voluntary participation,
and anonymous return was made known to all students

prior to data collection.

Data Analysis

Structural equation modeling was the main form of
analysis used in this study. To proceed with this form
of analysis, a hypothesized model on the relationship
between life satisfaction and wellness was constructed for
estimation. The model contained two latent constructs,
namely, life satisfaction and wellness. For the construct of
life satisfaction, five factors (family, friends, school, living
environment, and self) served as exogenous variables while
for the construct of wellness, another five factors (social,
physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual) served as its

exogenous variables.
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To assess the tenability of the hypothesized model,
multiple goodness-of-fit indices, including the Tucker-
Lewis Index (NNFI), ratio of x”to degree of freedom x*
/ df), root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA),
and comparative fit index (CFI) were adopted as criterion.
Ideally, the value of the NNFI and CFI indices need to
reach .90 before the model could be accepted as having
a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999) whereas the (x*/ df
need to range between 2 to 5 (Kline, 1998) and the
RMSEA need to be less than .05 (Hu & Bentler, 1999).
However, a model could be considered tenable even when
the indices are slightly off if there is sufficient theoretical
underpinning to substantiate the claims, especially when
the study is exploratory in nature (Kline, 1998).

Results

The means and standard deviations of the five
life satisfaction factors and five wellness dimensions
are presented in Table 1. Correlation coefficients among
the life satisfaction factors and wellness dimensions are
presented in Table 2.

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations
of Life Satisfaction Areas and Wellness
Components.

Components M SD

Leisure Satisfaction:

Family 4.24 90
Friends 4.83 61
School 4.16 .62
Living Environment 3.96 1
Self 4.15 61

Wellness:

Social 13.88 2.50
Physical 12.54 257
Emotional 14.48 2.84
Intellectual 14.25 2.64
Spiritual 13.47 2.90
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Table 2. Correlation Coefficients among Life Satisfaction Areas and Wellness Dimensions.

Family  Friends  School Living

Self ~ Social Physical Emotional Intellectual — Spiritual

Environment
Friends 34
School 28 35
Living Environment .46 34 31
Self .36 37 44 38
Social 18 21 25 30 46
Physical 13 .06 A1 .20 27 38
Emotional 22 27 28 28 S5 .56 38
Intellectual 04 06 22 .09 22 37 30 42
Spiritual A1 12 18 17 .35 45 .36 .56 44 -

Using means and standard deviations as reference,
the students were found to be most satisfied in the area
of Friendship (M = 4.83, SD = .61) and least satisfied in
the area of Living Environment (M = 3.96, SD = .71).
Of the five dimensions of wellness, students perceived
themselves to be weakest in the Physical dimension (M
= 12.54, SD = 2.57) and strongest in the Emotional
dimension (M = 14.48, SD = 2.84).

In order to assess whether the difference between
the mean of Friendship and the mean of Living
Environment was sufficiently large enough to warrant
acceptance of a rank order distinction, a paired-sample
t-test was performed on the data. In applying this
procedure, the two satisfaction factors (Friends and Living
Environment) were treated as two dependent variables so
that upon obtaining a statistically significant t-ratio at the
pre-determined alpha level of .05, the means of the two
variables would be considered significantly different. A

similar process was applied to data of the Physical and

Emotional dimensions.

Results of the paired t-tests suggested that the
differences in mean scores between Friends and Living
Environment and between Physical and Emotional were
statistically significant (Friends and Living Environment: t
= 20.56, p < .05; Physical and Emotional: t = 11.77, p
< .05). This indicated that the treatment of the variables
as having a distinct rank order is justified.

Examination of the goodness-of-fit indices selected
for determining the fit between hypothesized model and
data suggested that, except for the RMSEA, all indices
reached the critical regions and thus warrant the model to
be tenable (NNFI = .96, CFI = .97, and X'/ df = 2.26).
Although the RMSEA was slightly over the critical region
of .05 (RMSEA = .06), we feel that it is sufficiently
close enough for acceptance. The accepted model and
standardized path coefficients are presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Model showing Standardized Path Coefficients
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Discussions

The purpose of the study was to assess whether life
satisfaction could be established as an influential correlate
of wellness. By fitting a hypothesized model to data
collected from a group of Chinese college students, the
positive relationship between life satisfaction and wellness
was confirmed (r = .68, p < .05). In addition, in contrast
to previous research on life satisfaction that treated the
construct as an outcome variable, we set out to assess
whether life satisfaction could serve as a precursor to
another important construct, which, in this study, was
wellness. To the extent that the goodness-of-fit indices
associated with our model testing reached critical regions,
and that the model contains a directional path from life
satisfaction to wellness, our argument on the usefulness of

life satisfaction as a predictor variable is substantiated.

Of the five areas of life satisfaction, students were
found to be most satisfied with their present status
of friendship and least with their living environment.
Students’ higher scores in friendship showed that they had
built a satisfactory support system among their friends.
The result is consistent with the developmental stage of
college students. Individuals at the college stage is said
to have gained autonomy from their family but friends
and peers still play an important role (Berk, 2004). If
influence from friends and peers are still dominant among
this group, it is advisable for student affairs management
units to maintain a strong peer counseling training
program and entrust peer assistance to help the university

students when needs arise.

Hong Kong is a densely populated city and living
conditions are crowded, so it is common to have four
to five family members sharing a flat of no more than
a few hundred square feet. Given the prevalence of this
type of living condition, the finding of students being
least satisfied with their living environment did not
came as a surprise. Places in university hostels are tight
and despite the fact that universities receive grants and
donations, spending these funds on hostels has not been
the universities’ priority. Helping students to source for
affordable off-campus quarters is a service available in
many overseas universities, perhaps Hong Kong’s student
affairs management units could, likewise, lend some

assistance to their students.
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Wellness, in this study, is comprised of five
dimensions. Students perceived that they were weakest in
the Physical dimension and strongest in the Emotional
dimension. Although it is not uncommon for individuals
to experience strength variations in different domains at
any given point in time, the mean score of 12.54 for
the Physical dimension is considered as having “room
for improvement” (cf. Health Promotion Office of Illinois
State University, n.d.). One possible explanation for the
low scores in the Physical dimension is the sedentary
life style of the university students in Hong Kong. It
is consistent with the observation of Leung (1998) who
pointed out that most of the youth in Hong Kong were
inactive and consumed a lot of animal food in their
diet.  This lifestyle would put them at risk of chronic
diseases as they mature into middle adulthood. Many
overseas universities have wellness centers within their
student affairs management units. These centers take on
the responsibility of providing health talks, health checks,
and wellness programs to students. Currently, there does
not seem to be a designated staff within any student
affairs management units in Hong Kong that take on the
specific role of wellness promotion to students. Isolated
counseling programs and education talks cannot replace
a comprehensive wellness program where each student’s
well-being is monitored and tracked. Although wellness
is often considered a personal strife, to have a proactive
system in place would ensure that students can get the

support towards achieving wellness.

Conclusion

In conclusion, life satisfaction was found to be
an important contributor to wellness in Chinese college
students. As this study only involved a convenient sample,
caution must be applied in generalization to similar
sample groups in Hong Kong. Perhaps future research
could include a more diversify sample group and assess
whether the phenomenon found in this study could be
replicated. Although there are limitations to this study, it
did represent a successful attempt in producing a wellness
profile on this population which did not exist prior to
this effort, and the data gathered from this study could
indeed be profitable used as a benchmark value for future
research.
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