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Abstract The current study investigated the relationships among personality factors and
life satisfaction in high school students (N = 624), who completed self-report measures of
global life satisfaction and personality characteristics consistent with a Five Factor Model
(i.e., extraversion, neuroticism, openness to experience, conscientiousness, and agree-
ableness). Analyses indicated that approximately 47 % of the variance in adolescents’ life
satisfaction scores was accounted for by their levels of the Big Five personality factors.
Neuroticism emerged as the strongest predictor. Openness, conscientiousness, and extra-
version were also significant and unique predictors of life satisfaction. Regarding gender
differences, a higher level of agreeableness was related to higher life satisfaction for girls,
but not for boys. Findings support the importance of including all Big Five personality
factors in exploratory models of life satisfaction, and contribute to an understanding of
gender-specific models of predictors of life satisfaction.

Keywords Personality - Life satisfaction - Adolescents - Youth - Five Factor Model -
Big Five

A growing body of literature demonstrates the salience of life satisfaction to children and
adolescents’ psychological, educational, social, and physical functioning (Suldo et al.
2009), meriting a complete understanding of the stable and malleable predictors of life
satisfaction among youth. Personality is one such predictor that is viewed as a relatively
stable factor. Extraversion and neuroticism yield consistent correlations with adolescent
life satisfaction (Heaven 1989; Huebner 1991b; McKnight et al. 2002), but relatively little
is known about the relationship between life satisfaction and three less-studied personality
factors—agreeableness, openness to experience, and conscientiousness. Given the ease
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with which these constructs can now be measured reliably in youth, a more thorough
investigation of all Big Five personality factors as they relate to life satisfaction is war-
ranted. The current study aimed to determine the overall contribution of personality to life
satisfaction and the unique contribution of each Five Factor Model trait (i.e., extraversion,
neuroticism, conscientiousness, openness to experience, agreeableness) to life satisfaction
among high school students. Gender differences were also examined to determine if the
relationships between personality and life satisfaction are consistent for boys and girls. The
subsequent literature review makes clear our conceptualizations of life satisfaction and
personality, summarizes the empirical links between life satisfaction and characteristics of
personality (among young adults and then youth), and suggests potential gender differ-
ences in personality characteristics that contribute to life satisfaction.

1 Life Satisfaction

Subjective well-being (SWB; sometimes considered a scientific term for happiness) is a
key construct encompassed within the positive psychology movement (Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi 2000). SWB refers to the frequency with which individuals experience
positive emotions relative to negative emotions, as well as how highly they appraise the
quality of their lives. Whereas emotions can change often and quickly, life satisfaction is
considered a more stable indicator of SWB (Diener et al. 1999). Life satisfaction (also
referred to as perceived quality of life) refers to cognitive appraisals of one’s life as a
whole, in addition to one’s satisfaction with different domains of life such as family, self,
and school (Huebner et al. 2006). Frisch (1998) suggests life satisfaction judgments are
based on how well people’s needs, goals, and wishes are being met in important areas of
life. Similarly, qualitative research with youth concluded that adolescents reflect on a
variety of factors, ranging from external conditions (e.g., family quality, schooling), to
internal aspects of oneself as well as their extracurricular activity involvement when
formulating their global appraisals of life satisfaction (Suldo et al. 2013).

Identifying factors that are most highly correlated with adolescent life satisfaction can
help researchers and mental health professionals by revealing how much of the variance in
life satisfaction is attributable to relatively stable conditions (e.g., demographic charac-
teristics, personality) as opposed to malleable situations (e.g., social relationships, extra-
curricular activities). Suldo and Shaffer (2008) underscored the importance of
understanding life satisfaction in youth by demonstrating that students with high life
satisfaction and minimal psychopathology had better educational achievement, social
relationships, and physical health, as compared to their peers who also had minimal
psychopathology but reported low life satisfaction. Other research suggests that the pos-
sible benefits of high life satisfaction include more favorable attitudes towards teachers and
school (Gilman and Huebner 2006), higher cognitive engagement (Lewis et al. 2011), and
greater academic aspirations (Proctor et al. 2010). A full understanding of the correlates of
life satisfaction is essential, partly to identify which factors are most likely to place
students at risk for low life satisfaction.

According to Diener and Lucas (1999), personality is one of the strongest and most
consistent predictors of SWB during the adult years. Some researchers hypothesize that
stability in SWB is a result of stability in personality, given that personality can predict
SWB over time (DeNeve and Cooper 1998; Headey and Wearing 1989; Steel et al. 2008).
Shared features of personality and life satisfaction include a slight genetic and biological
basis, an ability to be measured reliably beginning in youth, and stability over time (Steel
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et al. 2008). Steel et al. (2008) meta-analysis of research on personality and SWB sug-
gested that most relevant studies have focused on emotions (e.g., positive and negative
affect) rather than life satisfaction, and that research indicates personality explains as much
as 18 and 29 % of the variance in adults’ life satisfaction and overall affect, respectively
(Steel et al. 2008). The variance in SWB accounted for by personality is much higher than
previously suggested (R = .04) by DeNeve and Cooper (1998). Steel et al. (2008) purport
that increased attention to measures and theoretical conceptualizations of constructs used
within studies have enabled more accurate results.

2 Conceptualizing Personality

Personality is relatively stable throughout one’s lifespan (Costa and McCrae 1988),
demonstrating degrees of stability and fluctuation depending upon the age of the sample.
Caspi’s (2000) longitudinal research with children suggests that temperament (i.e., a
person’s characteristic way of approach to people and situations) at age 3 closely predicted
personality at age 18 and age 21. Other research suggests child and adolescent personality
is less stable and consistent (test—retest coefficients between .30 and .50) than adult per-
sonality (test—retest coefficients between .50 and .80; Roberts and DelVecchio 2000).
Overall, there is a positive, linear relationship between time and the relative consistency of
one’s personality, meaning that over time one’s personality becomes increasingly stable,
reaching the greatest level of stability later in life (between the ages of 40 and 60; Roberts
and DelVecchio 2000).

Personality can be defined as a dynamic and organized set of characteristics possessed
by a person that uniquely influences his or her cognitions, motivations, and behaviors in
various situations (Ryckman 2004). Trait theory assumes that personality is a collection of
individual traits that are relatively stable over time, different among individuals, and
influential on behavior. Personality traits can be further broken down into an individual’s
response to situations in the form of his/her habits, act frequencies, dispositions, and
behavior aggregates. In personality research, a response to a situation can be evaluated
through one’s response to an item on a questionnaire (Digman 1990). Collectively, these
responses and habits make up one’s characteristics (or personality traits), and in research,
responses make up scales and factors. The characteristics and scales used in research are
then organized under five well-known personality dimensions that make up the Five Factor
Model (FFM) of personality (Costa and McCrae 1992a).

The FFM is one of the most widely accepted models for conceptualizing personality
(Costa and McCrae 1992a; Digman 1990). The FFM resulted from factor analysis used to
organize a large number of traits under a few broad factors to facilitate the understanding
of personality (for a discussion, see Caspi et al. 2005; Fraley and Roberts 2005). The five
basic dimensions of personality that have been identified include neuroticism, extraversion,
openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Neuroticism refers to emotional instability
including these specific descriptors: anxiety, hostility, depression, self-consciousness,
impulsiveness, and vulnerability. Extraversion is a social and active dimension including
six components: warmth, gregariousness, assertiveness, activity, excitement-seeking, and
positive emotions. Openness to experience refers to willingness to try new things and ideas
including six aspects: fantasy, aesthetics, feelings, actions, ideas, and values. Conscien-
tiousness is the dutiful and deliberate dimension including six qualities: order, achievement
striving, deliberation, competence, self-discipline, and dutifulness. Agreeableness is the
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“nice” dimension including constructs such as: altruism, compliance, tender-mindedness,
straightforwardness, trust, and modesty (Costa and McCrae 1992a).

Initial measures used to assess personality from a FFM conceptualization were devel-
oped for adults (e.g., the NEO-PI-R; Costa and McCrae 1985, 1992b). Earlier self-report
measures of personality in youth assessed only some of the Big Five personality factors.
For instance, the Junior Revised Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (JEPQ-R; Eysenck and
Eysenck 1975) measures adolescents’ extraversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism, and
includes a Lie scale. Self-report measures for youth that assess personality comprehen-
sively in line with the FFM included the Big Five Questionnaire-Children (BFQ-C; Bar-
baranelli et al. 2003; Barbaranelli et al. 2007) for children and early adolescents ages
9-13 years, and the Adolescent Personal Styles Inventory (APSI; Lounsbury et al. 2003)
for youth ages 11-18.

3 Links Between Life Satisfaction and Personality

We identified only one study to examine adolescent life satisfaction in relation to the Big
Five (Garcia 2011). Other relevant bodies of literature include studies of the Big Five and
life satisfaction among adults and, among youth, studies of single personality traits and life
satisfaction. Research with adults consistently points to extraversion and neuroticism as the
personality traits most related to life satisfaction (Diener and Lucas 1999; Emmons and
Diener 1986; Pavot eta 1. 1997). In a recent investigation of 235 Iranian Muslim young
adults (M age = 20.56), Joshanloo and Afshari (2011) demonstrated that the Big Five
personality factors predicted 25.4 % of the variance in life satisfaction. In their multiple
regression analysis, neuroticism (ff = —.38) and extraversion (f = .20) emerged as the
only unique predictors, but at the bivariate level, both agreeableness and conscientiousness
demonstrated small, significant associations with life satisfaction (r = .23 and .24,
respectively). Among a sample of 249 American university students (ages 18-30), Fagley
(2012) found that neuroticism ( = —.26), extraversion (f§ = .24), and conscientiousness
(B = .20) were significant predictors of life satisfaction, and that taken together all Big
Five factors accounted for 31 % of the variance in life satisfaction. In a similar investi-
gation, Lounsbury et al. (2005) studied 552 American undergraduates (mostly ages 18 and
19) and found that the significant factors from the FFM (agreeableness plus the three
unique predictors identified by Fagley) accounted for 45 % of the variance in students’ life
satisfaction.

Similar associations have been identified in the limited literature on school-age youth.
Among American samples, life satisfaction has yielded significant (albeit small—r = .21—
.22), positive correlations with extraversion among 160 middle school students (Fogle et al.
2002) and an adolescent sample of 1,201 that included 678 high school students and 523
middle school students (McKnight et al. 2002). Those two studies and others (Heaven
1989; Rigby and Huebner 2005) indicated moderate, inverse associations (r = —.29 to
—.44) with regard to neuroticism. Research indicates that these associations may also hold
true for youth across cultures. Case in point, Ho, Cheung, and Cheung (2008) found similar
relationships between life satisfaction and neuroticism (r = —.27) and extraversion
(r = .31) in a sample of 1,961 Chinese adolescents.

Garcia’s (2011) study of 300 high school students in Sweden was remarkable in its
consideration of all personality factors included in the Five Factor Model. Findings
included significant bivariate associations between life satisfaction and neuroticism and
extraversion (r = —.49 and .52, respectively); correlations between life satisfaction and
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the remaining three factors were not significant. Multiple regression analyses further
indicated that neuroticism (ff = —.37) and extraversion (f§ = .34) were the only significant
personality factors that predicted life satisfaction. Constructs of primary interest were
assessed using measures developed for use with adults, specifically the Satisfaction with
Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. 1985) and the NEO-PI-R (Costa and McCrae 1992b). It is
unknown if similar associations would be found using measures developed specifically for
youth. There is a need for studies with school-age youth that assess life satisfaction using
more recently advanced developmentally appropriate measures that adopt the FFM con-
ceptualization. In sum, relationships between life satisfaction and the Big Five factors
beyond extraversion and neuroticism (i.e., conscientiousness, openness to experience, and
agreeableness) have yet to be fully examined.

4 Gender Differences in Life Satisfaction and Personality

Research in this area is limited because most studies have not tested for gender differences
in analyses and/or did not include all of the Big Five factors. Initial research on gender
differences in personality with adolescents using Eysenck’s Three Factor model (i.e.,
neuroticism, extraversion, and psychoticism) suggests a general trend for boys to score
higher on the Psychoticism scale, whereas girls score higher on the Neuroticism scale, and
no differences emerge in extraversion (Fogle et al. 2002; Francis 1993; Scholte and De
Bruyn 2001). Using the FFM, gender differences include that girls report more agree-
ableness and less emotional stability (i.e., more neuroticism) compared to boys (Graziano
et al. 1997). Mervielde et al. (1995) found gender differences in the predictive ability of
personality such that beginning at the age of eight, extraversion and openness predicted
academic achievement (i.e., grade point average) better for girls than for boys. Although
most studies have not indicated significant gender differences in mean levels of life sat-
isfaction in youth (e.g., Gilman and Huebner 2006; Huebner et al. 2000), Moksnes and
Espnes’s (2013) recent investigation of 1,924 Norwegian adolescents (ages 13—18) found
that boys (M = 24.14, SD = 6.21) reported higher levels of life satisfaction than girls
(M = 22.31, SD = 6.01) on the SWLS. Beyond differences between group means, some
research with young adults suggests that associations between personality and life satis-
faction may differ across genders. Specifically, Joshanloo and Afshari (2011) found that
the positive relationship between conscientiousness and life satisfaction held for females
(r = .32) but not males (r = .02). Based on such findings, we examined gender as a
moderator in how the Big Five personality factors predict global life satisfaction among
adolescents.

5 Purpose of the Current Study

Self, parent, and teacher reports of adolescent personality support the validity and reli-
ability of the Big Five factor structure of personality in youth as young as 4 years (Bar-
baranelli et al. 2007; Mervielde et al. 1995). Moreover, adolescent personality remains
rather consistent into adulthood (Caspi 2000). However, research is lacking using multi-
trait measurement of adolescent personality, specifically measuring all of the Big Five
factors in relation to life satisfaction. The purpose of the current study was to determine the
overall contribution of personality to life satisfaction, and the unique contributions of each
of the five factors. Further, understanding how gender is related to each factor in the FFM
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and determining if gender determines which personality factors relate to overall life sat-
isfaction is important for predicting which youth may be at particular risk for low life
satisfaction. Therefore, we tested if the relationships between personality and life satis-
faction are consistent for boys and girls. The specific research questions answered in the
current study include:

1. Which personality factors have significant bivariate associations with adolescent life
satisfaction?

2. What is the overall contribution of personality to adolescent life satisfaction?

3. Which personality factors are uniquely and most strongly associated with life

satisfaction?

4. Are the relationships between personality factors and life satisfaction consistent across
genders?

6 Methods

6.1 Participants

The sample consists of 624 high school students across four high schools located in
geographically diverse regions of a southeastern state in the U.S. Participants ranged in age
from 13 to 19 years (M = 15.72; SD = 1.22), with 63 % female and 37 % male. Fifty-
seven percent of student participants were Caucasian, 15 % African American, 11 %
Hispanic/Latino, 8 % Asian, 7 % multi-racial, and 2 % other ethnicities. Eighteen percent
of students participated in the state’s free or reduced-cost school lunch program (used as an
indicator of low SES).

The dataset was obtained from a larger study (Suldo & Shaunessy-Dedrick 2013) that
investigated the mental health of high school students enrolled in rigorous academic
programs [e.g., Advanced Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB)]. Each of the
four high schools offers the IB program. Two schools are public magnet schools that offer
only advanced high school courses of study such as AP and IB programs. The other two
schools offer AP, IB, and general education programs for students. Approximately 27 %
(n = 169) of students in the sample were enrolled in general education classes, 50 %
(n = 316) of students were enrolled in the IB program, 18 % (n = 110) in AP, and 5 %
(n = 30) in other advanced specialized programs at one of the high schools.

6.2 Measures
6.2.1 Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS; Huebner 1991a)

The SLSS is a 7-item self-report measure of global life satisfaction in youth. Students rate
their agreement with items on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6
(strongly agree). Two items are negatively worded (e.g., “I would like to change many
things in my life”) and are reverse scored prior to data analysis. Higher scores on the SLSS
indicate higher global life satisfaction.

Regarding construct validity, principal components analyses have yielded a one-factor
structure (Dew and Huebner 1994; Gilman and Huebner 1997; Huebner 1991c). Studies
comparing the SLSS with other established self-report measures of life satisfaction have
yielded large correlations with the Perceived Life Satisfaction Scale (r = .58) and the
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Piers-Harris Happiness subscale (r = .53), providing support for concurrent validity (Dew
and Huebner 1994; Huebner 1991a). Concurrent and convergent validity have been studied
in comparison to parent estimates of youth life satisfaction with correlations of .48 in
students in grades 8§—12 (Dew and Huebner 1994) and .54 in middle school students
(Gilman and Huebner 1997). Support for the stability of SLSS scores has been provided
with test-retest coefficients of .74 over a 2 week period (Huebner 1991a), .64 over a
4 week period (Gilman and Huebner 1997), and .53 over 1 year (Huebner et al. 2000). In
samples of American secondary students, the SLSS has demonstrated adequate internal
consistency with alpha coefficients ranging from .79 to .88 (Gilman and Huebner 2006;
Huebner et al. 2000). In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was .88.

6.2.2 Adolescent Personal Styles Inventory (APSI; Lounsbury et al. 2003)

The APSI assesses the FEM in adolescents between 11 and 18 years of age. The 48-item
measure includes five subscales (9-11 items each) aligned with the five personality factors.
Participants endorse their agreement with items using a response scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Seven items are reverse scored before items
within each subscale are subjected to data analysis. High scores reflect features of per-
sonality characteristic of the individual.

Regarding construct validity, exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses have yielded
five factors that align with the five factors of personality (Lounsbury et al. 2003). Com-
parisons between the 16 Personality Factors (16 PF, a measure of 16 lower-order facets of
personality) and the APSI provide further evidence in support of the construct validity of
the measure; significant correlations were observed between the Emotional Stability and
Neuroticism subscales (r = —.66); the Openness subscales (r = .68); between the Social
Boldness and Extraversion subscales (r = .66); between the Rule Consciousness and
Conscientiousness subscales (r = .59); and between the Warmth (r = .36) and Sensitivity
(r = .33) subscales and the Agreeableness subscale (Lounsbury et al. 2003). Significant
correlations between the APSI and the NEO-FFI provide further evidence in support of the
construct and convergent validity of the APSI, with subscale correlations of .60, .68, .69,
.77, and .83 for Openness, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, and Neuroti-
cism subscales, respectively (Lounsbury et al. 2003). Convergent validity is supported
through significant correlations with teacher reports of student personality for the Extra-
version (.30), Openness (.31), and Agreeableness (.68) subscales (Lounsbury et al. 2003).
Reliability studies show adequate internal consistency for each subscale with alpha at or
above .79 (Lounsbury et al. 2003, 2004). In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha for the
subscales were as follows: .79 (agreeableness), .80 (openness), .82 (conscientiousness and
extraversion), and .86 (neuroticism).

6.3 Procedures

The principal investigator (PI) of the larger study coordinated with building-level
administrators at each school to distribute parent consent forms to all students enrolled at
the four high schools. The school-level administrators distributed parent consent forms via
providing designated teachers (e.g., homeroom teachers) with a sufficient number of
consent forms for all students in a given class; participants included in the study were
limited to those students who returned a signed parent consent form to the designated
teacher. To encourage participation, students with signed parent consent were included in a
drawing for a gift certificate worth $50 to their local shopping mall. Multiple drawings
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were conducted at each high school. A list was created for each school identifying those
students with written parent consent to participate. These students were called to the
school’s auditorium in large groups (approximately 50—100 students) during school hours to
confidentially complete the self-report measures. The PI explained the study and informed
participants of their right to withdraw or refuse participation at any time without penalty.
Students signed a student assent form to indicate voluntary agreement to participate. The PI
provided each group of students with a standard set of instructions regarding the procedures
for completing the packet of measures. Students practiced answering two Likert-scale
questions before completing the measures to reduce errors when completing the measures.
Students also provided demographic information including age, grade, sex, curriculum, and
socio-economic status (SES). SES was determined by students’ eligibility for free or
reduced-price lunch. Six versions of the packets were administered in an attempt to control
for order effects. Students sitting near one another were provided different versions of the
packet to reduce discussion about the measures. Participants took approximately 30-45 min
to complete all measures. Trained research assistants were on hand to answer student
questions and to check completed packets for errors and missed questions.

6.4 Overview of Data Analysis

First, multivariate outliers were identified and removed from the dataset. Then, bivariate
correlations were computed to determine which personality factors were significantly
correlated with life satisfaction. A multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine
the extent to which all personality factors taken together explain life satisfaction, as well as
which personality factors were uniquely and most strongly associated with life satisfaction.
To determine if gender is a moderator in the relationship between personality and life
satisfaction, we conducted another multiple regression analysis that included interaction
terms (e.g., extraversion*gender, neuroticism*gender) as well as the main effects of each
personality factor and gender (Baron and Kenny 1986). Statistically significant interaction
terms suggested personality factors that differentially predicted life satisfaction as a
function of gender. In the event a significant interaction term was detected, follow-up
regression analyses were conducted with the set of five personality factors regressed on life
satisfaction by gender group. Beta weights associated with the personality characteristic of
interest (values obtained in single sex datasets) were examined.

7 Results
7.1 Data Screening

Four cases were identified as multivariate outliers (i.e., participants scoring >22.46, the
criterion determined by the Mahalanobis distance for 6 df), resulting in a sample of 620
participants that was retained for all subsequent analyses. Because the dataset was drawn
from a larger study examining the well-being of students enrolled in various high school
academic curricula, the total sample includes a large number of students enrolled in rig-
orous, accelerated coursework often deemed “college preparatory” in nature. Due to our
interest in relationships between life satisfaction and personality among adolescents in
general (i.e., typical high school students as well as those in specialty academic programs),
we tested whether or not it would be empirically defensible to combine the data from
college preparatory and general education students to form a single dataset to be analyzed
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throughout the remainder of the study. Box’s M test was used to examine the equality of the
variance—covariance matrices that included relationships between personality factors and
life satisfaction among subsamples of students in advanced high school curriculum pro-
grams (n = 452) and students in general education (n = 168). No differences were found,
¥* = 21.26, df (21), p = 44. In light of the statistically similar associations between
variables for the two subgroups, subsequent analyses were conducted using the combined
sample (N = 620) of students from general education and college preparatory programs.

7.2 Bivariate and Multivariate Relationships Between Life Satisfaction
and Personality Factors

Table 1 presents means and standard deviations for the variables of interest in the current
study, as well as Pearson correlation coefficients obtained between these variables. Cor-
relations between each of the five personality factors and life satisfaction were statistically
significant (p < .001). Neuroticism demonstrated the strongest and only inverse relation-
ship (r = —.65) with life satisfaction. Moderate, positive relationships were found between
life satisfaction and three personality factors- agreeableness, conscientiousness, and
extraversion. The positive relationship between life satisfaction and openness to experience
was small (r = .18).

Life satisfaction was regressed on the linear combination of openness, conscientious-
ness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. Given the lack of research regarding
the contribution of all five personality factors to life satisfaction in adolescents, simulta-
neous entry was chosen over a planned entry of predictors. Results from the multiple
regression are provided in Table 2. The R-square statistic was examined to determine the
total amount of variance in life satisfaction that is explained by the five personality factors.
Taken together, the personality factors explained 47.29 % of the variance in students’ life
satisfaction scores, F (5, 614) = 110.16, p < .0001, adjusted R? = 46.86 %.

To determine which predictors are uniquely associated with life satisfaction, the
p values associated with standardized regression coefficients () were reviewed. Results
indicate that after controlling for the commonality amongst the personality factors, four
personality factors were significant and unique predictors (p < .05) of life satisfaction.
Neuroticism emerged as the strongest predictor in the regression equation (f = —.59),
followed by the other three predictors with relatively weaker beta weights (conscien-
tiousness f§ = .12; extraversion 5 = .10; openness f§ = .08). Agreeableness was not a
significant unique predictor within the total sample (f = .03, p = .34).

To assess the strength of the unique associations between personality factors and life sat-
isfaction, squared semi-partial correlations (s7%) were examined. Squared semi-partial corre-
lations indicate a predictor’s unique contribution to the criterion, after controlling for all other
predictors (Stevens 1999). Neuroticism predicted about 29 % of the variance in life satisfaction,
when controlling for all other predictors in the regression equation. Each of the other significant
predictors explains approximately 1 % of the additional variance in life satisfaction, above and
beyond the shared variance associated with commonality between predictors.

7.3 Role of Gender in the Relationships Between Personality Factors and Life
Satisfaction

Mean levels of life satisfaction and personality factors for each gender group are reported

in Table 1. Boys reported slightly (albeit significantly) higher levels of life satisfaction
than girls, #(618) = 2.11, p < .05, d = .18. Girls reported significantly higher levels of

@ Springer



S. M. Suldo et al.

974

100" > d x5
w81 #35x0€ #5x59"— #4500 #35x0€ S6’ vy L6 1€y 96’ 1Ty uonodegsnes 917 ‘9
- #35xCE €0 — w435 CE sk [ € 129 08¢ < vL'E LS 8L'¢ ssouuadQ ¢
- s LT — st s ST 89 vL'E 99’ 9¢ LY 69°¢ UOISIOABIXYH “f
- w0 — s [ € LL 76T LL 16°C 6L 9L'T WSIONOINAN "¢
- PrrYas €9 IS¢ <A 1v'e €9 LY'E §SQUSNONUIISUOD) 'T
- NS 8L'¢ 8¢ £€9°¢ 9¢ €L'e SSOUA[qEORITY |
S 14 € 4 1 as n as nw as W
(079 = N) odwes [el0], (T6€ = N) SHID (87¢ = N) skog (079 = N) ddues [e10], SlqeleA

uornorjsnes 9JIf pue s103oej Ajieuosiad 10 SUONB[OLIOIIAUI PUB ‘SUONBIAID PIBPUR)S ‘SUBIIN [ d[qBL

pringer

Qs



Adolescent Life Satisfaction and Personality Characteristics 975

Table 2 Personality factors regressed on life satisfaction (N = 620)

Factor B SE p s
Agreeableness .06 .06 .03 .00
Conscientiousness .18 .05 2%k .01
Neuroticism =72 .04 — .59k .29
Extraversion .14 .05 10%* .01
Openness 13 .06 .08* .01

R® = 4729, Adjusted R> = .4686, F (5, 614) = 110.16, p < .0001
*p < .05, ¥ p < 01, ¥ p < .001

agreeableness, #(618) = —3.25, p < .01, d = .27, neuroticism, #618) = —6.39, p < .001,
d = .53, and extraversion, #(618) = —2.16, p < .05, d = .18, compared to boys. Mean
levels of conscientiousness and openness were statistically similar (p > .05) between boys
and girls.

To explore the role of gender in the relationship between personality and life satis-
faction, another simultaneous multiple regression was conducted. The personality factors,
gender, and terms representing the interactions between personality and gender were
regressed on life satisfaction. First, the predictors (five personality factors) were centered
to improve interpretability of significant interactions within multiple regression and
account for multicollinearity among predictors (Aiken and West 1991). The categorical
predictor, gender, was then dummy coded consistent with Aiken et al. (1996) recom-
mendation to code the group with the larger sample size (i.e., girls, n = 392) as zero to
represent the comparison group; boys (n = 228) were coded as one. Finally, product terms
were created to test the interaction between the dummy coded gender variable and each
centered personality factor (i.e., extraversion*gender, openness*gender, agreeable-
ness*gender, neuroticism*gender, conscientiousness*gender). Interaction terms are used to
examine moderating effects within multiple regression to determine the variance explained
by gender*personality beyond the main effects of personality or gender alone. The p values
associated with standardized regression coefficients indicated whether the interaction terms
(the predictors of primary interest in this analysis) were statistically significant. The
interaction term representing the product of agreeableness and gender was significant
(f=-.10, p < .01, s = .01), suggesting that agreeableness relates to life satisfaction
differently for boys and girls. No other interaction terms were significant.

To explore the nature of the difference, the five personality factors were regressed on
life satisfaction by gender group. The relationship between agreeableness and life satis-
faction was of primary interest. For girls, the beta weight for agreeableness was statistically
significant (f = .09, p < .05) and in a positive direction. In contrast, the beta weight
obtained for the association between agreeableness and life satisfaction among boys was
not statistically significant (f = —.10, p = .08). For girls, higher agreeableness is asso-
ciated with higher life satisfaction; conversely, in boys, agreeableness is not a statistically
significant predictor, but the trend in the data suggests an inverse relationship.

8 Discussion

The present study investigated the relationship between adolescent life satisfaction and a
conceptualization of personality consistent with the Five Factor Model (FFM), and
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clarified the role of gender in this relationship. Results underscored the large, inverse
association between neuroticism and adolescent life satisfaction, and confirmed that
extraversion is moderately linked to higher life satisfaction. Additional findings include
that higher levels of conscientiousness and openness to experience are associated with
higher life satisfaction, as well as agreeableness for adolescent females. The finding of
significant associations between life satisfaction and these three personality factors adds to
the literature that demonstrates these personality factors are associated with a host of
adaptive outcomes in youth, including academic achievement (Barbaranelli et al. 2003)
and self-esteem (Graziano et al. 1997). The results obtained using a FFM of personality
advance the literature base pertinent to correlates of life satisfaction in youth, and highlight
the strong ties between adolescents’ personality and their perceived quality of life, as
almost half of the variance in adolescent life satisfaction was explained by personality.

8.1 Total Contribution of Personality to Adolescent Life Satisfaction

Our findings from multiple regression analysis indicated that approximately 47 % of the
variance in adolescents’ life satisfaction was explained by their scores on a FFM measure
of personality. This result is consistent with Lounsbury et al. (2005) study of undergrad-
uates who were just slightly older than the current sample of high school students. Lou-
nsbury et al. found that 45 % of the variance in college students’ life satisfaction was
attributed to the four of the Big Five factors that yielded statistically significant unique
contributions. These large variance estimates contrast smaller total associations uncovered
in studies of Iranian college students (R* = .25; Joshanloo and Afshari 2011) and a
somewhat older sample of American college students (R* = .31; Fagley 2012).

Previous research with youth that had operationalized personality more narrowly has
yielded smaller estimates compared to those studies that conceptualized personality based
on the FFM. Case in point, McKnight et al. (2002) examined only extraversion and
neuroticism, and found these two personality factors explained 16 % of the variance in
American adolescents’ life satisfaction. Similarly, Ho et al. (2008) examination of extra-
version, neuroticism, and conscientiousness demonstrated that 26 % of the variance in life
satisfaction was attributed to these three personality factors among 12—18 year-old Chinese
youth. The current study contributes to the scant literature that includes all Big Five factors
in an exploratory model of life satisfaction in adolescents. The finding that nearly half of
the variance in life satisfaction was explained by differences in personality elucidates the
importance of including all five factors in studies of personality in relation to life satis-
faction, particularly among high school students.

8.2 Associations Between Individual Personality Traits and Adolescent Life
Satisfaction

8.2.1 Neuroticism

Significant bivariate correlations were obtained between each of the five personality factors
and life satisfaction. Neuroticism had the most robust relationship with life satisfaction,
suggesting that adolescents who display higher levels of neuroticism are quite likely to
experience lower levels of life satisfaction. The large correlation obtained in our sample is
higher than the moderate values found in previous investigations with youth that utilized a
3-factor model of personality (Fogle et al. 2002; McKnight et al. 2002). In the current
study, neuroticism independently accounted for 29 % of the variance in life satisfaction,
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after controlling for the variance associated with the other four factors. The strong, neg-
ative relationship between neuroticism and life satisfaction is likely related to psycho-
pathological symptoms (e.g., anxiety, anger/hostility, depression, self-consciousness,
impulsivity and vulnerability) associated with neuroticism, as psychopathology is inversely
associated with life satisfaction (Huebner et al. 2000).

8.2.2 Extraversion

The nature of the relationship we found between extraversion and life satisfaction is
consistent with the small, positive correlations obtained in most previous studies with
American adolescents (Fogle et al. 2002; McKnight et al. 2002). There is evidence to
suggest these findings hold across cultures, as similar relationships have been found with
Chinese youth. Specifically, Ho et al. (2008) found negative correlations between neu-
roticism and life satisfaction, and positive correlations between extraversion and life sat-
isfaction. The influence of extraversion on life satisfaction may occur via increased
adolescent participation in social activities (Argyle and Lu 1990a), and/or because extra-
version co-occurs with a number of positive traits (i.e., positive affect), attributes, and
skills (i.e., social competence, assertiveness, empathy) which positively influence SWB
(Argyle and Lu 1990b).

8.2.3 Conscientiousness

Earlier research examining conscientiousness in relation to life satisfaction found a sim-
ilarly sized correlation (Joshanloo and Afshari 2011). Hayes and Joseph (2003) identified a
comparable empirical link between these constructs among adults, and suggested the role
of conscientiousness in relation to life satisfaction has been understated. Hayes and Joseph
posited “individuals high on conscientiousness are more likely to be able to function
effectively in society and to achieve their goals; in turn, goal efficacy leads to greater
SWB” (p. 726). Additionally, lower order traits that make up conscientiousness reflect
enjoyment in activities that require attentive and effortful thinking (e.g., conscientious
individuals enjoy and often engage in academic-oriented activities, puzzles, mind teasers,
etc.). Similarly, one’s assessment of his or her life satisfaction requires one to make a
global judgment in which memory along with consideration of all aspects of one’s life that
reflect a more objective and stable indicator of well-being. The similarities in the behaviors
of conscientious individuals along with the tasks that are required to make global judg-
ments of one’s life satisfaction (e.g., reflective and thoughtful processes including accuracy
in memory retrieval and relative weighting of experiences along with perspective) may
contribute to the relationship between conscientiousness and life satisfaction.

8.2.4 Openness to experience

Adolescents’ level of openness to experience explained a small but a statistically signifi-
cant proportion of variance in their life satisfaction above and beyond what was accounted
for by other personality factors. These results suggest that youth who report more openness
to experience also experience greater life satisfaction, which is consistent with previous
literature demonstrating a relationship between openness and adaptive traits (i.e., academic
achievement) in youth (Barbaranelli et al. 2003; Mervielde et al. 1995).
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8.2.5 Agreeableness

Our findings indicated a more complex relationship between agreeableness and adolescent
life satisfaction. Although the moderate, bivariate correlation between agreeableness and
life satisfaction suggested that higher levels of agreeableness co-occurred with higher life
satisfaction, results from the multiple regression indicated that when controlling for the
overlap amongst personality factors, agreeableness was not a unique predictor of life
satisfaction. Thus, the bivariate relationship could be attributed to links between life sat-
isfaction and other personality factors that co-occur with experiences of agreeableness,
rather than unique features of agreeableness per se.

8.3 Gender Differences in Associations Between Personality and Life Satisfaction

Although mean levels of life satisfaction are often similar across groups of adolescent boys
and girls (Gilman and Huebner 2006; Huebner et al. 2000), our finding that high school
boys experienced slightly higher levels of life satisfaction is consistent with Moksnes and
Espnes’s (2013) findings using a different measure of life satisfaction with the same age
group. Perhaps of greater interest, our results further suggest that the variables that predict
boys’ and girls’ life satisfaction differ with respect to some personality factors, specifically
agreeableness. Higher levels of agreeableness predicted higher life satisfaction for girls
only. For boys, the relationship was non-significant; however, the trend suggested by the
data was that lower levels of agreeableness were related to higher life satisfaction.

The finding that agreeableness is related to life satisfaction differently for boys and girls
contributes to an understanding of gender-specific models of the development of life
satisfaction. Previous studies with adults suggest the process by which men and women
arrive at similar mean levels of life satisfaction may differ. For instance, women’s intense
emotional reactions to both positive and negative circumstances offset one another, while
men remain more steady and temperate in their emotions; however, both men and women
experience similar mean levels of happiness (Fujita et al. 1991). In another example,
expressive traits (i.e., characteristics including considerate, warm, polite, and sensitive)
that are associated with stereotypically feminine traits (Bem 1974) function differently for
men and women in predicting life satisfaction (Moore 2007). Moore’s study of Israeli
adults found that for men, endorsing both instrumental and expressive traits was related to
higher life satisfaction, whereas for women, endorsing only instrumental traits (stereo-
typically masculine characteristics such as assertive, independent, and competitive) but not
expressive traits, was related to higher life satisfaction.

Our finding that agreeableness predicted higher life satisfaction for girls only is consistent
with research that suggests social and cultural attributes influence the development of gender-
specific traits during adolescence (Hughes and Seta 2003). The interplay of evolutionary,
cultural, and social influences strengthens adolescents’ endorsement of gender-specific roles
and encourages the development of gender-specific traits and behaviors in American youth
(see Trautner and Eckes 2000). Further, research has demonstrated poorer outcomes for those
who endorse atypical gender traits (Carver et al. 2003; Young and Sweeting 2004). Agree-
ableness is a stereotypically feminine trait, typically endorsed more by girls than by boys
(Carver et al. 2003; Graziano et al. 1997), in line with the higher level of agreeableness
observed among girls in our study. Media, family, culture, and society contribute to the
development of gender-specific self-concepts for boys and girls. Femininity is encouraged
among girls including traits like agreeableness, sensitivity, cooperativeness, and tender-
mindedness (Young and Sweeting 2004). Consistent with previous research, our findings
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suggest consistency between sex and expression of stereotypical gender-specific traits may
affect well-being for adolescent girls (Carver et al. 2003; Kroger 2004). Theory and research
on adolescent identity development suggests congruence in one’s actual, ideal, and real self
relates to positive adjustment and well-being (Higgins 1987). It may be that girls feel pressure
to conform to traditionally feminine traits, and agreeableness is consistent with their notion of
femininity. Partial support for this hypothesis is provided by a study of college undergrad-
uates that found that higher congruence between adults’ real self and their ought or ideal self
was associated with higher life satisfaction (Pavot et al. 1997).

8.4 Study Limitations and Directions for Future Research

The current study is limited by a cross-sectional design in which a narrow range of
constructs were assessed simultaneously. Causal relationships between personality and life
satisfaction remain unclear (Steel et al. 2008). Longitudinal studies have found extraver-
sion predisposes individuals to experience positive life events, while neuroticism predis-
poses individuals to experience negative life events (Magnus et al. 1993). Personality may
seem to be the causal factor affecting life satisfaction due to temporal precedence; how-
ever, life satisfaction could be an inherent characteristic that influences the development of
personality. Personality and life satisfaction also represent characteristic ways of reacting
to and processing events (Ash and Huebner 2001; Fogle et al. 2002; Oishi and Diener
2001). A longitudinal study examining personality and life satisfaction throughout child-
hood, adolescence, and adulthood is needed in order to determine the causal connections
between these variables. Future studies could also assess other constructs that are estab-
lished correlates of life satisfaction as well as implicated in personality development, such
as cognitive styles (e.g., attributional tendencies, hopeful thinking) and interpersonal
relationships with family and friends (for a review, see Huebner et al. 2014), to determine
the extent to which youth personality predicts life satisfaction above and beyond such
relevant variables. Comprehensive studies that examine multiple predictors simultaneously
may shed light on the magnitude of the variance accounted for by personality factors, and
facilitate interpretation of the meaningfulness of this contribution in relation to other
powerful predictors like parent—child relations, peer attachment, and self-confidence.

We relied solely on self-report measures, which are subject to method error and social
desirability. Notably, the SLSS has yielded low correlations with measures of social desir-
ability (Huebner 1991c). Experimenter and participant expectations were controlled by the
use of a research team to ensure consistency of instructions and administration of measures.
Other limitations of the current study relate to the generalizability of the sample (i.e., high
school students residing in the southeastern U.S.). The use of convenience sampling from four
high schools offering rigorous academic programs may have resulted in a sample that is not
representative of the larger population of American youth. Further, it is unknown if the
sample obtained from each school is reflective of the schools’ student population, as building-
level administrators involved in the study did not track how many teachers participated in
student recruitment efforts. Replication of the current study using a more representative
sample of youth obtained using more stringent sampling techniques would enhance confi-
dence in the preliminary findings and conclusions advanced in this paper.

8.5 Implications for Research and Practice

Our findings suggest it is worthwhile to include all five factors in studies of youth per-
sonality. Studies assessing only extraversion and neuroticism, for instance, preclude
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recognition of potentially unique contributions of agreeableness, conscientiousness, and
openness to indicators of well-being. Research has established the importance of life
satisfaction in youth, demonstrating high life satisfaction relates to many adaptive and
positive outcomes (e.g., Proctor et al. 2010; Suldo and Shaffer 2008). Including measures
of personality in comprehensive assessments of adolescents’ well-being can help identify
adolescents who may be at increased risk for negative psychological outcomes. The close
relationship between adolescent neuroticism and internalizing forms of psychopathology
such as depression and anxiety (Griffith et al. 2010), and association with low life satis-
faction, suggest early intervention efforts are warranted for neurotic adolescents, in part to
hopefully mitigate the progression from low life satisfaction to the development of
depression (c.f., Lewinsohn et al. 1991).

Although personality research suggests that personality is relatively stable throughout
the life span, this does not infer personality is unchangeable. Rather, personality represents
a baseline or ‘set point’ that may be amendable with intentional behavior. Early and active
prevention efforts focused on adolescents who endorse personality traits related to negative
outcomes (i.e., neuroticism) may help moderate negative outcomes by providing adaptive
and healthy skills. For instance, mental health professionals could assist adolescents,
particularly those with high levels of neuroticism, to increase positive emotions as well as
emotional stability (Ng 2008). Future research should verify outcomes of interventions
focused on improving traits that place adolescents at risk for negative outcomes. Research
suggests personality is less coherent and more malleable during adolescence, as teens are
forming their self-concept and identity, and striving for autonomy as they enter adulthood
(Hayes and Joseph 2003). Thus, adolescence may be a crucial time to provide adolescents
with adaptive skills (e.g., emotion regulation, coping strategies, and interpersonal skills)
while they are open to exploring and discovering their personal identities.
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