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Abstract The tripartite model of mental well-being regards
well-being as a three-dimensional concept encompassing cor-
related yet distinct dimensions of hedonic, psychological, and
social well-being. This study used confirmatory factor analy-
sis (CFA) and exploratory structural equation modeling
(ESEM) to evaluate this model in an Iranian sample
(N = 1435). It was found that the model was generally consis-
tent with the data, although a few variables did not have strong
loadings on their target factors. The ESEM model provided
improved fit compared with the CFA model. The results illus-
trate the methodological advantages of ESEM over traditional
CFA in this line of research.
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Introduction

Both hedonic and eudaimonic elements of well-being need to
be considered for a comprehensive assessment of mental well-
being (e.g., Ryan and Deci 2001; Joshanloo 2016b). The he-
donic approach defines well-being as the preponderance of
life satisfaction and positive affect over negative affect and
dissatisfaction, whereas the eudaimonic approach defines it

based on functioning well in life (Keyes and Annas 2009).
The personal aspect of eudaimonic well-being consists of es-
sentially personal skills and abilities such as self-acceptance
(Ryff 1989). The social aspect of eudaimonic well-being con-
cerns the relationship between the individual and larger soci-
ety (Keyes 1998). The three aspects of hedonic, psychologi-
cal, and social well-being are considered as crucial compo-
nents in Keyes’ tripartite model of mental well-being
(Joshanloo 2016b; Keyes 2006).

Well-Being, Islam, and Iran

Iran is a non-Arab Islamic country located in the Middle
East. The country is strongly influenced by Islamic ideology.
Islam clearly recognizes subjective, psychological, and so-
cial aspects of well-being as important aspects of general
well-being (Joshanloo 2013; Joshanloo 2017). However, it
also posits that achieving well-being is not possible unless a
Muslim has a strong faith and permanently acts in accor-
dance with Islamic codes of conduct. Scholars are divided
on whether or not Western models of well-being are appli-
cable to Muslims. Some Muslim scholars are suspicious of
modern scientific methodologies, and dismiss Western
models because they believe these secular models ignore
the spiritual needs of humans and are alien to Islamic world-
view (e.g., Huq 2009). More empirically-oriented re-
searchers, on the other hand, believe that although some
adjustments may be needed, the Western models of mental
well-being function reasonably well in Muslim samples
(Ghorbani et al. 2007; Joshanloo 2013). For example,
Joshanloo (2013) reviewed the studies that have examined
the reliability and validity of Western well-being scales in
Iranian samples, and concluded that these scales are fairly
valid and reliable in Iran. Nevertheless, the previous studies
have used relatively small samples and have usually focused
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on the properties of a single well-being scale rather than
comprehensive well-being models. With multiple well-
being scales and a relatively large sample, the present study
provides a good opportunity to examine the applicability of
the tripartite model of well-being to a Muslim sample.

Statistical Approach

A number of studies have supported the tripartite model of
mental well-being across cultures (e.g., Gallagher et al.
2009; Joshanloo et al. 2013). However, some aspects of the
model have also been criticized. The main criticism concerns
the discriminant validity between the three aspects of the mod-
el. For example, some researchers regard the hedonic and
psychological well-being dimensions as indistinguishable
(Kashdan et al. 2008), on the grounds that studies using con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) have occasionally reported
very strong correlations (e.g., > .85) between the two compo-
nents (e.g., de Carvalho et al. 2016; Disabato et al. 2016;
Gallagher et al. 2009).

However, recent research using exploratory structural
equation modeling (ESEM) has shown that CFA has in
fact overestimated the correlations between the dimen-
sions of mental well-being (Joshanloo 2016b; Joshanloo
et al. 2017). This overestimation of factor correlations is
a consequence of the way traditional CFA handles
cross-loadings (Marsh et al. 2014; Morin et al. 2013).
Specifically, in CFA, all the cross-loadings are fixed at
zero. It has now been shown that this treatment can
have an undesirable influence on model fit and the ac-
curacy of estimates (Asparouhov and Muthen 2009).
ESEM, on the other hand, freely estimates all the target
and non-target factor loadings. ESEM has been found to
represent the factor structure of many multidimensional
constructs (such as personality traits) better than CFA
(Marsh et al. 2014; Morin et al. 2013). Two main ad-
vantages of ESEM are improved model fit and more
accurate factor correlations.

Prior research indicates that non-zero secondary load-
ings are far from rare in the structure of well-being
scales (e.g., Joshanloo and Lamers 2016). This clearly
necessitates the use of ESEM in this line of research.
In fact, ESEM has resulted in improved fit and less ele-
vated factor correlations than CFA when applied to the
tripartite model in various cultures (Joshanloo 2016a, b;
Joshanloo et al. 2016; Joshanloo and Lamers 2016). For
example, in the context of Iran, a recent study using a
14-item scale of the tripartite model showed that ESEM
resulted in better fit and smaller factor correlations in
comparison to CFA (Joshanloo 2016a). The present study
sought to extend these findings by using a larger sample
and relatively lengthier well-being scales.

Methods

Participants

The data were drawn from the Iranian Mental Well-being
Project (IMWP; Joshanloo and Bakhshi 2016), which has
been run over the past decade. Convenience sampling has
been used to collect samples, mainly consisting of university
students studying at universities in Tehran (for more details
about the project, see Joshanloo and Bakhshi 2016). The com-
bined sample used in the present study included 1435 individ-
uals (44.5% females), with a mean age of 22.82 (SD = 5.83).
The majority of the participants (87.5%) had no missing value
in any of the 14 variables, whereas 9.61% of the participants
had only one missing value. No participant had more than four
missing values.

Measures

Three scales were used to measure hedonic well-being: the
satisfaction with life scale (Diener et al. 1985; α = .85) and
the Negative (α = 0.85) and Positive (α = .85) Affect Scale
(NAPAS; Joshanloo 2017a). The 18-item psychological well-
being scale (Ryff 1989) and the 15-item social well-being
scale (Keyes 1998) were used to measure personal and social
aspects of eudaimonic well-being, respectively. Dimensions
of psychological well-being included self-acceptance
(α = .57), purpose in life (α = .32), environmental mastery
(α = .32), positive relations (α = .50), personal growth
(α = .44), and autonomy (α = .38). Dimensions of social
well-being included social coherence (α = .35), social integra-
tion (α = .41), social acceptance (α = .47), social contribution
(α = .63), and social actualization (α = .50). All of the scales
were translated into Persian using the method of back transla-
tion (Joshanloo and Bakhshi 2016).

Statistical Analysis

Model fit was assessed with maximum likelihood in Mplus
7.4. An oblique geomin rotation with an ε value of .5 was used
in ESEM. The full information maximum likelihood (FIML)
method was used to handle missing data. Values of CFI
(Comparative Fit Index) > 0.95, RMSEA (Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation) and SRMR (Standardized
Root Mean Square Residual) < 0.08 were used as indicators
of acceptable fit (Browne and Cudeck 1993; Hu and Bentler
1999;Weston and Gore 2006). Smaller values of AIC (Akaike
information criterion) and BIC (Bayesian information criteri-
on) show better fit. In addition to the three-factor models, a
one-factor model (in which all of the indicators loaded onto a
general well-being factor) was also tested.
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Results

The fit indices are presented in Table 1. Whereas the one-
factor model and the three-factor CFA model did not provide
adequate fit, the fit of the three-factor ESEM model was ac-
ceptable. Factor loadings for the three-factor models are pre-
sented in Table 2. As can be seen, the three ESEM factors
corresponded to the three intended dimensions of the tripartite
model. Loadings ≥ 0.30 are usually considered important and
are used in defining constructs (e.g., Rosellini and Brown
2011). In the CFAmodel, all the variables had salient loadings
(around 0.30 or higher) on their target factors, with the excep-
tion of autonomy. In the ESEM model, all of the hedonic and
psychological variables, and three of the social variables had
salient loadings on their target factors. Among social well-
being variables, social coherence and social contribution had
salient loadings on psychological well-being rather than social
well-being. Many of the variables manifested significant non-
target loadings. However, the non-target loadings were gener-
ally smaller than the primary loadings. This pattern of load-
ings explains the substantial fit advantage provided by ESEM
over CFA. Finally, as shown in Table 3, factor correlations
were considerably smaller in ESEM (M = 0.31) than in CFA
(M = 0.69), showing that ESEM yielded more distinct factors.

Discussion

ESEM improved model fit, showed that there were a large
number of significant non-target loadings, and yielded dimin-
ished factor correlations. These results indicate that ESEM
represents the factor structure of the variables better than does
CFA in in the context of the present study. Of note is the
considerable difference between the latent correlations pro-
duced by the two methods (Table 3). The ESEM correlations
were considerably below the cutoff point of .85, which is
usually used to identify highly overlapping or multicollinear
factors (Kline 2011). Instead, consistent with the prior ESEM
findings (Joshanloo et al. 2016), the present findings indicate

that the three factors represent optimally distinct constructs,
with no indication of poor discriminant validity.

ESEM revealed that two of the social well-being variables
did not have strong enough loadings on their intended factors,
and instead had salient loadings on psychological well-being.
These critical findings on factor loadings were largely
concealed in the CFA analysis due to the unnecessary zero
constraints on the non-target loadings in CFA. Social
contribution has been found to have salient loadings
on psychological well-being in previous research
(Joshanloo 2016b; Joshanloo et al. 2006; Bobowik
et al. 2015). However, the strong loading of social co-
herence on psychological well-being seems to be un-
precedented, and specific to Iranian culture.

In sum, the pattern of factor loadings (Table 2) implies that
the tripartite model of well-being is generally supported in
Iran, a large majority of the variables make salient contribu-
tions to their target factors, and the contributions of the non-
target loadings to the factors are smaller than those of the
target loadings. However, ESEM showed that some of the
target loadings were not as strong as expected, which
requires attention in future well-being research in Iran.
Collectively these results contribute to the assessment of
similarities and differences between the concept of men-
tal well-being in Iran and other cultures. The results
also can be used to refine the assessment tools in future
research for a better fit with Iranian culture.

As mentioned in the Introduction, some researchers believe
that Western psychological models of well-being cannot rep-
resent the concept of well-being in Islamic cultures (Haque
2004). For example, according to Ahmad (2009), Bsecular
concepts have proved to be an utter failure in providing ex-
planations for Islamic personalities^ (p. 302). Huq (2009) as-
serts that, because theWesternmodels ignore the divine aspect
of human nature, they are necessarily Bsoulless, lopsided, and
truncated^ (p. 161). However, previous findings on the con-
struct validity of Western scales of well-being has been prom-
ising (for a review, see Joshanloo 2013). The results of the
present study also indicate that the tripartite model of well-

Table 1 Fit indices

Model χ2 df CFI SRMR AIC BIC RMSEA 90% CI for RMSEA

LL UL

One-factor

ESEM/CFA 1097.839 77 0.767 0.063 107,743.979 107,965.274 0.096 0.091 0.101

Three-factor

ESEM 364.939 52 0.929 0.031 107,061.079 107,414.097 0.065 0.059 0.071

CFA 842.898 74 0.825 0.059 107,495.039 107,732.140 0.085 0.080 0.090

All χ2 values are significant at p < .001

LL lower limit, UL upper limit
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being is largely consistent with the current Iranian data. Thus,
the weight of empirical evidence lends more support to the
alternative view that the general structure of well-being as
formulated in Western traditions of research is applicable to
Islamic cultures in its generality (e.g., Ghorbani et al. 2007;
Joshanloo 2017b). This certainly does not mean that Western
concepts, scales, and items do not need adjustments based on
Islamic indigenous psychology. In fact, the present study in-
dicated a few areas where the scales can be improved.
However, the conclusion that Western models and scales are
entirely alien to Islamic cultures seem to be erroneous. Given
the available evidence, a more viable strategywould be to start
with Western models and make necessary adjustments using
insights from indigenous cultures.

It should be mentioned that the general support for the
tripartite model of mental well-being in Iran does not mean
that the nomological networks of the well-being concepts are
the same across non-Islamic and Islamic cultures. For

example, research shows differential relationships between
well-being dimensions and personal values in Iran and
Western countries (e.g., Joshanloo and Ghaedi 2009).
Caution should also be used when generalizing the findings
of the present study to other Islamic cultures, considering that
Islamic countries considerably differ on various socio-
economic and cultural indicators (Legatum Institute 2012).

A major limitation of the study was that the social
and psychological well-being scales did not yield ac-
ceptable internal consistencies. This is partly to be ex-
pected (Heene et al. 2014; Rammstedt and Beierlein
2014) given that each scale has only three items, and
because items for these short versions have not been
Bselected to maximize internal consistency but rather
to cover the underlying components of each scale
(thereby maintaining fidelity with the conceptual foun-
dation of each scale)^ (Ryff 2014, p. 13). The selected
items provide wider content coverage of the concepts
under study, despite the brevity of the scales. Hence,
the loss incurred with regards to internal consistencies
should be considered along with the significant concep-
tual advantage gained with heterogeneity of the items.
Needless to say, future research will require to use lon-
ger versions of the scales for a more accurate and reli-
able assessment of mental well-being in Iran. Given that
the sample consisted largely of university students, ad-
ditional studies will also need to use more nationally
representative samples.

Table 3 Factor correlations

Hedonic Psychological Social

Hedonic – 0.643 0.610

Psychological 0.324 – 0.831

Social 0.312 0.315 –

CFA and ESEM correlations are presented above and below the diagonal,
respectively. All correlations are significant at p < .001

Table 2 Standardized factor
loading for the three-factor
models

ESEM CFA

Hedonic Psychological Social

Hedonic

Life satisfaction 0.363*** 0.202*** 0.239*** 0.587***

Negative affect -0.666*** -0.029 -0.019 -0.691***

Positive affect 0.812*** -0.118*** 0.006 0.663***

Psychological

Self-acceptance 0.274*** 0.433*** 0.150*** 0.658***

Purpose in life 0.033 0.539*** 0.063* 0.533***

Environmental mastery 0.142*** 0.442*** 0.112*** 0.567***

Positive relations 0.138*** 0.354*** 0.186*** 0.536***

Personal growth 0.075** 0.659*** 0.025 0.639***

Autonomy 0.064 0.290*** -0.067 0.261***

Social

Social coherence 0.078* 0.293*** 0.243*** 0.514***

Social integration 0.203*** 0.121*** 0.457*** 0.592***

Social acceptance -0.025 -0.187*** 0.751*** 0.373***

Social contribution 0.055* 0.513*** 0.180*** 0.604***

Social actualization 0.024 0.084** 0.507*** 0.469***

Loadings greater than or very close to 0.30 are shown in boldface
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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