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1 Introduction

As early as 1948, the importance and distinctions between social and mental well-being 
have been clearly established by the constitution of the World Health Organization; “health 
is a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being” (World Health Organiza-
tion, 1948). This statement was written to be applicable worldwide. Subjective well-being 
– an important indicator of mental wellness—refers to the evaluation of one’s own declared 
quality of life, including how one feels about life and how well one sees him-/herself func-
tioning in life (Keyes, 2012, p. 5). The literature on subjective well-being mainly includes 
happiness, life satisfaction, and positive affect (Diener, 2009, p. 11). Meanwhile, the 
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construct of social well-being is less familiar to many people. McDowell, (2006, p. 152) 
defined social well-being as an aspect of health that concerns how one gets along with 
others, interacts with social institutions, observes societal mores, and how others react. 
Studies on social well-being mostly focus on social support (e.g., quality or number of 
social contacts) and social adjustment (e.g., satisfaction with relationships or performance 
in social roles). This disentanglement of both dimensions of well-being (i.e., subjective 
well-being and social well-being) has been supported empirically across different cultures 
(Joshanloo et al., 2014, 2016; Joshanloo, 2019a, 2019b; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Teismann & 
Brailovskaia, 2019). Based on this framework, the current study focused on the following 
representations of the two dimensions of well-being: happiness and satisfaction with life 
as a measure of subjective well-being, and perceived social support as a measure of social 
well-being.

1.1  Happiness

A general definition of happiness is “an internal experience of a positive state of mind” 
(Lu & Shih, 1997, p. 182). The meaning of happiness can differ across cultures and even 
across individuals. While the Western conceptualization of happiness stresses an intrap-
ersonal focus, internal evaluation and contentment, its hedonistic pursuit is regarded as 
unworthy and shameful in Chinese culture (Lu & Shih, 1997). As a consequence, European 
and north-American cultures focus on pleasantness. In contrast, East-Asian cultural groups 
are aware of the arousal dimension that implies keeping a good balance of mind or staying 
calm and content (Kitayama & Markus, 2000).

1.2  Satisfaction with Life

Shin and Johnson, (1978, p. 478) define life satisfaction as “a global assessment of a per-
son’s quality of life according to his chosen criteria”. Diener et al., (1985) further added 
that “judgments of satisfaction are dependent upon a comparison of one’s circumstances 
with what is thought to be an appropriate standard. It is important to point out that the 
judgment of how satisfied people are with their present state of affairs is based on a com-
parison with a standard, which each individual sets for him- or herself”. Consistently, peo-
ple in collectivistic cultures often report lower life satisfaction than people in individualis-
tic cultures (Bieda et al., 2017; Kang et al., 2003; Tov & Au, 2013). Moreover, in societies 
with high levels of economic and physical security that typically foster a climate of trust 
and self-expression, positive emotions are more strongly related to life satisfaction than in 
nations in which individuals focus on their daily survival (Kuppens et al., 2008).

1.3  Perceived Social Support

Perceived social support can be defined as “the result of cognitive-emotional information 
processing and the evaluation of present and past social interactions. Persons experienced 
or expected support (assistance) to master tasks, cope with stress and reach personal goals 
in those interactions. Hence, social support is primarily a perceived or anticipated support 
from the social network.” (Fydrich et al., 2009, p. 43). It could be hypothesized that West-
ern cultures emphasize informational and instrumental aspects of social support because 
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the individual is viewed as independent from others; hence, helping might be conceptual-
ized as a mutual service. In contrast, as Asians view a person as fundamentally connected 
with others and responsible for maintaining social harmony, expressing personal problems 
or requesting help from others might not be a desirable social behavior (Taylor et al., 2004).

1.4  Cross‑cultural comparisons on well‑being

Cross-cultural research on well-being has revealed multi-level differences, from the deno-
tation and connotation of the construct to its experiences and moderators (e.g., Bieda et al., 
2017; Joshanloo, 2014; Kitayama & Markus, 2000; Taylor et al., 2004). Eastern and West-
ern cultures differ from each other in many aspects, such as in collectivism vs. individual-
ism (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), which may influence well-being on various levels. On a 
conceptional level, role obligation and dialectical balance were emphasized for the social 
well-being of Chinese students; for students with a European and American background, 
individual well-being encompassed explicit pursuit and personal accountability (Lu & Gil-
mour, 2004). On a response bias level, people from a traditional Confucian society tend 
to suppress the expression of positive affect, while American culture typically emphasizes 
the expression of positive intrapersonal feelings (Lau et al., 2005; Ying, 1989). Such bias 
may contribute to a higher rating of subjective well-being in Western countries (i.e., North 
America, Western Europe, and Australia) than in Eastern countries (i.e., China, Korea, and 
Japan) (e.g., Helliwell, Huang, & Wang, 2017; OECD, 2021). Against this background, the 
current study investigated Eastern and Western cultural differences in happiness, satisfac-
tion with life, and perceived social support between China and Germany.

Many of the available cross-cultural comparisons are based on observed scores on 
multi-item scales. However, the validity of such scales depends on the assumption that peo-
ple from different cultural groups respond to the items in the same way. This assumption 
can be statistically tested via measurement invariance. Bieda et al., (2017) and Lin et al., 
(2019) conducted large-scale studies with university students from China and Germany to 
test cross-cultural measurement invariance of scales assessing positive well-being. Strong 
cross-cultural measurement invariance (i.e., equal intercepts across cultures) was estab-
lished for the scale assessing general positive mental health (Bieda et  al., 2017). Mean-
while, only weak invariance (i.e., equal loadings on the latent construct across groups) or 
partial strong invariance (i.e., equal item intercept across groups) was established across 
Germany and China concerning the Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS; Lyubomirsky & 
Lepper, 1999), the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985), and the Social 
Support Questionnaire (F-SozU K-14; Fydrich et al., 2009). Given that there are scales that 
can reach strong cross-cultural invariance (e.g., the Positive Mental Health-Scale across 
China, Germany, and Russia in Bieda et al., (2017); the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress 
Scales across Poland, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States of America in 
Scholten et al., (2017)), it is essential to clarify why the scales that assess happiness, life 
satisfaction, and social support did not show this form of invariance and to explore the pos-
sible source of biases that might explain the non-invariances.

If scale invariance is not achievable, multiple potential reasons need to be considered: 
(1) the meaning of a concept across cultural groups (i.e., the content of a specific item fits 
better in one group than in another group, or the overall understanding of the concept dif-
fers across groups), (2) poor translation, (3) the effect of social desirability on response 
style, (4) differences in the value given to certain aspects, or (5) different reference frame-
works (Chen, 2008). These reasons might at least partly explain why Western-developed.
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Instruments do not always appropriately transfer to research in non-Western countries. 
From a statistical point of view, there have been multiple propositions on how to deal with 
non-invariance (e.g., Byrne et  al., 1989; Chen, 2008; Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998; 
Vandenberg & Lance, 2000). However, linking qualitative research methods to these elabo-
rate quantitative approaches could play a role in uncovering the reasons for non-invariance 
by exploring the differences in the meaning of well-being across cultures (Hines, 1993; 
Scholten et al., 2017).

1.5  Qualitative Study as Follow‑up Explanation for the Non‑invariance

The aim of the present study was to explore cross-cultural differences in the concepts and 
questionnaires of social support, life satisfaction, and happiness, which have statistically 
been identified in terms of non-invariance by Bieda et  al., (2017) and Lin et  al., (2019) 
across Chinese and German participants. Considering the lack of an established way to 
explore such biases, we proposed adding a qualitative approach based on focus groups 
(Krueger & Casey, 2015). Specifically, we aimed to explore whether there are cross-cul-
tural differences in the definitions of the three constructs, and whether the non-invariant 
items were due to translation error, differences in understanding, difficulty level, response 
style, and/or other sources of bias. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first qualita-
tive, in-depth study undertaken to understand findings of measurement non-invariance. a 
strength of the study is that we also seek to understand the cross-cultural differences from 
a contextual point of view. As a follow-up explanatory study (Creswell & Plano Clarke, 
2017) of the quantitative results presented in Bieda et al. (2017) and Lin et al. (2019), pre-
sent findings may contribute to the understanding of reported non-invariance and comple-
ment the preceding quantitative results. Moreover, they can reveal potential ways, in which 
available instruments that assess the investigated constructs might be modified, or which 
factors should be considered when developing new instruments to enable measurement 
invariance in cross-cultural studies.

2  Materials and Methods

2.1  Participants

The present study is part of the ongoing BOOM (Bochum Optimism and Mental Health) 
research program investigating the risk and protective factors of mental health in differ-
ent countries (see boom.rub.de). The responsible Ethics Committee approved the study 
implementation. All participants gave written consent before entering a focus group. Nine 
groups (five in Germany and four in China) were included.

2.1.1  German Sample

In November 2016, an e-mail with a participation invitation for the focus groups was sent 
to a random sample of 200 persons from the BOOM participant pool in Bochum, Germany. 
The inclusion criterion for participation was sufficient knowledge of the German language. 
Overall, 33 persons (81.8% female; age (years): 23.03 ± 5.97, range: 18–41; occupation: 
87.9% students, 12.1% employees; marital status: 57.6% single, 42.4% in romantic relation-
ship) participated in one of the five focus groups.
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2.1.2  Chinese sample

In January 2017, invitations were sent to 50 Beijing BOOM participants who left contact 
information, while online advertisements were sent to Shanghai BOOM participants who stud-
ied or worked in Shanghai. In total, 28 individuals (85.2% female; age (years): 22.56 ± 1.05, 
range: 21–25; occupation: 63% students, 33.3% employees, 3.7% trainees; marital status: 
59.3% single, 37% in romantic relationship, 3.7% missing) took part in one of the four focus 
groups (two in Beijing, two in Shanghai).

2.2  Scales and items discussed in the focus groups

The following scales and measurement inequivalent items were presented to the participants 
during the focus group session. The Chinese and German versions of the non-invariant items 
are presented in Table S1 (supplementary materials).

2.2.1  Social Support Questionnaire (F‑SozU K‑14)

The unidimensional questionnaire F-SozU K-14  (Fydrich et  al., 2009) assesses perceived 
social support with 14 items that are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (not true at 
all) to 5 (very true). Cronbach’s alpha was .95 in both German and Chinese samples (Bieda 
et al. 2017). In Bieda et al. (2017) and Lin et al. (2019), the intercepts of Item 3 (I experience 
a lot of understanding and security from others.), Item 5 (If necessary, I can easily borrow 
something I might need from neighbors or friends.), Item 8 (I have friends and family who will 
simply just hug me.) and Item 11 (There are people who share joy and sorrow with me.) had to 
be released in order to establish measurement invariance of the F-SozU K-14.

2.2.2  Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS)

The SWLS (Diener et al., 1985) measures global life satisfaction. It consists of five items rated 
on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha 
was .89 in the German and .88 in the Chinese sample (Bieda et al., 2017). The factor loading 
of Item 2 (The conditions of my life are excellent.) and the intercepts of Item 1 (In most ways 
my life is close to my ideal.) and Item 3 (I am satisfied with my life.) could not be constrained 
when testing measurement invariance across countries (Bieda et al., 2017).

2.2.3  Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS)

The SHS (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999)  assesses overall subjective happiness with four 
items rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale. Cronbach’s alpha was .87 in the German and .74 in 
the Chinese sample (Bieda et al., 2017). A measurement invariance test of the SHS indicated 
that Item 3 (Some people are generally happy. They enjoy life regardless of what is going on, 
getting the most out of everything.) and Item 4 (Some people are generally not very happy. 
Although they are not depressed, they never seem as happy as they might be.) did not measure 
the same factor equivalent across groups (loading and intercept variance) (Bieda et al., 2017).
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2.3  Procedure

First, an English version of a focus group route was developed by a team of German and 
Chinese psychologists. The questioning route was translated into German and Manda-
rin using the translation-back-translation-modification procedure (Berry, 1989) to enable 
standardized implementation of the focus groups in both countries. Next, a pilot focus 
group was assembled in Germany to test the procedure. As no further modifications of the 
procedure were deemed necessary, the results of the pilot group were also included in all 
analyses. Then, eight respective focus groups were conducted in Germany (four groups) 
and in China (four groups). In each group, only two of the three constructs were discussed: 
“perceived social support” was discussed in all groups, “subjective happiness” in three 
German groups and in two Chinese groups, and “life satisfaction” in another two Ger-
man groups and two Chinese groups. This reduced the probability of attentional overload 
for participants being asked to maintain a high level of attention and concentration over a 
longer period of time. For each construct, the definition was discussed first. Afterward, the 
non-invariant items related to the construct were discussed. Participants rated each item 
(“fit”, “not fit”, or “not sure”) and explained whether it measured the definition discussed 
before; then, they described their free associations related to the item. Notably, the focus 
group sessions lasted approximately 2 h with a 15 min break after discussing the first con-
struct. Discussing all three constructs following these three steps would have extended 
the duration of the sessions up to 3  h and increased the risk of participants scrambling 
the constructs and discussion points due to decreasing levels of attention and concentra-
tion. The detailed procedure of one focus group session is provided in the supplementary 
material. All focus groups were audio-recorded. To preserve anonymity, participants were 
addressed with nicknames during the focus group sessions. Participants were compensated 
with course credits or cash (15 Euro in Germany, 100 RMB in China).

2.4  Qualitative and Quantitative Analyses

All raters were trained psychologists and native speakers of the particular focus group 
language. The qualitative analyses of the construct definitions and the free association/
reasons for fit/not-fit of each item followed the steps of the inductive qualitative content 
analysis presented by Mayring (2015). First, the audio recordings of all group discussions 
were transcribed word-for -word. Second, the statements/phrases that were meaningful for 
the analyses were identified, highlighted, and copied into a separate document (in contrast, 
the moderators’ comments and participants’ acknowledgment of the moderators’ clarifica-
tions were considered irrelevant for the analyses, and thus, they were excluded). Third, the 
content of each statement was summarized (e.g., statement: “The first thing that comes to 
mind when I hear “perceived social support” is someone giving me some money to help 
me pay for my flat, which would solve a lot of my problems. I have to work hard to get 
this money. So, I need this money.”; summary: someone gives some money to help to pay 
for flat, solves problems). Fourth, for each summarized statement, a preliminary category 
was suggested (e.g., providing material support). Fifth, similar categories were assigned to 
superordinate categories (e.g., material support). For each superordinate category, a defini-
tion was formulated (e.g., providing of financial resources or objects, different from emo-
tional support), and a typical example was given (e.g., money to pay for float). The third 
to fifth steps were conducted separately by two raters. Sixth, the two raters discussed all 
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categories and developed a final category system together (in Germany) or in collaboration 
with a third rater (in China).

In the final step, the raters calculated how frequently each category was mentioned (an 
example of the entire procedure is listed in Table S2 in the supplementary material).

In both countries, there were two rounds for all three constructs. A percent agreement 
calculation was chosen to quantify the interrater agreement (i.e., the proportion of the same 
category from all summarized statements). In the first round, the interrater agreement was 
85% in Germany and 71% in China for “subjective happiness”, 90% and 61%, respectively, 
for “life satisfaction”, and 87% and 61% for “perceived social support”. In the second 
round, an interrater agreement of 100% was reached for all constructsin both countries.

For the rating of item fit, percentages of fit/not-fit/not-sure were calculated for each 
country. Chi-square tests were applied to examine whether the frequency of voting for fit/
not fit/not sure differed between the two countries.

3  Results and Discussion

The final category systems for the definition of all constructs-including the frequency of 
each category-are presented in Table 1 (subjective happiness), Table 2 (life satisfaction), 
and Table  3 (perceived social support). Categories that were mentioned only once (see 
Table S3, supplementary material) were considered single opinions and were omitted from 
tables and discussion.

3.1  Definition of Happiness

3.1.1  Results

As summarized in Table 1, in both countries, participants mentioned quality of life, posi-
tive emotions, and social contacts as aspects of happiness; these results are in line with 
Keyes’ model (2007). Social contact was the least frequently mentioned aspect among the 
three in Germany (e.g., “Happiness is spending my free time with my best friends.”), but 
the most frequent one in China (e.g., “Happiness to me means someone at home cares for 
me, e.g., asking when I will be home for dinner.”1).

3.1.2  Discussion

German participants differentiated between two types of happiness: (1) Uncontrollable, 
i.e., good luck; (2) Controllable, i.e., one’s ability to achieve something. They emphasized 
the subjectivity of the definition of happiness and its natural brevity. Meanwhile, Chinese 
groups viewed happiness from a different angle: it could appear as a result of a goal/dream 
being fulfilled (e.g., “The things I look forward to come true.”) or while pursuing the goal/
dream (e.g., “When I am striving to achieve my goal”).

1 All examples/quotations listed in the results section were originally in Chinese or in German.
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3.2  Definition of Life Satisfaction

3.2.1  Results

In both countries, participants mentioned an individual realistic standard and an ideal 
standard of life satisfaction that can change over time, as well as the perception of current 
satisfaction (see Table 2). Although participants from both countries mentioned quality of 
life as an important facet of life satisfaction, German students focused more on basic needs 
fulfillment (e.g., enough food, a place to live), while Chinese students referred to good liv-
ing conditions (e.g., good economic conditions, high salary/income).

3.2.2  Discussion

The variation in results may be due to the different economic development levels in the 
two countries (The World Bank, 2020). The Chinese groups mentioned a positive attitude 
toward life and contentment with their current situation as part of life satisfaction, while 
the German groups mentioned that satisfaction may come from comparing their situation 
with a social norm/social standard or with an individual standard.

3.3  Definition of Perceived Social Support

3.3.1  Results

Participants from both countries frequently mentioned their sources of support (i.e., private 
networks, such as friends and family, and society as a whole). In the German groups, direct 
social network support was mentioned most frequently, while Chinese students gave many 
examples of support from “the society”. They emphasized donations/help/support from 
the community (e.g., companies, charities, and government policies that provide benefits 
for young students from poor families), i.e., support from people/entities who/that do not 
know you directly. However, financial support and material support were more frequently 
mentioned in the German groups than in the Chinese groups. In addition, only the Chinese 
groups gave examples of expectations of unsolicited support and implicit/indirect ways of 
“asking for help” (e.g., posting one’s problem on social media, expecting to gain empathy). 
Furthermore, participants in both countries mentioned emotional support and a general 
term of help.

3.3.2  Discussion

The emphasis on different sources of support between countries (the direct social network 
in Germany vs. “the society” in China) could be partly due to a translation bias. Social sup-
port is usually translated into “社会支持shèhùi zhīchí” (see Table S1) in Chinese, which 
can be interpreted literally as “support from the big society/government/community” 
by individuals not familiar with this psychological term. Overall, the perceived level of 
social support may depend on different cultural, situational, and individual factors, such as 
whether one has good interpersonal relationships.
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3.4  The evaluation of item fit and free associations

The results of the evaluation of item fit and the reasons for “not fit” or “not sure” ratings 
are summarized in Table 4. The participants from the two countries were similar in their 
evaluation pattern on most of the items, except for Item 4 of SHS (χ2 = 9.771, p = 0.008, 
Cramer’s V = 0.536), as well as Item 3 (χ2 = 6.209, p = 0.045, Cramer’s V = 0.322), Item 5 
(χ2 = 18.709, p < 0.001, Cramer’s V = 0.742) and Item 8 (χ2 = 8.996, p = 0.011, Cramer’s 
V = 0.387) of F-SozU K-14. A detailed discussion of the item fit and the reasons for unfit/
unsure selections (see Table 4) and free associations (see Table S4–S6) provided by the 
students are presented for each targeted item.

3.4.1  Item 3 of SHS (Some people are generally happy. They enjoy life regardless 
of what is going on, getting the most out of everything.)

3.4.1.1 Results In both countries, the evaluation of Item 3 of SHS was relatively low (i.e., 
only 50–56% of the participants thought this item measures the constructs). Reasons for 
unfit or doubt were that this item seems to measure optimism rather than happiness (see 
Table 4).

3.4.1.2 Discussion 

A source of bias for this item may come from the translation (see Table S1). Its Chinese 
wording can be understood as “try my best no matter what to enjoy life” or “be the 
best person no matter what”. The German wording (sie machen aus allem das Beste, 
i.e., they make the best of everything) is closer to the English version. Chinese groups 
argued that high ambition causes a desire to achieve the best, but that this is not compa-
rable to happiness. The German groups emphasized that doing the best is a character-
istic of optimism rather than happiness. These different points of view may explain the 
variant loadings of this item in Bieda et al. (2017).

3.4.2  Item 4 of SHS (Some people are generally not very happy. Although they are 
not depressed, they never seem as happy as they might be.)

3.4.2.1 Results 

Regarding Item 4 of SHS, a large percentage of the Chinese students (56.3%) agreed 
that the item measures happiness, while most German students (66.7%) thought this 
item does not. The reasons for unfit provided by both groups were similar, including 
that the expression may not reveal the true mood/emotion being felt. Some German 
students mentioned that unhappiness might be reflected by negative feelings, while a 
Chinese group associated this item with the absence of happiness, e.g., someone who is 
hard to cheer up, which does not necessarily equate to depression (see Table S4).
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3.4.2.2 Discussion 

The different association or understanding of the items may indicate a source of bias, 
i.e., German participants may rate the item using depression as a framework. In con-
trast, Chinese participants may mainly focus on the lack of happiness.

3.4.3  Item 1 of SWLS (In most ways my life is close to my ideal.)

3.4.3.1 Results 

Even when disregarding country differences, the evaluation of Item 1 of SWLS was 
relatively low (i.e., only 45–53% of the participants thought these items measure the 
constructs). Reasons for unfit or doubt were that this item included the word “ideal”—
which is not suitable and unachievable (see Table 4)—and that life satisfaction may 
relate more to a “good-enough-standard” (e.g., the “basic needs” mentioned in the Ger-
man groups and the “good living conditions” mentioned in the Chinese groups, see 
Table 2).

3.4.3.2 Discussion 

Regarding possible source of bias, both country groups mentioned that the word “ideal” 
sets an extremely high standard for the ratings (see Table 4 and Table S4). The German 
students thought that “Idealvorstellung (ideal)” is hard to reach, but one may still be 
satisfied with what they have. On an extremer note, the Chinese students mentioned 
that “理想lĭxiăng (ideal)” is unrealistic and never achievable. If someone compares 
their current life to an “ideal” standard, the rating would be generally low. This could 
be one reason for the Chinese group rating this item lower than the German group in 
Bieda et al. (2017).

3.4.4  Item 2 of SWLS (The conditions of my life are excellent.)

3.4.4.1 Results 

As described in Table 4, both country groups agreed that Item 2 of SWLS measures 
life satisfaction.

3.4.4.2 Discussion 

A translation bias could lead to different rating standards. In the Chinese version, the 
word “圆满yuánmăn” is used, which means “perfect and complete” in the German 
version, the word used is “ausgezeichnet”—which means “outstanding”—and is not as 
extreme as “perfect and complete”. The German focus groups emphasized that the word 
“excellent” is not a suitable condition for evaluating life satisfaction. For instance, one 
can be satisfied with life, without everything being excellent. This different understand-
ing may explain why in Bieda et al. (2017), this item was more closely related to life 
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satisfaction in the Chinese sample than in the German sample (λ = 0.904 compared to 
λ = 0.667).

3.4.5  Item 3 of SWLS (I am satisfied with my life.)

3.4.5.1 Results 

Although both groups agreed that Item 3 of SWLS measures life satisfaction, interest-
ingly, their associations differed (see Table S5). The Chinese focus groups mentioned 
detailed aspects of satisfaction (basic needs are fulfilled, great quality of life, etc.), 
while the German focus groups often mentioned that this item referred to individual, 
subjective standards.

3.4.5.2 Discussion 

This could be the reason why, in Bieda et al. (2017), the German students were more 
likely to endorse this item than the Chinese students.

3.4.6  Item 3 of F‑SozU K‑14 (I experience a lot of understanding and security 
from others.)

3.4.6.1 Results 

Most of the Chinese students (96.3%) agreed that Item 3 of F-SozU K-14 measures 
perceived social support; the proportion was lower in the German sample (75.8%).

3.4.6.2 Discussion 

The main reason for hesitation mentioned in the German groups was that the word 
“Verstaendnis” (understanding) does not automatically imply support (see Table  4), 
given that understanding something does not necessarily mean that someone will pro-
vide support.

3.4.7  Item 5 of F‑SozU K‑14 (If necessary, I can easily borrow something I might need 
from neighbors or friends.)

3.4.7.1 Results 

Most Chinese students (81.5%) agreed that Item 5 of F-SozU K-14 measures perceived 
social support. The majority of the German students (72.7%) did not agree with it. They 
questioned whether borrowing something is a form of social support (see Table 4).

3.4.7.2 Discussion 

Regarding the free association of this item (see Table S7), both country groups men-
tioned that the drive to borrow things depends on one’s self-confidence (or courage) 
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and relationships with others, and that borrowing things would improve interpersonal 
relationships. The Chinese students also pointed out that they usually prefer to buy 
instead of borrow items. The Mandarin words for “borrow” are “麻烦别人máfán bié-
rén (trouble/inconvenience/burden others)” and “欠人情qiàn rénxíng (owe someone 
a favor)”, which creates a social conflict that is generally frowned upon in East-Asian 
culture. This issue might at least partly explain why the Chinese sample was less likely 
to endorse this item than the German sample in Bieda et al. (2017).

3.4.8  Item 8 of F‑SozU K‑14 (I have friends and family who will simply just hug me.)

3.4.8.1 Results 

Most of the Chinese students (88.9%) agreed that Item 8 of F-SozU K-14 measures per-
ceived social support, compared to about half of the German students (54.5%). Some 
German students believed that this item describes physical closeness and that some 
individuals may not like to be hugged; therefore, this item may not measure social sup-
port (see Table 4).

3.4.8.2 Discussion 

This item may also reflect a difference in customs or culture. The Chinese groups men-
tioned that, although many young Chinese individuals are more open to hugging than 
their parent generations (due to westernization in metropolitan areas), frequent body 
contact is still not the top welcome gesture. They would hug their lovers, children, or 
very close friends, but not family members, friends, or the opposite gender. It is not odd 
that the German sample was more likely to endorse this item than the Chinese sample 
(Bieda et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2019), given that hugging is a more frequent part of Ger-
man behavioral repertoire.

3.4.9  Item 11 of F‑SozU K‑14 (There are people who share joy and sorrow with me.)

3.4.9.1 Results 

Both country groups agreed that Item 11 of F-SozU K-14 measures social support (see 
Table 4).

3.4.9.2 Discussion 

As presented in Table S7, the source ofnon-invariance of this item may be due to trans-
lation bias and cultural differences. In the Chinese version, “there are people who…” 
was translated to “I have friends who…”, which may narrow the range of references, 
leading to a smaller possibility of endorsing the item in this sample. For example, five 
members from the Chinese group mentioned that they only share sorrow with strangers 
online, because sharing it with people they care about could be a burden. Furthermore, 
in Chinese culture, “don’t burden someone” can be a way of being kind or caring for 
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loved ones. Such cultural differences may also lower the possibility of endorsement of 
this item in the Chinese sample (Bieda et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2019).

4  General Discussion and Conclusions

For a long time, the use of the same instruments after a translation-back translation pro-
cedure (Berry et al., 1989) was recognized as a functional and common way to investigate 
cross-cultural differences in well-being. However, research that focused on the structure 
and consistency of such instruments described statistical discrepancies that impede their 
cross-cultural measurement invariance and the interpretation of appropriate findings (e.g., 
Bieda et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2019). The reasons for non-invariance remained unclear. In 
the present study, the meaning of and reasons for non-invariance of happiness, life satis-
faction, and perceived social support – constructs that represent different dimensions of 
well-being – were investigated (e.g., Diener, 1984; Joshanloo et al., 2016; Ryff, 1989). We 
conducted nine focus groups with students (five in Germany and four in China) to dis-
cuss their understanding of the concepts and questionnaires (Krueger & Casey, 2015), and 
analyzed the results with a qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2015; Schreier, 2012).
The current findings partly contribute to the qualitative explanation of previously described 
statistical non-invariance of instruments that are typically used for their assessment in Ger-
many and China (e.g., Bieda et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2019). In addition,, the content of some 
items seems to no longer be relevant for the assessment of the constructs, specifically in the 
group of young adults in both countries. The results suggested that non-invariance partly 
comes from translation bias (which may cause understanding bias) as well as true cultural 
differences in the conception, or even the experience, of the investigated constructs. Based 
on our findings, we provide suggestions for how to modify the instruments to foster their 
measurement invariance and to improve their validity in cross-cultural investigations.

4.1  Happiness

The present results revealed that in both countries, happinness was, inter alia, associated 
with positive emotions and social interaction. The German focus groups emphasized that 
the term “Glück” (the verbatim translation of “happiness”) implies an uncontrollable ran-
dom component (e.g., luck). In contrast, the Chinese wording “幸福xìngfú (the verbatim 
translation of “happiness”)” was reported to be typically understood as the fullfillment of a 
dream or the achievement of a goal.

This translation bias can influence the way individuals from Germany and China under-
stand the items of the SHS (Item 3 and Item 4). Furthermore, based on current results, the 
lack of measurement invariance (Bieda et  al., 2017) can also be partly explained by the 
complex formulation of both items. A reformulation of their wording might improve the 
measurement invariance and the fit of the SHS for cross-cultural investigations. Specifi-
cally, in Item 3, the phrase “getting the most out of everything” could be deleted, as well as 
the phrase “Although they are not depressed” in Item 4. Both were considered as especially 
critical and unfitting for the definition of happiness.
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4.2  Life Satisfaction

A common instrument to assess life satisfaction is the five-item SWLS (Diener et  al., 
1985). The current findings revealed that the understanding of this construct is largely sim-
ilar in Germany and in China. In both countries, the level of life satisfaction was described 
as closely linked to different standards – to a greater extent in Germany than in China. 
Moreover, in both countries, quality of life is an important facet of life satisfaction. Inter-
estingly, in the German focus groups, quality of life was linked to the satisfaction of basic 
needs. In contrast, the Chinese focus groups emphasized more complex needs for ecomic 
wealth. Overall, in both countries, the fit of the SWLS items to the understanding of life 
satisfaction was rated just as high. In comparison, Item 1 – a critical item in Bieda et al. 
(2017) – was the item with the lowest fit. In Germany and in China, the term “ideal” was 
criticised as something that is unnecessary to experience life satisfaction, and may even 
evoke negative emotions because of its inaccessibility. Therefore, it can be assumed that 
replacing it with a term that is more achievable (e.g., “In most ways my life is close to what 
I always wanted to achieve in my life/considered as important in my life”) could enhance 
the suitability of the SWLS for cross-cultural studies.

4.3  Perceived Social Support

Perceived social support is often assessed by the 14 items of the German-developed 
F-SozU K-14 (Fydrich et al., 2009). In the present study, it was described as closely linked 
to interpersonal relationships in Germany and in China. However, due to a translation bias 
with the term “social support” in the Chinese language, the understanding of the main 
context and, therefore, the form of support differs between the countries (i.e., close social 
network in Germany vs. “the society” in China). Earlier research emphasized that West-
ern individualistic countries focus on instrumental support, while emotional support is of 
greater importance in Asian collectivistic countries (e.g., Taylor et al., 2014). In contrast, 
in the present focus groups, emotional support was an important issue in both countries. 
Moreover, the fit of Item 5-that directly focuses on the relevance of instrumental support 
(i.e., to borrow something) for the understanding of social support-was evaluated as low in 
the German focus groups. In Chinese groups, it was emphasized that borrowing something 
from someone can cause unpleasant consequences and evoke negative emotions in their 
culture. Thus, it seems that the content of Item 5 – one of the items that previously lacked 
measurement invariance (Bieda et  al., 2017; Lin et  al., 2019) – is no longer up-to-date 
for the assessment of social support, at least for young adults in Germany and in China. 
Its exclusion might improve the validity of the F-SozU K-14 in cross-cultural investiga-
tions. Additionally, Item 8 might be excluded. Its content – a further item lacking measure-
ment invariance (Bieda et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2019) – referring to the possibility of “being 
hugged” caused irritation in the focus groups in both countries. It implies physical contact 
that may be linked to individual suspensions and discomfort. This item seems to be less 
linked to the current understanding of social support, given that is associated with positive 
emotions in Germany and in China. The translation bias in the Chinese language might 
at least partly explain the previously reported lack of measurement invariance of Item 11 
(Bieda et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2019). Its reformulation can at least partly solve this problem.

Despite its innovative character, the present study has limitations that are important 
to mention. First, the mostly young, female, and well-educated composition of the focus 
groups in both countries limits the representativity of our current findings. Due to the 
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limited resources and the anonymous nature of the quantitative data, the sample selection 
of the current study was not based on a systematic approach but on participant willingness 
and random collection (in the German sample). Moreover, the participants from the two 
countries varied on some demographic aspects such as age range, although it reflects the 
true age range of university students in China and Germany. Therefore, we cannot rule out 
that different opinions observed from the two country groups are at least partly due to the 
varied age rather than the specific culture of the samples. Therefore, future studies should 
replicate the present study by working with more gender- and education-balanced focus 
groups. Considering that the understanding of the investigated constructs and their assess-
ment may also differ across age and life experiences, more age-balanced focus groups could 
give further insight that is not limited to the perspective of only one cohort. Second, the 
size of a single focus group was rather small, and the three constructs were not discussed 
together in all groups, which may limit the variety of results, especially for the discussion 
of life satisfaction and happiness. The small group size enabled deeper and longer discus-
sions of specific issues. However, adding participants to each focus group might bring new 
points of view to the discussion and, therefore, extend current findings. Third, the focus 
groups were conducted separately in Germany and in China without representatives from 
the other country/culture. Thus, there was no possibility for cross-cultural exchange dur-
ing the discussions. This allowed for gathering findings that are specific to both countries. 
Nevertheless, to get a broader cross-cultural view of the investigated constructs, future 
studies should include a further type of focus groups consisting of representatives from 
both countries/cultures to allow for a direct exchange and, therefore, a direct evaluation of 
potential differences and commonalities. Note that despite their expertise and exchange, 
the possibility cannot be ruled out that the psychologists who moderated the focus groups 
and analyzed the data were at least partly biased by their own cultural background. Con-
sidering the technical progress, future studies might use a technical algorithm for some 
of the analysis steps to prevent “human” biases. Fourth, in the present study, German and 
Chinese perspectives on the investigated constructs and their measurement were assessed. 
Even though Germany can be considered as a representative of Western culture and China 
as a representative of Asian culture, both countries have specific features that differ them 
from other countries that also belong to the same cultural area. Therefore, to investigate the 
representativeness of the current findings, future studies should include focus groups from 
further countries to replicate the results of the present study.

In sum, it can be concluded that the different dimensions of well-being (subjective well-
being and social well-being) can be identified and assessed in Germany and in China. How-
ever, the transfer of instruments designed to assess dimensions in the framework of West-
ern culture to non-Western cultures by a “simple” translation should be considered with 
caution. The present results demonstrate that there are some basic differences in the under-
standing of the dimensions of well-being based on language characteristics (e.g., meaning 
of “Glueck”, that is happiness, in the German language, or “support from the society”, that 
is social support, in the Chinese language). As the language of a country shapes its cultural 
characteristics and vice versa (Günthner, 2013; Schramm & Wüstenhagen, 2014), language 
characteristics are closely linked to the culture-specific conception of different well-being 
dimensions. If we take our findings seriously, they might even indicate that well-being is 
experienced differently in China and Germany, which would make it a culturally specific 
subjective experience. Therefore, mixed-method approaches are a promising way forward 
to improve the quality of cross-cultural studies: Prior to transferring an instrument to inves-
tigate constructs such as happiness, life satisfaction and perceived social support in cross-
cultural studies, it is important to consider the understanding of appropriate items in the 
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populations of interest. As revealed by the current findings, the combination of quantitative 
approaches focusing on the cross-cultural measurement invariance (e.g., Bieda et al., 2017) 
and qualitative approaches that include focus group discussions is an effective proceeding 
to achieve this aim. The first step should be the testing of measurement invariance. In the 
second step, items that lack measurement invariance should be discussed in focus groups. 
This can improve the quality of cross-cultural studies and our understanding of cross-cul-
tural differences and commonalities.
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