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Abstract

Personal values and socioeconomic status (SES) both influence adolescents’ subjective well-being, yet there is still a need
to explore whether differences in values and SES have different impacts on one’s subjective well-being (SWB). This study
examined the moderation effect of SES in the relationship between two values (self-improvement and collective responsibil-
ity) and SBW. A sample comprising 600 Chinese college students (23.40% boys, mean age=21.21, SD =1.56) were meas-
ured twice over the course of one year using the Chinese Adolescent Values Questionnaire and the Subjective Well-Being
Questionnaire. Results showed that self-improvement value may promote SWB of students with a low SES, but this result
was not seen in the students with a high SES. Meanwhile, collective responsibility value may promote SWB in students
with a low SES, while it may reduce SWB in students with a high SES. Our findings suggested that self-improvement and
collective responsibility values can help low SES students access resources and support, helping them overcome unfavorable
situations. However, a different picture was shown for students with a high SES. In contrast to the low-SES students, these
two values seemed to restrict the growth of students with a high SES, hampering their pursuit of their own goals and interests,
which may ultimately diminish their SWB.
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Introduction

Subjective well-being (SWB) is one’s overall evaluation of their
quality of life according to their own standards, and is an impor-
tant index of one’s quality of life and mental health (deVries
et al., 2016). Adolescence is an important period of individual
psychological maturity and development of well-being. Reveal-
ing the factors and developmental mechanism affecting ado-
lescents” SWB is of great significance to promote positive and
healthy development of adolescent physiology and psychology.

Among the factors affecting SWB, values are of particular
importance. Sortheix and Schwartz (2017) suggested that
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relations of values to SWB depend upon the motivational
underpinnings expressed by values. They differentiated two
cohorts of motivational underpinnings. One cohort was
growth orientation and person focus motivational underpin-
nings, while the other cohort was self-protective orientation
and social focus. The study suggested that values expressing
growth orientation (such as benevolence) and person focus
(achievement) both promoted SWB. These values, satis-
fying intrinsic needs for relatedness and autonomy, do so
because they motivate self-actualizing or free expression of
one’s own ideas or abilities. In contrast, the values, express-
ing self-protective orientation (power) and the social focus
(conservation) motivational underpinnings, both under-
mined SWB. These values, directed toward extrinsic needs
for approval and status, do so because they motivate the
subordination of the self to socially-imposed expectations
or asserting control and dominance to overcome anxiety.
In Schwartz’s values research, values are classified on
the basis of deep human motivation. From this division
of values, we can see that the system of human values is
roughly divided into 2 categories. The first category is con-
cerned with individual human values, including personal
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emotions, wealth, thoughts and behaviors. The second
category is values that focus on others, relationships, and
groups, including concern for others, social rules, and group
well-being (Schwartz, 1992). That is to say, self-and group-
oriented values may represent two fundamental domains of
beliefs. Self-oriented values are mainly characterized by
independence and uniqueness that motivate individuals to
actively make their own choices and decisions (Oyserman,
2017). In contrast, group-oriented values tap into a sense of
social affiliation in the group and emphasize the attainment
of group benefits and interpersonal relationship harmony
(Chen, 2015).

Based on this, this study selected representative Chinese
self-group orientated values for research. Although there
are differences between Eastern and Western values, the
classification of the two types of values has a long history
(Hofstede, 1980). And, for nearly 40 years, Chinese values
have been influenced by Western values (Chen, 2015; Chen
et al., 2018; Shek et al., 2022). All these results showed
the collision of Chinese and Western values. We certainly
do not ignore the differences between Chinese and Western
values. These differences will be explained and explored in
our study. And we believe that the differences in values will
allow us to better understand the characteristics and trends
in the formation and development of values among contem-
porary Chinese adolescents.

In addition to values, a large number of studies into
the influencing factors of SWB have found that individual
SWB is largely affected by social economic status (SES)
indicators such as income and education (Anderson et al.,
2012). Socioeconomic status (SES) refers to the objective
social position of an individual defined by the resources he
or she possesses, and is often assessed by his or her profes-
sional prestige, education level and income level (Bradley
& Corwyn, 2002). Since college students do not yet have
stable economic resources, their SES is usually assessed
by their family SES instead, i.e., by their parents’ occupa-
tion, parents’ education level and family incomes (Ding
et al., 2020).

However, the role that SES plays on SWB is as yet ambig-
uous, suggesting that not all individuals suffer damage to
their SWB when experiencing socioeconomic adversity
(Leung & Shek, 2016; Li et al., 2016; Li et al., 2021)). That
is to say, individuals may construct tendencies to diminish
negative impacts of their poor resources or lower rank on
their SWB. Values are an optional system which can help
adolescents from a low SES enhance their SWB. Further,
the effect of values on individual well-being is subject to
moderation by SES. Low SES groups are more likely to
enhance their well-being by adhering to certain values in
the face of adversity (Leung & Shek, 2016; Li et al., 2021).
This is because adherence to values can make individuals
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feel that life is more meaningful and more capable of chang-
ing adversity.

Within Confucian values, self-improvement and col-
lective responsibility are both rather important. They are
emphasized by both the state and family (Liu et al., 2018;
Chen, 2015). As long as one sticks to these two values,
not only can individuals better develop a more moral
personality, but they are also better able to serve their
country as well. Therefore, compared to individuals of
high SES, individuals from a low SES tend to agree more
with these two Confucian values (Chen, 2015; Li et al.,
2018). The mechanism of values on low SES individu-
als was consistent with opinions of value-environment
congruence and SWB (Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018).
When individuals identify with similar values in their
environment, these values, as a normative force, can pro-
mote one’s SWB. People following such values are more
likely to get social support from others within that same
environment. At the same time, when sharing similar
values with other individuals in the environment, people
have less internal value conflict, which may also enhance
SWB (Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018).

There still remains a question that needs to be
explored: are there harmful impacts on SWB when
people from a high SES agree more strongly with self-
improvement and collective responsibility values? Kraus
et al. (2012) argued that people of high SES had abun-
dant resources and an elevated occupational rank that
enhanced their personal freedoms, leading to people
of high SES developing individualistic tendencies that
focused on their own internal goals, motivations, and
emotions. This suggested a contradictory consequence
of collective responsibility value on SWB. If people of
high SES identified more strongly with collective respon-
sibility value, they could develop a more communal self-
concept, or they could feel more compassion towards
others and behave more prosocially (Kraus et al., 2012),
despite it going against their individualistic tendencies.

Indirect evidence was also provided by the study of Chen
et al. (2018). For Canadian children, social sensitivity (valu-
ing the evaluation and feedback of others and avoiding social
exclusion) may have a negative impact on children’s devel-
opment, for example, social sensitivity was positively asso-
ciated with disliking by peers, loneliness, and depression,
and negatively associated with social competence, academic
achievement (Chen et al., 2018). However, as for rural Chi-
nese children, social sensitivity (receiving approval and sup-
port from others and establish positive social relationships),
were conducive to school achievement and socioemotional
adjustment (Chen et al., 2018). These results also reflected
the moderating effect of SES on values on SWB, that is to
say, more identifying responsibility value maybring about
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more internal conflicts (tension between their own needs and
others’ opinions), which might diminish their SWB.

As for the relation between self-improvement value
and SWB, this differed to the relation between collective
responsibility value and SWB. The self-improvement value
emphasized individual goals and achievement, which was
consistent to the individualistic tendencies of people of
high SES. However, the value of self-improvement in the
Confucian values also emphasizes continuous reflection on
one’s own shortcomings and desires, so as to improve one’s
morality, which to some extent restricts personal freedoms.
Consequently, more identification with self-improvement
value both enhanced SWB of individuals with high SES
(because they can achieve their goals and attain accom-
plishments) and weakens their SWB (suppressing desires;
demanding themselves according to social morality). And
positive and negative influences offset each other, making
no certain hypotheses about the impacts of identification
with self-improvement value on SWB.

To conclude, the present study attempted to evaluate
the moderating effect of SES on the relation between the
values of self-improvement and collective responsibility
and SWB. According to the theory of values, values are
the deep motivational system of human beings. The iden-
tification of values can satisfy the needs of individuals
and influence their behavior. These can affect individu-
als’ well-being. However, to make up for the deficiency
of cross-sectional studies and to better explore the causal
relationships, we adopted a longitudinal study approach in
our research design, i.e., we used values measured in the
first year (T1) as the independent variable and SWB meas-
ured in the second year (T2) as the dependent variable, and
used regression analysis to examine the impacts of values
on SWB. To make the statistical results more robust, we
also controlled for the effect of TISWB on T2SWB, i.e.,
T1SWB was set as a covariate to control for. Our hypoth-
eses were as follows:

Hypothesis 1. T1Self-improvement and Tl1collective
responsibility values can positively predict T2SWB.
Hypothesis 2. SES can moderate the relationship between
T1self-improvement value and T2SWB; specifically, the
more students of low SES agree with the value of T1self-
improvement, the more numerous their levels of T2SWB,
but there would be no similar significant effect on students
with high SES.

Hypothesis 3. SES moderates the relationship between
T1collective responsibility value and T2SWB, specifi-
cally, the more students of low SES agreed with the value of
T1collective responsibility, the more numerous their levels
of T2SWB; on the contrary, the more students of high SES
agreed with T1collective responsibility value, the fewer
levels they had of their T2SWB.

Participants and methods
Participants and procedure

Participants were recruited from two colleges in Shang-
hai, China. In the first survey, 683 students (M age=20.21,
8D,y =1.56; 26.4% boys) were measured shortly after their
enrollment (Time 1; T1). One year later, 600 students (23.4%
boys) were measured once again (Time 2; T2). There were
83 students who had dropped out from completing the sec-
ond survey. Using SES, collective responsibility value, self-
improvement value, and SWB as the dependent variables
while retained and missing participants as the independent
variable, MANOVA analyses revealed no significant dif-
ferences between those who dropped out of the study and
those who continued to take part at T2 (Wilks’ lambda =98,
F(4, 663)=2.01, p=.11, n2 =.01). Informed consent was
obtained from participants, then the paper-pencil question-
naire was completed during class under the supervision of a
researcher and a teacher.

Measures
Values (CR/S-I)

Values were measured using the Chinese Youth Values
Questionnaire (Wang et al., 2018), which is a self-report
measure with a total of 46 items, each one scored on a five-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very like me) to 5 (not
like me at all). Higher scores indicate more identification
on a certain value. The questionnaire has eight dimensions:
social equality, collective responsibility, rule abiding, family
well-being, friendship, self-improvement, fashion, and per-
sonal happiness. We selected two dimensions for use in this
study: collective responsibility value (CR) (“he/she believes
that everyone should think for the group, and that collective
interests are very important”) and self-improvement value
(S-I) (“he/she believes that people should always think about
how to improve their own ability””). The Cronbach’s o coef-
ficient of TICR was 0.86. The Cronbach’s a coefficient of
T1S-I was 0.84. The test-retest reliability r of (T1-T2)CR
was 0.62. The test-retest reliability r of (T1-T2)S-I was 0.61.
Research has shown that the questionnaire has good reli-
ability and validity, and can be used to measure the values
of adolescents (Li et al., 2018).

Subjective Well-Being (SWB)

The Chinese version of the Subjective Well-Being Scale was
used to measure individuals’ SWB in comparison to that of
others (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999; Wang et al., 2021).
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There are four items in the scale, each of which is scored on
a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (very unhappy)
to 7 (very happy), and one of the items using reverse scor-
ing. A sample of the items is: “Generally speaking, I think I
am a happy person”. A higher total score indicates a higher
level of SWB. The Cronbach’s o coefficient of T1 and T2
were 0.80 and 0.80, respectively. The test-retest reliability r
of (T1-T2) SWB was 0.59.

SES

Generally, household income, parents’ education levels, and
parental employment status are used as indicators of socio-
economic status (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). As such, parents’
occupation status, parents’ education levels, and family monthly
income of participants were collected for this study. Parents’
occupation statuses were coded from 1 (unemployed or agri-
cultural labor worker) to 5 (government officer or enterprise
manager), with a total of five levels. Parents’ education levels
were coded from 1 (primary school) to 5 (undergraduate), with
a total of five levels. Family monthly income was coded from 1
(below 2000 yuan RMB) to 7 (above 20,000 yuan RMB), with
atotal of seven levels. The scores of the father and mother in the
above three aspects were added together and averaged to obtain
the family SES indicator.

Control and test of common method bias

All data were collected from the same source, which could

Results
Preliminary analyses

Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in
Table 1. Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated
to examine the relations between the main study variables.
Results showed that the CR and S-I were positively corre-
lated with T1/T2SWB, but negatively correlated with SES.
In addition, TISWB was positively correlated with SES.

Moderating analyses of S-1 on SWB

First, all variables except gender were standardized. We
then conducted moderating analyses using PROCESS 3.0
Model 1, taking T1S-I as the independent variable, T2SWB
as the dependent variable, SES as the moderated variable,
and gender, age, and TISWB as the control variables. The
results showed that there was a significant main effect of S-1
(B=.11, p<.01) on SWB. Also, SES did moderate the rela-
tion between S-I and SWB (B=—-.11, p <.01; see Table 2).

Then, a simple slope test was conducted to explore the
association between S-I and SWB for low (—1 $D) and high
(+1 SD) levels of SES (see Fig. 1). The results revealed
that, for the students with a low level of SES, there was

Table 2 Moderating analyses of S-I on SWB

have led to common method bias. The Harman single factor Variables B ¢ 95% CI
test was conducted to test for common method bias. Further-
more, an exploratory factor analysis of 27 variables (e.g., Gender —06 —69 (=22, 1]
gender, age, index of SES, items of T1CR and T1S-1, items Age 04 1.1 ]** (=03,.10]
of T1/T2SWB) was conducted to test the hypothesis that a TISWB 60 ]6'70** [:53,.67]
single factor could account for less than 40% of the variance S A1 307 .04, 18]
in the data. Results revealed that the interpretation rate of SES 02 '53** [=05,.09]
the first common factor was 22.27%, which was less than S;IXSES —11 —3.04 (=18, -04]
40%. This result indicated that there was no serious biasin 36 »
the data. F 3320
Table 1 Descript.ive Statistics Variables Mean ) 1 5 3 4 5 6
and Intercorrelations Between
Variables 1. Gender 23 42 -
2. Age 20.17 1.65 .01 -
3.CR 3.74 .69 -.03 -.04 -
4.81 3.78 75 -.07 -.03 457 -
5. TISWB 4.88 1.16 -.05 .01 27" 16 -
6. T2SWB 4.87 111 -.06 .05 20" A7 59" -
7. SES 3.52 1.07 01 -.05 -.10" -.09" 127 .06

Participants’ gender: 0 =female, 1 =male

CR collective responsibility value, S-I self-improvement value, SWB subjective well-being. *p <.05.

#xp < 01
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Low S-I1 (-1 SD)

Fig.1 SES as a Moderator in 0.5 -
the Relationship Between S-1
and SWB
=]
=
wn
c;
0 -
-0.5 -
Table 3 Moderating analyses of CR on SWB
Variables B t 95% CI
Gender -.06 -.79 [-.22,.10]
Age .04 1.21 [-.03, .11]
TISWB 59 16.317 [.52, .66]
CR 07 2.09" [.004, .14]
SES .03 77 [—.04, .09]
CR x SES -.16 —-4.37" [-.23, -.09]
R? 36
F 54.68"

a significant positive relationship between S-I and SWB
(p=.22, p<.001, 95% CI [.12, .33]), but this relationship
was not significant for the students with a high level of SES
(p=.003, p=.94,95% CI [—-.09, .10]).

Fig.2 SES as a Moderator in 0.5 1~
the Relationship Between CR
and Subjective Well-Being
4]
=
wn
~
ot
0 -
-0.5 -

Low CR (-1 SD)

—e&— Low SES
= =High SES

High S-I (+1 SD)

Moderating analyses of CR on SWB

We conducted similar moderating analyses, taking T1CR as
the independent variable, T2SWB as the dependent variable,
SES as the moderated variable, and gender, age, and TISWB
as the control variables. The results showed that there was
a significant main effect of CR (f=.07, p=.04) on SWB.
Also, SES did moderate the relation between CR and SWB
(B=-.16, p<.01; see Table 3).

Then, a simple slope test was conducted to explore the asso-
ciation between CR and SWB for low (—1 SD) and high (+1
SD) levels of SES (see Fig. 2). The results revealed that, for the
students with a low level of SES, there was a significant positive
relationship between CR and SWB (p=.28, p<.001, 95% CI
[.15, .38]); however, for the students with a high level of SES,
there was a significant negative relationship between CR and
SWB (f=-.11, p=.04,95% CI [-.22, —.01]).

—e&— Low SES
—{] =High SES

High CR (+1 SD)
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Discussion

The important role and impact of values on adolescents’
SWB has already been acknowledged in the literature, yet lit-
tle is known about the various influences of values on SWB
in different SES contexts in contemporary Chinese adoles-
cents, particularly in the context of social change. The cur-
rent study extended the literature by exploring the positive
and negative impact of college students’ values on SWB for
Chinese adolescents in low or high SES contexts.

There is an argument made that self- and group-orienta-
tions coexists in contemporary Chinese adolescents (e.g.,
Chen, 2015; Liu et al., 2018) and, more specifically, that
self-improvement and collective responsibility values are
traditionally endorsed by Confucianism and continue to
guide how Chinese adolescents evaluate social behaviors
of both themselves and others (Yang et al., 2010). Self-
improvement value emphasizes the construction of one’s
own moral personality and leads to a continuous urge to
self-transcend, which can lead one to earn further achieve-
ments and build one’s self-esteem. Both of these outcomes
can be seen to promote SWB.

Collective responsibility value emphasized to care about
well-being of others, abide by the collective rules and con-
tribute to the group, which may brought sense of group
belonging, meaning of life. All of these may also promote
SWB. However, the mechanism of promotion appears to
mainly help students with a low SES. Values guide cul-
ture-specific repertoires of behavior (Markus & Kitayama,
2010). Students of low SES face more diminished resources,
more uncertainty, and more unpredictability. Holding self-
improvement and collective responsibility values, however,
can help them obtain resources and support so as to resist
or overcome unfavorable situations. For high SES students,
however, the findings showed a rather different picture. For
them, holding self-improvement and collective responsibil-
ity values was to some extent a restriction. Students of a
high level of SES already had relatively abundant material
resources and were more free to pursue their own goals and
interests. In this case, the aforementioned feeling of restric-
tion hampered them in pursuing their own goals and inter-
ests, which can lead to diminishing SWB.

Sortheix and Lonnqvist (2014) assumed that values’ asso-
ciation to SWB depended on how well values function to help
individuals cope with their environment. They proposed that in
a country with a low level of human development (according
to indices of affluence, health, and education) self-direction
and achievement values related positively to SWB, which was
consistent with our findings. Although China has carried out
reforms and development for more than 40 years, there have
been still huge differences in regional economic develop-
ment. The economic development of the central and western
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regions has lagged far behind that of the eastern coastal areas.
Even in the same province or city, there are huge differences
in the level of education of different groups of parents, and in
the wealth level of families. Most of the adolescents in eco-
nomically undeveloped areas studied in the city and chose to
work in the city. Therefore, reading, working, getting married
and buying a house are all great challenges for them, which
requires them to work hard all the time.

However, Sortheix and Lonnqvist (2014) also proposed
that in a country with a high level of human development,
social-focused values (e.g., universalism, benevolence, tra-
dition, conformity) related positively to SWB, which was
inconsistent with our research results. As a freshman in this
study, the social values such as collective responsibility
value that individuals once identified with in high school
began to have a negative impact on their SWB in college.
Because after entering university, students with a high level
of SES are able to make their own choices regarding pursu-
ing their own hobbies, such as music, sports, games, tourism,
etc. However, collective activities in college, such as class
meetings, may always conflict with their personal schedule.
According to the mechanisms tested in this study and sup-
porting previous findings, person-environment value congru-
ence influenced SWB (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2000). In high
school, individuals identified collective responsibility value
as being consistent with the environment, because students
had similar growth backgrounds, their goals were all for col-
lege entrance examinations, and the collective responsibil-
ity value was also recognized by teachers. However, great
changes take place in the college. The growth backgrounds
of student peers are suddenly very different, and everyone’s
interests and ambitions also become more distinct. Further-
more, students from a high level of SES have resources and
tendencies to develop their own undeveloped interests and
goals. Therefore, when they enter the university, they may
more identify with values such as stimulation, hedonism,
power, achievement, etc. These values may conflict with
the collective responsibility value, at least in the short term.
However, this internal conflict of values will reduce SWB.

Limitations and implications

Various limitations of this study should be noted. First, the
current sample was recruited from only two schools, thus
generalization of these findings may be limited. Second,
given the self-report nature of the study, the causal role of
these factors could.

not be inferred, and the findings should be interpreted
with caution.

Despite these limitations, this research has important
implications. First, the current findings may inform future
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research designed to uncover the underlying mechanisms
behind values’ effects on SWB, especially the positive and
negative roles of values on the SWB of individuals from
different SES levels. Second, more concern should be paid
to the education regarding the values in order to be able to
be more significantly selective and specific as one guides
adolescents through a healthy development.
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