
Vol.:(0123456789)

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-021-09899-w

1 3

Psychological Well‑Being and Social Competence During 
Adolescence: Longitudinal Association Between the Two 
Phenomena

Mercedes Gómez‑López1  · Carmen Viejo1  · Eva M. Romera1  · 
Rosario Ortega‑Ruiz1 

Accepted: 7 December 2021 
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
Despite previous research on adolescence points to an association between social 
competence and well-being, limited knowledge is available. Most studies have docu-
mented a one-way pattern of influence, although reciprocity has also been suggested. 
However, they mainly use a cross-sectional design, do not focus on psychological 
well-being, and do not use integrative and multidimensional constructs. From a 
eudaimonic approach to well-being and situation-specific to social competence, this 
study aimed to: (1) explore the factorial structure of the dimensions assessed; (2) 
analyse the longitudinal relationship between psychological well being and social 
competence during adolescence; and (3) examine psychological well-being and 
social competence levels and their stability over time. The sample consisted of 662 
adolescents aged between 14 and 16 years old (Time 1 Mage = 14.63; SD = 0.64; 51% 
girls). Structural equation analysis confirmed the existence of second-order factors, 
showing evidence of a positive and bidirectional relationship between psychological 
well-being and social competence. Results also revealed medium–high levels in both 
constructs, which remained stable over time. These findings highlight the impor-
tance of promoting both psychological well-being and social competence to achieve 
successful, healthy development.
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1  Psychological Well‑Being and Social Competence During 
Adolescence

From a eudaimonic perspective, well-being is not thought of as a final state or 
outcome, but rather a process of fulfilling human potential. Complementing the 
hedonic view and adopting a theory-guided approach (Jayawickreme & Dahill-
Brown, 2016), aspects such as the development of capacities and virtues (Deci & 
Ryan, 2008), the attainment of goals and aspirations, and living a life of meaning 
and purpose (Maddux, 2018) are key concepts in eudaimonic well-being. This 
viewpoint has led to the consideration of the following interrelated dimensions 
which, together, make up a global measure of what it means to be "healthy, well, 
and fully functioning", also known as psychological well-being -PWB- (Ryff & 
Singer, 2008, p. 19): self-acceptance, or the ability to recognize multiple aspects 
of self, including good and bad qualities, and have a positive attitude towards 
them; positive relations with others, defined as establishing satisfying, close and 
trusting relationships, characterized by empathy, affection and intimacy; personal 
growth, which refers to the feeling of being in a state of continuous development, 
perceiving oneself growing and expanding, and being open to new experiences; 
purpose in life, or setting goals which give life meaning and direction; environ-
mental mastery, or the ability to efficiently manage the environment and make 
effective use of the surrounding opportunities; and autonomy, or the ability to 
regulate behaviour from within, resist social pressure to think or act in a certain 
ways, and evaluate self by personal standards (Ryff, 2014).

Longitudinal research in adult populations has shown that PWB can act as a 
protective factor by fostering the building of resources which increase quality of 
life in the long-term (Huta & Ryan, 2010; Steger, 2016). Cross-sectional stud-
ies carried out in younger samples have drawn similar conclusions, associating 
PWB with low levels of negative affect and high levels of positive affect and 
satisfaction with life (Garcia & Moradi, 2013), as well as finding evidence that 
high levels of PWB can lead to remembering more positive than negative life 
events (Garcia & Siddiqui, 2009), perceiving life as more balanced and harmo-
nious (Garcia et  al., 2014), and showing greater resilience in the face of adver-
sity (Sagone & Caroli, 2014). These findings suggest that dimensions of PWB 
represent important aspects relating to adolescents’ quality of life (Ruini et  al., 
2011); however, certain limitations still need to be addressed. On the one hand, 
research on adolescent PWB is still scarce (Gao & McLellan, 2018), and there are 
few longitudinal studies which report on how PWB works during this period. In 
one study by Visani et al. (2011) with a sample of 568 adolescents, the authors 
found that PWB levels remained relatively stable over a period of three months. 
To the best of our knowledge, no other studies have explored Ryff’s dimensions 
of PWB in adolescence over time, although it has been analysed using other 
approaches. Through variables such as self-control, self-esteem, social involve-
ment, enjoyment of school, academic ambitions and the absence of school burn-
out or internalizing and externalizing symptoms, studies have found both a ten-
dency to decrease (Meade & Dowswell, 2016), and to maintain a certain stability 

1044



1 3

Psychological Well‑Being and Social Competence During…

or even improve over time (Fomina et  al., 2020; Virtanen et  al., 2019). On the 
other hand, although the theory underlying PWB highlights the need to take into 
account contextual or relational variables when it is studied and conceptualized 
(Ryff & Singer, 2008), there is little available evidence and what there is differs 
widely from PWB assumptions. The results so far have reported that trust and 
support provided by peers can contribute to the improvement of PWB in ado-
lescents, assessed in terms of irritability, sadness and stress, and high levels of 
happiness, energy and satisfaction with oneself (Almquist et al., 2014; Miething 
et al., 2017). Other findings point to the importance of establishing a secure bond 
with peers, which is associated with fewer externalized and internalized prob-
lems, higher self-esteem, a better self-concept, and a greater ability to cope with 
stressful life events (Lucktong et al., 2018; McMahon et al., 2020). Although far 
removed from the dimensions of PWB, these results offer insights to consider, 
since they stress not only the importance of having friends during adolescence, 
but also that these relationships provide a safe, comfortable context. Authors such 
as Ryff and Singer (2008) have already suggested that PWB is heavily influenced 
by the environment. Adolescence is a developmental stage in which interpersonal 
relationships are given greater relevance and importance (Bukowski et al., 2018), 
and is, therefore, an ideal period to analyse this type of process (Visani et  al., 
2011). For these reasons, it is reasonable to consider that to maintain satisfying 
interpersonal relationships which have a positive influence on well-being, it is 
necessary to have the competence that makes them possible.

From a situation-specific approach, social competence -SC- is defined as efficacy 
in interpersonal interactions (Dirks et  al., 2018; Rose-Krasnor & Denham, 2009), 
which emerges from exercising social and emotional skills, and leads to acceptance 
and social inclusion (Gómez-Ortiz et al., 2019). SC develops gradually during child-
hood and adolescence (Tuerk et al., 2020), although some longitudinal studies have 
argued that the tendency is for it to show continuity and remain fairly stable during 
these years (Blair et al., 2015; Bornstein et al., 2013). Over recent decades, the con-
struct of SC has evolved from limited perspectives oriented mainly towards traits 
or behaviours (Dirks et  al., 2018), to more complex, inclusive approaches which 
acknowledge the existence of the following dimensions (Gómez-Ortiz et al., 2017): 
prosocial behaviour, or voluntary actions aimed at helping and benefiting others 
(Eisenberg et  al., 2007); cognitive reappraisal, defined as the ability to interpret 
the meaning of an emotion, regulate it, and modulate one’s own coping response to 
a given situation (Gómez-Ortiz et al., 2017; Opitz et al., 2014); normative adjust-
ment, or the adherence to the norms, conventions and values of social environment 
(Pozzoli et al., 2012); social adjustment, which refers to the perception of respect, 
mutual support, belonging to a group and acceptance by others (Rodkin & Ryan, 
2012); and social efficacy, or the patterns of thought and action which lead to con-
sider that a certain social act has succeeded or failed (Rodebaugh, 2006). Taken all 
together, these elements are essential to capture the multidimensional nature of SC 
(Gómez-Ortiz et  al., 2019), overcome reductionist approaches (Anderson-Butcher 
et al., 2014), and establish a global construct which includes the personal elements 
and behavioural dynamics which are needed to meet the demands of each social sit-
uation (Dirks et al., 2018).
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2  Association Between Psychological Well‑Being and Social 
Competence During Adolescence

There has been little research into the association between PWB and SC during ado-
lescence, and the studies carried out to date have mainly reported on the relation-
ship between specific dimensions or elements of the two phenomena, rather than 
on their interaction as global or integrative constructs. In general, the specialized 
literature can be divided into two lines of study: works which analyse these rela-
tionships from a one-way angle, and those that do so from a bidirectional approach. 
The results of the former reveal the predictive role of certain elements of both con-
structs separately, with most studies focusing on the effects of SC on well-being. 
Successful interaction with peers has been proposed as a major predictor of mental 
health during adolescence (Rose-Krasnor & Denham, 2009), and it has even been 
suggested that it constitutes one of the main components of healthy functioning and 
development (Romppanen et al., 2021), and quality of life (Klein & Englund, 2021). 
As regards the specific dimensions, prosocial behaviour seems to be a key element 
for adolescent well-being (Li et al., 2021; Son & Padilla-Walker, 2020), as well as 
being a driving force of psychological functioning (Demirci, 2020; Hui et al., 2020). 
Emotional management and regulation have been identified as crucial to ensure pos-
itive social development (Gómez-Ortiz et al., 2017; Morrish et al., 2018), and have 
been found to be positively associated with a meaningful life, flourishing (Garland 
et  al., 2015), self-acceptance, positive relationships, personal growth, purpose in 
life, environmental mastery and autonomy (Tommasi et  al., 2017). Social accept-
ance and adherence to social rules have been suggested as important indicators of 
satisfying social relationships and greater self-esteem (Zhang et al., 2014), as well as 
peer support, which is an important factor in creating a positive self-image (Fernán-
dez-Zabala et al., 2020). Finally, adolescents with greater perceived social efficacy 
and who resort to social support as a coping strategy, show better mental health 
(Demirci, 2020) and better attitudes towards themselves and towards life (Cicog-
nani, 2011). In addition to these results, the inverse relationship has also been ana-
lysed, although to a lesser degree. While no research has been found that specifically 
addresses the predictive effect of PWB on SC, the available data generally point to 
the role of well-being as a promoter of positive social outcomes during adolescence. 
In a meta-analysis carried out by Davis and Suveg (2013), the authors concluded 
that positive affect in adolescents can not only contribute to psychosocial adjust-
ment, but also even act as a protective factor against adjustment problems or psycho-
pathology. Shin et al. (2011) found that the expression of positive affect predicted 
peer acceptance and greater initiation of positive interactions, and Agbaria (2020) 
showed that adolescents with a high level of satisfaction with life were more capable 
of establishing meaningful friendships, giving help, understanding and cooperating 
with other people, and resolving conflicts more efficiently. In particular, other stud-
ies have shown that high levels of positive affect and low levels of negative affect 
predict high levels of prosocial behaviour, although they also established that this 
relationship can be bidirectional (Armstrong-Carter et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2020).
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As regards this bidirectionality and focusing on the second group of stud-
ies referred to, the picture is very similar. Research carried out to date does 
not include a specific analysis of PWB, but it does reveal a reciprocal influence 
between certain elements of well-being and social competence based on other 
approaches. Understood in terms of perceived happiness, self-esteem, school 
burnout or depressive symptoms, well-being seems to promote, and be promoted 
by factors such as prosocial behaviour and cooperation skills (Backman, 2016; 
Holopainen et al., 2012). Dealing with more general criteria, a review by Ramsey 
and Gentzler (2015) reported a consistent bidirectional association between posi-
tive affect and positive close relationships throughout the life span, and concluded 
that there was enough evidence to support a reciprocal relationship between them.

To sum up, research so far has revealed a relationship between well-being and 
social competence focusing on specific aspects, without delving into their reci-
procity or approaching them from a multidimensional and integrative perspective. 
Therefore, it has not yet been clarified the path or mutuality of these influences, 
or their evolution throughout the socialization process during adolescence. More-
over, although it appears to be a key factor, there are gaps in the field of psycho-
logical well-being which paint a confusing picture that does not allow for solid, 
reliable conclusions.

3  The Current Study

This study is grounded in the theories about well-being and social competence 
taken from a multidimensional viewpoint (Dirks et  al., 2018; Rose-Krasnor & 
Denham, 2009; Ryff, 2014). Based on a one-way perspective, most previous stud-
ies have pointed to the predictive role of certain elements related to social com-
petence and well-being separately, although from a bidirectional approach, reci-
procity has also been suggested. However, there is no research, to our knowledge, 
which analyses psychological well-being and social competence as second-order 
constructs encompassing the dimensions detailed above (Gómez-Ortiz et  al., 
2017; Viejo et  al., 2018), or which address the relationship between these con-
structs and their evolution during adolescence. To address these gaps, the current 
study had the following aims and hypotheses:

Aim 1: To explore the factorial structure of the dimensions assessed.
H1: The dimensions assessed will comprise second-order factors, depicting 
PWB and SC constructs.
Aim 2: To analyse the longitudinal relationship between PWB and SC during 
adolescence.
H2: PWB and SC will show a positive and reciprocal influence over time.
Aim 3: To examine PWB and SC levels and their stability over time.
H3: PWB and SC will remain stable, finding similar levels at both measure-
ment times.
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4  Method

4.1  Participants and Procedure

An incidental sample was used for this study. At time 1, the sample consisted of 662 
adolescents (49% boys, 51% girls) aged between 14 and 16 years old (Mage = 14.63, 
SD = 0.64) who attended public and private schools in the Autonomous Commu-
nity of Andalusia (Spain)  (Ntime 2 = 660; age range = 14–17  years, Mage = 15.17, 
SD = 0.76). The study was carried out following the guidelines by the Declaration 
of Helsinki and the Spanish Society of Psychology. Ethical approval was provided 
by the research ethics committee of the corresponding author’s institution. Prior to 
data collection, authorization was obtained from each school, and informed consent 
was acquired from the participants’ parents or legal guardians. The questionnaire 
was administered during school hours and filled in individually by each participant. 
Data collection was performed in two stages, six months apart (October 2017-May 
2018). The students were informed that their participation would be voluntary, con-
fidential and anonymous. The average time required to complete the questionnaires 
was around 20 min. This process was carried out by specialized personnel who did 
not belong to the schools, following a strict procedure in the collection and process-
ing of the data.

4.2  Measures

4.2.1  Psychological Well‑Being

Psychological well-being was measured using the Brief Scale of Psychological Well-
Being for Adolescents (BSPWB-A) (Viejo et al., 2018). This instrument consists of 
an adaptation for adolescents of the psychological well-being scales developed by 
Ryff (2014), validated in Spanish. It includes 20 items assessed on a 6-point Lik-
ert scale (1 = completely disagree; 6 = completely agree), measuring the degree of 
agreement with a range of questions relating to the following four dimensions: self-
acceptance (e.g. In general, I feel confident and positive about myself) (α = 0.84), 
positive interpersonal relationships (e.g. I know that I can trust my friends, and they 
know they can trust me) (α = 0.70); autonomy (e.g. I often change my mind about 
decisions if my friends or family disagree) (α = 0.79); and life development (e.g. I 
think everything we experience is an opportunity to grow and to become a better 
person) (α = 0.80).

4.2.2  Social Competence

Social competence was assessed using the Adolescent Multidimensional Social Com-
petence Questionnaire (AMSC-Q) (Gómez-Ortiz et al., 2017). This instrument has 26 
items, answered using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = completely false; 7 = completely true) 
and evaluating five dimensions: prosocial behaviour (e.g. When a classmate or friend 
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is sad, I console him/her to make them feel better) (α = 0.78), social efficacy (e.g. In 
relationships with friends and classmates, I feel that I do things well: I feel effective) 
(α = 0.82), social adjustment (e.g. My classmates and friends come to me when they 
have a problem) (α = 0.90), normative adjustment (e.g. I respect other people’s opin-
ions even if I don’t share them) (α = 0.82) and cognitive reappraisal (e.g. When faced 
with a stressful situation, I try to think about it in a way that helps me to keep calm) 
(α = 0.84).

4.3  Statistical Analyses

The descriptive, internal consistency, correlation, and effect size analyses were carried 
out using SPSS 27.0 statistical software. The effect size was interpreted following the 
recommendations by Cohen (1988), who established three cut-off points (0.20 = small, 
0.50 = medium, 0.80 = large). The longitudinal relationship between PWB and SC was 
examined using structural equation analysis (SEM), with EQS 6.2 software. Following 
the recommendations by Springer and Hauser (2006), the items of the PWB instrument 
were identified as categorical, so that a more precise estimation of the model could 
be obtained. Given the nature of the variables and the absence of normality, the Least 
Squares (LS) estimation method with robust correction was used (Bryant & Satorra, 
2012). To evaluate the model, the Satorra-Bentler parameters were employed, corrected 
by a robust covariance matrix, as these have been proven to provide the best fit indi-
ces in cases of non-normality (Bentler, 2006). In addition to the Satorra-Bentler Chi 
Square, other fit indices used were the CFI (Comparative Fix Index), NNFI (Non-Nor-
mality Fix Index) (≥ 0.90 adequate, ≥ 0.95 optimal) and RMSEA (Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation) (≤ 0.08 adequate, ≤ 0.05 optimal) (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 
The results were also interpreted using  R2 (0.01-0.059 = small, 0.06-0.139 = moder-
ate, ≥ 0.14 = large) (Cohen, 1988). Finally, since missing data or attrition can lead to a 
bias in the estimated parameters, Little’s MCAR test was performed, which classifies 
the missing observations into “missing completely at random” (MCAR), “missing at 
random” (MAR), or “missing not at random” (MNAR) (Little & Rubin, 2020).

5  Results

5.1  Attrition Analyses

Little’s MCAR test showed a non-significant chi-square at time 1 (χ2 = 0.23 (1), 
p = 0.63), and similar results were obtained at time 2 (χ2 = 3.88 (2), p = 0.14). These 
data confirm the completely random nature of the missing data (MCAR), and it was 
therefore decided not to exclude them from the analyses.

5.2  Preliminary Analyses

To examine the levels of both PWB and SC, and the suitability of performing 
more robust analyses (SEM) to explore the factorial structure and the relationship 
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between the variables, a set of preliminary analyses was carried out. First, means 
and standard deviations of the dimensions considered were analysed (Table  1). 
The scores obtained by the participants were medium–high for all the dimensions 
and at both measurement times.

It was also decided at this preliminary stage to perform descriptive, paired 
samples correlations and effect size analyses, using variables that grouped 
together the corresponding dimensions to check their behaviour before perform-
ing the SEM analyses (Table 2). The means showed medium–high scores for both 
PWB and SC at both measurement times, and they were positively and signifi-
cantly correlated, both cross-sectionally and longitudinally (values between 0.32 
and 0.54). Finally, the effect size analyses showed values between 0.65 and 0.87, 
which can be considered medium–high.

As the last step in this stage, it was verified whether the variables could be 
grouped into higher order factors, in order to establish more explanatory and par-
simonious model. Following the recommendations by Byrne (2005), correlations 
between the dimensions of each of the constructs at both measurement times 
were analysed separately, since second-order structures are viable only if there is 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics of PWB and SC dimensions at both measurement times

Missing data ranged from 0.8% (n = 5) to 5.6% (n = 37) across all variables

Time 1 Time 2
Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Psychological well-
being (BSPWB-A)

Self-acceptance 4.76 (0.89) 4.71 (0.99)
Positive interpersonal relationships 4.71 (0.95) 4.78 (1.01)
Autonomy 4.03 (1.07) 4.09 (1.07)
Life development 4.87 (0.95) 4.87 (0.96)

Social competence 
(AMSC-Q)

Prosocial behaviour 5.35 (0.99) 5.24 (1.06)
Social efficacy 5.28 (1.05) 5.17 (1.10)
Social adjustment 5.33 (0.99) 5.40 (1.04)
Normative adjustment 5.47 (1.07) 5.32 (1.13)
Cognitive reappraisal 4.89 (1.27) 4.87 (1.29)

Table 2  Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s Alpha, paired sample correlations and Cohen’s d between sec-
ond-order variables at both measurement times

 T1 Time 1; T2 Time 2; * p = .000

1 2 3

M SD α r d r d r d

1. PWB (T1) 4.59 0.65 .84 -
2. PWB (T2) 4.61 0.70 .86 .54* 0.65 -
3. SC (T1) 5.26 0.77 .91 .47* 0.74 .32* 0.85 -
4. SC (T2) 5.20 0.82 .92 .33* 0.87 .50* 0.77 .55* 0.76
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evidence that the lower order factors are correlated. Results revealed that all the 
dimensions of the same construct and at the same time showed a positive, sig-
nificant correlation with each other (values between 0.12 and 0.57), although they 
did not overlap (Table 3).

5.3  Longitudinal Association Between PWB and SC

After analysing the preliminary results, it was considered feasible to perform 
structural equation analysis (SEM) in order to obtain more precise and robust data 
about the relationship between PWB and SC. A Mardia coefficient of 1123.4184 
indicated that the data did not meet the multivariate assumption of normality. The 
results obtained confirmed the existence of second order-factors that encompassed 
the dimensions assessed (i.e. PWB and SC), and revealed a cross-lagged model 
in which PWB turned out to be a reliable predictor of SC, as well as SC of PWB 
(Fig.  1), showing suitable fit indices: χ2 S-B = 6273.1693; df = 4072; p < 0.000; 
NNFI = 0.984; CFI = 0.984; RMSEA = 0.014 [90% CI (0.011, 0.017)]. As regards 
the magnitude of the relationships found, Table 4 shows the standardized solution 
for first and second order factors. The explained variance  (R2) ranged from 28 to 
84%, which were high values in all cases, especially in the causal relationships 

Table 3  Bivariate correlations 
between PWB and SC 
dimensions at both measurement 
times

T1 Time 1; T2 Time 2; SA Self-Acceptance; PIR Positive Interper-
sonal Relationships; AUT  Autonomy; LD Life Development; PB 
Prosocial Behaviour; SE Social Efficacy; SAD Social Adjustment; 
NAD Normative Adjustment; CR Cognitive Reappraisal; * p = .000

1 2 3 4 5

PWB (T1) 1. SA -
2. PIR .36* -
3. AUT .39* .33* -
4. LD .39* .33* .12* -

PWB (T2) 1. SA -
2. PIR .35* -
3. AUT .43* .39* -
4. LD .45* .32* .18* -

SC (T1) 1. PB -
2. SE .39* -
3. SAD .47* .55* -
4. NAD .34* .48* .32* -
5. CR .30* .32* .30* .45* -

SC (T2) 1. PB -
2. SE .40* -
3. SAD .53* .57* -
4. NAD .38* .47* .37* -
5. CR .34* .36* .37* .48* -
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between PWB and SC (Fig.  1). In addition, the SEM analysis revealed a positive 
and significant influence between both measurement times in relation to both PWB 
(β = 0.77; p < 0.05) and SC (β = 0.77; p < 0.05) (Fig.  1). Therefore, taking into 
account the mean scores obtained by the participants in both factors (Table 2), it can 
be considered that constructs remain stable, despite the slight increase in PWB and 
the small decrease in SC in wave 2.

6  Discussion

This work explores further the association between psychological well-being (PWB) 
and social competence (SC) during adolescence, using a eudaimonic approach to 
well-being and situation-specific to social competence (Dirks et al., 2018; Gómez-
Ortiz et al., 2017; Rose-Krasnor & Denham, 2009; Ryff, 2014; Viejo et al., 2018). 
Given the gaps in the literature about the relationship between these two phenom-
ena, the limited availability of longitudinal data, and the lack of evidence found on 

Fig. 1  Cross-lagged model for PWB and SC during adolescence. Notes: T1 Time 1; T2 Time 2; *p < .05
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PWB, this study had the following aims: (1) to explore the factorial structure of the 
dimensions assessed; (2) to analyse the longitudinal relationship between PWB and 
SC during adolescence; and (3) to examine PWB and SC levels and their stability 
over time.

6.1  Psychological Well‑Being and Social Competence: a Two‑Way Pattern 
of Influence

In line with Hypothesis 1, the results showed second-order factor structures that 
integrated the dimensions assessed in two global constructs: psychological well-
being and social competence. The confirmation of higher order structures makes it 
possible to go beyond the data using first-order factors to explain the association 
between the two phenomena (Backman, 2016; Chen et al., 2020; Holopainen et al., 
2012), as well as to present a more accurate and explanatory model of the relation-
ships described: this is the first study, as far as we know, to use this procedure and 
this theoretical approach with these constructs. The model presented offers several 
advantages compared to first-order ones, such as the possibility of explaining the 
covariance between lower-order factors in a more accurate way with fewer param-
eters, or providing a useful simplification of how to interpret complex measure-
ment structures (Chen et al., 2009). In this sense and confirming the Hypothesis 2, 

Table 4  Least Squares (LS) 
standardized solution with 
robust statistics for first and 
second-order factors

F Factor, D Residual error

Standardized solution R-Squared

F1 = F1 = .914 F10 + .406 D1 .835
F2 = F2 = .674*F10 + .739 D2 .454
F3 = F3 = .558*F10 + .830 D3 .312
F4 = F4 = .631*F10 + .776 D4 .399
F11 = F11 = .850 F15 + .527 D11 .722
F12 = F12 = .678*F15 + .735 D12 .460
F13 = F13 = .530*F15 + .848 D13 .281
F14 = F14 = .686*F15 + .728 D14 .471
F15 = F15 = .768*F10 + .497*F21 + .404 D15 .836
F16 = F16 = .630 F21 + .777 D16 .397
F17 = F17 = .751*F21 + .660 D17 .564
F18 = F18 = .809*F21 + .587 D18 .655
F19 = F19 = .595*F21 + .804 D19 .354
F20 = F20 = .607*F21 + .795 D20 .368
F22 = F22 = .641 F27 + .767 D22 .411
F23 = F23 = .815*F27 + .580 D23 .664
F24 = F24 = .830*F27 + .558 D24 .688
F25 = F25 = .616*F27 + .788 D25 .379
F26 = F26 = .599*F27 + .800 D26 .359
F27 = F27 = .421*F10 + .774*F21 + .473 D27 .776
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a positive and bidirectional relationship was found between both constructs. That is, 
the data suggest a simultaneous relationship between PWB and SC over time. Cor-
relation and effect size analysis already suggested this interdependence both cross-
sectionally and longitudinally, the latter being confirmed by SEM analyses. It is pos-
sible that the six-month period between the two waves is short enough to capture 
this simultaneity for time 2, but also that it is the result of a joint functioning of both 
constructs at time 1. In other words, the data could be pointing to PWB and SC nur-
turing each other, and that relationship being maintained over time. This could mean 
that interdependence between the two phenomena is an important factor to take into 
account, highlighting that promoting both together could lead to more beneficial 
outcomes than doing so independently. More specifically, these considerations are 
also supported by the results showing that PWB predicts an increase in SC, just as 
SC predicts an increase in PWB, suggesting this that adolescents need to be socially 
competent to experience high levels of psychological well-being, but they also need 
to experience high levels of psychological well-being to be socially competent, 
which is consistent with the notion that psychological well-being and social environ-
ment are closely related (Ryff & Singer, 2008). From this angle, it makes sense to 
assume that being “healthy, well, and fully functioning” (i.e. PWB, Ryff & Singer, 
2008, p. 19) leads to being more effective in social interactions, and that this effec-
tiveness results in higher levels of psychological well-being during adolescence.

The two-way pattern of influence found between PWB and SC also extends 
the data reported by one-way studies, as well as the trend suggested by works 
using a bidirectional approach, thus providing a broader framework trough which 
to understand the relationship between the two constructs. In this field, research 
has reported separately the influence of certain elements of social competence on 
well-being and vice versa. Examples of this are provided by the results showing 
the influence on positive functioning, flourishing, mental health, self-esteem, or 
Ryff’s PWB dimensions of factors such as social skills (Romppanen et al., 2021), 
prosociality (Demirci, 2020; Hui et  al., 2020; Li et  al., 2021; Son & Padilla-
Walker, 2020), the ability to manage emotions (Garland et  al., 2015; Tommasi 
et  al., 2017), social acceptance and adherence to social rules (Tommasi et  al., 
2017; Zhang et al., 2014), perceived peer support (Fernández-Zabala et al., 2020), 
or perceived social efficacy (Cicognani, 2011; Demirci, 2020). To this overview 
should be added those studies which have suggested that aspects related to well-
being, such as satisfaction with life, positive affect, high self-esteem or low lev-
els of school burnout and depressive symptoms, can contribute to psychosocial 
adjustment, fostering the establishment of more meaningful bonds, an improve-
ment in cooperation skills (Agbaria, 2020; Backman, 2016; Holopainen et  al., 
2012), and better social interactions (Shin et  al., 2011), characterized by empa-
thy, prosocial behaviour, understanding, cooperation or better conflict resolution, 
thus acting as a protective factor against adjustment problems or psychopathology 
(Davis & Suveg, 2013). Other authors have also highlighted this protective role 
of PWB, finding it associated with aspects such as high levels of positive affect 
and satisfaction with life (Garcia & Moradi, 2013), remembering more positive 
life events than negative ones (Garcia & Siddiqui, 2009), the perception of life 
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as balanced and harmonious (Garcia et al., 2014), and a high level of resilience 
(Sagone & Caroli, 2014).

The results obtained are also in line with studies pointing to the reciprocity 
between well-being and social competence (Armstrong-Carter et  al., 2020; Back-
man, 2016; Chen et al., 2020; Holopainen et al., 2012; Ramsey & Gentzler, 2015), 
but going a step further: by using theoretical approaches congruent with the con-
struct measured, and analysing specific dimensions of both PWB and SC, it is pos-
sible to present a more accurate picture of the mutuality between two phenomena 
that, being so closely related to adolescents’ quality of life (Klein & Englund, 2021; 
Ruini et al., 2011), have not received due attention.

Finally, in line with the approaches which focus on the strengths and capacity of 
adolescents to achieve a successful adjustment (Oliva et  al., 2017), these findings 
highlight the benefits that promoting well-being can accrue to the achievement of 
a flourishing, socially successful adolescence. Therefore, the contribution to PWB 
made by this work is of particular use, since, to the best of our knowledge, no stud-
ies to date have linked it to SC from a eudaimonic perspective. The study of PWB 
in stages prior to adulthood is a field which has been largely neglected (Ben-Arieh 
et al., 2014; Gao & McLellan, 2018), which has led to a significant gap in knowledge 
that prevents from obtaining an in-depth understanding of its potentialities. From 
this approach, well-being is not understood as a result or final state, but rather as a 
process of realizing one’s own potential, flourishing, acquiring skills and making 
continuous improvement (Deci & Ryan, 2008). It is particularly coherent to adopt 
this perspective towards the study of well-being during adolescence, since it cap-
tures its essence as a period marked by development, change and growth (Steinberg, 
2016). Fostering psychological well-being can offer adolescents greater opportuni-
ties for self-realization and optimal functioning, by helping them to recognize their 
strengths, learn from their weaknesses, and attain the best version of themselves 
(Visani et al., 2014). Similarly, the results obtained reinforce the view of interper-
sonal relationships as a key element during adolescence which is strongly linked to 
well-being, although from a less well-analysed perspective: the fact that it is impor-
tant for adolescents to be able to ensure that these relationships provide them with 
a safe and comfortable context, bearing in mind that they will have to know how to 
adapt their skills to the situation in which they are involved (Dirks et al., 2018).

6.2  Stability of Psychological Well‑Being and Social Competence Over Time

The third aim of this work was to analyse PWB and SC levels and their stability over 
time. The results revealed there was a slight increase in PWB and a small decrease in 
SC in time 2. However, the changes represent minor differences with respect to time 
1. Therefore, these data can be considered as confirming Hypothesis 3, and suggest 
an opposite trend to the results showing a decrease in well-being over time (Meade 
& Dowswell, 2016), being in line with those studies which have reported certain 
stability or improvement (Fomina et al., 2020; Virtanen et al., 2019; Visani et al., 
2011). In addition, they are consistent with the notion that SC tends to remain stable 
during adolescence (Blair et al., 2015; Bornstein et al., 2013). This may be related to 
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studies which have documented the stability of eudaimonic well-being, stating that 
activities consistent with it, such as cultivating healthy, trust-based relationships, or 
striving to become an autonomous, competent person, foster the building of lasting 
resources which are beneficial for long-term adjustment and quality of life (Huta & 
Ryan, 2010; Steger, 2016). However, these results must be interpreted with caution, 
due, firstly, to the short length of time between the two waves, and, secondly, to the 
added difficulty that there are limited research focused on adolescence using these 
theoretical assumptions, especially in relation to PWB.

Furthermore, the data revealed medium–high levels of both PWB and SC, which 
means that participants showed a positive attitude towards themselves, accepting 
both their good and bad qualities (self-acceptance), felt that they were improving 
over time and developing their potential (life development), were capable of main-
taining relationships based on trust, intimacy, and empathy (positive interpersonal 
relationships), and were self-determined and independent (autonomy). Moreover, 
they reported they were able to interpret and regulate their emotions (cognitive reap-
praisal), act voluntarily to promote the well-being of others (prosocial behaviour) 
and adjust and follow the norms and conventions of their social environment (norma-
tive adjustment), while perceiving themselves as effective in different social settings 
(social efficacy) and feeling accepted and valued by their peers (social adjustment). 
These data pointed to the usefulness of these two constructs as reliable predictors of 
themselves, and display a portrayal of adolescence which differs from the widespread 
conceptualization of it being a particularly problematic period marked by instability 
and conflict. Likewise, they are in line with the approaches that advocate the need to 
focus not only on negative outcomes during adolescence and how to prevent them, 
but also on its positive features and the promotion of well-being and competence as 
central aspects of positive development, stating that “every adolescent has the poten-
tial for successful and healthy development” (Oliva et al., 2017, p. 16).

7  Conclusions and Practical Implications

The results of this work contribute to extending the knowledge about positive func-
tioning during adolescence, by pointing to a close relationship between psychologi-
cal well-being and social competence. In this sense, the data suggest that promoting 
SC can be an effective tool for achieving good levels of PWB, and that fostering 
PWB can also bring beneficial outcomes in terms of successful, satisfying interper-
sonal relationships. Therefore, regarding the practical implications of this research, 
the results obtained reinforce the importance of designing and carrying out educa-
tional initiatives aimed at teaching adolescents to effectively manage their interper-
sonal relationships, given the benefits that being socially competent can accrue in 
terms of social adjustment and well-being. It is also essential for these actions to 
include the promotion of PWB, given the influence it can exert on successful inter-
personal development. However, if these types of procedures are to be coherent, 
they must rely on a balanced conception of adolescence. In other words, they must 
consider not only the difficulties, but also the potential and ability of adolescents 
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to prosper, flourish, and be highly competent in one of the most relevant tasks they 
have to address during this stage of life: building healthy, positive, and satisfying 
interpersonal relationships.

8  Limitations and Future Research

The present study has certain limitations which must be mentioned. Firstly, the use 
of self-reports can lead to the participants’ responses being influenced by a positiv-
ist bias, or a tendency to overestimate the real values of their experiences. Second, 
although it was a longitudinal study, the follow-up period was short, so longer-term 
studies may provide more evidence to support, expand, or complete the conclusions 
reached. In this context, it would be very interesting for future research to explore 
further the evolution of the relationship found, as well as its possible role as a pre-
dictor of other positive outcomes during adolescence. Finally, the confusing sce-
nario found with respect to psychological well-being points to the need to use theo-
retical approaches congruent with the constructs measured, thus consolidating the 
understanding of positive development as something more than merely the absence 
of symptoms, problems or difficulties.
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