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Abstract
The aim of this study is to explore changes in subjective well-being (life satisfac-
tion and positive affect), as well as psychological well-being among Romanian ado-
lescents over a 4-year period using data from the Children’s Worlds project (Waves 
2 and 3). Participants were 12-year-olds (N = 1,504 in 2015; N = 1,145 in 2019). The 
findings indicated a decline in positive affect and psychological prosperity with the 
passage of time, while life satisfaction remained constant. To investigate factors 
influencing the decline, we examined the relationships between well-being and the 
amount of time adolescents spent in their free time (leisure and duties), as well as 
their satisfaction with their free time. Leisure activities predicted both well-being 
measures over time. Duties predicted subjective well-being at both waves but only 
predicted psychological well-being in Wave 3. Satisfaction with free time predicted 
both well-being approaches only in Wave 3. The findings suggest that factors re-
lated to free time do not contribute to declines in well-being, as they show positive 
associations with subjective and psychological well-being. The declines likely stem 
from other unexplored variables, underscoring the need for additional research on 
contributors to the well-being of Romanian adolescents, particularly following dis-
ruptions like the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords  Subjective well-being · Psychological well-being · Free time · 
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1  Introduction

During adolescence, significant psychological changes occur, including emotional, 
social, and behavioral (Burger & Samuel, 2017). Traditionally, the focus has been 
on addressing pathologies to alleviate the distress arising from various individual 
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and social issues (Hervás, 2009). However, in the past two decades, there has been 
growing recognition of the importance of a holistic approach to the developmental 
process of adolescence, with a focus on well-being (Ben-Arieh, 2008; Ross et al., 
2020). Despite a growing number of studies exploring the theoretical foundations 
and measurement challenges of well-being, the majority of research in this area has 
focused on the adult population (e.g., Linley et al., 2009).

Research involving children and adolescents has predominantly concentrated on 
assessing subjective well-being across various life domains such as family, friend-
ships, and leisure time (Casas et al., 2015). This well-being approach is widely 
acknowledged among researchers who investigate the well-being of adolescents 
and is considered fundamental to understanding their lives (Bradshaw et al., 2011). 
Subjective well-being comprises two primary dimensions: the cognitive dimension 
involves an overall assessment of one’s life, whereas the affective dimension encom-
passes daily experiences of positive and negative emotions (Diener, 2000). By con-
trast, psychological well-being, defined as the attainment of optimal psychological 
development and life fulfillment (Ryff, 1989), has received comparatively less atten-
tion in adolescent research, particularly during the early stages of development (Viejo 
et al., 2018). Nevertheless, an increasing number of scholars argue for the inclusion 
of psychological well-being within the broader conceptualization of well-being, rec-
ognizing its pivotal role in comprehensively grasping this construct, especially dur-
ing adolescence (Sarriera & Bedin, 2017).

Concurrently, assessing both subjective and psychological well-being enables a 
more comprehensive evaluation of the overall well-being of Romanian adolescents. 
Furthermore, establishing meaningful connections between well-being and related 
factors, particularly within significant life domains, such as leisure time, is essential 
for gaining a deeper understanding of the general well-being of this particular age 
group. These intricate associations might offer valuable insights into the current sub-
jective and psychological well-being of Romanian adolescents.

1.1  Current Situation of Romanian Children and Adolescents

In recent years, Romania has shown growing interest in the well-being of its children, 
driven in part by the country’s participation in global initiatives focused on assessing 
child and adolescent well-being. Findings from the “Children’s Worlds: International 
Survey on Child Well-Being (ISCWeB)” project, particularly Waves 2 and 3 of data 
collection, have revealed that Romanian children reported relatively high levels of 
subjective well-being compared to their counterparts in other countries (Bălțătescu 
& Bacter, 2016, 2020).

Exploration of well-being in Romanian children and adolescents has been a sig-
nificant area of research. For instance, a study using data also from the “Children’s 
Worlds” project examined the emotional well-being of preadolescents in 18 countries, 
including Romania. The findings revealed that preadolescents who received support 
from family and school reported higher levels of emotional well-being (Bacter et al., 
2021). In other studies, researchers have aimed to develop and validate instruments 
for assessing subjective well-being among adolescents within an educational context. 
One study by Opre et al. (2018) found that students who demonstrated appropriate 
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behavior at school reported higher levels of subjective well-being. Additionally, the 
International Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey has provided 
valuable insights into overall well-being among Romanian adolescents by assessing 
various health behaviors and highlighting the significance of perceived well-being as 
a positive dimension (Băban et al., 2019).

Despite promising findings regarding subjective well-being, there remains a 
noticeable lack of regular assessments of psychological well-being among Roma-
nian children and adolescents, as identified by UNICEF studies (2021; Copăceanu 
& Costache, 2022). These studies emphasize the necessity for public policies and 
longitudinal research to delve into psychological well-being. This comprehensive 
understanding is vital, as it enables the development of targeted interventions and the 
provision of appropriate support, which is crucial for the holistic development and 
well-being of adolescents.

1.2  Free Time and Well-Being in Children and Adolescents

Engaging in pleasurable activities during one’s free time has been associated with 
numerous psychological benefits for both children and adolescents. This provides 
an opportunity to relax, unwind, and recharge. Participation in personally meaning-
ful and enjoyable leisure activities has been found to alleviate stress and promote 
psychological well-being (Caldwell & Smith, 2006). The impact of leisure activities 
on well-being depends on activity type. Research conducted on East Asian adoles-
cents has demonstrated a robust association between engaging in physical activity 
and exercise and psychological well-being, regardless of academic achievement. On 
the other hand, adolescents who tend to engage in passive leisure activities such as 
Internet browsing, video games, napping, and listening to music are less likely to 
experience high levels of psychological well-being (Lee et al., 2017). Engaging in 
enjoyable leisure activities also elicits positive emotions, including joy and relax-
ation, which are linked to increased positive and reduced negative affect (Asquith 
et al., 2022). Family leisure activities have been found to correlate with emotional 
well-being in teenagers, highlighting the importance of quality time spent together. 
However, engaging in productive activities, such as school-related and extracurricu-
lar activities, in the presence of parents was linked to lower levels of positive affect 
and engagement compared to adolescents participating in these activities without 
their parents (Offer, 2013).

Leisure activities also contribute to positive developmental outcomes such as 
increased initiative, emotional regulation, teamwork, social skills, and positive rela-
tionships (Larson et al., 2006). Newman et al. (2014) proposed a conceptual model 
of leisure and well-being that includes five psychological mechanisms as mediating 
factors: detachment-recovery, autonomy, mastery, meaning, and affiliation. These 
mechanisms help to explain the positive association between leisure activities and 
well-being. It is important to note that the impact of responsibilities such as domes-
tic activities on psychological well-being may differ from that of leisure activities. 
While fulfilling duties can generate a sense of accomplishment, mastery, and com-
petence, the overall effect on psychological well-being may not be as fulfilling as 
that of leisure pursuits. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that the impact 
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of responsibilities on psychological well-being can vary significantly depending on 
individual, cultural, and personal circumstances. Hence, the current study focused on 
the life domain of free time, encompassing both leisure and duty activities, to gain a 
more profound understanding of how these factors influence the subjective and psy-
chological well-being of Romanian adolescents.

1.3  Objectives

In this study, we aimed (1) to explore the changes in subjective well-being (cognitive 
and affective components) and psychological well-being among Romanian adoles-
cents over a four-year period, specifically from Wave 2 (2015) to Wave 3 (2019) of 
the Romanian data collection on the “Children’s Worlds” project. Additionally, we 
aimed (2) to investigate the relationship between well-being and the amount of free 
time devoted to leisure and duty activities, as well as the level of satisfaction adoles-
cents derive from how they utilize their free time. Through an exploration of these 
factors, this study seeks to acquire valuable insights into the importance of free time 
in relation to the overall well-being of Romanian adolescents. By understanding the 
impact of these factors, educators and mentors could provide guidance and support to 
adolescents, helping them navigate towards specific pathways that contribute to their 
well-being and enhance their quality of life.

2  Method

2.1  Study Design

The present study adopted a repeated cross-sectional design (RCS) to capture societal 
changes over time. This design involved collecting data from independent samples 
at two different time points, allowing for the examination of trends and variations 
across cohorts. Although it does not track individuals’ trajectories, it provides valu-
able insights into broader patterns and shifts within the studied population, highlight-
ing the dynamic nature of the phenomenon (Yee & Niemeier, 1996).

2.2  Setting

2.2.1  International Survey of Children’s Well-Being–ISCWeB

The present study is part of the International Society for Child Indicators’ research 
“Children’s Worlds.” The project is a worldwide comparative international survey 
that approaches children’s situation and well-being through the ISCWeB, which col-
lects solid and representative data on children’s lives and daily activities and, in par-
ticular, on their own perception of well-being. The project aims to understand and 
promote children’s subjective views and experiences of their own lives and well-
being, and at the same time, encourage policymakers to take account of these views 
and act to improve children’s experiences during this developmental stage. In Roma-
nia, this project has recollected data across four waves (2011, 2015, 2019, and 2021), 
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and the current research focuses on data from Waves 2 and 3. These waves included 
children and adolescents across three age groups (8, 10, and 12 years), with data col-
lected from the participating schools.

2.3  Participants

The data for this study were collected from adolescents, specifically the oldest group 
in the project, who were 12 years old. In the second wave the sample comprised 
1,504 adolescents (M = 12.04; SD = 0.55; 48,8% of females), while the third wave 
included 1,145 adolescents (M = 12.51; SD = 0.61; 46% of females). The age range 
for both samples was 11 to 14 years old. All participants were Romanian adolescents 
who voluntarily participated in the study, with informed consent obtained from their 
parents or legal guardians. Eligibility criteria for participation included being an ado-
lescent, attending school, and obtaining the informed consent to participate.

2.4  Variables

The data collected via the ISCWeB encompassed various aspects of children’s and 
adolescents’ lives, including their home environment, social circle, school, well-
being, neighborhood characteristics, socioeconomic status, and leisure activities. 
However, given the primary focus of our study, we selectively retained only the infor-
mation relevant to well-being and free time, excluding other variables from the anal-
ysis. These variables were assessed at each wave through standardized self-reports. 
Well-being indicators, both subjective and psychological, were treated as outcome 
variables in the analyses, while free time activities were considered potential predic-
tors of the main outcomes.

2.5  Measurement

Life satisfaction. The Children’s Worlds-Subjective Well-being Scale (CW-SWBS) 
is a reduced version of the Huebner (1991) Student Life Satisfaction Scale used in 
Wave 1 to assess the subjective well-being of children and adolescents. In Wave 2, 
however, some items were removed or adapted to improve fit, and a change in the 
response format to an 11-point Likert scale was also made. The scale consists of five 
items, with two of them being slightly modified from Wave 2 to Wave 3. In Wave 
2, these items were: “My life is just right” and “I have what I want in life”, while in 
Wave 3, they were changed to: “I enjoy my life” and “I like my life”. The response 
format remained consistent across both waves: 0 (not at all) and 11 (totally agree). A 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA; see Results section) confirmed the nature of the 
construct in both waves. In addition, Casas and González-Carrasco (2021) showed 
through a multigroup CFA that the scale is comparable cross-nationally. McDonald’s 
Omega values in our sample were 0.90 (Wave 2) and 0.92 (Wave 3).

Positive affect. A short version of Russell’s Core Affect Scale (Russell, 2003) was 
used in the ISCWeB to assess positive affect and emotional health among children 
and adolescents. From the original six-item version of Russell’s Core Affect Scale, 
we retained the same three positive items that overlapped in both waves. These items 
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(i.e., happy, calm, and full of energy) evaluated the emotional state over the last two 
weeks on an 11-point Likert scale from 0 to 10 (0 = not all; 10 = extreme). McDon-
ald’s Omega values in our sample were 0.70 (Wave 2) and 0.65 (Wave 3).

Psychological well-being. The Children’s Worlds-Psychological Well-being 
Scale (CW-PWBS) was used to assess the psychological well-being of the children 
and adolescents. This scale included six items related to the six components of psy-
chological well-being (Ryff, 1989): (1) “I like being the way I am,” (2) “I am good at 
managing my daily responsibilities,” (3) “People are generally friendly towards me,” 
(4) “I have enough choice about how I spend my time,” (5) “I feel that I am learning 
a lot at the moment,” and (6) “I feel positive about my future.” These items were rated 
on an 11-point Likert scale ranging from 0 to 10 (0 = do not agree; 10 = totally agree). 
McDonald’s Omega values in our sample were 0.76 (Wave 2) and 0.77 (Wave 3).

Ways of spending free time and satisfaction with free time. We included a 
six-item scale to assess how children spend their free time. To achieve this, we used 
a scale from the ISCWeB to gauge the frequency with which children engage in 
various activities: “How often do you usually spend time doing the following things 
when you are not at school?”. Following this question, participants rated the items 
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 to 5 (0 = never; 5 = every day). In line with 
a previous study by Bacter et al. (2021), these items were categorized into two fac-
tors: leisure or fun activities (i.e., playing sports, watching TV, and playing electronic 
videogames) and duties (i.e., taking care of family members, doing homework, and 
doing housework). We conducted factor analysis using the component method (vari-
max rotation with Kaiser Normalization) to calculate the scores for free time. In 
Wave 2, the first factor accounted for 28.33% of the total variation, while the second 
factor explained 20.48% of total the variation. In wave 3, the first and second fac-
tors explained 27.58% and 19.68% of the total variation, respectively. Regarding the 
Satisfaction with how adolescents use their free time was measured through an item: 
“How satisfied are you with how you use your free time?”. This item is rated on an 
11-point Likert scale from 0 to 10 (0 = not satisfied at all; 10 = completely satisfied).

2.6  Study Size

The various international members of the ISCWeB project reached a consensus on 
a minimum sample size of 1000 for each age group. The Romanian team aimed to 
attain moderately larger sample sizes, whenever feasible, to enable subgroup analy-
ses when relevant to the study objectives.

2.7  Statistical Analyses

Missing data are a common challenge in research studies, which can potentially com-
promise the validity and reliability of statistical analyses. Therefore, the first step 
we took in analyzing the data was to address this issue. To handle missing data, 
we employed multiple imputation, a widely recognized and effective technique 
implemented in SPSS version 27. Through multiple imputation, we created multiple 
imputed datasets by estimating missing values based on observed data and their rela-
tionships. This process involves iteratively generating datasets with imputed values 
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using regression methods. Subsequently, these imputed datasets were analyzed sepa-
rately, and the results were pooled using specialized algorithms.

Once the missing data was handled, preliminary measurement models were esti-
mated in Wave 2 and Wave 3 using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to examine 
the fit of the measures employed in the study to the hypothesized measurement model 
(Yang, 2005). The CW-SWBS, Positive Core Affect Scale, and CW-PWBS items were 
included in the CFA model, with one-order factors representing each scale. Model fit 
was assessed using several indices and recommended cutoff values: Comparative Fit 
Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) should exceed 0.90, Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) should be below 0.05, and Standardized Root 
Mean Residual (SRMR) should be below 0.08 (Marsh et al., 2004). These analyses 
were conducted using the Mplus 8 software (Muthén & Muthén, 2012).

Following the preliminary CFA, differences in well-being levels related to the 
study between Waves 2 and 3 were examined using multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA). Specifically, we explored differences in the subjective and psychologi-
cal well-being of Romanian adolescents across time (i.e., waves) and gender. The 
interaction effect of time measurement and gender was assessed to examine whether 
the impact of waves on the well-being variables differed between males and females. 
In cases where the interaction effect was significant, a univariate analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) was conducted to further investigate specific differences. Finally, multiple 
regression models were employed to explore the predictive relationship between time 
spent in (1) leisure, (2) duties, and (3) satisfaction with how free time was spent and 
the well-being of Romanian adolescents. These analyses were performed using SPSS 
version 27.

3  Results

3.1  Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The results of the CFA supported the validity of the well-being measures in Wave 2 
and Wave 3, indicating that they accurately captured the intended constructs. Please 
refer to Table 1 for a detailed description of the results.

3.2  Differences Between Adolescents’ Subjective and Psychological Well-Being 
by Gender and Time of Measurement

The means for each wave and gender are shown in Table 2. The means were sig-
nificantly higher for positive affect t(2647) = 11.36, p < 0.001) and psychological 
well-being t(2647) = 6.78, p < 0.001 in 2015 (Wave 2) than in 2019 (Wave 3). These 
results showed a decreasing trend in these indicators over time. Regarding gen-
der differences, boys in Wave 3 had significantly higher means for life satisfaction 
t(1076) = 2.17, p = 0.030 and positive affect t(1076) = 3.12, p = 0.002.

We ran the MANOVA with time of measurement (Wave 2 or Wave 3) as the 
predictor and life satisfaction, positive affect, and psychological well-being as the 
outcomes. The overall MANOVA was significant, Pillai’s trace = 0.07; F(3) = 61.83, 

1 3



C. Tejada-Gallardo et al.

p < 0.001, η2
p = 0.07. The follow-up ANOVA revealed a main effect for positive affect, 

F(1) = 131.17, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.05. Participants in Wave 3 showed lower means for 
positive affect (M = 8.55, SD = 1.59) than those in Wave 2 (M = 9.19, SD = 1.26). The 
results also revealed an effect on psychological well-being, F(1) = 41.29, p < 0.001, 
η2 = 0.02. The participants in Wave 3 also reported lower levels of psychological 
well-being (M = 8.67, SD = 1.39) than those in Wave 2 (M = 9.01, SD = 1.19). In the 
MANOVA, we also included an interaction effect between the time of measurement 
and gender. The results showed a statistically significant interaction effect between 
the combined dependent variables, Pillai’s trace = 0.05; F(3) = 3.91, p < 0.08, η2

p = 0.05. 
This suggests that the effect of the waves (when the measurement took place) on 
well-being was not the same for boys as for girls. The follow-up ANOVA revealed 
a main effect of positive affect, F(1) = 4.65, p < 0.03, η2 = 0.002. Specifically, positive 
affect means were found to be significantly lower in females compared to males in 
Wave 3 (t(1076) = 3.127, p < 0.001) and also lower in Wave 3 compared to Wave 2 
(t(1252) = 8.724, p < 0.001).

Table 1  Fit indices for CFA of the three well-being indicators
X2 df p CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Structural validity
CW-SWBS (Wave 2) 644.548 10 < 0.001 0.931 0.901 0.080 0.039
CW-SWBS (Wave 3) 629.882 15 < 0.001 0.987 0.979 0.027 0.021
PA (Wave 2) 907.021 12 < 0.001 0.930 0.890 0.068 0.043
PA (Wave 3) 828.801 15 < 0.001 0.995 0.990 0.021 0.017
CW-PWBS (Wave 2) 586.182 15 < 0.001 0.970 0.940 0.039 0.028
CW-PWBS (Wave 3) 591.091 15 < 0.001 0.984 0.973 0.030 0.022
Note CW-SWBS = Children’s Worlds-Subjective Well-Being Scale; PA = Positive Core Affect Scale; 
CW-PWBS = Children’s Worlds-Psychological Well-Being Scale

Wave Girls
M (SD)

Boys
M (SD)

Total
M (SD)

Life satisfaction Wave 2 9.31 (1.32) 9.33 (1.24) 9.32 
(1.28)

Wave 3 9.27 (1.27) 9.43 (1.15) 9.35 
(1.24)

Positive affect Wave 2 9.16 (1.36) 9.22 (1.16) 9.19 
(1.26)

Wave 3 8.38 (1.76) 8.69 (1.44) 8.55 
(1.59)

Psychological 
well-being

Wave 2 9.02 (1.23) 9.01 (1.16) 9.01 
(1.19)

Wave 3 8.72 (1.38) 8.64 (1.41) 8.67 
(1.39)

Table 2  Means and standard de-
viations of subjective and psy-
chological well-being by gender 
and time of measurement
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3.3  Relationship Between Subjective Well-Being, Psychological Well-Being, and 
Free Time

We ran a multilevel model to analyze the relationship between the variables of inter-
est (leisure, duties, and satisfaction with free time). Table 3 presents the regression 
coefficients of the predictors of well-being. These results showed that, over time (in 
Wave 3), the amount of free time and how adolescents were satisfied with it predicted 
all well-being indicators. We observed that for psychological well-being in Wave 3, 
all predictors showed a stronger association than in Wave 2, where only the leisure 
activities variable was significant. For subjective well-being in Wave 3, satisfaction 
with free time appeared to be the strongest predictor. Leisure activities generally pre-
dicted subjective well-being in the same vein in both waves, while duties predicted 
more subjective well-being in Wave 2 than in Wave 3.

4  Discussion

This study examined the subjective and psychological well-being trends in Romanian 
adolescents (12 years old group) over a 4-year period (Wave 2 and Wave 3) from data 
collection on “Children’s Worlds” research project. Our results showed significant 

Table 3  Regression coefficients of well-being predictors
Predictors β SE p Adjusted R2

Life Satisfaction Wave 2 0.10
  Leisure activities 0.17 0.05 0.001
  Duty activities 0.13 0.05 0.017
  Satisfaction with free time 0.01 0.02 0.548
Life Satisfaction Wave 3 0.25
  Leisure activities 0.10 0.02 < 0.001
  Duty activities 0.08 0.02 0.001
  Satisfaction with free time 0.40 0.02 < 0.001
Positive Affect Wave 2 0.17
  Leisure activities 0.16 0.05 0.001
  Duty activities 0.16 0.05 0.001
  Satisfaction with free time 0.30 0.01 < 0.001
Positive Affect Wave 3 0.15
  Leisure activities 0.12 0.04 0.002
  Duty activities 0.09 0.03 0.011
  Satisfaction with free time 0.41 0.03 < 0.001
Psychological Well-being Wave 2 0.10
  Leisure activities 0.12 0.06 0.016
  Duty activities 0.08 0.04 0.105
  Satisfaction with free time 0.02 0.03 0.271
Psychological Well-being Wave 3 0.29
  Leisure activities 0.17 0.03 < 0.001
  Duty activities 0.14 0.03 < 0.001
  Satisfaction with free time 0.47 0.02 < 0.001
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decreases in positive affect (SWB) and PWB, regardless of gender. The dimensions 
of life satisfaction remained stable over time. To investigate the decrease in sub-
jective and psychological well-being of Romanian adolescents, the amount of free 
time they dedicate to leisure or duty activities and the satisfaction with how they use 
their free time were included as predictors in the study. Leisure activities predicted 
both well-being approaches over time. Duties predicted subjective well-being in both 
waves; however, the association between duties and subjective well-being was more 
prevalent in Wave 3 than in Wave 2. Regarding psychological well-being, duties pre-
dicted only this approach in Wave 3. Satisfaction with how adolescents used their 
free time in Wave 2 did not predict life satisfaction or psychological well-being. 
However, this variable predicted both approaches to well-being in Wave 3, an aspect 
that might have rebounded the well-being of adolescents. According to the findings, 
the free time variables do not seem to be one of the reasons for the decrease in well-
being levels from Wave 2 to Wave 3; in contrast, it was observed that this might be 
an indicator of greater well-being.

Well-being typically declines from early to late adolescence (González-Carrasco 
et al., 2017). However, our study aimed to determine whether the well-being of the 
same age group of adolescents would increase, remain stable, or decrease over a 
4-year period. Generally, children in Wave 1 of the ISCWeB project exhibited higher 
well-being measures than those in Waves 2 and 3 (e.g., Rees et al., 2020; Schutz et 
al., 2022). These results are consistent with our findings and confirm the trend in 
adolescents. The decreasing trend in well-being among Romanian adolescents could 
be due to diverse factors, different from those associated with free time. For instance, 
both the family and education systems in the country have undergone significant 
changes over the last decades, which may have affected the well-being of adolescents 
throughout the years (Stănciulescu, 2010).

This raises important questions about how these changes impact children’s experi-
ences and to what extent their lives and well-being are affected. Firstly, the declin-
ing trend in well-being among Romanian adolescents over recent decades could be 
attributed to Ruut Veenhoven’s Livability theory (1993). As the Romanian educa-
tion system has become increasingly academically rigorous and competitive, it likely 
places greater demands and pressures on students. This heightened academic rigor 
creates a disconnect between the educational system’s expectations and the capacities 
of adolescents, potentially resulting in decreased subjective and psychological well-
being, as proposed by the Livability theory (Bălțătescu, 2021). Hence, the highly 
challenging academic environment that many Romanian students face today may be 
a significant contributor to declining adolescent well-being, potentially more so than 
changes in free time activities. In line with this, it can be assumed that the educational 
system may not be effectively addressing well-being. Moreover, there seems to be 
a lack of development and implementation of evidence-based programs that target 
the promotion of adolescents’ well-being and the instigation of individual and eco-
logical changes. Secondly, Romanian families often place a strong emphasis on chil-
dren’s academic excellence, with parents offering substantial support (Robila, 2004). 
While this is generally seen as a positive approach, it may inadvertently contribute 
to adolescent unhappiness because an exclusive focus on academic achievement can 
become overwhelming (Negovan et al., 2016).
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Our study has yielded an intriguing finding: contrary to other life domains, such 
as school, which may negatively impact the well-being of Romanian adolescents 
(Montserrat et al., 2015), time spent in leisure and duties, and the satisfaction with 
free time did not appear to be significant contributors to well-being decreases. In fact, 
our research suggests that variables related to free time can positively influence well-
being, even though the overall trend indicates a decrease. As such, there is a case for 
promoting free time, particularly time spent in leisure activities, that bring satisfac-
tion to adolescents, as this could enhance their overall well-being.

The persistent decline in well-being over the years raises the question of whether 
Romanian adolescents’ well-being has been further impacted by the COVID-19 pan-
demic from 2019 to the present day. This is a plausible hypothesis, given the sub-
stantial disruptions and challenges the pandemic has brought to daily life. However, 
this notion remains speculative, and further research is imperative to substantiate this 
claim, considering the intricate interplay of various factors that contribute to well-
being, including social, economic, educational, and psychological.

4.1  Limitations

This study had several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, it is impor-
tant to recognize that, despite conducting two rounds of measurements, this remains 
a cross-sectional study. Consequently, adolescents from the initial wave may have 
higher well-being scores than those from the first wave. Although this difference is 
unlikely to be attributed to developmental or generational factors, it requires con-
sideration when interpreting the results. Second, our research design, while meticu-
lously executed, does not allow us to establish causal relationships. Future studies 
should explore qualitative perspectives and encompass various age groups, poten-
tially including data on psychological well-being, for a more comprehensive under-
standing of well-being. Third, the CW-SWBS included two slightly modified items 
in Wave 3 as compared to Wave 2, which was done to enhance the overall fit of the 
scale (confirmed in the CFA). Although the results related to this variable remained 
consistent over time, and the CFA successfully represented the intended structure in 
both waves, it would be advisable for future studies to utilize only the items that were 
consistent and repeated in both waves. Finally, since our last data collection in 2019, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the world, particularly on 
the lives of children and adolescents. Consequently, it is plausible that there has been 
a further decline in the well-being of Romanian adolescents, especially considering 
the lingering psychological effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, further 
studies are required to confirm this hypothesis.

5  Conclusions

This study underscores the importance of fostering leisure activities that genuinely 
satisfy adolescents, as this contributes significantly to their subjective and psycho-
logical well-being. The findings revealed a strong association between engaging in 
leisure activities that bring joy and overall well-being. Moreover, this study sheds 
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light on the pivotal role of duties in shaping the psychological well-being of adoles-
cents. It is evident that both leisure and fulfilling responsibilities play vital roles in 
the general well-being of adolescents. However, this study raises an interesting point. 
While it establishes the importance of leisure and duties, it also indicates that the 
amount of free time and the level of satisfaction derived from it alone cannot explain 
the observed decreases in well-being over time. This intriguing insight highlights 
the need for further research to explore additional variables that may influence this 
decline. While leisure and responsibilities are integral aspects of Romanian adoles-
cents’ well-being, there are likely other factors at play that need to be investigated to 
comprehensively understand the declining well-being trend over time.
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