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Objective: To examine the effect of family and academic satisfaction on the self-esteem and life satisfaction among Peruvian university students.

Method: Of the 1,182 Peruvian university students who participated, 364 were male; and 818 were female; and ranged from 17 to 39 years of age (mean = 20.67, SD = 4.4). The family satisfaction scale (FSS), the Escala breve de satisfacción con los estudios (EBSE; Brief Academic Satisfaction Scale in Spanish), Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale (RSES), and the satisfaction with life scale (SWLS) were used to perform the assessments.

Results: The study model showed an adequate fit (χ2 19.5, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.977, RMSEA = 0.057), confirming the association between family satisfaction and life satisfaction (β = 0.26, p < 0.001) and self-esteem (β = 0.35, p < 0.001), and the correlation between academic satisfaction and self-esteem (β = 0.35, p < 0.001) and life satisfaction (β = 0.23, p < 0.001). The model accounted for 42% of life satisfaction.

Conclusion: Family satisfaction and academic satisfaction affect self-esteem and life satisfaction.
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Introduction

The mental health of university students has been prioritized as a subject of research during a health crisis (Sheldon et al., 2021), especially in Peru, where people aged 15–29 years (27.2% of the total population) (Chau and Saravia, 2016) have experienced anxiety, depression and somatization because of its implications to public health and education and as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Sánchez Carlessi et al., 2021).

Considering the importance of addressing the wellbeing of students in the university context, the literature has acknowledged the existence of factors that promote mental health in this population as well as risk factors that may undermine the emotional health and, especially, their learning experience in the higher-education level. In light of this situation, studying self-esteem and satisfaction with life is crucial because these variables are considered to be the promoters of the perception of positive wellbeing and a better quality of life among university students (Ruiz-González et al., 2018).


Life satisfaction

This variable is extremely important in the university stage not only because of its direct link to academic performance but also because it is an essential component of subjective wellbeing (Diener, 1984; Diener et al., 1985). Life satisfaction is defined as an individual’s positive assessment of their life in specific areas such as family, work, studies, friends, health, leisure, and so on (Alberto et al., 2019). In the realm of higher education, it has come to refer to the assessment made by a student when comparing their aspirations to their achievements, which has implications for the student’s enjoyment of the university experience (Dominguez-Lara and Campos-Uscanga, 2017).

Based on what has been reported in scientific literature, life satisfaction among higher education students has changed during the COVID-19 health emergency due to the impact of the disease (Rogowska et al., 2021), especially given its strong relationship with quality of life and personal goals (Huang et al., 2022), which have been affected by students’ concern about contracting the disease (Hossain et al., 2021), new variants (Carranza et al., 2022), precarious health systems (Knaul et al., 2021), financial impact (Kokkinos et al., 2022), and others. Authors such as Lei et al. (2020) report that being a student in COVID-19 times is a risk factor for mental health conditions compared with other age groups. This is because several studies have reported high prevalence of stress, depression, and anxiety (Ma et al., 2020) not only because of the new demands posed by online learning but also because students are not able to personally visit their classrooms and laboratories and socialize with their classmates (Villani et al., 2021). Moreover, educational institutions’ closure has resulted in a higher likelihood of having psychological alterations (Cao et al., 2020), and as a consequence, students’ perception of life satisfaction has been seriously affected.

Because the COVID-19 pandemic was unprecedented, the factors affecting university students’ life satisfaction mechanisms cannot be accurately identified. However, based on what has been observed in Perú and the evidence found in scientific literature, family satisfaction, study satisfaction, and self-esteem are variables that should be considered.



Predictors of life satisfaction

En caso de la satisfacción con los estudios, esta variable representa el goce y disfrute de las experiencias vividas como estudiante, que a su vez tiene una estrecha relación con la permanencia y culminación de los estudios a nivel universitario (Merino-Soto et al., 2017). Así, estar satisfecho académicamente tiene un impacto significativo sobre el proceso de aprendizaje (Yekefallah et al., 2021), sobre todo en entornos virtuales como el vivido a causa de la pandemia COVID-19 (Yawson and Yamoah, 2020), aunque, es necesario aclarar que el nivel de satisfacción con el aprendizaje en línea depende de factores como la conectividad, calidad de las plataformas virtuales, adaptación de estrategias pedagógicas, entre otros (She et al., 2021). Por otra parte, se ha visto una influencia sobre la percepción de la calidad de servicio (Borishade et al., 2021) y el rendimiento académico (Martínez-Jiménez and Ruiz-Jiménez, 2020), por ello, es considerada como un indicador importante de la calidad de la educación superior (Rossini et al., 2021).

Regarding its association with life satisfaction, fundamental studies, such as the longitudinal research performed by Hagmaier et al. (2018), have shown that life and career satisfaction are positively correlated by a bottom-up model, wherein satisfaction with the chosen career can predict life satisfaction. In the pandemic context, there is also evidence suggesting the predictive value of study satisfaction, such as a study conducted in Jordan, which concluded that improving the online learning experience would increase students’ satisfaction (Maqableh and Alia, 2021). Likewise, a study conducted in Thailand showed that students who regarded the online learning system to be good showed higher life satisfaction scores (Kornpitack and Sawmong, 2022).

Another predicting variable is family satisfaction, which is defined as the subjective content associated with cohesion between family members, their flexibility toward change, and their communication (Villareal-Zegarra et al., 2017). Some studies highlight the importance of family support for good academic performance (Silva et al., 2021). In the health emergency context, family dynamics have probably suffered significant changes (Martin-Storey et al., 2021) because lockdown and social distancing measures have forced family members to be in direct contact for long periods of time. In this sense, evidence suggests the importance of family support for the achievement of children’s personal and educational goals (Nasir et al., 2021). This had also been reported by Diener and Diener (2009), who conducted a transcultural study in 31 countries and found that family satisfaction significantly predicted participants’ life satisfaction. Moreover, a study conducted with university students in Mozambique concluded that family affects students’ perception of progress toward academic goals (Silva et al., 2021); this is particularly observed when democratic parenting methods are applied (Wang, et al., 2020).



The mediating role of self-esteem

Self-esteem refers to an individual’s level of appreciation for himself or herself, as determined by conscious self-evaluative observations and feelings (Abdulghani et al., 2020). Thus, it plays an important role in the development of personality and motivation and in boosting mental health; however, there are also factors that influence its development, such as adverse experiences in childhood and interactions with others, both family members and strangers (Tabernero et al., 2017).

For example, Cid-Sillero et al. (2020) describe it as one of the variables that best accounts for academic performance. This is supported by Hamza et al. (2020) who surveyed students from six health faculties in Saudi Arabia and found that self-esteem indirectly improves university performance. In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, a high frequency of social media use, such as Instagram, Facebook, or Twitter, has been reported as the cause of body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem because subjects compared themselves with others (Vall-Roqué et al., 2021). Moreover, research describes its functional relation with variables such as life (Wójcik et al., 2022), family (Lee et al., 2021), and study satisfaction (Pendones et al., 2021).

For these reasons, based on the evidence shown, it could be concluded that students with higher family and study satisfaction tend to show higher self-esteem, which in turn increases their life satisfaction. Moreover, the moderating role of self-esteem should be highlighted because previous studies report this role in cognitive skills and students’ performance in tasks, exams, and other academic challenges (Cid-Sillero et al., 2020), which also has a partial moderation effect that accounts for students’ life satisfaction (Kong et al., 2012; Kong and You, 2013).



Study hypotheses

Based on the evidence presented, it is reasonable to assume that family and academic satisfaction have functional relationships with self-esteem and life satisfaction. The hypotheses proposed are shown in Figure 1:
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FIGURE 1
Theoretical model.


H1: Family satisfaction has a direct and significant effect on life satisfaction among Peruvian university students.

H2: Family satisfaction has a direct and significant effect on the self-esteem of Peruvian university students.

H3: Academic satisfaction has a direct and significant effect on the self-esteem of Peruvian university students.

H4: Academic satisfaction has a direct and significant effect on life satisfaction among Peruvian university students.

H5: Self-esteem acts as a mediator between family and academic satisfaction and life satisfaction among Peruvian university students.



Study objective

Therefore, this study aims to explore the relationships between family satisfaction, academic satisfaction, self-esteem, and life satisfaction among Peruvian university students.




Materials and methods


Study design

Cross-sectional predictive study with a single variable measurement, as data were collected at a single moment and at a single time (Ato et al., 2013).



Study participants

A total of 1,182 university students from private universities in the Peruvian geographical divisions of Costa, Sierra, and Selva participated in the study: 364 were male (30.8%) and 818 were female (69.2%); their ages ranged from 17 to 39 years (mean = 20.67, SD = 4.4). The students were selected through non-probabilistic sampling.



Instruments

The family satisfaction scale (FSS; Olson et al., 2006; validated in the Peruvian context by Villareal-Zegarra et al., 2017) assesses the family members’ perceptions of their level of satisfaction with family functioning. This scale comprises 10 Likert-type items with five possible responses: 1 = extremely dissatisfied, 2 = generally dissatisfied, 3 = undecided, 4 = generally satisfied, and 5 = extremely satisfied. The FSS showed good internal consistency in this study, ω = 0.92.

The Escala breve de satisfacción con los estudios (a brief academic satisfaction scale in Spanish) (EBSE; Merino-Soto et al., 2017) evaluates student satisfaction with their study methods, academic performance, and overall satisfaction with their studies. It comprises three items with responses ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” on a five-option Likert-type scale. The scale achieved internal consistency in this study (Positive self-esteem ω = 0.92, Negative self-esteem ω = 0.92).

The Rosenberg self-esteem scale (RSES; Atienza et al., 2000; validated in the Peruvian context by Ventura-León et al., 2018) evaluates the individual’s general perception of self-esteem. The RSES is composed of 10 items that require a Likert-type response from one out of four alternatives: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree. The reliability of the RSES for this study was acceptable, ω = 0.83.

The satisfaction with life scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985; validated in the Peruvian context by Caycho-Rodríguez et al., 2018) comprises five items, each with Likert-type response options (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree). The reliability of the SWLS for this study was acceptable, ω = 0.92.



Study procedure

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Universidad Peruana Unión (Reference: 2021-CEUPeU-0022.). In view of the social isolation measures imposed by the Peruvian government to prevent the risk of COVID-19 contagion, a virtual questionnaire was designed using Google Forms, and the link was distributed via social media (Facebook and WhatsApp). An informed consent form was presented in the first section of the questionnaire, along with the study’s objectives and a declaration stating that participation was voluntary and anonymous. Moreover, all the ethical principles of human research described in the declaration of Helsinki have been followed.



Statistical analysis

The theoretical model was analyzed using structural equation modeling and the maximum likelihood method (MLM) estimator, which is suitable for numerical variables and is resistant to inferential normality deviations (Muthen and Muthen, 2017). The comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) were used to assess fit. A CFI value of >0.90 (Bentler, 1990), an RMSEA value of <0.080 (MacCallum et al., 1996), and an SRMR value of <0.080 (Browne and Cudeck, 1992) were used. All analyses were carried out with the demographic characteristics of sex and age in mind to obtain a more accurate estimate of the model’s correlations. Regarding the reliability analysis, the internal consistency method with omega coefficient (ω) was used, which is a better alternative given the widely discussed limitations of the alpha coefficient (Sijtsma, 2009; Cho, 2016). For this coefficient, the formula was corrected using correlated errors (Raykov, 2004).

Data analysis was performed using the “lavaan” package (Rosseel, 2012) in the R Statistical Software version 4.0.5 (R Core Team, 2007).




Results

Variable scores ranged from 0 to 30 for ease of interpretation. Table 1 presents the correlation matrix; descriptive statistics of study variables with correlation results between 0.22 and 0.49 are presented as absolute values for study variables, which are written in bold. Moreover, the table also shows omega internal consistencies with correlated error correction, resulting in 0.83 and 0.92.


TABLE 1    Descriptive statistics, internal consistencies, and correlations of study variables.
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The analysis demonstrated that the theoretical model had an adequate fit to the data: χ2 (4) = 19.5, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.977, RMSEA = 0.057, SRMR = 0.020. These results confirm H1 and H2, that is, family satisfaction was positively correlated with life satisfaction (β = 0.26, p < 0.001) and self-esteem (β = 0.35, p < 0.001); as well as H3 and H4, that is, academic satisfaction was correlated with self-esteem (β = 0.35, p < 0.001) and life satisfaction (β = 0.23, p < 0.001); and H5, that is, self-esteem was correlated with life satisfaction (β = 0.33, p < 0.001). In addition, the results explained 42% of the variance in life satisfaction. The standardized solution after controlling for gender and age is illustrated in Figure 2.
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FIGURE 2
Results of the structural model explaining life satisfaction. Standardized estimated parameters after controlling for gender and age are shown.


A total of 5,000 bootstrapping iterations were performed for the mediation analysis (see Table 2 for results). Self-esteem has a statistically significant mediation effect on the association between family satisfaction and life satisfaction (β = 0.12, p < 0.001), which confirms H6; similarly, self-esteem mediates the relationship between academic satisfaction and life satisfaction (β = 0.12, p < 0.001), which confirms H7. Table 2 presents these results with their confidence intervals.


TABLE 2    Research hypotheses on indirect effects and their estimates.
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Discussion

Given the importance of addressing factors that affect university students’ wellbeing, this study aimed to examine the impact of family satisfaction and academic satisfaction on the life satisfaction of Peruvian university students, with a focus on self-esteem as a moderating variable in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In general, our findings indicate that these variables were both directly and indirectly correlated.

Firstly, our findings showed a direct effect of family satisfaction on life satisfaction. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, these results are similar to the ones reported by a transcultural study conducted with samples from 31 countries (Diener and Diener, 2009), which found that family satisfaction significantly predicted life satisfaction. Moreover, our findings are consistent with other studies conducted with university students which, despite not including the family satisfaction variable, included variables with a similar concept and showed a positive correlation with life satisfaction. These variables are family cohesion (Koo and Park, 2005), parental style perception (Seibel and Johnson, 2001), and social family support (Kong et al., 2012; Schnettler et al., 2015; Fakunmoju et al., 2016). More recent studies also found that family satisfaction is one of the main factors associated with life satisfaction among teenagers (Moreno-Maldonado et al., 2020; Schnettler et al., 2022) and adults (Szcześniak and Tułecka, 2020). Although studies exploring the association between these variables in the COVID-19 pandemic are scarce, our findings are consistent with Ram et al. (2022), who found that family satisfaction positively predicted life satisfaction in a group of adults in Saudi Arabia during the pandemic.

Second, another interesting finding is the confirmation of the direct and significant relationship between academic satisfaction and life satisfaction. Although previous studies on academic satisfaction are limited, our findings are consistent with those of Hagmaier et al. (2018), who demonstrated that life satisfaction and satisfaction with the chosen career were positively related and that this correlation is adequately represented by a bottom-up model in which satisfaction with the chosen career predicts satisfaction with life.

Thus, life satisfaction, which is an essential element of the subjective sense of wellbeing (Diener, 1984), may be explained from a theoretical viewpoint using a bottom-up approach (Brief et al., 1993) as resulting from the inclusion of satisfaction in other well-defined areas of life. This suggests that life satisfaction depends upon a person’s satisfaction with certain other aspects of life, such as family and studies; hence, satisfaction with one aspect of life has a positive effect on the overall life satisfaction. According to this approach, judgments related to life satisfaction may vary depending on the situation; therefore, positive and negative events may affect subjects’ global life perception (Ilies et al., 2018). For this reason, our findings suggest that a positive perception of family and educational surroundings positively affects the way in which life satisfaction is perceived.

Third, our findings also indicate that family satisfaction is a strong predictor of self-esteem among Peruvian university students. This is consistent with previous reports (Phillips, 2012; Ercegovac et al., 2021), which indicated that, among all functional components of the family, family satisfaction was the greatest predictor of self-esteem. Fourth, academic satisfaction was also found to be a predictor of the participants’ self-esteem. Thus, a positive perception of one’s own academic experience contributes to increased self-esteem. These findings indicate that both the family and educational environments have a direct effect on self-evaluation and self-appreciation.

Additionally, the positive relation between self-esteem and life satisfaction was confirmed, which is consistent with prior research indicating that self-esteem is one of the strongest predictors of life satisfaction before (Kong et al., 2012; Agyar, 2013; Kong and You, 2013; Mehmood and Shaukat, 2014) and during the pandemic (Kondratowicz et al., 2021; Ozer, 2022). According to these results, self-esteem is directly correlated with life satisfaction, so the higher the self-esteem levels, the higher life satisfaction levels will be.

Because low self-esteem is associated with insecurity, fear of failure, and negativism, it probably prevents subjects from following their personal goals with optimism, which results in a negative perception of their lives (Mehmood and Shaukat, 2014). Moreover, self-esteem, as a psychological resource, may be a factor helping students deal with the challenges associated with the abrupt changes posed by the pandemic, such as online learning, limited social interaction, constant concern about contracting the disease, one’s health, and their friends and relatives’ health. Thus, students’ positive perception of themselves and their capacities positively affects their ability to overcome the obstacles emerging during the pandemic (Ozer, 2022), which results in a positive attitude toward life.

Finally, as per the study’s mediating hypotheses, the indirect effect of family and academic satisfaction on life satisfaction via self-esteem was significant in Peruvian university students. This is consistent with earlier research indicating that self-esteem has a partial mediating role in explaining life satisfaction among university students, before (Kong et al., 2012; Kong and You, 2013) and during the pandemic (Ozer, 2022). These findings suggest that individuals who report higher levels of family and academic satisfaction were more likely to value themselves positively, which in turn, leads to an increase in their satisfaction with life. In the COVID-19 scenario, self-esteem is a resilience factor with which a positive perception of educational and family surroundings results in a positive global life perception, considering that a subject with high self-esteem will apply beneficial coping strategies when facing the uncertainties associated with a worldwide health emergency (Ozer, 2022).

To provide recommendations for future research, it is necessary to consider some of this study’s shortcomings. Two significant limitations are as follows. First, as this study employed a cross-sectional design in which data were collected at a particular moment in time, no causal relationships or inferences about the evolution over time of the associations between variables can be drawn. Future researchers can validate explanatory models by employing longitudinal designs that provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomena being studied. Second, study variables were assessed exclusively on the basis of self-reports, which may have led to biases in data collection, such as social desirability bias; we recommend that future studies consider the use of different analytical techniques that add to our understanding of the study variables. Third, as participants attend private universities, the findings of this study only allow us to understand the relationship between the study variables in this specific group of university students, thus requiring further research to corroborate the associations found in students from public universities. Furthermore, future studies should include socioeconomic factors to explore their influence on this model.

Thus, our study met the proposed objectives, as we were able to demonstrate the effect of family and academic satisfaction on self-esteem and life satisfaction among Peruvian university students. The practical implications of these results are linked to the importance of understanding the factors that contribute to the improvement of satisfaction with life and the self-esteem of university students in the health crisis context. Thus, based on this understanding, educational policies and psychological support programs can be implemented, aimed at promoting welfare among university students, as part of a comprehensive set of mental health strategies.
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