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Background: Young adults are in the period of the formation and establishment of values. Even though previous research has revealed that personal values are important factors influencing young adults’ life satisfaction, it is still unknown when and under what circumstances values affect life satisfaction among young adults. Therefore, this study explored the relationship between personal values and life satisfaction among Chinese young adults, focusing on the mediating roles of resilience and emotional intelligence.

Methods: A sample of N = 635 (271 male) young adults from four universities located in Guangzhou were recruited using a cross-sectional stratified sampling method. All participants completed the Revised Portrait Value Questionnaire, Emotional Intelligence Scale, Satisfaction with Life Scale, and Brief Resilience Scale.

Results: Results revealed that: (1) self-transcendence (r = 0.29, p < 0.001), self-enhancement (r = 0.27, p < 0.001), openness to change (r = 0.22, p < 0.001), and conservation (r = 0.26, p < 0.001) were differentially positively associated with life satisfaction. Chain mediation analysis found that: there was a significant indirect effect for self-transcendence, via EI (ind = 0.070, p = 0.004, 95% CI = [0.027, 0.124]), and the sequential influence via EI and resilience suggested a moderate effect (ind = 0.024, p = 0.008, 95% CI = [0.009, 0.045]). For self-enhancement values exerted significantly negative indirect effects on LS via resilience (ind = −0.029, p = 0.034, 95% CI = [−0.060, −0.005]). Openness to change had a significant indirect impact on LS via EI (ind = 0.086, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.046, 0.133]), and the sequential influence via resilience and EI was significant (ind = 0.029, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.015, 0.050]). For conservation, the chain mediation model did not reveal any significant indirect effects via resilience or EI.

Conclusion: Our findings extend the current literature on personal values and life satisfaction, highlighting the significant effects of resilience and emotional intelligence on the link between personal values and life satisfaction. Overall, this research helps young adults strengthen their resilience and emotional intelligence to increase the impact of values on life satisfaction.
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1 Introduction

Personal values (PVs), as a core aspect of identity (Hitlin, 2003), are viewed as one of the important determining factors of life satisfaction (LS, Georgellis et al., 2009; Zalewska and Zwierzchowska, 2022). An individual’s values show relations to the culture, norms, beliefs, and values prevalent within their society. Individuals are steered by their values, which serve as the guiding doctrines shaping their lives (Sayer, 2011). Young adulthood, critical as it is to how people form and develop their values, profoundly impacts an individual’s long-term growth and social behavior. Many higher education systems worldwide place strong emphasis on the values of education held by young people, as reflected in the systems of higher education in countries including the Netherlands and Finland (Kuusisto et al., 2023). Higher education throughout China, especially ideological-political education (known as “Sizheng Education”), places great emphasis on the values of education held by young people. It is widely recognized that understanding the intrinsic PVs of youth is a critical issue. This is attributable to the integral influence of these values on shaping and predicting diverse psychological constructs among youth (Xie et al., 2022, 2023). Personal values affect cognition, emotion, motivation, and behavior, and they are vital to our emotions as well as behavioral decisions (Ahn and Reeve, 2021; Sagiv and Schwartz, 2022). Personal values are subjective reflections of individuals’ thoughts and feelings about themselves (Sagiv et al., 2017), and they remain a prevalent research topic across multiple disciplines, such as psychology and sociology (Bardi and Schwartz, 2003).

Schwartz’s value theory posits that values serve as benchmarks for individual behavior and judgment, and the influence of this theory has been profound. The theory has been refined and developed to encompass 19 PVs, categorized into 4 higher-order values (Schwartz et al., 2012). Self-transcendence emphasizes the individual’s concern for goals and interests that go beyond self-centeredness, such as unity, equality, social justice, and charity. It reflects the individual’s care for the well-being of others, as well as a sense of responsibility towards society and the natural environment. Conservation emphasizes the maintenance of social order and security, such as respect for tradition, conformity, and safety. This value orientation tends to preserve existing social structures and norms to ensure stability and order. Openness to change, this value dimension encourages innovation, freedom, independence, and acceptance of change. It reflects the individual’s openness to new ideas and different ways of life, as well as an emphasis on personal growth and self-expression. The value of self-enhancement emphasizes the pursuit of personal achievement, success, and social status. The relationships among these values are delineated by two dimensions: social focus (Self-Transcendence and Conservation) and personal focus (Openness to Change and Self-Enhancement) (Schwartz, 2017). Values with a social focus are more concerned with the interests of society and the collective, while those with a personal focus emphasize the needs and goals of the individual. Schwartz pointed out that PVs are cyclical, showing a continuum of motivation productive of different levels of abstraction in terms of their classification but must maintain the order of the ring structure of values according to a research problem (Schwartz et al., 2012, 2017). The classification has found support (Benish-Weisman et al., 2022; Daniel et al., 2022) focusing on a range of key topics, including predicting behaviors (Lee et al., 2022), exploring the relationship with well-being (Grosz et al., 2021; Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017), and the impact of culture and social events (Sagiv and Schwartz, 2022; Sortheix et al., 2019).

Many have studied how values relate to well-being (Arambewela and Hall, 2013; Bojanowska and Urbańska, 2021; Collins et al., 2024; Georgellis et al., 2009; Grosz et al., 2021; Hanel et al., 2020; Hanel et al., 2024; Joshanloo, 2021; Sortheix, 2018; Sortheix and Lönnqvist, 2014; Zalewska and Zwierzchowska, 2022). Life satisfaction refers to cognitive-dimension subjective well-being (SWB; Kong et al., 2019; Homocianu, 2024). It is a vital indicator of the quality as well as the overall state of life (Özer et al., 2016). Personal values refer to the cognitive expression of goal-seeking (Sagiv and Schwartz, 2022) and may affect people’s subjective evaluations concerning LS (Xie et al., 2022, 2023). Personal values are vital determinants of LS (Georgellis et al., 2009; Sortheix, 2018; Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017; Zalewska and Zwierzchowska, 2022). Moreover, people’s acts in pursuit of realizing values affect every aspect of their lives. Earlier research suggested that healthy values emphasizing autonomy, responsibility, and fairness—such as universalism, self-direction, and benevolence—are linked with needs for growth and are positively associated with LS, while unhealthy values, including conformity, security, and power, suggest transformations of deficiency needs (Bilsky and Schwartz, 1994). Georgellis et al. (2009) confirmed the significance of PVs, noting that they could also predict SWB. Furthermore, self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 1995) indicates certain values have particular importance and can predict changes in an individual’s well-being. Research has proposed two mechanisms to explain how pursuing values causally influences SWB (Sagiv and Schwartz, 2000). First, cultivating healthy growth values can bring about positive attitudes, behaviors, or perceptions, and increase SWB. For instance, those with values stressing universalism and benevolence may tend to perceive people as kind, be more tolerant of others, and help others more. Second, pursuing healthy values may satisfy intrinsic, self-actualizing needs, which lead directly to SWB. In contrast, pursuing unhealthy anxiety values, such as security and power, may require stressful self-protective activity. One study conducted in childhood has revealed that healthy growth values are positively associated with SWB, while Unhealthy anxiety values are negatively associated only with girls’ SWB (Collins et al., 2024).

One theoretical model suggests that values’ relation to SWB depends on an interplay of growth versus self-protection orientation and a focus on personal versus social values (Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017). Sortheix and Schwartz posited that a growth orientation, like a personal focus, may boost SWB. However, a social focus, like a self-protective, anxiety-control orientation, undermines SWB. Consequently, valuing openness to change (combining a growth orientation with a personal focus) is positive in its correlation with SWB. In contrast, valuing conservation (combining a self-protective orientation with a social focus) has a negative relation to SWB. Combinations drawing orientation together with focus, which underlie self-transcendence as well as self-enhancement values, may import a balance of opposing influences on SWB. Sortheix and Schwartz’s theoretical model was substantiated by their analyses across the European Social Survey’s 35 nations. However, studies of college students in 14 countries (most of them Asian countries) have shown that self-transcendence as well as conservation may positively predict LS (Joshanloo et al., 2016), contrary to the predictions of the theoretical model. Moreover, to some extent, LS depends on individuals’ values (Hanel et al., 2020). We do not know of any reliable evidence concerning the values most important to LS. Studies of college students in 14 countries have shown that the interaction between hedonism, self-enhancement, and self-direction predicts LS (Joshanloo et al., 2016). Openness to change, like conservation and self-transcendence, has minor to moderate associations with LS, but self-enhancement remains unrelated to LS (Zalewska and Zwierzchowska, 2022). Although the findings of previous research have confirmed a direct link joining PVs and LS, inconsistencies in findings may be attributable to sociocultural differences and analytical differences across the studies (Xie et al., 2022, 2023).

The perspective of person-environment value congruence suggests that individuals have higher LS when their personal values and priorities align with those values and priorities that prevail throughout their milieu (Musiol and Boehnke, 2013; Sagiv and Schwartz, 2000; Sortheix, 2018; van Den Broeck et al., 2019). In other words, PVs is related to LS through moderation due to culture and social context. Research on 25,442 young people worldwide (aged 18–30 years) showed that young adults have higher LS if they have intrinsic values or reside in countries (Van Den Broeck et al., 2019). Influences due to value-environment fit affecting individual LS might have less prominence in cultures favoring individualism than in cultures favoring collectivism. Personal values are often contingent upon the specific circumstances encountered and are significantly influenced by the social roles individuals assume within collectivist societies; however, in individualistic cultures, there tends to be a greater degree of stability and consistency in values across various contexts (Oyserman and Lee, 2008). Nations with elevated human development index (HDI) scores show positive associations between SWB and the majority of social-focused values, but nations ranked lower on the HDI showed negative relations between those values and SWB (Sortheix and Lönnqvist, 2014). Additionally, for person-focused values, valuing openness to change had greater positive association toward SWB among nations ranked lower on the HDI, and valuing self-enhancement was related in a negative sense to SWB among nations ranked higher on the HDI.

In addition to the socioeconomic context, the cultural context is also a critical moderator. Sortheix and Schwartz (2017) suggested that in low cultural egalitarianism societies (characterized by instability, uncertainty, and selfishness), person-focused values have a stronger association with SWB. However, those valuing a social focus are more likely to encounter obstacles. Nonetheless, Van Den Broeck et al. (2019) found that the person-environment fit perspective was not supported by their analysis, with the effect of value congruence predicting LS only existing for extrinsic values, and with a small effect size. Value consistency theory refers to consistency between values relating to personal and social dimensions (Sortheix, 2018). Personal value consistency assumes that the psychological fit that indicates a relationship between individuals and the socio-culture emerges as a personal value and examines each value (Du et al., 2021; Hanel et al., 2020). Value system consistency assumes that the psychological fit is a function of the total values profile, considering all values (Ungvary et al., 2018). Although each argument has empirical support, and these contradictory arguments have been addressed in various studies (Van Den Broeck et al., 2019), there is still no clear answer as to whether value type or fit is most important. Researchers explored the impact of different values on adults’ life satisfaction, particularly based on the longitudinal data from the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), proposed the view that “one size does not fit all,” suggesting that different individuals may need different “recipes” to achieve high life satisfaction. This study found that individuals who follow altruistic, family, or religious value-based “recipes” tend to have above-average long-term life satisfaction, while the materialistic value “recipe” is associated with below-average life satisfaction (Headey and Wagner, 2019). Contrary to previous study findings, no association was found between any personal values in adolescence and life satisfaction in adulthood among Japanese workers (Iida et al., 2022). One study found that the person-environment congruence in being open to change leads to lower well-being, while congruence of self-enhancement values leads to higher well-being (Hanel et al., 2020), indicating a more complex mechanism. A study investigated how personal values and life domain satisfaction differentially predict global life satisfaction across cultures, finding that personal values and life domain satisfaction are associated with global life satisfaction in varying ways across countries (Galinha et al., 2023). The findings support the person-environment congruency values perspective indicating that personal values’ predictive power of global life satisfaction varies with cultural contexts, including individualism–collectivism and developmental levels, as well as other cultural values like uncertainty avoidance and indulgence (Galinha et al., 2023).

A significant gap is the lack of empirical data from China, a country with a distinct sociocultural context that could offer unique insights into existing theory. A latent profile analysis study on the personal values of Chinese college students and the associations between these values and mental health disorders and life satisfaction was conducted using convenient sampling with 8,540 Chinese college students. The results revealed the heterogeneity of personal values among Chinese college students, with those holding socially oriented values reporting higher life satisfaction. In contrast, students with personally oriented values reported lower life satisfaction (Xie et al., 2022, 2023). The limitations of the study include a sample primarily consisting of college students from southwestern China, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other populations. Another research explored the personality-value relationship among Chinese adolescents, which not only revealed significant correlations between the personality profiles and the value profiles, but also uncovered the interweaving influence of traditional Chinese culture, modern culture, and postmodern culture (Chen et al., 2024). According to the direct associations and congruence in values between person and environment on Sortheix and Schwartz’s (2017) model, we hypothesize that in the context of China, a social environment that encourages innovation and individual expression, valuing openness to change may have positive association toward LS (H1). Typically, conservation values are negative in their associations with LS (H2a), but in a stable and secure social environment like China, these values could satisfy the need for continuity and order, possibly resulting in a less negative or no correlation with LS (H2b). Given the high value placed on collectivism and harmony in Chinese culture, self-transcendence values might show positivity correlated to LS (H3). Self-enhancement might be negatively correlated with LS (H4), as it could lead to conflicts between individual aspirations and societal expectations.

Numerous studies on values as related to LS mainly use correlative regression analysis or moderation analysis, but few studies discuss the mediating mechanism of values affecting LS. Two cross-national studies suggested that PVs influence individuals’ desired emotions and that they would be happier when experiencing such emotions regardless of the type (Tamir et al., 2016, 2017). This finding prompts consideration of emotional intelligence (EI), a pivotal factor in emotional information processing and mental adjustment, for the mediation it may bring to the link between PVs and LS.

Emotional intelligence encompasses ability to understand and evaluate the emotional state of oneself and others and also the expression, regulation, and utilization of individuals’ own emotions (Mayer et al., 2008). One recent systematic review has indicated the important protective role of emotional intelligence in psychological well-being (Mancini et al., 2024). It has been recognized as an important contributor toward LS (Asif et al., 2022; Blasco-Belled et al., 2022; Kong et al., 2019; Urquijo et al., 2016), with meta-analyses indicating a robust positive association (r = 0.39) (Sánchez-Álvarez et al., 2016). Emotional intelligence was also found to have a moderate link to PVs (Athota and O’Connor, 2014; Higgs and Lichtenstein, 2011; Contreras and Cano, 2016; Coskun et al., 2021; Hoyos-Cifuentes et al., 2024; Jacobs and Wollny, 2022). It has been identified as a mediator in various psychological outcomes, including harm avoidance (Athota and O’Connor, 2014), mental health problems (Jacobs and Wollny, 2022), and LS (Szcześniak and Tułecka, 2020). Athota and O’Connor (2014) used data gathered from 209 students at universities. They tested the direct relationship as well as the indirect one linking personal attributes, EI, and human values, finding a mild to moderate association linking values with EI. Furthermore, studies of elementary students have revealed a moderate association joining EI with values (Coskun et al., 2021). In addition to clues concerning a direct relation of EI and LS with values, other evidence suggests EI as a mediator. Emotional intelligence mediates the link joining human values with harm avoidance (Athota and O’Connor, 2014), mental health problems (Jacobs and Wollny, 2022), and LS (Szcześniak and Tułecka, 2020). There is significance in the relations of EI with values (Athota and O’Connor, 2014; Higgs and Lichtenstein, 2011; Coskun et al., 2021; Jacobs and Wollny, 2022) and EI and LS (Asif et al., 2022; Blasco-Belled et al., 2022; Kong et al., 2019; Palmer et al., 2002; Urquijo et al., 2016; Xiang et al., 2021); one aim of this research lay in exploring linkages joining PVs with LS through mediation due to EI.

Moreover, resilience, or the capacity to recuperate after experiencing adversity and trauma (Smith et al., 2008), is another important contributor to psychological well-being (Bajaj and Pande, 2016; Cohn et al., 2009; Ramos-Díaz et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2022; Yan et al., 2022). Resilience has a positive association with LS (Liu et al., 2013; Wang and Kong, 2020). Neuroimaging revealed that resilience mediates an association between orbitofrontal cortex activity with LS (Kong et al., 2018). Cultural values may affect resilience; this helps in understanding which cultural values may be beneficial for overcoming adversity and promoting resilience (Morgan Consoli and Llamas, 2013; Morgan Consoli et al., 2015). Values promoting self and others’ interests, such as benevolence and universalism, contribute to prosocial cognition, motivation, and behavior, such as altruism, tolerance, empathy, and trust, which complement health self-interest (Cacioppo et al., 2011) and may benefit LS. One research examined the role of PVs on well-being and resilience in the software industry, finding that PVs were positively associated with well-being and resilience (Yürüm and Özcan-Top, 2024). Considering PVs, resilience, and LS, resilience might be an indirect path leading from PVs to LS. Nevertheless, few studies have been implemented to investigate the effect of resilience in this relationship. Therefore, another goal in our research was exploring resilience as it may mediate the correlation of PVs to LS.

Emotional intelligence and resilience are intricately linked, and both play a significant role in improving life satisfaction. Emotional intelligence is a crucial component of well-being, enabling individuals to regulate emotions effectively and maintain interpersonal relationships (Palmer et al., 2002). Resilience, on the other hand, refers to the ability to bounce back from adversity and stress, which is significantly facilitated by higher levels of emotional intelligence (Sarrionandia et al., 2018). Previous studies have indeed found that both emotional intelligence and resilience work in concert to enhance individuals’ life satisfaction (Kartol et al., 2024; Liu et al., 2013; Ramos-Díaz et al., 2019). Emotional intelligence is positively associated with resilience and life satisfaction (Blasco-Belled et al., 2020; Collado-Soler et al., 2023; Delhom et al., 2020; Schneider et al., 2013). Moreover, emotional intelligence-based interventions have been found to increase life satisfaction and resilience (Delhom et al., 2020). By enhancing emotional intelligence, individuals can potentially increase their resilience, leading to a more satisfying life. Therefore, another goal of this study was exploring the chain role of emotional intelligence and resilience as it may mediate the correlation of PVs to LS.

In summary, we aimed to analyze what influence PVs might have when it comes to LS with resilience and EI as mediators (see Figure 1). Given the extant theory and previous research, we hypothesized that EI and resilience play mediating roles between PVs and LS, respectively (H5 and H6). Additionally, we introduced a chained mediation model positing that EI first mediates connections linking PVs with resilience, subsequently affecting LS (H7). By situating our investigation within the demographic of Chinese college students, this study seeks to offer a more profound understanding of the psychological underpinnings that connect values to well-being.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Hypothetical structure model. Personal values were accounted for on four dimensions: conservation, openness to change, self-transcendence, and self-enhancement.




2 Materials and methods


2.1 Participants and procedure

This study employs random sampling to ensure a fair and unbiased selection of participants. In July 2022, 686 students were recruited randomly from four universities located in Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, China via the Chinese website Wenjuanxing1 within a period of one week.2 Invalid responses with continuous high-frequency fixed options (Curran, 2016), lie test error (DeSimone et al., 2015), and response times less than 1 min (the average time of an online answer paper) were excluded, leaving 635 remaining for analysis (effective rate of response = 92.57%). The demographic data shows that 81 (12.76%) participants were in their first year, 181 (28.50%) were sophomores, 232 (36.54%) were in their junior year, and 141 (22.21%) were in their senior year and above. Among the participants, 271 (42.68%) were males, 364 (57.32%) were females, and all were 18–29 years old (M = 21.23 years, SD = 1.72) (see Table 1). The first author’s Institutional Review Board granted approval for the research, ensuring strict adherence to all ethical procedures. It comprehensively addresses the ethical issues of the research, including detailed information on committee authorizations, protection declarations, and data protection regulations. All participants confirmed their informed consent, and data were collected anonymously.



TABLE 1 Demographic characteristics of the sample (N = 635).
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2.2 Measures


2.2.1 Revised portrait value questionnaire

The Revised Portrait Value Questionnaire (PVQ-RR; Schwartz and Cieciuch, 2022) comprises 57 items. Participants compared the person described in the items to themselves and evaluated, using a 6-point Likert scale (1 = not like me at all, 6 = very much like me) how similar they felt. This questionnaire was asymmetric, using two different options and four similar options, as individuals often place value on being viewed as socially acceptable. This psychological asymmetry allows for more refined discrimination (Schwartz and Cieciuch, 2016). Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.95. The results of CFA in the present study demonstrated a good construct validity (χ2 /df = 4.086, TLI = 0.697, CFI = 0.712, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.09).



2.2.2 Satisfaction with life scale

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985; revised by Leung and Leung, 1992) was utilized to assess LS. There were five questions to be answered using a seven-point Likert scale. An elevated total for the items indicated more satisfaction with life. The Chinese version is reliable (Kong et al., 2015), and Cronbach’s α in this research was 0.90. The results of CFA in the present study demonstrated a good construct validity (χ2 /df = 8.097, TLI = 0.946, CFI = 0.968, RMSEA = 0.106, SRMR = 0.062).



2.2.3 Brief resilience scale

The Brief Resilience Scale (BRS, Smith et al., 2008) includes six items evaluating the capacity for recovery after stressful events. The items were measured on a five-point Likert-type scale, and responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The Chinese-language BRS is reliable (Lai and Yue, 2014), and Cronbach’s α in the present study was 0.72. The results of CFA in the present study demonstrated a good construct validity (χ2 /df = 24.915, TLI = 0.585, CFI = 0.612, RMSEA = 0.194, SRMR = 0.137).



2.2.4 Emotional intelligence scale

The Emotional Intelligence Scale (EIS; developed by Wong and Law, 2002; revised by Wong et al., 2004) was utilized. It includes four dimensions: assessing self-emotions, assessing others’ emotions, emotional use, and emotional regulation. It consists of 16 items on a seven-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7). The Cronbach’s α in our study was 0.91, suggesting adequate reliability. Using the Mplus 7.4 to conduct confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), the results showed a good fit (χ2 /df = 3.409, TLI = 0.950, CFI = 0.959, RMSEA = 0.062, SRMR = 0.039).




2.3 Data analysis

In our research, missing data did not exceed 5% and were thus not considered in the evaluations. We computed descriptive statistics in SPSS 22.0, and mediation effects due to resilience and EI in the relationship of PVs to LS were investigated through Mplus version 7.4. To ascertain statistical significance, a bootstrapping approach with 5,000 bootstrapped resamples was adopted with a 95% confidence interval. Gender and age were found to be included in the covariate analysis controlling for any confoundment. Our primary analysis focused on factor scores of the four higher-order dimensions of PVs. For correlation coefficients relating the 10 basic values to all externals, see Appendix A.




3 Results


3.1 Descriptive statistics

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics. Results indicate that LS was positively associated with self-transcendence (r = 0.29, p < 0.001), self-enhancement (r = 0.27, p < 0.001), openness to change (r = 0.22, p < 0.001), and conservation (r = 0.26, p < 0.001). We found positive correlations between EI and self-transcendence (r = 0.51, p < 0.001), self-enhancement (r = 0.30, p < 0.001), openness to change (r = 0.50, p < 0.001), and conservation (r = 0.46, p < 0.001), and also between resilience and self-transcendence (r = 0.27, p < 0.001), self-enhancement (r = 0.16, p < 0.001), openness to change (r = 0.28 p < 0.001), and conservation (r = 0.20, p < 0.001). Finally, we found resilience (r = 0.48 p < 0.001) and EI (r = 0.46 p < 0.001) were positively related to LS. These results indicate that life satisfaction is significantly and positively correlated with individual personality traits such as self-transcendence, self-enhancement, openness to change, and conservation. Additionally, emotional intelligence and resilience are also significantly and positively correlated with life satisfaction, which may imply that these traits contribute to enhancing an individual’s life satisfaction. These findings are of great significance for understanding how individuals can achieve higher life satisfaction through various psychological resources and personality traits.



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation.
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3.2 Regression analyses

We carried out regression analyses to investigate relations of value orientations with LS, with a particular focus on mediation due to EI as well as resilience.

Our first regression model aimed to examine the effects of the four value orientations on LS while controlling for demographics. Demographic variables proved to be non-significant predictors of LS. Openness-to-change values had no predictive significance concerning LS (β = 0.004, p = 0.940), indicating no support for Hypothesis 1. Conservation values also had no predictive significance concerning LS (β = 0.035, p = 0.595), which is consistent with the notion that in a stable environment like China, these values may not negatively impact LS as Hypothesis 2a suggested, but rather show a neutral effect as Hypothesis 2b proposed. Self-transcendence values had significant predictive power in relation to LS (β = 0.187, p = 0.010), supporting Hypothesis 3. Self-enhancement positively predicted LS (β = 0.160, p < 0.001), contradicting Hypothesis 4.

The second regression model (Model 2) included EI and resilience as potential mediators. Adding these variables led to a significant increase in explained variance in LS, ΔR2 = 0.184. Emotional intelligence was significant in predicting LS (β = 0.323, p < 0.001), as did resilience (β = 0.263, p < 0.001). The inclusion of these mediators rendered direct effects due to self-transcendence impacting LS non-significant (β = 0.099, p = 0.130), suggesting complete mediation. Unexpectedly, openness-to-change values showed significantly negative direct effects on LS (β = −0.153, p = 0.002), which warrants further investigation. Moreover, the positive effect of self-enhancement’s impact on LS had positive significance (β = 0.185, p < 0.001).

These calculations suggest that EI and resilience may fully mediate relations of values related to self-transcendence with LS. Furthermore, the negative relationship of openness-to-change values to LS, which emerged after accounting for the mediators, indicates a potential masking effect. That is, in the absence of considering emotional intelligence and psychological resilience, the value orientation of openness-to-change may not show a negative impact on LS. These findings suggest that when assessing the impact of value orientations on LS, the mediating role of psychological resources such as emotional intelligence and psychological resilience should be taken into account (see Table 3).



TABLE 3 Life satisfaction regressions (N = 635).
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3.3 Mediation effects

A chain mediation analysis was conducted using Mplus version 7.4 to explore indirect effects associated with four higher-order dimensions of PVs concerning LS. Figure 2 depicts the mediation model’s standardized path coefficients and significance levels.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Chain-mediation model. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


Our direct effects analysis revealed a significant positive effect of self-enhancement on LS (β = 0.185, p < 0.001). Openness to change’s effect was significantly negative (β = −0.153, p = 0.004). Self-transcendence (β = 0.099, p = 0.148), like conservation (β = 0.009, p = 0.893), did not show significant direct effects on LS. The mediators, resilience (β = 0.263, p < 0.001) and EI (β = 0.323, p < 0.001), exhibited significant direct effects on LS when we controlled for predictors and covariates.

The indirect effects analysis provided substantial evidence of mediation due to EI and resilience. For self-transcendence, there was a significant indirect effect via EI (ind = 0.070, p = 0.004, 95% CI = [0.027, 0.124]). This accounted for 35.7% of the overall effect due to self-transcendence concerning LS. Additionally, a significant chain mediation effect was observed, where the sequential influence of self-transcendence through EI and resilience on LS suggested a moderate effect (ind = 0.024, p = 0.008, 95% CI = [0.009, 0.045]), accounting for 12.2% of the overall effect. This suggests that self-transcendence values indirectly promote LS.

Conversely, self-enhancement values exerted significantly negative indirect effects on LS via resilience (ind = −0.029, p = 0.034, 95% CI = [−0.060, −0.005]), explaining 15.7% of the direct effects. This suggests the positive direct effect due to self-enhancement on LS was slightly diminished by its negative indirect effect.

In the case of openness to change, the sequential mediation model indicated suppression of direct effect and full mediation by resilience and EI. Despite a direct negative effect on LS, openness to change had significance in its positive indirect impact on LS via EI (ind = 0.086, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.046, 0.133]), explaining 36.6% of the total effect. Additionally, a chain mediation model revealed that the sequential influence through resilience and EI was significant (ind = 0.029, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.015, 0.050]), accounting for 19.0% of the overall effect. When all indirect effects were taken into account, the net impact of openness to change affecting LS became non-significant (β = −0.005, p = 0.925). This indicated the positive indirect pathways through resilience and EI effectively counteracted the negative direct effect, leading to a null total effect.

The sequential mediation model did not reveal any significant indirect effects due to conservation impacting LS via resilience or EI.

These results suggest that the relationship between personal value orientations and life satisfaction may be mediated by psychological resources such as emotional intelligence and psychological resilience. In particular, the value orientations of self-transcendence and openness to change indirectly affect life satisfaction through these psychological resources, while the value orientation of self-enhancement shows a complex relationship between direct and indirect effects. These findings emphasize the importance of considering the mediating role of psychological resources when assessing the impact of value orientations on an individual’s life satisfaction (see Table 4).



TABLE 4 Chained mediation model (N = 635).
[image: Table4]




4 Discussion


4.1 Direct associations of personal values with life satisfaction

Our study investigated how four higher-order PVs relate to LS for young adults in China, emphasizing mediation roles for EI as well as resilience.

First, relation analysis indicated that each higher-order dimension of PVs positively predicted LS. The identified positive relationships of four higher-order values to LS align with theoretical frameworks positing the significance of continuity matching personal values to overall life contentment. Our four higher-order values, positive correlating EI with EI, were also positive in their correlations concerning LS, aligning with previous studies (Athota and O’Connor, 2014; Asif et al., 2022; Jacobs and Wollny, 2022; Urquijo et al., 2016). According to this study, both EI and resilience are positively related to LS. Thus, people’s raised EI and resilience yield more LS. In that respect, Kong et al. (2012, 2019) affirmed positivity in correlations linking LS with EI, and Liu et al. (2013) described positivity of correlation for resilience joined with LS. Thus, as with PVs, people with a great deal of resilience or EI have greater LS in adulthood (Temiz and Comert, 2018). This is harmonious in relation to available literature, according to which there are minuscule to moderate associations joining EI with values (Athota and O’Connor, 2014; Contreras and Cano, 2016; Coskun et al., 2021; Jacobs and Wollny, 2022). In addition, the relations of values to resilience have been explored (Morgan Consoli and Llamas, 2013; Morgan Consoli et al., 2015). These studies all explored specific value dimensions, potentially limiting their results’ interpretability and generalizability.

The regression analysis indicated that self-transcendence and -enhancement values had positive associations with LS; openness to change, like conservation values, had no significance in predicting LS. A positive effect due to self-transcendence concerning LS supports H3 and aligns with theoretical perspectives suggesting that social-focused values like self-transcendence are positive in their associations with LS among countries of high HDI featuring collectivist tendencies (Sortheix and Lönnqvist, 2014). This result shows consistency with regard to earlier studies that showed self-transcendence values contribute to lasting well-being and are negative in their associations with loneliness as well as depression (Joshanloo et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2022, 2023). A neutral effect of conservation values supports H2b, indicating that in a stable and secure social environment like China, these values may not be detrimental to LS, contrary to traditional theoretical models that associate conservation values with deficiency needs and reduced LS (Bilsky and Schwartz, 1994; Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017). This discovery contradicts traditional theories. Conventional wisdom often posits that society-focused values encourage individuals to focus more on others, which may not necessarily be beneficial to one’s sense of happiness (Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017). Yet our findings challenge this notion, demonstrating that under the umbrella of social-focused values, an individual’s happiness is enhanced. Furthermore, our results support previous studies focused on the nursing profession, which also found that society-focused values contribute to increasing the sense of well-being among nurses (Zalewska and Zwierzchowska, 2022). For nurses, their work environment can induce anxiety; hence, society-focused values have greater importance among them than personal-focused values. These values act as a safeguard with respect to stressors or dangers; moreover, they are positively correlated with LS. China, with its collectivist culture, emphasizes the importance of belonging to collective, harmonious social relations (King and Bond, 1985). Consequently, individuals are more empathetic and likely to maintain good relations in society (Xie et al., 2022, 2023).

A positive association linking LS with self-enhancement values does not support H4, challenges the theoretical model (Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017), and contradicts existing literature (Grosz et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2023), which generally proposed that pursuing power and achievement leads to stress. Previous research showed that power was significantly positively correlated with positive mental health among Russian students but negatively correlated among Chinese students (Maercker et al., 2015). These studies reported a significant, yet inconsistent, relation between self-enhancement values and LS. However, within the unique societal context of China, several factors may explain this discrepancy. First, the rapid economic development and social mobility in China may heighten the importance of self-enhancement values, aiding individuals in navigating a competitive environment and potentially enhancing LS (Sortheix and Lönnqvist, 2014). While striving for economic success can foster mental well-being, it is important to consider that it might sometimes come at a cost to one’s health (Chen et al., 2022). Second, the demographic composition of our sample—Chinese university students at a life stage that emphasizes personal effort—could amplify the positive influence of self-enhancement values on LS. For this group, self-enhancement values may be particularly influential in achieving better academic performance and enhancing future income prospects. Additionally, age appears to play a moderating role in the link joining self-enhancement values with LS, with a stronger positive association observed among young individuals (Sortheix, 2018).

The non-significant prediction of LS by openness-to-change values does not support H4 and contradicts Sortheix and Schwartz’s (2017) model, which anticipates a positive link. This discrepancy might be attributed to social collectivism in China, where individualistic aspects of openness to change may be restrained, potentially diminishing its positive impact on LS. This result is consistent with a study of Hong Kong university students (Ng and Ye, 2016) suggesting that a shared cultural context may contribute to the insignificant relationship. Furthermore, when EI and resilience were included, openness-to-change values exhibited significant, negative direct effects. Openness-to-change values might exacerbate negative hedonic experiences’ impact and affect LS (Joshanloo, 2021), while also having a positive indirect effect through EI and resilience.



4.2 The mediating role of emotional intelligence and resilience

Our mediation analysis aimed to uncover the mechanisms by which PVs influence LS among Chinese young adults. In this analysis, EI and resilience had significant mediation effects in relating PVs to LS.

Specifically, in relating self-transcendence values to LS, EI, and resilience played completely mediating roles through two significant paths, supporting H5 and H7. This result shows consistency with existing literature (Athota and O’Connor, 2014; Xiang et al., 2021). Individuals who endorse self-transcendence values, characterized by a focus on universal care and social harmony, often exhibit heightened empathy and emotional understanding (Ardenghi et al., 2023; Tittler et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2022, 2023). The capacity for recognizing and comprehending others’ emotions is critical when it comes to establishing or nurturing strong interpersonal relationships (Reed, 2008; Xie et al., 2022, 2023). These robust social connections have a dual benefit for LS: they directly enhance an individual’s well-being and happiness (Asif et al., 2022; Kong et al., 2012; Kong et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2022), while also providing a supportive network that can bolster resilience during experiences of stress or adversity (Jacobs and Wollny, 2022; Jibeen et al., 2018; Ramos-Díaz et al., 2019; Urquijo et al., 2016), thereby improving LS (Liu et al., 2013). Consistent with existing literature, individuals in collectivist cultural contexts tend to focus on social orientation to be more empathetic (Ardenghi et al., 2023), and greater social support (Jibeen et al., 2018) to defend against negative impacts due to stressful events (Xie et al., 2022).

Regarding conservation values, we found no significant mediation effects for EI or resilience. The non-significant impact of conservative values on LS supports an expected hypothesis. Early research posited that conservation values fall into the category of unhealthy values, representing a transformation of deficiency needs. Conservation values are generally considered to be negative factors (Bilsky and Schwartz, 1994; Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017), but in a collectivist culture like China, where public security is excellent, this societal value still has a slight positive effect, which just neutralizes the negativity. Therefore, in the mediating model, since conservative values have a low correlation with EI and resilience, to begin with, they cannot change LS on mediation paths of EI and resilience.

For self-enhancement values, only resilience showed partial mediation in relation to LS, supporting H6. The mediation effect of resilience supports available literature (Morgan Consoli and Llamas, 2013; Morgan Consoli, et al., 2015). Individuals with self-enhancement values, which stress individual success, might experience lower levels of resilience due to the stress and pressure associated with their constant pursuit of personal goals (Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017), which reduces LS (Temiz and Comert, 2018; Yan et al., 2022). Supporting previous research, people in individualistic cultural milieus tend to overly focus on personal interests and achievements, which may lead to greater psychological stress (Hanel and Wolfradt, 2016) and greater risks to mental health (Xie et al., 2022).

Interestingly, for openness-to-change values, the mediation analysis unveiled a suppression effect: a positive indirect effect due to EI and resilience concealed the negative direct effect. The positive indirect effect through EI and resilience indicates that these values could still contribute to LS by enhancing a person’s capacity for navigating social dynamics while adapting to changes. This suppression effect might be due to the individualistic aspects of openness to change, such as seeking novelty and valuing diversity, which could lead to conflict or feelings of alienation within the more collectivist and harmony-oriented Chinese culture. This may increase sensitivity to negative events and negative emotions and directly reduce LS (Joshanloo, 2021).

The culture-specific-values view holds that values converge widely in cultures, but there are essential differences between different cultures (Du et al., 2021; Oishi et al., 1998), and discoveries in one culture may not be extended to others. Evidence from previous studies using European samples supports this view (Sortheix and Lönnqvist, 2014; Van Den Broeck et al., 2019). Hence, the correlation between each higher-order value and LS may differ in different cultural environments (Xie et al., 2022). If PVs are consistent with shared values within the culture, they will likely promote LS. These findings indicate various factors may impact LS but do not work independently, rather affecting each other. This is also consistent with the notion that resilience (Morgan Consoli and Llamas, 2013), as well as EI (Jacobs and Wollny, 2022), are especially important in judging what impact PVs have on one’s LS (Georgellis et al., 2009; Sortheix, 2018; Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017; Sagiv and Schwartz, 2022).

The identified mediating roles of resilience and EI substantiate extant literature highlighting their relevance in shaping well-being outcomes. PVs, resilience, and emotional intelligence are complex but important psychological variables that affect individuals’ LS, and the relationships among them warrant further research and exploration. Several studies have examined the relationship between individual values and EI (Athota and O’Connor, 2014; Contreras and Cano, 2016; Higgs and Lichtenstein, 2011; Jacobs and Wollny, 2022; Kornilova and Chigrinova, 2014; Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2019). Our findings are consistent with previous research, indicating that values are positively correlated with EI. The inner-directed value system is positively correlated with multiple dimensions of EI. Values, as expressions of motivation, can inspire individual behavior and are linked to certain aspects of EI, especially in promoting values that enhance personal growth and social connections. Although values are relatively stable, EI is considered improvable through training and development, suggesting that enhancing EI, may indirectly influence an individual’s values and behavior. Research has revealed that PVs were positively associated with resilience (Yürüm and Özcan-Top, 2024; Zimmermann et al., 2014). Living and working in alignment with PVs can significantly enhance well-being and increase resilience (Yürüm and Özcan-Top, 2024). Research suggested that certain types of values in soldiers after military deployment were associated with resilience (Zimmermann et al., 2014). This means that individuals’ values may affect how they cope with stress and challenges, thereby affecting their level of resilience. The relationship between values and resilience may be influenced by cultural and environmental factors. Previous studies suggested that emotional intelligence, self-esteem, and resilience are significant predictors of life satisfaction among university students (Vilca-Pareja et al., 2022). Individuals with higher emotional intelligence are better equipped to deal with stress, contributing to their resilience and life satisfaction (Kartol et al., 2024). Previous research has indicated that resilience acts as a mediator in the relationship between emotional intelligence and life satisfaction (Kartol et al., 2024; Liu et al., 2013; Ramos-Díaz et al., 2019). Although no current studies have directly explored the serial mediating roles of emotional intelligence and psychological resilience between values and life satisfaction, our study’s findings confirm the mediating effects of emotional intelligence and psychological resilience between values and life satisfaction, filling a gap in the existing research.

The cultural context, deeply embedded within Chinese society, is likely to have significantly influenced the relationships observed in this study. China’s rich history, traditions, and societal norms have invariably shaped individual value systems and psychological constructs, consequently impacting the study’s outcomes. These influences can be explored through the lens of existing research on cultural psychology. Research by Hofstede (1980) and subsequent scholars has highlighted China’s strong collectivist orientation. The emphasis on familial and societal harmony, exemplified by Confucian principles, tends to nurture social-focused values such as self-transcendence or conservation. For this context, it is plausible that these values, aligned with the cultural norm of prioritizing social cohesion, manifest as significant contributors to LS. The partial mediation observed through resilience and EI can be viewed as a reflection of the collective nature of Chinese culture, where personal well-being is interwoven with harmonious interpersonal relationships.

Further, the mediation role of EI could be contextualized within the framework of guanxi, where emotional understanding and regulation enhance interpersonal relationships and, consequently, LS. The concept of “guanxi,” which pertains to personal relationships and networks, is crucial for Chinese culture. Studies (Liu et al., 2021) have established that individuals of considerable EI have greater capacities to navigate and maintain guanxi, thus contributing to their overall well-being. However, the findings regarding the mediation of self-enhancement values by EI alone might be seen as more nuanced. Chinese culture’s inherent modesty and emphasis on humility might render overt self-enhancement values less salient. As a result, EI, enabling effective self-regulation and interpersonal dynamics, could emerge as a key determinant of LS within this cultural context. Furthermore, the full mediation observed where openness-to-change values were related to LS could be attributed to China’s rapidly changing sociopolitical and economic landscape. The country’s modernization and urbanization have necessitated adaptability and openness to new experiences, and individuals who possess these values might find themselves more adept at navigating such changes, contributing to their overall LS.

In conclusion, the cultural context of Chinese society, characterized by collectivism, Confucian values, and evolving socioeconomic dynamics, is likely to shape the relationships observed in this study. Insights from existing research in cultural psychology, particularly the influence of collectivism, guanxi, and cultural norms on individual values and psychological constructs, offer a comprehensive understanding of how societal factors contribute to the mediation pathways identified in the study.



4.3 Limitations and implications

We have revealed a mediation effect due to resilience and EI on the link joining PVs with LS, which is a finding that could promote appreciation for values as they affect human well-being. Exploring the associations of PVs with LS, and the mediators of resilience and EI, extends and complements insights into the intrinsic mechanisms underlying relations of PVs with young adults’ LS in Chinese society and the context of the Chinese collectivist culture. Moreover, it also offers empirical support and theoretical guidance for the cultivation of college students’ values. Furthermore, it informs the implementation of psychological interventions to improve Chinese college students’ LS. Practically, there are implications suggesting interventions aimed at enhancing EI and resilience in educational and clinical settings. Culturally tailored interventions might yield the most effective outcomes, capitalizing on cultural values to bolster psychological resources.

Nevertheless, this study is not devoid of limitations. Several shortcomings should be acknowledged. Firstly, the cross-sectional nature of the data restricts causal inference. New research could utilize longitudinal studies to examine this more closely. Second, the current sample was composed of young Chinese adults. The exclusive focus on Chinese young adults limits generalizability to broader age groups or cultural contexts. Future studies need to recruit participants of different ages and cultural backgrounds. Third, by exploring the inner mechanism of the link between PVs of LS, chain mediation analyses with resilience and EI as mediators were conducted. The order of mediators between PVs and LS may lead to different results. Thus, future research should incorporate diverse samples, adopt longitudinal research designs, and consider the influence of personality traits. More research endeavors could delve deeper into the cultural dimensions influencing these relationships, potentially employing mixed-methods designs to capture qualitative insights. Exploring the interaction of value orientations with other individual differences could unveil further intricacies.




5 Conclusion

This study examined the influence due to PVs in LS for young adults in China, emphasizing mediation for resilience and EI. Four high-order values (self-transcendence, self-enhancement, openness to change, and conservation) were differentially positively associated with life satisfaction in China. Key findings indicate that self-transcendence and -enhancement values had positive impacts on LS; conservation and openness-to-change values did not show significant direct effects. Emotional intelligence and resilience fully mediated the relation of self-transcendence values to LS, with resilience also partially mediating self-enhancement values. A suppression effect was observed for openness-to-change values, where the positive indirect effects through EI and resilience masked the negative direct effect. Conservation did not reveal any significant indirect effects via resilience or EI. The results highlight how important the cultural milieu is for an understanding of the relations of PVs with LS. They also suggest that fostering EI and resilience could be pivotal in enhancing LS, with implications for targeted educational and psychological interventions. The findings of this study provide new insights into understanding the relationship between well-being and values across different cultural contexts, laying a foundation for future cross-cultural research. Future research should employ longitudinal designs and consider diverse cultural backgrounds to further investigate these relationships and their implications for well-being. The study’s limitations include its cross-sectional nature and the specific demographic of Chinese young adults, which may affect generalizability. Despite these limitations, we have contributed to the literature by offering insights into the mediating mechanisms linking values to LS within a collectivist culture.
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