Well-Being Sci Rev 2025;1(1): 9-15

Wellheing
Sciences ’
Review

PERSPECTIVE AND INSIGHT

Predicting happiness and depression among
Chinese undergraduates: The mediating role of
gender and five-factor model

Xiaodong Yue'

School of Psychology, Capital Normal University, Beijing 100048, China

ABSTRACT

Previous research has demonstrated that gender plays a significant role in influencing happiness and mental well-being in
happiness and depression in Chinese society concerning the Five Factor Model (FFM). The present study investigates
gender differences in happiness and depression among Chinese undergraduate students as well as the mediating role of
personality factors from the FFM. A total of 5,648 undergraduate students (aged between 17 and 29) were recruited from
universities across China. Results indicated that females reported significantly higher happiness and higher depression than
males. The findings suggest that females are more likely to express emotional feelings than males, such as gratitude and
happiness. Furthermore, the results indicate that extraversion mediates the relationship between gender and both happiness
and depression, while neuroticism mediates the relationship between gender and depression. Consistent with previous
findings, the present study confirms that extraversion is the most reliable predictor of positive affect (e.g., happiness),
whereas neuroticism is the most reliable predictor of negative affect (e.g., depression).
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INTRODUCTION

The pursuit of happiness is often considered a universal
human desire, but its importance, expression, and even
our very perception of it can vary widely across
individuals and cultures. Happiness in Chinese
civilization, referred to as Fu or Fu-qj, is a concept that
includes material wealth, physical well-being, and the
pursuit of a virtuous and tranquil existence. This notion
is influenced by Daoist and Confucian ethics, which
prioritize the importance of harmony and balance. In the
Chinese cultural settings, where collectivism and social
harmony are highly valued, conventional gender roles
and expectations may impact how happiness and
depression are experienced and expressed. Examining
these connections within Chinese society can offer

useful insights into the interactions between cultural and
individual elements in influencing emotional well-being.
Nevertheless, with the growing interaction between
Chinese and Western cultures, the traditional Chinese
notions of happiness may be changing (Lu, 2001; Lu &
Gilmour, 2004; Lu & Shih, 1997).

Cultural variables and individual characteristics, such as
personality traits, both have an impact on subjective
well-being. Studies by DeNeve & Cooper (1998) and
Steel et al, (2008) have demonstrated this influence.
Nevertheless, the relationship between cultural variables,
individual variations, and happiness has not been
thoroughly investigated within the Chinese contexts.

This research aims to explore the connections between
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gender, personality characteristics (evaluated using the
Five Factor Model [FFM]; Costa & McCrae, 1992), and
emotional wellness (happiness and sadness) in college
students. It also aims to broaden the existing body of
knowledge on happiness by examining these
relationships in a sizeable sample, emphasizing the
cultural and individual elements that impact it.

GENDER AND HAPPINESS

Previous research has consistently demonstrated gender
differences in happiness and depression, with women
generally reporting higher levels of both compared to
men (Alesina ez al., 2004; Kelley & Stack, 2000; Koker,
1991; Wood ez al, 1989). For example, in a sample of
600 Taiwanese participants, Lu ¢/ a/. (1997) found that
women scored significantly higher on measures of
happiness (Females: M = 70.65, Males: M = 66.95; # =
1.97, P < 0.05) and exhibited greater variance in their
scores (Levene's P < 0.001) compared to men. Similar
findings have been reported in studies of subjective well-
being across various cultural contexts (Fugl-Meyer ¢ al.,
2002; Hampton & Marshall, 2000; Hintikka ez a/., 2001;
Shmotkin, 1990), suggesting that gender differences in
emotional well-being may be a cross-cultural
phenomenon (Handzic, 2000).

In addition to happiness, women have also been found
to score higher on measures of neuroticism and
depression compared to men (Cheng & Furnham, 2003).
For instance, Mirowsky and Ross (1995) reported that
women experienced distress 30 percent more often than
men and were more likely to express negative emotions.
Similarly, Fujita, Diener, and Sandvik (1991) found that
women tended to experience more depression than men,
even though they were just as happy.

In addition to gender, personality traits have also been
found to play a significant role in shaping individual
differences in happiness and well-being. The following
section will discuss the relationship between personality
and happiness, with a focus on the FFM.

PERSONALITY AND HAPPINESS

Numerous studies have investigated the relationship
between personality traits and happiness (Cheng &
Furnham, 2001; Costa & McCrae, 1980; LLu & Hu, 2005;
Lu & Shih, 1997). In a study of 423 Chinese university
students, Lu and Hu (2005) found that extraversion and
neuroticism significantly predicted happiness. They also
reported that extraversion was positively correlated with
leisure satisfaction, while neuroticism showed the
opposite pattern. Similarly, in a sample of 235 American
university students, Furnham and Cheng (2000) found
that extraversion predicted happiness, whereas
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neuroticism predicted unhappiness. Cheng and Furnham
(2001) also demonstrated that extraversion was
positively correlated with positive affect, and was
negatively correlated with negative affect, and that both
extraversion and neuroticism predicted happiness and
depression, mediated by self-esteem.

The strong link between extraversion and happiness has
been highlighted byseveral researchers. Eysenck (1983)
famously stated, "Happiness is a thing called stable
extraversion". Chamorro-Premuzic, Bennett, and
Furnham (2007) argued that personality traits were "the
most robust predictors of happiness" and reported that
happiness was positively correlated with extraversion,
agreeableness, and conscientiousness. These personality
traits explained a considerable amount of variance in
happiness (Chamorro-Premuzic ez a/., 2007).Similarly,
DeNeve and Cooper (1998) concluded that extraversion
and agreeableness were the most reliable predictors of
positive affect, while neuroticism was the most reliable
predictor of negative affect and life dissatisfaction.
Inanother study, Cheung et al. (2001) reported a close
relationship between neuroticism and depression.

AIMS OF THIS STUDY AND HYPOTHESES

Building upon the existing literature on gender
differences in emotional well-being and the relationship
between personality traits and happiness, the present
study aims to investigate the interplay between gender,
personality factors (as measured by the FFM; Costa &
McCrae, 1992), and emotional well-being (subjective
happiness and depression) among Chinese
undergraduate students. Specifically, we seck to examine
the potential mediating role of extraversion and
neuroticism in the relationship between gender and
happiness/depression.

Based on previous findings, we proposed two
hypotheses. H1: Female participants wound report
higher levels of both subjective happiness and
depression compared to their male counterparts. H2:
Extraversion would mediate the relationship between
gender and both subjective happiness and depression,
while neuroticism wound mediate the relationship
between gender and depression only.

METHOD

Participants

Five thousand, six hundred and forty-cight students
between the ages of 17 and 29 (2180 males; 3198
females; 193 unspecified gender) were recruited from
universities in China. Students were recruited from
Northeast China (Heilongjiang Polytechnic; N = 111),
Northern China (HeBei Normal University, Northern
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China Electric Power University N = 1211), Eastern
China (Shanghai Jiaotong University, East China Norm
University, East China University of Science and
Technology; N = 2563), Southern China (Sun Yat-Sen
University; N = 282), Central China (Wuhan University;
N = 190), Southwest China (Chongging University; N =
268), Northwest China (Lanzhou Jiaotong University;
N = 476), Hong Kong (City University of Hong Kong;
N = 214), Macau (Macau University of Science and
Technology; N = 182), and Taiwan (Providence
University; N = 151).

Instruments

Subjective Happiness Scale. Subjective happiness scale
consists of 4 items (eg, "In general, I consider
myself...", "Compared with my peers, I consider
myself...") (Lyubomirsky & Leppet, 1999). A total of 4
items are rated on a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 and 7
represents "not a very happy person, less happy, not at
all" and "very happy person, more happy, a great deal",
respectively (a = 0.74).

Self-Rating Depression Scale. The Self-Rating
Depression Scale (Zung, 1965) consists of 20 items (e.g.,
"T feel down-hearted and blue", "Morning is when I feel
the best") on a 4-point scale where 1 represents
"occasionally” and 4 represents "always" (o = 0.75).

The FFM. The ten-item personality inventory (TIPI)
(Gosling ez al., 2003) consists of 10 items to measure the
FEM personality domains. Participants were required to
rate on the self-report of how they viewed themselves
on a 7-point scale where 1 represents disagree strongly
and 7 represents agree strongly on all 10 items (eg.,
"Extraverted, enthusiastic", "Critical, quarrelsome").

Procedures

Data were collected through questionnaires zia a
convenience sampling and were completed on a
voluntary basis. The students completed these question-
naires in their free time. The questionnaires took
approximately 15 to 20 minutes to complete.

RESULTS

Our data analysis consists of two parts: one is to verify
the gender difference on happiness and depression as
mentioned above; the other is to investigate if
personality would mediate the relationship between
gender, happiness and depression.

Gender difference on depression and
happiness

Table 1 reports the gender differences in happiness and
depression. Results indicate that females score
significantly higher than males on subjective happiness
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(mean [M] = 20.47, standard deviation [SD] = 4.39), and
depression (M = 41.63, SD = 8.14). This supports
hypothesis 1 of this study that females would report
higher happiness and higher depression than males.

Table 2 reports the mean differences of the FFM across
gender. Results indicated that females scored
significantly higher than males across the FFM,
including, openness (r= 2.83, P < 0.01), conscien-
tiousness (#= -2.65, P < 0.01), extraversion (# = -3.57,
P < 0.001), agreeableness (= -10.32, P < 0.001), and
neuroticism (7 = -3.97, P < 0.001)

Table 3 reports the correlations among subjective
happiness, depression and the FFM. Subjective
happiness was significantly and positively correlated with
openness (r= 0.25, P < 0.001), conscientiousness (r =
0.20, P < 0.001), extraversion (r=0.35, P < 0.001), and
agreeableness (r=0.25, P < 0.001). Subjective happiness
was also negatively correlated with neuroticism (r= -
0.20, P < 0.001). Besides, depression was significantly
and negatively correlated with openness (= -0.21, P <
0.001), conscientiousness (r= -0.21, P< 0.001),
extraversion (r= -0.10, P < 0.001), and agreeableness
(r=-0.10, P < 0.001). Depression was negatively and
positively correlated with neuroticism (r=0.20, P <
0.001). Generally, subjective happiness was negatively
correlated with depression (r = -0.34, P < 0.001)

We then conducted multiple meditational analyses using
the 5,000 bootstrap samples and a bias corrected
confidence interval to examine mediation effect of
personality (Preacher ez a/., 2007). The mediator is
significant when the 95% confidence intervals (CI) do
not contain zero. For subjective happiness, as shown in
Figure 1, extraversion significantly mediated the
relationship between gender and subjective happiness
(95% CI =0.03, 0.10). Also, neuroticism significantly
mediated the relationship between gender and subjective
happiness (95% CI = -0.06, -0.02). For depression,
neuroticism significantly mediated the relationship
between gender and depression (95% CI = 0.03, 0.10).
Therefore, the results support hypothesis 2 that
extraversion mediated females' experience of subjective
happiness and depression whereas neuroticism mediated
females' experience of depression (Figute 2).

DISCUSSION

The present study generated a number of intriguing
findings. First of all, females reported significantly
higher happiness and depression than males. These
results echoed previous findings that females tended to
report higher happiness (Alesina ez a/., 2004) as well as
higher depression (Koenig ¢/ al., 1994; Upmanyu e al.,
1992; Wiseman e/ al., 1995) whereas males tended to
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Table 1: Gender difference in happiness and depression

Males Females
M SD SD t-value Cohen's d
Subjective happiness 19.16 4.54 20.47 4.39 -10.16" -0.29
Depression 40.90 8.15 41.63 8.14 297 -0.09

M, mean; SD, standard deviation; *, P < 0.01; The sample size for subjective happiness was 2036 for males and 2923 for females. The sample size for depression

is 1944 for males and 2626 for females.

Table 2: Mean differences of the five factor model by gender

M SD t-test Cohen's d

Openness Males 9.91 2.25 2.83" 0.08

Females 9.74 2.14
Conscientiousness Males 9.34 2.49 22,65 -0.07

Females 9.52 2.45
Extraversion Males 8.360 2.74 357" -0.10

Females 8.03 2.75
Agreeableness Males 9.49 2.04 -10.32" -0.29

Females 10.08 2.03
Neuroticism Males 7.47 2.35 -3.97" -0.11

Females 7.74 241
M, mean; SD, standard deviation; *, P < 0.01.
Table 3: Correlations between subjective happiness, depression and the five factor model
Factors 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Openness 1 - - - - - -
2. Conscientiousness 0.29" 1 - - - - -
3. Extraversion 0.27" 0.06" 1 - - - -
4. Agreeableness 0.02 0.15" 0.27" 1 - - -
5. Neuroticism -0.05" -0.22" 0.11" -0.22" 1 - -
6. Subjective happiness 0.25" 0.20 0.35 0.09" -0.20" 1 -
7. Depression -0.21" -0.21" -0.10" -0.10" 0.20" -0.34" 1

*,P<0.01.

report higher loneliness and lower emotional express-
iveness (Brody, 1997; Brody, 1999; Koenig ¢ al., 1994;
Upmanyu ez al., 1992; Wiseman ¢z al., 1995). This could
be due to that males tended to express emotion
associated with power and status such that their
masculinity and social status would not be threatened
(Brody, 1997; Brody, 1999; Levant & Kopecky, 1995).
Females, on the other hand, tended to express more
emotional feelings, like gratitude and happiness (Becker
& Smenner, 1986; Gordon ef al., 2004). Likewise, the
Chinese perspective conceptualizes happiness with
"being content with one's lot and feeling sincerely
thankful for whatever life brings" (Lu, 2001). This could
indicate that females may have a tendency to be content
with whatever life brings to them more easily than
males.

Secondly, extraversion and neuroticism were found to
mediate the gender-happiness link and gender-
depression link, respectively. This finding echoed
previous studies that females were more emotional than
males (Alesina ez al., 2004; Cenkseven Onder & Akbas,
2007), and that extraversion and neuroticism could
influence the link between gender and happiness as well
as depression (Davila ez a/., 2003; Hills & Argyle, 2001).
After all, extraversion has been a reliable predictor of
positive affect, such as happiness (De DeNeve &
Cooper, 1998). For Chinese people, intense hedonic
emotions are rarely expressed even though they are
acknowledged as a part of the happiness experience (Lu,
2001). In the present study, extraversion did account for
a significant amount of variance in the relationship
between gender and subjective happiness.
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Figure 1. Path model of dispositional factors mediating the relationship between gender and subjective happiness. *, P <0.01.
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Figure 2. Path model of dispositional factors mediating the relationship between gender and depression. *, P <0.01.

Thirdly, neuroticism was found to mediate the
relationship between gender and depression, which is
consistent with previous findings that neuroticism was
more predictive of negative affect (Davila ¢ a/., 2003; De
DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). As neuroticism was a strong
predictor of depression, and it accounted for a
significant amount of variance in the relationship
between gender and depression as well in the present
study (Costa e/ al., 2001; Goodwin & Gotlib, 2004;
Lynn & Martin, 1997).

Taken together, these findings show that gender seems
to exert the similar pattern of impact on happiness and
depression for the Chinese as it did for the Westerners.
This came as no surprise as it has been argued that
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nowadays, neither Chinese people in Hong Kong and
Mainland China nor people in Taiwan province of China
could claim a pure heritage of Chinese traditions and
cultural values due to the increasingly greater impact
brought in by Western cultures to Eastern cultures, such
as economic globalization, political interactions, strategic
alliance, and systemic cultural communications from
greater impacts (Bond, 1996; Hwang, 1987; Lu, 2001,
Yue ¢t al., 2014a; Yue ¢t al., 2014b).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
OF RESEARCH

This study generated some really intriguing findings in
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terms of the gender difference on happiness and
depression among Chinese undergraduates, with regard
to the mediating role of the FFM. However, there are
several limitations that need to be addressed in future
researches. First of all, even though the present sample
size is very big, it includes a homogeneous group, Ze.,
university students. So it is suggested that future studies
ought to include samples from different walks of life to
verify the present findings. Secondly, the present study
used self-report measures; in so doing, participants
might fill in the questions in a social desirable way.
Therefore, it is recommended that future studies use
other ways of data collection to cross-validate the
findings. Thirdly, the present study sampled Chinese
undergraduates only, future studies ought to recruit
students from other countries or societies as well to
justify the cross-cultural validity of the present findings.
Last but not the least, future studies ought to examine
more variables, such as, to test the directions of the
relationship. For example, there is also room for a more
cohesive integration of present findings with similar
findings to strengthen the theoretical underpinning.
Another example, H2 of present study assumed that
different personalities might have diverse mediating role
of happiness and depression, but there was a lack of
support for it. Future studies ought to seek to verify this
assumption by examining further how gender matters
for happiness and depression iz the moderation of Big-
FFM. To conclude this paper, would like to quote a
widely cited statement from Freud: The great question that
has never been answered, and which I have not yet been able to
answer, despite my thirty years of research into the feminine soul, is
"What does a woman want?" (Jones, 1953). This may be the
ultimate answer or question to this study.
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