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Abstract

:

Background. As China has undergone tremendous socioeconomic and demographic changes during and after the pandemic, it is crucial to enhance youth well-being and facilitate their transition into the workforce. This study aims to explore the multi-dimensional features of well-being and examine their relationships with fairness and trust. Methods. Using the nationally representative data from the 2021 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS), this study analyzes the well-being of 1726 young adults aged 18 to 34 years old living in 19 provinces in China. Results. The research findings generate five latent factors of well-being and reveal the multi-faceted nature of subjective well-being, including physical and mental health challenges, positive outlook, sense of purpose, personal growth, and self-fulfillment. Physical and mental health is the cornerstone for well-being and happiness. Young people with poor physical and mental health conditions are less likely to perceive that society is fair or that people are trustworthy. Additionally, a positive outlook and future orientation are strongly associated with high fairness and/or trust. Discussion and Conclusions. By investigating the differential domains of well-being, this study contributes to the literature with the new conceptualization of well-being sub-measures and their application to youth. Furthermore, this study identifies that well-being is not only an individual-level characteristic but also a group-level attribute that can contribute to fairness and trust at the societal level. As China continues to expand its infrastructure on education, health, and technology, it is expected that sustainable economic growth and development should boost young people’s career development and promote their upward mobility.
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1. Introduction


Well-being has increasingly become the goal of public health and public policy locally, nationally, and globally. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines well-being as “a positive state experience by individuals and society. Well-being encompasses quality of life and the ability of people and societies to contribute to the world with a sense of meaning and purpose [1]”. The World Happiness Report [2] suggested that the success of countries should include the happiness of people and that happiness needs to become an operational objective for governments. In 2022, the WHO published a global framework to integrate well-being into public health and emphasized the importance of promoting health and well-being via health promotion programs such as health literacy and community engagement [3]. By developing a holistic approach to incorporate both material and non-material values, well-being studies can assess the social, ecological, and economic progress of society.



The measure of well-being often overlapped with mental health indicators. The World Health Organization Five Well-being Index (WHO-5) is widely used to measure subjective well-being, which includes five items (e.g., being happy, being interested in things, having lots of energy, being calm and peaceful, and being fresh and rested) with an emphasis on positive effects. These five questions commonly overlap with other mental health instruments, such as the Medical Outcome Studies (MOS) Short-Form 36 (SF-36) Health Survey and the mental health component of the International Classification of Disease 10th revision (ICD-10). Well-being, happiness, or life satisfaction have both practical and theoretical significance on the individual at institutional, local, national, and global levels. The profile of well-being is pivotal in decision-making and policy changes and has implications for health and wealth across study populations in society.



It is critical to foster youth mental health and well-being in China as China has undergone drastic changes in demographic structure and economic transformation during and after the COVID pandemic. With increasing stress and competition in school and job markets, young people during the pandemic experienced isolation, loneliness, stress, and disruption in relationships [4]. According to a report from the Asian Development Bank, one out of every five young people in China in 2022 during COVID was unemployed [5], which sets a record-breaking high for Chinese unemployment, and this challenging situation has drastically changed young people’s outlook on the future. Another source of data from the World Bank revealed the unemployment rate among youth: the percent of labor at ages 15–24 has risen from 10.7% in 2019 prior to COVID to 15.7% in 2023 post-COVID [6]. Despite the variation in the age ranges of youth and rates of unemployment from different studies, youth unemployment was undoubtedly higher than what it used to be prior to COVID. The conjecture of job scarcity, widespread layoffs in white-collar sectors, and an unprecedentedly high number of college graduates all contribute to the psychological well-being of Chinese youth.



This study has two research aims. First and foremost, this project aims to fill the gap in earlier research by conducting an exploratory factor analysis of a unique 21-item well-being scale based on a sample of young adults from the 2021 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS). Additionally, the research aims to examine the relationship between various domains of well-being, fairness, and trust. By investigating the differential domains of well-being, this study contributes to the well-being literature with a new conceptualization of well-being sub-measures and their application to young people.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Well-Being, Happiness, and Life Satisfaction


Happiness, well-being, and life satisfaction are indicators of the quality of human life. The well-being literature is abundant in terms of identifying relationships between well-being and an array of correlates. The first line of research considers data on well-being, life satisfaction, or happiness as outcome measurements when assessing the effect of policy changes on well-being. Examples included cigarette taxes on welfare [7] or the effect of socioeconomic status on well-being [8,9,10,11,12]. When predicting well-being, income, or monetary resources, this stands out as one of the most influential factors. There are many answers to questions like “Does money buy happiness?” Although the debate on the association between income and happiness is endless, many existing empirical studies have recognized a positive association between income and happiness. Increases in income are desirable from an individual’s perspective. Using 10-year longitudinal data among 4942 American adults, Diener et al. [13] analyzed the effect of absolute income on subjective well-being. They found that absolute income, which was spent on necessary needs, increased subjective well-being, and yet the rate of increase was smaller at higher income levels. Gardner and Oswald [14] demonstrated that greater material riches created greater mental well-being among adults living in England. Their results identified that a random sample of Britons who received medium-sized lottery wins revealed better psychological health in comparison to those with no wins or small wins. Additional studies further identified the effect of income on well-being varied by age, and results from a national sample of 2018 China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) reported the wealthy old Chinese as the happiest group [15].



Not only is the positive association between income and well-being found in individual participant data, but a similar relationship is also identified in empirical studies using country-level data by evaluating economic growth and the average subjective well-being of members of society. In 2008, Stevenson and Wolfers [16] analyzed this relationship by evaluating World Value Survey country-wave data from 1994–2004 for Japan and Europe and the Current Population Survey from 1972–2005 for the United States. Their results suggested that wealthier nations had greater subjective well-being than less affluent nations, and better-off citizens of a nation were happier than their less well-off counterparts.



In addition to the direct association between money and well-being, studies also investigated the importance of “comparison income”, the relevance of the income of a reference group, on individuals’ subjective well-being. Using the subsample of 1992–1997 German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP) data, Ferrer-i-Carbonell (2005) found that individuals’ happiness was based not only on their own income but also the income of the reference group to whom they compare. Adults were happier if their income was higher than that of the reference group.



Furthermore, researchers have differentiated the broad concept of well-being into two forms: “experienced well-being” versus “evaluative well-being”. Experienced well-being refers to people’s feelings about their daily activities, experiences, engagements, and moments, while evaluative well-being is related to a retrospective evaluation of their lives and overall life satisfaction by Killingsworth in 2021 [17]. Although it is not surprising that many results resonate with the positive relationship between income and well-being regardless of the type of well-being, some results discovered the subtle differences between evaluative and experienced well-being. Well-being rose with income at all levels, which was verified with multiple datasets from both rich and poor nations and affluent and less-affluent citizens within the country [16], and high income raised life satisfaction [15]. However, income does not necessarily improve experienced well-being or emotional well-being. By analyzing responses from more than 450,000 American residents in 2008–2009, Kahneman and Deaton identified that people who earned less than USD 75,000 enjoyed more happiness as income grew or they were emotionally affected by misfortunes such as poor health, loneliness, marriage breakdown, and this positive relationship disappeared when they earned more than USD 75,000 [18]. Jebb and colleagues identified another income cutoff to differentiate the impact on evaluative well-being versus emotional well-being. After analyzing the data from the Gallup World Poll with a sample of more than 1.7 million participants across the globe, they identified that the income cutoff existed at USD 95,000 in terms of evaluative well-being and between USD 60,000 and USD 75,000 for emotional well-being [19].



In addition to wealth and income, other factors such as physical health and mental health are also essential for well-being. Chen and colleagues analyzed a sample of 2598 US adults who responded to a 12-item well-being measure with six domains, including happiness, health, meaning, character, relationships, and financial stability [20]. Each domain consists of two indicators, which are self-reported on a scale of 0 to 10. Their findings suggest that US younger adults had lower self-rated physical health and a higher incidence of loneliness compared to other age groups. Social disconnection is a threat to well-being [21]. The fact that health is a contributing factor to well-being and happiness is also observed in other non-US samples, such as immigrants to Europe [22].




2.2. Trust and Fairness


Trust has been studied countlessly over time across disciplines, including health and medicine [23], business [24], liberal arts [25,26,27,28], and science and engineering [29,30,31], just to name a few. Despite there being no universally accepted definition, trust is commonly perceived as a multifaceted and layered construct that is essential for building a fair and equitable society. For instance, trust is commonly viewed as relationships between individuals or between individuals and groups. At the micro level, trust between people can ensure people thrive and are safe from harm [32]. At the macro level, trust-based cooperation is key to facilitating social interactions and the foundation for thriving families, groups, organizations, and institutions, both locally and globally. Trust is essential to stimulate cooperative economic behavior and promote nation-wide economic development [33]. Trust is vital for business success as it is intertwined with all aspects of business operations, ranging from human interactions and cross-cultural communications to large capital investment and high technology innovation [34]. Trust is also fundamental for civil liberties, transparency, political representation, and the eradication of corruption [35]. Trust and trustworthiness lay the foundation for knowledge generation and research innovation [36]. The level of trust is a determinant for strong family functioning as it relates to family members’ perceptions and assumptions of how other family members will act and respond [26,37].



Scholars have presented empirical evidence uncovering influential factors associated with trust. Using the Canadian General Social Survey (GSS), Helliwell and Wang examined several measures of trust, including general interpersonal social trust, trust in co-workers, trust in neighbors, trust in strangers, and the likelihood of a lost wallet containing CAD 200 to be returned if found [38]. Their research findings suggest that relationships play a vital role in trust. Factors such as the number of close friends, the number of close relatives, the frequency of seeing close friends, and the frequency of seeing close relatives are positively associated with trust. Relationships are also positively associated with well-being, which was measured using a self-rated life satisfaction question on a scale of 1 to 10.



In a similar way, there are many definitions of fairness across disciplines. The debate of “fair or just or right” is endless in human history. In addition, the variation in fairness is substantial across cultural norms, geographic boundaries, economic resources, technological access, legal and political systems, as well as other social and historical contexts. In the pursuit of a fair society, people need equal access to opportunities, everyone in society is given the chance to move upward, the needs of the most disadvantaged population are met [39], and there are procedural justices to manage disputes and protect fairness [40].



The literature supports a link between fairness/justice and subjective well-being. Cavazos utilized the World Values Survey to examine the relationship between autonomy support and life satisfaction for a sample from three countries: Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico [41]. The findings suggest that life satisfaction is positively associated with autonomy support. In a more just society, there are fewer obstacles for members of society and members can exhibit more autonomy to have their needs met. This positive correlation exists at the macro level too. After analyzing panel data from European countries, Kavuri and Shao (2017) identify that national-level social justice positively influences economic performance [42].




2.3. COVID-19 Lockdown in China


The World Health Organization declared the outbreak of COVID-19, an infectious disease caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), a pandemic on March 11, 2020 (WHO, n.d.). As the virus spread rapidly from person to person, China initiated a zero-COVID policy by implementing lockdown restrictions nationwide. The COVID quarantine policies and procedures generated long-lasting impacts on young people at various stages of their lives. For college students who lived in dormitories with 4–6 students per room, they had to adjust to new norms such as prohibition of indoor gatherings, closure of campus facilities (e.g., libraries, restaurants, gyms, clubs, classrooms), adoption of online teaching and learning, interruption of social activities, and travel bans preventing them from friend or family visits or job seeking. All these stringent practices significantly influenced their physical health, such as restless sleep, poor dietary habits, appetite changes, and missed doctor’s visits, as well as affected their mental health as a result of isolation, loneliness, stress, and disruption in relationships [4]. Unsurprisingly, these challenges encountered by Chinese college students were also observed among students in other areas of the world. Physical and social distancing practices caused depression, loneliness, stress, reduced motivation, job loss worries, sleep disorder, and appetite changes among US students [43]. A reduction in overall physical (worse sleep quality) and mental health (isolation and depression) was also identified among students in Europe [44,45].




2.4. Conceptual Framework


This study applies the psychological theory of motivation and integrates it in analyzing the mechanism between happiness and fairness/trust. Maslow’s renowned theory of “hierarchy of needs” conceptualizes a hierarchical pyramid of human needs ranging from physiological and safety to psychological needs and emphasizes the importance of well-being. The current study of Chinese young adults will add empirical evidence to the robustness of Maslow’s conceptual framework.



What makes people happy? Happiness cannot be obtained without having needs met. According to Maslow’s theory [46], human needs can be categorized into five levels in a pyramid shape. The foundation level is related to physiological needs such as food, drink, and sleep. The next level is safety needs, including not only physical safety but also economic, social, and psychological security, which empower individuals with resources to survive difficult times. The third high level is love and belonging. Good human relationships such as family and friends and active engagement with surrounding communities make people feel loved, and this sense of belonging is critical to sustaining them through challenges. The next high level is self-esteem. At this level, individuals are eager to be recognized for their unique talents and capabilities, which boost their confidence and cause others to respect them. The highest level of human needs is self-actualization. At this top stage, self-actualizing people have the realization of their full potential, full development of their abilities and appreciation for life, creative expression, and a grounded sense of well-being and satisfaction with life. Although Maslow described a full range of individuals’ psychological development in a hierarchal way, it does not mean that the pursuit of happiness has always followed this gradual change with small steps in a straight-line mode. An integrated relationship between each of these five stages is inevitable, and individuals must constantly adjust to their real-life situations.





3. Methods


3.1. Data and Sample Participants


The Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) is the national representative survey administered by the leading Chinese academic institutions, which has surveyed Chinese citizens for more than two decades. The CGSS survey aims to collect quantitative data to measure the growing complexity of society and provide a national source of information for policymakers, researchers, educators, and practitioners from all walks of life. Comparable to the General Social Survey (GSS), which was launched by the University of Chicago in 1972, the CGSS data started in 2003 and are administered by Renmin University of China and funded by the University’s 985 science research programs. Fourteen waves of data have been collected and released for public use, including four waves from 2003 to 2008, nine waves from 2010 to 2019, and one most recent wave in 2021. Data were collected for a wide range of topics, including childbearing, education, employment, health, income, family structure, elderly care, neighborhood and community, political participation, quality of life, social structure, attitudes, social trust, social issues, technology penetration, climate change, environmental problems, and other important social issues. Using a multistage stratified probability sampling method, this survey can reach out to both urban neighborhoods and rural villages to reflect the diverse population and great physical and geographic complexity of the country.



This study utilized a subsample of the cross-sectional data from the 2021 CGSS, which includes 1726 participants ages between 18 and 34 years old representing 19 provinces, autonomous regions, or municipalities in China (referred to as “provinces” hereafter). The inclusion criteria of the sample selection has two aspects: (1) an age between 18 and 34, and (2) a subjective happiness score in the range of 1 to 10. This study is based on secondary data, which are easily accessible for public use.




3.2. Measures


Happiness and Well-Being Instrument. This happiness and well-being instrument includes twenty-one items on a 6-point Likert scale with 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = agree, and 6 = strongly agree. Participants were asked to evaluate their level of agreement for each of these items. They are (1) society provides more opportunities, (2) I become more capable over the years, (3) my life goals are fulfilling, (4) I am mostly idle, (5) I am unclear of how meaningful what I have done in my life is, (6) I fear body functions, (7) I am content compared to my peers, (8) I am satisfied with my family’s income, (9) I am worried about small things, (10) I am upset with my physical health, (11) I have a hard time maintaining friendships with others, (12) I like my personality, (13) I have fewer friends than most people, (14) I am happy staying with my family, (15) I have worse luck than most people, (16) I am confident with societal development, (17) I am at a disadvantage compared to others, (18) I lose spirit when encountering unhappy things, (19) I have become more mature over time, (20), I have difficult times with my family, (21) I am satisfied with the natural environment.



Fairness and Trust. To measure fairness, sample participants were asked to evaluate the fairness of the society on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 = completely unfair, 2 = moderately unfair, 3 = neutral, 4 = moderately fair, and 5 = completely fair. To measure trust, respondents were asked to evaluate whether most people in society can be trusted on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = moderately disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = moderately agree, and 5 = strongly agree.



Demographic and Socio-Economic Variables. In this study, fairness and trust are outcome variables. Fairness is categorized into 3 levels: unfair, neutral, and fair. Trust is also categorized into 3 levels: disagree, neutral, and agree. Demographic variables include gender (0/1), age in years old, and ethnicity as binary, with 1 indicating majority Han Chinese and 0 representing ethnic minority people (Zhuang Chinese, Hui Chinese, Korean Chinese, Miao Chinese, Manchu Chinese, Mongol Chinese, Tibetan Chinese, or others). Socioeconomic variables include educational attainment, self-reported health, and marital status. Education has 4 categories, including middle school or less, high school or equivalent, associate degree, and college. Self-reported health is categorized into three levels: poor or fair, moderately healthy, and very healthy. Marital status is dichotomous with never married versus other statuses. Due to too many missing values, income and employment status indicators are not included in this study.




3.3. Analytical Strategies


This study utilizes multivariate analytical strategies to evaluate the relationship between variables. Factor analysis, a data reduction tool, is utilized to identify the underlying latent constructs or dimensions of the happiness and well-being instrument. Exploratory factor analysis reduces a number of observable variables into a few unobservable dimensions. By using the orthogonal rotation method (varimax), each dimension is independent of another, whereas all the variables within each dimension are correlated with each other. Multiple regression is used to discover the relationships between fairness and well-being and trust and well-being, respectively. All the analyses are performed using the latest version of statistical software SPSS 29.0.





4. Results


4.1. Descriptive Statistics


This study includes 1762 young adults, and their average age is 26.39 years old (SD = 5.092), with the youngest being 18 and the oldest being 34 years old. As shown in Table 1, there are more females (54.9%) than males (45.1%). Han Chinese people comprise 91.7% of the sample, and ethnic minority Chinese people account for 8.3%. In terms of educational attainment, 44.8% of the sample have only secondary education (21.2% middle school or less, and 23.6% high school or equivalent, respectively), 16.6% have associate degrees, and 38.6% have college and above degrees. Self-reported health is distributed as poor or fair (20.1%), moderately healthy (45.3%), and very healthy (34.6%). More than half of the respondents have never been married (55.6%), and the remaining have another marital status. Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of the happiness and well-being instrument. Scores of each item range from 1 to 6, with the lowest mean value of 1.65 (SD = 0.903) and the highest mean value of 4.86 (SD = 0.730).




4.2. Results from Factor Analysis


Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) generates and retains five factors that have eigenvalues greater than one. These five factors are named as follows: physical and mental challenges (factor 1), positive outlook (factor 2), sense of purpose (factor 3), personal growth (factor 4), and self-fulfillment (factor 5). These five factors capture five dimensions of happiness and well-being.



Sample adequacy is measured by the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin statistic with a value of 0.855 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity with the approximate Chi-square value of 3156.330 (p < 0.001). Variables are correlated, and the sample is adequately ready for factor analysis.



Table 3 presents the rotated factor loadings for happiness. These factor loadings indicate the correlations between the variable and the factor. All the low factor loadings (<0.4) are removed from the table, which makes the output easier to read. The remaining clusters of high correlations clearly indicate the strong association between each factor and correlated variables.



For the physical and mental health challenges dimension, the largest factor loading is 0.793 and the smallest factor loading is 0.481. For the positive outlook dimension, factor loadings range from 0.543 to 0.797. For the sense of purpose dimension, factor loadings range from 0.458 to 0.811. For the personal growth dimension, factor loadings range from 0.498 to 0.680. Lastly, for the self-fulfillment dimension, factor loadings are 0.612 and 0.812.



Furthermore, these five factors cumulatively account for more than half of the variance (53.44%) in the happiness and well-being instrument. As shown in Table 4, the first factor accounts for 25.08% of the total variance of the data, the second factor is 12.23% of the total variance, the third factor 6.14% of the total variance, the fourth factor 5.12% of the total variance, and the fifth factor 4.87% of the total variance.




4.3. Results from Multiple Regression


The results of the two multiple regression models are shown in Table 5 and Table 6. When controlling for socio-economic characteristics, physical and mental health challenges are negatively associated with fairness (p = 0.007), implying that young adults who have physical and mental challenges are less likely to value fairness. However, young adults who have a positive outlook (p < 0.001) and self-fulfillment (p = 0.004) are more likely to perceive that society is fair. This model has an R-square value of 0.071, implying that five new factors and background characteristics altogether account for 7.1% of the variance in the fairness measure.



Similarly, after controlling background characteristics, physical and mental health challenges are also observed to be negatively associated with trust (p = 0.002). In addition, a lack of sense of purpose was negatively associated with trust (p = 0.014). Lastly, it was noted that the positive outlook dimension contributed to the formation of trust (p = 0.006). Young adults who are college educated are more likely to trust people (p = 0.040) compared with people with lower levels of educational attainment. The second regression model has an R-square value of 0.063, implying that five new factors and background characteristics account for 6.3% of the total variance in the trust variable.





5. Discussion


This research project analyzed a set of subjective well-being questions for a nationally representative sample of 1726 young adults aged 18–34 years old using the 2021 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) data. This study identifies that subjective well-being is a multi-faceted and layered construct with five dimensions: physical and mental health challenges, positive outlook, sense of purpose, personal growth, and self-fulfillment. Physical and mental health disparities shaped young people’s perception of fairness and trust within society. Those with poor physical and mental health were less likely to agree that society is fair or that people are trustworthy. However, the findings report college education is a vital source of social trust, and education generates higher trust in others. Young people with a positive outlook were more likely to trust people and perceive society as fair. A positive outlook can enhance their resilience and capabilities to handle uncertainties, challenges, and critical decision-making moments.



Empirical evidence from the current study aligns with the existing literature. Young people in China during the COVID period experienced mental health challenges [46,47], and their well-being was associated with social trust [48]. However, those existing studies are only based on data collected from one province, and none of them are nationally representative. This paper thus fills in the gaps of previous studies and adds to the existing body of knowledge by analyzing a nationally representative sample. In addition, the empirical evidence from this study fits Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs theory well [49]. The results from the factor analysis of the happiness instrument suggested five latent constructs: physical and mental challenges, positive outlook, sense of purpose, personal growth, and self-fulfillment. The first latent factor (i.e., physical and mental challenges) is reflective of three basic tiers in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs theory. Chinese young adults with an average age of 26 years old clearly indicated that their biological, physical, and behavioral health conditions were the foundation of their happiness and well-being. In addition, happiness is grounded in maintaining healthy relationships with friends and people in the community. Lack of social connections and stable relationships decreases the level of happiness and the sense of security, and the need for love and belonging cannot be met. Chinese young adults also linked their happiness with higher tiers of psychological development: the need for self-esteem and self-actualization. Four latent factors (i.e., positive outlook, a sense of purpose, personal growth, and self-fulfillment) depicted various aspects of self-esteem and self-actualization. Chinese young adults perceived their financial security as one of the most important indicators of self-actualization.



Lack of employment opportunities and income-generating activities during the COVID pandemic, along with the slowing economic growth due to structural factors such as a shrinking labor force, an aging population, slowing productivity, a decline in nongovernment investment growth, and a severe contraction in the housing market [50,51], has dramatically transformed Chinese youth’s outlook for future. As uncertainties and outlooks turn bleak, many young college graduates are unable to find stable and well-paid jobs; they have to lower their job expectations and start taking up job positions that are not commensurate with their college education and credentials. College graduates have been increasingly reported to work in low-skilled, non-white-collar jobs such as food delivery, being a waiter or waitress, domestic work, or working in the assembly line. Diminishing job prospects triggered a brand-new job called “full-time children” who received a paycheck from their parents each month by running errands and caring for young siblings or older family members in exchange for moving back in and living with their family. Given China’s cultural values of respect and social harmony, it is possible that this tentative parent–child “employment relationship” lessened the strenuous labor market and contributed to the well-being of the young generation.



Using two types of analyses in sequential order, this study contributes to the literature by testing the psychometric properties of the well-being measure and its association with fairness and/or trust in society based on a nationally representative sample of participants. First, we used EFA to obtain a better understanding of the well-being measure. It is identified that the well-being measure has five independent dimensions: physical and mental health challenges, positive outlook, sense of purpose, personal growth, and self-fulfillment. By disentangling complex relationships among all the items in this instrument, factor analysis uncovers latent variables and makes well-being a psychometrically sound measurement. Furthermore, we conducted regression analyses to examine whether well-being is related to fairness and/or trust in society. Research findings identify that well-being relates to fairness and/or trust, especially those dimensions such as physical and mental health challenges and positive outlook. Young adults with poor physical and mental health were less likely to perceive society as fair or people as trustworthy. In contrast, a positive outlook is strongly associated with a high level of fairness and trust in society. This empirical evidence can generate profound implications for policy and practice. By identifying the multi-faceted nature of well-being measures, policy-makers, practitioners, and other stakeholders can call to action and implement programs and activities to improve youth well-being. Young people face unique challenges in their everyday lives, and they need programs that can assist them in overcoming obstacles and fostering constructive dialogues in schools, with their families, and in work environments to enhance their overall well-being and allow them to thrive in various aspects of their lives.



Future research on the happiness and well-being of young adults may expand to family dynamics such as parent–child relationships, marital relationships, and childbearing. Living in a traditional Confucian culture, young adults are inevitably exposed to their parents’ expectations of obtaining a degree or becoming a skilled worker, getting married, and having children. Because most Chinese parents pay their children’s educational costs, such as college tuition, books and supplies, and food and board, it is natural that children bond their parents with obedience. Family matters in terms of happiness and well-being. The intricate web of relationships, emotions, interactions, and engagement within a family unit can vary greatly depending on specific family members. Young adults’ abilities to deal with their parents, in-laws, spouses, and children, if possible, are likely to assume a vital role in shaping their level of happiness. It is especially common in China that parents continue to support their adult children financially. The mix of economic and non-economic family characteristics further causes challenging times among family members and becomes a source of differences in happiness. Additionally, once the new wave of CGSS data is released, we will navigate new variables and identify changes in well-being over time. By comparing results from two points of time (T1 vs. T2), we will be able to recognize the depth of well-being measurement.



There are some limitations to this study. First, the application of this study is limited in the context of China during the COVID-19 lockdown when zero-COVID policies were implemented across the nation and mass lockdowns were observed. Therefore, caution needs to be taken when generalizing research findings from this study to contemporary society. The pandemic has hit China hard economically, medically, and socially. After four decades of rapid economic development, China’s economic activities have slowed down to an annual growth rate of 2.2 percent in GDP in 2020, much lower than 6% in 2019 [52]. As China is still experiencing economic recovery and reopening, it is unclear how the social dimension of this structural transformation will change over time. Second, the cross-sectional nature of this study makes it impossible to establish causality between predictors and outcome variables. The snapshot only allows researchers to capture the pattern and association at one point in time.




6. Conclusions


Using the nationally representative data from the 2021 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS), this study analyzed the happiness and well-being of 1726 young adults ages 18 to 34 years old living in 19 provinces in China. The research findings generated five factors from the well-being instrument and revealed the multi-faceted nature of subjective well-being. Those five latent constructs of happiness included physical and mental health challenges, a positive outlook, a sense of purpose, personal growth, and self-fulfillment. Physical and mental health have become the cornerstone for happiness daily. As young adults in this age range are experiencing many adaptive challenges such as transition to college life, graduation from college, work toward economic self-sufficiency, formation of an intimate relationship, and establishment of a new family, they must go through many stages of stressful moments. It is essential that they prepare themselves with existing and emerging resilience capabilities. In addition, this study identifies that happiness and well-being are associated with fairness and trust in society. On the one hand, young people with poor physical and mental health conditions are less likely to perceive that society is fair or that people are trustworthy. On the other hand, a positive outlook and future orientation are strongly associated with high fairness and/or trust. As China continues to expand its infrastructure on education, health, and other technology applications, both public and private sectors are engines of economic growth that can provide young people with more opportunities for upward mobility. A strong connection between happiness and well-being, fairness, and trust at a societal level is crucial for society’s long-term sustainability and prosperity.







Author Contributions


L.W. wrote the first draft and G.W. ran the data management and data analysis. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Institutional Review Board Statement


Not applicable. This study utilizes secondary data which is public use and can be accessed online free of charge.




Informed Consent Statement


Not applicable.




Data Availability Statement


This study utilizes secondary data that are available for public use.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflicts of interest.




References


	



World Health Organization. Promoting Well-Being. 2024. Available online: https://www.who.int/activities/promoting-well-being (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



World Health Organization. Health Promotion. 2024. Available online: https://www.who.int/teams/health-promotion/enhanced-wellbeing (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



World Health Organization. Achieving Well-Being: A Global Framework for Integrating Well-Being into Public Health Utilizing a Health Promotion Approach. 2022. Available online: https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/health-promotion/framework4wellbeing-(draft).pdf?sfvrsn=c602e78f_3&download=true (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



Li, Z.; Lai, J.; Qi, C. Exploring the experiences of college students in Chinese campus lockdown policy during the COVID-19 outbreak: A qualitative study. Sci. Rep. 2023, 13, 19884. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Asian Development Bank. Youth Employment and the Pandemic Recovery in the People’s Republic of China. 2023. Available online: https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/862466/os2023-01-youth-employment-pandemic-recovery-prc.pdf (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



World Bank. Unemployment, Youth Total—China. 2024. Available online: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.1524.ZS?locations=CN (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



Marr, C.; Huang, C.-C. Higher Tobacco Taxes Can Improve Health and Raise Revenue. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 19 March 2014. Available online: https://www.cbpp.org/research/higher-tobacco-taxes-can-improve-health-and-raise-revenue (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



Diener, E.; Emmons, R.A.; Larsen, R.J.; Griffin, S. The satisfaction with life scale. J. Personal. Assess. 1985, 49, 71–75. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Ferrer-i-Carbonell, A. Income and well-being: An empirical analysis of the comparison income effect. J. Public Econ. 2005, 89, 997–1019. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Harper, S.; Lynch, J. Trends in socioeconomic inequalities in adult health behaviors among US states, 1990–2004. Public Health Rep. 2007, 122, 177–189. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Mackenbach, J.P.; Irina, S.; Roskam, A.J.R.; Schaap, M.M.; Gwenn, M.; Mall, L.; Kunst, A.E. Socioeconomic inequalities in health in 22 European countries. N. Engl. J. Med. 2008, 358, 2468–2481. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stevenson, B.; Wolfers, J. Subjective well-being and income: Is there any evidence of satiation? Am. Econ. Rev. 2013, 103, 598–604. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Diener ESandvik, E.; Seidlitz, L.; Diener, M. The relationship between income and subjective well-being: Relative or absolute? Soc. Indic. Res. 1993, 28, 195–223. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gardner, J.; Oswald, A.J. Money and mental wellbeing: A longitudinal study of medium-sized lottery wins. J. Health Econ. 2007, 26, 49–60. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Xu, J.; Liu, A. Family life and Chinese adults’ happiness across the life span. Chin. J. Sociol. 2021, 7, 514–534. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stevenson, B.; Wolfers, J. Economic Growth and Subjective Well-Being: Reassessing the Easterlin Paradox; Institute for the Study of Labor Discussion Paper Series; IZA, Germany DP No. 3654; NBER: Cambridge, MA, USA; 2008.

	



Killingsworth, M.A. Experienced well-being rises with income, even above $75,000 per year. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2021, 118, e2016976118. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kahneman, D.; Deaton, A. High income improves evaluation of life but not emotional wellbeing. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2010, 107, 16489–16493. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Jebb, A.T.; Tay, L.; Diener, E.; Oishi, S. Happiness, income satiation and turning points around the world. Nat. Hum. Behav. 2018, 2, 33–38. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Chen, Y.; Cowden, R.G.; Fulks, J.; Plake, J.F.; VanderWeele, T.J. National data on age gradients in well-being among US adults. JAMA Psychiatry 2022, 79, 1046–1047. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Phlix, M.; Vanrie, J.; Petermans, A.; Smetcoren, A.-S. Exploring older migrants’ meaning-making of “happiness”: “The main thing is health. Young people might say otherwise.”.  Int. J. Qual. Stud. Health Well-Being 2024, 19, 2300873. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Na, P.J.; Jeste, D.V.; Pietrzak, R.H. Social disconnection as a global behavioral epidemic—A call to action about a major health risk factor. JAMA Psychiatry 2023, 80, 101–102. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ozawa, S.; Sripad, P. How do you measure trust in the health system? A systematic review of the literature. Soc. Sci. Med. 2013, 91, 10–14. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Castaldo, S.; Premazzi, K.; Zerbini, F. The meanings of trust: A content analysis on the diverse conceptualizations of trust in scholarly research on business relationships. J. Bus. Ethics 2010, 96, 657–668. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Campbell, L.; Boldry, J.; Simpson, J.; Rubin, H. Trust, variability in relationship evaluations, and relationship processes. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 2010, 99, 14–31. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Choi, S.; Han, G. Trust and Distrust: Sociocultural Perspectives; Information Age Publishing Inc.: Charlotte, NC, USA, 2008. [Google Scholar]

	



Freitag, M.; Traunmuller, R. Spheres of trust: An empirical analysis of the foundations of particularized and generalized trust. Eur. J. Political Res. 2009, 48, 782–803. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Rahn, W.M.; Trausue, J.E. Social trust and value change: The decline of social capital in American youth, 1976–1995. Political Psychol. 1998, 19, 545–565. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



National Academies Press. Trust and Confidence at the Interfaces of the Life Sciences and Society: Does the Public Trust Science? A Workshop Summary. Roundtable on Public Interfaces of the Life Sciences; Board on Life Sciences; Division on Earth and Life Studies; Board on Science Education; Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education; The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 23 September 2015. Available online: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK321988/ (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



Resnick, D.B. Scientific research and the public trust. Sci. Eng. Ethics 2011, 17, 399–409. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Roberts, M.R.; Reid, G.; Schroeder, M.; Norris, S.P. Causal or spurious? The relationship of knowledge and attitudes to trust in science and technology. Public Underst. Sci. 2013, 22, 624–641. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Baier, A. Trust and anti-trust. Ethics 1986, 96, 231–260. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Fukuyama, F. Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity; Free Press: New York, NY, USA, 1995. [Google Scholar]

	



Blomqvist, K. The many faces of trust. Scand. J. Manag. 1997, 13, 271–286. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hardin, R. Trust; Polity: New York, NY, USA, 2006. [Google Scholar]

	



Whitbeck, C. Truth and trustworthiness in research. Sci. Eng. Ethics 1995, 1, 403–416. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Coll, K.M.; Powell, S.; Thobro, P.; Haas, R. Family functioning and the development of trust and intimacy among adolescents in residential treatment. Fam. J. 2010, 18, 255–262. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Helliwell, J.F.; Wang, S. Trust and wellbeing. Int. J. Wellbeing 2011, 1, 42–78. [Google Scholar]

	



Chandler, D. Free and Equal: What Would a Fair Society Look Like? Allen Lane: London, UK, 2023. [Google Scholar]

	



Tyler, T.R.; Lind, E.A. Procedural justice. In Handbook of Justice Research in Law; Sanders, J., Hamilton, V.L., Eds.; Kluwer Academic Publishers: London, UK, 2001; pp. 65–92. [Google Scholar]

	



Cavazos Arroya, J. Personality factors, affect, and autonomy support as predictors of life satisfaction. Univ. Psychol. 2013, 12, 41–53. [Google Scholar]

	



Kavuri, A.S.; Shao, H. The Impact of Social Justice on Economic Performance; CAMA Working Paper 18/2017. Center for Applied Macroeconomic Analysis, 2017. Available online: https://cama.crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/publication/cama_crawford_anu_edu_au/2017-03/18_2017_kavuri_shao.pdf (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



Birmingham, W.C.; Wadsworth, L.L.; Lassetter, J.H.; Graff, T.C.; Lauren, E.; Huang, M. COVID-19 lockdown: Impact on college students’ lives. J. Am. Coll. Health 2021, 71, 879–893. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Carvalho, P.O.; Huisdunker, T.; Carson, F. The impact of the COVID-19 lockdown on European students’ negative emotional symptoms: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Behav. Sci. 2022, 12, 3. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Viselli, L.; Salfi, F.; D’Atri, A.; Amicucci, G.; Ferrara, M. Sleep quality, insomnia symptoms, and depressive symptomatology among Italian university students before and during the COVID-19 lockdown. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 13346. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Chi, X.; Liang, K.; Chen, S.; Huang, Q.; Huang, L.; Yu, Q.; Jiao, C.; Guo, T.; Stubbs, B.; Hossain, M.M.; et al. Mental health problems among Chinese adolescents during the COVID-19: The importance of nutrition and physical activity. Int. J. Clin. Health Psychol. 2021, 21, 100218. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Wang, X.; Wang, Y.; Zhang, X.; Yang, W.; Yang, J. A large-scale cross-sectional study on mental health status among children and adolescents- Jiiangsu Province, China, 2022. China CDC Wkly. 2023, 5, 710–714. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Guo, C.; Tomson, G.; Keller, C.; Soderqvist, F. Prevalence and correlates of positive mental health in Chinese adolescents. BMC Public Health 2018, 18, 263. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Maslow, A.H. Motivation and Personality, 3rd ed.; Harper & Row: New York, NY, USA, 1987. [Google Scholar]

	



Fang, H. Why Is China’s Economy Slowing Down? 20 November 2023. Available online: https://now.tufts.edu/2023/11/20/why-chinas-economy-slowing-down#:~:text=The%20centralization%20of%20power%20has,worsening%20relationship%20with%20the%20West (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



Prasad, E.S. China Stumbles But Is Unlikely to Fall. December 2023. Available online: https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/fandd/issues/2023/12/China-bumpy-path-Eswar-Prasad (accessed on 10 May 2024).

	



The World Bank. GDP Growth (Annual %)—China. n.d. Available online: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?end=2022&locations=CN&start=2001 (accessed on 10 May 2024).








 





Table 1. Descriptive characteristics of youth (data: CGSS2021).
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	Variables
	Frequency
	Percentage
	Mean (SD)





	Age
	
	
	26.39 (5.092)



	Gender
	
	
	



	Male
	778
	45.1%
	



	Female
	948
	54.9%
	



	Ethnicity
	
	
	



	Han
	1582
	91.7%
	



	Minority
	144
	8.3%
	



	Education
	
	
	



	Middle school or less
	365
	21.2%
	



	High school or equivalent
	407
	23.6%
	



	Associate degree
	286
	16.6%
	



	College +
	666
	38.6%
	



	Self-reported health
	
	
	



	Poor or fair
	347
	20.1%
	



	Moderately healthy
	781
	45.3%
	



	Very healthy
	596
	34.6%
	



	Marital Status
	
	
	



	Never married
	959
	55.6%
	



	Other
	767
	44.4%
	










 





Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the happiness instrument (data: CGSS2021).
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	Items
	n
	Min
	Max
	Mean (SD)





	1, Society provides more opportunities
	596
	1
	6
	1.65 (0.903)



	2, I have become more capable over the years
	599
	1
	6
	4.86 (0.730)



	3, My life goals are fulfilling
	597
	1
	6
	4.74 (0.717)



	4, I am mostly idle
	597
	1
	6
	2.89 (1.215)



	5, I am unclear of how meaningful what I have done in my life is
	595
	1
	6
	2.75 (1.183)



	6, I fear body functions
	598
	1
	6
	2.65 (1.196)



	7, I am content compared to my peers
	595
	1
	6
	4.36 (0.997)



	8, I am satisfied with my family income
	598
	1
	6
	3.92 (1.211)



	9, I am worried about small things
	601
	1
	6
	3.13 (1.275)



	10, I am upset with my physical health
	601
	1
	6
	2.56 (1.165)



	11, I have a hard time maintaining friendship with others
	600
	1
	6
	2.48 (1.084)



	12, I like my personality
	597
	1
	6
	4.28 (1.120)



	13, I have fewer friends than most people.
	595
	1
	6
	2.95 (1.266)



	14, I am happy staying with my family
	600
	1
	6
	4.80 (0.883)



	15, I have worse luck than most people
	593
	1
	6
	2.74 (1.172)



	16, I am confident with societal development
	596
	1
	6
	4.79 (0.826)



	17, I am at a disadvantage compared to other
	593
	1
	6
	2.56 (1.020)



	18, I lose spirit when encountering unhappy things
	599
	1
	6
	2.84 (1.221)



	19, I have become more mature over time
	598
	1
	6
	4.73 (0.826)



	20, I have difficult times with my family
	597
	1
	6
	3.09 (1.308)



	21, I am satisfied with the natural environment
	599
	1
	6
	4.39 (1.047)










 





Table 3. Factor loadings for subjective happiness dimensions from factor analysis (data: CGSS2021).
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Factors

	
Items

	
Original Statement

	
Factor1

	
Factor2

	
Factor3

	
Factor4

	
Factor5






	
Physical and mental challenges

	
6

	
I fear my body functions.

	
0.645

	

	

	

	




	
9

	
I am worried about small things.

	
0.576

	

	

	

	




	
10

	
I am upset with my physical health.

	
0.793

	

	

	

	




	
11

	
I have a hard time maintaining friendships with others.

	
0.684

	

	

	

	




	
13

	
I have fewer friends than most people.

	
0.551

	

	

	

	




	
15

	
I have worse luck than most people.

	
0.481

	

	

	

	




	
17

	
I am at a disadvantage compared to others.

	
0.582

	

	

	

	




	
18

	
I lose spirit when encountering unhappy things.

	
0.560

	

	

	

	




	
Positive outlook

	
1

	
Society provides more opportunities.

	

	
0.621

	

	

	




	
2

	
I have become more capable over the years.

	

	
0.797

	

	

	




	
3

	
My life goals are fulfilling.

	

	
0.764

	

	

	




	
16

	
I am confident with societal development.

	

	
0.543

	

	

	




	
Sense of purpose

	
4

	
I am mostly idle.

	

	

	
0.811

	

	




	
5

	
I am unclear of how meaningful what I have done in my life is.

	

	

	
0.753

	

	




	
20

	
I have difficult times with my family.

	

	

	
0.458

	

	




	
Personal growth

	
12

	
I like my personality

	

	

	

	
0.680

	




	
14

	
I am happy staying with my family.

	

	

	

	
0.545

	




	
19

	
I have become more mature over time.

	

	

	

	
0.575

	




	
21

	
I am satisfied with the natural environment.

	

	

	

	
0.498

	




	
Self-fulfillment

	
7

	
I am content compared to my peers.

	

	

	

	

	
0.612




	
8

	
I am satisfied with my family income.

	

	

	

	

	
0.812











 





Table 4. Total variance explained from factor analysis (data: CGSS2021).
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	Factors
	Factor Names
	Eigenvalues
	Percentage of Variance
	Cumulative Percentage of Variance





	1
	Physical and mental challenges
	5.268
	25.085%
	25.085%



	2
	Positive outlook
	2.569
	12.234%
	37.319%



	3
	Sense of purpose
	1.289
	6.139%
	43.458%



	4
	Personal growth
	1.074
	5.116%
	48.574%



	5
	Self-fulfillment
	1.023
	4.870%
	53.444