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ABSTRACT. The present study investigated theoretically and empirically derived
similarities and diﬀerences between the constructs of enduring happiness and selfesteem. Participants (N = 621), retired employees ages 51–95, completed standardized measures of aﬀect, personality, psychosocial characteristics, physical
health, and demographics. The relations between each of the two target variables
(happiness and self-esteem) and the full set of remaining variables were assessed
through a series of successive statistical analyses: (1) simple Pearson’s correlations,
(2) partial correlations, and (3) hierarchical regression analyses. The results revealed
that happiness and self-esteem, while highly correlated (r = 0.58), presented unique
patterns of relations with the other measured variables. The best predictors of
happiness were the following: mood and temperamental traits (i.e., extraversion and
neuroticism), social relationships (lack of loneliness and satisfaction with friendships), purpose in life, and global life satisfaction. By contrast, self-esteem was best
predicted by dispositions related to agency and motivation (i.e., optimism and lack
of hopelessness). Implications for the understanding of happiness and self-esteem are
discussed.
KEY WORDS: aﬀect, agency, happiness, nomological net, personality, self-esteem,
subjective well-being

INTRODUCTION
Happiness and self-esteem appear, on the surface, to be inextricably
linked. In their everyday experience, happy individuals tend to feel
good about themselves, and people who lack self-worth and selfrespect are generally unhappy. Empirical evidence supports this
intuition, revealing moderate to high correlations between measures
of happiness and self-esteem (ranging from 0.36 to 0.58) (Andrews,
1991; A. Campbell et al., 1976; A. Campbell, 1981; Diener and
Diener, 1995; Fordyce, 1988; Kozma and Stones, 1978; Lyubomirsky
and Lepper, 1999; Schimmack et al., 2004). These associations are
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neither perfect nor consistent, however, leaving much of the variance
unexplained and prompting the need to further examine the similarities and diﬀerences between these two constructs.
Although few researchers would openly argue that happiness and
self-esteem are synonymous, self-esteem is often used as an index of
global happiness or psychological well-being (e.g., Baruch and
Barnett, 1986; Ryﬀ, 1989; Whitley, 1983). More common is the view
that happiness and self-esteem are so intimately related that it is
diﬃcult, if not impossible, to separate them conceptually. Indeed,
happiness may not be possible or realizable without a healthy dose of
self-conﬁdence and self-acceptance. William James (1910), for example, ‘‘spoke of well-being and self-esteem in the same breath’’
(Epstein, 1973, p. 405), positing that all three aspects of the self – the
material, the social, and the spiritual – are capable of evoking feelings
of happiness. Nearly a century later, in a review of the ensuing perspectives on happiness, Ryﬀ (1989) concluded that the most recurrent
criterion for positive well-being has been the individual’s sense of selfacceptance or self-esteem (see also Taylor and Brown, 1988; Myers,
1992; Diener, 1996). Many who are socialized in individualistic cultures may not even make a distinction between how happy they are
with their lives and how satisﬁed they are with themselves (Lucas
et al., 1996).
An alternate view holds that happiness and self-esteem are distinct
and discriminable constructs. Although self-esteem may seem crucial
and adaptive for happiness, it does not provide an adequate
description of happiness and may be unrelated to many of our most
happy or unhappy experiences (Parducci, 1995). Just as a good income, a good job, or a good marriage does not guarantee happiness
(see Diener, 1984; Diener et al., 1999), high self-esteem is not a sufﬁcient condition for happiness. This perspective may help explain
why the relationship between self-esteem and life satisfaction (a key
component of happiness) varies in individualist versus collectivist
cultures (Diener and Diener, 1995). Where the group and the community are valued more highly than the self, self-esteem may simply
not be as critical a source of happiness.
In the only study to date to analyze systematically the relationship
between self-esteem and well-being, Lucas and his colleagues (1996)
used multitrait-multimethod matrix analyses to show that life satisfaction is empirically distinguishable from self-esteem (see also
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Diener and Diener, 1995). A number of important questions have yet
to be explored, however: Are global happiness and self-esteem indeed
unique constructs and, if so, what is the nature of the diﬀerences
between them? Which characteristics discriminate between happy and
unhappy individuals and which ones discriminate between high selfesteem (HSE) and low self-esteem (LSE) individuals? These questions
are the focus of the current study.
Deﬁning Happiness and Self-Esteem
Happiness
Howard Mumford Jones once said that ‘‘happiness…belongs to that
category of words, the meaning of which everybody knows but the
deﬁnition of which nobody can give’’ (cited in Freedman, 1978).
Although happiness may have diﬀerent meanings for diﬀerent people,
most agree that it is a ‘‘glow’’ word (Parducci, 1995) – that is, a
pervasive and lasting sense that life is fulﬁlling, meaningful, and
pleasant (Myers, 1992). To study this sometimes elusive construct,
researchers have achieved a modest amount of agreement on how it
should be measured and deﬁned. The most widely accepted deﬁnition
is that of Diener and his colleagues, who prefer to use the label
subjective well-being, deﬁning it as a combination of life satisfaction
(a cognitive judgment) and the balance of the frequency of positive
and negative aﬀect (i.e., hedonic tone) (Larsen et al., 1985, Diener
et al., 1991).
Making the assumption that most people know whether they are
happy, a number of researchers have allowed the individuals being
measured to deﬁne happiness for themselves (e.g., Gurin et al., 1960;
Kozma and Stones, 1980; Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999). This
assumption is also made here. Most people are capable of reporting
on their own global happiness, and this judgment is not necessarily
equivalent to a simple aggregate of their recent levels of aﬀect and
ratings of life satisfaction (or, reports of their resources). For
example, one may conceivably consider oneself a very happy person,
despite leading only a somewhat happy life or not typically experiencing more positive than negative emotions. Thus, for our measure
of happiness in the present study, we use global, subjective
assessments of whether one is a happy or unhappy individual
(Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999; Lyubomirsky, 2001).
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Self-Esteem
Greater consensus exists regarding the deﬁnition of self-esteem. Selfesteem has been deﬁned as a global feeling of self-worth or adequacy
as a person, or generalized feelings of self-acceptance, goodness, and
self-respect (Coopersmith, 1967; Crocker and Major, 1989;
Rosenberg, 1965; Wylie, 1979). This global, personal judgment of
worthiness is characterized as the evaluative component of the self
(e.g., J. D. Campbell, 1990), and as distinct from collective or racial
self-esteem (Crocker and Major, 1989). According to Epstein (1973),
people have a basic need for self-esteem, and, at least in Western
cultures, they use numerous strategies to maintain it (Dunning et al.,
1995; Taylor and Brown, 1988; cf. Markus and Kitayama, 1991;
Diener and Diener, 1995). Self-esteem forms early in the course of
development, remains fairly constant over time, and is relatively
immune to change (J.D. Campbell, 1990).
Correlates and Potential Sources of Happiness and Self-Esteem
The more-or-less accepted deﬁnitions of happiness and self-esteem
suggest important diﬀerences between these two constructs, not the
least of which is that happiness is a broader and more overarching
concept, whereas self-esteem appears to be more speciﬁc and more
cognitive in nature. Thus, it is critical to delve deeper into the literature and explore the particular constructs that have been empirically
related to the two constructs – namely, what attributes characterize
people who are happy (vs. unhappy) and what attributes characterize
people who are high (vs. low) in self-esteem. Whether these attributes
happen to be quite comparable or quite distinct might oﬀer clues into
the diﬀerences and similarities between happiness and self-esteem.
Correlates of Happiness
Traits and dispositions. Typically, personality traits account for as
much as 40% to 50% of the proportion of the variability in well-being
(Diener et al., 1999); thus, traits and dispositions appear to be critical to
happiness. According to Myers and Diener (1995), four traits consistently characterize happy people: self-esteem (e.g., Kozma and Stones,
1978; Fordyce, 1988; Diener and Diener, 1995), optimism (A. Campbell, 1981; Carver and Gaines, 1987), extraversion (Costa and McCrae,
1980; Costa et al., 1981; Emmons and Diener, 1985; Headey and
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Wearing, 1989; Pavot et al., 1990; Brebner et al., 1995), and a sense of
personal mastery or control (Ryﬀ, 1989; Csikszentmihalyi and Wong,
1991; Grob et al., 1999). Thus, in general, happy individuals have social, outgoing personalities, as well as positive feelings about themselves, their sense of mastery, and the future. They are also more likely
to be active and energetic and less likely to be neurotic (DeNeve and
Cooper, 1998). These attitudes can be self-fulﬁlling, leading happy
people to experience more positive events (e.g., Headey and Wearing,
1989; Magnus et al., 1993) and more fulﬁlling social relationships,
which can further enhance well-being.
McCrae and Costa (1991) proposed two ways that traits might
inﬂuence well-being – temperamental and instrumental. The temperamental sequence is illustrated by a trait leading to a mood, and
then, in turn, both trait and mood bearing on happiness (Costa and
McCrae, 1980; McCrae and Costa, 1991). Similarly, Rusting (1998)
posited that traits predispose people to interpret events in a dispositionally congruent manner. Thus, happy people’s positive attitudes and judgments may lead them to perceive life experiences in a
way that sustains their positive moods (e.g., Lyubomirsky and
Tucker, 1998; cf. Lyubomirsky, 2001) – for example, by perceiving
control in their actions or by construing value in daily life events.
Notably, experimental evidence supports the temperamental
sequence for both extraversion and neuroticism. Speciﬁcally, results
show that extraverted individuals seem to experience positive events
as more intensely positive than do introverts, whereas individuals
high in neuroticism seem to experience negative events more negatively than do their more emotionally stable peers (Larsen and
Ketelaar, 1989).
In contrast, the instrumental causal sequence is illustrated by the
notion that particular traits compel people towards certain situations,
which lead to later happiness or unhappiness. The empirical evidence
supports this sequence as well. For example, in a recent study, the
relation between extraversion and happiness was partially mediated
by social aﬃliation and active leisure activities (Tkach and
Lyubomirsky, 2005). Even more convincing is a study of personality
and daily activities that found that extraverts chose to spend more
time in social situations than did introverts, and that extraverts
experienced greater positive aﬀect during chosen social situations
than during imposed solitary ones (Emmons et al., 1986).
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Social aﬃliation. One of the most important sources of happiness is
personal relationships (Argyle, 1987; Diener, 1984; Ryﬀ, 1989; Myers,
1992; Kahana et al., 1995; Myers and Diener, 1995). Numerous studies
support a link between happiness and friendship, marriage, intimacy,
and social support (e.g., see Lyubomirsky et al., in press, for a review).
For example, one study showed that those who named ﬁve or more
friends with whom they discussed important matters in the last
6 months were 60% more likely to report being ‘‘very happy’’ (cited in
Myers, 1992; see also Henderson et al., 1981). Indeed, people are
happiest when with friends (Csikszentmihalyi and Hunter, 2003). Also,
happy people are more likely to have friends who encourage and support them (Myers, 1992). A number of studies suggest that close
friendships can help buﬀer stress (Reis, 1984) and avert distress due to
loneliness, anxiety, boredom, and loss of self-esteem (Peplau and
Perlman, 1982; see Argyle, 1987). Not surprisingly, loneliness is inversely correlated with happiness, especially in older adults (Lee and
Ishii-Kuntz, 1987), and positively correlated with depression (Weeks et
al., 1980; Peplau and Perlman, 1982; Seligman, 1991).
Positive moods. The experience of happiness is marked by more
frequent positive aﬀective states than negative ones (Bradburn, 1969;
Diener et al., 1985b; Diener et al., 1991). Indeed, the possibility exists
that because people may rely on their moods at the time of judgment
to simplify the complex task of appraising their happiness (Schwarz
and Clore, 1983; Schwarz and Bohner, 1996), such appraisals may be
aﬀected by transient moods. However, although happiness reports
are somewhat dependent on mood, they are in fact relatively stable,
with good long-term reliability (see Diener, 1994, for a review).
Furthermore, daily mood is not consistently correlated with happiness (Lucas et al., 1996; Lyubomirsky and Tucker, 1998; Diener et al.,
1999), does not predict outcomes over and above levels of happiness
(e.g., Seidlitz and Diener, 1993; Lyubomirsky and Ross, 1997;
Lyubomirsky and Tucker, 1998), and peer reports of well-being
predict current well-being better than does transient mood (Pavot
and Diener, 1993). Thus, the evidence suggests that both current
mood and long-term aﬀect are reﬂected in measures of happiness
(Diener, 1984). In addition, when people are asked to describe how
they decide whether they are happy, the decisions are predominantly
based on aﬀect (Ross et al., 1986).
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Satisfaction with life. Since subjective well-being is commonly deﬁned as an aggregate of life satisfaction and the balance of aﬀect, it is
not surprising that happy individuals demonstrate both global satisfaction with their lives (see Diener, 1984; Argyle, 1987; Myers and
Diener, 1995, for reviews) and satisfaction within speciﬁc life domains,
such as work, recreation, friendship, marriage, health, and the self (A.
Campbell, 1981; Argyle, 1987; Eysenck, 1990; Lepper, 1996; Diener et
al., 1999). An inﬂuential ‘‘top-down’’ view is that happiness inﬂuences
one’s outlook, which ‘‘colors’’ one’s perceptions of speciﬁc domains
(Stones and Kozma, 1986; Feist et al., 1995; Veenhoven, 1997). However, evidence also suggests that happiness results in part from a
summation of various domains of satisfaction (Feist et al., 1995).
Satisfaction of psychological needs. Although a large number of
psychological needs have been proposed, recently researchers have
begun to focus on three universal needs – competence, autonomy, and
relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Regardless of the number of needs
put forward, however, theorists agree that the satisfaction of needs is
related to well-being (e.g., Rogers, 1961; Maslow, 1970; Omodei and
Wearing, 1990), and research supports this relationship. For example,
a diary study demonstrated that people’s self-reported ‘‘good days’’
were days in which they were feeling above their baseline in competency and autonomy – that is, they felt capable and self-motivated
(Sheldon et al., 1996). Research provides additional support for this
linkage at the daily level (Reis et al., 2000), as well as for longer-term
periods (e.g., Omodei and Wearing, 1990; Sheldon and Elliot, 1999).
Demographics and life events. Finally, the literature on happiness is
marked by the robust ﬁnding that ‘‘external blessings’’ – namely,
demographic variables and life circumstances – are less important than
a happy disposition. For example, smaller-than-expected correlations
have been found between well-being and objective variables such as
income, age, gender, race, occupation, education, religion, children,
and life events in both younger and older adults (see Diener et al., 1999;
Lyubomirsky, 2005, for reviews; see also George, 1978).
Correlates of Self-Esteem
Most investigations of self-esteem have been concerned with the
thoughts, moods, and actions – often observed in college students in
the laboratory – that are associated with high versus low levels of the
construct (e.g., Crocker and Major, 1989). For example, relative to
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people with low self-esteem, those with high self-esteem have been
found to possess clearer self-concepts (J.D. Campbell and Lavallee,
1993); to be less vulnerable to depression (e.g., Harter, 1993; Tennen
and Aﬄeck, 1993; see also Kernis et al., 1993) and anxiety (Fleming
and Courtney, 1984); to be more resilient to self-image threats
(Spencer et al., 1993); and to be more likely to savor positive aﬀect
(Wood et al., 2003), to persist in the face of failure (DiPaula and
J. D. Campbell, 2002), and to perceive negative feedback as a challenge rather than a threat (Seery et al., 2004). It should be noted,
however, that little empirical research on self-esteem has been conducted with the elderly, who were the subject of our study.
Agency and competence. Although less research has addressed the
relationship between self-esteem and stable, dispositional constructs,
some clues regarding the source of feelings of self-worth are provided
in theoretical accounts of self-esteem. For example, according to one
theoretical perspective, self-esteem is gained through eﬃcacious and
successful navigation of one’s environment, whereby one acquires a
sense of control, competence, and ability (Bandura, 1977; Crocker
and Major, 1989; cf. Van Tuinen and Ramanaiah, 1979). Furthermore, according to a developmental perspective, self-worth is derived
from having a sense of competence in domains that are valued by the
individual and important signiﬁcant others (Harter, 1993).
Thus, self-esteem would be expected to be closely linked with a
sense of agency or mastery and control of one’s environment. Indeed,
the notion that a sense of personal control is critical to self-concept
and self-esteem has been endorsed by a number of theorists (e.g.,
Fenichel, 1945; Heider, 1958; White, 1959; see Taylor and Brown,
1988, for a review).
Positive expectations. Self-esteem is also highly correlated with
optimism and lack of hopelessness in college students (Scheier et al.,
1994; Lucas et al., 1996; see also Tennen and Aﬄeck, 1993). Optimists anticipate bright futures and expect favorable outcomes for
their actions. Thus, one might expect optimists to persist longer and
harder through life’s tasks and challenges, creating self-fulﬁlling
prophecies, and, consequently, bolstering their self-regard.
In sum, it would appear that self-esteem is strongly related to
motivational constructs such as optimism, mastery, and competence
– that is, feelings that one is a competent agent, capable of success.
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The Present Study
Our examination of the relevant literatures points to marked diﬀerences between the constructs that are empirically and theoretically
linked to happiness, compared with those linked to self-esteem. Indeed, happiness and self-esteem seem to share high correlations only
with a sense of mastery, optimism, and hopefulness. In the present
study, we examine a comprehensive set of variables to assess previously unexplored relationships involving happiness and self-esteem.
The primary approach undertaken in the current study was to
examine the ‘‘nomological networks’’ of both happiness and selfesteem – that is, to determine those factors that are most strongly
associated with each construct (Lucas et al., 1996). Establishing that
happiness and self-esteem each have a unique nomological net of
relationships supports their discriminant validity and provides clues
to the diﬀerences and similarities between them.
Unlike much of the literature reviewed here, the present study used
a sample of retired adults, ages 51–95. This sample oﬀers several
advantages, including the opportunity to bolster the generalizability
of previous ﬁndings. In contrast to a college sample, an older sample
may more accurately reﬂect the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of
the general population in everyday life (Sears, 1986). In addition,
unlike undergraduates, older people arguably have relatively stronger
self-deﬁnitions and more certain and solidiﬁed attitudes. They have
conceivably enjoyed a long life to reﬂect on and judge their personality, feelings, and beliefs – e.g., whether they have achieved their
cherished goals, how happy or optimistic or neurotic they truly are,
or how much they genuinely accept and like themselves, their friends,
or their activities.
Much more empirical research using elderly samples has focused on
well-being than on self-esteem. Self-esteem tends to be viewed as
important during the formative years and not the retirement years, and
researchers’ interest in it appears to wane with the age of participants
(e.g., Dietz, 1996). By contrast, the experience of happiness has been an
enduring concern of gerontologists, in part because some of the predictors of happiness are correlated with age and because happiness is
frequently taken to indicate successful adaptation to aging (Schulz,
1985; Whitbourne, 1985; Baker et al., 1992). According to Freedman
(1978), older people who are happy are more likely to feel acceptance
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and satisfaction with their lives than younger folks, are more certain
that their lives have meaning and direction, and are more conﬁdent in
their guiding values. Paradoxically, they may also be more optimistic
than younger people because most of their important decisions – i.e.,
regarding their accomplishments, relationships, and loves – have already been made. Indeed, older individuals have been found to report
higher levels of happiness than younger ones (Roberts and Chapman,
2000; Sheldon and Kasser, 2001).
In contrast, inconsistent results have been found regarding age
diﬀerences in sources of self-esteem (e.g., Wylie, 1979; Gove et al.,
1989; Ryﬀ, 1989; Coleman et al., 1993; Atchley, 1994; Brandtstadter
and Greve, 1994; Dietz, 1996). This pattern may be a consequence of
two opposing processes (Tennen and Aﬄeck, 1993), which could lead
to declines in the stability of self-esteem during middle and old age
(Trzesniewski et al., 2003). The usual suspects of self-esteem
enhancement (e.g., in Western culture – power and status, career
success, beauty, athletic ability, etc.) are less available in old age.
Furthermore, one’s peers and mentors, who probably have played an
important role in boosting one’s self-esteem, may have passed away,
and one’s health has begun to decline. On the other hand, with
maturity, people are able to gain conﬁdence in their abilities and alter
their goals adaptively and appropriately – for example, by relinquishing some of their unattainable dreams and accepting their failings as well as their gifts.
Following our earlier discussion of previous work, we hypothesized that self-reported happiness, assessed with the Subjective
Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999), would be related
to self-reported positive aﬀect, need satisfaction, satisfaction with
one’s life as a whole as well as with a variety of life domains, temperamental traits (an extraverted demeanor and a lack of neuroticism), an optimistic outlook, a sense of mastery, fulﬁlling social
relationships (e.g., satisfaction with one’s family and friends, social
support, lack of loneliness), and a sense of purpose in life. Objective
characteristics and circumstances – such as sex, age, and life events –
were not expected to correlate strongly with happiness.
With respect to self-esteem (assessed with Rosenberg’s (1965)
widely used scale), previous theoretical and empirical work led us to
expect a signiﬁcant association with agentic dispositions such as
optimism, a sense of mastery or control, and an inverse association
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with hopelessness. However, due to a paucity of research, no speciﬁc
predictions were made about the relationship between self-esteem and
other factors. Finally, we examined links between happiness and selfesteem, respectively, and a set of additional potentially important
constructs. For example, given our older sample, several variables
tapping health were included – namely, perceptions of one’s health,
physical symptoms, physical functioning, severity of pain, and energy
level. Research has demonstrated a consistent relationship between
poor health status and unhappiness and distress, especially in older
people (Okun et al., 1984; Lubin et al., 1988; for reviews, see
Pressman and Cohen, in press). However, other studies have found
that when other factors are taken into account, subjective health
status has little eﬀect on happiness levels (see Diener, 1994). Presumably, however, the happiness of older folks may be more strongly
related to their health than that of younger ones.

METHOD
Sample
Participants were retired employees of a large utility company serving
much of Southern California. A systematic, computer-driven procedure was used by the company to select a random subsample of the
names and addresses of individuals from the company’s population
of retirees. The sample was comprised of 621 individuals, ages
ranging from 51 to 95 (M = 70), who were 80% male, 80% married,
and 96% Caucasian. They were typically well-educated (56% with at
least some college education) and had been retired for an average of
10 years. Only 10% of the participants were widowed (n = 65), with
the average time since widowhood equaling 7.5 years. In addition,
fully 85% of this sample reported sharing a residence with at least one
other.
Procedures and Measures
Self-report questionnaires were mailed to the home addresses of the
participants, who were asked to complete them at their leisure and
while alone. Respondents returned the completed questionnaires in a
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postage-paid envelope and were not compensated for their time. With
the exception of demographics, all measures used in this study are
described in Table I. Henceforth, the variables happiness1 and selfesteem will be referred to as the ‘‘target’’ variables, whereas all other
variables of interest will be referred to as the ‘‘measured’’ variables.

RESULTS
Overview of Statistical Analyses
Our primary aim was to explore the similarities and diﬀerences between the two target variables, happiness and self-esteem. To this end,
we performed a conﬁrmatory factor analysis on our two target variables; computed simple zero-order and partial correlations between
the target variables and the measured variables; and, ﬁnally, performed hierarchical regression analyses on a subset of the variables.
First, a conﬁrmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to test
whether a one-factor or a two-factor solution ﬁt the data best. That
is, we set out to test whether happiness and self-esteem share so much
construct overlap that they are indistinguishable in the population, or
whether they are related but distinguishable constructs.
Second, zero-order Pearson’s correlations were computed separately for happiness and self-esteem with each measured variable. The
aim of these analyses was to examine the similarity and uniqueness of
associations among the two target variables with the measured variables. Furthermore, we computed dependent sample Z-scores to test
the magnitude of the diﬀerences between the correlations for happiness and those for self-esteem across each measured variable. The
eﬀect size index described by Cohen (1977) was used to determine the
relative size of the zero-order correlations. We focused primarily on
those measured variables that demonstrated a ‘‘large’’ relation to the
target variables (i.e., r ‡ 0.50) and had signiﬁcant Z-scores.
Third, partial correlations were computed to test the independent
relationships between each of the target variables and the measured
variables (cf. Block and Kremen, 1996). These partial correlations
provided information about the strength of the association between
one target variable with each measured variable, while controlling for
the inﬂuence of the other target variable. Here, our focus was on
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Measure

Happiness

Self-esteem

Domain satisfactionsa

Energy Level

Extraversion

Health perceptions

Hopelessness

Life satisfaction

Loneliness

Mood state

Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999):
Levels of global and comparative subjective
happiness (7-point).
Rosenberg (1965): Global feelings of self-worth
(4-point).
Michalos (1985): Includes satisfaction with health,
family relations, friendships, housing, residential area,
recreation, self-esteem, transportation, education,
and marital relationship (7-point).
Stewart et al. (1992): Fatigue and energy in the last
four weeks (6-category).
Eysenck and Eysenck’s (1985) short form:
Dispositional extraversion (Yes/No).
Stewart et al. (1992): Ratings of current state of
health (5-category).
Beck et al. (1974): Hopeful feelings about life and
expectations for the future (4-point).
Diener et al. (1985): Ratings of general life
satisfaction (7-point).
Hays and DiMatteo (1987): Feelings of loneliness
and isolation in the last 4 weeks (4-point)
Rating of present mood (7-point).

Description

Descriptive statistics of the measured variables

TABLE I

5.86

0.72

4.15

0.70

2.79

0.65

3.18

5.48

1.05

0.67

5.36

0.48

0.72

0.24

0.96

0.78

0.42

0.93

5.67

2.36

SD

M

–

0.89

0.89

0.93

0.75

0.71

0.91

–

0.87

0.86

a
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Negative aﬀect

Neuroticism

Optimism

Pain severity

Physical symptoms

Positive aﬀect

Purpose in life

Recent experiences

Items

Need satisfaction

Measure

Omodei and Wearing (1990): Based on Murray’s
needs; measures levels of need fulﬁllment across 15
separate needs (7-point).
Bradburn (1969): Levels of negative aﬀect during the
past few weeks (Yes/No).
Eysenck and Eysenck’s (1985) short form:
Dispositional neuroticism (Yes/No).
Scheier and Carver’s (1985) Life Orientation Test:
Dispositional optimism (4-point).
Sherbourne (1992): Interference in daily life caused by
pain (5-category) and overall level of pain severity
(6-category).
Sherbourne et al. (1992): Physical symptoms
experienced in the last 4 weeks (6-category).
Bradburn (1969): Levels of positive aﬀect during
the past few weeks (Yes/No).
Crumbaugh’s (1968) short form: Sense of purpose
and meaning in life (4-point).
Henderson et al. (1981): List of life events during the
previous year. Divided into negative and positive events
via three expert raters (interrater reliability = 0.91).
Negative Events (31 items)
Positive Events (10 items)

Description

Continued

TABLE I

2.68
0.08

5.41

0.78

2.16
0.08

0.71

0.26

0.54

1.04

1.30

0.74

0.41

0.19

2.14

0.14

0.23

0.84

5.29

0.15

SD

M

–
–

0.83

0.69

–

0.82

0.85

0.68

0.65

0.93

a
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12

Social support

Pearlin et al. (1981): Perception that life changes
are under one’s control (4-category).
Sherbourne and Stewart (1991): Levels of perceived social
supports available during the previous month (4-category).
3.14

2.02
0.96

0.35

0.95

0.73

Note: Mean value (M) represents the mean scale score. Higher values represent greater levels of the variable. SD, standard deviation; a,
Cronbach’s alpha. ‘‘–’’ denotes that computation of alpha reliability was not appropriate.aDescriptive statistics are provided for the
composite of domain satisfactions and not separately across the individual domains.

7

Sense of mastery

TABLE I
Continued
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those variables that demonstrated a ‘‘medium’’ partial relation to the
target variables (i.e., rp ‡ 0.30).
Finally, we focused on those variables that appeared to be
dominant predictors of the target variables – that is, those variables
that emerged as signiﬁcant predictors even after controlling for the
eﬀects of other measured variables. To that end, a series of hierarchical regression analyses were performed, such that happiness
and self-esteem were regressed on the measured variables. The
advantage of this study, with its large set of measured variables, is
that it provided the opportunity to determine the relative strength
of the association between each target variable and the measured
variables, while taking into account other measured variables.
Concerns regarding the inter-relatedness of the numerous predictor
variables (i.e., multicollinearity) were addressed by reducing the
total number of measured variables into smaller, theoretically
important subsets.
In sum, the successive steps of our analytic strategy allowed us to
narrow down the full set of measured variables to a more parsimonious
set of constructs that were both strongly and diﬀerentially related to
happiness and self-esteem. These ﬁnal variables would have jumped all
the hurdles we had placed in their paths. In the ﬁnal hour, these variables would have met the following four criteria: First, the measured
variable’s zero-order correlation with the target variable was ‘‘large.’’
Second, the measured variable’s zero-order correlation with the target
variable was signiﬁcantly larger than that with the comparison target
variable. Third, the measured variable’s partial correlation with the
target variable, controlling for the comparison target variable,
remained ‘‘high’’. Finally, the measured variable was a signiﬁcant
predictor of the target variable in a hierarchical multiple regression.
Relations Between the Target Variables and Demographics
Characteristics
Happiness
Although education level has been consistently, albeit slightly, related
to happiness in national probability samples (cf. Diener et al., 1999), it
was not here. Likewise, the consistent relationship of marital status to
happiness or well-being (e.g., Mastekaasa, 1994) was not replicated.
Most participants in our sample were married, however, precluding a
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meaningful analysis of this association. Happiness was also unrelated
to age, living arrangement (alone or not), and time since widowhood.
The only demographic variable in this sample to hold a signiﬁcant
relationship with happiness was gender, with females reporting slightly
higher levels of happiness than males, t(611) = 2.15; p < 0.04,
d = 0.17.
Self-Esteem
Higher education was signiﬁcantly related to higher self-esteem
(r = 0.12; p < 0.003), as was younger age (r = )0.12; p < 0.003).
Additionally, married respondents reported a higher level of selfesteem than non-married ones, t(614) = )2.38; p < 0.02, d = 0.19,
but self-esteem was not signiﬁcantly associated with living arrangement or gender.
Conﬁrmatory Factor Analysis of the Target Variables
According to the results of the CFA, the single factor solution yielded
the following ﬁt indices: k2(77) = 558.51, CFI = 0.87, RMSEA
= 0.10. In contrast, the two factor solution yielded these ﬁt indices:
k2(76) = 340.89, CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.08. Thus, a two factor
solution ﬁt the data signiﬁcantly better than a one factor solution,
Dk2(1) = 217.62, p < 0.001. So, although happiness and self-esteem
are highly correlated (r = 0.58, p < 0.001; r = 0.63 when placed in
the model and corrected for measurement error), they are indeed
separable constructs.
Associations Among the Target Variables and the Measured Variables
Zero-Order Correlations and Partial Correlations
Displayed in Table II are the zero-order correlations (columns one
and three) and partial correlations (columns two and four) for each
target variable with the set of measured variables. (Pearson r’s ‡ 0.50
and partial correlations rp’s ‡ 0.30 are displayed in bold). For each set
of zero-order correlations (e.g., happiness with extraversion and selfesteem with extraversion), a dependent sample Z-test (Meng et al.,
1992) was conducted to determine whether the two observed eﬀect
sizes are signiﬁcantly diﬀerent (see column ﬁve). Despite the fact that
diﬀerences in reliability between each of the measured variables could
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pose limits on the correlations, these analyses proved useful in
examining diﬀerences in the magnitude of associations between the
target and measured variables. Along with the hierarchical regression
analyses (see below), these three sets of results displayed in Table II –
simple correlations, partial correlations, and Z-tests – were subsequently used to determine the substantive diﬀerences between our
two target variables, happiness and self-esteem – that is, to establish
their unique ‘‘nomological nets.’’ The results of these analyses thus
will be described in detail in the Discussion section.
Hierarchical Regression Analyses
Two hierarchical regression models were computed. In each model,
the target variable (happiness or self-esteem) was regressed onto the
measured variables. Speciﬁcally, the other target variable (the covariate) was entered into the model at Step 1, and then the measured
variables were entered into the model at Step 2. In this manner, we
obtained the unique contribution to variance of each measured variable on the target variable (e.g., happiness) while controlling for the
other target variable (e.g., self-esteem).
To reduce multicollinearity, and for the sake of parsimony, we
included in the models only the variables with the greatest theoretical
importance with regard to happiness and self-esteem; thus, the health
measures were omitted. Furthermore, we omitted the life satisfaction
and mood scales from the analyses to reduce theoretical construct
overlap between these variables and the target variable happiness, as
happiness is often deﬁned as a combination of life satisfaction and
hedonic tone (Diener et al., 1985a, b, 1991).
As shown on the left side of Table III, the ﬁrst model indicates
that happiness is best predicted (in order of beta coeﬃcient size) by:
(1) domain satisfaction, (2) purpose in life, (3) loneliness (inversely),
(4) extraversion, and (5) neuroticism (inversely). Together, the measured variables accounted for a fair proportion of happiness variance
(DR2 = 0.25; adjusted R2 = 0.58 with self-esteem added).
In contrast, the dominant unique predictors of self-esteem were (1)
optimism and (2) hopelessness (inversely), followed by (3) need satisfaction and (4) domain satisfaction (DR2=0.38; adjusted R2 = 0.71
with happiness added). It is noteworthy that overall domain satisfaction was the only measured variable that emerged as a unique
predictor of both target variables, albeit to a diﬀerent degree.
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TABLE II
Correlational results for happiness and self-esteem and their diﬀerences across the
measured variables
Measured variable

Happiness
Zero-order

Domain satisfaction (All) 0.68
Area live in
0.29
Education
0.27
Family relations
0.41
Finances
0.35
Friendships
0.50
Health
0.43
Housing
0.43
Life right now
0.68
Marital status
0.37
Recreation
0.51
Religion
0.28
Self-esteem
0.62
Transportation
0.34
Energy level
0.52
Extravseion
0.36
Health Perceptions
0.44
Hopelessness
0.54
Loneliness
0.60
Mood State
0.74
Need satisfaction (All)
0.62
Achievement
0.50
Aﬃliation
0.51
Change
0.50
Cognitive structure
0.56
Control
0.47
Creativity
0.32
Exhibition
0.37
Impulsivity
0.32
Play
0.41
Purpose and meaning
0.53
Self-esteem
0.57
Sentience
0.41
Social recognition
0.46
Succorance
0.42
Understanding
0.34
Negative aﬀect
)0.49
Negative events
)0.28
Neuroticism
)0.50
Optimism
0.60

Self-esteem
Partial
0.50
0.17
–
0.28
0.18
0.36
0.29
0.28
0.53
0.27
0.38
0.21
0.42
0.20
0.35
0.24
0.28
)0.19
0.41
0.64
0.39
0.21
0.32
0.29
0.32
0.23
0.10
0.18
0.18
0.25
0.28
0.30
0.26
0.26
0.28
0.12
)0.38
)0.21
)0.34
0.28

Zero-order
0.60
0.27
0.39
0.34
0.38
0.39
0.35
0.37
0.56
0.28
0.39
0.19
0.60
0.31
0.46
0.31
0.41
0.74
0.53
0.52
0.67
0.63
0.49
0.52
0.59
0.53
0.41
0.40
0.32
0.38
0.60
0.66
0.36
0.47
0.36
0.43
)0.35
)0.19
)0.44
0.80

Z-score
Partial
0.35
0.13
0.30
0.14
0.23
0.14
0.14
0.17
0.27
0.09
0.13
–
0.37
0.15
0.23
0.13
0.21
0.63
)0.29
0.15
0.48
0.48
0.27
0.32
0.40
0.36
0.29
0.25
0.17
0.20
0.42
0.49
0.16
0.28
0.16
0.30
)0.09
–
)0.21
0.69

2.47
–
)3.48
2.07
–
3.41
2.39
–
4.60
2.41
3.73
2.25
–
–
–
–
–
)8.05
)2.15
8.73
–
)4.35
–
–
–
)2.07
)2.78
–
–
–
)2.32
)3.29
–
–
–
)2.65
)4.31
)2.41
)2.06
)8.52
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TABLE II
Continued
Measured variable

Happiness
Zero-order

Pain severity
)0.24
Physical symptoms )0.29
Positive aﬀect
0.54
Positive events
–
Purpose in life
0.67
Satisfaction with life 0.67
Sense of mastery
0.55
Social support
0.33

Self-esteem
Partial
)0.11
)0.15
0.40
–
0.48
0.53
0.29
0.18

Zero-order
)0.28
)0.29
0.42
–
0.63
0.49
0.62
0.34

Z-score
Partial
)0.17
)0.16
0.16
–
0.40
0.18
0.45
0.19

–
–
3.81
–
–
6.06
)2.69
–

Note: All correlation coeﬃcients and Z-values are signiﬁcant at p < 0.05 except
those marked ‘‘–.’’ Pearson r’s ‡ 0.50 and partial correlations rp’s ‡ 0.30 are in bold.

Although the results are not shown here, we reran the models with
mood state and life satisfaction as additional predictors. When mood
and life satisfaction were included in the happiness model, they
emerged as the dominant predictors and accounted for an additional
11% of happiness variance; however, they failed to be signiﬁcantly
related to self-esteem in the self-esteem model and did not account for
any additional variance in that model.
DISCUSSION
In this study, several criteria were used to determine the substantive
diﬀerences between our two target variables, happiness and self-esteem. At the outset, however, we needed to establish that happiness
and self-esteem are distinguishable constructs. The CFA provided
empirical evidence that, although happiness and self-esteem are related, they are indeed separable. Next, we set out to identify which
measured variables were most strongly associated with each of these
two target variables. A strong unique relationship was established by
satisfying the four criteria represented in Table IV – namely, the
relation between the measured variable and the target variable needed
(1) to be strong (i.e., r ‡ 0.50); (2) to be stronger for one target variable than another; (3) to remain moderately strong after controlling
for the other target variable (i.e., rp ‡ 0.30); and (4) to remain sig-
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TABLE III
Hierarchical regression analyses predicting happiness and self-esteem from the
measured variables
Measured variables

Target variables
Happiness

Step 1
Covariate
DR2=
Step 2
Domain satisfaction
Extraversion
Hopelessness
Loneliness
Mastery
Need satisfaction
Negative events
Neuroticism
Optimism
Positive events
Purpose in life
Social support
DR2=

Self-esteem

B

SEB

b

B

SEB

b

1.31

0.08
0.33

0.58

0.25

0.02
0.33

0.58

0.35
0.40
)0.05
)0.25
0.08
0.10
)0.02
)0.36
0.20
)0.03
0.22
)0.07

0.05
0.12
0.09
0.07
0.09
0.05
0.01
0.16
0.12
0.03
0.06
0.04
0.25

0.27
0.10
)0.03
)0.17
0.03
0.09
)0.04
)0.08
0.08
)0.03
0.17
)0.06

0.05
0.00
)0.24
)0.03
0.05
0.09
0.00
0.02
0.42
0.00
)0.02
)0.01

0.02
0.04
)0.03
0.02
0.03
0.02
0.01
0.06
0.04
0.01
0.02
0.01
0.38

0.09
0.00
)0.27
)0.05
0.04
0.17
0.02
0.01
0.41
0.00
)0.03
)0.02

Note: Correlation coeﬃcients signiﬁcant at p < 0.05 are in bold.

niﬁcant after controlling for the other measured variables. Because
the third and fourth criteria were the most stringent, the variables
that satisﬁed these criteria for happiness and self-esteem, respectively,
were considered to have the strongest unique relationships with these
constructs. Indeed, the variables that met these last two criteria for
one target variable, but not the other, are the ones that underscore
the diﬀerences between happiness and self-esteem.
Figure 1 oﬀers an alternative presentation of our data. Included in
the ﬁgure are measured variables that were considered theoretically
important based on prior research or were variables that satisﬁed either
both criterion one and two in Table IV or at least criterion three or
four.2 Hence, Figure 1 is, in essence, the ‘‘master’’ visual presentation
of our ﬁndings. The reader should be forewarned that this ﬁgure is not a
mathematical representation, but, rather, a simple visual display of the
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TABLE IV
The variables most highly related to happiness and self-esteem
Variable

Criteriaa
Happiness

Domain satisfaction (All)
Friendships
Life right now
Recreation
Self-esteem
Energy level
Extraversion
Hopelessness
Loneliness
Mood State
Need satisfaction (All)
Achievement
Aﬃliation
Cognitive structure
Control
Purpose and meaning
Self-esteem
Understanding
Negative aﬀect
Neuroticism
Optimism
Positive aﬀect
Purpose in life
Satisfaction with life
Sense of mastery

Self-Esteem

1

2

3

4

1

X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X

2

3

4

X

X

X
X

X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

Note: X = satisﬁed criterion. aThe ﬁve columns reﬂect the following criteria: (1)
the measured variable’s zero-order correlation with the target variable is greater
than 0.50; (2) the measured variable’s zero-order correlation with the target
variable is signiﬁcantly larger than that with the comparison target variable; (3)
the measured variable’s partial correlation with the target variable, controlling for
the comparison target variable, is greater than 0.30; and (4) the measured variable
is a signiﬁcant predictor of the target variable in a hierarchical multiple
regression.

results, which will help guide our discussion. Speciﬁcally, this ﬁgure is a
two-dimensional presentation of the magnitude of partial correlations
between the measured variables and the two target variables. Partial
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Figure 1. Visual display of partial correlations between the target variables (happiness and self-esteem) and the measured variables.

correlation coeﬃcients for self-esteem are represented on the x-axis,
and partial correlation coeﬃcients for happiness are represented on the
y-axis. Thus, Figure 1 shows the relative unique associations between
our measured variables and our target variables. Variables that were
inversely related to the target variables carry a minus sign. Furthermore, variables that emerged as dominant predictors in the multiple
regression analysis are displayed in bold and marked with an asterisk
(indicating a dominant predictor of happiness) or a dagger (indicating a
dominant predictor of self-esteem).
The dashed lines at rp = 0.30 represent our third criterion (i.e.,
partial correlation ‡ 0.30). These dotted lines serve to divide the twodimensional space into four quadrants. The variables located in
Quadrants 1 and 3 are reasonably equally related to happiness and
self-esteem. Variables in Quadrant 1 are empirically less important,
showing partial correlation coeﬃcients less than 0.3. Variables in
Quadrant 3, by contrast, showed strong partial correlations with both
of the target variables, but they do not serve to discriminate our
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target variables. The variables in Quadrants 2 and 4 are more closely
related to one target variable than to another; variables in Quadrant
2 are uniquely related to happiness, whereas variables in Quadrant 4
are uniquely related to self-esteem. Because the variables in Quadrants 2 and 4 serve to highlight the diﬀerences between happiness and
self-esteem, they serve as the focus of our discussion.
Two general conclusions can be derived from Figure 1. The ﬁrst is
simple and undisputed and that is that happiness and self-esteem are
clearly, and at times predictably, related to diﬀerent constructs. The
second one, subject to debate, concerns the exact nature of these
diﬀerences.

Quadrant 1: Empirically Relatively Less Important Variables Equally
Related to Happiness and Self-Esteem
First among the variables that are empirically relatively less important to happiness and self-esteem are demographic variables (not
included in the ﬁgure). As expected, demographic variables and
‘‘objective’’ life circumstances were not strongly related to happiness.
Indeed, such variables account for no more than a small proportion
of the variance in individual diﬀerences in levels of well-being (e.g.,
Costa et al., 1987; Diener et al., 1999; Lyubomirsky, 2001). Thus, age,
marital status, level of education, living arrangement, and time since
widowhood did not discriminate happy and unhappy individuals.
Similarly, demographic variables were, in general, not strongly
related to self-esteem.
Unlike demographic variables, however, extraversion (E) and
negative events (NE) are theoretically important to happiness and
self-esteem, and, therefore, deserve mention. Although extraversion
did not meet our ﬁrst three criteria, it did demonstrate a stronger
partial correlation to happiness (r = 0.24) than to self-esteem
(r = 0.13) and was a dominant predictor of happiness in the
regression analysis (criterion four). The zero-order correlation
between extraversion and happiness found in this investigation
(r = 0.36) was somewhat larger than the average correlation
(r = 0.17) found in a meta-analysis of 137 studies, but was within the
range of correlations reported (DeNeve and Cooper, 1998). Thus, our
ﬁndings for extraversion are consistent with previous theoretical
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propositions and empirical research concerning the links between
traits and happiness (Costa and McCrae, 1980; McCrae and Costa,
1991; DeNeve and Cooper, 1998).
Similarly, although negative life events (NE) fell within Quadrant
1 of our ﬁgure, this factor was clearly related more to happiness
than to self-esteem in this population. The small correlation
between negative events and happiness is not surprising, given
research showing that, although life’s events certainly inﬂuence wellbeing, these eﬀects tend to dissipate over time (e.g., Brickman et al.,
1978; Suh et al., 1996). Furthermore, the lack of an association
between negative events and self-esteem may be due to the nature of
the negative events measured. Speciﬁcally, the types of negative
events listed (e.g., death or illness of a family member, behavior of a
family member or friend been a problem, and something stolen)
might prompt a negative emotional response, but not necessarily
self-blame.

Quadrant 3: Empirically Important Variables Equally Related to
Happiness and Self-esteem
In contrast to the variables in Quadrant 1, the variables in Quadrant
3 – namely, purpose in life (PL), general domain satisfaction (DS),
and general need satisfaction (NS) – were found to be equally, and
strongly, related to both happiness and self-esteem.
Although purpose and meaning in life – that is, having valued
goals, objectives for living, and a sense of directedness – emerged as a
dominant predictor of happiness in the hierarchical regression analyses, it also fell into Quadrant 3 of our visual display. These mixed
results may be a product of the nature of the construct of purpose in
life and its potential eﬀects on both psychological well-being and selfesteem. For example, Ryﬀ and colleagues have found that feeling that
one’s life is purposeful and meaningful is associated with psychological well-being (Ryﬀ, 1989; Ryﬀ and Keyes, 1995). Furthermore,
this factor is likely to gain signiﬁcance as one ages – an important
consideration given the age range of our sample. Therefore, it is not
surprising that purpose in life emerged as a dominant predictor of
happiness. Importantly, however, Ryﬀ’s (1989) conclusions about
positive psychological functioning center on agentic themes (e.g., self-
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directedness and valued goals). Thus, we would expect purpose in life
also to be strongly related to an individual’s sense of worth and
competency – that is, his or her self-esteem.
The composites for domain satisfaction and need satisfaction were
equally related to our two target variables. However, it is worth
noting that, with the exception of satisfaction with one’s self-esteem
(DSSE), speciﬁc individual domain and need satisfaction items were
uniquely related to either happiness or self-esteem. Consequently, it is
not surprising that the composite scores, which incorporate all the
individual facets, were relatively equally related to both target variables. Because the unique relations involving the individual domainspeciﬁc items may highlight the diﬀerences between happiness and
self-esteem, they will be discussed further below.
Quadrant 2: Empirically Important Variables Closely Related
to Happiness
Several measured variables were uniquely related to happiness but not
to self-esteem – namely, present mood state (MS), satisfaction with life
(SL), positive aﬀect (PA), negative aﬀect (NA), loneliness (LON),
energy level (EL), and neuroticism (N). Speciﬁcally, each of these
variables showed (1) a high zero-order correlations with happiness, (2) a
signiﬁcantly higher zero-order correlation with happiness than with
self-esteem, and (3) high correlations with happiness after partialling
out self-esteem. Furthermore, with the exception of loneliness, these
variables did not have strong correlations with self-esteem, after partialling out happiness. Emerging as dominant predictors of happiness in
the hierarchical regression analysis (criterion four) were extraversion,
neuroticism, loneliness, domain satisfaction, and purpose in life.
Although the last factor, purpose in life, emerged as a dominant predictor of happiness, the zero-order and partial correlations identiﬁed it
as being equally related to the two target variables. In sum, these
ﬁndings are in line with our expectations, as well as with the results of
much previous research.
Temperamental Vs. Instrumental Inﬂuence
Together, the strong links between these measured variables and
happiness indirectly support McCrae and Costa’s (1991) proposition
that certain traits may have a temperamental inﬂuence on well-being –
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that is, that extraversion leads to positive aﬀect and neuroticism leads
to negative aﬀect, and then, in turn, both traits and aﬀect inﬂuence
happiness. In our sample, happy people were indeed more extraverted, reported being in a better mood and experiencing more positive aﬀect, were less emotionally unstable, and experienced less
negative aﬀect than did their unhappy peers.
Interestingly, our ﬁndings also support McCrae and Costa’s (1991)
notion that traits may additionally have an instrumental bearing on
happiness and well-being – that is, that traits may lead individuals to
seek out situations that aﬀect mood and, ultimately, well-being.
Consistent with this argument, we found that happy individuals were
more extraverted, reported experiencing better-quality social relationships (i.e., less loneliness), and more positive aﬀect than did unhappy ones.
Domain Satisfaction
Happiness was also uniquely related to satisfaction in a number of
domains – namely, satisfaction with one’s life right now (DSL), one’s
recreational activities (DSR), and one’s friendships (DSF). Because
these unique relations may highlight the diﬀerences in happiness and
self-esteem, we discuss each of these domain satisfactions in turn.
Overall, satisfaction with social relationships appeared to be more
closely related to happiness than to self-esteem. For example, satisfaction with friendships showed strong unique relationships with
happiness, and, although satisfaction with marriage and family did
not meet the criteria for inclusion, these variables were moderately
associated with happiness, and less strongly related to self-esteem.
Social relationships, such as friendships, have been one of the biggest
predictors of well-being at all ages (see Lyubomirsky et al., in press,
for a review).
Closely related to friendship satisfaction is satisfaction with one’s
recreation or leisure time, which has also been found to predict wellbeing in both the young and old (e.g., Argyle, 1987; Eysenck, 1990;
Lepper, 1996). Leisure often aﬀects marriage and other aspects of
social life (Wilson, 1980), which are important sources of happiness,
and can help compensate for stressful, demanding jobs. Also, leisure
or recreation is, by deﬁnition, pleasurable, consisting of ‘‘activities
that people do simply because they want to, for their own sake’’
(Argyle, 1987, pp.73–74). Thus, recreation leads to positive aﬀect,
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and thereby enhances happiness. Finally, recreation often consists of
‘‘ﬂow,’’ an established source of happiness (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).
As this ﬁnding suggests, for happy individuals, life may just be ‘‘fun.’’
Our ﬁndings that happy people are particularly inclined to be
satisﬁed with their recreation and their friendships, as well as to be
extraverted and not lonely, reveals a ‘‘social activity’’ component to
happiness. To quote Wilson’s oft-cited review (1967), ‘‘perhaps the
most impressive single ﬁnding lies in the relation between happiness
and successful involvement with people’’ (p. 304). Some forty years
later, the importance of a satisfying and active social environment to
individual happiness – especially to older people – cannot be
understated.
Although health perceptions did not meet our rigorous criteria,
satisfaction with one’s health (DSH) was more strongly linked with
happiness than with self-esteem. This ﬁnding is consistent with previous research showing a reliable association between happiness and
a variety of health outcomes (Pressman and Cohen, in press). However, Russell and Wells (1994) showed that among older adults,
health status did not signiﬁcantly predict happiness when family
satisfaction and relationships with children were assessed. Likewise,
in our study, perceived global health was not a signiﬁcant predictor of
happiness after other variables were controlled.
Conclusion
In sum, our ﬁndings from the correlational and regression analyses
repeatedly demonstrate that the measured variables most uniquely
related to happiness are three in character: (1) mood and temperament (i.e., mood, positive aﬀect, negative aﬀect, extraversion, and
neuroticism,); (2) global satisfaction with life (i.e., the Satisfaction
With Life scale and domain satisfaction with one’s ‘‘life right now)’’;
and (3) social relationships (i.e., loneliness, satisfaction with friendships, and, to a lesser extent, satisfaction with family and marriage).
Quadrant 4: Empirically Important Variables Closely Related
to Self-Esteem
Quadrant 4 of our ﬁgure presents the measured variables that are
uniquely related to self-esteem (rather than to happiness) – namely,
optimism (OPT), (lack of) hopelessness (HOP), a sense of mastery
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(SM), satisfaction with one’s education (DSE), and several areas of
need satisfaction (self-esteem (NSSE), achievement (NSAC), purpose
and meaning (NSPM), control (NSC), and understanding (NSU)).
Although many of these variables also showed moderately strong
zero-order and partial correlations with happiness, they appear to be
much more closely related to self-esteem. Each had (1) a high zeroorder correlation with self-esteem; (2) a signiﬁcantly higher zero-order
correlation with self-esteem than with happiness; and (3) a high
correlation with self-esteem, after partialling out happiness. Finally,
optimism and (low) hopelessness (along with general domain and
need satisfaction) emerged as dominant predictors of self-esteem
while controlling for the other measured variables in the hierarchical
regression analysis. These ﬁndings suggest that feeling optimistic,
eﬃcacious, and not hopeless, and having one’s various needs fulﬁlled,
reliably distinguish HSE and LSE older individuals.
Optimism and Hopefulness
Self-esteem has been strongly related to optimism in prior studies
(e.g., Lucas et al., 1996) and, given that hopelessness is conceptually
similar to pessimism (or vice versa) (cf. Smith et al., 1989, who used it
as an alternative measure of optimism), it is not surprising that a lack
of hopelessness also came out as a signiﬁcant predictor of self-esteem.
Indeed, what is surprising is that both optimism and hopelessness
signiﬁcantly predicted self-esteem (but not happiness) in a multiple
regression analysis, despite their conceptual and empirical intercorrelations. Interestingly, the simple correlations between these two
measured variables and happiness are quite high and have been
reported in the literature as evidence of the strong relationship
between optimism and happiness. However, the zero-order correlation between happiness and optimism (r = 0.60) was reduced to 0.28
after partialling out self-esteem, and the correlation between happiness and hopelessness shrank from )0.54 to )0.19, implicating the
importance of self-esteem. In sum, these ﬁndings, as well as those of
Lucas and colleagues, deserve re-examination in future work.
Having a bright outlook has a number of esteem-promoting
beneﬁts. For example, optimism can be instrumental to gaining a
sense of competency and self-worth. According to Carver and Scheier
(1981), an optimistic outlook is critical to initiating or continuing
working towards a goal. Thus, optimists might increase their odds at
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success, and ultimately, experience a greater sense of accomplishment
and self-worth than pessimists. Furthermore, when optimists do
encounter diﬃculties, they appear to approach them relatively more
eﬀectively, by using more active and direct coping strategies
(Aspinwall and Taylor, 1992). Thus, again, optimists may increase
their chances of success. Finally, the association between optimism
and task initiation also holds for prominent long-term goals, such as
career-related goals (Creed et al., 2002; Patton et al., 2004).
Sense of Mastery
Following our expectations about the agentic nature of self-esteem, a
sense of mastery was also found to be highly related to self-esteem. In
general, success in past endeavors promotes eﬃcacy, which, in
turn, predicts higher future goals (Bandura, 1986; Locke and
Latham, 1990). Moreover, eﬃcacy also promotes future task performance, higher standards, and more eﬀective task strategies (Bandura, 1997). If these competencies are in areas deemed important to
the individual, the individual will beneﬁt with feelings of greater selfworth (Harter, 1993). Unexpectedly, however, mastery failed to
emerge as a dominant predictor of self-esteem in the regression
analysis. This result may have been due to the relations of mastery to
similar variables included in the same analysis, such as optimism and
hopelessness.
Combined, the present study’s ﬁndings, as well as those of past
research, suggest that the cognitive dispositions of optimism and
mastery may have an instrumental inﬂuence on task initiation and
perseverance, on career planning, and ultimately, on self-esteem.
Need Satisfaction
The satisfaction of one’s needs (at any age) has not been systematically tested with regard to self-esteem. However, it might be expected
to be related to positive evaluations of one’s self based on theoretical
work, especially that of Maslow (1954). The results showed that selfesteem was uniquely related to the satisfaction of one’s needs in a
number of speciﬁc areas – namely, self-esteem, achievement, purpose
and meaning, control, and understanding. Again, having one’s basic
needs fulﬁlled presumably allows individuals to enhance their selfesteem. Consequently, those with high self-esteem have attained
greater satisfaction of their needs. Another perspective comes from

HAPPINESS AND SELF-ESTEEM

393

Murray (1938), who conceptualized a need as an impulse or ‘‘a push
from the rear.’’ Thus, people who are able to satisfy or appease their
needs are likely to have greater levels of mastery or eﬃcacy (and,
thus, higher levels of self-esteem). Alternatively, it may be that people
who feel more eﬃcacious may be more capable of actually fulﬁlling
their needs.
Overall, two observations can be made with respect to the best
predictors of self-esteem. First, the majority of the measured variables most strongly associated with self-esteem appear to be enduring
global dispositions related to agency or goal attainment. Second,
unlike the unique associations between temperamental traits and
happiness found in Quadrant 2, the agentic traits related to selfesteem in Quadrant 4 are also related to happiness (albeit to a lesser
degree).
Limitations
Because our participants were comprised of primarily older, Caucasian, retired males, our ability to generalize these ﬁndings is somewhat reduced. Alternatively, one could argue that the use of this
population represents an advance over previous research on happiness and self-esteem. Sears (1986) cautioned against solely using
undergraduates to study psychological phenomena, as these young
people do not yet have ‘‘crystallized’’ attitudes or a well-formulated
conception of the self. By contrast, our study focused on adults whose
ages spanned more than 40 years. In addition to leaving behind the
identity conﬂicts typifying youth, these older folks may have lived
suﬃciently long lives to be qualiﬁed to judge their happiness, selfesteem, and many other characteristics. Likewise, the large proportion of males may be more an advantage than a limitation of our
study, as most empirical research on older populations tends to be
based on overwhelmingly female samples.
A more serious source of concern in our study was the exclusive
reliance on self-report measures – a procedure that nevertheless
allowed us to obtain a large and representative sample of retirees. We
were fortunate, however, that the use of informant ratings has been
found to validate a number of the measures used in our particular
data set (see Lepper, 1998). These ﬁndings increase our conﬁdence
that the sole use of self-report in this study did not increase the risk of
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response set biases and other potential artifacts (e.g., Diener, 1994;
Watson and Walker, 1996). Related to this issue is the large, but still
limited, set of variables that we examined. For example, although
extraversion and neuroticism were measured, the remaining three
traits of the ‘‘Big Five’’ (Costa and McCrae, 1992) – namely, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness to experience – were not.
We did not include these three variables because, unlike extraversion
and neuroticism, they have not been consistently found to be related
to either well-being or to self-esteem. The omission of still other
variables – e.g., internality or anxiety – was unavoidable, given the
heavy respondent burden already produced by our large number of
self-reports.
Another limitation was created by the use of intercorrelated
variables in our multiple regression analyses. Inclusion of such variables was necessitated by our review of the constructs that showed
relationships with happiness and self-esteem in prior research.
Moreover, we tried to address this potential problem through the use
of multiple analyses (i.e., correlations, partial correlations, and
hierarchical multiple regression analyses). This strategy also allowed
us to overcome the problems inherent in any one statistical analysis
by triangulating and ‘‘building’’ on one another. Consequently, the
variables that were found to be strongly related to happiness and selfesteem, respectively, emerged as strong predictors in most or all of
these analyses, bolstering our conﬁdence in our conclusions.
Conclusions
Our ﬁndings support much of prior research and provide intriguing
clues into the link between happiness and self-esteem. By examining a
large number of constructs in a single study, we were able to provide
evidence for the separability of these two target variables. Our
analyses boosted our conﬁdence in the notion that despite the high
degree of relatedness between happiness and self-esteem, they are
separable constructs with potentially diﬀerent sources.
One of the most frequently asked questions of well-being researchers
is, what is the diﬀerence between happiness and self-esteem? To some,
this question seems a simplistic and obvious one – of course, happiness
and self-esteem are not the same. Although this study cannot oﬀer any
deﬁnitive answers to that question, we oﬀer data. Relative to
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self-esteem, happiness appears to be more uniquely related to mood,
temperamental traits, global life satisfaction, and social aﬃliation. Selfesteem, by contrast, appears to be more closely related to the agentic
dispositions of optimism and mastery. The incontrovertible conclusion
of this paper, we happily and conﬁdently submit, is that happiness and
self-esteem are indeed distinct.

NOTES
1

Because our happiness target variable was assessed with a relatively new 4-item
scale, the Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS; Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999), its
measurement deserves further discussion. The ﬁrst two items on the scale ask
respondents to characterize themselves using absolute ratings (1 = a very unhappy
person; 7 = a very happy person) and relative to their peers (1 = much less happy;
7 = much more happy), respectively. The third and fourth items respectively
characterize happy people (‘‘Some people are generally very happy; they enjoy life
regardless of what is going on, getting the most out of everything’’) and unhappy
people (‘‘Some people are generally not very happy; although they are not depressed, they never seem as happy as they might be’’) and ask participants to
what extent each characterization describes them (1 = not at all; 7 = a great
deal). Two items were purposefully created as relatively speciﬁc and two items as
relatively general, allowing respondents to deﬁne happiness for themselves. Although the general items in part involve appraisals of ‘‘resources’’ that happy
people possess and unhappy people lack, this 4-point scale is not multi-dimensional.
Responses to the four items are averaged to provide a single composite score,
ranging from 1 to 7. This measure of global subjective happiness has been found
to have good to excellent validity and reliability in 14 studies (N = 2732). Data
have been collected in the United States from students on two college campuses
and one high school campus, from community adults in two California cities, and
from retired adults. Students and community adults in Moscow, Russia also
participated in these studies to assess the scale’s reliability and construct validity.
The SHS has demonstrated high internal consistency (as range from 0.85 to 0.95
in seven diﬀerent studies), a unitary structure, and high test–retest stability
(Pearson’s r = 0.90 for 4 weeks and 0.71 for 3 months). It further has been
shown to correlate highly with informant ratings of happiness (r = 0.65). As
expected, strong correlations have been found with other widely used scales of
subjective well-being, such as Bradburn’s (1969) Aﬀect-Balance Scale (r’s range
from 0.49 to 0.64), and his Global Happiness item (r’s range from 0.57 to 0.69),
and Andrews and Withey’s (1976) Terrible-Delighted Scale (r’s range from 0.59 to
0.71). As expected, no signiﬁcant correlations have been found between the SHS
and college GPA, math and verbal ability, age, sex, and education. For further
information on the characteristics of this measure, see Lyubomirsky and Lepper
(1999).
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2

A number of individual items from the Domain Satisfaction and Need Satisfaction
scales met these criteria, but were theoretically less important, and, therefore, were
omitted for the sake of clarity. These variables are listed in Table III.
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