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ABSTRACT

Happiness is valued as one of the most important goals in raising children, but what factors make
children happy? Inspired by philosophical conceptions of ‘eudaimonia’ in life, we investigated how
children’s social and academic functioning, including prosocial behaviors, peer preference, and
academic achievement, may be related to happiness, over and above desire satisfaction.
Participants included 2,144 children (initial ages of 9 and 10 years) in China. Two waves of long-
itudinal data were collected from multiple sources including self-reports, peer evaluations, and
school records. Cross-lagged panel analysis indicated that prosocial behaviors, peer preference,
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and academic achievement predicted children’s self-reported happiness over a year, controlling for
desire satisfaction. Bidirectional relations were found between peer-assessed happiness and
prosocial behaviors, peer preference, and academic achievement. The results suggest that chil-
dren’s happiness is linked to their social and academic functioning from middle childhood,
contributing to a better understanding of the nature and development of happiness.

As one of the most desirable things for human beings in
the world, happiness is valued by parents as the most
important goal in raising children in modern societies
(Stearns, 2019). But what makes children happy? An inter-
net search with keywords like ‘how to raise happy chil-
dren’ yields a great many similar questions from parents
as well as numerous advice, ranging from recommenda-
tions on satisfying simple desires (e.g., arrange more out-
door playtime) to cultivating virtuous behaviors (e.g.,
foster self-discipline). The recommendations are mostly
based on what we (as adults) think would make children
happy immediately or in the long run, rather than
research from children’s point of view about their own
happiness. Researchers in developmental psychology has
studied various important adjustment outcomes in child-
hood, such as children’s social and academic functioning
(e.g., Arnold et al., 2012; for review, see, Duncan et al.,
2007; Juvonen, 2006), but little attention has been paid to
how these developmental aspects are linked to an intrin-
sic good in life — happiness. Some traditional views hold
that compared to adults, children are relatively positive
and optimistic (e.g., Lefkowitz & Burton, 1978; Rholes
et al., 1980), and children aged six to twelve report very
high levels of positive affect (which decreases with age,

Thoilliez, 2011). Therefore, by implication, happiness
seems to become an important question only later in
life. In contrast to the lack of happiness research in child-
hood, philosophical and educational views have long
emphasized the intrinsic value of happiness in childhood
and its significance for human flourishing — happiness has
even been considered as the ‘final purpose of education’
(Altarejos, 1983; Gilead, 2012; Naval & Altarejos, 2000;
Rousseau, 1905). Empirical evidence has also shown that
children who are not happy due to maladaptive parenting
or environmental issues have adjustment problems both
concurrently and later in life (e.g., Logan et al., 2009;
Mychailyszyn et al., 2010; Staudt, 2001). Therefore, to
gain a deeper understanding of happiness and its rela-
tions with human functioning, it is important to study
happiness and its predictors relatively early in life. Our
paper examines how key aspects of children’s social and
academic functioning are related to their happiness using
a longitudinal developmental approach.

Philosophers and psychologists have engaged in sub-
stantial debates about how to conceptualize and attain
happiness in life. On the one hand, happiness is often
equated with hedonic pleasure, conceptualized and
measured as the presence of more positive affect than

CONTACT Fan Yang @ fan.yang@uchicago.edu

The data that support the findings of this study are available from the corresponding author, [FY], upon reasonable request.
Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2022.2093783.

© 2022 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group


https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2022.2093783
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17439760.2022.2093783&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-07-05

2 (&) Y.YUETAL

negative affect (Diener, 2000; Kahneman et al., 1999;
Kubovy, 1999). Based on this view, to achieve happiness
is to satisfy one’s needs and desires, an emotional
mechanism that even toddlers understand (e.g.,
Wellman, 1992). On the other hand, philosophers dating
back to Aristotle have proposed an eudaimonic view of
happiness, that true and lasting happiness is not only
about pleasures and desire satisfaction, but is found in
‘eudaimonia’ - the expression of virtue and the realiza-
tion of potential. This view has also been embraced by
some psychologists (Delle Fave et al,, 2011; Ryan & Deci,
2001). Among adults, characteristics associated with
expressions of eudaimonia, such as prosocial behaviors
(e.g., Dunn et al., 2008), intellectual pursuits and achieve-
ment (e.g., Judge et al, 2010; Walker et al,, 2012), and
social relationship (Demir et al., 2007), have been found
to be associated with happiness in adulthood. But the
developmental origins of these relations remain unclear:
Do they only exist among adults, or are similar relations
present even in childhood? A related question is
whether happiness plays a role in predicting the devel-
opment of social and intellectual abilities. Motivated by
these questions, we examined the bidirectional relations
between happiness and children’s social and academic
functioning (i.e., prosocial behaviors, peer preference,
and academic achievement) in a two-wave longitudinal
study.

Most existing research on how happiness is related
to social and intellectual functioning has been con-
ducted among adults, and the findings suggest that
the relations may be bidirectional. On the one hand,
consistent with the theoretical view that people are
rewarded with ‘warm-glow’ feelings by performing
prosocial behaviors (e.g., Andreoni, 1990; Taufik
et al,, 2015), adults feel happier after acting to benefit
others (Aknin et al, 2013, 2015, 2018; Dunn et al,,
2014; Otake et al., 2006; Rowland & Curry, 2019;
Rudd et al., 2014). Daily moral acts predict gains in
momentary happiness relative to baseline (Hofmann
et al.,, 2014). In addition to moral behaviors, social
relationships (e.g., with friends, romantic partners,
families, coworkers) have been found to be one of
the most reliable and strongest predictors of happi-
ness and wellbeing among adults (e.g., Delle Fave
et al.,, 2011; Demir et al.,, 2007; Dush & Amato, 2005;
Simon et al,, 2010). In terms of intellectual function-
ing, doing well on cognitive tasks, having higher edu-
cation levels, and obtaining career success are
associated with happiness among adults (Abele
et al,, 2016; Nikolaev, 2018; Nix et al., 1999).

Happiness has also been found to affect social and
intellectual characteristics and behaviors. In terms of
morality, people with induced positive affective states

(e.g., receiving a cookie) have been found to be more
likely to help others (Isen & Levin, 1972), and Aknin,
Dunn et al. (2012) demonstrated a positive feedback
loop between prosocial spending and happiness.
Moreover, happiness predicts satisfaction in romantic
or marital relationships longitudinally, and people are
more willing to befriend and offer support to those
who exhibit positive outlooks (see, Lyubomirsky et al.,
2005 for a review. Happiness has also been found to
contribute to creativity and problem-solving (Boehm &
Lyubomirsky, 2008; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Unhappy
individuals are more likely than happy individuals to
ruminate about unfavorable achievement feedback,
and hence show hindered performance in academic
tasks (Lyubomirsky et al, 2011). Taken together,
research with adults suggests that happiness is not
only predicted by social and intellectual factors, but it
may also facilitate and influence the display and pre-
sence of these factors.

Much less research has been conducted to examine
how social and intellectual factors promote happiness in
children. On the one hand, it is possible that children’s
happiness may be more influenced by hedonic experi-
ences and simple desire satisfactions than by social and
intellectual factors. Research on lay theories of happi-
ness suggests that under age 12, children tend to view
happiness as simple pleasures from doing desirable
activities; it is not until adolescence and adulthood do
people appreciate happiness as related to factors such as
social relationships and personal growth (Giacomoni
et al., 2014; Lépez-Pérez et al., 2016). Children aged
between six and twelve frequently mentioned academic
achievement and good behaviors as what teachers and
parents value the most in them, but they are much less
likely to view academic achievement and moral beha-
viors as sources of happiness for themselves (Thoilliez,
2011). Children’s view of happiness may be a reflection
of their actual subjective experiences during this period,
before they develop higher needs for self-actualization
and autonomy during adolescence (e.g., Lépez-Pérez
et al, 2016; Schwartz et al., 2013; Zimmer-Gembeck
et al., 2004). If this is the case, it may suggest that to
derive happiness from social and intellectual factors,
certain cognitive abilities (e.g., recognition of the intrin-
sic value of these factors; abstract thinking about happi-
ness and life), psychological needs (e.g., needs for self-
actualization and self-transcendence), or relevant social
expectations (e.g., being socially expected to actualize
and transcend oneself) may have to be available and
firmly in place.

On the other hand, existing theories and some
empirical findings suggest the possibility that social
and intellectual factors may be related to happiness



even relatively early in life. According to the Self
Determination Theory (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2017), factors
such as prosocial behaviors, social relationships and
intellectual achievement are rooted in basic psychologi-
cal needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence,
which are intrinsically rewarding and essential to human
functioning and wellbeing. The basic forms of these
fundamental psychological needs are present even in
infancy, and the satisfaction of these needs give rise to
subjective experiences and psychological wellbeing
throughout life (Dweck, 2017). If social and intellectual
factors help satisfy basic psychological needs, then they
should predict greater happiness early in life, even if
children may not explicitly conceptualize happiness as
about these factors yet.

Empirically, developmental research on emotions
has mainly focused on negative emotions and their
links with developmental problems. For example, chil-
dren who are aggressive (acting in ways that are dis-
ruptive or hurt other people) tend to have internalizing
emotional problems such as anxiety and depression
(Chen et al., 2012; Holt & Espelage, 2007). Children
who have poor peer relationships (e.g., socially rejected
by others, lack of friendship) tend to have a range of
negative emotions such as depression, loneliness and
sadness (e.g., Boivin et al, 1994; Nangle et al., 2003).
Academic problems have been found to be associated
with negative emotions such as anxiety and decreased
liking of school (Lohre et al., 2010; also see, Valiente
et al,, 2012 for a review). These findings suggest that
moral, social and academic problems may lead to nega-
tive emotions. But being happy means more than the
absence of negative emotions and may involve char-
acteristics beyond the absence of developmental pro-
blems (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The limited
findings on children’s happiness showing that children
display happier facial expressions after acting proso-
cially to benefit others (compared to receiving treats
themselves; Aknin et al., 2015, Aknin, Hamlin et al.,,
2012; Song et al., 2020). Behaving badly to peers and
having negative peer relations are associated with
lower levels of happiness (Holder & Coleman, 2009).
Test-related positive emotions like joy and relief are
positively correlated with school-age children’ aca-
demic interest and achievement (Pekrun et al., 2004).
These studies are either correlational in nature, or are
about momentary happiness based on lab manipula-
tions. More direct research is needed to shed light on
whether social and intellectual factors predict long-
term happiness among children.

Even less is known about whether happiness may
predict the development of social and intellectual func-
tioning among children. It is conceivable that such
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effects may exist due to the social and cognitive func-
tions of positive emotions. In terms of social functions, it
has been proposed that emotions can send communi-
cative signals, help solve problems by evoking responses
from others, and provide incentives for desired social
behaviors (Keltner, 2003). Happiness (especially dis-
played happiness) may send positive signals to others,
conveying friendliness and the enjoyment of social rela-
tionships and academic work, which may help evoke
positive responses and support from others and moti-
vate prosocial behaviors. If peers (and adults like tea-
chers and parents) recognize and respond positively to
displayed happiness, happiness (especially displayed
happiness perceived by others) may affect children’s
moral, social and achievement development. There is
some evidence that displayed happiness indeed evokes
positive responses among children (Strayer, 1980). In
terms of cognitive functions, the broaden-and-build the-
ory (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001) states that positive emo-
tions expand individuals’ horizons, motivate people to
explore, and facilitate the acquisition of intellectual skills.
If similar effects apply to children, it predicts that chil-
dren who feel happier may also perform better acade-
mically. Fifth-grade students who report higher well-
being have been found to be more likely to get higher
grades (Quinn & Duckworth, 2007). Therefore, the social
and cognitive functions of positive emotions reviewed
above predict that happiness may facilitate social and
academic functioning in a long-term manner. Empirical
research is needed to examine whether happiness
indeed facilitates children’s social and academic func-
tioning and whether the relations are consistent or dif-
ferent for self-report happiness and displayed happiness.

The primary purpose of the present study was to
examine how social and academic functioning, including
prosocial behaviors, peer preference, and academic
achievement, may be related to happiness in childhood
from a longitudinal perspective. We examined both their
concurrent relations and potential bidirectional relations
in a large longitudinal sample. Given that children tend
to view happiness as about desire satisfactions
(Giacomoni et al., 2014; Lépez-Pérez et al., 2016), we
measured and included children’s perceived desire satis-
faction in our models as a major covariate. Based on
existing theories and findings on positive emotions, we
hypothesized that prosocial behaviors, peer preference,
and academic achievement may promote happiness
among children over and above desire satisfaction, and
happiness (especially displayed happiness) may pro-
mote the development of these factors too.
Methodologically, most existing research on happiness
has been conducted correlationally and using self-report
measures, leaving much to be known regarding our
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sense of happiness beyond self-report effects. We col-
lected data from multiple sources including peer nomi-
nations and school records in this study. The
longitudinal design of our project allowed us to examine
how social and academic factors are related with happi-
ness in a potentially bidirectional manner. We believe
that our study could bridge perspectives and
approaches from positive psychology and developmen-
tal psychology, contributing to a better understanding
of the nature, development, and consequences of hap-
piness as a valued positive emotion in childhood.

Method
Participants

Participants in the original study were 2,144 third and
fourth grade students in a region consisting mostly of
towns and small cities in South China (48.4% were boys).
The children were mostly 9-10 years old. Most children
were from families with low to middle socioeconomic
status backgrounds. The students were from 10 classes
in 5 regular public elementary schools, with approxi-
mately 50 students in each class. Stipulated by the
Ministry of Education in China, the core curriculum is
identical in the region. The structure of the schools are
also similar. Students are usually not allowed to switch
classes. One head teacher is designated to each class,
who often teaches one major course and takes care of
the daily activities of the class. Students spend roughly
the same amount of time under similar school schedules.
They are encouraged to participate in various extracurri-
cular social and academic activities, which provide
extensive opportunities for students to interact with
each other and help them to know each other and
establish close relationships.

From the original sample, 1966 students (92%) parti-
cipated in a follow up study one year later. No significant
differences were found on the variables and relations of
interest between students who participated in all waves
and those who did not.

Procedure

The data were collected each time near the end of the
school year (May and June). During the study, we group
administered to the students’ peer assessment measures
of happiness and prosocial behaviors and a sociometric
measure of peer preference. The students also com-
pleted self-report measures of happiness and desire
satisfaction. In addition, school grades were obtained
from school records. The same data were collected in
the follow-up study 1 year later. The administration of

the measures was conducted by a group of psychology
faculty and graduate students in China. Extensive expla-
nations were provided to participants during the collec-
tion of data. No evidence was found to suggest that
children in the samples had difficulties in understanding
the measures or procedures. At each time, we invited all
students in our targeted grades to participate, with par-
ticipation rates hovering around 95%. Written consent
was obtained from all children and their parents through
the school.

Measures

Happiness

Happiness was measured by both self-reports and peer
evaluations, two of the most common methods in the
study of happiness in adults. To develop the self-report
measure, we sampled a number of established surveys
for children and adults, and adopted/modified the items
that have the most face validity of measuring subjective
feelings of happiness (e.g., Tam very happy’in the Oxford
Happiness Scale, Hills & Argyle, 2002; ‘In general,
| consider myself not a very happy person versus a very
happy person’ in the Subjective Happiness Scale,
Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999), while making sure the
wordings are short and easy to understand for our age
group. The self-report measure contains three face-valid
items: ‘I am satisfied with my current life, 'l live a happy
life, 'l feel happy in my life’. Students were requested to
respond to the items using a 5-point scale, ranging from
1 (not at all true) to 5 (always true). Internal reliabilities of
the measure (Cronbach’s a) were .68 and .72 at Times 1
and 2, respectively, in the present study. The scores for
the three items were averaged to form a global measure
of self-reported happiness.

The peer-assessment measure was conducted using
an item from the Revised Class Play (RCP, Masten et al.,
1985). During administration, students were asked to
nominate up to three peers in their own class who
could best play the role if they were to direct a class
play. The item for happiness is ‘Someone who is usually
very happy'. Peer-assessed happiness is a measure of
observed displayed happiness, which has been used
along with self-report measures in adults (Lyubomirsky
& Tucker, 1998; Sandvik et al., 1993). The limited studies
on school age children show that peer nominations of
happiness, anger, and sadness expressions were signifi-
cantly associated with teacher ratings of these emotions
(Kwon et al., 2020; Schultz et al., 2004), although the
correlations were generally small in magnitude.
Nominations received from all students were used to
calculate the item score for each participant. The scores
were standardized within the class at each wave to



adjust for differences in the number of nominators. Test-
retest reliability of the measure in a separate sample
(N = 132) with an interval of 2 weeks was .58.

Desire satisfaction

Desire satisfaction was measured through one face-valid
self-report item on a 5-point scale, ‘I have everything
I want in life.” Asking or stating what a person wants is
a common way to assess children’s understanding of
desire satisfaction (e.g., Ferres, 2003; Wellman, 1992).
Similar to the other measures, the score for each student
was standardized by calculating the z-score across the
sample.

Prosocial behavior

Prosocial behavior was assessed by a peer evaluation
measure adopted from the RCP (Masten et al., 1985).
There were three items (i.e., ‘Someone who is kind to
others,’ 'Someone who is willing to help others when they
need it ‘Someone who you can trust’). Being helpful, kind,
and trustworthy are central aspects of our moral founda-
tions (e.g., Haidt & Kesebir, 2010), and peer nominations
of prosocial behaviors typically focus on assessments of
these characteristics (e.g., Crick, 1997; Marucci et al.,
2020; Sahdra et al., 2015). The measure has been
shown to be reliable and valid in previous studies (e.g.,
Chen et al., 2000; Chung-Hall & Chen, 2010, 2010; Sahdra
et al.,, 2015). At each wave, the item scores were stan-
dardized within the class and aggregated to form
a variable of prosocial behavior. Internal reliabilities
(Cronbach’s a) were .84 and .84 at Times 1 and 2, respec-
tively. The measure has been used in previous studies
with Chinese children (e.g., Chen et al., 2010).

Peer preference

Students were asked to nominate up to three class-
mates within the class with whom they most liked to
be and three classmates with whom they least liked to
be (positive and negative nominations). This measure
has been used and validated in previous studies (e.g.,
Ojanen & Nostrand, 2014; Jin et al., 2021; for a review,
see, Cillessen & Marks, 2017). The measure reflects how
much a child is liked by peers, and it is an important
aspect of peer relationships in school. The nominations
received from all classmates were totaled and then
standardized by classroom to permit appropriate com-
parisons. As suggested by other researchers (e.g.,
J. Coie et al., 1995), cross-gender nominations were
allowed. The positive and negative nominations
received from peers provided indexes of peer prefer-
ence and peer rejection, respectively. Following the
J. D. Coie et al. (1982) procedure, an index of peer
preference, which indicates how well an individual is
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liked by peers in the classroom, was formed by sub-
tracting negative nomination scores from positive
nomination scores and was used in the analyses. The
procedure has been used in Chinese children (e.g.,
Chen et al., 2005).

Academic achievement

Information concerning academic achievement in Chinese,
mathematics, and English was obtained from the school
records. Academic achievement scores were based on
examinations conducted by the school. Chinese, mathe-
matics, and English were the three major subjects that
were common in Chinese schools. Scores on the subjects
were significantly correlated (rs ranging from .58-.71, ps <
.001) and were summed and standardized within the class
to form a single index of academic achievement. The mea-
sure based on grades in the subjects has been used in
other studies with Chinese students, and it is a measure
reflecting academic and intellectual functioning in school
age children (Chen et al,, 2005, 2013). The internal reliabil-
ities of academic achievement were .82 and .87 at Times 1
and 2, respectively, in the present study.

Analysis and results

We calculated descriptive statistics and conducted
a repeated measures analysis of variance to test the
effects of gender and grade. Intercorrelations of the
variables were then calculated for each year. Next, we
conducted cross-lagged panel analyses, a strategy com-
monly used to examine reciprocal relations or direc-
tional influences between variables over time (Allen,
2017). The analyses were conducted separately for
each of the three variables (i.e., prosocial behavior,
peer preference, and academic achievement) and for
self-reported happiness and peer-assessed happiness.
Six models were tested in total. In each model, we
examined the cross-lagged relations among one social
or academic functioning variable, happiness, and desire
satisfaction, controlling for the stability of these vari-
ables. We did not have specific hypotheses about gen-
der or grade differences for the models, and these
variables were included as covariates in all the models.
We conducted gender invariance tests for each of the
six cross-lagged models (see supplemental materials for
full results). We present the results for the analyses as
follows.

Descriptive data

The means and standard deviations are shown in Table 1
by gender and year. Children’s average self-reported hap-
piness is around point 4 on a scale of 0-5, which means
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations of study variables by gender.

Time 1 (N = 2144) Time 2 (N = 1966)
Variables Boys Girls Boys Girls F value for gender
1. Prosocial behavior —0.59 (1.60) 0.60 (3.18) —-0.49 (1.79) 0.57 (3.15) 108.99°
2. Academic achievement —0.17 (0.91) 0.17 (0.82) —0.16 (0.86) 0.15 (0.82) 37.30%
3. Peer preference —0.11 (1.55) 0.12 (1.48) —0.10 (1.55) 0.14 (1.54) 14.432
4. Desire satisfaction 3.00 (1.39) 3.21(1.32) 3.13 (1.32) 3.33(1.27) 15.93%
5. Self-report happiness 3.98 (0.81) 4.11 (0.75) 4.07 (0.82) 4.13 (0.75) 8.53**
6. Peer-assessed happiness —0.13 (0.80) 0.14 (1.14) —0.11 (0.83) 0.13 (1.13) 41.81°

3 <.001 " p<.01,*p< .05

that the average happiness level was high (Meantimnes
= 4.0, SDtime1 = .78, Meantimez = 4.1, SDtime> = .79).
A repeated measures analysis of variance was conducted
for each variable to test the effects of gender and grade.
A significant effect of gender was found: Girls had higher
scores on prosocial behavior, F (1, 1954) = 108.99, p < .001,
academic achievement, F (1, 904) = 37.30, p < .001, peer
preference, F (1, 1954) = 28.78, p < .001, and desire
satisfaction, F (1, 1838) = 15.93, p < .001. Girls also had
higher scores on self-reported happiness, F (1,
1794) = 8.53, p < .01, and peer-assessed happiness, F (1,
1954) = 41.81, p < .001. No significant effects of grade or
gender by grade interaction were found.

The intercorrelations among the variables are shown
in Table 2. The magnitudes of the correlations are from
small to moderate (for self-report happiness: 0.15-0.32
at Time 1 and 0.12-0.36 at Time 2; for peer-assessed
happiness: 0.08-0.63 at Time 1 and 0.06-0.52 at
Time 2), suggesting that the variables were related but
tapped into different aspects of children’s life. All three
eudaimonic factors were correlated with both self-
reported happiness and peer-assessed happiness.

Cross-lagged panel analysis

We conducted structural equation modeling using R 3.6.2
(R Core Team, 2019). All variables were standardized so
that they had the same scales before entering into the
models. Full information maximum likelihood was used to
handle the missing data. A 1,000-sample bootstrap test
was used to calculate the standard errors. We first exam-
ined baseline stability models including only autoregres-
sive paths (MO) and then examined models with
additional cross-lagged paths. The model comparison
results are shown in Table 3.

Cross-lagged models for self-reported happiness

The measurements of each variable at Time 1 in all
models predicted the corresponding variables at Time
2, indicating stabilities of these factors. Overall, gender
and grade generally did not predict social and academic

functioning. Desire satisfaction positively predicted self-
reported happiness, and self-reported happiness also
predicted desire satisfaction over a year, suggesting
hedonic aspects in children’s life were related to their
overall happiness. Importantly, prosocial behavior
(B = .045, p < .05, SE = .018, 95% C/ = [.008, .080],
R? = .16), peer-preference (8 = .056, p < .05, SE = .025,
95% CI = [.008, .103], R? = .16), and academic achieve-
ment (8 = .085, p < .05, SE = .04, 95% (I = [.006, .166],
R? = .14) all predicted increased happiness reported by
the students in one year, over and above desire satisfac-
tion. Self-reported happiness predicted peer-preference
as well (8 =.043, p < .05, SE=.018, 95% C/ = [.007, .079],
R? = .41). The effect sizes (as indicated by standardized
beta) for our results are reasonable considering the long-
itudinal nature of data (.043 ~.161, Adachi & Willoughby,
2015). Results for these major cross-lagged paths can be
seen in Figure 1, and full results for all paths are pre-
sented in Table 4. The results suggest that self-reported
happiness is predicted by prosocial behavior, peer pre-
ference, and academic achievement, over and above
levels of desire satisfaction.

Cross-lagged models for peer-assessed happiness

The measurements of each variable in Time 1 predict the
corresponding variables in Time 2, indicating good stabi-
lity of these factors. Similar to the results for self-reported
happiness, gender and grade in general did not predict
social and academic functioning. Desire satisfaction was
predicted by peer-assessed happiness but did not predict
peer-assessed happiness. Prosocial behavior, peer prefer-
ence, and academic achievement had positive feedback
loops with peer assessed happiness, over and above
desire satisfaction. Prosocial behavior (8 = .256, p < .001,
SE =.037, 95% Cl = [.186, .329], R? = .39), peer preference
(B =066, p < .05, SE = 028, 95% C/ = [.009, .117], R? = .36),
and academic achievement (8 = .129, p < .001, SE = .026,
95% CI = [.079, .180], R®> = .38) positively predicted later
peer-assessed happiness. On the other hand, peer-
assessed happiness also positively predicted prosocial
behavior (8 = .086, p < .01, SE = .031, 95% (I = [.027,
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Table 3. Fit indices and model comparisons for cross-lagged panel regression models.

Happiness Eudaimonia
Variable Variable Model AlC RMSEA SRMRCFI Model Comparison Ax2 Adf
Self-report Prosocial Mo 37,638 0.082 0.0550.938 M1-M0 49.702° 6
Happiness behavior M1 32,601 0.099 0.0470.954
Academic Mo 14,888 0.075 0.0600.947 M1-M0 34.608° 6
achievement M1 14,865 0.073 0.0410.975
Peer Mo 38,291 0.059 0.0380.956 M1-M0 62.411° 6
preference M1 38,292 0.050 0.0240.984
Peer-assessed Prosocial Mo 36,424 0.107 0.0680.936 M1-M0 181.510° 6
Happiness behavior M1 36,254 0.097 0.0520.974
Academic Mo 15,811 0.083 0.0650.943 M1-M0 44.672° 6
achievement M1 15,778 0.080 0.0500.974
Peer Mo 38,270 0.064 0.0420.959 M1-M0 62.099° 6
preference M1 38,220 0.062 0.0310.981

3 < .001" " p<.01,*p<.05"p<.0l.

.146], R? = .57), peer preference (8 = .115, p < .001,
SE = 023, 95% CI = [.069, .157], R*> = .42), and academic
achievement (8 = .083, p < .001, SE =.018, 95% C/ = [.050,
.119], R? = .52) after a year. The effect sizes for our results
are reasonable (.066 ~ .256, Adachi & Willoughby, 2015).
Results for these major paths are presented in Figure 2,
and full results for all paths are presented in Table 5. The
results suggest that happiness as assessed by peers is
reciprocally related to prosocial behavior, peer preference,
and academic achievement.

General discussion

Our study examined bidirectional relations between
happiness and children’s social and academic function-
ing from a longitudinal developmental perspective. We
found that prosocial behaviors, peer preference, and
academic achievement predicted higher levels of self-
reported and peer-assessed happiness over time, over
and above desire satisfaction. Peer-assessed happiness
also predicted children’s prosocial behaviors, peer pre-
ference, and academic achievement over time. The find-
ings suggest that happiness is positively predicted by
and predicts the development of social and academic
functioning in a reciprocal fashion.

Developmental researchers have studied extensive
aspects of children’s social and academic functioning
(e.g., Arnold et al., 2012; see, Duncan et al., 2007;
Juvonen, 2006 for reviews), but little attention has
been paid to how these aspects are linked to happiness.
Despite that happiness in childhood has been theorized
as intrinsically valuable and having implications for
developing adaptive outcomes (Altarejos, 1983; Gilead,
2012; Naval & Altarejos, 2000; Rousseau, 1905), most
existing research on happiness has focused on concur-
rent correlates in adults. Our findings help integrate
developmental and positive psychology approaches to
the understanding of happiness in childhood.

Happiness has been conceptualized as hedonic psy-
chological states derived from pleasures and desire satis-
factions (Diener, 1984, Kahneman et al., 1999; Kubovy,
1999). The results of the present study suggest that
desire satisfaction does not fully account for children’s
feelings of happiness. These results are interesting con-
sidering children’s lay theories of happiness. It has been
found that children under age 12 tend to view their own
happiness as about simple pleasures from doing desir-
able activities and that it is not until adolescence do
people appreciate happiness as related to factors such
as social relationships and personal growth (Giacomoni
et al., 2014; Lépez-Pérez et al., 2016). Inconsistent with
these findings, our results indicate that although relative
to adults, children may be less likely to have certain
cognitive abilities (e.g., abstract thinking about happi-
ness and life) and advanced psychological needs (e.g.,
needs for self-actualization and self-transcendence) and
less likely to explicitly conceptualize happiness as ‘eudai-
monia’, children’s happiness are predicted by social and
intellectual factors (as adults are). This raises an interest-
ing possibility that perhaps understanding happiness as
eudaimonia may be a consequence rather than an ante-
cedent for children to derive happiness from social and
intellectual factors. It is still possible that when children
develop the more sophisticated view of happiness as
eudaimonia, their identification with that view may
lead to higher happiness through relevant conscious
goal pursuits. It will be fruitful to systematically study
the social cognitive mechanisms through which chil-
dren’s lay theories of happiness are related to their feel-
ings of happiness in life.

Multiple mechanisms may exist for how prosocial
behaviors, social relationships, and achievement give
rise to happiness in childhood. It is possible that these
social and academic factors help satisfy basic psycholo-
gical needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence,
which are theorized to be intrinsically rewarding and
essential to human functioning from early in life
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Time 1 Time 2
Self-reported 0.365 Self-reported
happiness happiness
0.148%** 0.043 0.033%*
Prosocial Prosocial
behavior 0.738%%* behavior
a
Time 1 Time 2
Self-reported 0.341%%* Self-reported
happiness happiness
0.175%*% 0.085%
Academic Academic
achievement 0.672%** achievement
b
Time 1 Time 2
Self-reported 0.365%** Self-reported
happiness happiness
0.132%*4 0.044%*
0.056%
Peer-preference 0,635+ Peer-preference

C

Figure 1. Cross-lagged relationship between self-report happiness and a) prosocial behavior, (b) peer preference, and (c) academic
achievement. Note: Results are standardized beta coefficients for all stability and cross-lagged paths, controlling for desire satisfaction,
gender, and grade in all models (results for the controlled variables are presented in Table 4). *** p <.001" p < .01, * p < .05.

(Dweck, 2017; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Pursuing eudaimonic
goals (e.g., seeking to develop competence and excel-
lence) have been found to predict positive affect among
adolescents (Jia et al., 2021). It is possible that children
who have better social and academic functioning may
be more able to meet basic psychological needs on
a regular basis, leading to a greater sense of overall
happiness in life. From this perspective, a high level of
social and academic functioning represents a valuable
resource for the development of happiness in childhood.

In addition to satisfying our basic psychological needs,
pursuing intellectual and social activities may give rise to
moments of intensified subjective feelings, which may
lead to higher perceived overall happiness over time.
For example, when individuals are immersed in exercising
skills or doing social activities that match their abilities,
they may experience the intense positive feelings of ‘flow’
(e.g., Czikszentmihalyi, 1990). Individuals may also experi-
ence ‘warm glow’ when behaving prosocially to benefit
others, as supported by some experimental studies with
children (Aknin et al., 2015; Aknin, Hamlin et al., 2012;
song et al,, 2020). These boosts of momentary happiness
are usually elicited only by actively performing prosocial
and learning activities, rather than by passively receiving

benefits or pleasures to satisfy simple desires. It is possible
that children who have good social and intellectual func-
tioning are more likely to experience warm-glow and flow
in their social and academic activities, and these boosts of
momentary positive feelings may lead to perceptions of
heightened overall happiness in life.

Happiness is intrinsically valuable and an end in itself,
but our findings suggest that being happy may also have
the additional value of predicting enhancement in social
and academic functioning. Self-reported happiness pre-
dicted higher peer preference, and peer-assessed happi-
ness predicted higher levels of prosocial behaviors, peer-
preference, and academic performance one year later, con-
trolling for the stability of these factors, desire satisfaction,
gender, and grade. It is interesting that peer-assessed hap-
piness was more strongly associated with social and aca-
demic functioning than self-reported happiness.
Methodologically, peer-assessed happiness may largely
reflect children’s happiness in the school setting, which
may be related to how they perform socially and academi-
cally at school. The discrepancy may also indicate the
unique social function of displayed happiness compared
to self-report happiness. According to the ‘social functional
account of emotion’ (e.g., Keltner, 2003; Keltner & Kring,
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Table 4. Overview of the standardized stability and cross-lagged coefficients of self-reported happiness.

Variable Model Autoregressive path B SE Cross-lagged path B SE

Prosocial behavior Mo PRO.T1—PRO.T2 .738%** .027
REP.T1—REP.T2 365%** .028
DES.T1—DES.T2 253%** 023

M1 PRO.T1—PRO.T2 365%** .028 PRO.T1— REP.T2 .045%** .018

REP.T1— REP.T2 .738%** .029 REP.T1—PRO.T2 014 015

DES.T1—DES.T2 232%%* .025 DES.T1— REP.T2 .066** .024

DES.T1—PRO.T2 -014 016

PRO.T1—DES.T2 .004 .019

REP.T1—DES.T2 136%** 027

GEN.T1— REP.T2 .016 .045

GRA.T1— REP.T2 .002 044

GEN.T1T—PRO.T2 .053* .028

GRAT1—PRO.T2 .007 .029

GEN.T1—DES.T2 .098* .047

GRAT1—DES.T2 —.056 042
Peer Mo PEER.T1—PEER.T2 637*¥* .027
preference REP.T1—REP.T2 .353** 027
DES.T1—DES.T2 252%%* .022

M1 PEER.T1—PEER.T2 635%** .028 PEER.T1— REP.T2 .056* 025

REP.T1—REP.T2 365%** .027 REP.T1—PEER.T2 .043* .018

DES.T1—DES.T2 237%** 025 DEST1—REP.T2 067** 024

DEST1—PEER.T2 -.012 .018

PEER.T1—DES.T2 —.040" 023

REP.T1—DES.T2 142%%* .027

GEN.T1—REP.T2 .028 .045

GRA.T1—REP.T2 .002 .043

GEN.T1—PEER.T2 057* 034

GRA.T2—PEER.T2 .007 .035

GEN.T1—DES.T2 .107* .045

GRA.T1—DES.T2 -.055 .043
Academic achieve-ment Mo ACH.T1—~ACH.T2 671%%% .030
REP.T1— REP.T2 322%%* .041
DES.T1—DES.T2 257%** 034

M1 ACH.T1—ACH.T2 672%* .047 ACH.T1— REP.T2 .085* .040

REP.T1— REP.T2 347%x* 031 REP.T1—ACH.T2 .010 .026

DES.T1—DES.T2 .218%** .037 DES.T1— REP.T2 .054 .038

DES.T1—ACH.T2 .-.002 024

ACH.T1—DES.T2 .081* .038

REP.T1—DES.T2 167%** 041

GEN.T1— REP.T2 .094 .068

GRA.T1— REP.T2 -013 .069

GEN.T1—ACH.T2 .107* .048

GRAT2—ACH.T2 —.038 .048

GEN.T1—DES.T2 .092 .069

GRA.T1—DES.T2 —-.079 .069

Note. PRO, prosocial behavior; ACH, academic achievement; PEER, peer preference; REP, self-report hap*p*iness; ASSE, peer-assessed happiness; DES, desire
satisfaction; GEN, gender; GRA, grade. T1, measurement time 1; T2, measurement time 2. *** p < .001"  p < .01, * p < .05, *p<.01.

1998), the experience and expression of emotions may
send communicative signals about the senders, evoke rele-
vant responses from others to solve problems, and provide
social incentives for desired behaviors (Keltner, 2003).
Expressions of happiness inform others about one’s friend-
liness and motivates interactive behaviors that enable indi-
viduals to form social bonds, which may lead to cumulative,
long-term social benefits (Frijda & Mesquita, 1994; Keltner &
Kring, 1998). It has been found that children’s displays of
happiness are frequently and positively responded to by
their peers (Strayer, 1980). Children’s expressions of happi-
ness may thus convey enjoyment of social relationships
and academic work, which evokes and reinforces positive
responses and support from others. It is important to
compare children’s self-reported feelings of happiness
and expressed happiness observed by peers more

systematically in future research. From a practical perspec-
tive, our findings suggest that educators, parents, and
professionals should help children display positive emo-
tions in school settings to promote their social and aca-
demic functioning.

It has been found that the relations between objec-
tive outcomes and happiness among adults are moder-
ated by specific cultural values (e.g., Li et al., 2021), and it
will be helpful to view our findings in relation to the
cultural context too. In individualistic cultures, happiness
is often viewed as a construct that is individual-oriented,
self-determined and something that can be pursued
explicitly (Joshanloo, 2014; Lu & Gilmour, 2004). In con-
trast, in collectivistic cultures, happiness is viewed more
as socially oriented and as a construct that emphasizes
social role obligation and mental harmony. Therefore,
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Time 1 Time 2
Peer-assessed Peer-assessed
happiness happiness
0.656%*** 0.226**
0.256%%>
Prosocial Prosocial
behavior 0.684%** behavior
Time 1 Time 2
Peer-assessed 0.556*** Peer-assessed
happiness 0.083%*+ happiness
0.299%% 0.043%*
0.129%%3
Academic Academic
achievement 0.656%** achievement
Time 1 Time 2
Peer-assessed 0.566*** Peer-assessed
happiness happiness
0.347%* 0.154%*

Peer-preference

0.066*‘

0.600%**

Peer-preference

Figure 2. Cross-lagged relationship between peer-assessed happiness and a) prosocial behavior, (b) peer preference, and (c) academic
achievement. Note: Results are standardized beta coefficients for all stability and cross-lagged paths, controlling for desire satisfaction,
gender, and grade in all models (results for the controlled variables are presented in Table 5). *** p < .001" p < .01, * p < .05.

social and moral functioning may have a stronger rela-
tion with happiness for children in collectivistic cultures
than for children in individualistic cultures. At the same
time, children’s academic achievement is strongly
emphasized in Chinese society (Chen et al., 2013; Yang
et al., 2014), which may lead to a stronger relation with
happiness than in societies where academic achieve-
ment is less emphasized (e.g., Spain, Thoilliez, 2011).
That being said, in both individualistic and collectivistic
contexts, happiness and subjective well-being are con-
strued to be related to interpersonal bonds (Delle Fave
et al,, 2011; Kim et al,, 2018) and personal achievement
(Uchida & Ogihara, 2012) among adults, although it
remains to be investigated to what extent these values
and beliefs are shared by children in western societies.
To better understand the role of cultural values in the
development of happiness, it will be informative to
study if eudaimonic values held by children across dif-
ferent cultures would moderate the relations between
social and intellectual characteristics and happiness.
There are some limitations in the measures and
approaches in our study. The study focused on the
relations between children’s happiness and their
social and academic functioning. We did not examine

specific mechanisms underlying the relations. For
example, moral behaviors in early childhood have
been found to positively impact academic achieve-
ment in adolescence (Caprara et al.,, 2000), and aca-
demic achievement has significant effects on Chinese
students’ social and psychological functioning (Chen
et al,, 1997, 2013; Yang et al,, 2014). Thus, it is possible
that prosocial behaviors predict happiness not only
directly, but also through academic achievement and
peer relationships. Future studies should examine the
indirect, mediated, and moderated effects of social
and achievement factors on happiness. In addition,
the data in this study were drawn from a larger long-
itudinal project in which relatively short measures of
self-report happiness and desire satisfaction were
used because of the time constraint. Whereas the
measures we used have face validity and are consis-
tent with the conceptualizations of the constructs in
the literature (e.g., Hills & Argyle, 2002; Lyubomirsky &
Lepper, 1999), it will be important to further examine
the validity of these measures in future research.
Hedonia and eudaimonia are two major issues in happi-
ness research among adults. Eudaimonia is conceptualized
as living well or actualizing one’s potentials (e.g., Deci &
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Table 5. Overview of the standardized stability and cross-lagged coefficients of peer-assessed happiness.

Variable Model Autoregressive path B SE Cross-lagged path B SE
Prosocial behavior Mo PRO.T1—PRO.T2 B74%%* .030
ASSE.T1—ASSE.T2 .539%** .003
DES.T1—DES.T2 276%%% .023

M1 PRO.T1—PRO.T2 .684*** .035 PRO.T1— ASSE.T2 .256%** .037

ASSE.T1—ASSE.T2 A23%xx .036 ASSE.T1—PRO.T2 .086%* .031

DES.T1—DES.T2 273%*% .023 DES.T1— ASSE.T2 .000 .017

DES.T1—PRO.T2 —-.012 015

PRO.T1—DES.T2 -.013 .027

ASSE.T1—DES.T2 050" .028

GEN.T1—ASSE.T2 .007 .035

GRA.T1—ASSE.T2 —-.016 .035

GEN.T1—PRO.T2 057+ .030

GRA.T1—PRO.T2 .006 .030

GEN.T1—DES.T2 .106* .046

GRA.T1—DES.T2 —.063 .045
Peer Mo PEER.T1—PEER.T2 624*** .027
preference ASSE.T1—ASSE.T2 .560%** .029
DES.T1—DES.T2 275%*%% .023

M1 PEER.T1—PEER.T2 .600%** .029 PEER.T1—ASSE.T2 .066* .028

ASSE.T1—ASSE.T2 566*** .031 ASSE.T1—PEER.T2 J15%x* .023

DES.T1—DES.T2 273%%% 022 DEST1— ASSE.T2 .001 017

DEST1—PEER.T2 —-.006 .018

PEER.T1—DES.T2 -.046" 025

ASSE.T1—DES.T2 .057%* 022

GEN.T1—ASSE.T2 .078* .036

GRA.T1—ASSE.T2 -.017 .036

GEN.T1—PEER.T2 .035 034

GRA.T2—PEER.T2 .003 .034

GEN.T1—DES.T2 .105% 044

GRA.T1—DES.T2 —.062 .044
Academic achieve-ment Mo ACH.T1—~ACH.T2 671%%% .031
ASSE.T1—ASSE.T2 S579%** .044
DES.T1—DES.T2 .278%** 034

M1 ACH.T1—ACH.T2 656*** .032 ACH.T1— ASSE.T2 129%x* .026

ASSE.T1—ASSE.T2 556%** .048 ASSE.T1—ACH.T2 .083%** 018

DES.T1—DES.T2 .269%¥* .035 DES.T1—ASSE.T2 —-.032 026

DES.T1—ACH.T2 .003 022

ACH.T1—DES.T2 .089* 036

ASSE.T1—DES.T2 .045 029

GEN.T1—ASSE.T2 .023 .052

GRA.T1—ASSE.T2 —-.036 .055

GEN.T1—ACH.T2 .089* .045

GRA.T2—ACH.T2 —-.010 .049

GEN.T1—DES.T2 .087 .067

GRA.T1—DES.T2 —-.074 .064

Note. PRO, prosocial behavior; ACH, academic achievement; PEER, peer preference; REP, self-report hap*p*iness; ASSE, peer-assessed happiness; DES, desire
satisfaction; GEN, gender; GRA, grade. T1, measurement time 1; T2, measurement time 2. *** p < .001"  p < .01, * p < .05, *p<.01.

Ryan, 2008; Waterman, 1993). Among adults, some
researchers have assessed the extent to which certain
activities make people feel fulfilled as an indication of
eudaimonic wellbeing (Waterman et al., 2008), whereas
others have specified components that are believed to
constitute eudaimonic well-being (e.g., environmental
mastery, positive relations with others, personal growth;
e.g., Ryff, 1989). To our best knowledge, there is no corre-
sponding theorizing of eudaimonia and flourishing in
childhood. The variables we examined, prosocial behaviors,
peer preference, and academic achievement, represent key
aspects of social and intellectual functioning in childhood.
It will be important to examine if they are precursors of
expressions of eudaimonia in adulthood. We hope the
present study could help bring this perspective to the
attention of developmental researchers.

Happiness is viewed as one of the most important
child-rearing goals by parents in modern societies
(Stearns, 2019). Our findings contribute to a better
understanding of the nature of happiness and how to
promote it during childhood. We found that social and
academic functioning such as prosocial behaviors, aca-
demic achievement, and peer preference predicted
higher levels of self-report and peer-assessed happiness
over time, over and above desire satisfaction. Peer-
assessed happiness also predicted higher levels of pro-
social behaviors, academic achievement, and peer pre-
ference over time. Therefore, although happiness is
often conceptualized as hedonic pleasures derived
from desire satisfaction, our findings suggest that happi-
ness is beyond hedonic satisfaction and is related with
social and intellectual functioning in a relatively long-



term fashion even in childhood. In modern societies
individuals are free to restlessly pursue the satisfactions
of various desires, but our findings suggest that factors
aligned with the notion of eudaimonia advocated by the
ancient philosophers - cultivating virtues and realizing
potentials — predict happiness in childhood.
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