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The Role of Optimism, Social Support,
and Life Events in Predicting the Level
and Change in Life Satisfaction among College Students :
Controlling the Effects of Life Style
and Socioeconomic Variables

Naomi YOSHITAKE

(Human Developmental Sciences)

Although the positive psychology movement has driven the research of global life satisfaction among
youths, the temporal stability and change of life satisfaction and the related factors are yet under
researched. The aim of this study was to examine growth trajectories of life satisfaction among college
students and the factors that might account for individual differences in the level of life satisfaction and
the rate of change. The effects of students’ optimism, social support, and life events on the level and
subsequent change in life satisfaction were investigated after controlling for the effects of life style
variables (including the amount of sleep, exercise, study, and part-time work) and socioeconomic
conditions (including monthly income and father’s job). The sample consisted of 63 undergraduate
students (mean age 19.9 years at the initial assessment) who were assessed at 3 measurement waves
with approximately 6-month intervals over a year. First, Growth curve analysis showed a slight decline in
life satisfaction, with substantial individual differences in both level and change of the satisfaction scores,
implying that life satisfaction judgments can fluctuate during the course of college students’ lives. Second,
optimistic tendencies and positive experiences in the achievement domain (e.g., received a good grade,
improved in a hobby skill, etc.) predicted the initial level of life satisfaction, and the support from opposite-
sex friends was positively related to the rate of change in life satisfaction. The result was still observed
even after entering the students’ life styles and socioeconomic status variables into the model. Further
analysis of the relationship between support from opposite-sex friends and life satisfaction revealed that
those who reported receiving a higher opposite-sex friends” support maintained the level of life satisfaction
across 3 measurement occasions, whereas those with lower support suffered a significant decrease in
satisfaction with life over time. The findings indicated the relative importance of optimistic personality
and positive experiences specifically in self-actualization domain in determining the individual baseline
level of life satisfaction, and also showed the protective effect of the support from opposite-sex friends

against decreased satisfaction with life as a whole.

Keywords: life satisfaction, resources, life events, undergraduate students, growth curve analysis
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