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ABSTRACT
Both attachment theory and empirical evidence indicate that the quality of parental
attachment profoundly influences many different aspects of adolescent life. However, one
area that has been somewhat neglected in the literature is the discovery of the
psychosocial mechanisms that account for the link between parental attachment and
important adolescent developmental outcomes, such as social problem solving (D’Zurilla
& Goldfried, 1971) and life satisfaction (LS: Diener, 1994). Driven by the conceptual
framework of development of LS proposed by Evans (1994), Attachment Theory and
Social Problem Solving Theory, a mediation model was hypothesized to explore the link
between parental attachment and adolescent LS via two components of social problem
solving: social problem solving orientation and social problem solving skills. A
prospective design was used with a large sample of early adolescents (n=652) who
participated at two time points, 6 months apart. Results showed that: 1) parental
attachment significantly related to social problem solving orientation, social problem
solving skills and LS; 2) the direct effect of parental attachment on later LS, accounting
for baseline LS, was significant, and effect size was in the moderate range; 3) though
social problem solving orientation and skill set both significantly correlated with LS, the
mediated effects of social problem solving orientation and skill set in the link between
parental attachment and LS were not significant, with very small effect size. These
findings suggested that parental attachment is one important determinant of adolescents’

social problem solving (orientation and skill set, respectively) and LS. Possible



explanations of the non-significant results were discussed. Implications for
psychological and educational services for adolescents were highlighted. Limitations and

recommendations for future research were also provided.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

1. Importance of Subjective Well-being and Life Satisfaction
Psychology is not just a branch of medicine concerned with illness or health; it is larger.
-------- Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000

From the time of Aristotle (384-322 BC), the pursuit of happiness and the achievement
of the “good life” have been major concerns among philosophers and theologians. Within
the modern era, some Western psychologists have continued to address this question. For
example, humanistic psychologists (e.g., Maslow, 1971; Rogers, 1961; Allport, 1961)
have pointed to a wide array of topics and issues relevant to the understanding of the
“good life” and optimal human functioning. The issues have included a critique of the
medical model of mental illness, which historically is deficit-based, wherein the
underlying criterion of mental health is the absence of psychological deficits. There has
been an increasing dissatisfaction with deficit models of mental health (e.g., Cowen,
1983; McCullough & Snyder, 2000; Seligman & Csikzentmihalyi, 2000). For example,
Kazdin (1993) argued that the mental health of youth should encompass two domains: the
absence of dysfunction and optimal functioning in psychological domains.

Building on these important historical efforts, Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi
(2000) have called for a science of positive psychology to complement psychology’s

historical emphasis on psychopathological conditions. In their seminal work, they stated



that “At this juncture, the social and behavioral sciences can play an enormously
important role. They can articulate a vision of the good life that is empirically sound
while being understandable and attractive. Psychology should be able to help document
what kinds of families result from children who flourish, what work settings support the
greatest satisfaction among workers, what policies result in the strongest civic
engagement, and how people’s lives can be most worth living. ” Subsequently, research
in the field of positive psychology has been increasing and has led to an improved
understanding of human strengths and a good life; and more effective preventive
behavioral health work. Indeed, what psychologists have learned over 50 years is that the
disease model does not move psychology closer to the prevention of serious problems in
mental health. Instead, the major strides in prevention have come largely from a
perspective focused on systematically building competency, not on correcting weakness
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

Notions of positive psychology can be instrumental in mental health
professionals’ conceptualization of services provided to children, parents, teachers, and
other school professionals. Moreover, building strengths, enhancing skills, and coalescing
resources in children’s lives should be among the benchmark functions for these
professionals, including, but not limited to, school psychologists, counselors and social
workers. Well-being research on environmental and intrapersonal factors can be
particularly useful for guiding practical efforts in mental health service with the aim of
enhancing youth well-being. Thus, the current study investigated the psychosocial
mechanisms that may account for the link between external resources (parental

attachment) and adolescents’ internal outcomes (life satisfaction), by hypothesizing the



mediated effect of an intrapersonal factor (social problem solving) in this link. A
literature review of research on each main construct used in the present study is provided
in following sections.
1.1 Subjective Well-being
It is natural for humans to pursue happiness. Interestingly, interpretations of the term

happiness have been inconsistent in the human sciences. From a hedonic perspective,
happiness should center on subjective reports of quality of life, and this account
incorporates subjective well-being (SWB), which is perhaps the most widely used
construct in the field of positive psychology. Specifically, SWB accounts incorporate
both hedonic experiences (positive and negative affects) and cognitive evaluations of
how well a person’s life is going generally (Diener, 1994; Dolan & White, 2006;
Veenhoven, 2006). Again, SWB is subjective and distinguishable from objective
indicators of well-being, such as wealth, educational achievement, and risk behavior
levels.

The model of SWB was developed for the purpose of studying adults’ well-being
(see Diener, 1994). However, this model has been extended to apply to late childhood
and adolescence (aged eight and above) in a number of studies (Huebner, 1991b;
Huebner, 1997; Huebner & Dew, 1996). As a cognitive component of SWB, global life
satisfaction (LS) reflects a cognitive judgment of one’s satisfaction with his or her life as
a whole (Diener & Diener, 1995). LS also can be assessed in different subdomains, such
as the satisfaction of family, school, friends, self and living environment (Huebner,
1994), particularly for school age children and adolescents. The two affective

components of SWB (positive affect and negative affect) represent individual differences



in the frequency of experienced emotions (e.g., joy, pride, guilt, and sadness). However,
given the greater stability of LS reports relative to affect reports (Huebner, Suldo, &
Gilman, 2006), LS has been studied the most in assessing SWB in adults (e.g., the
Satisfaction with Life Scale, SWLS, Diener et al., 1985) and youth (e.g., Students’ Life
Satisfaction Scale, SLSS, Huebner, 1994). Major findings from youth LS studies will be
summarized in the following sections.
1.2 Life Satisfaction in Youth

Research on adolescent groups has consistently shown that lower LS is
negatively related to many dysfunctional outcomes, such as social stress, anxiety (Gilman
& Huebner, 2006), depression (Lewinsohn, Redner, & Seeley, 1991; Gilman & Huebner,
2006), suicidal ideation (Valois, Zullig, Huebner, & Drane, 2004), risk-taking or deviant
behavior (e.g., carrying a weapon, fighting, or drunk driving; Valois, Zullig, Huebner, &
Drane, 2001; Suldo & Huebner, 2003), alcohol (Newcomb, Bentler, & Collins, 1986;
Raphael, Rukholm, Brown, Hill-Bailey, & Donato, 1996), sexual risk-taking (\Valois,
Zullig, Huebner, Kammermann & Drane, 2002), and drug use (Zullig, Valois, Huebner,
Oeltmann, & Drane, 2001). A few longitudinal studies have also revealed that global LS
predicted adolescents’ levels of depression, stress, social anxiety (Huebner, Funk &
Gilman, 2000) and externalizing behavior longitudinally (Suldo & Huebner, 2004a).
These results are important because they suggest that low LS might be a precursor of
more serious pathological symptoms, which could be helpful in preventive efforts in
mental health work.

In contrast, person-centered studies have found that, in comparison to students

who reported low levels of satisfaction, adolescents who have high level of LS tends to



exhibit less internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Huebner & Alderman, 1993; Suldo
& Huebner, 2004a; Suldo & Huebner, 2004b; Suldo & Huebner, 2006); higher levels of
academic performance, interpersonal relationships, and intrapersonal functioning
(Gilman & Huebner, 2006). Furthermore, high LS is also associated with a number of
positive attributes, such as increased self-efficacy and self-esteem (Gilman, Huebner &
Laughlin, 2000; MacDonald, Piquero, Valois, & Zullig, 2005; Valois, et al., 2001) and
youth developmental assets (Valois, Zullig, Huebner & Drane, 2009) and perceived youth
empowerment (Paxton, Valois & Drane, 2005).

LS has also been suggested to serve as one psychosocial mechanism which
accounts for the relationship between environmental conditions and adaptive outcomes.
For example, research has shown that LS mediates the relationship between social
support-involvement, as one dimension of authoritative parenting, and adolescent
problem behavior (Suldo & Huebner, 2004b). Furthermore, results from another study
(Suldo & Huebner, 2004a) showed that LS moderated the relationship between stressful
life events and adolescents’ subsequent externalizing behaviors, which suggested that
positive LS could buffer against the negative effects of stress and lower the chance of
subsequent psychopathological problems.

Based on these findings, scholars have suggested that LS can be an important
protective factor for youth to reduce negative effects or risks experienced from stress or
problem behaviors (Huebner, Suldo & Valois, 2005). As Huebner et al. (2004b)
suggested, a child’s perceived quality of life is a psychological strength that should be a
paramount focus to prevent pathology and promote positive changes across multiple

settings. However, the amount of research attention devoted to children and adolescents’



SWB has been far less than that devoted to adults. Much more SWB research with young
people is needed to understand individual differences in youth LS.
1.3 Correlates of LS

Discovery of the benefits of LS in adolescents’ development has driven
researchers in the field to study its determinants, correlates, and mediators in order to
understand the nature of LS as well as the intervention pathways to promotion. This
section provides a comprehensive review of the cumulative findings on correlates of
youth LS. It also provides a foundation for the more detailed elaboration of parental
attachment and social problem solving in later sections.
1.3.1 Basic Demographics

The relationship between socio-demographics (e.g., age, gender, and SES) and LS
has often been found to be weak, although several studies noted some modest
associations (see Proctor et al., 2009).
Age. Results on age differences in LS are conflicting in existing cross-sectional research.
In some studies there were non-significant relationships between age and LS (Ash &
Huebner, 2001; Dew& Huebner, 1994; Huebner, 1991a; Huebner & Alderman, 1993;
Sastre & Ferriere, 2000), whereas a number of studies have shown that global LS tend to
slightly decrease from with the onset and progression of adolescence (Chang, McBride-
Chang, Stewart, & Au, 2003; Demo & Acock, 1996; Flouri & Buchanan, 2002; Marks,
Shah, & Westall, 2004; Suldo & Huebner, 2004b). Similar findings are also reported in
studies conducted in several countries other than the US, such as Israel (e.g., Ullman &
Tatar, 2001), South Korea (e.g., Park, 2005), and China (e.g., Chang et al., 2003; Leung,

McBride-Chang, & Lai, 2004).



Gender. The findings related to the relation between children’s global LS and gender are
inconsistent. Many studies indicate that overall LS is fairly constant across gender (e.g.,
Ash & Huebner, 2001; Huebner, Drane & Valois, 2000; Chang, et al., 2003; Dew &
Huebner, 1994; Gilman, Ashby, Sverko, Florell, & Varjas, 2005; Huebner, 1991;
Huebner, 1994; Huebner & Alderman, 1993; Phinney & Ong, 2002; Sastre & Ferriere,
2000); while other studies suggest gender differences, with girls reporting lower LS as
compared to boys (e.g., Neto, 1993).

Race and SES. Conclusions on the effects of race and SES on youth LS are inconsistent.
The majority of studies reported no significant difference in mean levels of global LS
between ethnic groups (Ash & Huebner, 2001; Adelman, Taylor, & Nelson, 1989;
Huebner, 1994; Gilman & Huebner, 1997; Huebner, Drane, & Valois, 2000). Although
some studies have reported modest difference between African Americans and
Caucasians, with lower levels of LS in African American youth (Huebner, 1994; Gilman,
2001; Huebner, Valois, Paxton, & Drane, 2005), some of them reported non-significant
correlations between LS and socio-economic status (SES) (Sam, 1998; Gilman &
Huebner, 1997; Wilson, Henry, & Peterson, 1997). However, some other studies reported
that students whose families have higher SES (e.g., using the indicator of receiving free
or reduced lunch at school or not) tend to have higher levels of satisfaction (Ash &
Huebner, 2001; Dew & Huebner, 1994; Huebner & Alderman, 1993).

1.3.2 Environmental factors

1.3.2.1 Living environment

Family vs. residential placement. Not all children and adolescents live with their

biological parents or bio-related caregivers. Studies have shown that children’s LS is



related to differences in caregiving environments. For instance, compared with children
who lived in group homes via foster care because of extreme deterioration of their own
families, children who lived at home with their parents reported twenty percent higher
mean levels of global LS (Sastre & Ferriere, 2000).

Family composition. For those children and adolescents who live in non-residential
center environments, researchers have investigated the impact of family composition on
their LS. First, students who live in intact families are more likely to experience higher
levels of LS than those who are from divorced, single-parent families or step families, as
the findings revealed in the studies in US (Huebner, Seligson, Valois, & Suldo, 2006;
Demo & Acock, 1996), UK (Flouri & Buchanan, 2002), and Norwegian youth (Storksen,
Roysamb, Moum, & Tambs, 2005). However, this conclusion is not consistent across
studies. For instance, one study with urban African-American adolescents showed
adolescents who resided with their single mother and extended family members showed
the highest LS compared to other groups (Zimmerman, Salem, & Maton, 1995). This
finding suggests that there could be other factors accounting for greater impact on
adolescents’ LS within the familial context, beyond family composition or marital status.
Quality of the actual parent(s)-child relationships or interactions has been considered as
the primary determinant of adolescents’ LS, a topic which will be returned to later in the
section on “interpersonal relationships”.

Neighborhoods. In a longitudinal study of rural adolescents from the Appalachian
region in the US, researchers found that among economically disadvantaged youth,
besides family SES, and perceived disparity between the desired number of children and

actual number of children in the home, several other living environment related variables



were predictors of LS, such as community size and perceived discrepancy between
desired residence and actual residence (Wilson et al., 1997). In a related study in
Australia, researchers found that children from distressed neighborhoods (e.g., high
crime/violence levels, reside on industrial or commercial streets or in poorly maintained
houses, and/or in rented accommodations) reported lower overall LS compared to
children who lived in healthy residential areas (Homel & Burns, 1989).

Other than “where,” “who” live in a neighborhood appear to matter to
adolescents’ LS as well. One study with American adolescents suggested that those who
lived in neighborhoods with a relatively homogenous ethnic composition reported higher
LS than adolescents who resided in more ethnically diverse communities (Sam, 1998).
Another study with immigrant adolescents in Portugal revealed similar findings:
residence in a neighborhood in which most inhabitants were of the adolescents’ same
ethnic identity predicted increased LS (Neto, 2001). However, before formulating
conclusions about the effects of heterogeneity of ethnic composition in the
neighborhoods, more studies are needed, along with a deeper examination of the role of
local cultural factors (i.e., religion, community climate).

Life events. Research has shown that recent experiences of major life events such as
changing schools, parental divorce, and change in SES accounted for significant variance
in adolescents’ LS scores, even after controlling for important personality traits
(McKbnight, Huebner, & Suldo, 2002). In general, studies suggested that major life events
(e.g., parents’ divorce, death of a family member) and minor life events (e.g., daily
hassles, everyday stressors) exert a modest to moderate effect on youth’s LS (Ash &

Huebner, 2001; McCullough, Huebner, & Laughlin, 2000). McCullough and colleagues



(2000) also found positive daily events (e.g., hobbies, frequent opportunities to help
others) better predicted LS than the accumulation of major or daily life stressors. In fact,
research indicates that positive daily events may be the most crucial contributor to LS
variance when only the impact of major and daily events on LS is considered
(McCullough, et al., 2000).
Culture. Much of the research on youth LS has been published in studies with
participants from Western cultures. Relatively few cross-cultural comparisons have been
undertaken to analyze the influence of culture. In one study, Japanese students reported
less happiness, considerably lower levels of LS, along with higher numbers of physical
and psychiatric symptoms, and more stressful life events than Swedish adolescents
(Tanaka, Mollborg, Terashima, & Borres, 2005). Similarly, Park and Huebner (2005)
compared the LS reports of Korean and American students and found that Korean
students reported lower LS than their American counterparts; results which are consistent
with those reported in studies of adults (e.g., Diener & Diener, 1995).

When researchers used domain-based LS measures rather than measures of global
LS, more interesting findings were found. The greatest differences seem to exist in the
Self and School domains, though the findings of other domain comparisons are not
completely consistent. For example, Liu and colleagues (2005) found that Chinese
students scored higher on the dimensions of Friends and School than American students
and Irish students. Similarly, in another study, Korean students reported significantly less
satisfaction in the Self domain, and higher satisfaction in School domain, whereas
American students reported higher satisfaction in the Self domain and less satisfaction in

the School domain (Park & Huebner, 2005). Moreover, studies with American students
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found that the School domain was the weakest indicator for global LS reports and was
ranked lower in importance than the Family, Friends, Self, or Living environment
domains (Liu et al., 2003).

1.3.2.2 Social relationships

Parent-child relationships. Parent-child relationship variables are among the strongest
correlates of LS during youth. Grossman and Rowat (1995) found that a perceived poor
parental relationship, and not family marital status, was associated with reduced LS
among a group of Canadian adolescents. Moreover, frequency and magnitude of parent-
adolescent disagreements are inversely related to LS in adolescents from European
American and Vietnamese American cultures (Phinney & Ong, 2002) as well as in
Chinese youth (Shek, 1997). Conversely, it is not surprising that more positive relations
with parents are strongly associated with higher levels of LS (Dew & Huebner, 1994;
Gilman & Huebner, 2006; Gilman et al., 2000; Leung & Zhang, 2000). Particularly,
compared to other interpersonal relationships (e.g., peer relationships, teacher-student
relationships), the quality of the parent-child relationship has been found to be the
strongest interpersonal relationship predictor of LS among youth ages 8 to 18 (Dew &
Huebner, 1994; Huebner, Seligson, Valois, & Suldo, 2006; Suldo & Huebner, 2004b).
These results are supported by similar research using different indicators of parent-child
relationships. For instance, LS is closely linked to parent attachment (Nickerson &
Nagle, 2004) and perceived family functioning (Heaven, Searight, Chastain, & Skitka,
1996). Theoretical foundation and empirical evidence of the importance of parental

attachment on youth LS are reviewed in details in later sections.
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Peer relationships. The interaction with peers not only significantly contributes to
adolescents’ socialization, but also their SWB. In general, children with higher quality of
peer relationships score higher on measures of global LS (Huebner & Alderman, 1993;
Oberle, Schonert-Reichl, & Zumbo, 2011) and measures of specific life domains
(Nickerson & Nagle, 2004). Similarly, adolescents who report high levels of LS typically
feel that they receive more social support from both friends and classmates (Suldo &
Huebner, 2006). In contrast, students who experience negative interactions with their
peers report lower levels of LS (DeSantis- King, Huebner, Suldo, & Valois, 2006; Martin
& Huebner, 2007). Particularly, students who are relationally victimized (e.g., teased by
peers or purposefully excluded from peer groups) experience significantly less frequent
positive emotions in school and lower global LS (Flouri & Buchanan, 2002; Martin, &
Huebner, 2007; Martin, Huebner, & Valois, 2008). Besides purposeful acts of physical or
relational victimization, another relatively passive, but still negative peer interaction,
neglect, also could lower the levels of SWB. For instance, one study showed that
students who received few prosocial acts were more likely to experience low global LS
than those who received frequent prosocial acts from peers (Martin & Huebner, 2007).
Teacher-student relationship. There are only a few studies examining the effect of
teacher-student relationship on students’ global subjective well-being. For instance, by
studying three groups of adolescents with high, average and low LS, Suldo and Huebner
(2006) found that adolescents with high LS perceived higher mean ratings of social
support from teachers than their peers with average or very low LS, who did not differ in
their levels of teacher support. A series of studies conducted by Huebner and his

colleagues appeared to support the conclusion that the quality of the teacher-student
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relationships is not the strongest predictors of overall LS (Siddall, Huebner & Jiang,
2013), but is the strongest predictor of school satisfaction in adolescents (Jiang, Huebner
& Siddall, 2013). Obviously, more research is needed to determine the total contribution
of teacher-student relationship to LS to adolescents’ subjective well-being.

1.3.3 Intrapersonal factors

1.3.3.1 Personality traits

Personality. Research has indicated that personality traits contribute to LS, especially
extraversion and neuroticism. Similar to the findings from adult studies, extraversion is
positively associated with LS while neuroticism is negatively associated with LS in
adolescents (Fogle, Huebner, & Laughlin, 2002; Heaven, 1989; Huebner, 1991a).
Further, neuroticism has been found to be one of the strongest personality traits that
correlate with LS in children (Heaven, 1989; Huebner, 1991a). Both psychoticism and
introversion are negatively related to LS in children, but these correlations were not
strong in Heaven’s (1989) study.

Locus of control. Another personal trait that is strongly and consistently correlated with
LS is locus of control. Internal locus of control, which reflects individuals’ beliefs that
they are personally responsible for the events in their lives, is associated with higher
levels of LS, whereas external locus of control, which reflects individuals’ beliefs that
that their life events are attributable to external causes, has moderately negative
correlations with LS (Ash & Huebner, 2001; Huebner, 1991a; Huebner, et al., 2000; Dew
& Huebner, 1994; Huebner & Dew, 1993; Gilman et al., 2000; Gilman & Huebner, 2006;
Shogren, Lopez, Wehmeyer, Little, & Pressgrove, 2006). Ash and Huebner’s study

(2001) also showed that locus of control mediated the relationship between
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environmental stressors and LS, providing evidence that environmental variables and
intrapersonal variables likely interact in determining LS.

Self-esteem and self-concept. The empirical evidence has consistently shown that LS
positively relates to self-esteem, and the correlations are moderate to strong among
normally developed children and adolescents (e.g. Dew & Huebner, 1994; Huebner,
1991a; Neto, 1993; Gilman & Huebner, 2006; Gilman et al., 2000); and among several
diverse groups, such as inner-city African American adolescent males (Zimmerman, et
al., 1995), and elementary students who are at risk academically (Huebner & Alderman,
1993). Significant positive correlations also exist between LS and global self-concept
(McCullough, et al., 2000; Huebner, 1991a; Terry & Huebner, 1995; Gilman & Huebner,
1997) as well as with multiple domains of self-concept (Dew & Huebner, 1994; Gilman
& Huebner, 1997).

1.3.3.2 Cognitive-Motivational factors

Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy, the personal belief in what one can do, or is capable of doing,
is an important determinant of behavior and influences whether and how