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Título: El papel mediador del afecto negativo en la relación entre funcio-
namiento familiar y felicidad subjetiva en estudiantes universitarios españo-
les. 
Resumen: Estudios previos muestran que el funcionamiento familiar y las 
características temperamentales del individuo tienen un peso importante en 
la explicación de su felicidad subjetiva. Sin embargo, el vínculo entre estos 
factores ha sido escasamente estudiado en la adultez emergente. El objetivo 
de nuestro trabajo fue explorar el papel mediador del afecto negativo en la 
relación entre funcionamiento familiar y felicidad en una muestra de 347 es-
tudiantes universitarios españoles. Los análisis mostraron que puntuaciones 
moderadas en cohesión y flexibilidad familiar se asociaron positivamente a 
la felicidad subjetiva, al contrario que las puntuaciones extremas de dichas 
escalas. Por el contrario, el afecto negativo se asoció negativamente con la 
felicidad. Los análisis SEM mostraron que el afecto negativo medió la rela-
ción entre funcionamiento familiar (equilibrado y desequilibrado) y felici-
dad subjetiva. Con respecto a los patrones familiares disfuncionales, encon-
tramos que el afecto negativo medió la relación entre las escalas de desa-
pego, dependencia y caos, y felicidad. Sin embargo, este patrón mediacional 
no se observó para la escala de rigidez. Se discuten las implicaciones socia-
les y clínicas que estos resultados tienen en la promoción de la felicidad 
subjetiva en la adultez temprana, teniendo en cuenta las creencias culturales 
españolas sobre funcionamiento familiar y bienestar. 
Keywords: Funcionamiento familiar. Afecto negativo. Felicidad subjetiva.  
Mediación. Cultura española. 

  Abstract: Previous research shows that family functioning and an individ-
ual’s temperamental characteristics carry significant weight in explaining 
subjective happiness. However, the link between these factors is scarcely 
considered in emerging adulthood. For more understanding, the main aim 
of our study was to explore the mediating role of negative affect on the re-
lationship between family functioning and subjective happiness among a 
sample of 347 college students in Spain. Results showed moderate scores 
in family cohesion and   flexibility were positively associated to a young per-
son´s subjective happiness, while some extreme scores in those scales 
showed the opposite pattern. In contrast, negative affect was negatively as-
sociated to subjective happiness in college students. SEM analyses revealed 
that negative affect fully mediates the relationship between both balanced 
and unbalanced family functioning and subjective happiness. As regards 
dysfunctional family patterns, we found that negative affect fully mediated 
the relationship between disengaged, enmeshed and chaotic unbalanced 
scales, and subjective happiness. However, this mediational pattern failed 
to replicate in the unbalanced rigid scale. The social and clinical implica-
tions of these results on the promotion of subjective happiness in early 
adulthood was discussed, taking into account Spanish cultural beliefs on 
family functioning and well-being. 
Keywords: Family functioning. Negative affect. Subjective happiness. Me-
diation. Spanish culture. 

 

Introduction 
 
Psychological research on the subject of happiness has seen 
an increase over the last three decades (Luhman et al., 2012; 
Van Hoorn, 2007). One reason for this recent interest is 
linked to the role that happiness and life satisfaction play in 
improving an individual’s life quality (Diener, 2000; 
Medvedev & Landhuis, 2018; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,  
2000; Suh et al., 1998). The study of happiness has also been 
of interest since ancient times (Diener et al., 2009) and is 
particularly considered in Western culture as the ultimate 
goal in life, (Suh & Choi, 2018; Uysal et al., 2014; Veenho-
ven, 1994).  

Historically, there are two different approaches to the 
concept of happiness. While the eudemonic perspective fo-
cuses on psychological well-being (human strengths and po-
tential to reach optimal functioning; Ryff & Keyes, 1995), 
the hedonic perspective has more broadly defined happiness 
as subjective well-being (SWB), related to people´s assess-
ment of their lives. SWB in particular, consists of an affec-
tive component (the prevalence of positive emotional expe-
riences over negative ones; Diener, 2009) and a cognitive 
component (evaluation of one’s life satisfaction; Diener, 
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2009). Although SWB and subjective happiness (i.e., a global, 
subjective assessment of whether one is happy or unhappy; 
Lyumorsky & Lepper, 1999) have a strong correlation and 
are often considered synonymous, some authors mention no 
overlap between either concept (Gallagher et al., 2009; How-
ell et al., 2010; Iani et al., 2013; Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 
1999; Purvis et al., 2011). From this perspective, subjective 
happiness is not just a matter of a daily, positive mood or 
general satisfaction with life, but a more enduring and chron-
ic state (Extremera & Fernández-Berrocal, 2014). 

In an extensive review of the connection between subjec-
tive happiness and health promotion, Scorsolini-Comin & 
Santos (2010) reported that the former is positively linked to 
a wide range of personal outcomes, such as academic per-
formance (Dela Coleta & Dela Coleta, 2006), emotional 
support (Resende et al., 2009), or coping strategies (Shmot-
kin, 2005). Other variables traditionally related to SWB are 
emotional intelligence (Extremera et al., 2005), self-esteem 
(Furnham & Cheng, 2000; Shimai et al., 2004) satisfying rela-
tionships (Diener & Seligman, 2004) or personal control 
(Larsen & Prizmic, 2008). Indeed, extensive research high-
lighted the close links between happiness and both physical 
(Cross et al., 2018; Kushlev et al. 2020; Steptoe, 2018) and 
mental health (Lew et al., 2019; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; 
Piqueras et al.,     2011). 

In this context, many researchers have attempted to un-
derstand the most relevant determinants in SWB or subjec-

https://revistas.um.es/analesps
mailto:mdgalian@um.es


240                                                   María Dolores Galián Conesa, and Ester Ato 

anales de psicología / annals of psychology, 2023, vol. 39, nº 2 (may) 

tive happiness development. Among those described are in-
ternal factors such as personality attributes (Diener & Lucas, 
1999; Moradi et al., 2005; Rusting & Larsen, 1997) or genetic 
disposition (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996; Roysamb & Nes, 
2018); and external factors such as socio-demographic varia-
bles (Botha et al., 2017; Diener et al., 1999; Frey & Stutzer, 
2002; Furnham & Petrides, 2003; Kasser & Kahner, 2004; 
Weech-Maldonado et al., 2017), life events (Ballas & 
Dorling, 2007; Clark & Oswald, 2002) or social contexts 
(Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008; Holder & Coleman, 2009; 
North et al., 2008). Regarding the latter, family relations 
emerged as a critical variable in understanding subjective 
happiness, notably in early development stages. 

In this line, connections between family functioning and 
SWB or subjective happiness in childhood and adolescence 
have been extensively documented in psychology literature. 
Thus, subjective happiness has been positively predicted 
from a wide range of family aspects, such as family cohesion 
(Fosco et al., 2020; Goswami, 2012; Hamama & Arazi, 2012; 
Leto et al., 2019; Xiang et al., 2020), positive family dynamics 
(Joronen &Astedt-Kurki, 2005; Rask et al., 2003) parental 
warmth (Kazarian et al., 2010) participation in family deci-
sions (González et al., 2015), or family support (Hellfeldt et 
al., 2019; Rodriguez-Rivas et al., 2022); and negatively pre-
dicted by others, such as parental psychopathology (i.e., 
stress, anxiety or depression; Leto et al., 2019), family con-
flict (Fosco et al., 2020) or parental rejection (Kazarian et al., 
2010). Although in early adulthood, family still plays a role in 
an individual’s adjustment, particularly in cultures like the 
Spanish one where young people live with their parents   
well into their twenties, its connections with subjective hap-
piness are less explored. These few studies have focused on 
the importance of family cohesion, support  and involvement 
in young people´s SWB (Asici & Sari, 2021; Brannan et al., 
2012; Schnettler et al., 2014; Xiang et al., 2020), however 
more research is required.   

To understand the nature of the relationship between 
family and subjective happiness in early development stages, 
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model provided a compre-
hensive, conceptual framework for how the central social 
contexts in an individual's life interact and influence adjust-
ment (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 

From this perspective, to ensure an individual´s optimal 
development, all participants in its microsystems should pur-
sue effective interaction patterns called proximal processes 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Nevertheless, the instabil-
ity inherent in our society as regards family structure and 
functioning has had a profound, negative effect on the quali-
ty of these interactions. Specifically, the rise in divorce, 
amount of time parents spend away from home, and the 
strong irruption of digital technology in young people´s lives, 
among other factors, alter current family functioning pat-
terns. Therefore, better understanding is required about 
which family patterns are functional and dysfunctional in 
early adulthood, since improved knowledge of all these as-
pects will contribute toward optimizing the quality of family 

interactions in young people and thus subjective happiness 
and life satisfaction. 

The bioecological model also considered an individual’s 
adjustment as a result not only of their social contexts, but 
also of their own personal characteristics (Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006). In this line, personality has proved strongly re-
lated to happiness in adulthood, with the more neurotic 
adults being those who show lower levels of happiness (Cos-
ta & McCrae, 1980; Furnham & Cheng, 2000; Hills & Ar-
gyle, 2001; Lauriola & Iani, 2015). However, on the basis 
that personality is still developing even past age 30 (Caspi & 
Silva, 1995; Costa & McCrae, 1994), temperament is widely 
considered a good measure of personality constructs in early 
development stages (Buss & Plomin, 1984; Holder & Klas-
sen, 2010; Rothbart, 2007). In this connection, a study about 
adult temperament structure developed by Rothbart and Ev-
ans (2007) found that neuroticism was strongly related to the 
temperament scale of negative affect, considered as a high 
level temperamental motivational-emotional domain associ-
ated to potentially aversive stimuli. This association suggests 
that negative affect might be a temperament factor particu-
larly relevant in explaining the contribution of individual 
characteristics to happiness and well-being. As with neuroti-
cism, it might be expected that people with higher levels of 
negative affect could experience a more intense and negative 
response to environmental stressors, which consequently 
would decrease their levels of subjective well-being.  

Although there is a great deal of research highlighting the 
relevant role of negative affect explaining several develop-
mental outcomes (Clark et al., 1994; Crawford et al., 2011: 
Hirvonen et al., 2019; Rothbart et al., 1994), its relation to 
subjective well-being has been much less studied. Besides, 
this scarce literature has generally focused on single aspects 
of negative affect, such as shyness (Satici, 2019; Wang et al., 
2014; Zhao et al., 2012), 2019; Wang et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 
2012), which may offer a partial vision about the nature of 
this relationship. Once more, these few studies focused pri-
marily on childhood and adolescence, putting emerging 
adulthood on a second level. Therefore, in actual practice, 
the link between young people’s negative affect and happi-
ness has barely been explored. 

In addition to the single contributions of family func-
tioning and negative affect, interaction between these factors 
is also of utmost importance. According to Rothbart’s theory, 
temperament can be a protector or risk factor in the connec-
tion between different family subsystems and an individual’s 
adjustment, playing a mediating or moderating role in this in-
terplay (Garstein & Fagot, 2003). Several studies have con-
firmed the mediating or moderating role of temperament in 
the relationship between parenting and an individual’s ad-
justment problems, mostly in childhood (Ato et al., 2015; Ei-
senberg et al., 2005; Karreman et al., 2008). Extrapolating 
this relationship pattern to early adult adjustment, it is to be 
expected that an individual’s temperament can reduce or in-
crease the impact of a dysfunctional family on their subjec-
tive well-being. We also believe that how family functioning 
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affects negative emotionality expression may be conditioned 
by cultural beliefs about the family role in an individual’s life. 
To our knowledge, this relational pattern has not yet been 
studied; thus its implications are not well understood. 

Our main aim was to analyze the link between family 
functioning, negative affect and subjective happiness in a 
sample of young Spanish adults. Firstly, we expected family 
cohesion and flexibility to correlate with higher perceived 
well-being and for dysfunctional family interactions to corre-
late with lower happiness in young people. We also expected 
a negative correlation between negative affect and subjective 
happiness in early adulthood. Secondly, we examined the 
mediating role of negative affect in the relationship between 
family functioning and subjective happiness. In particular, 
we expected poor family functioning to increase the expres-
sion of negative affect in early adults, which in turn would 
decrease subjective happiness. We were also interested in 
finding which family dysfunctional patterns are worse for 
negative affect and subjective  happiness in young people as 
regards Spanish culture. For our data collection, in the con-
text of early adulthood we focused on college students, due 
to the emphasis this collective place on happiness, among 
other human values (Kim-Prieto et al., 2005). 
 

Method 
 
Participants and procedure 
 
Participants were selected from the local university in 

Murcia, Spain. The goals of the research were explained and 
volunteers were requested. The original sample comprised  
349 students enrolled in a four-year Educational college pro-
gram (Primary Education, Infant Education and Social Edu-
cation) at Murcia University (Spain). Two students were ex-
cluded due to generalized non-response to all items; the re-
maining students presenting a random pattern of 2 %   miss-
ing responses imputed by the median of cases. Distributed 
by gender, 78 of respondents were male (22.48 %) and 269 
female (77.52 %). The average age was 19.3 years with stand-
ard deviation of 3.71. 

Following approval by the institutional ethics committee, 
informed consent was obtained from participants. Question-
naires were completed in the classroom, where students 
could consult researchers on any question. Participation was 
voluntary and no payment was provided. 

 
Instruments 
 
Temperament. The short form of the Adult Temperament 

Questionnaire (ATQ; Evans & Rothbart, 2007) was used to 
measure this subject. The short form version of ATQ in-
cludes 77 items on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = extremely un-
true, 7 = extremely true), grouped into 13 scales and four 
dimensions (i.e., negative affect, effortful control, surgen-
cy/extraversion and orienting sensitivity). We used R lavaan 
package version 0.6.11 (Rosseel, 2012) to perform a con-

firmatory factor analysis (CFA) with  MLR (Robust Maxi-
mum Likelihood) estimator to test the model of four factors 
for ATQ. Using conventional criteria (Hu & Bentler, 1998-
99; Kline, 2016), we obtained a modest but satisfactory fit: 
CFI = .91, SRMR = .074 and RMSEA = .026 (90 % CI: .22-
.28), p > .05. Measurement reliability of ATQ scale was ob-
tained with R psych (Revelle, 2022) and R semTools (Jorgen-
sen et al, 2022). Alpha reliability for the four temperamental 
factors of ATQ was between .65 and  .80, and composite re-
liability ranged between .54 and .69.  

For our research purpose, we only evaluated the Nega-
tive Affect construct, composed of 4 scales: (1) Fear: The 
negative affect related to anticipation or distress (7 items); (2) 
Sadness: Negative affect and lower mood and energy related 
to exposure to suffering, disappointment, and object   loss (7 
items); (3) Discomfort: Negative affect related to sensory quali-
ties of stimulation, including sensitivity, rate or complexity or 
visual, auditory, smell/taste, and            tactile stimulation (6 items), 
and; (4) Frustration: Negative Affect related to interruption of 
ongoing tasks or goal blocking (6 items). The reliability range 
for scales of the Negative Affect dimension was between .72 
and .80 (Evans & Rothbart, 2007). We used R lavaan package 
version 0.6.11 (Rosseel, 2012) to perform a confirmatory 
factor analysis with estimator WLSMV shorthand for Diag-
onally Weighted Least Squares with robust standard errors 
and mean- and variance-adjusted Chi-square statistics, devel-
oped by Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017), to test the model of            
4 factors for Negative Affect (NA) construct. Using conven-
tional criteria (Hu & Bentler, 1998-99; Kline, 2016) we ob-
tained a reasonable fit: RMSEA = .050; p = .474, SRMR = 
.056, CFI = .941 and TLI = .922. Measurement reliability of 
NA was obtained using R psych version 2.2.5 (Revelle, 2022) 
and R semTools (Jorgensen et al, 2022). Cronbach’s Alpha was 
.78 and Omega total was .81 (Revelle & Condon, 2019). Al-
pha reliability for the four scales of NA ranged between .64 
and .75. 

Family functioning. To measure family functioning we ad-
ministered the Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale 
(FACES IV; Olson & Gorall, 2006), in its Spanish adaptation 
(Rivero et al., 2010). This scale was designed to assess family 
cohesion (i.e., family members´ emotional bonding; Olson, 
2000) and flexibility (i.e., the amount of change in family 
leadership, role relationships and relationship rules of a cou-
ple or family system; Olson & Gorall, 2003) as suggested by 
the Circumplex Model of Marital and Family Systems (Olson, 
2000), whose main hypothesis is that healthy families are 
more balanced while problematic families are more unbal-
anced. The Spanish version of the scale discarded some of 
the original 42 items, resulting in 24 items on a 7-point Lik-
ert Scale (1 = completely disagree, 7 = completely agree), di-
vided into two delimited groups: two balanced scales (Cohe-
sion and Flexibility) assessing the moderate and healthy re-
gions of both dimensions, and four unbalanced scales (En-
meshed, Disengaged, Chaotic and Rigid) measuring the up-
per and lower extremes of  Cohesion and Flexibility. The 
range of reliability for the Spanish adaptation of FACES IV 
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balanced scales was between .65 and .77, and for unbalanced 
scales between .51 and .74. 

A confirmatory factor analysis with MLR estimation 
achieved a reasonable fit to the model of six factors of 
FACES IV (Robust RMSEA = .038: 90% CI: .029-.048; 
SMSR = .054, CFI = .960, and TLI = .951). Alpha reliability 
ranged between .57 and .81 and composite reliability be-
tween .53 and .82. Due to our interest in separately studying 
functional and dysfunctional family interactions, we replicat-
ed the confirmatory factor analysis separating both balanced 
and unbalanced scales, also obtaining a reasonable fit with 
both balanced (RMSEA = .068; p = .100; SMSR = .035, CFI 
= .985, and TLI = .978) and unbalanced scales (RMSEA = 
.053; p = .340; SMSR 

= .058, CFI = .963, and TLI = .953). For balanced 
scales, Alpha and Omega total ranged between .68 and .81. 
For unbalanced scales, Alpha and Omega total reliability was 
between .49 and .76. 

Subjective Happiness. In assessing this subject, we used the 
Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) in its 
Spanish version (Extremera & Fernández-Berrocal, 2014). 
This scale includes 4 items on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = 
very unhappy, 7 = very happy), where participants either 
self-rate their global subjective happiness or compare them-
selves to others. The internal consistency coefficient for the 
Spanish version was .81. 

We also performed a CFA with MLR estimation to test 
the one-factor model of the Subjective Happiness scale and 
obtained a reasonable fit: RMSEA = .061; (90 % CI: .00-.20),  
SRMR = .016, CFI = . 997, and TLI = .982. Alpha reliability 
was .79 and composite reliability .76. 

 

Data analysis 
 

Using R psych package version 2.2.5 (Revelle, 2022), we 
first calculated descriptive and polychoric correlation coeffi-
cients in order to analyze directionality of relationships be-
tween latent variables. 

To test mediation hypotheses we used structural equa-
tion modeling (SEM) implemented in R lavaan (Rosseel, 
2012) and R semTools (Jorgensen et al., 2022).   Mediation 
models have often followed the causal step method pro-
posed by Baron and Kenny (1986), though this has been 
criticized both for its low statistical power (McKinnon et al., 
2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2004), and the assumption that all 
observed variables are measured without error. In spite of 
many recent advances (Hayes, 2013; Rucker et al., 2011), 
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) has many advantages 
over traditional regression analysis with observed variables as 
it is designed to test measurement and structural models in a 
single step; allow observed and latent variables, multiple in-
dependent, mediators, moderators and outcome variables; 
and provides essential information relative to the fitted 
model (Kline, 2016). Thus, the causal relationships in a me-
diation process, the simultaneous nature of the indirect and 
direct effects, and the dual role of the mediator as both a 

cause for the outcome and an effect of an intervention can 
be more appropriately expressed using SEM models than re-
gression analysis (Woody, 2011). 

In the specification of our mediational models, we take 
four latent variables into account: (1) Negative Affect (NA), 
as a second order factor which includes Fear, Distress, Frus-
tration and Sadness scales; (2) Family balanced scales (FBS), 
with Cohesion and Flexibility; (3) Family unbalanced scales 
(FUBS), including Enmeshed, Disengaged, Rigid and Chaot-
ic scales; and (4) Subjective Happiness (SH). 

In a first step of our research planning, we use two SEM 
models to analyze the mediational pattern for both balanced 
and unbalanced family functioning: (M1) a model with FBS 
as predictor variable, SH as outcome variable and NA as the 
proposed mediator, and (M2) a model with FUBS as predic-
tor variable, SH as outcome variable and NA as mediator. 

In a second step, we sought further knowledge on the 
role of different family dysfunctional patterns in this media-
tional structure. For that purpose, we tested new SEM, one 
for each unbalanced family scale as a predictor, and main-
tained SH as the outcome variable and NA as the proposed 
mediator. This led to testing four new mediational models: 
(M3) one with Disengaged scale (DS) as predictor, (M4) one 
with Enmeshed scale (ES), (M5) a model with Rigid scale 
(RS) and (M6), a model with Chaotic scale (CS) as predictor 
variable. 

Due to the ordinal nature of our observed variables (Lik-
ert scales with 5 and 7 response options and a few items with 
skewness > 2 or kurtosis > 7), in all analyses we used 
WLSMV (Diagonally Weighted Least Squares with robust 
standard errors and mean and variance adjusted test statistic, 
as defined in Asparouhov & Muthén, 2010, and recom-
mended by Finney & DiStefano, 2013, DiStefano & Morgan, 
2014, and Shi et al., 2018). With semTools R package we also 
tested the indirect effect of all models with a robust Mon-
teCarlo 95% confidence interval based on empirical sam-
pling distributions of estimated model parameters (McKin-
non et al., 2004; Preacher & Selig, 2012; Williams & McKin-
non, 2008). To obtain an empirical distribution of indirect 
effects we drew 30,000 samples to minimize Monte Carlo er-
ror of the estimated CIs. 

In order to select fit measures helping to evaluate the 
models tested, we followed some suggestions on differences 
from DWLS estimation compared to ML estimation (Savalei 
& Rhemtulla, 2013; Shi & Maydeu-Olivares, 2020; Xia & 
Yang, 2019), finally using the robust fit measures provided in 
the Lavaan version of DWLS. Following Hu and Bentler 
(1998-99), Kenny (2020), Kline (2016) and Hooper et al., 
(2008), we reported the Root Mean Square Error of Approx-
imation (RMSEA), with 90% CI and its P-value (minimum 
value for an acceptable fit: .06 and p >.05), the Standardized 
Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR, minimum value for an 
acceptable fit: 0.08), the Weighted Root Mean square Residu-
al (WRMR, optimal value approximately equal to 1), and 
standard fitting measures as the Comparative Fit Index (CFI 
≥ .95) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI ≥ .95). We also added 
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the Weighted Root Mean Square Residual Index (WRMR, 
with optimal value approximatively equal to or less than 1), 
first proposed by Muthén & Muthén (1998-2017), as it was 
specifically developed for categorical data and seems appro-
priate to detect misspecification of models (DiStefano et al., 
2018; Yu, 2002). In other respects, we followed many rec-
ommendations on the best practices of reporting mediation-
al analyses with SEM (González & McKinnon, 2021; 
Fairchild & McDaniel, 2017; Lachowich & Preacher, 2018), 
including the use of effect size measures (de Heus, 2012), 
unstandardized parameters (Greenland et al., 1991, however  
we inserted standardized coefficients in figures) and the Pro-
portion of Mediation  (PM), one which  reflects how much of 
the predictor's effect on the outcome variable is due to its ef-
fect on the mediator (Ditlevsen et al., 2005; Nevo, et al., 
2018, VanderWeele, 2013). 

In all analyses, we considered a mediation hypothesis as 
complete or full if P (indirect effect)  < .01 and P (direct ef-
fect) > .05, as partial if p (indirect effect)  < .01 and P (direct 

effect)  < .05. No mediation hypothesis was considered 
when P (indirect effect)  > .05. 

 

Results 
 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics, reliabilities and poly-
choric correlation coefficients for all latent variables in our 
study (Gadermann et al., 2012). Examination of the correla-
tion matrix revealed that NA subscales (i.e., Fear, Distress, 
Frustration and Sadness) positively correlated with Disen-
gaged and Chaotic scales, negatively related with both FBS 
(i.e., Cohesion and Flexibility), and showed no correlation 
with Rigid scale. Both Frustration and Sadness negatively 
correlated with the Enmeshed scale. 

Correlations between the four NA scales (i.e., Fear, Dis-
tress, Frustration and Sadness) and SH were negative. FBS 
scales and Enmeshed scale were positively correlated with 
SH, while Disengaged and Chaotic scales showed the oppo-
site pattern. Ordinal Alpha coefficients of latent variables 
were modest with a range between .57 and .86. 

 

Table 1 
Means, standard deviations, ordinal reliabilities and intercorrelations between latent variables. 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. NE1            
2. NE2 .559           
3. NE3 .524 .304          
4. NE4 .670 .205 .631         
5. FC1 −.238 −.270 −.312 −.350        
6. FC2 −.217 −.146 −.189 −.338 .802       
7. FC3 .197 .264 .244 .359 −.758 −.908      
8. FC4 −.122 −.112 −.123 −.176 .626 .763 −.770     
9. FC5 −.006 −.058 −.013 −.045 −.066 −.156 .029 −.021    
10. FC6 .195 .211 .191 .227 −.679 −.556 .623 −.456 −.047   
11. SH −.521 −.181 −.537 −.704 .421 .397 −.359 .260 −.023 −.314  

Mean 4.00 4.19 3.79 4.03 4.01 2.15 2.80 2.60 2.28 2.60 4.79 
SD 0.91 1.14 0.84 0.67 0.79 0.87 0.70 0.87 0.90 1.09 1.10 
Alpha 0.64 0.78 0.63 0.72 0.73 0.86 0.81 0.52 0.79 0.80 0.83 
Note.- NE1-NE4: ATQ negative affect scales; FAC1-FAC6: FACES IV scales: SH: Subjective Happiness. 
 

The M1 model posited that Cohesion and Flexibility 
would predict SH over its effects on NA (see Table 2 for un-
standardized and Figure 1 for standardized parameters). This 
model yielded satisfactory fit indices (SRMR = .064; WRMR 
= 1.043; RMSEA = .044; p = .966, CFI = .933 and TLI = 
.922) and a partial mediation hypothesis was confirmed. The 

indirect effect was .327; p < .001 and direct effect was .227; p 
<  .01. Therefore, negative affect significantly mediates the 
relationship between family Cohesion/Flexibility and Subjec-
tive Happiness. Overall, the proportion of the effect of FBS 
on SH mediated by NE was 0.590. 

 

Table 2 
Mediation effects models and SEM fitting measures of FACES scales on SUBJECTIVE HAPPINESS mediated by NEGATIVE AFFECT 

Models 
Predictor 

a path effect 
b path effect 

direct effect 
indirect effect  

MonteCarlo CI 95% 

Mediation 
Proportion Mediated 

Effect size 
R Square 

RMSEA <= .06 
[90% CI] 
(p >.05) 

CFI/TLI ≥ .95 
SRMR ≤ .08 
WRMR ≤ 1 

M1 BALANCED  
(F1 & F2) 

− 0.162*** 
− 2.021*** 

0.227** 
0.327*** 

[0.202, 0.443] 

Partial 
PM = 0.590*** 

Mediator: .166 
Outcome: .560 

0.044 
[0.039 - 0.049] 

(p = .966) 

0.933/0.922 
0.064 
1.043 

M2 UNBALANCED 
(F3, F4, F5 & F6) 

0.171*** 
− 1.995*** 

− 0,188* 
− 0.341*** 

[− 0.481, − 0.189] 

Partial 
PM = 0.645*** 

Mediator: .158 
Outcome: .548 

0.041 
[0.037 - 0.045] 

(p = .998) 

0.914/0.904 
0.068 
1.060 

M3 FACES 
(F3) 

0.128*** 
− 2.101*** 

− 0,109 
− 0.269*** 

[− 0.366, − 0.167] 

Full 
PM = 0.712*** 

Mediator: .132 
Outcome: .532 

0.045 
[0.039 - 0.051] 

(p = .995) 

0.942/0.925 
0.059 
0.983 
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Models 
Predictor 

a path effect 
b path effect 

direct effect 
indirect effect  

MonteCarlo CI 95% 

Mediation 
Proportion Mediated 

Effect size 
R Square 

RMSEA <= .06 
[90% CI] 
(p >.05) 

CFI/TLI ≥ .95 
SRMR ≤ .08 
WRMR ≤ 1 

M4 FACES  
(F4) 

− 0.145** 
− 1.850*** 

0.185* 
0.269*** 

[0.109, 0.421] 

Partial 
PM = 0.592*** 

Mediator: .075 
Outcome: .530 

0.041 
[0.034, 0.047] 

(p = .995) 

0.949/0.936 
0.056 
0.954 

M5 FACES 
(F5) 

− 0.007 
−1.952*** 

− 0.036 
0.014 

{− 0.083, 0.109] 

No mediation Mediator: — 
Outcome: — 

0.042 
[0.036, 0.048) (P=.991) 

0.946/0.934 
0.058 
0.981 

 

In order to assess how important NA was in accounting 
for the effect of FUBS on SH mediated by NE, another me-
diation model was tested (M2). Fit indices of this model were 
modest but reasonable (SMRM = .068; WRMR = 1.060; 
RMSEA = .041; p = .998, CFI =  .914 and TLI = .904), and 
a partial mediation hypothesis was again confirmed (indirect 

effect: - .341; p < .001 and direct effect: - .188; p < .05), im-
plying that dysfunctional family patterns significantly de-
creased young people´s Subjective Happiness by increasing 
Negative Affect. The proportion of mediated effect in this 
model was .645. 

 
Figure 1 
SEM mediational model (M1) between FACES balanced scales (FBS; Cohesion and Flexibility), Negative Affect construct (NA; Fear, Distress, Frustration 
and Sadness) and Subjective Happiness (SH). 

 
Notes: Circles represent latent variables and ellipses represent latent constructs (FBS, NA and SH). Figures in paths are standardized coefficients. The first co-
efficients of second order latent constructs (FBS and NA) are represented in brackets. 

**p < .01; ***p < .001 
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Figure 2 
SEM mediational model (M2) between FACES unbalanced scales (FUBS; Enmeshed, Disengaged, Rigid and Chaotic), Negative Affect construct (NA; Fear, 
Distress, Frustration and Sadness) and Subjective Happiness (SH). 

 
Notes: Circles represent latent variables and ellipses represent latent constructs (FUBS, NA and SH). Figures in paths are standardized coefficients. The first 
coefficients of second order constructs (FUBS and NA) are represented in brackets. 
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
 

On confirming the mediating role of NA in the relation-
ship between FUBS and SH, we were interested in analyzing 
possible differences between different unbalanced scales in 
this mediation pattern. Therefore, we tested four new SEM 
models, where M3 (indirect effect = - .269; p < .001; direct 
effect = - .109; p > .05) and M6 (indirect effect = -.178; p < 
.01; direct effect = -.100; p > .05) presented full mediation, 
M4 (indirect effect = .269; p < .001; direct effect = .185; p < 
.05) presented partial mediation and the M5 model, as ex-
pected, presented no mediation. The proportion of media-
tion of SH represented by the NA was .712 for M3, .592 for 
M4 and .641 for M6. Fit indices of these models were also 
modest but satisfactory for M3 (SMRM = .059; RMSEA = 
.045; p = .995, with CFI = .942, TLI = .925 and WRMR = 
.983), M4 (SMRM = .056; RMSEA = .041; p = .995, with 
CFI = .949, TLI = .936 and WRMR = .954) and M6 (SMRM 
= .057; RMSEA =  .043; p =  .977, with CFI =  .947, TLI =  
.933 and WRMR = 1.003). Thus, Disengaged and Chaotic 
family functioning can potentially predict a decrease in Sub-
jective Happiness increasing young people´s Negative Affect, 

while Enmeshed family functioning may predict an increase 
in perceived happiness decreasing Negative Affect. 

Finally, in order to determine whether there were differ-
ences in this mediation pattern regarding gender, we tested 
mediation models with multiple group SEM and found that 
in model 4 only females and not males, presented this media-
tion pattern (diff= -.398, 95% CI [-.965/-.048] and p < .01). 
Although no differences were found for the rest of models, 
we believe this result deserves to be explored in future re-
search with a greater sample size (particularly males).  
 

Discussion 
 
The aim of this study was to analyze the connection between 
family functioning, negative affect and subjective happiness 
in a sample of Spanish college students. Specifically, we 
sought to   analyze the impact of family functioning and nega-
tive affect on subjective happiness in early adulthood and 
clarify the potential mediating role of negative affect in the 
relationship between family functioning and subjective hap-
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piness. In this mediational context, we also tried to compare 
different dysfunctional patterns to understand which are 
more negative in terms of young people’s negative affect and 
subjective happiness in Spanish culture. 

Regarding the first aim, our results show moderate levels 
of family cohesion and flexibility correlated positively with 
the student’s subjective happiness, while some extreme levels 
of both scales (i.e., Disengaged and Chaotic), showed the 
opposite pattern. Although scarce, other studies have high-
lighted the importance of effective family functioning in an 
individual´s perceived happiness in early adulthood (Asici & 
Sari, 2021; Brannan et al., 2012; Schnettler et al., 2014, Xiang 
et al., 2020). From the bioecological model, an individual´s 
behaviors and well-being are explained by the direct influ-
ence of microsystems, family being one of the most relevant 
for an individual’s development. On the basis that life satis-
faction is strongly influenced by the degree of success in are-
as that individual value more (Oishi et al., 1999), the family´s 
role in an individual’s happiness would be strongly condi-
tioned by cultural beliefs. Spanish culture is traditionally fam-
ily oriented (Jurado & Naldini, 1996), highlighting the role a 
family microsystem plays in explaining an individual’s well- 
being. From the circumplex model (Olson et al., 2000), both 
cohesion and flexibility are considered curvilinear variables, 
indicating that both extremes are dysfunctional and correlate 
with more relationship problems, while moderate levels are 
not (Rivero et al., 2010). However, our correlation analyses 
led us to a contradictory result according to the Circumplex 
model, revealing a positive correlation between enmeshed 
family behaviors and young people’s subjective happiness. 
As explained below, we believe this striking result may be re-
lated to Spanish family idiosyncrasies. 

As for student temperament, we found that higher levels 
of negative affect correlate with lower levels of perceived 
happiness. There is abundant literature supporting positive 
correlations between negative affect and a variety of negative 
outcomes, particularly in childhood and adolescence (Eisen-
berg et al., 2005; Laible et al., 2010; Moran et al., 2013; 
Shewark et al., 2021). One possible explanation is that more 
negatively reactive children seem to be affected in social and 
emotional skills, raising the likelihood of exhibiting a wide 
range of psychological disorders. In relation to our research 
aim, the impact of negative affect on positive adjustment in 
early adulthood has been little explored in the literature, alt-
hough it is assumed that the same implicit mechanisms de-
scribed in previous stages are involved. 

Results of mediation analyzes including both balanced 
and unbalanced FACES scales confirmed the mediational 
role of negative affect in the relationship between family 
functioning and subjective happiness, both models showing 
full mediation. In other words, students who live in “health-
ier” families seem to experience fewer levels of negative 
emotions, which improve their social and emotional satisfac-
tion and perceived happiness. In contrast, those living in 
families with dysfunctional patterns experience higher levels 
of negative emotions and   lower levels of subjective happi-

ness. The mediating role of temperament in the relationship 
between family functioning and an individual’s adjustment 
has been previously studied in childhood and adolescence 
(Ato et al., 2015; Eisenberg et al., 2005; Karreman et al., 
2008), however, as far as we are aware,  not  regarding posi-
tive adjustment in early adulthood. From the bioecological 
perspective, interactions between individual characteristics 
and the influence of social context in the explanation of in-
dividual adjustment may help in understanding our media-
tional model. In this respect, our data results lead us to be-
lieve that  family functioning has no direct effect on young 
people’s perceived happiness, but an indirect effect through 
its role in modulating the expression of negative emotions 
such as  anger, frustration and sadness. Family functioning 
has an amplifying or mitigating effect on young people’s 
negative affect, directly influencing satisfaction and happi-
ness. 

On the subject of “less well-adjusted families”, we tried 
to study different dysfunctional patterns allowing us to clari-
fy which have higher impact on young people’s negative af-
fect and subjective happiness, in the context of Spanish cul-
ture. With this goal in mind, we replicated our mediational 
model separating the different unbalanced scales of family 
functioning, obtaining a significant result for Disengaged, 
Enmeshed and Chaotic scales, but not for the Rigid scale. 
However, we found that though       Disengaged and Chaotic 
scales had a positive relationship with Negative Affect con-
struct, Enmeshed scale had a negative one. Thus, it appears 
that students living in families which are extremely disen-
gaged or chaotic are at higher risk of expressing intense neg-
ative emotions, and so experience lower perceived well-
being. Unexpectedly, families showing more enmeshed or 
dependent behaviors seemed to mitigate children’s negative  
affect and thus there was increased perceived happiness. De-
spite negative relations between disengaged, enmeshed or 
chaotic family functioning and subjective happiness being 
previously reported in the literature (Gao & Potwarka, 2021; 
Manzi, et al., 2006; Szczesniak &Tulecka; 2020), there are no 
studies that have approached this relationship and explored 
the mediating role of negative affect. 

A plausible explanation for these results may be provided 
by Spanish beliefs on parenting and family functioning. In 
this regard, compared to others, Spanish culture is traditional-
ly family oriented, and places great emphasis on cohesion be-
tween family members. Most European countries show  in-
dividualistic tendencies, however Spain maintains significant 
collectivistic features, particularly in family issues. It is per-
haps for this reason that unbalanced cohesion functioning 
showed a significant impact on students´ negative affect and 
ulterior subjective happiness, because this aspect is particu-
larly relevant in our culture. Besides, due to the intense ex-
pression of affection associated with the Spanish character, 
and its family orientation, it is not surprising that Spanish 
students may interpret enmeshed and dependent family be-
haviors as a normal expression of family cohesion and love. 
Furthermore, the transition to early adulthood in Spain does 
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not presuppose separation from the family origin, unlike 
other European countries. This can explain why enmeshed 
behaviors can be seen as positive in Spanish culture, where 
young people’s identity is not linked to a separation from 
family, while the opposite pattern has been reported in other 
countries (Manzi et al., 2006). On the contrary, disengaged 
family interactions may be perceived by young Spanish peo-
ple as lack of love and a sign that something is not working in 
their families, which may increase their negative affect and 
subsequently decrease subjective happiness. 

With regard to extreme flexibility scales, chaotic family 
functioning appears to have a   negative impact on student’s 
temperament, and ulterior subjective happiness. This is an 
expected result that might be accentuated in Spanish culture 
and explained by the fact that emerging adults still live with 
parents. It seems logical that they benefit more from orga-
nized and structured environments than emerging adults 
who live apart from parents. Additionally, chaos may be in-
terpreted by young Spanish people as a signal of disinterest 
and disengagement, which is negatively perceived by Spanish 
families. As a result of this cultural perspective, we under-
stand that students who live in disengaged and chaotic family 
environments appear to be at higher risk of experiencing 
negative emotions, which in turn may affect their percep-
tions of happiness and well-being, but not students who live 
in enmeshed environments, usually understood in our cul-
ture as normal or even positive. 

In conclusion, we believe that important issues arise 
from the findings of our study leading to a number of social 
and clinical considerations. It is necessary that clinical inter-
ventions work in parallel with individual dispositions and 
family functioning in the search for greater levels of well-
being in emerging adults. Since high levels of negative emo-
tions such as anger or sadness, appear to decrease young 
people´s life satisfaction, it is  important to teach   strategies 
that improve their self-regulation skills and provide them 
with higher control of emotional reactivity. Young people´s 
clinical interventions must involve their parents, providing 
awareness on how unbalanced family functioning influences 
their children´s negative affect and ulterior happiness, and 
helping them to develop adequate cohesion and flexibility 
behaviors. Likewise, parents should know which dysfunc-

tional patterns amplify their children’s negative emotions ac-
cording to cultural values, and what this entails for young 
people’s subjective happiness. What emerges from our study 
is that Spanish parents should be particularly vigilant toward 
disengaged and chaotic patterns of family functioning, as 
these pose an increased risk regarding negative affect and 
subjective happiness in college students. 

Lastly, although we believe our research provides inter-
esting new information on the interactive relationship be-
tween family and temperament and its influence on young 
people´s subjective happiness, it has some limitations that 
should be addressed in future research. One is its cross-
sectional nature, which obliges us to be very cautious with 
the causal interpretation of results (Antonakis et al., 2010). In 
our model we assumed that family functioning has a poten-
tial causal effect on young people’s negative affect, direction-
ality replicated in previous research on how parents shape 
children’s temperamental characteristics (Acker & O´Leary, 
1996; Davidov & Grusec, 2006; Malatesta & Haviland, 
1986). However, a longitudinal design would be much more 
appropriate in determining the directionality of this relation-
ship. As for measurements in our study, data was gathered 
only through self-report, implying reporting bias. To over-
come this limitation, multiple methods (i.e., parents report, 
laboratory measures, etc.) might be used in future research. 
Indeed, other temperament measures, such as effortful con-
trol or extraversion, should be relied on for better under-
standing of how temperamental characteristics affect young 
people´s well-being. Finally, we have worked with a sample 
which is not representative; therefore, our results couldn´t be 
extrapolated apart from Spanish college students. In this line, 
it would be desirable not only to use a more representative 
sample, but also use data from several countries, allowing 
more precise analyses on how cultural values intervene in the 
relationship between family functioning, temperament and 
subjective happiness. 
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