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University Students’ Life Satisfaction:

Determinants as Seen from a Survey of 26 Universities

IWATA Koh

The objective of this paper was to elucidate the factors that determine university students’ life
satisfaction based on data from a written questionnaire survey conducted at 26 universities
around the country in late September and October 2010. In doing so, we examine the reasons
why life satisfaction among young people in recent years has not necessarily been lower than that
of other age groups as is often believed to be the case.

It is frequently said that young people face a severe employment environment and, as is
highlighted by the term fomodachi jigoku [friend hell] (Doi 2008), have difficulties forming close
interpersonal relationships. However, according to the Public Opinion Survey Concerning
People’s Lifestyles, when broken down by age group, young people’s life satisfaction is not
necessarily lower than that of other age groups. Similarly, we cannot discern any clear decline in
subjective happiness. While it would be incorrect to say that there has been an increase in life
satisfaction and subjective happiness, both remain at a high level. It seems that young people
have recently been facing an extremely harsh environment. Why is it, then, that young people’s
life satisfaction and subjective happiness have not fallen?

To answer this question, after examining the relationship between university students’ life
satisfaction and a wide range of variables through cross tabulation, we performed multiple
regression analysis using the students’ life satisfaction as the dependent variable. The model
included 24 variables related to basic attributes (gender, age), the specific university attended
(e.g. level of difficulty to enter), economic circumstances and social class, close interpersonal
relationships, and cultural activities. The multiple regression analysis yielded the following
results:

1) Greater financial resources and less anxiety regarding the future tend to increase life
satisfaction.

2) The presence of a significant other/partner and greater numbers of close friends tend to
increase life satisfaction.

In other words, keeping in mind that the survey data are for a single time point, life satisfaction
is reduced by the severity of the employment environment and the worsening economic outlook
but, at the same time, increased by healthy interpersonal relationships, with the result that no
change is observed in life satisfaction overall. Although young people’s personal and intimate
relationships are often discussed in a negative light, as can be seen, for example, from the results
of the World Youth Survey, many Japanese youth develop healthy interpersonal relationships. It
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is perhaps these relationships that underlie the maintenance of such a high level of life
satisfaction.



