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Abstract

Happiness of university students gradually decreases throughout their studies and does not
return to pre-university levels, which prompts the investigation of mental health and well-
being in university students. The primary objectives of this systematic review includes to
explore the predictors of happiness among undergraduate students in Malaysian universities,
to outline the strategies and recommendations to foster happiness at the same time to
explore future directions of happiness research in Malaysia. Using PRISMA guidelines, a
systematic search of major databases including PubMed, MEDLINE, CINAHL, SCOPUS, and
Google Scholar published in the English language between the year January 2013 to January
2022. A total of 11 articles were retrieved and their results were synthesized. The review
found predictors such as religious commitment, Islamic-based gratitude strategy, creativity,
sedentary behaviour, physical activity, trait emotional intelligence, extraversion personality,
creativity, non-attachment, psychological well-being attributes, and youth engagement in
meaningful activities to have positive relationship with happiness. Importantly, mediation
effects were also examined in six studies indicating that consideration for effect modifiers
should be performed following each predictors of happiness. In short, evidence showed there
are specific traits, behaviours, strategies, and other domains of life that consistently predicts
level of happiness. However, this review could not provide firm conclusions due to several
reasons. Firstly, most of the studies were cross sectional studies with pre-determined
predictors. Also, the factions of participants from selected Malaysian universities and the
variation of predictors discussed prompts for further exploration in increased inclusivity and
volume of participants as well as investigation with different methodologies.
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Introduction

Happiness has been the pinnacle of human’s life through time and space. From
Democritus the laughing philosopher to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics to Bhutan’s Gross
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National Happiness to World Happiness Report to Martin Seligman’s Authentic Happiness
theory, the common theme in these various works and wisdom include first and foremost, to
ascertain what constitutes happiness and secondly, the ways to attain it.

Insofar as it could be understood, although there could be common predictors that has
long been established to have strong and positive relationship with happiness, there is not
one theory nor strategy that could explain and acquire happiness exhaustively. Happiness is
fluid in the way that it changes form from one context to another. Therefore, predictors of
happiness could have similarities and differences of effect across nations.

A famous example of a controversial theory of happiness is Easterlin Paradox (Easterlin,
1974). Notably, while the theory which assert that richer people are happier than poor people
were supported by studies such as Stevenson & Wolfers (2008) whom reported positive
association between average levels of subjective well-being and GDP per capita across
countries. This theory is disproved in European sample (Kaiser & Vendrik, 2019), South Korean
sample (Slag et al., 2019), Chinese sample (Li & Shi, 2019) and Arab sample (Arampatzi et al.,
2018). Opfinger (2016) reported that regional differences might be catalysed by materialistic
attitudes or the degree of collectivism of a society.

Another inconsistencies in the study of happiness exist within the notion of
religiousness as a positive predictor of happiness. In some studies such as Hutchinson, Habib,
& Hutchinson (2018), religion is important in determining the happiness of life. However,
although the notion of religiousness predicts happiness consistently or rather
straightforwardly in other countries, it is challenged in highly secularized Dutch context (Ten
Kate et al., 2017).

On the other hand, a rather consistent observation in the study of happiness is the U-
shape pattern of happiness. Cheng et al (2017), contends that people tend be happy as
children but happiness declines steadily after, until it increases again around the age of 50. It
is also safe to assume that the U-shape pattern of could be mapped with Mey & Yin (2015),
study which reported that happiness of university students consistently decreases throughout
their studies, and never return to pre-university level.

The fortunate observation in the study of happiness is although happiness is
predetermined in certain ways, there are strategies that could be taken to elevate appiness.
Evidence from a twin study of more than 2,000 pair of twins from the Minnesota Twin Registry
found that approximately 50% of happiness level could be drawn from genetics, which leaves
40% attributable to intentional activities and 10% attributable to external events (Sheldon &
Lyubomirsky, 2021). That is to say, although happiness could be positively biased to certain
circumstances, it is yet within reach to a great degree specially above the shoulders of giants.

On the whole, to explore the predictors of happiness among undergraduate students is
essential into exploring the nuances of happiness within this specific context, consequently
allowing greater leeway in developing exhaustive theoretical assumptions and intervention
strategies.
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Objectives
The chief purpose of this review was to outline the predictors of happiness among
undergraduate students in Malaysian universities. The aim of the current review were to:
e Identify the predictors of happiness among undergraduate students in Malaysian
universities in existing literature.
e |dentify the strategies and recommendations to increasing happiness among
undergraduate students in Malaysian universities in existing literature.
e Identify the gaps and limitations in existing literature in assessing happiness among
undergraduate students in Malaysian universities.

Methodology

This review was performed to explore the predictors of happiness among
undergraduate students in Malaysia using Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-analyses (PRISMA) (Moher et al., 2009) guidelines as shown in figure. 1. The
research process began with the identification phase; online searches using EBSCO Academic
Search Complete, SCOPUS, PubMed, MEDLINE, CINAHL, and Google Scholar. Keywords in
English such as “Happiness”, “Undergraduate Happiness”, “Happiness undergraduate
Malaysia” were used to search for relevant articles that reported empirical data on cross-
sectional studies, meta-analysis and case-control studies. With these keywords, using EBSCO
Academic Search Complete, a total of 605 articles were found. This includes 243 articles from
MEDLINE, 45 article from CINAHL, 8 articles from SCOPUS, 6 articles from PubMed, and finally,
11,500 articles from Google Scholar.

The screening phase began after duplicate articles were removed, and the scope of the
search was narrowed down to several criteria; specifically, only articles which used the term
“happiness” and “undergraduate students” from “Malaysian universities” are included. Also,
articles must be published within the time frame of 2013 to the present, available in the full
text and the context of these past studies must include independent variables that is classified
as a form of predictor of happiness and dependent variable must be undergraduate students
in Malaysia happiness. A total of 12,396 articles were excluded after the screening process
and only 11 studies were assessed in the third phase as according to their eligibility using the
PRISMA checklist.
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In short, eleven articles which discussed happiness and its predictors of undergraduate
students from universities located in Malaysia were included. This review then independently
summarized the predictors, strategies and recommendations provided (if any) and finally,
suggestions for future actions and research.

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart for a systematic review on happiness and its predictors among
undergraduate students in Malaysia

Findings and Discussions

General Description
This review specifically included studies which targeted the distinct group of sample

which is undergraduate student studying in a Malaysian University. The sum of the
undergraduate students whom participated in the eleven studies totalled to the range of 3000

to 3300 students.
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In addition, this review has found that although the eleven studies included
undergraduate students from Malaysian universities, most studies did not report the exact
locality of the universities. Specifically, out of the eleven studies, only four studies explicitly
noted the precise universities in which the undergraduate students were studying in, which
included International Islamic University Malaysia (IlUM), University Malaya (UM), Universiti
Tunku Abdul Rahman, and UITM Shah Alam.

Furthermore, in terms of demographic information, from the eleven studies, eight
studies relatively included much of the sex, race and religion in Malaysia, with two studies
exclusively recruited only Muslim students and one study recruited majority Chinese students
and another study participated by majorly female students.

This review also precisely only included studies which specifically used the term
happiness as its dependent variable, to avoid being misconstrued or biased with other terms
with closely related connotations such as subjective well-being, psychological well-being, and
well-being which has been used interchangeably with the term happiness (Snyder et al., 2018;
Reyes-Garcia et al., 2016).

Among the studies, nine studies were cross sectional design, one was experimental
design and one study utilised combination of cross sectional design and an experimental
design. The sampling techniques vary from one study to another. Of the eleven studies, six
studies done using convenient sampling technique; one study used simple random sampling
technique, one study used purposive sampling technique; another one also used purposive
sampling but further subcategorised by stratified random sampling; one study used two-stage
cluster sampling followed by simple random sampling, and another one study used
convenient sampling followed by snowball sampling for part one of study and convenient
sampling part two of their study.

Finally, different statistical analysis programs was used in the studies; six studies utilised
SPSS, three other studies used STATA, AMOS, and SMART-PLS respectively, while two studies
did not specify their software of choice. Mediation Analysis, Hierarchical Regression Analysis,
Adjusted Linear Regression, Correlational Analysis were the statistical analyses done in the
studies included in this reviews.
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Table 1

Summary of selected literature

Author(s

Sample

I
) and Article Title ur;s:;ument(s) Findings
Year Student level University
Study found
that Muslim
students
who
practiced
Islamic-
Effects of an (BSar:fi(':clu de
Islamic- Satisfaction with exercise
Al based lslamic life scale (SWLS) reported
gratitude 63 Muslim . . & Scale of .p
Seheel & University - higher
strategy on Undergraduate . Positive and .
Noor Muslim Students Malaysia Negative happiness
(2016) , (num) : . levels over
students Experience time
level of (SPANE)
happiness compared to
those who
practised
Secular-
Based
Gratitude or
a Life-details
Exercise.
f
Religious Study found
: that
Commitment religious
and its . ... 15-item & .
. . Universiti L commitment
Relation to Muslim Stude Subjective
Happiness nts: Malaya Happiness Scale (moderated
Achour PP i (UM) and bp . by
among 183 . and 20-item for .
et al . Islamic . happiness)
Muslim undergraduate . . religious
(2017) University . shows
Students: and 47 . commitment .
The ostgraduate Malaysia designed b positive and
. postg (num) 8 4 significant
Educational researcher .
correlations
Level as with
Moderator.

happiness.
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Study found

that  after
controlling
the impact
of self-
Study 1: Scale of perceived
oy stress,
Positive and . .
. creativity is
Negative
. found to
Experience have
. (SPANE), .
Being 256 . . . positive
. Satisfaction with . .
Creative undergraduate . relationship
Life Scale .
Makes You students (Study . with
. (SWLS),10-item L
Happier: The 1a) and 291 . subjective
Tan et al Positive working adults Not Perceived Stress well-being
(2021) Effect of (Study 1b); 68 specified Sca.le (PSS), and not only in
. 15-item self-
Creativity on undergraduate . young adults
. . perceptions  of
Subjective students in . but also
Well-Bein study 2 creativity ~scale; workin
g ¥ Study 2: The 8
. , adults.
Guilford’s Furthermore
Alternative Uses creative
Test (AUT) and ' . .
priming task
PSS.
was found to
be
facilitative in
increasing
subjective
well-being.
Study found
that higher
Sedentary . >B Was
. International found to be
Behaviour ) . . .
. Physical Activity linked with
(SB), Physical . . .
Activity (PA) Questionnaire poorer life
Y . 12,492 (IPAQ) short satisfaction,
and Life . .
. . . undergraduate . ... form, 1 life perceived
Pengpid  Satisfaction, Universiti . .
. students from satisfaction health and
& Peltzer Happiness Malaya .
24 low- and guestion lower
(2019) and . . (UM) . .
. middle-income designed by happiness
Perceived . .
countries researcher and while
Health Status .
in Universit Subjective moderate
y Happiness Scale and/or high
Students .
(SHS) PA increased
from 24
Countries the
probability
for  higher
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life
satisfaction,
greater
happiness,
and better
perceived
health.

Badri et
al (2021)

Trait
Emotional
Intelligence
and
Happiness of
Young
Adults: The
Mediating
Role of
Perfectionis
m

259 university

students: 218
undergraduate
students, 26
foundation
students, and
15
postgraduate
students.

Online
platform :
Qualtrics,
presumabl
y from
University
of
Nottingha
m

Oxford
Happiness
Questionnaire
(OHQ),
Emotional
Intelligence
Questionnaire

(TEIQue-SF), and
Perfect

Almost
Scale-Revised
(APS-R)

Trait

Study found
that higher
level of trait
Emotional
Intelligence
(EI) was
found to
correspond
with low
perfectionis
m and
increased
happiness.
Additionally,
higher El was
observed to
reduce
maladaptive
perfectionis
m. However,
it does not
terminate
the negative
impact that
causes
declining
level of
happiness
amongst
young
adults.
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Extraversion

and
Psychol

happiness: ;Gaqorsynia90?§y Universiti
Tan et al The ChiJne;e Jority Tunku
(2018) mediating Abdul

. undergraduate
role of social Rahman
students

support and
hope.

Extraversion
subscale derived
from the Big Five

Inventory,
Multidimensiona
I Scale of
Perceived Social
Support
(MSPSS), The

Adult Hope Scale
(AHS), and The
Oxford
Happiness
Questionnaire
(OHQ).

Study found
that

extraversion
, social
support, and

hope were
found to
have
significant
link with
happiness.
Hope  was
found to
mediate
both the
relationship
between

extraversion
and
happiness
and also
social
support and
happiness.
Moreover,
extraversion
increase
happiness
through
social
support and
hope
consecutivel
y (serial
mediating
effect).
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Study found
that

creativity
Study 1: Self- has positive
rated Creativity relationship
Scale, Social with both
problem-solving  problem-
inventory solving
revised-short ability and
Problem- form (SPSI-R-SF), happiness.
Solving Perceived stress Also,
Ability and 481 scale (PSS), problem-
Stress undergraduate Oxford solving
Tan et al Mediate the students and Not happiness ability was
(2019) Relationship 371 school- specified qguestionnaire also found to
Between going (OHQ), have
Creativity adolescents Satisfaction with positive link
and life scale (SWLS); with
Happiness. Study 2: The happiness.
Malay version of However,
the self- stress was
perceived found to
creativity, SPSI- have
R-SF, PSS, OHQ, negative
and SWLS. relationship
with all the
variables
measured.
Study found
that non-
attachment
is positively
linked with a
Non- Short Grit Scale Component.
attachment . of grit
(Grit-S), Non- .
and (consistency
. Attachment
. happiness: 360 of efforts not
Siah et al mediatin Undergraduate Not Scale = Short consistenc
(2020) g g specified Form (NAS-SF), . Y
versus students L of interest)
. and  Subjective
moderating . and
. Happiness Scale .
roles of grit happiness.
. (SHS)
personality. Also,

consistency
of efforts
mediates
rather than
moderate
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the
relationship
between
non-
attachment
and
happiness.

Study found
that general
health,

vitality, and
self-
acceptance
. Instrument
Modelling developed based has
. the effects of 384 Science P significant
Khairudd . on a focus group s ,
. Psychologica and . . . positive link
in & . UiTM Shah interview and .
| Well-Being Technology with
Mahmu . Alam resources
Attributes on undergraduate students
d (2020) , related to .
Students students . happiness.
. psychological
Happiness L Notably,
well-being issues
self-
acceptance
was found to
be the most
significant
predictor.
The Role of Big Five Study found
Inventory (BFI), that
Self-Esteem .
. Oxford extraversion
and  Social .
. Happiness , self-
Support in . .
the Not Questionnaire esteem, and
Relationship 311 sr_;eufned: (OHQ), social
Tan et al Different Rosenberg Self support
between Undergraduate . .
(2017) . universitie Esteem Scale were found
Extraversion students .
in  (RSES), to have
and . s . N
Happiness: a Malaysia Multidimensiona significant
ppIness: | Scale  of link  with
serial Perceived Social happiness
Mediation PP )
Model Support Also,  self-
(MSPSS), esteem and
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social
support
mediated
the
relationship
between
extraversion
and

happiness,
independent
ly and
accumulativ
ely.
Youth Study foun'd
that there is
engagement -
in significant
meaningful Self-report  of p05|t'|ve .
. . relationship
activities Engagement in
: . between
and happine Meaningful eheagement
Lee Ss: A Undergraduate Not Activity  Survey . gag
. o in
(2017) comparative  students specified and  Inventory .
. " meaningful
study of Authentic Happi .
. activities
Chinese ness Inventory
and
undergradua (AHI) -
happiness
tes from
. level of
Taiwan
) undergradua
and Malaysia
te students.
Main Findings

Predictors of Happiness

The eleven articles reported religious commitment, Islamic-based gratitude strategy,
creativity, sedentary behaviour, physical activity, trait emotional intelligence, extraversion
personality, non-attachment, psychological well-being attributes, and youth engagement in
meaningful activities as having positive relationship with happiness. Notably, extraversion
personality and religious element was discussed in two articles respectively which shows an
extent of common ground in the focus of happiness studies done among undergraduate
students in Malaysia. Both predictors evidently showed positive relationship with happiness.

Furthermore, this review found a range of mediators which uniquely affect the
relationship between predictors and level of happiness. Particularly, it was found that
educational level mediates relationship between religious commitment and happiness;
perfectionism mediates the relationship between trait emotional intelligence and happiness;
social support, hope, and self-esteem mediate extraversion personality and happiness;
problem-solving ability and stress mediate relationship between creativity and happiness;
lastly, grit personality mediates the relationship between non-attachment and happiness.

1176



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 12, No. 8, 2022, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2022

In this review, it was found that predictors and other dependent variables of happiness
were elected and explored in confidence of theoretical justifications as well as gaps identified
from previous studies. Specifically, Lyubomirsky et al.’s (2005), Sustainable Happiness Model
(SHM) was used to explain the effectiveness of Islamic-based intervention as compared to
conventional interventions when dealing with religious undergraduate students as the
concepts of SHM largely coincides with the Qur’anic concept. In a related note of
religiousness, Achour et al (2017), adopted the perspectives of Basic Utility Theory as
discussed by Gundlach & Opfinger (2013), as basis to the relationship between happiness and
religiosity.

Pengpid & Peltzer (2019), in their study explored the independent and combined links
between Sedentary behaviour (SB), physical activity (PA), life satisfaction, happiness and
perceived health in university students in low- and middle-income countries as there is limited
studies done on exploring the relationship between SB and (PA) with life satisfaction,
happiness and perceived health.

Also, Tan et al (2021), noted Broaden-and-build theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy model
in the discussion of the relationship between creativity and happiness where demonstrating
creativity is considered as the highest level of self-actualization and evidently, it has an
advantageous effect to not only positive effect but also overall well-being.

Badri et al (2021), leaned on evidence from previous studies in making hypotheses that
shaped the direction in their research which concerns the relationships between El and
happiness, El and perfectionism, perfectionism and happiness, and lastly the role of
Perfectionism as a moderator between El and Happiness. Similarly, Khairuddin & Mahmud
(2020) discussed variables of psychological well-being using practices and findings from
previous studies and also findings from a focus group interview which then incorporated into
the framework of their study.

Interestingly, Tan et al (2017), from their review of previous studies found theoretical
gaps which led to the investigation of underlying independent and accumulative effects in the
relationship between extraversion and happiness. In another study, Tan et al. (2018) reviewed
literature on the role of hope as the moderating variable in other happiness studies.
Subsequently, the lack of empirical data in the investigation of hope in the relationship
between extraversion and happiness substantiated the call for their cross-sectional,
correlational design, serial mediation model study. In a familiar note, Tan et al. (2019) in
another study discussed the back bone of their study outlining the abundance of literature
demonstrating the bidirectional relationship which exists between creativity and happiness,
yet further pointed out that the volume of information is disproportionate toward one
direction and moreover, the underlying mechanism between these relationships also lack
empirical evidence.

Siah et al (2020), in their literature review pointed that there have been indication of

conceptual similarity and relevancy between non-attachment and grit, which led to the
investigation if non-attachment moderate or mediate the link between grit and happiness.

1177



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 12, No. 8, 2022, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2022

Lastly, Lee (2017), noted in that there is a lack of investigation in the context of youth's
perspectives of meaningful activities and its affect to their level of happiness across the Asia
Pacific region. To address this gap, Lee (2017), conducted comparative investigation between
Malaysia and Taiwan regarding the types of activities that are considered to be meaningful to
youth and if these activities contributes to their happiness.

Intervention Strategies and Recommendations

In regard to strategies to foster undergraduate students in Malaysia happiness, most
articles highlighted involvement of related parties which includes individual efforts,
researchers, policy makers, university program managers, as well as other related social
institutions.

In particular, university managements or governing bodies were largely identified as
one of the important cogs in the effort to foster undergraduate students’ happiness.
Specifically, university management could establish policies which endorse strategies to
elevate happiness and the quality of life of students during their time in university. This review
found recommendations such as setting up programmes which reduces sedentary behaviour
and increases physical activity, to include profiling of emotional intelligence competency in
student recruitment process to develop a specific curriculum for students at the same time
to hold emotional intelligence workshops to address the needs of this cohort, to develop
specific curriculums and syllabus which aim to normalise psychoeducation and open dialogues
on mental health. The themes of discussion could include the positive and negative
consequences of different personality traits, awareness to importance of social circles and
relationships in regulating emotions and self-perception, repercussions of social media
addiction, strategies to boost healthy self-esteem, vitality, and capacity for self-acceptance

Finally, this review also found recommendations and emphasis on the utility of
creativity which has a positive impact on undergraduate student’s happiness in the short term
and also in the long run. Creativity was recommended to be introduced and emphasized into
students’ learning programs as well as to inform mental health support and the like to include
element of creativity in their therapy sessions such as art therapy.

Direction for Future Research

In regard to direction of future research on undergraduate students’ happiness, this
review found multiple studies to have highlighted the ampleness of cross sectional studies
but limited data derived from other methodologies. In this regard, Tan et al (2019)
recommended experimental design studies to be performed in the effort to reduce
inaccuracies produced by studies done with the same methodologies, also known as Common
Method Bias (CMB).

Additionally, it was recommended that future studies should consider the underlying
constructs behind each variables within this specific context. Moreover, studies should aim
only limited to exploring the relationship between happiness and its predictors, but to also
refine the interpretations for each variables being studied. For an example Siah et al (2020)
noted that the term non-attachment exists with different conceptualisations within the
Buddhist context, the Indian context, as well as the psychology context. In other words, it is
crucial to grasp the denotations of the variables in studies involving abstractions.
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Finally, future research are recommended to take into consideration the indirect
facilitative mechanism in the relationship between level of happiness and its predictors.
Mediation analysis is necessary in cementing the possible link between happiness and its
predictors. Nonetheless, it should be understood that mediation analysis alone could not
produce conclusive cause and effect relationship. To that affect, researchers much always
consider the independent and accumulative mediating effects of a predictor of happiness.

Implications of The Study

This review has noted that higher level of religious commitment, Islamic-based
gratitude strategy as opposed to conventional strategy, increased creativity, reduced
sedentary behaviour and increased physical activity, emotional intelligence, extraversion
personality, non-attachment, psychological well-being attributes, and engagement in
meaningful activities to have positive relationship with happiness among undergraduate
students in Malaysia. Additionally, the weight of mediator effects were also reiterated across
most studies. These findings not only could be used to increase individual awareness and
behaviour modifications but could also serve as a valuable insight for professional mental
health support and other related institutions to set in motion systematic research effort,
facilitative policies, and exhaustive interventions strategies in the strive to boost happiness.

In addition, this review highlighted the volume of existing cross-sectional studies and
the scarcity of information from studies done with other methodologies. Moreover, research
of happiness within this context were seemingly done by fragmented research community
composed by multiple research groups with different research focus. Future effort could focus
to address these lapses.

Conclusion

The current review explored happiness and its predictors, the strategies and
recommendations as well as gaps to be addressed in future research specifically within the
context of undergraduate students in Malaysian universities. Distinctly, literature showed
that with the right intervention, happiness level of undergraduate students could be
efficiently increased. That is to say, investigation of happiness is essential as there are
underlying factors that could be unique within each contexts which could be pivotal in the
effort of developing effective policies and intervention strategies to foster happiness.
Notably, predictors of happiness are largely personal traits and behaviours which could be
identified, modified, and consequently, honed to specific purposes. Nonetheless, data that
could be derived from happiness studies are far from conclusive, which prompts for attention
and rigorous undertaking not only from individual effort as well as collaborations between
researchers, policy makers, and other multitude of related social institutions.
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