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INTRODUCTION

Korea has achieved remarkable economic growth over the 
past 60–70 years. It joined the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) in 1996 after rapid eco-
nomic growth in a short period and ranked 12th worldwide 
with a GDP of $1,646.3 trillion as of 2019.1 However, the hap-
piness index of Koreans is in contrast to this. According to the 
“World Happiness Report” released by the United Nations 
(UN), Korea ranked 54th among 156 countries in 2019, rank-
ing very low in happiness level compared to economic level.2 
These results contradict the general social belief that higher 
economic levels are related to happiness, suggesting that in-
dividual happiness is affected by various factors. Happiness, 
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defined as “the state of satisfaction and joy in life,” has become 
the ultimate goal of all human beings.3 Hence, research to veri-
fy the related variables has steadily progressed.4-7

Social capital, a major factor affecting happiness, is defined 
in a wide variety of ways. Coleman8 noted that it was “a special 
kind of resource available to any member of society.” Putnam9 
defined it as “a resource available to individuals and groups in 
a social relationship.” Additionally, Lin10 also explained that it 
was “The sum of the resources that can be obtained from social 
relationships.” The sub-factors of social capital are as diverse, 
as seen by the definitions, and are typically divided into two 
components. The first is the cognitive factor, which is subjec-
tive and unobservable,11 and includes reciprocity and trust. The 
second is the structural factor, which is objective and externally 
observable,11 and includes social participation and networks.

Although there are differences among scholars regarding 
the factors constituting social capital, there is some consensus 
that trust and social participation are the key factors.12 Leonardi 
et al.13 saw participation in various social groups as “a central 
source of social capital.” In addition, since social capital refers to 
the “capital formed by social participation,”14 belonging formed 
by social participation can be considered as a component of so-
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cial capital. In fact, Ahn and Davis15 verified this claim.
Previous studies have revealed the relationship between so-

cial capital and happiness and reported that social capital was 
a major factor in predicting individual happiness.6,16,17 How-
ever, the association between happiness and the sub-factors of 
social capital was not fully integrated. Jo et al.18 showed that 
the cognitive factors of social capital had a significant effect on 
Koreans’ happiness, but the structural factors did not. In con-
trast, in a study by Jung,17 social trust, a cognitive factor, was 
not related to happiness, but social network and structural fac-
tors had a significant effect on it.

To better predict human happiness, cultural characteristics 
must also be considered. Korea, a country with a collectivist 
culture, may have a different concept of happiness compared 
to countries with an individualistic culture, such as the United 
States. In general, in an individualistic culture, factors, such as 
a sense of achievement or positive emotional state, are major 
variables that predict personal happiness. However, in a col-
lectivist culture, social relationships and social participant have 
been found to have a major influence.19 Shin et al.20 have shown 
that people from a collectivist culture were more likely to re-
port social words, such as family and love, when they were free 
to recall words related to happiness compared to those from 
an individualistic culture. It can be predicted that this is be-
cause in a collectivist culture, harmony with people around 
oneself is important.21,22

Given these cultural differences, in a collectivist culture, the 
degree of the happiness of others that individuals perceive may 
influence their happiness. In collectivist cultures, people are 
influenced by others in cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 
aspects as they see themselves as connected rather than sepa-
rated from others.23 Choi et al.24 suggested that the Korean 
model of happiness included the happiness level of loved ones. 
In other words, an individual’s level of happiness can vary de-
pending on the level of happiness of others close to them. 

Sex and age have a significant impact on individual happi-
ness.25 Educational level is positively related to happiness.26 Mar-
ital status also has a major impact on personal happiness, and 
married people have a higher level of happiness compared to 
unmarried people.27 Economic level was positively related to 
happiness, and subjective economic level had a greater effect on 
individual happiness compared to objective economic level.28 
In particular, it was found that in Korea, the subjective eco-
nomic level had a greater influence on individual happiness 
compared to in other countries.5

This study aimed to examine the relationship between so-
cial capital, happiness of others, and individual happiness. The 
main hypotheses are as follows. First, trust, belonging, and so-
cial participation were positively related with happiness. Sec-
ond, the happiness of others was positively associated with in-

dividual happiness.

METHODS

Participants
This study used data from the Survey on Koreans’ Happi-

ness and Quality of Life (2019) conducted by the Korea Insti-
tute for Health and Social Affairs (KIHASA). The sampling 
method used aggregate plotting sampling. A total of 502 ag-
gregates were extracted through the nation’s representative re-
gional unit allocation, and 10 households were extracted from 
each aggregator. Of these, one household of survey age was ran-
domly investigated.29 From May 8 to June 13, 2019, trained in-
terviews conducted a survey through structured questionnaires, 
and a total of 5,020 people participated in this survey. In this 
study, 130 people with missing age were excluded, 4,890 peo-
ple (2,092 males [42.78%] and 2,798 females [57.22%]) were 
used for the final analysis. The participants were adults aged 
19 to 79 years. Of the 4,980, 433 (8.85%) were in their 20s or 
younger, 827 (16.91%) in their 30s, 1,019 (20.84%) in their 40s, 
1,332 (27.24%) in their 50s, 882 (18.04%) in their 60s, and 397 
(8.12%) in their 70s.

Measures
All measurement tools used were questionnaires developed 

by the KIHASA.

Happiness
An individual’s level of happiness was measured in 13 areas, 

that included living standard, health, achievements in life, fam-
ily relationships, personal relationship (social acquaintances), 
safety, overall safety in society, future stability, time to do what 
you like, quality of the community environment, the overall 
community in which you live, the work you do, and economic 
level. The following question was asked: “How satisfied are you 
with the following areas of your life?” The response was rated 
on a 11-point Likert scale that ranged from 0 (not satisfied at 
all), 5 (average), to 10 (very satisfied). The higher the summed 
score, the higher the level of happiness. Cronbach’s alpha (α) 
for this item was 0.949.

Trust
The degree of personal trust was measured by dividing it 

into social and interpersonal trust. These were measured by 
the questions, “Do you think our society is a trustworthy so-
ciety?” and “How much do you think most people can be trust-
ed?”, respectively. The response was rated on a 11-point Likert 
scale that ranged from 0 (not satisfied at all), 5 (average), to 10 
(very satisfied). The higher the combined score, the higher the 
level of trust. Cronbach’s α for this item was 0.874.
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Belonging
Belonging was measured as a sense of belonging and soli-

darity felt by an individual. By using the item “I feel a sense of 
belonging and a sense of solidarity to the place in which I live,” 
a sense of belonging and solidarity with the Eup/Myeon/Dong, 
Si/Gun/Gu, City/Province, and the Republic of Korea were 
measured. A total of five items were used in addition to the 
question, “I feel like I am a citizen of the entire world where I 
live.” Responses were rated on a 4-point Likert scale (1=strong-
ly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=yes, 4=very much). The higher the 
summed score, the higher the individual’s sense of belong-
ing. Cronbach’s α for this item was 0.693.

Social participation
To measure the degree of social participation, a single item 

was used: “Compared to your peers, how often can you say that 
you participate in social activities (social gatherings, hobbies, 
clubs, etc.)?” Reponses were rated on a 5-point Likert (1=much 
less than peers, 2=somewhat less than peers, 3=similar to 
peers, 4=somewhat more than peers, 5=much more than peers). 
The higher the score, the higher the individual’s degree of so-
cial participation.

Happiness of others
To measure the level of happiness of others perceived by an 

individual, the question “How happy do you think the people 
below are?” was asked. The items were made up of five items 
that included family, friends, neighbors, Korean citizens, and 
people worldwide. In this study, analysis was performed by 
classifying family, friends, and neighbors as close people, and 
Korean citizens and people worldwide as distant people. The 
responses were rated on a 11-point Likert scale that ranged 
from 0 (not at all happy), 5 (average), to 10 (very happy). The 
higher the summed score, the higher the level of happiness of 
others perceived by the individual. Cronbach’s α for this item 
was 0.871.

Statistical analysis
Data analysis was performed using the SPSS version 23.0 

(IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) statistical program. Descrip-
tive statistical analysis was conducted to identify the mean (M), 
standard deviation (SD), skewness, and kurtosis of the demo-
graphic and major variables. Correlation analysis was performed 
to examine the correlation between the variables. Also, a hi-
erarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to exam-
ine the relationships between the variables. Demographic vari-
ables, which included sex, age, education level, marital status, 
and subjective income class, were input in model 1. Trust, be-
longing, and social participation, which were the components 
of social capital, were input into model 2. In model 3, the hap-

piness of close and distant others perceived by the individual 
was inputted. In addition, in this study, moderation analysis 
using PROCESS Macro 4.0 (Hayes AF, http://processmacro.
org/index.html) was performed to examine the relationship 
between major variables. We wanted to examine the modera-
tion effect of social capital on the association between the hap-
piness of self and others.

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics
Regarding education level, 55 (1.13%) had no education, 

277 (5.66%) graduated from elementary school, 391 (8.00%) 
graduated from middle school, 2,090 (42.74%) graduated from 
high school, 2,045 (41.82%) graduated from colleges, which 
included junior colleges, and 32 (0.65%) graduated from grad-
uate school or higher. Regarding marital status, 3,477 (71.10%) 
were married, 26 (0.53%) were separated, 489 (10.00%) were 
widowed, 255 (5.22%) were divorced, and 643 (13.15%) were 
single. The subjective income class consisted of 381 (7.79%) 
from low-income, 1,718 (35.13%) from low-middle class, 2,463 
(50.37%) from middle class, 315 (6.44%) from high-middle 
class, and 13 (0.27%) from the high-income class. The results 
are shown in Table 1. For all the variables, the skewness was 
-1.195 to 1.264, kurtosis was -1.916 to 1.460, and normality 
was evaluated.

Correlation 
Happiness was positively correlated with the happiness of 

close people (r=0.780, p<0.001) and the happiness of distant 
others (r=0.627, p<0.001). Happiness was positively correlat-
ed with trust (r=0.495, p<0.001), social participation (r=0.251, 
p<0.001), and belonging (r=0. 184, p<0.001). The results are 
shown in Table 2.

Hierarchical multiple regression
Results of the hierarchical multiple regression are shown 

in Table 3. The last model explained 67.2% of the happiness. 
Sex was not significantly associated with happiness (β=-0.003, 
p=0.758). Age (β=-0.042, p<0.001) and marital status (β=-0.024, 
p<0.05) were negatively related to happiness. Education (β= 
0.126, p<0.001) and subjective income class (β=0.097, p<0.001) 
were positively related to happiness. This meant that the lower 
the age, the higher the level of happiness, and those with a 
spouse were happier compared to those without a spouse. In 
addition, higher education levels and subjective income classes 
were positively related with higher happiness. Trust (β=0.086, 
p<0.001) and social participation (β=0.038, p<0.001) were pos-
itively associated with happiness. This meant that higher trust 
in society and greater social participation were positively re-

http://processmacro.org/index.html
http://processmacro.org/index.html
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lated with higher happiness. Belonging was not significantly 
correlated with happiness (β=0.012, p=0.155). The happiness 
of others was closely associated with individual happiness. In 
particular, the happiness of close others had the greatest cor-
relation with individual happiness (β=0.555, p<0.001). This 
meant that higher happiness of close people, such as family, 
friends, and neighbors, was positively related to higher indi-
vidual happiness.

Moderation analysis
The PROCESS Macro (model 1) was used to investigate the 

moderating effects of trust, belonging, and social participation 
on the association between the happiness of others and indi-
vidual happiness. The results are presented in Table 4. To con-
firm the statistical significance of the moderating effect, the 
moderator variables were set in three levels (-1SD, M, +1SD), 
and the significance of a simple regression was verified. Sex, 
age, education, marital status, and subjective income class were 
set as the covariate. As a result of examining the moderating 
effect of social capital on the association between the happi-
ness of others and individual happiness, only belonging was 
found to be significant and it was found that had a positive ef-
fect on individual happiness (t=3.870, p<0.001). The interac-
tion term between the happiness of others and belonging had 
a negative effect on individual happiness (t=-3.697, p<0.001). 
The moderating effect was statistically significant at all three 
levels (-1SD [1.935–2.062], M [1.864–1.963], +1SD [1.758–
1.898]), because zero was not included within the 95% confi-
dence interval. That is, the moderating effect of belonging was 
significant at all levels of happiness of others. Among the vari-
ables set as covariates, sex was not significant (t=-0.511, p= 
0.609), and age (t=-3.402, p<0.01), education (t=12.430, p< 
0.001), marital status (t=-3.022, p<0.01), and subjective income 

Table 1. Demographic characteristic (N=4,890)

Variable N (%)
Sex

Male 2,092 (42.78)
Female 2,798 (57.22)

Age
20s or younger 433 (8.85)
30s 827 (16.91)
40s 1,019 (20.84)
50s 1,332 (27.24)
60s 882 (18.04)
70s 397 (8.12)

Education level
No education 55 (1.13)
Elementary school 277 (5.66)
Middle school 391 (8.00)
High school 2,090 (42.74)
Colleges including junior colleges 2,045 (41.82)
Graduate school or higher 32 (0.65)

Marital status
Married 3,477 (71.10)
Separated 26 (0.53)
Widowed 489 (10.00)
Divorced 255 (5.22)
Single 643 (13.15)

Subject income class
Low-income 381 (7.79)
Low-middle class 1,718 (35.13)
Middle class 2,463 (50.37)
High-middle class 315 (6.44)
High-income 13 (0.27)

Table 2. Correlation between social capital, the happiness of others, and the happiness of Korean adults (N=4,890)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Trust   1
2. Belonging 0.202***   1
3. Social participant 0.164*** 0.060*** 1
4. Happiness of close people 0.512*** 0.208*** 0.228***   1
5. Happiness of distant people 0.522*** 0.250*** 0.132*** 0.693***   1
6. Happiness 0.495*** 0.184*** 0.251*** 0.780*** 0.627***     1
Mean 12.88 13.58 2.79 20.55 12.28 85.46
SD 2.53 2.32 0.64 3.19 2.63 14.65
Maximum value 18 20 5 20 19 122
Minimum value   2   5 1   3   2   17
Skewness -0.712 -0.085 -0.446 -0.287 -0.281 -0.401
Kurtosis 0.529 -0.052 1.073 0.086 0.361 0.459
***p<0.001. SD, standard deviation
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class (t=13.257, p<0.001) had a significant effect.

DISCUSSION

This study examined the role of social capital and the hap-
piness of others on the happiness of Korean adults. The main 
results of this study are as follows: First, higher trust and so-
cial participation were positively associated with higher hap-
piness. These results were similar to those of previous studies.30 
Additionally, this study reconfirmed that social capital, such 
as trust and social participation, were important factors that 
determined the level of happiness of Koreans through a na-
tional sample. Fowler and Christakis31 found that people with 
high levels of happiness tended to be at the center of social net-
works. This suggested that more frequent contact with other 
people and social activities increased individual happiness. 
More social participation increases the likelihood of receiving 

instrumental and emotional support from those around. So-
cial support increases individual self-esteem and acts as a buf-
fer against stress,32 which can increase individual happiness. 
In sum, social capital appears to contribute to enhancing in-
dividual happiness by promoting social support.

In this study, belonging was not significantly associated with 
happiness. However, this result was inconsistent. Previous stud-
ies have reported that belonging, a feeling of belonging to own 
residential community, had a significant correlation with an in-
dividual’s happiness.18 However, this is also a basic human need. 
In other words, all human beings have the desire to feel a sense 
of belonging and connection in society.33 Therefore, belonging 
act as a necessary condition to increase the level of individual 
happiness and may not be a sufficient condition by itself.

Second, the happiness of others was found to be closely re-
lated to the happiness of Korean adults. In particular, the hap-
piness of close others had the greatest association with indi-
vidual happiness. Fukushima et al.34 found through a study 
of Japanese people that the happiness of others in the same 
community influenced individual happiness. Considering that 
Japan also has a collectivist culture like Korea, it can be seen 
that this was consistent with the results of this study. These re-
sults were equally applied not only to close people but also 
distant people.

Human emotions are directly or indirectly influenced by 
others.35,36 This is called “emotional contagion”37 and refers to 
experiencing the same emotions as others by imitating other 
people’s facial expressions and gestures. Similarly, happiness 
appears to be contagious. Fowler and Christakis,31 through a 
longitudinal study, revealed that happiness could be diffused 
to people around oneself through social networks and proved 
that physical distance had an important influence on the spread 
of happiness. This means that the closer the distance between 
people is, the more likely that happiness will spread, and the 
farther away, the less the effect of the diffusion. In this study, as 
the happiness of close others had the greatest association on 

Table 4. The moderating effect of social capital on the relationship between the happiness of others and the happiness of korean adult

Coeff SE t LLCI ULCI
Happiness of others (A) 1.733 0.105 16.549*** 1.528 1.938
Trust (B) 0.284 0.260 1.093 -0.225 0.793
A×B 0.006 0.008 0.747 -0.010 0.021
Happiness of others (A) 2.413 0.135 17.869*** 2.148 2.678
Belonging (B) 1.267 0.327 3.870*** 0.625 1.909
A×B -0.037 0.010 -3.697*** -0.056 -0.017
Happiness of others (A) 1.934 0.103 18.775*** 1.732 2.136
Social participation (B) 1.512 1.156 1.308 -0.754 3.778
A×B -0.009 0.036 -0.236 -0.079 0.062
***p<0.001. SE, standard error; LLCI, lower level confidence interval; ULCI, upper level confidence interval

Table 3. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis (N=4,890)

Independent variables
Final model (model 3)

B β t
(constant) 1.951 1.118
Sex -0.077 -0.003 -0.308
Age -0.044 -0.042 -3.606***
Education level 2.056 0.126 11.049***
Marital status -0.235 -0.024 -2.577*
Subjective income class 1.929 0.097 10.869***
Trust 0.497 0.086 8.585***
Belonging 0.077 0.012 1.423
Social participant 0.874 0.038 4.375***
Happiness of close people 2.549 0.555 45.300***
Happiness of distant people 0.850 0.153 12.784***
R2 67.2
Adjusted R2 67.1
*p<0.05; ***p<0.001
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individual happiness, it seemed that the mechanism of “emo-
tional contagion” acted and spread happiness.

Characteristics of Korea’s collectivist culture should also be 
considered. Individuals in a collectivist culture view themselves 
as subordinate to the group.38 Since they see himself as part of 
the group to which they belong,39 they will be able to internal-
ize the values, norms, status, etc. of the group as their own. 
Based on this, it can be expected that a group’s happiness level 
that an individual perceives may influence their happiness.

The happiness shown in collectivist culture is different from 
that shown in individualistic culture. In collectivist culture, in-
dividual happiness can be important in balance with others.40 
Regarding these characteristics, Hitokoto and Uchida21 sug-
gests the concept of “interdependent happiness” and empha-
sizes the importance of harmonizing with others and being 
in a group. It seems that these cultural differences about happi-
ness stem from the differences in self-concepts in each culture. 
In general, individualistic cultures have an independent self 
and have a self-concept defined in terms of individual achieve-
ment, whereas in collectivistic cultures, they have an interde-
pendent self and have a relational self-concept.41 Therefore, in 
collectivism, the happiness of others can be understood as in-
dividual happiness.

As age increased, the level of happiness decreased. Similar 
results were also found in previous studies, which explained 
that the frequency and intensity of experiencing positive emo-
tions decreased with age.25 People with higher levels of educa-
tion were more likely to be happy as they were more likely to 
have more social capital.42 People with a spouse were expected 
to have higher levels of happiness as they experienced more 
emotional intimacy.43 A high level of subjective income class 
may be positively associated with happiness by buffering neg-
ative emotions and causing emotional stability.44

Additionally, as a result of analyzing the moderating effect 
of social capital on the relationship between the happiness of 
others and individual happiness to examine the relationship 
between major variables, only belonging had a statistically sig-
nificant effect. It is particularly noteworthy that belonging had 
a positive effect on individual happiness, but the interaction 
term between the happiness of others and belonging had a 
negative effect on it. This result can also be understood as a 
characteristic of collectivist culture. There is a proverb in Korea 
that says, “When your cousin buys land, your stomach hurts.” 
This means that when the people around you do well, you feel 
envy and jealousy, suggesting that the individual makes social 
comparisons with others. Chung and Mallery45 (1999) found 
that the higher the collectivism tendency, the greater the de-
sire to compare oneself with those around them. Kim46 (2019) 
suggested that comparison with others weakens happiness. 
Taken together, Koreans’ collectivistic tendencies can increase 

their comparison with others who are considered to belong to 
the same group, which can lead to a decrease in their level of 
happiness. These results suggest that the cultural characteris-
tics of collectivism and interactions between variables have 
various effects on the individual’s level of happiness. There-
fore, it seems that a follow-up study on this is necessary.

The contributions of this study are as follows: First, the role 
of social capital in Korean happiness was confirmed. Second, 
importantly, it was found that the happiness of others had a 
major association on the happiness level of Koreans adults. 
In particular, the happiness of close people was the most im-
portant variable that determined the level of individual hap-
piness. In general, in individualistic cultures, it has been found 
that self-focused factors, such as individual achievement and 
self-actualization, have a great influence on happiness. This 
shows that it is important to consider cultural factors to better 
understand individual happiness.

The limitations of this study are as follows. First, social par-
ticipation was measured using a single item. Therefore, in fu-
ture research, it will be necessary to measure social participa-
tion using more detailed items and reconfirm the relevance of 
this variable on personal happiness. Second, since this study 
was conducted as a cross-sectional design, it is difficult to clear-
ly reveal the causal relationship between social capital, the hap-
piness of others, and individual happiness.
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