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Who matters the most? The differential role of parents, teachers, and peers’ supportive

relationships in early adolescents’ subjective well-being

Abstract

Adolescent well-being is a multifaceted construct embedded in family, school, and peer socialization
contexts. By adopting a social-psychological perspective we examined associations between three
sources of support (parents, teachers, and peers) and specific components of subjective well-being
(cognitive, affective, global, and domain-specific), to determine whether there is a functional
specialization of the role that these socialization agents play in early adolescents’ perceptions of
affective well-being and satisfaction with life in different domains. Albanian data from Wave 3 of the
Children’s Worlds International Survey were used, including 2,339 early adolescents (age range 9-
13; girls = 49.3%). A structural equation model (SEM) was employed to examine associations
between supportive relationships with parents, teachers, and peers and specific subjective well-being
components. Results support a functional specialization hypothesis: Parents' support was significantly
related to global cognitive and affective well-being; teacher support was significantly related to
school satisfaction; and peer support was significantly related to all subjective well-being variables
(global and domain-based life satisfaction and affective well-being). The present findings contribute
to a finer-grained understanding of the role of supportive relationships with adults and peers in
proximal socialization contexts (family, school, peer groups) in how early adolescents perceive and

evaluate their affective well-being and satisfaction with life globally and in specific domains.

Keywords: Cognitive and affective well-being; global and domain-based satisfaction with life;

school satisfaction; parental support; teacher support; peer support.
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Introduction

Early adolescence is characterized by many changes taking place at the physical, emotional,
cognitive, and social levels, which involve multiple socio-developmental domains (Bronfenbrenner,
1994; Crocetti et al., 2023). From the family, which represents the first fundamental socialization
context (Suldo, 2009), to proximal groups like peers (i.e., friends and classmates; van Doeselaar et
al., 2020) and other adults (i.e., teachers, Suldo & Shaffer 2008), the relationships that adolescents
develop within and between these systems can highly influence their perceptions about life, their
affective experiences and their sense of subjective well-being. Subjective well-being is considered a
core indicator of adolescents’ adjustment (Casas & Gonzalez 2017). It comprises cognitive
components reflecting satisfaction with life (as perceived globally and regarding specific life
domains) and affective components that refer to positive and negative emotional experiences

(Diener, 2009).

Research examining the role of supportive relationships with proximal socialization agents (i.e.,
parents, teachers, and peers) on specific components of early adolescents’ subjective well-being,
including both cognitive and affective dimensions, has been far from systematic. In particular, the
issue of whether and how supportive relationships within these socialization contexts can
differentially relate to early adolescents’ global and domain-specific perceptions of their lives has
not yet been comprehensively examined. By adopting a social-psychological perspective, we
consider adolescent well-being as a multifaceted construct nourished by family, school, and peer
socialization contexts, and disentangle the role of the relationships adolescents establish within
these contexts on distinct well-being components. More specifically, we tackle the association
between three sources of support (parents, teachers, and peers) and specific components of
subjective well-being (cognitive, affective, global, and domain-specific) to determine whether there
is a functional specialization of the role that these crucial socialization agents play for early

adolescents to attain well-being in specific life domains.
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Adolescent Well-being as Embedded in Family, School, and Peer Socialization Contexts

The family represents the first micro-system in which individual development occurs
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), and it greatly impacts one’s experiences with other proximal
(e.g., peer groups, school contexts) and more distal systems. Parents can deeply affect the
harmonious development of early adolescents by acting as modeling agents (Crocetti et al., 2023)
and by establishing supportive relationships, which make them feel safe, respected, and enable them
to make autonomous decisions (Suldo & Huebner, 2004). Supportive relationships with parents are
crucial for psychosocial well-being across the individual's life course, even more so in the early
developmental stages (see for a review Boele et al., 2019). Especially during early adolescence, the
support of parents and main caregivers is fundamental for youngsters to enhance their physical,
psychological, and subjective well-being (for an overview, see Cripps & Zyromski, 2009; Suldo &

Fefer, 2013; Suldo, 2009; Thomas et al., 2017).

Apart from the family, the school plays a pivotal role in the socialization of early
adolescents, offering a diverse range of opportunities for interactions with both adults and peers
within a structured educational environment (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Teachers are the second most
frequently reported positive role models (Brey & Pauker, 2019) or trusted adults in early
adolescents’ lives. Research shows that supportive relationships between students and teachers are
strongly related to early adolescents’ positive perceptions and overall satisfaction with school
(Wang & Eccles, 2012). The school is a fundamental socialization context not only because it offers
early adolescents the possibility to establish formal relationships with other adults like teachers,
which are mainly structured around educational goals, but also because it offers various possibilities
to create friendships and supportive relationships with peers with whom they share similar
experiences. This twofold nature of school experience has been expressed by the “two worlds
hypothesis” (see Casas & Gonzales, 2017) postulating that, unlike adults who may conceive the

school context as a unitary life domain, for adolescents, the school may be represented as two
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separate domains: one concerning peers and friendships and the other related to teachers and
learning achievements. The authors tested this hypothesis with a large dataset from the Children’s
Worlds international survey including 15 countries, finding support for these two factors underlying
the school satisfaction construct. School satisfaction has been consistently related to subjective
well-being in early adolescence, as suggested by studies from different country contexts (Casas,

2013; Casas et al., 2014; Lawler et al., 2016).

This points to important differences in the ways early adolescents’ interactions with adults
and peers may be differentially shaped by proximal socialization contexts. That is, while
interactions with parents occur mostly at home and interactions with teachers in the school context,
the relationships early adolescents develop with peers may span both inside and outside the school
environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Moreover, as early adolescents increasingly spend time with
their friends, they become a primary source of support (for a review see Brown & Larson, 2009).
Friendships can deeply influence the development of early adolescents’ identities by offering a rich
interpersonal context in which they can test and evaluate their life experiences through social
comparison (Albarello et al., 2018; Ward & Geeraert, 2016; van Doeselaar et al., 2019). Hence, the
quality of relationships with friends and peers may significantly impact their perceptions of
subjective well-being in general and in multiple life domains (for a review see Moreira et al., 2021).
It has been consistently shown that positive relationships with friends and peers exert a positive
effect on psychosocial well-being, and satisfaction with school in early adolescence (dos Santos et
al., 2018). In addition, the need to be accepted by peers which is accentuated at this developmental
stage, along with the first love relationships that start developing, may alter the emotional balance at
this age, which predisposes early adolescents to experience strong positive and negative emotions
(Gugliandolo et al., 2015). Hence, positive relationships with peers may significantly contribute to
the affective component of subjective well-being in early adolescence (for a recent review see Sahi

etal., 2023).
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With particular reference to the school context, it has been shown that support from
classmates, which constitutes an important reference group in the school context, (Albarello et al.,
2018) is related to higher school satisfaction (Hoferichter, & Raufelder, 2015; Maunder & Monks,
2019; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002), especially among early adolescents. In sum, the quality of
relationships with peers at school has a significant impact on various aspects, including students'
experience of positive emotions, their adaptation to negative experiences, overall satisfaction with

school life, and their subjective well-being.

Who Matters the Most? The Differential Associations Between Parents, Teachers, and

Peers’ Support and Adolescents’ Well-being

Currently, a large corpus of evidence shows that positive relationships with parents and
teachers as well as with peers make early adolescents feel supported and this is positively related to
psychosocial well-being during this developmental stage (Lampropoulou, 2018; Li et al., 2021;
Navarro et al., 2017; Sahi et al., 2023; Savahl et al., 2023; Ortufio-Sierra et al., 2019). However,
empirical studies on the role these socialization agents may play on specific well-being components
have investigated them either separately or merged into the same variable (see for instance Li et al.,
2021), while using different operationalizations of supportive relationships (e.g., generally framed
or concerning a specific life domain) and well-being outcomes (e.g., behavioral, cognitive, socio-
emotional and/or academic performance indicators). Indeed, few studies have examined the
differential associations of parental, teacher, and peer support and subjective well-being indicators

testing their effects within the same model.

For instance, Walsh and colleagues (2010) examined the association of the role of parents
(such as monitoring, involvement, and support at school), teachers (support at school) and peers
(time spent with friends, peer rejection at school) with risk behaviors such as smoking and drinking

and psychological well-being among Israeli-born and immigrant adolescents of 11 — 15 years old.
5
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They found that the supportive role of these three socialization agents (parents, teachers, and peers)
was related to high levels of well-being and fewer risk behaviors at school. It should be noted that
supportive relationships with the three sources (parents, teachers, and peers) in this study were
specifically referenced to the same life domain (i.e., the school context). More recently, Butler and
colleagues (2022) examined the association between the level of family support, school adult
support, and school peer support with mental and psychological well-being in adolescents aged 8-15
years from UK. Results similarly showed that all three sources of support were independently and
equally associated with well-being outcomes. However, the support received from the three sources
was anchored to the same life domain (e.g., the school context), as in Walsh et al., (2010), which
may explain why, again, no differences in the associations between the three sources of support and

well-being variables were found.

While these studies provide some evidence of an equivalent level of association between
support from parents, teachers, and peers and various well-being indicators in early adolescents,
other studies offer more mixed results. For instance, Hoferichter and colleagues (2021) investigated
the relationship between parental, teacher, and peer support with physical and psychological well-
being, and self-worth. Like in previous studies, the measures used to assess supportive relationships
with parents, teachers, and peers were adapted from school-related items but were framed at a more
general level. Interestingly, results showed differential associations with well-being outcomes:
Parental support was associated with high levels of physical and psychological well-being and self-
worth, teacher support was associated with high levels of physical well-being and feelings of self-
worth, whereas peer support was associated with high levels of psychological well-being only.
Similarly, a recent study (Savahl et al., 2023) examined the frequency of interactions with family
and friends, finding parents more influential than peers in contributing to the general satisfaction

with life among early adolescents.
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It should be noted that, while the evidence on the differential relations between parental,
teacher, and peer support and indicators of well-being in early adolescents is thin, mixed results in
existing findings further contribute to blurring the general picture. This can be explained by
conceptual and methodological differences among the various studies, which may account for the
mixed evidence and obscure finer-grained influences. For example, in some cases, supportive
relationships with adults and peers made specific reference to the same life domain (e.g., the school,
Walsh et al., 2010; Butler et al., 2022), whereas in others they were framed more generally (Savahl
et al., 2023) and refered to a wider range of life contexts (as in Hoferichter, et al., 2021).
Furthermore, the well-being measures used in some studies may reflect a strong socio-relational
component (see for instance Butler et al., 2022), which may conflate the positive associations found
with relationship variables. Notably, conceptual models that try to disentangle potentially
differential effects of relationships with significant others (treated as predictor or independent
variables) on well-being outcomes (treated as dependent measures) should be mindful of potential

overlaps between the tested constructs.

It follows that a more systematic approach to studying how supportive relationships with
different socialization agents relate to distinct components of subjective well-being in early
adolescence is needed. From a socio-psychological perspective, it is possible to conceive supportive
relationships with parents, teachers, and peers as being not necessarily limited to a specific life
domain. Furthermore, as these proximal socialization agents play different roles in early
adolescents’ lives, it is plausible that there can be a functional specialization in how supportive
relationships with parents, teachers, and peers may influence specific components of subjective
well-being in distinct domains. A more comprehensive conception of subjective well-being that
maps more closely to how early adolescents evaluate and make sense of their life experiences both
globally, as it may be reflected in satisfaction with one’s life overall, and concerning specific life

domains, together with the affective dimension that imbues their lives, is therefore crucial. Whether
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and how such highly differentiated components of subjective well-being relate similarly or
differentially to early adolescents’ relationships with significant others (adults and peers) within

proximal socialization systems has not yet received enough attention in current research.

The Present Study

In the present study, we address the gap highlighted above and examine subjective well-
being in early adolescents as a comprehensive construct that includes both cognitive and affective
evaluations of their experiences while considering their perceptions about a wide range of life
domains. In particular, we aim to uncover early adolescents’ global assessment of satisfaction with
one’s life (cognitive dimension) and overall emotional experiences (affective dimension), as
fundamental dimensions of subjective well-being (Diener, 2009). However, in a more nuanced way,
we also address early adolescents' evaluations of their experiences in a wide range of specific life
domains that are particularly important for their psychosocial development at this age, including the
school context. As noted by Diener & Biswas-Diener (2000), the simultaneous measurement of
global satisfaction with life, and perceptions of one’s life in specific domains contribute to a finer-
grained understanding of subjective well-being and more accurately captures the complexity of the
concept, especially in young age groups. Moreover, we investigate whether and to what extent
supportive relationships with socialization agents like parents, teachers, and peers are differentially
associated with specific components of subjective well-being (affective, cognitive, global, and

domain-based).

As suggested by theoretical frameworks and empirical findings reviewed above, supportive
relationships with parents, teachers, and peers are expected to be positively related to subjective
well-being outcomes. However, as parents, teachers, and peers act as different socializing agents,
and employ different methods geared towards attaining different relationship goals, a functional
specialization hypothesis can be formulated whereby supportive relationships with these three

social agents may be differentially related to specific components of subjective well-being. On the
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one hand, the family’s role can be considered as a comprehensive one, with minor functional
specialization. That is, parents are the primary caregivers and source of support, acting as primary
role models, hence their efforts are concentrated on helping early adolescents succeed and have a
generally positive outlook in life . Therefore, parents’ support would be revealed in strong
associations with both global cognitive and affective components of subjective well-being. On the
other hand, teachers’ support may be mainly focused on educational goals and academic
achievement, assisting students in their learning process and feeling satisfied with school life. When
it comes to peers, it has been amply demonstrated that they serve as the main source of social
comparison in multiple life domains (Crocetti et al., 2023). Friends and classmates become
increasingly influential in early adolescents’ lives as they benefit from social comparison processes
and informative peer feedback concerning various domains of life. Moreover, social interactions
with peers span both within and outside the school context, hence we expect supportive
relationships with peers to be associated with higher levels of not just global cognitive and affective
components of well-being, but also satisfaction with life in specific domains, including satisfaction

with school.

Building on previous research findings, the present study aims to gain a deeper
understanding of whether positive relationships with three crucial socialization agents, that is,
parents, teachers, and peers are differentially associated with how early adolescents perceive and
evaluate their lives globally (cognitive and affective dimensions of subjective well-being), but also
through fine-grained perceptions of satisfaction in specific life domains. In addition, by considering
data from an international study and focusing on a less researched country context, we provide
evidence from an under-represented context thus strengthening the generalizability of findings in

this field.

Method
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Participants and Procedure

The study uses Albanian data from the “Children’s Worlds” international survey (see

www.isciweb.org), which is a multi-wave international study that focuses on how children and early

adolescents perceive and evaluate their lives and well-being across different life domains (Rees et
al., 2020). Wave 3 of the survey was conducted in Albania in 2017 and includes a representative
school-based sample of 2,339 adolescents (age range 9-13 years; Meanage = 11.2, SD=1.12; girls =
1152, 49.3%; see Kapllanaj, Sianko & Gjedia, 2022). The sample was recruited through a random
selection of schools (67 in total, with one class selected per school) from the main geographic
regions of the country, to ensure representativeness. The study procedure was explained by two
trained interviewers who also supported children with any questions while they completed the
questionnaire. Informed consent was obtained from all parents of prospective participants and ethics

clearance was obtained by the Albanian Ministry of Education and Sports (Prot. No. 13113/1).

Measures

The “Children’s Worlds” international survey contains different sets of ad hoc and
standardized multi-item response scales aimed at capturing how children and early adolescents
perceive and evaluate their lives and their relationships with significant others across multiple life
domains. Slightly modified and improved versions of the measures have been adopted through the

various waves of data collection and in different countries (see www.isciweb.org). The present

study is based on Albanian data from Wave Three of the international project. Confirmatory factor

analysis (CFA) were performed to assess the validity of measures in the present study.

Proximal Socialization Contexts Variables

Measures concerning relationships with significant others included a series of questions

about several themes that applied across different socialization contexts (e.g., family, school, local

10
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community, country) such as: “Care”, “Support”, “Safety”, “Respect”, and “Participation”. For our
study, three proximal socialization contexts were assessed. To tap into the family domain as the
primary socialization context for early adolescents, items referring to the relationship with parents
and caregivers at home were selected. Then, items referring to participants’ relationships with
teachers and peers were selected as referring to the two most important secondary socialization

contexts, involving adults and peers in early adolescents’ lives.

Supportive Relationships with Parents.

Perceptions of supportive relationships with parents were measured by six items tapping on
early adolescents' (1) feeling cared for and (2) supported by parents, feeling (3) good and (4) safe at
home, (5) being listened to and (6) included in decisions impacting their life, at home. Participants
were asked to respond to items such as “If I have a problem, people in my family will help me” and
“My parents/carers listen to me and take what I say into account” Responses were given on a five-
point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (do not agree at all) to 4 (absolutely agree). Cronbach’s alpha for
the current sample was .67. CFA results indicated that the theoretical presupposed single-factor
model had a good fit to the data, x2/df =89.194, p <.001, RMSEA [90%CI] = 0.062 [0.050, 0.074],

CFI =0.958, TLI =0.931, SRMR= 0.028.

Supportive Relationships with Teachers.

Items are worded in an almost specular way for teachers measuring participants' perceptions
that teachers are (1) caring and (2) supportive towards them, that they feel (3) safe, (4) listened to,
and (5) included in decisions impacting their life at school. Sample items were “If | have a problem
at school my teachers will help me” and “My teachers listen to me and take what | say into
account”. Students indicated their response on a 0 (do not agree at all) to 4 (absolutely agree) Likert
scale. Cronbach’s alpha was .68. CFA analysis indicated that the single-factor model had a good fit
to the data, which showed a good fit, x2/df = 82.073, p < 0.001, RMSEA [90%CI] = 0.059 [0.048,

0.071], CFI = 0.964, TLI = 0.940, SRMR= 0.027.
11
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Supportive Relationships with Peers.

Perceptions of supportive relationships with peers were measured by six items four of which
related to participants (1) having enough friends, (2) perceptions of friends being nice, (3)
supportive, and (4) getting along well, and two items referring to (5) satisfaction with and (6) being
supported by classmates. In our conceptual model, relationships with peers do not disambiguate
between friends outside and inside the school context. For this reason, items referring to both
friends and classmates were included. Sample statements included “Me and my friends get along
well together” and “If I have a problem, I have classmates who will support me”. Responses were
given on a five-point Likert scale from O (do not agree at all) to 4 (absolutely agree). Cronbach’s
alpha for the current sample was .72. The CFA results indicated that a single-factor model yielded a
good fit, x2/df = 12.199, p < 0.001, RMSEA [90%CI] = 0.025 [0.007, 0.043], CFI = 0.994, TLI =

0.989, SRMR=0.015.

Subjective Well-being Measures

A multifaceted construct of subjective well-being was assessed, consisting of cognitive and
affective components capturing how early adolescents perceive and evaluate their lives (Diener,
1984; Diener, & Biswas-Diener, 2000). The cognitive component includes both (a) measures
assessing global satisfaction with life and (b) measures assessing satisfaction with life in specific
life domains. Satisfaction with school was assessed separately, as an example of domain-based
subjective well-being, given the importance of school in the psychosocial development of early
adolescents. The affective component of adolescent well-being is assessed through items taping on

positive and negative affect.

Satisfaction with Life (Global).

Global perceptions of one’s satisfaction with life were measured using the Children’s

Worlds Subjective Well-Being Scale (CW-SWBS; Rees et al., 2020), which is an adaptation of the

12
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Student Life Satisfaction Scale (Huebner, 1991) and measures global life satisfaction. The scale
includes six items that reflect cognitive assessments about overall satisfaction with one’s life (eg. “I
enjoy my life”, “My life is going well”). Students indicated their agreement on a 0 (do not agree at
all) to 10 (totally agree) scale, with higher scores indicating greater levels of satisfaction with life
overall. Previous studies on data from different waves of the Children’s Worlds International
Survey (Casas, 2017; Casas & Gonzales, 2021) have confirmed the scale’s validity and reliability in
different country contexts. Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample was .86. The CFA results
indicated that a single-factor model demonstrated a good fit, x2/df = 248.363, p < 0.001, RMSEA

[90%CI] = 0.060 [0.054, 0.067], CFI = 0.950, TLI = 0.930, SRMR= 0.032.

Satisfaction with Life (Domain-based).

Satisfaction with life in specific domains was measured through a series of statements
adapted from two instruments: the Brief Multidimensional Student Life Satisfaction Scale
(BMSLSS, Seligson, Huebner, & Valois, 2003) the Personal Well-being Index — School Children
(PWI-SC, Cummins & Lau, 2005). For our study, only 9 items were considered (for more details on
the complete list of items see Supplementary Material.S1). Sample statements included “I am
satisfied with the way I look”, “I am satisfied with how | use my time”. Participants were asked to
indicate their responses on an 11-point Likert scale ranging from “Not at all satisfied” (0) to
“Totally satisfied” (10). The reliability of the scale in the present study was good (Cronbach’s alpha
=.78). The CFA results indicated that a single-factor model yielded a good fit for the data, 2/df =
85.189, p < 0.001, RMSEA [90%CI] = 0.064 [0.052, 0.077], CFI = 0.988, TLI = 0.977, SRMR=

0.018.

Satisfaction with School (Domain-based).

For the importance of the school context in the psychosocial development of adolescents, we
decided to assess satisfaction with the school domain as a separate life domain. In earlier work on

school satisfaction measures (see Casas 2017; Casas & Gonzéalez, 2017), the notion of “two worlds”
13
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was supported, postulating that early adolescents conceive the school as composed of two separate
domains: a relational one, concerning relationships with peers and friendships and the other related
to learning, teachers, and achievements. Our conceptual model assesses the role of supportive
relationships with significant others, such as peers (including friends and classmates), and
subjective well-being variables. Hence, in our study, only items referring to the second latent
variable related to learning and achievement were included to compound the variable “Satisfaction
with school”: Items were: 1. Satisfaction with: Your life as a student, and, 2. Satisfaction with:
Things you have learned. Students indicated their responses on an 11-point Likert scale ranging
from “Not at all satisfied” (0) to “Totally satisfied” (10). Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample

was .67.

Affective Subjective Well-being

Affective well-being was measured through the Children’s Worlds Positive and Negative
Affect Scale (CW-PNAS), developed on the basis of Russel’s Model of Core Affect (Barrett &
Russell, 1998). Students were asked to report whether they had felt positive emotions (e.g., happy,
calm, and full of energy) and negative ones (es. sad, stressed, and bored) over the last 2 weeks.
Responses were given on an 11-point Likert scale ranging from “Not at all” (0) to “Extremely”
(10). Based on research suggesting that the two scores can be combined by subtracting the negative
score from the positive score (Diener et al., 2010; Veilleux et al., 2020) three affective well-being
items were obtained. This was also justified by the fact that correlations between the positive and
negative affect scores in our sample were moderate-to-large (r = -.41). The scale's validity and
reliability have been ascertained on Children’s Worlds International Survey data from 35 countries
(Casas & Gonzales, 2021). Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample was .80. The CFA results

indicated that the theoretical presupposed single-factor model had a good fit to the data, with fit

14
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indices, y2/df = 42.208, p < 0.001, RMSEA [90%CI] = 0.043 [0.054, 0.067], CFI = 0.968, TLI =

0.940, SRMR=0.032.

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics and correlational analyses were conducted in IBM SPSS Version 24.0
for Windows. Regression analyses regarding the main aim of this study were conducted in Mplus
8.7 (Muthén, & Muthén, 1998-2022). Given that our data differed from statistical normality, data
were handled in Structural Equation Models using Maximum Likelihood Robust (MLR) estimator
(Satorra & Bentler, 2010), which accounts for potential non-normality of data distribution. In a first
step, we specified the latent variables and conducted CFAs to evaluate the factor structure and the
initial measurement model fit, as reported in the measures section above. Then, a structural equation
model (SEM) was specified to assess associations between supportive relationships with significant
others in the three socialization contexts and subjective well-being. In this model, well-being
variables (i.e., cognitive dimensions of global and domain-based life satisfaction, including
satisfaction with school, and affective well-being) were regressed on the independent variables (i.e.,
parental support, teacher support, peer support). Model fit was evaluated using the chi-square test,
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI), and Tucker—Lewis
index (TLI). RMSEA values < .06 reflect good fit and values between .07 and .08 reflect
satisfactory fit. CFl and TLI values between .90 and .95 reflect good and above .95 reflect excellent
fit (Perry et al., 2015). The Wald test was used to identify possible significant differences in paths
and effects across the three socialization contexts. The Wald-based statistics test the hypothesis that
two regression paths or the same regression across two groups are significantly different compared

to the null hypothesis of path equivalence (Bollen, 1989).

Results

Table 1 shows all descriptive statistics and correlations of the variables of interest. As

expected, the correlation matrix revealed significant positive correlations between all variables of
15
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interest. According to Cohen’s guidelines (1988), Pearson’s r coefficients of .10, .30, and .50 are
considered indicative of small, moderate, and large associations, respectively. In line with this, most
associations in our case were moderate or moderate-to-large. The specified SEM achieved an
adequate fit for our dataset: AIC =193449.011, BIC = 194150.759, y2(606) = 1305.815, p < .001,
RMSEA = 0.022 (90% CI [0.021, 0.024]), CFI = 0.930, TLI =0.923, SRMR = 0.037. Figure 1
shows standardized factor loadings of all latent variables (range 0.40 to 0.88, except two items with
lower loadings on “teacher support™). High positive correlations were found between predictor
variables, as support from parents was positively associated with support from teachers and peers.
Additionally, peer and teacher support were positively associated. Positive correlations were also
found between dependent variables: global life satisfaction was positively associated with domain-
based life satisfaction, satisfaction with school, and affective subjective well-being. Likewise,
affective well-being was significantly associated and satisfaction with school and domain-based

satisfaction with life.

As can be seen in Figure 1, parental support was significantly related to global cognitive and
affective well-being variables. That is, adolescents who feel supported by their parents are more
likely to report higher levels of satisfaction with their lives globally and are more likely to report
higher affective balance. The path from teacher support to satisfaction with school was significant,
showing that the more supported students felt by teachers, the higher their reported satisfaction with
school. All other paths did not reach significance levels. Lastly, significant relations were found
between peer support and almost all well-being variables in our dataset: global life satisfaction;
domain-based life satisfaction and affective subjective well-being. A trend to significance was
evidenced in the path from peer support to satisfaction with school. That is, students who feel
supported by their friends and classmates also report high values of satisfaction with life either
globally perceived or based on specific domains, including satisfaction with school and affective

well-being.
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A comparison of the regression paths on satisfaction with school did not find significant
differences (Wald y2(1) = 1.875, p =.170) between paths from peers (# =.16) and teacher support (3
=.40). Similarly, results of the path analyses on global satisfaction with life indicated that the
relation between support from peers (# =.24) and support of family members (# =.12) was not
significantly different (Wald x2(1) = 0.766, p = .381). Same for the relations of peer ( =.22) and

parental support (# =.16) with affective subjective well-being (Wald y2(1) = 0.411, p = 0.521).

Figure 1. The figure shows the Structural Equation Model where well-being variables (i.e.,
cognitive global and domain-based life satisfaction, satisfaction with school, and affective
subjective well-being?) were regressed on the predictor variables (i.e., parental support, teacher
support, peer support). Significant standardized paths are shown in bold. *p<.05, **p<.01,
***n<.001.

Discussion

In the present study, we adopted a comprehensive approach to studying whether and how
supportive relationships with significant others (adults and peers) in proximal socialization contexts
relate to distinct components of subjective well-being in early adolescence. To gain a finer-grained
understanding of subjective well-being at such a young age, global assessments of satisfaction with
one’s life (cognitive dimension) and overall emotional experiences (affective dimension) were

assessed. In addition, we considered early adolescents' perceptions of satisfaction with life in

! The SEM analysis conducted with Positive and Negative Affect as separate factors can be found in Supplementary
material S2. The model showed adequate fit: RMSEA = 0.023 (90% CI [0.021 0.025]), CFI = 0.930, TLI = 0.921,
SRMR = 0.037. Following the evaluation of the AIC and BIC values of both models, we decided to keep the first model
as the best fit for our data.
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specific domains important for their psychosocial development, including the school context.
Importantly, we assessed supportive relationships with parents, teachers, and peers as such that
touch upon overarching themes, across socialization contexts, such as feeling cared for and
supported by others, feeling good and safe in their presence, and feeling listened to and included in
important decisions for their lives. The extent to which early adolescents have a say in matters
important to their lives is an indicator of how supportive and inclusive their relationships with
significant others are (Sianko et al., 2020; 2024). Considering the different roles that proximal
socialization agents play in early adolescents’ lives, we examined a functional specialization
hypothesis postulating that supportive relationships with parents, teachers, and peers may relate
differentially to specific components of subjective well-being (global cognitive, affective, and
domain-based). While confirming our general expectations regarding the positive relations between
support from significant others and subjective well-being dimensions, our findings corroborate such
hypothesis whereby, supportive relationships with parents, teachers, and peers are differentially
linked with adolescent’s perceptions and evaluation of their life experiences overall and their
satisfaction with life in specific domains. We found that supportive relationships with parents were
significantly related to both global cognitive and affective dimensions of subjective well-being,
such that adolescents who felt more supported by their family or primary caregivers also reported
higher levels of satisfaction with their lives in general and higher levels of affective wellbeing. This
is in line with previous research demonstrating the importance of parents as the primary caregivers
and socialization agents for a range of developmental and well-being indicators in adolescence
(Crocetti et al., 2023; Suldo & Fefer, 2013). Parents are the primary source of care and support, and
a robust body of evidence from different cultures (for reviews see Suldo 2009; Suldo & Fefer,
2013) shows that the parenting practices linked to high youth subjective well-being are aligned with
hallmarks of an authoritative parenting style that include warmth and care and elements that foster
adolescent’s autonomy (e.g., respect of their opinions and promotion of their participation in

common decisions, Suldo & Huebner, 2004). When early adolescents experience warm, supportive
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relationships with their parents, they feel more secure, which fosters positive emotions and buffers
against stress and adversity, reducing the likelihood of negative emotional experiences, thus
contributing to a general sense of affective well-being (Diener et al. 2009). Furthermore, by
adopting an autonomy-supportive parenting style, parents can nurture adolescents' confidence and
independence, which are essential for their psychosocial development and overall satisfaction with
life. Hence, it is not surprising that we found supportive relationships within the family to be
reflected in both higher affective well-being and global perceptions of satisfaction with life overall,

which reflects a cognitive component of subjective well-being in our sample.

We did not find a significant relationship between parental support and domain-specific
satisfaction with life and satisfaction with school. This can be attributed to the fact that early
adolescents may perceive support from their parents as most fundamental for their overall
emotional well-being and satisfaction with their lives in general, while other socializing agents
(e.g., peers) may become increasingly more important for drawing specific feedback through social
comparison processes in terms of specific life domains (such as ‘how one looks’, ‘how one spends
free time’ and so on). Unlike other studies, supportive relationships with parents were not
significantly associated with satisfaction with school, which is one of the most important life
domains in early adolescence. This can be explained by the fact that in our study, items referring to
supportive relationships with parents made no explicit mention of the school domain, as is the case
in previous research (Walsh et al., 2010; Butler et al., 2020). Hence, it may be that when asked
about their relationships with parents, early adolescents may have not as immediately linked their
experiences with the school domain, as when considering interactions with other socialization
agents more commonly associated with the school setting, namely teachers and peers at school.
Indeed, in line with our expectations, we found that supportive relationships with teachers were
associated with higher levels of satisfaction with school, which conforms with studies highlighting

the role of teachers’ support in assisting students to succeed academically and feel satisfied with
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school life in general. However, the association of supportive relationships with teachers and
subjective well-being was circumscribed to the school context in our study and did not extend to
other specific life domains or well-being components (global cognitive and affective dimensions),

in line with our functional specialization hypothesis.

The most influential socializing agent in our study was the group of peers, including friends
and classmates whose supportive relationships were reflected not only in high levels of global
cognitive and affective well-being but also in early adolescents’ satisfaction with life in specific
domains, including satisfaction with school. This finding aligns with a great body of research
demonstrating the increasing influence of relationships with peers in early adolescents’ lives.
Indeed, from early to middle adolescence, relationships with parents become increasingly more
egalitarian, whereas the influence of peers increases steadily (De Goede et al., 2009; Veenstra, &
Laninga-Wijnen, 2022) as adolescents spend more time with their friends and classmates, who
become an important reference group in the peer context as well as an important source of support
(Albarello et al., 2018; Brey & Pauker, 2019; Brown, & Larson, 2009). In a stage in which
youngsters need to be accepted by their peers, relationships with peers heavily impact their
perceptions and satisfaction with life in a variety of domains (Casas, et al., 2009; Lawler et al.,
2016). Moreover, as adolescents’ interactions with peers span both within and outside the school
context, it is not surprising that supportive relationships with friends and classmates can be
associated with high levels of satisfaction with school, which coheres with research on the
importance of positive relationships with classmates on a range of school-related outcomes (Casas

& Gonzélez 2017).

Because peers become such a strong reference point for early adolescents, being accepted by
different groups of peers acquires high significance for subjective well-being at this age. Some
studies (Alivernini et al., 2019) report that being socially included by a larger number of classmates

may be even more influential than having close relationships with just a few friends in experiencing
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positive emotions at school. It should be noted that although we found peer support to be strongly
related to almost all components of subjective well-being under investigation, these associations
were not significantly different from those of other significant adults on the same well-being
components (with parental support on global satisfaction with life and affective balance and teacher
support on satisfaction with school). This is in line with previous research (Walsh et al., 2010;
Butler, et al., 2022; Hoferichter et al., 2021), demonstrating the importance of supportive

relationships with these three socialization agents in early adolescent well-being.

Strengths, limitations, and suggestions for future research

One of the strengths of the present work is that it takes a socio-psychological perspective to
the analysis of subjective well-being using data from an international study (The Children’s Worlds
International Survey) and contributes to gaining a more nuanced understanding of the associations
between supportive relationships with socialization agents in proximal systems and specific
subjective well-being components in a representative cohort of 9-13-year-olds. Moreover, it focuses
on a less researched, middle-income country context, thus offering insights into the role that
specific socialization contexts may have on early adolescents’ well-being in transitioning societies
(Sianko et al., 2021). Our findings should, however, be considered in the light of certain limitations.
First, being based on cross-sectional data, our study offer a snapshot picture of the associations
between supportive relationships with different socializing agents (parents, teachers, and peers) and
specific components of adolescent well-being at a given moment in time. Early adolescence is a life
stage that’s characterized by a multitude of changes taking place at the physical, emotional,
cognitive, and social levels which are influenced by and in turn mutually influence the relationships
adolescents develop with others (parents, teachers, peers) in proximal socializing contexts
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Crocetti et al., 2023). Hence, the dynamics of the interrelationships between
supportive relationships with these socializing agents and adolescent well-being indicators as they

unfold through time were not captured as it was beyond the scope of the present paper. Moreover,
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factors such as school resources and policies, school climate, classroom size, and composition have
been found to significantly influence subjective well-being dimensions such as school satisfaction
(Cho, 2019) and positive and negative affect at school (Alvernini et al., 2020) in various country
contexts. Although our data were collected from classes within different schools and may reflect a
hierarchical structure, we lacked school and classroom-related information to account for these
factors. The aim of our study was that of focusing on the role of social factors (relationships with
primary socialization agents) in shaping early adolescents’ global perceptions of satisfaction with
life and regarding specific life domains, including both cognitive and affective dimensions of well-
being. However, our results are limited to the specific age range (9-13 years old) of our participants
and more research is needed to examine whether and how the impact of different socialization
agents on subjective well-being components changes in different developmental stages, from early
to late adolescence. Thus, future research should examine both individual (e.g., age) and contextual-
level factors (e.g., school, classroom) conjointly with social-relational ones to examine the interplay
of these factors with subjective well-being in adolescents. Analyzing data from different country
contexts would elucidate the role of socio-cultural factors in accounting for country-specific
differences in the functional specialization hypothesis tested in the present study. A final
consideration needs to be made on the measures of supportive relationships with parents, teachers,
and peers, which were not standardized scales and two of them showed slightly below threshold
reliability values. The low Cronbach Alpha values could be due to a low response variance, as
indicated by low inter-item correlations (ranging from .10 to .30) and a homogenous response
pattern (e.g., > 85 % of the sample gave the same response to items capturing supportive
relationships with parents). Future studies should consider addressing low response variance issues

in early adolescent research.

Conclusions

22



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

Given that subjective well-being is a multifaceted concept that encompasses both cognitive
and affective components and includes perceptions and evaluations of one’s life both globally
perceived and as referring to specific life domains, the present study elucidated the differential role
that supportive relationships with parents, teachers, and peers may play in different components of
subjective wellbeing and satisfaction with life in different domains. The current findings contribute
to a finer-grained understanding of the relationship between supportive relationships with adults and
peers in adolescents’ proximal socialization contexts (i.e., family, school, peer groups) in early
adolescents’ subjective well-being. While relationships that early adolescents develop with
significant adults within proximal socialization contexts (family, school) are largely asymmetrical
and are experienced (to various degrees) as a constriction of one’s autonomy, peers function as a
mirror in which the self is seamlessly reflected, influencing a myriad of evaluative processes and
decisions on specific attributes worth maintaining and others to be left in shadow. This likely
contributes to the growing significance of supportive relationships with peers at this age, and their
influence on subjective well-being conceived in terms of cognitive and affective dimensions of
satisfaction with life overall, but also in specific life domains. Our findings contribute to advancing
current literature in this domain by informing research and practice in terms of the differential role
that supportive relationships with parents, teachers, and peers may play in specific components of
subjective well-being in early adolescents. They highlight the need to sustain adolescent well-being
through reinforcing supportive relationships among peers and between adolescents and teachers and

parents, as a priority to raising todays’ and future healthy individuals.
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Figure 1. The SEM model testing associations between parental, teacher, and peer support and specific subjective well-being components. Significant

standardized paths are shown in bold. All factor loadings were statistically significant at p < .001.
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.
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