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This study explores a resource-based perspective on subjective wellbeing in educational contexts by introducing the concept of happiness capital. Building on the educational and learning capital approach, we adapted existing measures to assess how personal and environmental resources contribute to students’ wellbeing. In a sample of 1,528 Egyptian secondary school students, perceived happiness capital significantly predicted life satisfaction, positive and negative emotions across all age groups. These findings suggest that the same resource structures supporting learning can foster emotional flourishing. We briefly discuss implications for resource-based models of wellbeing in education and propose directions for future research.
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1 Introduction

This paper presents preliminary findings from an empirical study that explores a resource-based perspective on subjective wellbeing (SWB) in educational contexts. Following Su et al. (2014), we conceptualize SWB as a multidimensional construct encompassing life satisfaction, positive and negative emotions, as assessed by the comprehensive inventory of thriving (CIT).

A resource-based view of SWB posits that individuals experience greater wellbeing when they can access and mobilize personal and environmental resources that support happiness. While this idea resonates with broader frameworks such as the conservation of resources theory (COR) (Hobfoll, 1989), it remains underutilized in educational research. Recent theoretical developments further highlight the relevance of resource-based models for educational contexts. In particular, the Academic and Social–Emotional Flourishing Framework (ASEFF, Collie and Martin, 2024) integrates insights from motivational and social–emotional theories to emphasize how contextual and personal resources jointly contribute to students’ academic and emotional flourishing. ASEFF delineates adaptive and maladaptive pathways based on resource and demand structures, offering a comprehensive student development model. Our study aligns with this broader movement by proposing a more targeted operationalization of resources for SWB through the concept of “happiness capitals,” adapted from the educational and learning capital approach (ECLA, Ziegler et al., 2019).

Originally developed to explain the conditions for advanced learning, ECLA defines 10 resource types—five personal (learning capital) and five contextual (educational capital)—that jointly shape learning outcomes. However, the theory explicitly allows applying these resource categories to other goals.

This study proposes that each of these 10 capitals can be reinterpreted as a “happiness capital”—a resource that supports SWB in educational settings. Although the outcome shifts from academic achievement to wellbeing, the structure of relevant resources remains the same. For example, social capital may foster positive emotions through feelings of connectedness, while telic (motivational) capital may enhance life satisfaction by sustaining meaningful goal pursuit. Infrastructural and economic capitals can buffer against negative emotions by providing stability and predictability in students’ lives. The examples illustrate how the structure of the ECLA is sufficiently general to be redirected toward wellbeing, thereby offering a theoretically grounded yet flexible framework for modeling resource-based flourishing in educational contexts.

The present study explores the applicability of the ECLA as a learning resource-based framework to SWB in educational contexts. By proposing the concept of “happiness capitals,” we seek to contribute to the conceptual foundation of resource-based models of SWB in educational contexts.



2 Method


2.1 Sample

With the permission of the relevant ministry, N = 1528 Egyptian students from the Cairo region participated in the anonymized questionnaire and gave their informed consent. All students were educated in public schools. There were 47% female and 53% male students in the study. Based on the age distribution of the students, there were three approximately equal subsamples of 16-year-olds (n = 510), 17-year-olds (n = 511), and 18-year-olds (n = 508).



2.2 Measurement instruments

When translating the instruments, we adapted the scales in accordance with the recommendations of the International Examinations Committee for use in environments other than those in which the scale was originally developed (Hernández et al., 2020). This involved initial translation from English into Arabic, followed by reverse translation from Arabic into English. Experts reviewed the translations to avoid linguistic and cultural bias.


2.2.1 Subjective wellbeing

To assess students’ SWB, we implemented three subscales of the CIT (CIT, Su et al., 2014). The three subscales, life satisfaction, positive emotions, and negative emotions, represent the subconstruct of SWB. Students answered three items per scale and indicated their agreement with statements regarding the measured construct on a 6-point Likert scale, where 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = agree, and 6 = strongly agree. Despite satisfying scores for internal consistency in the original publication, the scale on positive emotions showed low reliability scores across all age groups (see Table 1). Taking a closer look at the items, the problems emerged from low correlations between two items of the scale that can be traced back to a low range of students’ answers (3–5). Therefore, we calculated the following analysis using a modified scale for positive emotions with two items, and the first item of the original scale was removed.


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics for all variables and items (M, SD), corrected item-total correlations (r), and reliability coefficients (α) in the three age groups.


	Construct
	16-year-olds
	17-year-olds
	18-year-olds



	
	M
	SD
	r
	ω
	M
	SD
	r
	ω
	M
	SD
	r
	ω

 

 	Life satisfaction 	 	 	 	0.88 	 	 	 	0.75 	 	 	 	0.68


 	In most ways, my life is close to my ideal. 	5.29 	1.07 	0.936 	 	5.27 	0.71 	0.486 	 	4.93 	0.75 	0.494 	


 	I am satisfied with my life. 	4.75 	0.44 	0.688 	 	4.62 	0.49 	0.694 	 	4.51 	0.50 	0.511 	


 	My life is going well. 	4.71 	0.48 	0.780 	 	5.17 	0.66 	0.347 	 	5.10 	0.70 	0.472 	


 	Positive emotions 	 	 	 	0.93 	 	 	 	0.84 	 	 	 	0.85


 	I feel happy most of the time. 	5.18 	1.41 	0.866 	 	4.24 	1.22 	0.727 	 	3.87 	1.13 	0.737 	


 	I feel good most of the time. 	4.71 	0.71 	0.866 	 	4.56 	0.56 	0.727 	 	4.46 	0.66 	0.737 	


 	Negative emotions 	 	 	 	0.99 	 	 	 	0.96 	 	 	 	0.93


 	I feel negative most of the time. 	2.57 	0.90 	0.969 	 	3.40 	1.19 	0.933 	 	3.79 	1.07 	0.875 	


 	I experience unhappy feelings most of the time. 	2.81 	1.32 	0.990 	 	3.47 	1.28 	0.849 	 	4.02 	1.17 	0.775 	


 	I feel bad most of the time. 	1.95 	1.55 	0.981 	 	2.96 	1.67 	0.971 	 	3.61 	1.50 	0.951 	


 	Happiness Capital 	 	 	 	0.94 	 	 	 	0.87 	 	 	 	0.83


 	My family would invest money so I could improve my happiness. 	5.46 	0.87 	0.880 	 	4.53 	1.03 	0.450 	 	4.32 	0.83 	0.271 	


 	I know many people who think everyone should be comfortable. 	4.71 	0.49 	0.685 	 	4.07 	0.81 	0.746 	 	3.90 	0.74 	0.494 	


 	Other people give me good advice about how I can further improve my happiness. 	4.83 	0.42 	0.695 	 	4.86 	0.36 	0.687 	 	4.81 	0.41 	0.599 	


 	My good living conditions help me to further improve my happiness. 	5.40 	0.82 	0.887 	 	5.42 	0.86 	0.774 	 	5.09 	0.87 	0.737 	


 	The good advice I receive helps me to keep improving my happiness. 	4.89 	0.41 	0.619 	 	4.78 	0.46 	0.697 	 	4.65 	0.48 	0.606 	


 	Being physically fit helps me to feel happy. 	4.69 	0.58 	0.820 	 	4.68 	0.51 	0.769 	 	4.43 	0.51 	0.705 	


 	I know how to improve my happiness. 	4.84 	0.47 	0.743 	 	4.80 	0.49 	0.685 	 	4.63 	0.48 	0.659 	


 	I always know precisely what my next goal is, and I feel happy. 	4.77 	0.50 	0.585 	 	5.10 	0.72 	0.441 	 	5.02 	0.74 	0.461 	


 	I know from experience what makes me feel happy. 	4.93 	0.32 	0.357 	 	5.09 	0.78 	0.481 	 	5.08 	0.78 	0.506 	


 	I can focus completely on my happiness. 	4.73 	0.46 	0.871 	 	4.61 	0.61 	0.817 	 	4.47 	0.61 	0.824 	




 



2.2.2 Happiness capital

Happiness capital was assessed via an adaption of the established Questionnaire of Educational and Learning Capital (QELC) (Vladut et al., 2013). The original QELC asked students to rate the availability of educational and learning resources as a means of their learning progress. The questionnaire is based on the Actiotope Model of Giftedness (Ziegler and Baker, 2013) and distinguishes 10 learning resources (termed capitals) that need to be available and used by students to enable optimal learning (see Table 2). In the current study, students selected the extent to which they agreed with the items on a 6-point Likert scale, where 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = agree, and 6 = strongly agree. All items were written in a positive voice, meaning that responses of 4 to 6 corresponded with increased availability of the corresponding capital. The QELC has been validated across numerous cultures and age groups of students (Paz-Baruch, 2015; Leana-Taşcılar, 2016; Coronel et al., 2021; Gari et al., 2021; Lafferty et al., 2021; Mendl et al., 2021). In the current adaption of the QELC to happiness, the resources are means to experiencing happiness rather than learning success, as seen in the items in Table 1. The construct showed sufficient overall reliability, and McDonald’s omega indicated a one-factor solution with one item for each resource, ω = 0.86. Additionally, it showed good internal consistency across all age groups (see Table 1).


TABLE 2 Definitions and examples of educational and learning capital.


	Educational capitals (exogenous resources)
	Learning capitals (endogenous resources)



	Name
	Definition
	Examples
	Name
	Definition
	Examples

 

 	Economic educational capital 	Every kind of wealth, possession, money, or valuable that can be invested in the initiation and maintenance of educational and learning processes 	Scholarships, education, and school vouchers, wealthy parents who can pay for expensive education, high SES 	Organismic learning capital 	The physiological and constitutional resources of a person 	Health, fitness, learning at the peak times of the biorhythm, restful sleep, healthy diet


 	Cultural educational capital 	Value systems, thinking patterns, models, and the like that can facilitate—or hinder—the attainment of learning and educational goals 	Role models, positive learning climate in the classroom, and parents’ positive educational expectations 	Telic learning capital 	The totality of a person’s anticipated goal states that it offers possibilities for satisfying their needs 	Motivation, goals, grit, persistence, learning goal orientation, interests, emotions


 	Social educational capital 	All persons and social institutions that directly or indirectly contribute to the success of learning and educational processes 	Supporting parents, teachers, mentors, coaches, gifted educators, peers 	Actional learning capital 	The action repertoire of a person; as such, it describes the totality of actions a person is capable of performing 	Prior knowledge, learning strategies, elaborate vocabulary, writing skills, motor skills, social skills, and emotion regulation skills


 	Infrastructural educational capital 	Materially implemented possibilities for action that allow learning and education to take place 	Books, learning materials, learning software, schools, kindergarten, universities, and a quiet workspace at home 	Episodic learning capital 	The simultaneous goal-relevant and situation-relevant action patterns that are accessible to a person 	Action routines, acquired coping strategies, learning experiences, accumulated experience, exposure to role models


 	Didactic educational capital 	The assembled know-how involved in the design and improvement of educational and learning processes 	Differentiated instruction, learning technology, teachers’ classroom management skills, a mentor’s content knowledge, and parents’ pedagogical skills 	Attentional learning capital 	The quantitative and qualitative attentional resources that a person can apply to learning 	Concentration, attention, no distractions, large time budget




 




2.3 Data analysis

To take into account the ordinal scale level of the collected data, the relationships between happiness capital and the three aspects of SWB were analyzed using path analyses. The robust weighted least square estimator WLSMV, which is recommended for ordinal data, was used for this purpose. Since some response categories were empty in certain age groups, a measurement invariance test was not recommended, as too much information would have been lost due to the collapse of the response options. Therefore, a separate path model was calculated for each age group. In order to control for other factors influencing SWB, a binary gender variable and the students’ performance in Arabic were included in the model as covariates. The analyses were performed in R version 4.5.1 and using the lavaan package.




3 Results

Across all three age groups (16-, 17-, and 18-year-olds), perceived happiness capital significantly predicted the three SWB dimensions of life satisfaction, positive emotions, and negative emotions (see Figure 1). With a higher perceived availability of resources for their happiness, Egyptian adolescents in Cairo also reported greater satisfaction with their lives, experienced more positive emotions, and less negative emotions. Exact p-values and standard errors of the estimates can be found in the Supplementary material. Overall, all models showed appropriate fit, and happiness capital explained a substantial proportion of variance in the SWB factors, indicating a strong role of personal and environmental resources during early adolescence in Cairo schools (see Figure 1).

[image: Three path analysis diagrams labeled A, B, and C show the relationships between Happiness Capital (independent variable), Life Satisfaction (dependent variable), Positive Emotions (dependent variable), Negative Emotions (dependent variable), Gender (covariate), and performance in the subject Arabic Language (covariate). Each diagram displays different path coefficients and significance levels. The coefficients range from positive to negative with varying values of explained variance for Life Satisfaction, Positive Emotions, and Negative Emotions. The chi-square values and p-values are included at the bottom of each diagram and point to good fit statistics regarding the models.]

FIGURE 1
 Path analyses regarding happiness capital (IV), subjective wellbeing (DV), and gender and performance in the subject Arabic language (covariates) with standardized path coefficients. (A) Age 16. (B) Age 17. (C) Age 18. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, gray paths are nonsignificant.


The covariates showed differential effects (see Figure 1). Only gender showed a significant negative relation to the experience of negative emotions among 16-year-olds. Therefore, the female students in the sample were more likely to experience more negative emotions. Seventeen-year-old boys in our sample showed significantly higher life satisfaction and experienced significantly more positive and negative emotions than their female counterparts. Among the 18-year-old girls, life satisfaction was significantly higher, but they also experienced more negative emotions than boys of their age. The only significant path regarding performance in the subject Arabic became visible among the 17-year-old students, who experienced significantly fewer negative emotions as their performance in Arabic improved.



4 Discussion

By reconceptualizing educational and learning capital as happiness capital, we showed in a first empirical exploration that the same categories of resources facilitating learning may also support SWB. These relationships were also significant in the context of adolescents in urban schools in Cairo, even when controlling for relevant covariates of SWB such as gender (Momin and Rolla, 2024), which underscores the relevance of resources in this setting. These findings also resonate with broader theoretical perspectives that underscore the role of resources in promoting wellbeing. Specifically, ASEFF (Collie and Martin, 2024) posits that adaptive academic and social–emotional outcomes emerge from mobilizing personal and contextual resources. The happiness capital framework introduced here provides a focused operationalization within this broader paradigm, highlighting how 10 categories of resources—initially developed for learning—can also foster emotional and psychological flourishing. We offer a multilevel view that links general psychological mechanisms with specific educational applications by connecting our empirical findings to both the COR (Hobfoll, 1989) and ASEFF (Collie and Martin, 2024). Future research may build on this approach by exploring how different forms of capital interact over time to support academic success and emotional flourishing, aligning resource-based interventions with the broader goals of holistic student development. Although the validity and completeness of the theoretically proclaimed capitals can be guaranteed based on the items used in this study, future research faces the challenge of further developing the measuring instrument so that the factorial structure can also be statistically tested. To this end, the authors recommend using more items (at least four) per capital to enable clearer distinctions. An analysis of the data structure using rating scale models could also prove useful in connection with the expansion of the measuring instrument (Alamer et al., 2023). Furthermore, the generalizability of the study’s results is limited by its cross-sectional design and the restriction of the sample to students from urban schools in Cairo. Future studies that seek to examine the results in other contexts and samples should pursue longitudinal approaches in order to more accurately examine the assumed directions of effect between happiness capital and SWB. As a conclusion, just as resources can cultivate learning, they may also cultivate happiness.
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