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Abstract 
The present five-wave longitudinal study investigated the cross-lagged associations between 
young adults’ life satisfaction and study/work engagement over the transition from post-
comprehensive studies to higher education or work during the second and third decades of life. 
Gender, educational track, academic performance and family socioeconomic status were also 
examined. The study is part of the longitudinal Finnish Educational Transitions (FinEdu) study, 
and used data from secondary education onwards, following 821 participants from age 17 to 25. 
The developmental dynamics showed that, in particular, young adults’ life satisfaction predicted 
their study/work engagement both during their post-comprehensive education and after the 
transition to higher education or work. Moreover, study/work engagement positively predicted 
young adults’ life satisfaction during their third decade of life. In addition, high initial life 
satisfaction was more typical among males. However, no differences related to gender or 
academic track were observed in the developmental dynamics of life satisfaction and study/work 
engagement. These results suggested that general wellbeing spills over to study/work domain-
specific characteristics of wellbeing and promotes positive personal development and adjustment 
to study/work transitions during the third decade of life. 
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Introduction 
     The third decade of life is a period during which 
individuals are faced with more role transitions and 
life decisions than at any other life stage (Caspi, 
2002). Rindfuss (1991) describes the period between 
the ages of 18 and 30 as demographically dense, as 
many key role transitions take place then, including 
moving from education to employment (Elder & 
Shanahan, 2006). Moreover, at the moment the 
global economic crisis is affecting Finland and young 
people need to navigate to adulthood in challenging 
times. Thus, during the third decade personal (e.g., 
life satisfaction) and study/work-related wellbeing 
(e.g., engagement) become increasingly important.  
     Engagement with studies and work is characterised 
by a committed study- and work-related mindset 
(Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Li & Lerner, 
2011; Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 
2002), which predicts many long-term positive 
outcomes, such as higher education, academic 
success (Annunziata, Hogue, Faw, & Liddle, 2006), 
better job prospects (Upaydyaya & Salmela-Aro, 
2013b), and positive self-perception (Linnakylä & 
Malin, 2008). Life satisfaction reflects one’s general 
happiness and wellbeing (Lewis, Huebner, Malone & 
Valois, 2011), whereas study/work engagement, 
similar to flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), describes 
one’s domain-specific experiences and wellbeing 
(Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 
2013a). Despite these differences, satisfaction in life is 
often associated with study/work engagement during 
different life stages. For example, high engagement in 
studies is positively associated with life satisfaction in 
middle school (Lewis et al., 2011), and also manifests 
as an increase in life satisfaction after finishing 
vocational/high school education (Salmela-Aro & 
Upadyaya, 2014). Work engagement, in turn, predicts 
one’s subsequent life satisfaction over several years 
(Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012). These previous results 
also suggest that various positive gain spirals and 
developmental cascades occur between study/work 
engagement and life satisfaction across different life 
stages (see also Masten, Desjardins, McCormick, Kuo, 
& Long, 2010). However, to the authors’ knowledge, 
life satisfaction and study and work engagement have 
not been examined longitudinally in the same study, 
focusing on young adults’ transition to higher 

education/work and taking into account 
developmental cascades across life stages. The 
present study seeks to fill this gap by following young 
adults from their second to their third decade of life. 

Life satisfaction 
     Increasing interest in life satisfaction reflects the 
growing attention to positive psychology, which 
focuses on human strengths and optimal functioning 
rather than on weaknesses and malfunctioning 
(Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012; Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Life satisfaction is an 
important indicator of positive psychological 
wellbeing (Huebner, Valois, Paxton, & Drane, 2005), as 
it describes one’s general happiness and cognitive 
assessments of life quality based on one’s own 
standards (Erdogan, Bauer, Truxillo, & Mansfield, 
2012; Lewis et al., 2011; Pavot & Diener, 1993). At the 
beginning of their third decade Finnish young adults 
often face several transitions simultaneously (e.g., 
moving out from the childhood home, transitioning to 
new educational institutions/work, changes in social 
networks). They face increasing environmental and 
personal demands (e.g., adjusting to the place of 
study/work and to more independent life, attaining 
competence in studies/work) and decreases in the 
social support they received previously (see also 
Suldo & Huebner, 2006). Thus, satisfaction with life 
may serve as a personal resource that promotes 
adjustment (Cohn, Fredrickson, Brown, Mikels, & 
Conway, 2009) and becomes increasingly important at 
the beginning of the third decade when young adults 
are starting their careers and adjusting to their new 
work environments (see also Arnett, 2000). However, 
despite the positive associations between life 
satisfaction and academic (e.g., achievement, 
competence, school satisfaction; Suldo, Riley, & 
Shaffer, 2006) and work outcomes (e.g., job 
performance, commitment), only a few studies have 
examined the associations between life satisfaction 
and academic- (Lewis et al., 2011) and work-related 
wellbeing (Erdogan et al., 2012). These studies have 
shown that most adolescents and young adults report 
positive global life satisfaction, although variation 
exists across domains; middle-school and high-school 
students typically report higher dissatisfaction with 
their school experiences compared to other life 
domains (Huebner, Drane, & Valois, 2000; Huebner et 
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al., 2005). Moreover, young adults who have received 
the high school diploma report higher levels of life 
satisfaction than their peers who obtained only 
general educational development tests or dropped 
out of school (Ou, 2008). Among adult workers, life 
satisfaction is positively associated with several work-
related variables, such as organisational commitment 
and personal growth (Erdogan et al., 2012); some 
evidence suggests that life satisfaction is more 
strongly related to job performance than job 
satisfaction (Jones, 2006).  
     Moreover, gender differences may exist in life 
satisfaction. Although some studies have reported 
higher study satisfaction among females than males, 
gender differences in global life satisfaction have been 
mixed, with some studies reporting similar levels of 
life satisfaction among females and males (Elmore & 
Huebner, 2010; Huebner et al., 2000), and other 
studies reporting higher life satisfaction among males 
than females (Diseth, Danielsen, & Samdal, 2012). 
Moreover, a notable amount of spillover exists 
between different variables related to work (e.g., job 
involvement, stress, satisfaction) and personal life 
(e.g., family conflict, stress, satisfaction) (Ford, 
Heinen, & Langkamer, 2007), and thus, feelings of 
study/work engagement may be reciprocally related 
to overall experiences of life satisfaction. Further, 
typically, satisfaction with life is relatively stable over 
time, although the antecedents and outcomes of life 
satisfaction may vary at different ages and life stages 
(Myers & Diener, 1995). For example, the influence of 
family socioeconomic status (SES) on life satisfaction 
may be more pronounced among children (Seligson, 
Huebner, & Valois, 2003) than adults (Louis & Zhao, 
2002).  

 Study and work engagement 
     Recent research suggests that the underlying 
construct of engagement is the same for students and 
employees (Wefald & Downey, 2009).  Studies 
drawing on the work engagement literature 
(Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006; Salanova, Agut, 
& Peiro, 2005; Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006) 
have examined students' and workers' psychological 
engagement resembling flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) 
in detail, including the dimensions of energy, 
dedication, and absorption while studying or working 
(Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2012; Schaufeli, Salanova, 

Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002; Upadyaya & Salmela-
Aro, 2014). Flow refers to an experience which itself is 
so enjoyable that people tend to pursue it, even at 
great cost, purely for the sake of the experience 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). However, the main 
difference between the concepts of flow and 
engagement is that flow refers to a short-term 
(however, often recurrent) peak experience that 
occurs infrequently in studies/work, whereas 
engagement is a more general and persistent state of 
mind. Energy refers to high mental resilience and 
affects while studying, a willingness to invest effort in 
one’s schoolwork, and a positive approach. 
Dedication, in turn, is characterised by a sense of 
significance, enthusiasm, pride, and inspiration 
regarding school, as well as perceiving schoolwork as 
meaningful. Absorption is characterised by 
behavioural accomplishments, fully concentrating and 
being happily engrossed in one’s studying so that 
time passes quickly. These three dimensions are 
distinct analytic constructs of study and work 
engagement, although they correlate highly with each 
other (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014; Schaufeli et al., 
2002). They may be considered as a one-dimensional 
or as a three-dimensional construct, depending on 
the research purpose (Seppälä et al., 2009).  Either 
approach elucidates the development of engagement 
during the school-to-work transition in association 
with general wellbeing (see also Dietrich, Parker, & 
Salmela-Aro, 2012 for phase specific engagement; 
Haase, Heckhausem, & Köller, 2008). 
     Moreover, differences related to gender and 
socioeconomic status may influence study/work 
engagement: females typically experience higher 
levels of overall study engagement than males 
(Marks, 2000; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014), 
probably because female students tend to perform 
better academically (Pomerantz, Altermatt, & Saxon, 
2002) and attribute greater importance to academic 
achievement than males (Berndt & Miller, 1990). 
Similarly, males and students from lower income 
families are more likely than females and students 
from higher socioeconomic backgrounds to 
experience rapid decrements in engagement and to 
follow unstable school engagement trajectories which 
may sometimes lead to school dropout (Archambault, 
Janosz, Morizot, & Pagani, 2009; Li & Lerner, 2011). 
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Moreover, in some countries men score higher in 
their engagement with work whereas in other 
countries the reverse is true (Schaufeli et al., 2006). 
The fact that not all studies report gender differences 
in student (Simons-Morton & Crump, 2003) or 
employee engagement (Langelaan, Bakker, Doornen, 
& Schaufeli, 2006) highlights the need for further 
research in different societal contexts.  
     High academic performance also promotes high 
engagement in studies (Li & Lerner, 2011; Salmela-Aro 
& Upadyaya, 2012) and in work (Upadyaya & Salmela-
Aro, 2013b). Further, compared to their peers 
following a vocational track, young adults on an 
academic track often feel more exhausted and less 
engaged in their studies (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 
2012), which may also manifest in the associations 
between study/work engagement and life 
satisfaction.  

Study/work engagement and life satisfaction 
     According to the demands and resources model 
(Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001), 
high engagement protects against malaise and 
burnout symptoms, and leads to wellbeing and high 
life satisfaction (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). 
Similarly, spillover exists between study- and work-
domain specific wellbeing/ill-health and between 
general wellbeing/ill-health (Hakanen & Schaufeli, 
2012; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014; Upadyaya & 
Salmela-Aro, 2016; in press). Thus, positive 
development in one life domain (e.g., general 
wellbeing and life satisfaction) may influence 
adaptation in other life domains and promote 
domain-specific wellbeing, reflecting developmental 
cascades that occur during the second and third 
decades and earlier (see also Masten et al., 2010). In 
addition, the ‘broaden-and-build’ theory suggests 
that students who are satisfied with their studies and 
life, and experience frequent positive emotions, will 
exhibit adaptive coping behaviours, feel more 
engaged, and gain more resources which, in turn, will 
promote positive upward spirals of success at 
studies/work (see also Fredrickson, 2001). These 
positive cycles may become especially important 
during the third decade of life when decreases occur 
in the social support young adults typically receive 
(see also Suldo & Huebner, 2006) as they 
simultaneously face various personal, educational, 

and work transitions and prepare for adult work roles 
(Arnett, 2000). At the same time young adults’ 
personal agency becomes more important (Evans, 
2007) and their lives are less structured than during 
the second decade. From the phase adequate 
engagement perspective (Dietrich et al., 2012), 
general wellbeing and study/work engagement are 
closely tied together especially after the transition to 
higher education or work when obtaining a good 
study/work status is one of young adults’ most 
important goals. Life satisfaction, in particular, may 
serve as a cognitive resource, derived from frequent 
positive emotions, which helps in facing a wide range 
of life's challenges and supports positive personal 
growth (Cohn et al., 2009). Thus, high life satisfaction 
may promote study/work engagement, which, in turn, 
may lead to an increase in subsequent life 
satisfaction. Empirical studies have shown that 
engagement and life satisfaction are typically highly 
correlated with each other (Harter, Smidth, & Hayes, 
2002; Lewis et al., 2011). However, only a few studies 
have investigated the cross-lagged associations 
between engagement and life satisfaction (Lewis et 
al., 2011) and longitudinal studies are needed to 
examine these associations further during different 
developmental stages. Consequently, the present 
study aims at investigating the cross-lagged 
associations between young adults’ life satisfaction 
and study/work engagement over a period of eight 
years, following young adults from their second to 
their third decade of life.  
     Variation in the associations between engagement 
and life satisfaction across the transition from post-
comprehensive studies to higher education/work 
could reflect the changing fit between person and 
environment (Eccles & Roeser, 2009) across grade 
levels and age (Fredricks et al., 2004). During their 
second decade and before the transition to higher 
education/work, young adults typically have various 
sources of support (e.g., parents, teachers, peers) that 
may promote their life satisfaction (Suldo & Huebner, 
2006), which spills over to domain-specific 
engagements. During the transition, when young 
adults are adjusting to their new study/work 
environments and finding their place in their new 
educational/work settings, associations between life 
satisfaction and study/work engagement may 
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momentarily diminish. However, after the transition 
and at the beginning of their third decade when their 
new study/work environments become more salient, 
study/work engagement may increasingly predict life 
satisfaction. Consequently, to better understand the 
dynamics of life satisfaction and study/work 
engagement, the present study investigates the cross-
lagged associations between life satisfaction and 
study/work engagement as young adults make the 
transition from post-comprehensive studies to higher 
education studies/work. 

Schooling in Finland 
     Compulsory comprehensive education in Finland 
lasts for nine years until the students are 16 years old. 
After that, approximately 50% of adolescents enter 
senior high schools and approximately 41% go to 
vocational schools (School Statistics, Central Statistical 
Office of Finland, 2010). Average academic 
achievement in the ninth grade is the minimum 
requirement for admission to senior high school. Both 
senior high schools and vocational education take 
three to four years to complete, after which students 
may apply to institutes of higher education. 
Approximately 39% of high school graduates start 
studying, 44% begin working, and 25% are studying 
and working one year after finishing high school, 
whereas 8% of young adults with a degree from a 
vocational school are studying, 69% are working, and 
10 % are both studying and working one year after 
their graduation.  
 

Hypotheses 
     The aim of the present five-wave longitudinal study 
was to investigate the cross-lagged associations 
between life satisfaction and study/work engagement 
during and after the transition from post-
comprehensive studies to higher education or work. 
In addition, the role of gender, academic 
performance, family socioeconomic status and 
academic track (e.g., vocational and academic track) 
in these associations was examined.  Based on 
previous studies of developmental cascades (Masten 
et al., 2010)), phase adequate engagement (Dietrich 
et al., 2012), and study- and work domain-specific 
and general wellbeing (Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012; 
Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014; Upadyaya & Salmela-
Aro, 2015), we expected that spillover would occur 

between life satisfaction and study/work 
engagement.  That is, these psychological constructs 
would be positively associated with one another both 
during post-comprehensive studies and after 
transition to higher education/work at the beginning 
of the participants’ third decade. More specifically, 
and following the broaden-and-build theory 
(Fredrickson, 2001) we expected that life satisfaction 
predicts study/work engagement during the 
participants’ second and third decade (H1), whereas 
study/work engagement predicts life satisfaction 
more prominently after the transition to higher 
education/work and during the participants’ third 
decade (H2). In addition, we expected that males and 
students with high academic performance would 
experience higher levels of life satisfaction (H3) 
(Diseth et al., 2012; Ou, 2008).  Finally, we expected 
that females and students following a vocational track 
or with high academic performance would experience 
higher levels of study/work engagement (H4) 
(Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2012; 2014). 
 

Method 
     The data were drawn from the Finnish Educational 
Transitions (FinEdu) study, which recruited all the 
ninth-grade students in a medium-sized town 
(population = 88,000) in Central Finland. The present 
study used the data from post-comprehensive 
education onwards. Students from 13 post-
comprehensive schools (six high schools and seven 
vocational schools) participated in the study. The first 
two years of measurements were carried out during 
each of the two post-comprehensive years: the first in 
2005 at half a year after the transition to post-
comprehensive school (Time 1, age = 17, N = 818) and 
the second one year later in 2006 (Time 2, age = 18, N 
= 749). The third measurement was carried out two 
and a half years after Time 2 in 2009 (Time 3, age = 
21, N = 611), when most of the students had already 
finished their post-comprehensive education. The 
fourth and the fifth measurements were carried out 
two (2011) and four years (2013) after Time 3 (Time 
4, age = 23, N = 561; Time 5, age = 25, N = 533).  Thus, 
the data collection spanned the periods before, 
during and in the aftermath of the Great Recession.   
     Reflecting the general population in Central Finland 
(Kuopion Lukiokoulutus, 2009), the majority of the 
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participants (99%) were Finnish-speaking. The 
students most often lived with both parents (62%), or 
with their mother or father, either as a lone parent 
(25%), or living with her/his new spouse (11%), or 
with somebody else (1%). A total of 23% of the 
adolescents had siblings. The occupational 
distribution of the parents was as follows: 27% of the 
fathers and 20% of the mothers worked in higher 
white-collar occupations (e.g., medical doctors), 
16.4% and 49% worked in lower white-collar 
occupations (e.g., teachers), 36% and 17% had blue-
collar occupations (e.g., cooks, bus drivers), 11% and 
4% were private entrepreneurs, 1% and 2% were 
students, 3% and 2% were retired, and 5% and 6% 
had some other status (e.g., unemployed). The 
occupational distribution is comparable to the general 
population in Eastern Finland. The questionnaires 
(Time 1- 2) were group-administered to the students 
in their classrooms during regular school hours, and 
at Time 3-5 were mailed to the participants.  

Measures 
     Study and work engagement were measured using 
the abbreviated student version of the Utrecht Work 
Engagement Scale, UWES-S (Salmela-Aro & 
Upadyaya, 2012; for validity and reliability of the 
measure; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Schaufeli et al., 2006; 
Seppälä et al., 2009 for construct validity). At Times 1 
and 2 the inventory concerned engagement in 
studies, and at Time 3-5 it covered engagement with 
studies or work, depending on the participant’s 
current situation. The scale consists of nine items 
measuring energy (e.g., When I study/work, I feel that 
I am bursting with energy), dedication (e.g., I am 
enthusiastic about my studies/work), and absorption 
(e.g., Time flies when I’m studying/working) in 
relation to studies and work. The responses were 
rated on a seven-point scale (0 = not at all; 6 = daily), 
and an additive score was calculated to represent the 
participants’ overall engagement in studies/work at 
each measurement time. To examine attrition 
between the measurements, young adults who 
participated in the study at each wave (N = 370) were 
compared with those who had missing data (N = 474). 
The results indicated that those young adults who 
participated in the study at each measurement 
showed higher engagement at Time 1 (M= 3.73, SD = 
0.07), Time 2 (M= 3.65, SD = 0.7), and Time 3 (M = 

4.40, SD = 0.06) than those who did not (M = 3.45, SD 
= 0.07, t(-2.97) =, p <.01; M = 3.32, SD = 0.08, t(-3.16) 
= p <.01; M = 4.17, SD = 0.10, t(-2.16)= p <.05). At 
Times 4 and 5 no differences emerged in young 
adults’ engagement due to attrition.  
     Life satisfaction was assessed using the five-item 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, 
& Griffin, 1985). The items (e.g., I am satisfied with 
my life) were rated on a five-point scale ranging from 
1 (I totally disagree) to 5 (I totally agree). An additive 
score was calculated from all five items at each wave. 
The attrition analyses showed that those young adults 
who participated in the study at each wave showed 
higher life satisfaction at Time 4 (M = 4.97, SD = 0.06) 
and Time 5 (M = 4.63, SD = 0.07) than those who did 
not (M = 4.67, SD = 0.09, t(-2.70) = p < .01; M = 4.20, 
SD = 0.10, t(-3.59) = p < .001). No differences 
emerged at Times 1-3 in young adults’ life satisfaction 
due to attrition. 
     Academic performance was measured in 
accordance with the Grade Point Average (GPA) of the 
final comprehensive school report on a scale ranging 
from 4 (lowest) to 10 (highest).   
     Gender was coded 1 = female, 2 = male.  
     School track (Time 2) was coded as 1 = high school 
student (N = 529); 0 = vocational school student (N = 
226);  
     Family SES was coded as 1 = blue collar, 2 = white 
collar.     
     Attrition analyses showed that females (M = 1.41, 
SD = 0.49) and students following an academic track 
(M= 1.79, SD = 0.41) more often than males (M= 1.63, 
SD = 0.48, t(7.43)= p <.001) and students following a 
vocational track (M= 1.59, SD = 0.49, t(-5.86)= p 
<.001) participated in the study at all waves. 

 

Analysis strategy 

     The aim of this study was to analyse the 
associations between study/work engagement and 
life satisfaction using cross-lagged path models. In 
these models, all the endogenous variables were 
allowed to covary. The tested model included stability 
coefficients for study/work engagement and life 
satisfaction, as well as cross-lagged paths between all 
the engagement and life satisfaction variables. The 
participants’ gender, family SES, academic track, and 
performance were added in the model as 
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antecedents of study/work engagement and life 
satisfaction (Time 1). In the final model, all of the 
statistically non-significant paths were set to zero. 
Moreover, in order to examine whether the models 
would show the same fit for males and females and 
for students on the academic and those on the 
vocational track, all the analyses were also carried out 
using the Mplus multigroup procedure (Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998-2016).  
     The statistical analyses were performed using the 
Mplus statistical package (Version 6; Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998-2016) with the missing data method. 
This missing data method uses all the data that are 
available in order to estimate the model without 
imputing the data. Because the distributions of the 
variables were skewed, the model parameters were 
estimated using the MLR estimator (Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998-2016). Goodness-of-fit was evaluated 
using various indicators: χ2 test, Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and the 
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR). 
Because the χ2  test is sensitive to sample size, a 
relative goodness-of-fit index was also used to 
evaluate the model fit: the Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI). According to Hu and Bentler (1999), cutoff 
values close to 0.95 for the CFI, cutoff values close or 
below to 0.06 for the RMSEA, and a cutoff value close 
to or below 0.08 for the SRMR can be considered as 
indicating a good fit between the hypothesised model 
and the observed data. 
 

Results 
     Means, variances, correlations, and Cronbach's 
alpha reliabilities are presented in Table 1. A path 
model was constructed to examine the cross-lagged 
associations between the young adults’ life 
satisfaction and engagement in their studies/work. 
After all the non-significant paths were set to zero, 
the final model fitted the data well (χ2(63, N = 1538) = 
161.77, p = ns, CFI = .93, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .07; 
Figure 1). The results showed that, as expected, 
despite the high stability of the dependent variables, 
several cross-lagged paths were identified between 
study/work engagement and life satisfaction. Life 
satisfaction, in particular, positively predicted young 
adults’ subsequent study/work engagement in studies 
(Time 2; s.e. = .10, p <.05) and higher education/work 

(Times 3-5) at the beginning of the participants’ third 
decade (H1). In addition, young adults’ engagement in 
higher education studies/work positively predicted 
their subsequent life satisfaction (Times 4-5) at the 
beginning of their third decade (H2). Further, as 
expected (H3 and H4), the results showed that 
academic performance positively predicted young 
adults’ life satisfaction (s.e. = .26, p <.001) and 
study/work engagement (Time 1; s.e. = .16, p <.001), 
and that young males showed a higher level of life 
satisfaction (Time 1; s.e. = .13, p <.001) than their 
female counterparts. 
     In order to examine whether the model would 
show the same fit for both males and females, and for 
both students on the academic and those on the 
vocational track, the analyses were also carried out 
using the multigroup procedure (Muthén & Muthén, 
1998-2016). In these analyses, the data were divided 
into two samples: first into males and females, and 
then into students following an academic and those 
following a vocational track. Path analyses were then 
carried out, assuming that all parameters would be 
equal for these two groups. If the fit of the model was 
good and no significant modification indices were 
found, the model would be assumed to fit the groups 
equally. The results indicated moderately good fit for 
both models (χ2(124, N = 856) = 229.33, p = ns, CFI 
= .93, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .08 for the gender 
multigroup model and χ2(123, N = 755) = 255.86, p = 
ns, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .09 for the track 
multigroup model). No differences related to gender 
or study track were found in these multigroup 
analyses.  

 

Discussion 
     To summarise, the present study examined the 
cross-lagged paths between life satisfaction and study 
and work engagement by following young adults from 
age 17 to 25 over their transition from post-
comprehensive education to higher education or 
work, and until the beginning of their third decade. 
The developmental dynamics between life satisfaction 
and engagement showed that life satisfaction in 
particular positively predicted young adults’ 
subsequent engagement in their post-comprehensive 
studies and in higher education or work. Study/work 
engagement, in turn, predicted young adults’ life 
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satisfaction after their transition to higher 
education/work. High initial life satisfaction was more 
typical among males than females. However, no 
differences related to gender or academic track were 
found in the associations between life satisfaction and 
study/work engagement.  

Cross-lagged associations between life 
satisfaction and study/work engagement   
     The first aim of the present study was to 
investigate the cross-lagged associations between 
young adults’ life satisfaction and engagement during 
and after their post-comprehensive studies.  The 
results showed that, as expected (H1), positive 
spillover occurred between life satisfaction and 
engagement (Masten et al., 2010).  Confirming our 
hypotheses, life satisfaction, in particular, positively 
predicted young adults’ subsequent study/work 
engagement during their post-comprehensive studies 
and after the transition to higher education/work 
(H1). Young adults’ study/work engagement, in turn, 
positively predicted their subsequent life satisfaction 
only later on after the transition to higher education 
or work at the beginning of the third decade (H2). 
These results are similar to research on flow 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), an experience which 
study/work engagement resembles (Upadyaya & 
Salmela-Aro, 2013a).  Life satisfaction and flow are 
strongly associated because optimal challenge and 
being immersed in meaningful activities add to 
satisfaction (Myers & Diener, 1995). In our 
investigation, study or work engagement predicted 
life satisfaction during the two last measurement 
points at the beginning of the third decade of life. By 
this time the young adults had already transitioned to 
higher education or work, and had probably better 
adapted to their new educational/occupational 
environments and experienced stronger stage-
environment fit (Eccles & Roeser, 2009) than earlier 
during the transition. Moreover, our results showed 
that changes occur in these associations over time.  
Throughout the period of study, when young adults’ 
life satisfaction is high, he/she often has experiences 
similar to flow and feels more engaged in his/her 
studies and work. It is also possible that high life 
satisfaction leads to higher job satisfaction, which in 
turn increases job engagement (see also Erdogan et 
al., 2012; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, in press). 

Furthermore, these results suggested that study/work 
engagement becomes increasingly important at the 
beginning of the third decade when young adults are 
preparing for adult work roles (Arnett, 2000): 
wellbeing in one area of life spills over to life in 
general as a part of developmental cascades (Masten 
et al., 2010) promoting young adults’ adjustment to 
their adult work roles.  
     These results thus suggested that aspects of overall 
wellbeing spill over to domain-specific experiences, 
which in our study represented flow-like experiences 
in studies/work. Previous research on burnout 
symptoms and malaise have shown that the contrary 
is usually the case. Domain-specific job burnout 
symptoms spill over to general wellbeing and show as 
a decrease in one’s overall life satisfaction (Hakanen 
& Schaufeli, 2012; Salmela-Aro, Savolainen, & 
Holopainen, 2009), possibly because job burnout also 
affects psychological and physiological health 
(Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). There are at least 
two possible explanations for these differences: first, 
it is possible that when one’s wellbeing is high, the 
spillover effects between general and domain-specific 
experiences are positive and are transmitted in the 
direction from general wellbeing to domain-specific, 
whereas when one’s wellbeing is low, the spillover 
effects between general and domain- specific 
experiences are negative and are transmitted in the 
opposite direction. However, the results of this study 
suggest a developmental trend.  During the transition 
to higher education/work (at the beginning of the 
third decade), when the young adults are adapting to 
a new study/work environment, study/work-specific 
experiences might be more affected by one’s overall 
wellbeing, whereas later on while facing the new 
study/work demands and challenges, study/work-
specific experiences increasingly spill over to general 
wellbeing.  

Antecedents of life satisfaction and study/work 
engagement 
     In this study, the antecedents of life satisfaction 
and study/work engagement were similar to those of 
several previous studies. Young males experienced a 
higher level of life satisfaction than young females 
(Marks, 2000; Diseth et al., 2012), and academic 
performance positively predicted young adults’ initial 
life satisfaction (Suldo, Riley, & Shaffer, 2006) and 
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study/work engagement (Li & Lerner, 2011; Salmela-
Aro & Upadyaya, 2012), as expected (H3 and H4). 
However, no differences related to gender or 
academic track emerged in the developmental 
dynamics of life satisfaction and study/work 
engagement. These results suggest that the 
longitudinal associations between life satisfaction and 
study/work engagement are similar for males and 
females and for young adults following either a 
vocational or academic track (see also Huebner et al., 
2000). 

 

Limitations and future directions 
     Several limitations should be taken into 
consideration when generalising the results of the 
present study. First, this study focused on young 
adults during their post-comprehensive education 
and over their transition to higher education/work. 
Thus, the results can be generalised only to the same 
age group. It is possible that the associations between 
life satisfaction and study/work engagement would 
have been different had different age groups been 
studied (see also Fredricks et al., 2004). More studies 
are needed to examine these associations among a 
range of age groups. Second, some of the parameters 
reported in the present study had relatively small 
values, probably due to the high stability of life 
satisfaction and study/work engagement. Future 
studies are needed to confirm these results. Third, 
young adults who participated in the study at each 
measurement time showed higher engagement at the 
beginning of this study and higher life satisfaction 
towards the end of the study. Fourth, our results only 
described the associations between overall life 
satisfaction and study/work engagement, whereas it 
is possible that the associations between life 
satisfaction and the separate engagement dimensions 
would have been more pronounced. Fifth, it is also 
possible that various latent trajectory groups exist 
that reflect different levels and development of 
study/work engagement and life satisfaction. For 
example, some young adults may experience an 
overall high level of engagement and life satisfaction 
whereas among other young adults, engagement and 
life satisfaction may change across educational/work 
transitions. Research utilising a longitudinal design 
and varying study/work contexts is needed to 

examine these associations further. Finally, causal 
inferences are limited owing to the possibility that 
other, unmeasured variables, such as support from 
parents (Simons-Morton & Crump, 2003; Upadyaya & 
Salmela-Aro, 2013a, 2013b) and teachers (Murray, 
2009), may have contributed to the results. The data 
presented in this study was also gathered before, 
during, and after the Great Recession, which might 
have heightened young adults’ concern about 
adjusting to the new educational/work environments 
and increased the importance of engagement for life 
satisfaction. 
 

Conclusions 
     The results of this study showed that young adults’ 
life satisfaction predicted their study/work 
engagement across the transition from post-
comprehensive studies to higher education/work and 
at the beginning of the participants’ third decade, 
whereas study/work engagement predicted young 
adults’ life satisfaction only after the transition to 
higher education or work at the beginning of their 
third decade. These results showed that third decade 
is an important period when wellbeing in one area of 
life easily spills over to another area of life. Moreover, 
during the third decade spillover occurs between 
general and domain-specific characteristics of 
wellbeing in both directions, whereas earlier during 
the second decade spillover only occurs from life 
satisfaction to study/work engagement.. These 
developmental changes may be due to the changes in 
stage-environment-fit (Eccles & Roeser, 2009) and 
reflect young adults’ phase-adequate engagement 
(Dietrich et al., 2012). In addition, these findings 
supported the ideas of the broaden-and-build theory 
according to which students who are satisfied with 
their studies and life, and experience frequent 
positive emotions, also exhibit adaptive coping 
behaviours, feel more engaged, and gain more 
resources, which, in turn, promote positive upward 
spirals of success in studies/work (see also 
Fredrickson, 2001). Thus, in future research and 
education it would be important to take into the 
account the role of life satisfaction, as it is important 
in maintaining one’s psychological wellbeing and in 
shaping one’s engagement and other experiences in 
studies/work, and in supporting one’s further 



Upadyaya, Salmela-Aro                                Developmental dynamics between young adults’ life satisfaction and 
                                                                                                                                         engagement with studies and work 

 

 

29 

development across the life course. The indicators of 
general wellbeing (e.g., life satisfaction, happiness) 
may also spill over to academic/work-related 
engagement, help in adapting to new study/work 

environments (see also Masten et al., 2010), increase 
stage-environment fit (Eccles & Roeser, 2009), and 
support the young person’s life course development 
(Haase et al., 2008). 
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Table 1. Means, variances, Pearson Correlation Coefficients, and Cronbach’s Alpha Reliabilities. 

 SWE1 SWE 2 SWE 3 SWE 4  SWE 5 Life 1 Life 2 Life 3 Life 4 Life 5 Gender GPA Track SES 
SWE 1               
SWE 2 .58***              
SWE 3 .29*** .36***             
SWE 4 .31*** .30*** .45***            
SWE 5 .28*** .28*** .34*** .45***           
Life 1 .38*** .30*** .19*** .26*** .20***          
Life 2 .27*** .33*** .21*** .24*** .18*** .64***         
Life 3 .14** .16** .30*** .27*** .23*** .40*** .52***        
Life 4 .17*** .19*** .25*** .43*** .29*** .40*** .47*** .61***       
Life 5 .24*** .22*** .25*** .34*** .36*** .33*** .35*** .42*** .57***      
Gender .03 -.02 -.05 .02 -.01 .14*** .14*** .04 .03 -.08**     
GPA .23*** .25*** 0.01 .05 .04 .28*** .24*** .18*** .17** .09 -.30***    
Track -.11 -.21* -.11* .03 .07 -.05 .01 .03 .04 .02 -.05 .60***   
SES -.06 -.01 -.05 -.02 -.05 -.02 -.02 .08 .05 -.02 -.02 .20*** .22***  
M 3.56 3.46 4.33 4.21 4.38 4.77 4.80 4.61 4.75 4.39 1.54 7.89 0.55 1.70 
Var 1.74 1.74 1.26 1.44 1.40 1.62 1.56 1.63 1.60 1.82 0.27 0.75 0.26 0.15 
Cronbach's 
α 

.94 .94 .93 .94 .94 .89 .89 .87 .87 .89 - - - - 

Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p <.05 
Note. SWE = study/work engagement; Life = life satisfaction; 1 = Time 1 (age = 17, N = 818); 2  = Time 2 (age = 18, N = 749); 3  = Time 3 (age = 
21, N = 611); 4 = Time 4 (age = 23, N = 561); 5 = Time 5 (age = 25, N = 533).
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Figure 1. Cross-lagged associations between young adults’ life satisfaction and engagement in studies/work (Standardised estimates). 
Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p <.05; 1 = Time 1, 2 = Time 2; 3 = Time 3; 4 = Time 4; 5 = Time 5.  
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