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Abstract

:

The psychology of sustainability and sustainable development aims to study the personal characteristics that promote effective and sustainable well-being for individuals and environments from a psychological research perspective. According to the self-determination theory, the psychological need for relatedness is positively associated with happiness and flourishing. In turn, emotional intelligence, i.e., understanding and managing one’s own emotions and recognizing others’ emotions, may play a key role in this association. Therefore, the present study investigates the mediating role of emotional intelligence in the relationship between need for relatedness and both happiness and flourishing. Basic Psychological Needs scales (BPNs), Emotional Intelligence Scale (EIS), Flourishing Scale, and Happiness Scale were administered to 216 Italian participants (age range 15–66 years old). A mediation model via a structural equation model for path analysis was tested. The results showed that the psychological need for relatedness positively associated with both happiness and flourishing and that emotional intelligence mediated these associations. These results suggest that important interventions may be performed to promote flourishing and happiness, enhancing emotional intelligence through specific training differently from need for relatedness that, instead, can be considered substantially stable.
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1. Introduction


In a world where consumption of natural resources is on the rise [1], it is important to identify psychological characteristics that promote positive behaviors towards environment sustainability and individual well-being. Several studies concur that both positive psychological antecedents (e.g., virtues, emotions, etc.) and consequences (e.g., well-being, happiness, etc.) are significant determinants of pro-social, as well as pro-environmental behaviors [2]. Interestingly, a correlation between sustainable behavior and happiness has been postulated, i.e., happier people behave in a more sustainable manner and sustainable behaviors increase happy feelings in people [3], suggesting that seeking happiness might have clear implications for both sustainability and personal well-being. According to Seligman’s view, ‘authentic’ happiness or well-being requires five elements: Positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment [4]. Thus, the concept of personal well-being has to be considered as a combination of both hedonic (i.e., feeling good) and eudaimonic components (i.e., functioning well) [5]. Indeed, Huppert and colleagues [5] proposed a broader definition of personal well-being that extends to the concept of flourishing (i.e., the experience of life going well) and encompasses three factors: Positive characteristics (emotional stability, vitality, optimism, resilience, and self-esteem), positive functioning (engagement, competence, meaning, and positive relationships), and positive appraisal (life satisfaction and positive emotion) [5,6].



Although both hedonic and eudaimonic factors are crucial for the pursuit of ‘authentic’ happiness, distinctions between them deserve to be considered. While the former basically relates to the affective level, eudaimonic well-being seems to be related to the feeling of competence, pride, etc. At a functioning level, hedonia is linked to the sense of pleasure, while eudaimonia is linked to meaning, value, personal growth, etc. [7,8]. From a biological point of view, hedonia is related to the hotspot activity of meso-cortico-limbic structures, while eudaimonic aspects mainly involve the activity of the neocortical default network [9,10]. Furthermore, hedonia is associated with immediate well-being, while eudaimonia is associated with long-term well-being. Interesting differences emerge when social aspects of well-being are considered. Indeed, when compared to the pursuit of hedonia, eudaimonic well-being seems to be reached when others’ well-being is fostered, suggesting that eudaimonia is more related to the well-being of the surrounding social world [11]. Individuals who belong to a social network and who feel satisfied from relationships with others generally display a better quality of life [12,13]. In particular, empirical evidence shows that involvement in social activity significantly increases happiness and life satisfaction [14,15,16,17,18]. Moreover, when the eudaimonic side is considered, the social relation dimension appears to be a crucial requirement for flourishing [19].



This theoretical approach has also been extended to entrepreneurship research, in which concepts belonging to positive psychology are incorporated into business ideas named “sustainability-as-flourishing” and “mirror flourishing”, with the former describing the possibility that both humans and other living beings can flourish together on Earth, and the latter describing reflexive flourishing, in which good things happen to good people [20,21].



Thus, assessing factors that influence both flourishing and happiness is important, not only for decision-makers in organizations, but also for the general public too [6]. Indeed, an increased interest among citizens in government policies aimed at improving subjective wellbeing has been revealed [22].



The above reported results strongly suggest that the social aspects of eudaimonic well-being could be crucial for sustainability. However, although social concepts are well incorporated into models for sustainable development—encompassing both environmental and normative points of view (e.g., social sustainability) [23]—the “psychological dimension” needs to be further investigated. Indeed, the necessity to increase relationships among individuals has been recently proposed in a new multi-centric perspective aimed at improving sustainable development [24].



The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) [25] offers an interesting theoretical frame to investigate psychological needs, as well as people’s inherent growth tendencies, which orient self-motivation towards the promotion of subjective well-being. According to the SDT, three innate motivational factors seem to be essential for living well: (i) Autonomy, which refers to the experience of behaving in accordance with one’s own interests or values [26]; (ii) competence, which regards the sense of mastery [27,28]; (iii) relatedness, which regards the sense of belongingness and, more in general, refers to the propensity to be connected with others [29,30,31,32]. Satisfying these universal innate psychological needs is essential for well-being [33], happiness [34] and for optimal functioning [35]. While both autonomy and competence are widely recognized to be essential for happiness and well-being [36,37,38], the specific role of relatedness in happiness and flourishing has not been fully understood.



Demir and Ozdemir [39] found that the relationship between close social context (namely, the closest friendship) and happiness is mediated by the satisfaction of psychological needs [39]. Interestingly, the need for relatedness mediates the relationship between involvement in enjoyable social activities and emotional well-being [33] and emerges as the SDT factor to be mainly involved in the development of prosocial tendency [40].



Thus, although a relationship between the need for relatedness and happiness could be envisaged, other intrinsic factors may enter this association. For instance, emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between general self-determination and psychological well-being [41]. In particular, a mediation role for emotional intelligence in the relationship between personal traits and positive resources like optimism and hope—which are predictors of subjective well-being—has recently been observed [42].



Emotional intelligence is defined as “the ability to perceive and express emotion, assimilate emotion in thought, understand and reason with emotion, and regulate emotion in the self and in others” [43]. Several studies have revealed the main role of emotional intelligence in determining individual happiness and flourishing [44], as well as the promotion of prosocial behaviors and sustainability [45,46]. A significant correlation between the need for relatedness and both emotional perception and regulation has also been observed [47]. Interestingly, among the three psychological needs included in the SDT, only relatedness accounts for majority of the variance in emotional traits strongly related to subjective well-being [48,49]. Therefore, considering the possible relationship between need for relatedness and subjective well-being (e.g., happiness and flourishing), a mediation role for emotional intelligence is conceivable and deserves to be investigated.



Aim and Hypotheses


Considering the theoretical framework herein described, the main aim of the present study is to investigate the possible role of emotional intelligence in mediating the relationship between need for relatedness and both happiness and flourishing.



Consequently, the following hypotheses can be formulated:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Need for relatedness will be positively and significantly related to emotional intelligence.





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Emotional intelligence will be positively related to flourishing (H2a) and happiness (H2b).





Hypothesis 3 (H3).

The relationship between need for relatedness and both flourishing (H3a) and happiness (H3b) will be mediated by emotional intelligence.







2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Participants


The participants were 216 Italian adults, 16.2% male and 83.8% female. On an average, the participants were 33.92 years old (SD = 12.02), ranging from 18 to 66. The majority of participants were single (64.8%), 30.6% married or cohabiting, 3.8% separated or divorced, and 0.9% widowed.



With regard to education, 58.9% had a university degree, 34.7% had a high school degree, and the remaining had only completed compulsory education. The majority of participants (55.1%) were employed, 19.9% were students, 7.9% were employed students, 6.9% were unemployed and 0.9% were retired.




2.2. Measures


The need for relatedness satisfaction was assessed with three items of the Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction scales (BPNSs), proposed by Deci and Ryan [25], with a scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true). The Italian version of the BPNSs [50] shows an adequate level of reliability, and convergent and discriminant validity. In fact, the results of the hierarchical three-factor model, through CFA, reached good fit indices. Furthermore, Cronbach’s (αs) reliability showed satisfactory results (α = 0.82 for autonomy, α = 0.79 for relatedness satisfaction and α = 0.88 for competence). Specifically, the relatedness subscale measures the degree to which people feel satisfied by their personal relationships. An example item is, “People in my life care about me”. High scores indicate a high level of satisfaction with regard to the need for relatedness.



Emotional intelligence was assessed with the Emotional Intelligence Scale (EIS), proposed by Shutte and colleagues [51], using the Italian version by Di Fabio, Giannini and Palazzeschi [52]. It was composed of 33 items, with a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (completely agree). The Italian validation proposed a factor solution in three dimensions: “Evaluation and Expression of Emotions” (α = 0.84), “Adjustment of Emotions” (α = 0.82), and “Using Emotions in Problem Solving” (α = 0.79). An example is: “I can understand how others feel by listening to the tone of their voice.” Some authors [51,53] suggest that this scale also be used as unidimensional to provide a global measure of emotional intelligence. High scores indicate a high level of emotional intelligence.



Flourishing was assessed with nine items of the European Social Survey [54], with a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (completely agree). According to Huppert and So’s definition [55], flourishing is referred as the opposite of mental disorder, rather than its mere absence. The positive features of flourishing concern competence, emotional stability, engagement, meaning, optimism, positive relationships, resilience, self-esteem and vitality. An example is: “I am always optimistic about my future.” High scores indicate a high level of flourishing.



Happiness was measured with a single item through the positive emotion factor of the European Social Survey [54]. The item was: “Taking all things together, how happy would you say you are?”, rated on a scale ranging from 0 (extremely unhappy) to 10 (extremely happy).




2.3. Procedure and Data Analysis


The participants were selected via a snowball procedure, beginning with people known to the researchers. The questionnaires were collected via Computer Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI) through an online platform. After completing the questionnaire, each participant was asked to send the link to other people. The survey was designed to respect privacy and anonymity, ensuring that personal data is treated in accordance with Italian privacy law (Law Decree DL-196/2003) and analyzed in an aggregated manner. As a matter of fact, informed consent was requested of the participants. The workers voluntarily and freely authorized the use of anonymous/collective data.



Pearson correlations was performed in order to explore the relationships among variables. Measurement model and mediation hypotheses were tested through a structural equation model [56,57], by using the software M-PLUS 7.3. For reasons of parsimony and as suggested by previous and recent literature [58,59], we applied the item parcelling technique to the two variables with the highest number of items (i.e., emotional intelligence and flourishing). For analyses with a structural equation model, the procedures reported by Little and Collaborators [60] were followed. Therefore, the model consisted of three items for need for relatedness, three parcels for emotional intelligence, three parcels for flourishing, and a single item for happiness. The method of estimation was Robust Maximum Likelihood (Robust ML); the covariances among the latent variables were set. The adjustment of the model was assessed with χ2 and the following fit indices: comparative fit (CFI) and non-normed fit (NNFI) indexes (values ≥ 0.95 indicate a very good fit); root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR; values ≤ 0.05 indicate a very good fit). Finally, in order to test the statistical significance of direct, indirect and total effects, a bootstrapping procedure was used, employing 5000 samples with replacement from the full sample to construct bias-corrected 95 percent Confidence Intervals (CI) [61]. An effect is significant when zero is not included in the CI [61].





3. Results


3.1. Preliminary Analysis: Comparing Scores for Socio-Demographic Characteristics


The scores relative to the investigated variables were compared considering the main socio-demographic characteristics: gender, age, level of education, marital status and occupational status. In regards to the gender, there were no significant differences between males and females in respect to need for relatedness, emotional intelligence and happiness. Males (M = 3.81; SD = 0.59) had a higher level of flourishing than females (M = 3.56; SD = 0.67), t (214) = 2.02; p < 0.05. Age was significantly and positively correlated to need for relatedness (r = 0.16), emotional intelligence (r = 0.15), flourishing (r = 0.17) and happiness (r = 0.16). With respect to the level of education, there were no significant differences across university degree, high-school degree, and compulsory education when the investigated variables were considered. Moreover, no significant differences were found in marital status (i.e., among single, married or cohabiting, separated or divorced and widowed). With respect to occupational status, there were no significant differences for relatedness and emotional intelligence, while unemployed had a lower level of flourishing, F (4; 211) = 3.16, p < 0.05, and happiness, F (4; 211) = 3.16, p < 0.05, in comparisons to other groups (employed, students, employed students and retired).




3.2. Measurement Model


In order to examine the potential effects of the common method bias, we compared three different models: (M1) the hypothesized four-factor model (i.e., need for relatedness, emotional intelligence, flourishing, happiness), (M2) a model in which all items loaded on a single factor, and (M3) a model in which the items loaded both on their expected factor and on a latent common method factor [62,63]. Furthermore, the hypothesized measurement model (M1) was also compared to the following models: three-factor model where both flourishing and happiness (criteria) were combined in a single factor, while need for relatedness and emotional intelligence were measured as independent factors (M4); two-factor model where flourishing and happiness (criteria) were combined in a single factor, as well as need for relatedness and emotional intelligence (predictors) (M5). The models were compared by the fit indices described above. The hypothesized measurement model and other alternative models are shown in Table 1. The results showed that the hypothesized measurement model was the best fit for the data, with alternative measurement constructs resulting in a poorer fit (< 0.001) [64].



In order to further test the possible overlap of observed and latent variables at the measurement level, we evaluated convergent and discriminant validity following a procedure developed by Fornell and Larcker [65]. For convergent validity, we measured Average Variance Extracted (AVE), i.e., the level of variance captured by a latent variable versus the level due to measurement error of its indicator. AVE values are included between 0 and 1; they are considered acceptable when higher than 0.50, demonstrating that more than 50% of the variance of the latent variable is due to its indicators. For discriminant validity, we used a comparison between the AVE of each latent variable with the Maximum Shared Variance (MSV) between latent variables. Specifically, MSV is the square of the correlation coefficient between each couple of latent variables. It derives that if AVE of each construct is higher than its MSV with any other construct, discriminant validity was supported. The results of AVE, MSV and correlations among latent variables are reported in Table 2. The results showed that the AVE values ranged from 0.56 (need for relatedness) to 0.70 (flourishing). Furthermore, the AVE of each construct was higher than its MSV.



Considering the fit showed by the four-factor measurement model, the results obtained with the analysis of convergent and discriminant validity suggest that the hypothesized model is adequate. Therefore, the common method variance and overlap among items for the measurement model should not be a major issue.



With respect to the correlation results (Table 2), the need for relatedness was positively correlated to emotional intelligence, flourishing, and happiness. Furthermore, emotional intelligence was also positively correlated to happiness and flourishing. Finally, happiness and flourishing were positively and significantly correlated. The results were substantially similar, in terms of significance and sign, whether correlation among latent variables or correlation among scores of the scales was considered.




3.3. Mediation Model


The hypothesized model (Figure 1) aimed to test the mediating role of emotional intelligence in the relationship between need for relatedness and outcomes (i.e., flourishing and happiness).



The mediation model showed a good adjusted model (χ (df) = 99.97(32), p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.099; SRMR = 0.052; CFI = 0.929; NNFI = 0.900). First, the results showed that the need for relatedness was positively and significantly linked to emotional intelligence (β = 0.79, p < 0.001), supporting H1. Furthermore, emotional intelligence was positively and significantly related to flourishing (β = 0.93, p < 0.001) and happiness (β = 0.44, p < 0.001), supporting H2a and H2b.



With respect to the mediation hypotheses, the total effect of the need for relatedness on flourishing was significant and positive (0.171, with bootstrap CI between 0.203 and 0.545). The direct effect was not statistically significant (0.167, with bootstrap CI between 0.064 and 0.271). The indirect effect of the need for relatedness on flourishing via emotional intelligence was significant and positive (0.488, with bootstrap CI between 0.376 and 0.600), showing that emotional intelligence totally mediated (explaining 74% of the total variance) the relationship between the need for relatedness and flourishing, supporting H3a.



Furthermore, the total effect of the need for relatedness on happiness was significant and positive (0.338, with bootstrap CI between 0.198 and 0.478). The direct effect was not statistically significant (0.009, with bootstrap CI between 0.524 and 0.542). The indirect effect of the need for relatedness on happiness via emotional intelligence was significant and positive (0.329, with bootstrap CI between 0.160 and 0.498), showing that emotional intelligence partially mediated (explaining 97% of the total variance) the relationship between the need for relatedness and happiness, supporting H3b. The statistical significance of the standardized direct, indirect and total effects (and their relative bootstrap CI 95%) is reported in Table 3.




3.4. Test of the Alternative Model


We also tested the alternative model in which the need for relatedness mediates between the emotional intelligence and outcomes. The alternative model showed generally unsatisfactory fit indices (χ (32) = 129.35, p < 0.01; RMSEA = 0.119; SRMR = 0.006; CFI = 0.798; NNFI = 0.756). Moreover, the AIC of the alternative model was 1434.00 while the AIC of the proposed model was 4349.97, providing additional empirical support for the hypothesized mediating role of emotional intelligence in the relationship between the need for relatedness and outcomes.





4. Discussion


In the present study, we investigated the mediating role of emotional intelligence in the relationship between need for relatedness and individual well-being (i.e., flourishing and happiness).



In particular, our results supported Hypothesis 1, stating that the need for relatedness would positively relate to emotional intelligence. According to the SDT, psychological needs contain both cognitive and affective components and the need for relatedness appears as an important motivation factor for the development of emotional intelligence [25]. Moreover, it has been observed that the capability in managing with emotions is associated with the emotion-intrinsic motivation relationship [66]. More recently, Watson and Kleinert [67] showed that coaches’ emotional intelligence is related to basic need satisfaction in athletes. Despite these pieces of evidence, the explicit role of emotions in the motivation-generative mechanism remains poorly investigated. The results we obtained strongly support the relationship between basic psychological needs and emotional intelligence, indicating that people with higher need for relatedness will tend to develop a better emotional intelligence.



Hypothesis 2 stated that emotional intelligence would be positively related to flourishing and happiness. Our results indicated that people with higher levels of emotional intelligence showed higher levels of flourishing and happiness, supporting Hypothesis 2. This positive nexus is in line with previous studies detecting a positive contribution of emotional intelligence on promoting pro-social behaviour and sustainability [45,46], as well as on individual well-being [68].



Finally, our results also seemed to confirm Hypothesis 3, which stated that the contribution of the need for relatedness to flourishing and happiness would be mediated by emotional intelligence. Indeed, the need for relatedness contributed to individual well-being through both a direct pathway and an indirect route, which involves emotional intelligence. People who showed higher levels of need for relatedness were not only more flourished and happier, but also more emotionally intelligent. In turn, being more emotionally intelligent did increase the levels of both flourishing and happiness.



Recent results indicated that emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between personality traits and both hope and optimism, suggesting that stable factors and positive outcomes might be modulated through the mediation role of emotional intelligence [42]. The role of individual differences on the strength of implicit motives in the relationship between needs for relatedness and well-being has also been observed [69].



To the best of our knowledge, here we show for the first time the specific mediating role of emotional intelligence in the relationship between basic psychological needs and personal well-being, measured as flourishing and happiness.



Since, pro-social and pro-environmental behaviours are necessary factors for sustainability, and both of these factors seem to be determined by positive psychological antecedents (e.g., emotion) and consequences (e.g., happiness) [70,71,72], we may speculate that acting on emotional intelligence could be a plausible intervention towards promoting sustainable behaviours.



Some limitations in the present study have to be considered, which are worthy to address in future research. Firstly, the snowball procedure, i.e., no probabilistic sampling, limited the generalizability of our results. On the other hand, the snowball procedure allowed us to reach a high sample heterogeneity in terms of socio-demographic characteristics [73]. However, we tested mediation hypothesis by using the bootstrapping method, which allow us to partially overcome shortcomings that may have undermined the generalizability [74]. Future studies need to focus on this limit by considering a bigger and more representative sample. Secondly, the cross-sectional nature of our study prevents us from drawing causal conclusions. Nevertheless, the hypothesized model appears to empirically outperform an alternative model, in which the mediator is need for relatedness. Although longitudinal studies will be necessary to adequately test the proposed model in terms of modelling approach, at the present time, our model describes the data significantly better than its possible alternative. Clearly, further studies should replicate our results in order to fully disentangle reciprocal causal relations. Thirdly, all variables were measured through the same questionnaire, so common method variance could have altered our results. Moreover, possible overlaps among items measuring positive psychological constructs can be envisaged. Therefore, we preliminarily compared different measurement models and tested possible overlap among items by the analysis of convergent and discriminant validity. The results indicate that the hypothesized four constructs were sufficiently and empirically distinct. Thus, we believe that the present findings could hardly have been impaired by common method variance or measurement bias [63,75]. Fourthly, several socio-demographic (e.g., age, gender, level of education, marital status and occupational status) and socio-psychological (e.g., job satisfaction, self-evaluation, personality traits, etc.) factors can influence happiness and flourishing. Our results on socio-demographic factors indicate that flourishing and happiness does not depend on the level of education or marital status. On the other hand, both flourishing and happiness increase with the age. Furthermore, males show a higher level of flourishing than females, while unemployed displays a lower level of flourishing and happiness in comparisons to other groups. Further studies should be planned in order to increase the level of generalizability by considering the above reported factors.



In sum, the present study paves the way for future research on the importance of emotional intelligence as a mediator in the relationship between personal needs and individual and social well-being in the perspective of the psychology of sustainability and sustainable development.




5. Conclusions


In conclusion, the results of our study seem to indicate that the significant part of the effect of need for relatedness on individual well-being is mediated by emotional intelligence. Thus, it is possible to envisage that the most emotionally intelligent people who are satisfied in the need for relatedness display higher levels of individual well-being. In supporting this view, the mediation role of emotional intelligence in the relationship between personal traits and positive resources predicting individual well-being has recently been observed [42]. Moreover, the finding that emotional intelligence is related to the need for relatedness factor of SDT adds new light on the relationship between motivational systems and emotional intelligence [66,67].



There is evidence suggesting that social aspects of eudaimonic well-being are crucial for sustainability [23,24]. In the light of our results, we can speculate that emotional intelligence is capable of increasing the individual and, consequently, social features needed for sustainable development. Indeed, previous studies have shown that emotional intelligence is positively related to social collaboration [76] and sustainability [77].



Therefore, although many factors can influence the relationship between the need for relatedness and individual well-being, the present study may indicate the possibility to intervene in emotional intelligence to increase individual well-being in order to face the challenges of the present global society.
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Figure 1. Mediation model of Emotional intelligence in the relationship between Need for Relatedness and both Flourishing and Happiness with standardized path coefficients. Discontinuous lines mean non-significant relationships. Note. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. 
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Table 1. Results of measurement model.
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	Model
	χ2
	df
	CFI
	RMSEA
	SRMR
	Δχ2
	Δdf
	p





	Model 1
	70.91
	31
	0.943
	0.095
	0.045
	-
	-
	-



	Model 2
	187.91
	35
	0.839
	0.142
	0.077
	117.00
	4
	<0.001



	Model 3
	127.01
	35
	0.900
	0.117
	0.063
	57.90
	4
	<0.001



	Model 4
	116.94
	32
	0.911
	0.111
	0.056
	46.03
	1
	<0.001



	Model 5
	145.33
	34
	0.881
	0.123
	0.064
	74.42
	3
	<0.001
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Table 2. Correlations among variables and Cronbach’s αs, AVE and MSV.
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	Need for Relatedness
	Emotional Intelligence
	Flourishing
	Happiness
	AVE
	MSV





	Need for relatedness
	(0.71)
	0.72 **
	0.67 **
	0.34 **
	0.56
	0.52



	Emotional intelligence
	0.59 **
	(0.88)
	0.81 **
	0.43 **
	0.68
	0.66



	Flourishing
	0.51 **
	0.69 **
	(0.83)
	0.69 **
	0.70
	0.66



	Happiness
	0.31 **
	0.35 **
	0.66 **
	-
	-
	-



	M
	3.85
	3.80
	3.61
	7.13
	-
	-



	SD
	0.69
	0.49
	0.66
	1.60
	-
	-







Note. N = 216. ** p < 0.01. Cronbach’s αs are in parentheses. Correlation among latent variables in M1 is shown above the diagonal, while correlation among scores of the scales is shown below the diagonal. AVE: average variance extracted; MSV: Maximum Shared Variance.
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