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Abstract

Happiness and personality are closely related, like hand in glove. The aim of this study was to
investigate the relationship between personality traits and happiness among undergraduates in
Malaysia. Using a convenient sampling method, 130 students of five academic programs from
Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia completed the Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ) and
NEO Five Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI). Correlation analysis, multiple regression and ANOVA were
used to analyse the data. Results showed that happiness scores were positively and significantly
correlated (P < 0.001) with those on Openness to experience (r = 0.243), Conscientiousness (r =
0.609), Extraversion (r = 0.446), Agreeableness (r= 0.391), but were negatively correlated with
Neuroticism (r= - 0.166, P> 0.05). Openness to experience, Conscientiousness, Extraversion,
Agreeableness and Neuroticism accounted for 48.2% of variance in predicting happiness. ANOVA
results also showed that there was a statistically significant difference in happiness among
respondents with different levels of Conscientiousness, Extraversion, and Openness to
experience. University Student Affair and Academic Affair Departments of the university should
organise initiatives that could identify students’ personality traits as this has a bearing on their
happiness and hence their performance. Relevant activities need to be organised to enhance
students’ well-being. This is among the first papers that investigates the relationship between
happiness and personality among non-medical undergraduates in Malaysia using OHQ and NEO-
FFI.

Keywords: Happiness, Personality, Openness to Experience, Conscientiousness, Extraversion,
Agreeableness, Neuroticism

Introduction

In psychology, happiness is a mental or emotional state of well-being which can be defined by,

among others, positive or pleasant emotions’ ranging from contentment to intense joy. Overall,

happy people respond positively to events and conditions, have lower stress level and stronger

immune system (Lyubomirsky, King & Diener, 2005). Happy people tend to be more helpful,

creative, pro-social, charitable, altruistic, and healthier (Diener & Dean, 2007). Steptoe and
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Wardle (2011) found that happy people are at reduced risk of dying over the five- year period of
their study and the happiest people had a 35% lower risk of death than the least happy person.
Studies into personality and happiness abound in the literature in the 1980s through to 1990s in
the Western context such as in UK (Argyle & Lu, 1990; Furnham & Brewin, 1990; Lu & Argyle
1991), in Australia (eg. Brebner, Donaldson, Kirby & Ward, 1990) and comparative study in UK,
US, Australia and Canada (eg. Francis, Brown, Lester & Philipchalk, 1998).

In Malaysia, it was not until quite recently Malaysia has shown some studies in this field (eg. Al-
Naggar et al., 2010; Boo, Yen and Lim, 2016). However, there is still limited literature in the
context of university students in Malaysia, especially among non-medical students. This rising
rate of suicide is a grave concern among the society and studies claim that suicidal thoughts stem
from depression, mental health and general unhappiness. While this is not a study to assess
psychological and mental health, it aims to identify the level of happiness among the
undergraduates and to investigate the relationship between personality traits and happiness.

Also, though past studies have correlated lower life satisfaction with poorer mental health, life
satisfaction, and loneliness, Swami et al. (2007) showed that life dissatisfaction, loneliness and
depression were not significantly related for 172 medical students in Malaysia. This survey
was administered in English and developed and validated in the United States, so may not
effectively assess wellbeing as conceptualized in Malaysia.

Literature Review

Happiness Defined

Researchers agree that happiness constitutes three main interrelated components namely
positive effect, absence of negative effect, and satisfaction with life as a whole (Pishva,
Ghalehban, Moradi & Hoseini, 2011). Happiness is clearly a positive feeling where it causes
satisfaction or an expectation that is met. Factors contributing to happiness vary among
individuals. Lane (2017) identified that having a positive educational achievement with a strong
financial status as determinants to happiness and stated that economic behavior of an individual
is related to happiness. The happiness dimensions are further researched and more dimensions
have been identified. Among others, are relationship with others, respect towards others,
financial status (Jaafar, et al., 2012), work achievements, career achievements (Goldsmith, 2016),
relationship with friends and families, self-actualization and freedom and recreation (Hosu &
Fabiola, 2015). In another happiness study by Dean & Gibbs (2015), a list of self-made happiness
definitions were obtained from students. The results revealed that university students define
happiness by being content, enjoying life, having supportive friends and family, having positive
state of mind, having a stress free life, achieving a balanced life and having confidence.

Oxford Happiness Questionnaire

In the late 1980’s, the Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ) was introduced for in-house use
by the Department of Experimental Psychology of the University of Oxford. In much later years,
the Oxford Happiness Index was derived from OHQ. The compact OHQ which is used in this study

12



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
Vol. 9, No. 11, November, 2019, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2019 HRMARS

consists of 29 items which respondents answered in a uniform six point Likert scale to measure
subjective well-being (SWB) or happiness. To date, the instrument has been employed cross-
culturally in happiness studies.

Personality

People who have a high degree of conscientiousness are reliable and prompt. Traits include being
organized, methodical and thorough. Agreeable individuals are friendly, cooperative, and
compassionate. People with low agreeableness may be more distant. Traits include being kind,
affectionate, and sympathetic. Neuroticism is also sometimes called Emotional Stability. This
dimension relates to one’s emotional stability and degree of negative emotions. People that
score high on neuroticism often experience emotional instability and negative emotions. Traits
include being moody and tense. People who are open to experience like to learn new things and
enjoy new experiences usually score high in openness to experience. Openness includes traits
like being insightful and imaginative and having a wide variety of interests. Extraversion includes
the traits of energetic, talkative, and assertive. Extraverts get their energy from interacting with
others, while introverts get their energy from within themselves (McCrae & John, 1992).

Personality and Happiness

Does different personality trait affect happiness? Is a person with specific personality trait
happier than others? Which personality trait is the happiest? These questions have been
addressed by past research. The big-five personality structure has been used extensively in
measuring the relationship between personality and happiness construct. The big-five categories
are extraversion, agreeableness, neuroticism, conscientiousness and openness to experience.
Each is measured by the high and low extreme. Agbo & Ngwu (2017) assessed the moderating
roles of personality in aversion to happiness and the experience of happiness among university
students in Nigeria. Past research discussion elaborates the big-five personality traits. An
individual who scores high in extraversion are commonly known to be someone who is always
positive, cheerful, bubbly and full of excitement. On the other end, the lower score in
extraversion is the opposite. McCrae & John (1992) explains agreeableness as something which
signifies the tendency to accommodate others and being supportive. The people with high score
on agreeableness will find happiness in getting involved in social work. The third trait is
neuroticism, a more of negative emotion as it measures the consistency to experience negative
emotions. The higher the neuroticism, the more likely the person will experience mood swings,
worry, anxiousness and fearfulness. Improper control of emotion for someone with this
personality may affect happiness. The next trait is conscientiousness which represents someone
with high self-control, organized, stick on plans and prioritize tasks. A person with high score on
conscientiousness love social arts. Last but not least, openness to experience. Openness to
experience puts forth the emphasis on tendency to try new ideas and risks.

Method

A set of questionnaire which consists of OHQ (Hills & Argyle, 2002) and NEO-FFI (Costa and
McCrae, 1989) which measures the five basic dimensions of personality were used. There were
29 items which measured happiness on a scale ranging from 1 to 6, with 1 being “strongly

13



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 9, No. 11, November, 2019, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2019 HRMARS

disagree” and 6 being “strongly agree”. There were also six items to measure each of the five
personality traits namely Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, Neuroticism, Openness to
experience, and Extraversion (CANOE). The response scale ranged as 1 being “not at all” to 4
being “very much so”. Data was collected in June 2019 using convenient sampling at one of the
branches of Universiti Teknologi MARA Malaysia. A total of 143 sets of questionnaire were
returned. After checking for completeness of these questionnaires, 13 were discarded leaving
130 usable sets for further analysis. Data was analysed using Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS). Reliability analysis for OHQ was 0.89, while for personality dimensions were
between 0.69 to 0.82. Further tests such as correlation analysis, multiple regression and ANOVA
were carried out.

Findings and Discussions

Out of the 130 respondents, 85% were females, and 15% were male. The respondents were
between the ages of 18 and 25 years old, from Bachelor program majoring in Marketing (5%);
Finance, (19%); Office System (25%); Applied Science (15%), and Diploma in Hotel Management,
(36%) About half of them had their latest Cumulative Grade Point Average (CGPA) of between
2.50 to 2.99. Almost one out of every four of them was the eldest child in the family while one in
every five were the youngest in the family. More than half of them were Malays. Most of them,
(367%) had less than RM200 per month pocket money. Slightly more than one third of the
respondents were from Sarawak. There was a disturbing finding among this group of students
whereby they only had an average of 6.5 hours of sleep a day. However, they spent up to 9.5
hours a day on their electronic gadgets such as smart phones, tablets and computers. This lack
of sleep phenomena can be observed with students looking tired and at the verge of dozing off
during 8am lectures.

The mean score for the 29 items of OHQ was 122.62. The item with the highest mean score was
“ find beauty in some things”, while the item “There is no gap between what | would like to do
and what | have done” has the lowest score. When level of happiness was examined, results
showed that 33.8% of respondents had medium level of happiness, 66.2% had high level of
happiness. Medium level of happiness has a total score of between 59 to 116, while high level of
happiness had total scores of between 117 and 174.

Descriptive analyses were carried out to investigate who were the happier lot among this group
of respondents as opposed to the least happy. Females perceived to be happier with mean score
of 123.19 compared to males (m=119.16). The youngest in the family admitted to be the happiest
(m=125.32) as opposed to the only child in the family (m=115.67). Money can’t buy happiness
rings true in this study as respondents with monthly pocket money of RM 800 and above
recorded lowest level of happiness (m=113.67) compared to those with less pocket money.
Respondents with different levels of academic achievements measured using CGPA of 3.00 to
3.49 perceived higher level of happiness (m=124.53) compared to other groups, especially those
of CGPA between 2.01 to 2.49 (m=118.13). Those with the best results are not necessarily the
happiest, neither are those with bad results the least happy. The Melanau ethnic group recorded
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happiness level higher than average (m=130.63), while Dayaks perceived the lowest level of
happiness (m=120.53).

However, further T-test and ANOVA results showed that there was no evidence of statistically
significant difference in terms of happiness between gender with F of 0.461, position in the
family, F = 0.667, monthly pocket money F= 0.489, different academic results with F of 0.502,
ethnicity with F= 1.063, all with p > 0.05.

The five personality traits were divided into three categories of low, moderate and high by
transforming the total scores to three different intervals. The results showed that the
respondents only had moderate level to high level of the various personality traits. 60 percent of
the respondents had moderate level of Conscientiousness, 72 percent of them show high
Agreeableness, ten percent reported to be highly Neurotic, almost half of the respondents had
moderate level of Openness and extroversion.

Correlation analysis in Table 1 showed that happiness scores were correlated with those on
Conscientiousness (r = .609), Agreeableness (r = .391), Neuroticism (r = -.166), Openness to
experience (r = .243), Extroversion (r = .446). All correlations between scores on the subscales of
the two measures were significant (p < .001), except for Neuroticism (p > 0.05).

Table 1. Correlation between five personality traits and Happiness

Variables 1 2 3 4 5
Conscientiousness -

Agreeableness 3917 -

Neuroticism -.134 -.055 -

Openness to Experience .104 262" 326" -

Extroversion .294™" 403" .083 405 -
Total happiness .609™" 391" -.166 2437 446"

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Multiple linear regression was employed to find out which personality trait provided the best
predictive validity for happiness. The results in Table 2 showed that the five personality traits
accounted for 48 percent of the happiness among the respondents. ANOVA showed that
Conscientiousness is the strongest and statistically significant predictor of happiness (f = 0.478,
t (129)= 6.65, p < 0.05), Agreeableness is weakest and non-significant predictor of happiness (B
=0.064, p > 0.05), Neuroticism on the other hand is negative but a significant predictor of
happiness (B = -0.161, p < 0.05), this means an increase in neuroticism leads to reduced
happiness. Openness to experience is a predictor of happiness, but it is not significant (f = 0.133,
p > 0.082). Finally, Extroversion is also a significant predictor of happiness (B = 0.239, p < 0.002).
Table 2. Multiple regression analysis
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Model Summary

Adjusted R
Model |R R Square |Square Std. Error of the Estimate
1 .69432 482 461 11.044

a. Predictors: (Constant), Extroversion, Neuroticism, Conscientiousness,
Agreeableness, Openness

Anova?®
Sum  of Mean
Model Squares  df Square F Sig.
1 Regression 14071.19 5 2814.240 23.074 .000P
9
Residual 15124.00 124 121.968
1
Total 29195.20 129
0

a. Dependent Variable: Total happiness scores

b. Predictors: (Constant), Extroversion, Neuroticism, Conscientiousness,
Agreeableness, Openness

Coefficients?

Standardiz
ed
Unstandardized Coefficient
Coefficients S
Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig.
1 (Constant) 46.908 10.379 4,520 .000
Conscientiousne 2.590 .389 478 6.654 .000
S
Agreeableness .342 403 .064 .849 .397
Neuroticism -.830 .361 -.161 -2.301 .023
Openness .706 403 133 1.753 .082
Extroversion 1.208 .385 .239 3.137 .002

a. Dependent Variable: Total happiness scores

The study examined the predictive power of big five personality traits on happiness. The results
revealed that personality traits significantly affected happiness. Specifically, Conscientious and
Extraverted individuals express a high level happiness (Tan, Low and Vaipude, 2018). On the other
hand, Neuroticism influence happiness in a negative way. These suggest that personality traits
are an important determinant of happiness. These findings are consistent with previous studies
(eg.; DeNeve and Cooper, 1998; Hayes and Joseph, 2003). This study also revealed that one in
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every two respondents reported to have a moderate level of happiness while the rest had high
level of happiness. This is considered to be an encouraging sign showing that their well-being is
in a good state.

Analysis also showed that Conscientiousness is the strongest and significant predictor of
happiness, followed by Extroversion, and Neuroticism, which is a negative predictor of happiness.
Neuroticism is also negatively correlated to CGPA. Neurotic students need to be observed as an
increase in Neuroticism could lead to a decrease in happiness and overall well-being. If left
unattended can lead to depression. To this end, it is suggested that the Student Affairs
Department through its Counselling Unit should come up with a program to identify students
who tend to be neurotic as an intervention as it is important to enhance their happiness.
Although there were only 10 percent of the respondents in this study who reported high level of
Neuroticism, intervention is crucial to prevent unwanted events such as attempted suicide.

Conclusion

This study aimed to measure the level of happiness among non-medical undergraduates at a
public university in Malaysia using the Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ) and NEO Five
Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI). Some major findings from this study reveal that firstly, using OHQ,
majority (66%) of the undergraduates have high level of happiness, even though they “find
beauty in some things only”.

Secondly, in measuring various personality traits, respondents only had moderate level to high
level of the various personality traits namely Conscientiousness, (60%) Agreeableness (72%),
Neurotic (10%) and Openness and Extroversion (50%). And only, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism
and Extroversion were statistically significant in predicting undergraduates’ happiness.

Thirdly, female students and those who are the youngest in the family, with pocket money less
than RM800, and CGPA of 3.00 to 3.49, being a Melanau are the happiest group; although there
is no statistically significant difference between them.

Finally, it was found that personality traits significantly affect happiness and the most significant
predictive power is Conscientious and Extroversion, while Neuroticism influences happiness in a
negative way.

These suggest that personality traits are important determinants of happiness. Students who are
hardworking, focussed, organized, methodical and thorough tend to be more happy with their
aim of studying and the results they obtain. They are also more open and agreeable to what the
lecturers’ and peers’ say, and very cooperative and able to adapt to the “new student
environment”. Extroverts or students who are more friendly and are able to work in teams are
also happier compared to reserved students who prefer to work alone. While neuroticism is a
new and worrying issue which is affecting the students due to external and internal pressure.

17



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
Vol. 9, No. 11, November, 2019, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2019 HRMARS

These findings will be useful to the management of the university and the university’s students’
affairs unit which can be more aware of providing an eco-friendly environment for the
undergraduates. More outbound programmes and retreats which inculcate team work and
togetherness among students can help the students, especially those who stay in hostel away
from their families. Hopefully this will avoid suicide issues among undergraduate students which
has become quite rampant in the last 10 years.

Future studies should be carried out in order to identify the circumstances which contribute to
their Neuroticism. Since personality is formed by both nature and nurture, the University
management could organise activities for the targeted groups of students, providing advice to
deal with neurotic thoughts. Academic advisors who are appointed among lecturers could also
attend to these students to provide assistance to deal effectively with these kind of thoughts. If
this is dealt with properly, neurotic thoughts could be reduced and overall well-being of students
could be improved.

Happiness affects performance and this in turn has a great impact on the quality of human capital
development.
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