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Abstract: Attention on, and interest in, life satisfaction has increased worldwide. However, research
on life satisfaction focused toward the urban dwellers’ residential community is mainly from western
countries, and the limited research from China is solely focused on the geriatric population via a
narrowly constrained research perspective. This study, therefore, aimed to investigate urbanites’
life satisfaction toward their community, combining the psychological (behavioral community en-
gagement, mental state of flow, and cognitive community identity), physical (PREQIs-perceived
residential environment quality indicators: e.g., green area), and social perspectives (social capital).
The proposed conceptual model was tested on a regionally representative sample of 508 urban
community residents in the city of Chengdu, Sichuan province, China. Data were analyzed via
a structure equation modelling approach in AMOS software. Findings suggested that all of the
psychological, physical and social factors contributed to a prediction of life satisfaction. Specifically,
social capital mediated the path from community engagement and flow to life satisfaction, and
community identity mediated the path from flow experience and green area to life satisfaction.
Additionally, social capital contributed to predict life satisfaction through its influence on community
identity. Findings provide suggestions for urban designers and policymakers to focus on creating
an urban community equipped with green area, which helps to promote physical activities that are
flow-productive, to enhance residents’ identification to their residential community and, therefore,
increase life satisfaction.

Keywords: flow; PREQIs; green area; community engagement; social capital; community identity;
life satisfaction

1. Introduction

Life satisfaction, as a subjective evaluation of overall quality of life [1,2], is one of the
core elements of well-being and has been of great interest to psychologists [3,4], it is also a
central construct within positive psychology [5]. Life satisfaction refers to a judgmental
process in which individuals assess the quality of their lives on the basis of their own
unique set of standards [6], and attention on, and interest in, life satisfaction has increased
worldwide. Studies have shown that people with high life satisfaction experience many
positive outcomes in their lives, which are usually related to income, education, health,
employment status, social capital, self-esteem, and so forth [7,8]. However, research on life
satisfaction towards the dwellers’ residential community of place is mainly from western
countries [9–11], and the sparse literature from China is solely focused on a specific age
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group of the elderly population [10,12]. Therefore, research on life satisfaction of urbanites
of all populations geared toward residential communities is emerging and urgently needed
from the perspective of both positive psychology and environmental psychology. This is
particularly true nowadays, especially in a residential confinement contingency such as
during the COVID-19 pandemic when residency settings (home, building, neighborhood,
city, province, and the country) became pervasive given a nonmobile human life. Our pri-
mary aim was to investigate the possible factors that may contribute to the understanding
of the urbanites’ life satisfaction from the psychological, social, and physical perspectives.

1.1. Green Area That Shaped Our Residential Community

There has been considerable effort from environmental psychologists [13–16] in the
study of the residential environmental quality that is associated with a human being’s
psychological wellness and life satisfaction. Accordingly, they have invented specific scales
such as the perceived residential environmental quality indicators (PREQIs) that have been
tested and validated in a variety of language and cultural contexts [12,17,18]. The aim of
the PREQIs is to grasp specific cognitive evaluations with respect to a range of certain
residential features from the residents’ points of view [19]. For instance, when evaluating
the spatial feature of the residents’ community on green areas, they use items like “there
are enough green areas in this residential neighborhood”. The great benefits of green areas to
well-being and life satisfaction have been thoroughly scrutinized among environmental
psychologists [20–23].

Green area, or green space, plays an important role in residents’ lives in times of urban
expansion [24,25]. Green area is an important recreational facility of residential areas and
includes street trees, squares with green elements, parks, gardens, and forest plantations
within residential communities [18,25,26]. Previous research has shown that there is a
positive correlation between exposure to residential green area and the physical and mental
health of residents. Green area may provide an inviting setting for walking, jogging, and
cycling activities, thereby promoting physical health. It can also reduce psychological stress,
anxiety, and depression to promote mental health [27–29]. Additionally, green area provides
a platform for social activities, creating opportunities for outdoor social interaction among
residents (e.g., engaging in leisure and sport activities, meeting old friends, or making new
acquaintances) [30,31]. Evidence also shows that a child’s connection to nature influences
their intention to participate in nature-based activities in the future, that is to say, the
closer the connection to green area, the more it promotes children to form environmentally
friendly behaviors [32]. Further, environmental psychologists found that spending 120 min
a week in residential green area is associated with good health and well-being [21]. Thus,
green area within a residential community—a place people live in everyday—can help
people live in a healthier and more natural way in the city [23].

Identifying a residential community as a specific geographically located place, where
people live their everyday life, enables the provision of public spaces for residents’ in-
dividual activities and social interactions. It seems that the quality of the residential
community—to some extent—determines life satisfaction, especially for those who are
over 50 years of age [33] and for those who are retired [12]. Extensive studies have also
found that the quality of the residential community is of key importance for a dweller’s
subjective well-being [34]. However, in China, a country of fast urbanization with huge
population and a densely inhabited community, research on green areas embedded in
communities for promoting life satisfaction within the Chinese urban context is sparse,
highlighting the need for in-depth exploration. Residential community-located activities
in which residents are regularly engaged help increase perceptions of a positive, intrinsic,
and enjoyable experience of flow [35].

1.2. Flow: Life of Engagement in Our Residential Community

Flow, as a foundational theory in positive psychology, has been receiving great atten-
tion since it was first introduced [36]. It is a mental state related to happiness and well-being,
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encompassing the feeling that there is something to live for. Flow can be characterized by
high involvement, deep concentration, intrinsic motivation, and the perception of exhila-
rating challenges matched by adequate personal skills [37,38], and it also describes a highly
positive state of the individual, who experiences intense engagement and enjoyment from
various types of self-defining activities [35,39]. By reviewing prior studies, flow experience
is summarized by the following characteristics: (1) devoting oneself to the things they are
doing, (2) the combination of action and consciousness, (3) the loss of self-consciousness,
(4) the balance between skills and challenges, (5) clear and realizable goals, (6) immediate
and clear feedback, (7) a sense of control over one’s behavior, (8) distorted time perception,
and (9) experience of the activity is intrinsically rewarding [40–42]. As a universal activity
experience emphasizing the purpose and meaning of life [43,44], flow has been applied
in a variety of fields and research contexts such as workplace, education, marketing, and
sports/leisure [45–47]. However, the application of flow in community research can barely
be traced in research records.

1.3. Community Engagement and Community Identity

Community engagement can be considered as an active involvement in activities that
are intrinsically social. It is a dynamic relational process that facilitates communication,
interaction, involvement, and exchange. A resident’s community engagement includes
participating in community activities, investing in community operations, interacting with
community members, voting, and volunteering [10,48]. The main purpose of participation
is to benefit the community members: more participation within such an institutional
arrangement (i.e., community) decreases individual anxieties, apprehensions, and limi-
tations on the one hand, and increases social mobility towards social empowerment on
the other hand [49]. Furthermore, community members would have a deeper and more
specific understanding of community organizational behavior through engaging in the
above-mentioned community activities, and build up close connections with each other [48].
In addition, community-level engagement may help improve the level of public welfare,
promote public trust, eliminate health disparities, alleviate poverty, protect the environ-
ment, and so on [50]. Community engagement can be closely related to life satisfaction of
its residents, for instance, the more frequent the participation within community-based
activities, the more satisfaction there is among community-dwelling older adults [51].

Identity is “a set of meanings attached to the self that serves as a standard or reference that
guides behavior in situations” [52]. Community identity reflects the degree of a resident’s
recognition of the neighborhood community in which she/he lives [53], and “place iden-
tity” refers to a specific place contribution in the definition and development of her/his
own identity, in both physical and social terms (such as in the case of a urban residential
community) [54]. The concept of place identity can be dated back to Proshansky’s work
in the 1970s and 1980s, from which “place identity” was thought to convey the sense of
personal attachment to geographically locative places, or specific spatial locations, as it is
“a person acquiring a sense of belonging and purpose which gives meaning to his or her life” [55,56].
The tripartite model of place attachment provides a theoretical framework for understand-
ing a three-dimension relationship among person, place, and psychological process [57]:
the person dimension deals with who is attached, and whether the attachment is based
on an individual or the collective; the place dimension comprises varying aspects of place,
including spatial or physical, and social features; and the psychological process dimension
describes the affective, cognitive, and behavioral manifestations of the attachment. One’s
positive engagement with the community place may affect their affective, cognitive, and
behavioral bonds to such place [58], whereas the absence of certain urban landmarks
(e.g., green area) of that place may result in changes in one’s attachment [59,60], and such
changes may lead to changes of community identity. From the perspective of social identity
theory [61], when a community resident regards himself or herself as one of the community
members, he or she may adopt a positive stereotype defined by community [62], and
this social self-stereotyping process may therefore lead to community identity. Moreover,
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residential experience not only increases the opportunities for contact among residents,
but also provides a temporal background for connecting important life events within
their communities [63]. Taken together, a community can be conceived, and it functions
as both a geographically located place and a social environmental reality that facilitates
interactions, through which the connection between self and environment is established
and maintained [35], thereby community identity is established and maintained.

1.4. Social Capital as a Resource of Residential Community

Social capital can be traced back to Bourdieu’s definition: “the aggregate of the actual
or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition” [64]. This definition
focused on social networks. Later, social capital was defined by its function, referring
to a variety of different entities instead of a single entity comprising two elements in
common: “such two elements consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate
certain action of actors—whether persons or corporate actors—within the structure” [65].
Baker defined social capital as “a resource that the individuals derive from specific social
structures and then use to pursue their interests; it is created by changes in the relationship
among the individuals” [66]. Putnam referred to social capital as “features of social
organizations, such as networks, norms, and trust, that facilitate action and cooperation
for mutual benefit” [67]. Taken together, social networks, social norms, and trust are
common elements for social capital [68], thus, social capital can be grouped into three
broad dimensions: social networks; social norms, and social trust [69].

In our work, the study of social capital with respect to the context of the community is
defined as a kind of social resource existing in the social network relationship embedded
within the community [70,71]. This kind of resource is regarded as one that can adjust
people’s behavior to achieve a specific goal and generate return on investment, including
community communication, community trust, community participation, community iden-
tity, and so forth. Some evidence suggests that community identity and life satisfaction of
the Chinese migrant workers are associated when the provided services are adequate [72];
in some sense, the provided service can be regarded as community social capital, which
may facilitate life satisfaction. Moreover, the well-equipped and high standards of residen-
tial communities or neighborhoods investigated by Bonaiuto and colleagues also provided
resources for community social capital [13,18]. Prior evidence has demonstrated that the
perceived residential environmental quality indicators are correlated with neighborhood
attachment [19]. It can be easily inferred that physical resources equipped within a residen-
tial community can also function as a kind of social capital, which may help a community
member’s attachment to their residential place.

2. Hypotheses Development
2.1. The Relationship between Community Engagement, Flow Experience, Green Area, and
Life Satisfaction

The relationship of life satisfaction with community engagement can be traced in
numerous records. For instance, engaging in leisure-time physical and social activities was
found to be positively related to life satisfaction among 2344 community-dwelling older
adults in Brazil [51]. Social engagement was positively associated with life satisfaction
of 4245 older residents in China [10]. Actively engaging in more than two social group
activities was associated with higher life satisfaction from 136 persons with musculoskeletal
impairments who belonged to disabled people’s groups [73]. Studies investigating the
key determinants of life satisfaction from 466 older individuals living in the community in
Dublin Ireland suggested that social and physical engagement could be targeted in a bid
to improve life satisfaction for an elderly community-dwelling population [11]. On these
basic points and referring to the urban residential community in China, we propose the
following hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 1 (H1a): Community engagement is positively associated with life satisfaction (confir-
mative hypothesis).

The relationship between life satisfaction and flow experience can also be found in
limited work. For example, flow at work was found to be predictive for life satisfaction and
work longevity among 133 Filipino guidance counselors [74]. Flow significantly predicted
the life satisfaction of 480 primary school teachers from different regions of Croatia [75].
All of the nine dimensions of flow had a positive correlation with life satisfaction among
452 Slovenian participants, who were either elite musicians or top athletes [76]. Study
from 119 community-living elderly Japanese living in rural areas demonstrated that those
who participated in “meeting for the elderly” group activities at a nursing home in Kagawa
Prefecture, Japan, when having experienced more flow, reported a better quality of life in
physical health, which may bring them life satisfaction [77]. Findings from 517 participants
from South Korea via structural equation modeling approach indicated that flow from
restaurants’ social networking sites (SNS) positively influenced SNS satisfaction, therefore
increasing offline purchase intentions [78]. Data from a group of young Norwegian adults
analyzed by means of structural equation modeling demonstrated that flow was associated
with the satisfaction of life [79]. Though the application of flow to study urban community
is sparse, the above studies in some sense provided an empirical basis for our hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1b): Flow is positively associated with life satisfaction (confirmative hypothesis).

The physical environment created by green area can reduce the exposure to air pol-
lution, noise, and heat, which closely affects the quality of life of the inhabitants [80,81]
Additionally, many studies provide evidence for the importance of living in urban green
areas for reducing mental stress and increasing well-being [20,82]. As urbanites confront
heightened pressure from work and family or other domains, a need for recovery is man-
dated [25,81]. Green area is not only recognized as a suitable setting for running and
jogging, but also for its potential in the alleviation of self-reported nervous problems and
medication use [83]. In this sense, green area is considered as an important means by
which to improve the quality of life of urbanites [84]. Indeed, empirical evidence has found
that green area directly affects people’s physical health and psychological well-being in
a positive way, which may improve life satisfaction of residents [85]. Based on the above
reasoning and its application to urban residential community, we propose the following
hypothesis (see Figure 1):

Figure 1. The basic model.

H1c: Green area has a positive influence on life satisfaction (confirmative hypothesis).
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2.2. The Relationship between Community Engagement, Flow Experience, Green Area, and Life
Satisfaction: Social Capital as a Mediator

Social capital at the community level emphasizes the ability of the community to
provide its members with opportunities to increase personal and family resources. The core
theme of social capital is interpersonal relationships and reciprocal value [71]. Extensive
research has found the association of social capital with constructs like community en-
gagement [48,86], flow experience [87], green area [88,89], and life satisfaction. Empirical
evidence showed that the neighborhood-based social capital and residents’ life satisfac-
tion are positively associated [90]. In addition, social capital of the Wechat network was
found to be a significant predictor of life satisfaction of Chinese overseas students in
Germany [46], and social capital was predictive for life satisfaction of a special group of
elderly migrants [88]. On these bases and in reference to our residential community context,
we propose the following group of hypotheses (see Figure 2):

Figure 2. The mediation model: social capital as a mediator.

Hypothesis 2 (H2a): Social capital mediates the relationship between community engagement and
life satisfaction (innovative hypothesis).

Hypothesis 2 (H2b): Social capital mediates the relationship between flow experience and life
satisfaction (innovative hypothesis).

Hypothesis 2 (H2c): Social capital mediates the relationship between green area and life satisfaction
(innovative hypothesis).

2.3. The Relationship between Community Engagement, Flow Experience, Green Area, and Life
Satisfaction: Community Identity as a Mediator

The direct relation of community identity with respect to community engagement
can only be found in limited records. However, some indirect evidence can be traced,
for instance, an investigation of 338 players who have experience in engagement in on-
line communities through virtual experience suggested that consumer engagement was
associated with social identity, which, in some sense, related closely to the online commu-
nity [91]. School engagement positively predicted an information-oriented identity [92],
and civic engagement related to personal identity and social identity in late adolescents and
emerging adults [93]. These studies suggested that community engagement may impose
an impact on community identity. The direct relation of community identity with respect
to life satisfaction can hardly be traced. However, some implicit findings may provide
evidence. For example, findings from 1087 rural-to-urban migrant workers in Shenzhen,
China indicated that community service use is positively correlated with both identity
integration and migrant workers’ life satisfaction. Moreover, identity integration served as
a partial mediator between community service use and life satisfaction [72]. This indirectly
suggested a relationship between community identity integration and life satisfaction, and
provided help for the following assertion:
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Hypothesis 3 (H3a): Community identity mediates the path from community engagement to life
satisfaction (innovative hypothesis).

The direct relations between community identity and flow are also hard to trace.
However, some prior implicit evidence can be found: for instance, there were associations
between social identity and flow when engaging in specific social group activities [94],
there were links between place identity and flow when engaging in place-located activi-
ties [35], and there were associations between personal identity and flow when engaging
in individualized self-defining activities as well [94]. An analysis of the personal narrative
of flow experiences across three elite sportsmen within their particular sport in autobio-
graphical contexts showed a close relationship between flow and athletic identity [95]. The
above-mentioned work actually provided the primary quantitative evidence for the link
between flow and identity at different levels. As community functions as both a specific
social group and a geographically located place, community identity with respect to flow
experience (though, to our knowledge, not yet studied) and their underlying potential
link may exist. Together with prior inference on community identity and life satisfaction,
we therefore propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3b): Community identity mediates the path from flow to life satisfaction (innova-
tive hypothesis).

The implicit association between green area and community identity can be traced in
existing literature: for instance, a study of 328 inner-city dwellers in two European cities
in Ljubljana and Edinburgh reported positive and significant effects of involvement in,
and appreciation of, green areas on sense of place, in which place identity is involved [31].
Findings from a community in Maryland, U.S.A, demonstrated that community green areas
with natural features and open spaces play a particularly important role in community
identity, as they foster pedestrianism and increase the likelihood of social interactions [96].
There are also few studies about the effect of community identity on life satisfaction of
residents [72]. Together, with the prior section, providing firm evidence on the effect
of green area on life satisfaction, we therefore put forward the following hypothesis
(see Figure 3):

Figure 3. The mediation model: community identity as a mediator.

Hypothesis 3 (H3c): Community identity mediates the path from green area to life satisfaction
(innovative hypothesis).

2.4. The Relationship between Social Capital and Community Identity

Social capital as a kind of resource and power was found to be positively associated
with identity [71,97]. For instance, findings from a group of Iranian graduate students
suggested that the online social capital and social networking created an environment for
their professional identity construction [98]. A qualitative study where 26 Danish and 11
Australian university students were interviewed suggested that creating opportunities
for social interaction with educators at universities could help facilitate the generation
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of bridging social capital, which, in turn, is essential for students’ professional identity
development [97]. A study of 344 Taiwan college students demonstrated that the fair
and reciprocal exchange of social capital among members could facilitate maintaining or
enhancing the development of social network relations, as well as the formation of group
identity [99]. Findings from 2092 seventh-grade Korean students via SEM showed that
both family social capital and school social capital are important to predict a youth’s career
identity irrespective of their socioeconomic status. Family social capital had direct and
indirect effects on a youth’s career identity, while school social capital had direct effects on
a youth’s career identity [100]. A cross-sectional study of 374 low-income, rural, African
American adolescents suggested that adolescents who have stronger commitments to their
interpersonal identities will report better social capital quality; social capital is particularly
important for the well-being and future opportunities of African American adolescents
living in low-income families [101]. The above studies provided support for the inclusion
of social capital in the extended residential community context, since the resources obtained
from residential community as a social capital may also be beneficial for the function of
their community identity, therefore we propose the following:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Social capital has a positive influence on community identity (confirma-
tive hypothesis).

The general conceptual model of this study is therefore as follows (see Figure 4):

Figure 4. The conceptual model.

3. Methods
3.1. Participants and Context

A total of 1000 residents were contacted, of which 520 responded (response rate
was 52%). Excluding those individuals who were either inattentive or for whom there
were missing data on crucial study variables, a final sample of 508 participants remained
(completion rate was 50.8%). Their social demographic features are presented in Table 1.
Participants were living in urban communities within 13 districts in Chengdu (see Figure 5),
which are characterized by their different distances to the city center. Chengdu is located
in central Sichuan Province in southwest China; it is known as the “Country of Heaven”
and is associated with a Chinese national symbol of the Giant Panda. Chengdu is also
one of the most important economic, financial, commercial, cultural, transportation, and
communication centers in Western China. Above all, it is considered as one of the most
livable cities (top 5) in China [102], especially with a recent “park city” campaign for
“greened” with flowers and plants around the city [103].
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Figure 5. Sampling administrative district of neighborhood communities in Chengdu.

Table 1. Social demographic features of participants (N = 508).

Category Options Responses Response Rate

Gender
Male 237 46.7%

Female 271 53.3%

Age

< = 20 106 20.9%
21–30 233 45.9%
31–40 94 18.5%
41–50 31 6.1%
51–60 20 3.9%
> = 61 24 4.7%

Educational degree

High school 117 23.0%
Bachelor 341 67.1%
Master 48 9.4%
Ph.D 2 0.4%

Living time

<1 13 2.6%
1–5 227 44.7%

6–10 78 15.4%
11–15 29 5.7%
16–20 60 11.8%
>20 101 19.9%

Living areas

1. Pidu District 32 6.3%
2. Xindu District 31 6.1%

3. Qingbaijiang District 28 5.5%
4. Longquanyi District 39 7.7%
5. Tianfu New District 31 6.1%
6. Shuangliu District 35 6.9%
7. Wenjiang District 42 8.3%

8. Jinniu District 80 15.7%
9. Chenghua District 49 9.6%
10. Jinjiang District 31 6.1%
11. Gaoxin District 42 8.3%
12. Wuhou District 33 6.5%

13. Qingyang District 35 6.9%

House-ownership Owner 311 61.2%
Tenement 197 38.8%

Total 508 100.0%
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3.2. Measures

In the present work, answers regarding each measure were registered on a 5-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 “strongly agree”.

Satisfaction with life. To measure participants’ overall perception of life satisfaction
toward the residential community where they regularly live, a short form (5 items) of the
satisfaction with life scale developed by Diener and colleagues [104,105] was provided.
Items include “In most ways my life is close to my ideal”, “The conditions of my life are excellent”,

“I am satisfied with my life”, “So far I have gotten the important things I want in my life”, and “If I
could live my life over, I would change almost nothing”. Such a scale has been utilized to study
subjective happiness in a variety of previous works [106,107]. Cronbach’s α regarding the
present sample was 0.857 (Cronbach’s α > 0.7 is acceptable, and <0.35 is considered to be
low reliability and must be rejected) [108].

Flow. To remain consistent with our prior investigation on flow [94,109,110], we fol-
lowed prior research on flow by Waterman and colleagues [111–113], adapted into a 9-item
flow state scale based on flow theory [36] to measure residents’ perceived flow within their
community. Items were phrased as completions of a common stem anchored by 1 “strongly
disagree” to 5 “strongly agree”, with 3 “moderately agree” in the middle: “When I regularly
engage in this activity ____ (e.g., jogging, morning exercise, dance) within my residential
community, ____”, items to be completed were as follows: (1) “I feel I am competent enough to
meet the high demands of the this activity”, (2) “I do this activity spontaneously and automatically
without having to think”, (3) “I have a strong sense of what I want to do”, (4) “I am clear about
how well I am doing”, (5) “I am completely focused on the present activity at hand”, (6) “I have a
feeling of total control”, (7) “I am not worried about what others may think of me”, (8)“The way
time passes seem to be so quick”, and (9) “The activity is extremely rewarding”. Cronbach’s α for
the present sample was 0.757.

Community engagement. We utilized a 5-item community engagement scale from prior
works [114,115]; this scale was developed to measure community members’ civic involve-
ment and participation in community activities. These five items are “I collaborate in organiza-
tions and associations in my residential community”, “I take part in social activities in my residential
community”, “I take part in some social or civic groups in my residential community”, “I respond
to calls for support in my community”, and “I don’t take part in socio recreational activities in my
residential community”. Cronbach’s α yielded from the present dataset was 0.904.

Green area. To assess residents perceived green area within their community, we
applied a 6-item scale, one negative and five positives, developed by Bonaiuto and col-
leagues [13,14]. Items are (1) “There are enough green areas in this community”, (2) “There are
green areas for relaxing in this neighborhood”, (3) “In this neighborhood green areas are in good
condition”, (4) “The green areas are too small in this neighborhood”, (5) “There is at least a gar-
den/park where people can meet in this neighborhood”, and (6) “The green areas are well-equipped
in this neighborhood (lighting, driveways, benches, waste bins, etc.)”. This scale was widely used
in the literature for examining residential environmental quality, both in China and abroad,
and indicated good reliability and validity [12,18,116]. Cronbach’s alpha regarding the
present sample was 0.889.

Social capital. We adapted a 5-item scale to measure structural social capital of residents
within community, revised by De Silva and colleagues [117] according to Adapted Social
Capital Tool (A-SCAT) [118]. All social capital measures in De Silva’s study refer to the
“community” as local administrative boundaries [117], which is consistent with our selected
administrative areas within this study. These items are (1) “In the last 12 months, I have been
an active member of the groups in my community”, (2) “In the last 12 months, I have received
emotional help, economic help, or assistance in helping I know or do things from the group”, (3) “In
the last 12 months, I have received help or support which can be emotional help, economic help, or
assistance in helping I know or do things”, (4) “In the last 12 months, I have joined together with
other community members to address a problem or common issue”, and (5) “In the last 12 months,
I have talked with a local authority or governmental organization about problems in my community”.
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This scale was widely used throughout the literature [119]. Cronbach’s alpha regarding the
present sample was 0.9, which indicated good reliability.

Community identity. Considering that the residential community was considered as a
physical area or place, the measurement of the residents’ place identity—a subcomponent
of self-identity referring to the person and place connection between a physical setting
and personal identity [56,120]—can be applied to a specific place like a residential com-
munity [13,121,122]. Therefore, we adapted a 6-item place identity scale used by prior
work [123] into the context of residential community. Items were phrased as (1) “I feel my
residential community is a part of me”, (2) “My residential community is very special to me”,
(3) “I identify strongly with my residential community”, (4) “I am very attached to my residential
community”, (5) “Visiting my residential community says a lot to me”, and (6) “my residential
community means a lot to me”. Cronbach’s alpha for testing community identity in the
present sample was 0.867.

3.3. Procedure

Before the formal questionnaire, we invited 10 urbanities from different neighborhood
communities located in different administrative districts in Chengdu to take part in face-to-
face interviews, asking them questions like “which factors may affect life satisfaction toward
your neighborhood community?”, and “did you enjoy engaging in any community activities?”.
Among all factors that the participants reported, the top 5 were chosen as our study
variables, of which “green areas” was selected for its validation in a different language and
cultural context in China. Subsequently, all questionnaire items regarding each variable
were translated from original English into Chinese, then back-translated into English to
ensure the accuracy of the translation and enable respondents to understand the items
correctly. The online version of the questionnaire was created by putting all items on
an EFS software survey platform. The survey link was sent to the potential respondents
via Wechat and QQ (popular instant messaging systems that are similar to Skype and are
widely used in China) by our researchers in order to obtain their participation. Later, a
pilot survey with 269 participants was carried out before the formal data collection. Then,
according to the results of this pilot, we adjusted the items of the questionnaire, removed
semantic ambiguity and duplicate items, and formed a final formal online questionnaire.
Finally, participants were asked to accept the invitation to complete the questionnaire with
reference to their own residential community (see Figure 5). Ethical approval was not
required since the survey did not bring any psychological or physical harm to participants.
The data gathering phase ran from 30 March to 1 June, 2020.

3.4. Data Analytic Strategy

Data analyses were conducted in IBM SPSS (version 26.0) and AMOS (version 24.0).
First, the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) coefficient and the Bartlett test were conducted
in SPSS to determine whether the questionnaire is reliable and the data obtained were
consistent with the factor analysis. The value of KMO above 0.5 is acceptable, and above
0.7 indicates it is suitable for factor analysis [124]. Second, confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) for the constructs of interest, conducted via AMOS, was applied to validate the
factorial structure of questionnaire scales. A set of fitting indices of CFA models (and
relative cut-off values for acceptable fit) was adopted [125], of which, the root-mean-square
error of approximation (RMSEA) indicated how well the model would fit the population
covariance matrix (RMSEA < 0.05 indicating close approximate fit, 0.05 < RMSEA < 0.08
suggesting reasonable error of approximation, and RMSEA above 0.10 indicating it should
be rejected) [126]. The standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) was used to
measure the overall difference between the observed and the predicted correlations, with a
cut-off value below 0.10 generally considered favorable [127]. The comparative fit index
(CFI) was used to assess the relative improvement in fit of the researcher’s model compared
with a baseline model, with a cut-off value of 0.95 [128]. Other indices included goodness-
of-fit index (GFI), incremental fit index (IFI), and non-normed fit index (NNFI), with values
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of these indices above 0.9 indicating good fit [129,130]. Finally, the chi-square/degrees
of freedom ratio was used, with a ratio between 1 and 3 indicating good fit (Hsu et al.,
2012). Subsequently, a structure equation modeling (SEM) approach was utilized to test
our proposed conceptual model within AMOS.

4. Results
4.1. Validity and Reliability of the Measurement Model

In order to ensure the reliability and validity of the measurement model, we conducted
a Kaiser–Mayer–Orkin (KMO) test and a Bartley spherical test. According to suggestions,
a KMO > 0.5 with significance level of p < 0.05 would indicate that the questionnaire is
of good structural validity [124]. As shown in Table 2, the KMO values for community
engagement (CE), green area (GA), community identity (CI), social capital (SC), and life
satisfaction (LS) were all above 0.8 (p < 0.001), and the value for flow was above 0.7
(p < 0.001), indicating a good fit of our measurement model. Additionally, the factor
loadings were all greater than 0.5, indicating that the extracted common factors were highly
representative of each variable, and the overall performance was good [131]. The average
variance extraction (AVE) values of community engagement, green area, community
identity, social capital, and life satisfaction were all greater than 0.5, and the AVE value of
flow was extremely close to 0.5, reaching a convergence effect [131]. It is generally believed
that the correlation coefficient between variables is highly correlated in the range of 0.5 and
1. The value of composite reliability (CR) for each measurement variable was greater than
0.6 [132]. Therefore, the measurement constructs used in the study are of good reliability.

Table 2. Test of construct validity and reliability.

Items Factor Loading Bartlett’s Test KMO Cronbach’s alpha AVE C.R. Variance (%)

CE 1 0.893

0.000 0.828 0.904 0.726 0.913 78.121
CE 2 0.924
CE 3 0.876
CE 4 0.696

GA 1 0.801

0.000 0.868 0.889 0.628 0.893 69.738
GA 2 0.866
GA 3 0.917
GA 4 0.674
GA 5 0.674

CI 1 0.587

0.000 0.827 0.867 0.539 0.852 65.348
CI 2 0.691
CI 3 0.75
CI 4 0.803
CI 5 0.817

SC 1 0.798

0.000 0.803 0.9 0.624 0.891 71.399
SC 2 0.72
SC 3 0.69
SC 4 0.882
SC 5 0.84

Flow 1 0.573

0.000 0.749 0.757 0.459 0.767 58.279
Flow 2 0.81
Flow 3 0.748
Flow 4 0.539

LS 1 0.756

0.000 0.845 0.857 0.521 0.844 63.638
LS 2 0.697
LS 3 0.78
LS 4 0.653
LS 5 0.715

Note: CE—community engagement; GA—green area; CI—community identity; SC—social capital; LS—life satisfaction; KMO—Kaiser-
Mayer-Orkin; AVE—Average Variance Extraction; C.R.—Composite Reliability.
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4.2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics regarding all study variables with means, standard deviations,
and correlations are presented in Table 3. As indicated, participants’ mean scores on com-
munity engagement, green area, community identity, and life satisfaction are respectively
higher than the midpoint of 2.5, while the mean score of social capital is slightly lower than
2.5, indicating that most of the respondents in this study hold a positive attitude towards
life satisfaction.

The results of Pearson bivariate correlation coefficients among six variables are pre-
sented in Table 4. As displayed, they were all positively and significantly correlated, except
for a single case on the relations between community engagement and green area. It is
worth noting the positive and significant correlations of life satisfaction with other study
variables, indicating that engaging in activities within the community equipped with green
areas is associated with flow, community identity, and life satisfaction.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics on variables.

Variable
Mean SD Variance Skewness Kurtosis

Statistics Statistics Statistics Statistics SE Statistics SE

CE 2.6 1.22044 1.489 0.260 0.108 −0.993 0.216
GA 3.45 0.95143 0.905 −0.162 0.108 −0.393 0.216
CI 3.31 0.85641 0.733 −0.310 0.108 0.243 0.216
SC 2.45 1.01671 1.034 0.266 0.108 −0.450 0.216

Flow 3.25 0.78226 0.612 −0.143 0.108 0.649 0.216
LS 2.96 0.85818 0.736 0.016 0.108 0.047 0.216

Note: CE—community engagement; GA—green area; CI—community identity; SC—social capital;
LS—life satisfaction.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables.

Variable Mean SD CE GA CI SC Flow LS

CE 2.60 1.22 1
GA 3.45 0.95 0.078 1
CI 3.31 0.86 0.255 ** 0.564 ** 1
SC 2.45 1.02 0.633 ** 0.142 ** 0.361 ** 1

Flow 3.25 0.78 0.338 ** 0.342 ** 0.602 ** 0.435 ** 1
LS 2.96 0.86 0.328 ** 0.313 ** 0.455 ** 0.503 ** 0.454 ** 1

Note: **, p < 0.005; CE—community engagement; GA—green area; CI—community identity; SC—
social capital; LS—life satisfaction.

4.3. Test of Hypotheses via SEM

To evaluate the goodness-of-fit of the default model, a series of fit indices were used,
as shown in Table 5. The index of X 2/df of the basic model was 1.975, which in the
mediation model was 1.855 (1 < X 2/df < 3, p < 0.001). Values of the SRMR of the basic
model and the mediation model were all less than 0.1. RMSEA values were 0.044 and
0.041, respectively, both below 0.08. The values of Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI), Incremental
Fit Index (IFI), Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI), and Comparative Fit Index (CFI) in these
two models were all above 0.9. Additionally, the values of Akaike Information Criterion
(AIC) and Expected Cross-Validation (ECVI) of the default model were lower than the
values of the saturated model (the value of AIC and ECVI in the basic model were 342.000
and 0.675, respectively, and in the mediation model they were 812.000 and 1.511) and
the independence model (the values of AIC and ECVI in the basic model were 5149.642
and 10.157, respectively, and in the mediation model they were 9186.656 and 18.120) [129].
Therefore, these indices indicated that the default model fitted well.
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Table 5. Fitting indices for default model.

Model X 2/df RMSEA SRMR NNFI GFI IFI CFI AIC ECVI p

Basic model 1.975 0.044 0.0402 0.970 0.950 0.976 0.976 338.891 0.668 0.000
Mediation model 1.855 0.041 0.0436 0.963 0.923 0.969 0.969 766.186 1.511 0.000

Table 6 reports the regression weights of our basic model, and the results show that
flow, community engagement, and green area had a positive and significant effect on life
satisfaction, which supports Hypotheses H1a, H1b, and H1c.

Table 6. Regression coefficients of the basic model.

Hypothesis Path Standardized Estimate Estimate S.E. C.R. p Decision Remarks

H1a Flow→ LS 0.376 0.519 0.082 6.309 *** Supported Confirmative
H1b CE→ LS 0.235 0.199 0.041 4.856 *** Supported Confirmative
H1c GA→ LS 0.251 0.266 0.052 5.156 *** Supported Confirmative

Note: ***, p < 0.001

Tables 7 and 8 report the regression coefficients and the test of bootstrap results via the
structure equation model in AMOS, considering social capital and community identity as
mediators. As indicated in Table 7, the associations for community engagement, flow, green
area, and life satisfaction were no longer statistically significant when community identity
and social capital were considered as mediation variables. Together with Table 8, it can be
seen that social capital and community identity mediated the path to life satisfaction.

Table 7. Regression coefficients of the mediation model.

Path Standardized Estimate Estimate S.E. C.R. p

CE→ SC 0.648 0.686 0.054 12.695 ***
GA→ SC 0.032 0.041 0.048 0.839 0.401

Flow→ SC 0.158 0.292 0.081 3.594 ***
Flow→ CI 0.461 0.68 0.083 8.155 ***
CE→ CI −0.05 −0.042 0.044 −0.967 0.334
GA→ CI 0.478 0.488 0.047 10.322 ***
SC→ CI 0.208 0.166 0.044 3.759 ***
SC→ LS 0.368 0.254 0.048 5.344 ***
CE→ LS −0.027 −0.02 0.043 −0.463 0.643
GA→ LS 0.064 0.057 0.054 1.051 0.293

Flow→ LS 0.114 0.145 0.091 1.604 0.109
CI→ LS 0.373 0.323 0.081 4.003 ***

Note: ***, p < 0.001; CE—community engagement; GA—green area; CI—community identity; SC—
social capital; LS—life satisfaction.

We used the bootstrap method via AMOS to analyze the significance of the mediation
effects of social capital and community identity, with a sample number of 5000 and a
confidence interval of 95%. As indicated, flow and residents’ community engagement ex-
hibited direct influences on social capital. Flow, also, together with the green areas, directly
influenced residents’ community identity. Social capital had a direct and significant impact
on community identity. For further consideration, social capital and community identity
together posed significant and positive direct influences on life satisfaction. With respect to
the mediation effect, residents’ community engagement with perceived flow experience ex-
hibited indirect effects on life satisfaction through social capital; perceived flow experience
and green area exhibited indirect effects on life satisfaction through community identity;
community engagement posed an indirect chain mediation effect on life satisfaction via
social capital and community identity. Therefore, hypotheses H1a, H1b, and H1c were
confirmed (see Table 8); H2 (H2a and H2b) and H3 (H3b and H3c) were validated (see
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Table 8, see Figure 6). In this final validated model, both social capital and community
identity served as mediators on the path from the residents’ community engagement, flow
experience, and green area to life satisfaction.

Table 8. The bootstrap test of the mediation model.

Hypothesis Path Effect Value
Bias-Corrected Percentile

p Decision Remarks
Lower Upper

H1a CE→ LS −0.027 −0.09 0.057 0.657 Rejected Confirmative
H1b Flow→ LS 0.114 −0.075 0.367 0.260 Rejected Confirmative
H1c GA→ LS 0.064 −0.033 0.157 0.287 Rejected Confirmative
H2a CE→ SC→ LS Supported Innovative

CE→ SC 0.648 0.603 0.782 0.000 Supported
SC→ LS 0.368 0.179 0.341 0.000 Supported

H2b Flow→ SC→ LS Supported Innovative
Flow→ SC 0.158 0.159 0.413 0.001 Supported

SC→ LS 0.368 0.179 0.341 0.000 Supported
H2c GA→ SC→ LS Rejected Innovative

GA→ SC 0.032 −0.039 0.127 0.388 Rejected
SC→ LS 0.368 0.179 0.341 0.000 Supported

H3a CE→ CI→ LS Rejected Innovative
CE→ CI −0.05 −0.107 0.024 0.280 Rejected
CI→ LS 0.373 0.167 0.492 0.001 Supported

H3b Flow→ CI→ LS Supported Innovative
Flow→ CI 0.461 0.53 0.857 0.001 Supported

CI→ LS 0.373 0.167 0.492 0.001 Supported
H3c GA→ CI→ LS Supported Innovative

GA→ CI 0.478 0.392 0.591 0.000 Supported
CI→ LS 0.373 0.167 0.492 0.001 Supported

H4 SC→ CI 0.208 0.099 0.240 0.000 Supported Confirmative

Note: CE—community engagement; GA—green area; CI—community identity; SC—social capital; LS—life satisfaction.

Figure 6. Results of the validated model.
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5. Conclusions and Discussion

What constitutes a happy life in urban residential communities that people are satis-
fied with? By considering the physical impact of green area within the community, people’s
behavioral engagement within the community, their affective and cognitive mental state
of flow experience and community identification, as well as social capital, the purpose
of this study was to investigate possible factors that are considered vital for predicting
life satisfaction toward the urban community, through a proposed model via four groups
of hypotheses, and from a comprehensive perspective of physical, psychological, and
social aspects. In general, our proposed conceptual model was confirmed, in whole or
in part: First, positive and significant correlations were found among green area, com-
munity engagement, flow experience, community identification, social capital, and life
satisfaction. Second, social capital mediated the path of community engagement to life sat-
isfaction; it also mediated the path of flow experience to life satisfaction. Third, community
identity mediated the path of flow to life satisfaction; it also mediated the path of green
area to life satisfaction. Finally, social capital posed an indirect effect on life satisfaction
through its influence on community identity. Together, these findings enrich the literature
on factors influencing urban residential community life satisfaction through a broad per-
spective that combines different research disciplines within environmental psychology,
positive psychology, sociology, and community psychology. Our validated model provides
theoretical guidance for policymakers, practitioners, urban community designers, and
community managers. The creation of a socially cohesive community in which green
areas are vegetated, inviting public spaces where decorated green is arranged, encourages
residents to enjoy physical exercise, to interact with neighbors, and to have social activities.
Therefore, it helps strengthen urbanites’ feelings of attachment and identification to the
residential neighborhood community, so as to increase their life satisfaction toward their
residential community.

5.1. Positive Direct Influence of Community Engagement, Flow Experience, and Green Area on
Life Satisfaction

In terms of urban residential community life satisfaction predictors, and among
psychological (affective, cognitive, and behavioral) and physical (e.g., green area) ones, the
findings generated from the present dataset confirm our basic model (see H1): community
engagement, flow, and green area all played positive and significant contributive roles in
explaining people’s life satisfaction toward their residential community.

First and specifically for H1a, our findings are consistent with previous work on
the predictor of community engagement to life satisfaction of the community-dwelling
older adults’ [51], and extend the prior work to a more general population. Participants
actively engaged in community activities, being involved in intrinsically social and dy-
namic processes, which facilitated communication and interaction with other community
members [10,48], increasing “social mobility” towards social empowerment [49]. Thus,
engaging in community activities as a community organizational behavior would help
build up close connections with other members within this community [48], help improve
the level of welfare, promote public trust, eliminate health disparities, and protect envi-
ronment [50]. The result being that all of these benefits and advantages would facilitate
life satisfaction of community residents. In another words, community engagement as a
positive organizational behavior is positively associated with life satisfaction toward urban
residential community.

Our results for H2b on flow and life satisfaction also confirm prior works and expand
research contexts from workplace [45,74] and educational settings [75] by investigating
an urban residential community that was rarely studied, both in literature of flow and in
community psychology.

Finally, our results confirm H1c on the importance of green area and its benefit for life
satisfaction, and are consistent with prior works: people who live and work near natural,
or more specifically, green areas have better health and higher levels of satisfaction at
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home and at work [85]; the larger the green area within the community, the higher the life
satisfaction associated with residents [21]. Green area is an important recreational facility of
residential areas and includes street trees, squares with green elements, parks, and gardens
within the residential communities [18,25,26]. Such an inviting setting provides space for
walking, jogging, group dancing, sports, and social recreational activities, and therefore
could promote mental and physical health [23,27–29] and increase residents’ satisfaction
with their community, as well as help them to live in a healthier and more natural way in
the city [23].

5.2. The Mediating Role of Social Capital

Our results extend prior findings of a small but significant positive association between
community-based social capital and individual life satisfaction [90], by showing that
social capital is positively associated with the residents’ life satisfaction, supporting prior
work [46]. In addition to the direct impact on life satisfaction, social capital was also
found to play a mediating role on the path of community engagement to life satisfaction,
and on the path between flow and life satisfaction. These mediations partially support
prior results showing that social capital served as a bridge to life satisfaction in a special
group of elderly migrants in China [71]. Such a finding extends the research context
from the virtual community to reality (for mobile social media use) in urban residential
communities. The innovative result is that social capital fully mediated the relationship
between community engagement and life satisfaction, as well as the relationship between
flow and life satisfaction, that is, community engagement and flow no longer had any
direct impact on life satisfaction when social capital was put into the model as a mediating
variable, which confirms hypothesis H2a and H2b. However, social capital did not show
any mediating role in the relationship between green area and life satisfaction (H2c). This
result can be interpreted as follows: First of all, social capital provides resources that are
from family, friends, or organizations, and may gradually accumulate in social interaction
via the engagement and the experience of flow, which, in turn, accumulates in the stock of
social capital that is associated with life satisfaction [71]. Second, as such active engagement
in community activities and positive enjoyable experience of flow with other community
members could enhance self-worth and self-value of residents, it could also reduce their
loneliness [133]; these experiences also contribute to the accumulation of social capital,
which is linked to life satisfaction. In our study, social capital mediated only the path of the
psychological factors (community engagement and flow) to life satisfaction, whereas it did
not mediate the path of the physical factor (green area) to life satisfaction.

5.3. The Mediating Role of Community Identity

In extending our prior studies on the association between the perceived residential
environment quality indicators and neighborhood attachment [13,18], our results confirm
that the green area is positively associated with community identity, which is somewhat
parallel to recent work on the importance of urban green areas for community members’
sense of belongingness [134,135], and confirm the significant role green open space plays
in building residents’ community identity through shared memories and communally
engaged activities [58,96]. Findings on the path of flow experience to community identity
extend our prior work on the flow–place identity association [35], and to a more specific
geographically locative place. Our results confirming H1a reveal that when residents
exhibit a higher degree of recognition of their neighborhood residential area, they convey a
stronger sense of attachment and identification, they indicate a higher degree of community
identity [53,55,56], and they show a higher degree of life satisfaction toward their residential
community. From the social identity perspective [61], when a community resident regards
himself as one of the community members, he or she may adopt a positive stereotype
defined by this community society [62], and this social self-stereotyping process may lead to
community identity. The resident’s flow experience plays a pivotal role in the formation of
the community identity, because residential experience not only increases the opportunities
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for interactions among community members, it also provides a temporal background for
connecting important life events with residential communities [63], and therefore helps
increase life satisfaction, supporting H3b and H3c. The novel finding that psychological
flow is positively and significantly associated with life satisfaction via community identity
(H3b) expands the research topic dealing with the application of flow theory into urban
community. Our innovative finding on the mediation effect of community identity between
physiological green areas and life satisfaction (H3c), provides empirical evidence for
the possible indirect pathways through which the physical residential environment can
affect psychological outcomes like subjective well-being. Such influence was mediated by
strengthening the sense of community, and expands the prior work from a specific group
of the elderly to a much more general population [12].

5.4. The Influence of Social Capital on Community Identity

Empirical findings that social capital exerted a positive influence on community iden-
tity (H4) were parallel to some of prior studies on the relationship between social capital
and social identity [133], on the relationship between social capital and personal iden-
tity [101,134], and on the relationship between social capital and professional identity [97].
We may conclude that the relationship between social capital and identity can also be
applied to the community, from the perspective of social identity theory that considers an
individual’s aspect of identity is a reflection of his or her sense of who he or she is based on
his or her group memberships [135], as well as from the tripartite model of place attach-
ment that deals with the relationship between a person and a place. The urban community
residents’ social capital stock determines how many resources they can obtain from their
community; this suggests that residents with increasingly abundant social capital stock are
inclined to hold a higher identification to their residential neighborhood.

5.5. Limits and Future Research

In our study, great efforts have been made to avoid the inadequacies. However, some
limits still need to be addressed for future work. First, such a cross-sectional survey dataset
can hardly make absolute cause–effect inference. For instance, residents who experience
more intense flow may exhibit higher community identity, and perceive stronger life satis-
faction. However, this can be turned around to suggest that those who highly identify with
their community are more inclined to experience flow when engaging in community-based
activities, and as long as there is enjoyment from frequent and intensified flow, they are
more satisfied with their life within their community. Therefore, a longitudinal design
that tests different relationships among these variables is welcome in future work. Second,
regarding the generalization of the present findings, our study was conducted solely in
central urban residential communities in Chengdu, Sichuan province, a city located in
southwest China, thus, future work will benefit from including more cities or making com-
parative studies with rural residential communities in China. Still, a cross-cultural study
that explores such relations within different capital cities in varying nations is worth trying.
Third, as our sample is composed of homeowners and renters, of which over 60% are home-
owners, this may explain our findings on stronger community identity [136]. Future work
may focus on renters’ community identity based on other predictive variables in our work.
Finally, it should be noted that there are many factors affecting life satisfaction of urban
community residents beyond flow, green areas, social capital, and community identity.
Therefore, more factors, along with their influencing paths on life satisfaction, remain to be
explored via the structure equation modeling approach. Future work will also be beneficial
for exploring possible potential influencing factors via qualitative comparative analysis
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