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Abstract: The current study examined the roles of collective self-esteem and personal self-esteem in the relationship
between national identity and subjective well-being. Participants were 583 Chinese college students (females = 49%; mean
age = 19.25 ± 1.85 years). They completed measures of national identity, collective self-esteem, personal self-esteem, and
subjective well-being. Path analysis findings result indicated national identity to influence the students’ subjective well-
being through three pathways: (1) national identity → collective self-esteem → subjective well-being, meaning higher
subjective wellbeing with collective self-esteem. (2) national identity → personal self-esteem → subjective well-being,
to suggest higher personal self-esteem was associated with subjective wellbeing; (3) national identity → collective self-
esteem → personal self-esteem → subjective well-being. Compared to simple mediation models constructed with only
personal self-esteem or collective self-esteem as a single mediating variable, the chain mediation model better explains
the mediating mechanism of national identity on subjective well-being (the variance explained by the mediating variables
increased by 65.38% and 59.26%, respectively). The collective self-esteem and personal self-esteem mediation is consistent
with social identity theory, whereby national identity enhances collective self-evaluation, which in turn bolsters personal
self-worth and subjective well-being. These findings of the current study offer new insights into how national identity
affects subjective well-being in collectivistic culture.
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Introduction
Nations thrive by the self-regard of citizens, a key form
of group identity of connection to their country (Huddy
& Khatib, 2007; Spinner-Halev & Theiss-Morse, 2003),
and with feelings of concern and pride (Zeugner-Roth
et al., 2015). These perceptions would be mutually shared,
suggesting a collective self-esteem effect, which may be
higher with level of personal self-esteem. The collec-
tive self-pride of citizens would explain their subjective
wellbeing. Subjective well-being encompasses individu-
als’ overall assessment of their quality of life according to
their self-defined standards, comprising three dimensions:
life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect (Diener
& Ryan, 2009; Genç & Arslan, 2021; Jebb et al., 2020).
However, macro-level cultural factors like national identity
remain underexplored, especially in collectivistic cultural
contexts. The current study aims to investigate the mech-
anism of national identity and subjective wellbeing in the
Chinese context.

National identity and subjective well-being
National identity relates to satisfaction with one’s coun-
try as well as personal life satisfaction (Morrison et al.,
2011). Recent studies also explored the relationship
between national identity and subjective well-being (Grey
& Thomas, 2019; Grozdanovska, 2016; Park et al.,
2023; Pezzia et al., 2016). For instance, Pezzia et al.
discovered a significant relationship between national

identity and various dimensions of well-being, includ-
ing subjective, psychological, and social well-being in
Peru (Pezzia et al., 2016). Similarly, Park’s research on
Korean New Zealanders showed that both ethnic and
national identities significantly influence subjective well-
being (Park et al., 2023). Thus, previous studies suggest
a link between national identity and well-being, likely
mediated by self-esteem.

Self-esteem mediation
Self-esteem refers to an individual’s overall valuation of
their own worth (Orth & Robins, 2014; Trzesniewski
et al., 2003). It influences both cognitive and behavioral
regulation for psychological health (Peng et al., 2021).

Personal self-esteem reflects an individual’s overall
positive evaluation and acceptance of themselves. In con-
trast, collective self-esteem pertains to one’s appraisal of
the group’s value that they belong to, marked by feelings
of collective worth, respect, and pride (Crocker & Major,
1989; Salice, 2020). While there is a significant correlation
between personal and collective self-esteem, with corre-
lation coefficients ranging from 0.25 to 0.36 (Luhtanen
& Crocker, 1992), it is important to recognize that they
intersect in shaping the self-concept and jointly contribute
to an overall sense of worth and a positive self-concept.
Nevertheless, clear distinctions between the two types of
self-esteem exist (Sharma & Agarwala, 2014).

Although current research indicates that national iden-
tity enhances collective self-esteem and is significantly
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linked with personal self-esteem (Gong, 2007; Lucas et al.,
2014; Spinner-Halev & Theiss-Morse, 2003), perhaps with
a more favorable self-view and a positive outlook on
life, leading to enhanced life satisfaction and increased
positive emotions, which contribute to greater subjective
well-being (Peng et al., 2020; Poudel et al., 2020). Given
these insights, we propose

Theoretical foundations. Social identity theory posits
that individuals have a profound need for group identity,
and the identities of group members become internal-
ized as part of individual self-awareness (Ellemers et al.,
2002; Kalin & Sambanis, 2018). Self-categorization the-
ory (Hornsey, 2008) also explains that national identity
first strengthens collective self-esteem (via in-group posi-
tivity), which then boosts personal self-esteem (via social
comparison)—supporting the sequential path. Group iden-
tity offers individuals a sense of belonging and can even
imbue life with meaning, potentially enhancing subjec-
tive well-being (Greenaway et al., 2015). According to
social identity theory and self-system theory, national
identity, as an important group identity, can influence an
individual’s evaluation of their affiliated group (country),
thereby enhancing collective self-esteem (Gu et al., 2022).
The enhancement of collective self-esteem will prompt
individuals to obtain more positive feedback in group
comparisons, which helps to form a positive self-concept
and thus enhances personal self-esteem. Personal self-
esteem, as an overall evaluation of an individual’s own
value, is an important predictor of subjective well-being.

The Chinese national pride context
Chinese national pride is widely reported to be high,
and large cross-national surveys consistently place China
among countries with strong pride in nation (Tang & Darr,
2012; Van Bavel et al., 2022). For instance, recent work
also shows that Chinese pride often draws on material
achievements such as economic growth and scientific
progress (Ni et al., 2024). At the same time, cohort anal-
yses suggest meaningful age differences: younger Chinese
tend to show a more varied pattern of national identity than
older cohorts, with some evidence of lower identity among
the tertiary-educated young (Li & Liu, 2018; Li & Liu,
2020; Yang & Zhao, 2025). Because university students
are forming civic attitudes and will soon enter key social
roles, they are an especially important population.

Despite these findings, national identity, a core compo-
nent of group identity in collectivistic cultures like China,
has rarely been examined for its mechanism on college
students’ subjective well-being. Prior studies (e.g., Pezzia
et al., 2016; Park et al., 2023) only confirmed a positive
correlation between national identity and well-being but
failed to clarify whether self-esteem (collective or per-
sonal) acts as a bridge, especially in Chinese university
contexts. Understanding this mechanism in China may
also provide insights for other emerging economies in the
Global South. Thus, the current study aims to fill the gaps
and propose based on our conceptual model (see Figure 1).

We proposed to test three hypotheses regarding college
students’ subjective wellbeing:

Hypothesis 1: National identity significantly predicts
higher subjective well-being

Figure 1. The hypothesized model

Hypothesis 2a: Collective mediate the relationship
between national identity and subjective well-being for
higher subjective wellbeing

Hypothesis 2b: Personal self-esteem mediates the
relationship between national identity and subjective well-
being for higher subjective wellbeing

Hypothesis 3: Collective self-esteem and Personal self-
esteem have a sequential mediation effect on the national
identity and subjective well-being relationship for higher
subjective wellbeing than by either of personal self-esteem
or collective self-esteem alone.

Methods

Participants and setting
Participants included 298 males and 285 females, with an
average age of 19.25 ± 1.85 years. The students’ fields
of study spanned a range of disciplines, including Chinese
Language and Literature, Education, Civil Engineering,
Computer Science, Automation, among others.

Instruments
The national identity scale
The 5 item National Identity Scale (NIS) developed by Li
and Liu (2018) includes items such as: “When others
criticize China, I feel like they are criticizing me,” “I often
feel I’ve lost face because of some problems existing in
my country,” which is reverse scored, “I often feel proud
of the achievements of our country,” “If I could live again,
I would still want to be Chinese,” and “No matter what
happens in China, even if I have the opportunity to leave, I
would stay in China.” Responses are on a five-point Likert
scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly
agree” (5). Higher scores represent a stronger national
identity. In this study, the NIS scores yielded a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient of 0.79.

The collective self-esteem scale
The Collective Self-Esteem Scale (CSES, Luhtanen &
Crocker, 1992) consists of 16 items. Sample items include,
“I feel like a valuable member of the social groups I
belong to,” and “My social group is generally perceived
positively by others.” The items are on a 7-point Likert
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
The total CSES score is derived by summing the ratings,
including adjustments for reverse-scored items. This scale
has been validated and shown to be reliable in its Chinese
context (Yu et al., 2016). In this study, the CSES scores
achieved Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.82.
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Rosenberg self-esteem scale
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) is
a 10 items measure. Sample items are “Overall, I am
satisfied with myself” and “Generally, I feel I am a failure.”
Participants rate each item using a 4-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
The scale has been effectively translated into Chinese,
maintaining strong reliability and validity (Cheung & Lau,
1985). In this study, the RSES scores Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient was 0.86.

The subjective well-being scale
The Subjective Well-Being Scale (Diener et al., 2000),
comprises three sub-scales measuring life satisfaction,
positive affect, and negative affect. Sample items for
Satisfaction with Life are “In many ways, my life is
close to my ideal” and “I am satisfied with my life,”
rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). Scores are calculated by summing the
responses, including adjustments for reverse-scored items.
The Positive and Negative Affect Scales consist of six
and eight items, respectively, each item denoting a specific
emotion like “angry,” “ashamed,” or “proud.” Participants
rate the frequency of these emotions on a 7-point scale,
where 1 indicates “not at all” and 7 means “all the time.”
The Chinese version of these measures has been validated
and shown to be reliable (Huang et al., 2003; Zhang
et al., 2014). In the current study, SWB scores yielded
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 0.86 for life satisfaction,
0.79 for positive affect, and 0.77 for negative affect.

Procedure
The research ethics committee of Chengdu University
approved the study (Approval No. CDU233117). Par-
ticipants consented to the study, and they received a
compensation of 10 RMB (approximately 1.5 USD) for
their involvement in the research.

Data analysis
Initially, we explored the correlations among national
identity, collective self-esteem, personal self-esteem, and
subjective well-being. We utilized regression analysis
with subjective well-being as the dependent variable and
national identity as the independent variable. This analysis
assessed whether the regression coefficient for national
identity on subjective well-being was significantly altered
by the inclusion of collective self-esteem and personal
self-esteem in the model. This method helped determine
whether collective self-esteem and personal self-esteem
could mediate the impact of national identity on subjective
well-being. Subsequently, structural equation modeling
(SEM) was employed, identifying national identity as
the independent variable, collective self-esteem and per-
sonal self-esteem as mediators, and subjective well-being
as the dependent variable. Indirect effects were esti-
mated using bias-corrected bootstrap (5000 resamples).
We report completely standardized indirect effects from
SEM, which differ from products of regression coefficients
due to simultaneous path estimation. Following the two-
step method (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988), we began with a
confirmatory factor analysis to ascertain the measurement

model’s fit to the data before advancing to the structural
model analysis.

Common method bias test

To evaluate the potential for common method bias,
we implemented the Harman single-factor test. Follow-
ing Podsakoff et al. (2003), exploratory factor analysis of
all items identified 11 factors with eigenvalues >1, and
the first factor explained 26.09% of total variance (below
the 40% threshold), indicating no significant common
method bias.

In order to conduct a preliminary exploration of the
linear relationship between variables and provide a foun-
dation for structural equation model analysis, a series
of regression analyses were performed. The regression
analyses conducted involved several models to explore the
predictive relationships among the variables detailed. In
Model 1, with collective self-esteem as the dependent vari-
able and national identity as the independent variable, the
results supported that national identity significantly pre-
dicts collective self-esteem (β = 0.53, p < 0.01). Similarly,
Model 2 demonstrated that national identity is a significant
predictor of personal self-esteem (β = 0.44, p < 0.01).
In Model 3, subjective well-being, which combines life
satisfaction, positive affect, and reverse-scored negative
affect, was set as the dependent variable with national
identity again serving as the independent variable. The
findings underscored a significant predictive relationship
(β = 0.39, p < 0.01). However, Model 4, which incorpo-
rated both collective self-esteem and personal self-esteem
into the analysis.

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) To further elu-
cidate the relationships among the variables more clearly,
the structural equation modeling was utilized. Initially,
confirmatory factor analysis was conducted, establishing
a measurement model consisting of four latent variables
and 34 observed indicators. This measurement model
demonstrated excellent fit: χ ²/df = 1.17, RMSEA = 0.02,
SRMR = 0.01, and CFI = 0.99. Subsequently, we
tested the structural model with competing specifications.
Compared to three alternative models: (1) no mediation
(χ ²/df = 8.92, RMSEA = 0.12, CFI = 0.91); (2) sin-
gle mediation via collective self-esteem (χ ²/df = 7.56,
RMSEA = 0.11, CFI = 0.93); (3) single mediation via
personal self-esteem (χ ²/df = 7.14, RMSEA = 0.10,
CFI = 0.94), the hypothesized dual mediation model
demonstrated superior fit (χ ²/df = 4.85, RMSEA = 0.07,
CFI = 0.98).

Subsequently, a structural model analysis was per-
formed in line with the hypotheses. The model posited
national identity as the independent variable, collective
and personal self-esteem as mediators, and subjective well-
being as the dependent variable. Using the maximum
likelihood method to estimate and evaluate the model,
the results indicated an adequate fit to the sampled data:
χ2/df = 5.78, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.02, and
CFI = 0.98.
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Table 1. Correlation analysis (n = 583)

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. National identity 4.02 0.54
2. Collective self-esteem 4.65 0.65 0.53**
3. Personal self-esteem 3.24 0.41 0.44** 0.45**
4. Life satisfaction 4.12 1.14 0.29** 0.42** 0.47**
5. Positive affect 3.61 1.22 0.33** 0.41** 0.49** 0.52**
6. Negative affect (Reverse-scored) 5.75 0.70 0.29** 0.41** 0.40** 0.47** 0.30**

Note. **p < 0.01.

Table 2. Regression analysis (n = 583)

Model Dependent Predictors
Model summary Coefficients

F R2 B SE β t

1 Collective self-esteem National identity 224.64** 0.28 0.63 0.04 0.53 14.99**
2 Personal self-esteem National identity 136.50** 0.19 0.33 0.03 0.44 11.68**
3 SWB National identity 100.80** 0.15 1.73 0.17 0.39 10.04**

4 SWB
National identity

138.08** 0.42
0.17 0.17 0.04 0.99

Collective self-esteem 1.17 0.15 0.31 7.90**
Personal self-esteem 2.51 0.22 0.42 11.40**

Note. **p < 0.01.

Results

Correlation analysis
Additionally, we conducted a Pearson correlation analysis
to explore relationships among national identity, collective
self-esteem, personal self-esteem, life satisfaction, positive
affect, and negative affect, as shown in Table 1. The
analysis revealed significant correlations between each pair
of variables examined. Specifically, national identity was
positively correlated with collective self-esteem (r = 0.53,
p < 0.01), personal self-esteem (r = 0.44, p < 0.01),
and subjective well-being (r = 0.39, p < 0.01); collective
and personal self-esteem were positively correlated with
subjective well-being (r = 0.31, p < 0.01; r = 0.42,
p < 0.01) (see Table 1). No high collinearity (all r < 0.6)
was observed.

National identity effects on subjective wellbeing
To examine Hypothesis 1, we tested whether national iden-
tity directly predicts subjective well-being using regression
analysis (Model 3, Table 2). The results indicated that
national identity was a significant positive predictor of
subjective well-being (β = 0.39, p < 0.01, R² = 0.15), pro-
viding initial support for the hypothesis. However, when
both collective self-esteem and personal self-esteem were
entered into the model simultaneously (Model 4, Table 2),
the direct effect of national identity became non-significant
(β = 0.04, p = 0.32). This finding suggests that the influ-
ence of national identity on subjective well-being may be
fully mediated by these two forms of self-esteem. Consis-
tent with this interpretation, structural equation modeling
further confirmed that the direct path from national identity
to subjective well-being was not significant (β = 0.04,
p = 0.39) when the mediators were included. Overall, these
results indicate that Hypothesis 1 is supported: national
identity significantly predicts subjective well-being, with

this relationship fully mediated by collective and personal
self-esteem (tested in subsequent models).

Collective self-esteem mediation
Hypotheses 2a and 2b were first tested separately using
simple mediation models. To test Hypothesis 2a, we exam-
ined the indirect effect of national identity on subjective
well-being through collective self-esteem. Bootstrapping
analysis (5000 samples) revealed a significant mediation
effect (β = 0.26, 95% CI = [0.18, 0.35]), indicating that
collective self-esteem significantly mediates the relation-
ship between national identity and subjective well-being.
Since the confidence interval did not include zero, Hypoth-
esis 2a was supported. This finding suggests that national
identity enhances subjective well-being by strengthening
individuals’ positive evaluation of their national collec-
tive membership.

Personal self esteem mediation
To test Hypothesis 2b, we examined the indirect effect
through personal self-esteem. Bootstrapping analysis
revealed a significant mediation effect (β = 0.27, 95%
CI = [0.20, 0.34]), confirming that personal self-esteem
mediates the relationship between national identity and
subjective well-being. The confidence interval excluding
zero provides strong support for Hypothesis 2b. This result
indicates that national identity contributes to subjective
well-being by enhancing individuals’ overall self-worth
and positive self-evaluation.

Collective self-esteem and personal self-esteem chain
mediation
Next, we simultaneously incorporated collective self-
esteem and personal self-esteem into the structural
equation model as mediating variables between national
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Figure 2. The complete mediating model. Note. **p < 0.01.

identity and subjective well-being, and we added a path
from collective self-esteem to personal self-esteem. The
results showed that the effects of national identity on
subjective well-being are fully mediated by both types
of self-esteem. Bootstrapping analysis (5000 samples)
confirmed significant mediation effects through: collective
self-esteem (β = 0.15, 95% CI = [0.07, 0.22]), per-
sonal self-esteem (β = 0.19, 95% CI = [0.13, 0.27]),
and sequential mediation (β = 0.09, 95% CI = [0.04,
0.14]); none of the CIs included 0 in the sequential
mediation model. After adjusting for non-significant paths,
the refined final model maintained a good fit with the
data: χ2/df = 4.85, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.02, and
CFI = 0.98, as depicted in Figure 2. Those results further
verify the complete mediating role of collective self-
esteem and personal self-esteem between national identity
and subjective well-being, as well as the hypothesized
chain mediating effect path of national identity → col-
lective self-esteem → personal self-esteem → subjective
well-being. The results strongly support Hypothesis 3.

Sensitivity analysis was conducted by excluding partic-
ipants aged >22 (n = 68). The mediation effects remained
significant (collective self-esteem: 95% CI = [0.07, 0.23];
personal self-esteem: 95% CI = [0.14, 0.27]; sequential
mediation: 95% CI = [0.03, 0.16]), confirming result sta-
bility.

Discussion

Interpretation of key findings
The results confirmed three significant mediation paths:
(1) national identity → collective self-esteem → SWB;
The significant mediation effect of collective self-esteem
(β = 0.26, 95% CI = [0.18, 0.35]) is consistent with
previous empirical findings. Chen et al. (2021) found that
collective self-esteem mediated the relationship between
group identity and mental health outcomes during the
COVID-19 pandemic in China, demonstrating how col-
lective evaluation serves as a psychological resource.
Similarly, in organizational contexts, Steffens et al. (2017)
showed that group identification enhances well-being
through the strengthening of collective self-esteem. The
present finding extends this mechanism to the national
identity domain, confirming that Chinese college students’
positive evaluation of their national collective translates
into enhanced life satisfaction and positive affect. This
pathway is particularly salient in collectivistic cultures
where the “we” identity provides meaning and psycholog-
ical security (Greenaway et al., 2015). (2) national identity
→ personal self-esteem → SWB; The mediation through
personal self-esteem (β = 0.27, 95% CI = [0.20, 0.34])

aligns with established research on the self-esteem–well-
being link. Benish-Weisman et al. (2015) demonstrated
in their longitudinal study that national identity precedes
the development of self-esteem among adolescents in
Germany and Israel, supporting the directional pathway
observed in this study. Furthermore, extensive meta-
analytic evidence confirms that personal self-esteem is
a robust predictor of subjective well-being across cul-
tures (Zell & Johansson, 2025; Orth & Robins, 2014).
The current finding suggests that for Chinese college
students, national identity serves as a source of per-
sonal worth. When individuals feel proud of their nation,
they internalize this pride as part of their self-concept,
which subsequently enhances their overall life satisfaction
and emotional well-being. This mechanism is consistent
with Spinner-Halev and Theiss-Morse’s (2003) assertion
that national identity constitutes a fundamental source
of self-esteem. (3) national identity → collective self-
esteem → personal self-esteem → SWB. The sequential
mediation pathway (β = 0.09, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.14]) rep-
resents a novel contribution and is theoretically grounded
in self-categorization theory (Hornsey, 2008), which posits
that individuals derive personal worth through positive
intergroup comparisons. Jetten et al. (2015) found that col-
lective self-esteem fully mediated the relationship between
group identity and personal self-esteem, while Yu et al.
(2016) observed similar patterns among Chinese under-
graduates. The sequential pattern observed here may be
particularly characteristic of collectivistic contexts, where
personal self-worth is inherently tied to collective eval-
uations (Yu et al., 2016). This finding suggests that in
Chinese cultural settings, the psychological benefits of
national identity accumulate through a dual-layered self-
esteem mechanism.

Theoretical implications
The finding of this study that college students’ national
identity prompts them to actively integrate into the large
group of the country, enhancing their sense of belonging
and identity to the collective and thus enhancing collective
self-esteem, which have important theoretical and practical
significance. Firstly, this study provides new empirical evi-
dence for the research on the relationship between national
identity and subjective well-being and fill the gap in fine-
grained mediating mechanisms. Especially in revealing
the mediating mechanism of collective self-esteem and
personal self-esteem. Prior research on national iden-
tity and SWB primarily focused on direct correlations
(e.g., Pezzia et al., 2016, on Peruvian samples; Park et al.,
2023, on Korean New Zealanders) or single mediating
variables (e.g., Chen et al., 2021, which only examined
collective self-esteem). This study is the first to validate a
dual mediation model (parallel + sequential) in Chinese
college students, clarifying the “dual bridge” role of col-
lective and personal self-esteem. It enriches the theoretical
chain linking “macro-cultural factors (national identity)
→ micro-psychological factors (self-esteem) → SWB,”
providing a more comprehensive understanding of how
national identity shapes well-being.

Secondly, this study further expands the application
of social identity theory and self-system theory in this
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field and expanded the cross-cultural applicability of
social identity theory. Social identity theory originated in
Western individualistic cultures, where group identity is
assumed to directly boost personal self-esteem and SWB
(Steffens et al., 2017). However, its applicability in col-
lectivistic cultures remained underexplored. This study’s
sequential path (collective self-esteem → personal self-
esteem) demonstrates that in collectivistic contexts, the
impact of group identity on personal self-esteem requires
a “collective recognition transition.” This finding revises
the single, direct logic of Western studies and provides
new evidence for the cross-cultural adaptation of social
identity theory.

Thirdly, through in-depth analysis of the chain mediat-
ing path, this study integrating social identity theory and
self-system theory, which helps deepen the understanding
of how macro social and cultural factors (national identity)
affect subjective well-being through micro individual psy-
chological factors (collective and personal self-esteem). In
another words, this study integrates two previously iso-
lated theories: social identity theory explains how national
identity is converted into collective self-esteem, while self-
system theory clarifies how personal self-esteem translates
into SWB. This integration overcomes the explanatory lim-
itations of single theories and offers a new “macro-micro
linkage” paradigm for future research.

Practical implications
In practice, the research results have important impli-
cations for educators and mental health practitioners.
Schools and educational institutions can enhance college
students’ national identity by carrying out diversified cul-
tural education activities such as national culture festivals
and patriotic lectures (Steffens et al., 2021). At the same
time, it is should to pay attention to cultivating students’
positive collective sense of honor. The university can
launch campus group projects (e.g., community volunteer
teams) to build collective honor, create a good campus
cultural atmosphere, and promote the improvement of
collective self-esteem. In terms of personal self-esteem
cultivation, educators can provide one-on-one counsel-
ing to help students recognize their strengths and guide
students to correctly understand themselves, encourage
students to give play to their own advantages, and enhance
their sense of self-worth. These measures are helpful to
improve college students’ subjective well-being, promote
their mental health development (Bücker et al., 2018), and
provide practical guidance for cultivating positive, highly
socially responsible and happy college students.

Limitations and future directions
This study yields significant insights; nevertheless, it
also presents certain limitations that merit consideration.
Primarily, the use of convenience sampling challenges
the representativeness of the sample. College students
in different regions may have significant differences in
national identity, self-esteem and subjective well-being due
to factors such as regional cultural differences, different
levels of economic development and uneven distribution
of educational resources. The convenience sampling the
current study adopted may lead to a certain selective bias in

the sample and cannot fully represent the overall Chinese
college students. Future studies will use stratified cluster
sampling to include students from eastern/western China
and diverse institution types (e.g., vocational colleges,
science-focused universities) to enhance generalizability
across Chinese college students. Moreover, the cross-
sectional nature of this study limits its ability to explore
the dynamic evolution of national identity, self-esteem, and
subjective well-being among college students over time.
Consequently, it does not establish causal relationships
among these variables. Although the current study has
found that national identity affects collective self-esteem
and then affects personal self-esteem and subjective well-
being, it is also possible that college students with higher
subjective well-being are more likely to form positive
national identity and self-esteem. Future research needs
to adopt a longitudinal research design to track and
investigate the changes in national identity, self-esteem,
and subjective well-being of the same group of college
students at different time points (Villanueva et al., 2022),
so as to clarify the causal relationship between variables
and more accurately reveal their dynamic change process.
Last but not least, the measurement tools used in this
study, such as CSES, RSES and the Subjective Well-
Being Scale, although widely validated, may have some
cultural and contextual limitations. Future research could
explore the development or adaptation of more culturally
appropriate measures to enhance the accuracy and validity
of the assessment.

Conclusion
This study examined the mechanisms through which
national identity relates to subjective well-being among
Chinese college students, with a focus on the mediating
roles of collective and personal self-esteem. The findings
provide evidence for dual mediating pathways: national
identity enhances well-being both through collective self-
regard and personal self-worth, and these two forms
of self-esteem also operate sequentially. The sequential
mediation pattern, where collective self-esteem precedes
personal self-esteem, offers additional insights into how
group-level identification may translate into individual
psychological outcomes in collectivistic cultural contexts.
By examining both parallel and sequential mediation
processes, this research contributes to the literature on
national identity and well-being, and extends the appli-
cation of social identity theory and self-system theory
to the Chinese college student population. The findings
may inform practices aimed at supporting students’ psy-
chological well-being through identity and self-esteem
related interventions.
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