
The happy cyclist: Examining the association between generalized
authoritarianism and subjective well-being

Cara C. MacInnis a,⇑, Michael A. Busseri a, Becky L. Choma b, Gordon Hodson a

a Brock University, Canada
b Ryerson University, Canada

a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 11 April 2013
Received in revised form 12 June 2013
Accepted 21 June 2013
Available online 19 July 2013

Keywords:
Generalized authoritarianism
RWA
SDO
Subjective well-being
Personality

a b s t r a c t

Although authoritarianism can negatively impact others (e.g., by predicting prejudiced intergroup atti-
tudes), implications for the self are mixed and require clarification. Extending previous research, we
examined the association between generalized authoritarianism (GA, indicated by right-wing authoritar-
ianism and social dominance orientation) and subjective well-being (SWB, indicated by positive affect,
negative affect, and life satisfaction) by testing simultaneously the general-level association between
GA and SWB as well as specific residual associations between GA and SWB components, independent
of basic personality dimensions. We observed a significant general-level association between GA and
SWB whereby heightened authoritarianism predicted greater SWB. No residual associations were found
between specific GA and SWB components. Despite being ‘‘bad’’ for others, generalized authoritarianism
may be ‘‘good’’ for the self.

� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

In a powerful metaphor, Adorno (1951) likened the authoritar-
ian individual to a cyclist, bowing at the top and kicking at the bot-
tom. Both parts of the cyclist, submissiveness and dominance
respectively, are recognized in contemporary conceptualizations
of authoritarianism (Altemeyer, 1998; Duriez & Van Hiel, 2002).
However, whereas the submissive component is typically studied
as right-wing authoritarianism (RWA), reflecting the preference
for conventionality, submission to authority, and aggression to-
ward norm violators, the dominance component is studied in
terms of social dominance orientation (SDO), the preference for so-
cial hierarchical and unequal intergroup relations. Together, RWA
and SDO account for approximately 50% of the variance in prejudi-
cial attitudes (Altemeyer, 1998). Such associations increase dra-
matically when tapping generalized authoritarianism (GA),
reflected in the shared variance between RWA and SDO (Hodson,
MacInnis, & Busseri, under review).

Beyond these negative interpersonal and intergroup implica-
tions, what are the personal implications for those endorsing great-
er GA? Might this be ‘‘bad’’ for others (e.g., Sibley & Duckitt, 2008),
yet ‘‘good’’ for the self (Van Hiel & De Clercq, 2009)? Early theoriz-
ing strongly suggested the negative intrapsychic implications of

authoritarianism (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford,
1950). This was downplayed substantially by Allport (1954), how-
ever, and has little trace in contemporary theorizing until very re-
cently, where the results are decidedly mixed. To inform this
unresolved issue, we examined the association between GA and
subjective well-being at both general and component-specific lev-
els, while disentangling potential effects of basic personality
dimensions from this association.

In arguably the most influential conceptualization of personal
well-being, Diener (1984) proposed that an individual’s overall
evaluation of his/her life (typically referred to as life satisfaction,
or LS), along with the relative frequency of positive versus negative
emotional reactions to one’s experiences (i.e., positive versus neg-
ative affect, or PA versus NA, respectively), comprise the main com-
ponents of ‘subjective well-being’ (SWB). Higher SWB is linked to
multiple indicators of positive personal, interpersonal, and
societal-level functioning (Eid & Larsen, 2008), with SWB likely
representing what most laypersons consider ‘‘happiness’’ (Diener,
1984). Surprisingly, however, studies to date concerning the asso-
ciation between authoritarianism and SWB have proven inconclu-
sive, with some noting a negative association (e.g., Peterson &
Duncan, 2007), others no association (e.g., Butler, 2000), and others
suggesting a positive association (e.g., Van Hiel & De Clercq, 2009).
Further, in a recent meta-analysis, Onraet, Van Hiel, and Dhont
(2013) observed no significant overall associations between com-
ponents of authoritarianism (RWA or SDO) and components of
SWB (LS, PA, or NA).

0191-8869/$ - see front matter � 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.06.018

⇑ Corresponding author. Address: Department of Psychology, Brock University, St.
Catharines, Ontario L2S 3A1, Canada. Tel.: +1 905 688 5550x5560; fax: +1 905 688
6922.

E-mail address: cara.macinnis@brocku.ca (C.C. MacInnis).

Personality and Individual Differences 55 (2013) 789–793

Contents lists available at SciVerse ScienceDirect

Personality and Individual Differences

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/locate /paid

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.06.018
mailto:cara.macinnis@brocku.ca
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.06.018
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01918869
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/paid


Such results are surprising for two (opposing) reasons. First, be-
cause higher levels of SWB are generally associated with more
positive personal, interpersonal, and societal outcomes, greater
authoritarianism (commonly associated with negative interper-
sonal and societal outcomes, see Altemeyer, 1998; Sibley & Duckitt,
2008) could be associated with lower SWB. Other evidence, how-
ever, suggests that components of SWB are related positively to
sociopolitical conservatism (e.g., Choma, Busseri, & Sadava, 2009;
Napier & Jost, 2008), which is typically associated positively with
RWA and SDO (Altemeyer, 1998; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sullo-
way, 2003). This supports the prediction that greater GA could be
associated with greater SWB. At present, therefore, the nature of
the association between GA and SWB is conceptually and empiri-
cally unclear.

Critically, all previous studies examining this issue have focused
on specific components of authoritarianism in relation to specific
components of SWB. Each of these constructs, however, can be con-
ceptualized as a general underlying (latent) tendency. For example,
RWA and SDO are typically correlated positively (Sibley & Duckitt,
2008), and emerging research demonstrates that drawing on their
shared variance to estimate an underlying (latent) GA factor is an
effective means through which to more fully capture the authori-
tarianism construct and its relations to other variables of interest
(e.g., Hodson et al., under review; Leone, Desimoni, & Chirumbolo,
in press). Indeed, such an approach provides researchers with an
opportunity to simultaneously study associations involving GA,
and its specific components (RWA and SDO), with other theoretical
constructs. SWB can similarly be conceptualized at the general le-
vel. Consistent with the moderate correlations typically observed
among its indicators, a prominent approach to studying SWB is
as a generalized underlying tendency and modeled as a latent fac-
tor manifested in greater LS, greater PA, and less NA (e.g., Arthaud-
Day, Rode, Mooney, & Near, 2005). Such an approach provides an
opportunity to study simultaneously associations involving SWB
and its specific components (e.g., Busseri, Sadava, & DeCourville,
2007). Conceptually, this approach addresses the underlying com-
monality among SWB components, as well as the potential unique
aspects of each component, rather than assuming that LS, PA, and
NA function largely as independent indicators (Busseri & Sadava,
2011).

To date, there is no published evidence with all of the necessary
components (RWA, SDO, LS, PA, and NA) assessed in the same
study to evaluate the general and component-specific associations
between GA and SWB. At present, therefore, it remains unknown
whether a general-level association exists between GA and SWB,
whether this association is positive or negative, and whether any
specific components are also related (independent of the general-
level factors). Informing such issues will provide valuable insights
into the personal implications of GA, potentially complementing or
contradicting the established interpersonal and intergroup
consequences.

In examining these questions, it is also useful to consider the
potential influence of basic personality dimensions. Personality
reliably predicts components of authoritarianism, with meta-ana-
lytic research noting pair-wise associations between (low) open-
ness to experience and RWA, (high) conscientiousness and RWA,
(low) agreeableness and SDO, and (low) openness to experience
and SDO (Sibley & Duckitt, 2008). Whether personality dimensions
predict underlying (latent) GA has yet to be investigated. Personal-
ity dimensions also reliably predict the components of SWB, with
meta-analytic research noting pair-wise positive associations be-
tween extraversion and PA, agreeableness and PA, and neuroticism
and NA, as well as a negative association between neuroticism and
LS (Steel, Schmidt, & Shultz, 2008). Others have examined person-
ality predictors of a general (latent) SWB factor, focusing only on
extraversion and neuroticism, finding that both personality

dimensions predict latent SWB (e.g., Vitterso & Nilsen, 2002). We
evaluate the association between GA and SWB over and above
the simultaneous predictive effects of six HEXACO personality
dimensions (honesty/humility, emotionality, extraversion, agree-
ableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience), consis-
tent with evidence indicating that these dimensions collectively
describe the basic structure of human personality (Ashton & Lee,
2009). This approach is valuable to determine whether associa-
tions between GA and SWB exist as a result of – or independent
of – individual differences in personality and ultimately will in-
form whether and how variation in basic traits relate to global
evaluations and emotional experiences of one’s life (Diener, 1996).

In summary, in the present work we extend previous research
by evaluating the association between GA and SWB through exam-
ining each construct as a general (latent) underlying tendency, as
well as assessing associations between specific components of
each construct unaccounted for by the general-level association.
Our primary goal is to determine whether GA and SWB are associ-
ated at a general level, independent of basic dimensions of person-
ality, as well as whether unique associations exist between specific
components of GA and SWB components, independent of personal-
ity and the general-level GA-SWB association. Consistent with
emerging research employing a GA approach (e.g., Hodson et al.,
under review; Leone et al., in press), we hypothesized that examin-
ing the relationship between GA and SWB at the general level
would reveal a stronger association than has been identified to
date. This approach could thus aid in clarifying the nature of the
association between GA and SWB, while simultaneously informing
whether associations exist between specific components of each
construct independent of the general-level factors.

A secondary goal was to evaluate how basic personality dimen-
sions predict GA and SWB, and whether certain personality dimen-
sions relate to specific components of GA or SWB beyond
associations with the general-level constructs. It was predicted
that greater openness to experience, a predictor of lower RWA
and SDO (Sibley & Duckitt, 2008), would thus predict less GA. Fur-
ther, it was predicted that greater extraversion and lower emotion-
ality would predict greater latent SWB, consistent with previous
work (Vitterso & Nilsen, 2002). It was also predicted that greater
conscientiousness would predict lower RWA, that greater agree-
ableness would predict lower SDO (see Sibley & Duckitt, 2008),
and that greater agreeableness would predict greater PA (see Steel
et al., 2008).

To address both research goals, we employed a novel latent-
variable approach that allows us to determine simultaneously (1)
whether GA is related to SWB independent of basic personality
dimensions, (2) which specific components of GA are related to
certain components of SWB independent of personality dimen-
sions and the general-level GA-SWB association, (3) which person-
ality dimensions uniquely predict GA and/or SWB, and (4) whether
unique specific-level associations exist between specific personal-
ity dimensions and the components of GA or SWB beyond the
hypothesized general-level relations.

2. Method

2.1. Participants and procedure

Undergraduate students (N = 245) from a Canadian university
participated for course credit. Participants were recruited from
the psychology research pool, with recruitment flyers posted
around campus and in the university student newspaper. Those
missing data on one or more measures were excluded, leaving
237 participants (Mage = 19.69; SD = 3.93, 88.2% women). Notably,
participants were mostly female university students, limiting

790 C.C. MacInnis et al. / Personality and Individual Differences 55 (2013) 789–793



https://isiarticles.com/article/38019

