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	ARTICLE INFO
	ABSTRACT
This study examines how height, as a prominent physical trait, transcends traditional biological and economic frameworks to reshape individuals' subjective well-being through micro-level social interaction mechanisms. Drawing upon representative data from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) (N = 25,162), we constructed a comprehensive analytical framework encompassing economic capital, cognitive abilities, quality of social interaction, and emotional experiences. Empirical findings from OLS regression and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) reveal a robust net positive effect of height on subjective well-being, even after controlling for income and cognitive ability. Path analysis indicates that the quality of social interaction (manifested as higher interpersonal trust and social evaluation) and emotional experience (expressed as reduced negative emotions) serve as key mediating pathways through which height translates into well-being. Furthermore, heterogeneity analysis uncovers distinct gender norms: the happiness effect of height exhibits a linear growth pattern for men, aligning with traditional logic of masculine privilege; whereas for women, it follows an inverted U-shaped trajectory, suggesting that the benefits of height diminish or reverse beyond a certain threshold due to specific gender role expectations. This study confirms that in modern society, body shape functions as a form of visual capital, influencing the distribution of emotional energy in interaction rituals and ultimately determining psychological welfare.
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1. Introduction
Well-being, defined as an individual's holistic perception and emotional appraisal of life quality, has long been a central inquiry in psychology, sociology, and economics (Diener, 1984; Easterlin, 1974). Traditionally, social science research has bifurcated the determinants of well-being into two categories: external structural factors—such as social class, income, marital status, and social support networks—and internal psychological traits, including personality, cognitive style, and coping mechanisms. However, these classical paradigms largely treat research subjects as disembodied entities, overlooking the fundamental reality that human existence is primarily embodied. The physical body, as the interface between the individual and the world, functions not merely as a physiological vessel but as a foundational element of daily social life and psychological experience (Shilling, 2012). Among physical characteristics, height is the most observable, immutable, and salient biological indicator, carrying profound socio-psychological implications.
While the literature on height is extensive, it remains fragmented across disciplinary lines. Psychological research predominantly frames height’s impact on mental health through the lens of self-evaluation, focusing on self-esteem and body image. Conversely, economic research emphasizes the instrumental value of height, with robust empirical evidence supporting the "height wage premium," which posits that taller individuals command higher labor market returns, thereby explaining their elevated well-being (Case & Paxson, 2008). However, viewing height solely as a psychological trait or economic capital leaves a significant theoretical gap. Empirical anomalies suggest that even after controlling for self-esteem, income, and health, taller individuals frequently report higher life satisfaction. This indicates that beyond self-perception and economic utility, height influences well-being through a more latent social mechanism.
This study posits that in a modern society dominated by visual information, bodily form has evolved from a physiological attribute into a potent social signal. Before verbal communication commences, height conveys implicit information regarding an individual's competitive potential, self-discipline, and social status. These visual cues profoundly intervene in and reshape the micro-interaction order between individuals. Adopting an interactive social science perspective, this study conceptualizes height as a form of "visual capital" (Hakim, 2010) that serves as an entry ticket to social interaction rituals (Collins, 2004). Individuals with desirable height characteristics are more likely to elicit positive feedback during interpersonal exchanges. This advantage in micro-level interactions translates into sustained positive emotional experiences, thereby enhancing subjective well-being. To test this hypothesis, this paper utilizes nationally representative data from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS). By constructing a structural equation model (SEM), we empirically isolate the social interaction mechanisms through which physical stature determines psychological well-being, aiming to reveal how the "body" shapes the "mind" through the medium of social interaction.

2. [bookmark: _Hlk217172823]Theoretical Framework & Literature Review
2.1 The Social Construction and Signalling of Height as Visual Capital
In modern social interactions characterized by information asymmetry and a rapid pace, individuals often lack sufficient time to gain deep insights into the intrinsic qualities of their interaction partners. Consequently, reliance on highly visible external characteristics for swift cognitive judgements becomes a necessity. According to signalling theory (Spence, 1973), height functions as a costly signal that is difficult to falsify. Because it carries high biological acquisition costs, height rapidly conveys positive information about an individual's genetic quality and potential capabilities. Although this preference may have originated from biological selection for survival competitiveness in ancient humans, it has been recoded in modern society as a pervasive social stereotype or halo effect.
Sociologist Catherine Hakim systematically defines this physical attractiveness as visual capital (Hakim, 2010). She observes that in the era of service-based economies and visual-centric social media, visual capital has emerged as a fourth core personal asset distinct from economic, cultural, and social capital. As a crucial component of visual capital, height confers significant a priori advantages in social competition. Taller individuals are frequently assigned positive attributes such as greater leadership potential, intelligence, and trustworthiness. This social evaluation grants them elevated anticipated status before interactions even commence. By reducing the transaction costs associated with establishing trust and mobilizing social resources, height operates not merely as a biological measure of length but as a symbolic resource in sociological terms.

2.2 The Micro-Generation Mechanism of Emotional Energy in Interaction Ritual Chains
If height is acknowledged as a form of advantageous capital, the question remains: how precisely does this capital translate into psychological well-being? Randall Collins’ (2004) theory of interaction ritual chains provides a micro-sociological explanation. This theory posits that social structures are dynamic processes woven from countless micro-level ritual chains of interaction. A successful interaction ritual fosters shared focal points and emotional bonds among participants, ultimately generating emotional energy. Emotional energy constitutes a long-term, embodied psychological resource manifesting as self-confidence, enthusiasm, initiative, and a sense of meaning in life, which are the core psychological components of subjective well-being.
Within these micro-level ritual interactions, bodily form exerts a subtle yet pivotal regulatory influence. Individuals possessing height advantages, owing to their physical prominence and visual distinctiveness, are more readily drawn into the center of group interactions or are assigned dominant roles. This micro-level interactive advantage facilitates greater respect, acceptance, and positive feedback from interaction partners, yielding heightened emotional energy upon the conclusion of the ritual. Should such positive emotional experiences recur consistently in daily life, they may internalize as stable psychological traits. Conversely, individuals at a stature disadvantage may face heightened risks of being overlooked or relegated to subordinate positions within these exchanges, leading to the depletion of emotional energy. Consequently, this study hypothesizes that the quality of social interactions and emotional experiences constitute the critical bridge linking height to well-being.

2.3 Differentiated Expectations of Body Shape under Gender Norms
Although height is generally regarded as a positive asset, its utility does not operate in a vacuum; rather, it is powerfully constrained and regulated by gender norms. Within traditional gender role divisions, men are typically expected to embody the roles of protector and authority figure. This role expectation manifests physically as a preference for tall stature (Yancey & Emerson, 2016). Consequently, societal expectations regarding male height often follow a linear progression in which greater stature is directly equated with masculinity, competitiveness, and social standing. Increases in male height are almost invariably accompanied by heightened social evaluation and greater subjective well-being.
For women, however, societal aesthetic standards present a more complex set of conventions. While being short may be perceived as lacking professional competitiveness, excessive height, particularly when it significantly exceeds that of a spouse or the average male, may contravene traditional gender norms regarding feminine grace or submissiveness. These gender role stereotypes may subject taller women to social pressures in dating markets and specific social settings (Swami et al., 2008), where physical advantages paradoxically become barriers to interaction. Such gendered bodily norms subtly shape the experiential dynamics between different gender groups. Consequently, this study proposes the Gender Heterogeneity Hypothesis: male well-being exhibits a linear upward trend with increasing height, whereas female height and well-being demonstrate an inverted U-shaped relationship. This suggests the existence of a socially normative optimal range for women, beyond which the marginal effect of height on well-being diminishes.

3. Methodology and Procedures
3.1 Data Sources and Sample Selection
The data for this study are derived from the 2018 China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) conducted by the Institute of Social Science Survey (ISSS) at Peking University. As a large-scale, nationally representative longitudinal survey, the CFPS employs a rigorous multi-stage, stratified, probability-proportional-to-size (PPS) sampling method. Its sample covers 25 provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions across China, providing a robust reflection of shifts in Chinese society, economy, demographics, education, and health. The database comprehensively records respondents' physical characteristics, socioeconomic status, and family dynamics while incorporating extensive mental health and subjective attitude scales. This dataset offers a robust empirical foundation for exploring the role of physical characteristics in micro-level social interactions.
Based on the research objectives, the original data underwent rigorous screening and cleaning. First, considering that height remains subject to developmental fluctuations during adolescence and is significantly influenced by the family environment, only adults aged 25 and above were selected to ensure the stability of the height variable (Case & Paxson, 2008). Second, samples exhibiting missing values or logical errors in core variables, such as well-being, height, and income, were excluded. Finally, to mitigate the impact of outliers, extreme cases with heights below 140 cm were removed. Following these procedures, a final valid sample of 25,162 individuals was obtained, comprising 12,737 males (50.6%) and 12,425 females (49.4%). The sample structure exhibits sound representativeness in terms of gender and regional distribution.

3.2 Data Sources and Sample Selection
The dependent variable is subjective well-being. Following the classical paradigm of happiness economics, this study employs the self-reported item from the CFPS questionnaire asking respondents to rate how happy they feel. Responses are recorded on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 to 10, with higher scores indicating stronger subjective well-being. Although single-item measurement is concise, prior research confirms its robust validity and reliability in large-scale surveys (Krueger & Schkade, 2008).
The core explanatory variable is the respondent's height. To eliminate natural physiological variations stemming from gender and age differences and to facilitate the interpretation of regression coefficients, height data were standardized for the empirical analysis. Within our theoretical framework, height is conceptualized as a form of innate visual capital (Hakim, 2010).
To precisely capture the complex mechanisms through which height influences well-being, this study constructs two key latent variables based on interaction ritual chain theory: social interaction quality and negative emotion. Social interaction quality measures an individual's popularity and interaction capital within social networks. It is constructed from three observed indicators: self-rated popularity (0–10 scale), general social trust (trust in strangers, 1–5 scale), and the logarithmic value of expenditures on family social obligations. This latent variable reflects an individual's capacity to secure trust and support through social engagement (Putnam, 2000). Negative emotion reflects the expenditure of emotional energy during interactions. It is constructed using five items from the CES-D Depression Scale, assessing the frequency of feeling down, tired, lonely, sad, or hopeless (Radloff, 1977).
To effectively isolate the net effect of social interaction mechanisms, the study specifically includes cognitive ability and personal income as control pathways. Cognitive ability is measured using scores from the CFPS word recall and mathematical ability tests, while personal income is represented by the logarithm of the respondent's annual income. Additionally, to mitigate potential omitted variable bias, the study controls for a range of demographic and socioeconomic factors, including gender, household registration status (urban/rural), marital status, educational attainment, self-rated health status, BMI, and age. The squared term of age is also included to capture the established U-shaped relationship between age and well-being (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008).

[bookmark: _Hlk217175795]3.3 Analytical Strategy
This study adopts a progressive empirical strategy. First, OLS regression is employed to examine the main effect of height on subjective well-being. A quadratic term for height is introduced into the model to test for potential nonlinear relationships, such as an inverted U-shaped curve. Second, SEM is utilized for path analysis. Compared to traditional stepwise regression, SEM more precisely handles latent variables containing measurement errors (e.g., social interaction quality) while simultaneously estimating the relative effect sizes of multiple mediating pathways. The model is fitted using Maximum Likelihood Estimation (MLE), and the significance of mediating effects is tested using bias-corrected non-parametric percentile bootstrapping with 1,000 resamples (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).

4. Data Analysis and Results
4.1 Sample Characteristics and Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive analysis of the final sample (N = 25,162) indicates that the overall level of subjective well-being among Chinese residents is relatively high. The mean self-rated well-being score was 7.50 (on a scale of 0–10), reflecting a generally positive level of life satisfaction. Regarding the core explanatory variables, the average height for males in the sample was 168.93 cm, while females averaged 158.40 cm. These figures align closely with data from the Report on the Status of Nutrition and Chronic Diseases among Chinese Residents (2020) released by the National Health Commission, further validating the representativeness of the sample. Demographically, the average age of respondents was approximately 50 years, encompassing a broad spectrum from young adults to the elderly. Educational attainment and income levels exhibited normal distribution characteristics. Additionally, approximately 52% of the sample held urban household registration, and 88% were married. These preliminary statistics provide a robust foundation for the subsequent empirical analysis.

4.2 Analysis of the Main Effect of Height on Well-being
The OLS regression analysis confirms the existence of a "happiness premium" associated with height. Empirical results demonstrate that, after rigorously controlling for individual characteristics (age, health status, BMI), family background (per capita household income, household size), and provincial fixed effects, height exerts a significant positive predictive effect on subjective well-being (β = 0.022, p < .01). This indicates that, holding other objective conditions constant, taller individuals report higher life satisfaction. This finding is consistent with Western research on the height-happiness correlation (Carrieri & De Paola, 2012).
To explore structural differences in this effect, the study conducted gender heterogeneity analyses. The results reveal distinct gender-specific patterns in the marginal effects of height. For men, well-being exhibits a linear upward trend with increasing height, aligning with societal expectations of tall stature for males. In contrast, women exhibit a pronounced inverted U-shaped relationship between height and well-being, with a significant negative coefficient for the squared term (β = -0.090, p < .05). The inflection point is estimated to occur around 170 cm. This finding suggests that while height advantages generally enhance women's well-being, excessive height may yield diminishing marginal utility or even negative effects beyond a certain threshold due to deviations from traditional gender norms (Swami et al., 2008).

4.3 SEM Analysis of the Mechanism
To elucidate the internal mechanisms driving the influence of height on well-being, this study constructed and tested a SEM incorporating multiple mediating pathways. The model demonstrated adequate fit indices (Chi-square/df = 6.26, RMSEA = 0.051, CFI = 0.912, NFI = 0.901, GFI = 0.924). Although the Chi-square/df ratio is slightly elevated due to the large sample size (N > 25,000), all other key metrics meet the statistical criteria for a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999), indicating that the theoretical model effectively explains the empirical data.
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Figure 1: The Structural Equation Model of the Mechanism Linking Height to Subjective Well-being
Note. Standardized path coefficients are reported. +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

The path analysis results delineate two distinct pathways through which height translates into well-being. First, the traditional economic and cognitive pathways—serving as control mechanisms—were supported by the data. Findings reveal that height significantly and positively predicts cognitive ability (Male β = 0.189, p < .001; Female β = 0.089, p < .001) and personal income levels (Male β = 0.074, p < .001), both of which contribute positively to well-being. This replicates the classic conclusion from labor economics that height is associated with cognitive advantages and income premiums (Bossavie et al., 2021).
However, a more critical finding is that even after controlling for these economic and cognitive factors, the social interaction pathway demonstrates exceptionally strong explanatory power. Specifically, height exerts a significant positive influence on the Quality of Social Interaction (Male β = 0.046, p < .05; Female β = 0.047, p < .05). Notably, the standardized path coefficients from social interaction quality to well-being are substantial (Male β = 0.421, p < .001; Female β = 0.492, p < .001), with an effect size far exceeding that of income on well-being (where the income path coefficient is approximately 0.03). This indicates that the favorable social connections, trust, and interpersonal support derived from height advantages are more critical for well-being than marginal increases in income.
Concurrently, the affective mechanism was validated. Height significantly reduces the frequency of Negative Emotions (Male β = -0.086, p < .001). Since negative emotion has a strong negative impact on well-being (Male β = -0.255, p < .001), the reduction of such emotions effectively elevates overall happiness. Bootstrap mediation analyses further confirmed that the 95% confidence intervals for both the social interaction and emotional pathways do not include zero, indicating statistically robust and significant mediating effects. This outcome strongly supports the theoretical hypothesis that height functions as visual capital, yielding psychological fulfillment and social recognition through everyday micro-interactions, rather than merely serving as a tool for economic productivity.

5. Conclusion
Through a large-sample empirical analysis, this study not only confirms the positive association between height and well-being but, more significantly, offers a novel interpretation of the mechanism underpinning this relationship from an interactive social science perspective.
First, the findings support the theoretical hypothesis of height as visual capital (Hakim, 2010). Within the micro-interaction order of modern society, height functions not merely as a biological proxy for health but as a highly visible social signal. Empirical results demonstrate that even after controlling for traditional forms of capital—such as income, education, and health—height exhibits a robust net effect on individual life satisfaction. This finding challenges earlier interpretations that centered solely on the height wage premium, indicating that the well-being of taller individuals does not stem entirely from material wealth accumulation. Rather, it partially derives from the inherent respect and attention they receive in daily social interactions due to their physical advantage. This offers a new micro-level perspective for understanding the Easterlin Paradox (Haught et al., 2015), suggesting that relative status in physical appearance may be just as critical as relative income.
Second, the path analysis within the SEM elucidates the core mechanism of the interaction ritual chain in generating well-being. Research indicates that the quality of social interactions and emotional experiences play a crucial mediating role in the influence of height on happiness. Consistent with Collins' (2004) theory, taller individuals often leverage their visual advantage to occupy the center of attention or dominant positions in face-to-face micro-interactions. This interactive advantage reduces the transaction costs of establishing trust, making them more likely to receive high-quality interpersonal feedback (Stulp et al., 2015). Such successful micro-level interactions become internalized, manifesting as reduced negative emotional experiences—such as diminished depression and loneliness—and a greater accumulation of emotional energy, which ultimately crystallizes into overall life satisfaction. Conversely, shorter individuals may face heightened risks of marginalization within interaction rituals, leading to the depletion of emotional energy.
Finally, the findings on gender heterogeneity further corroborate the social construction of body image. The linear returns on male height align with society's unidirectional expectation of the male protector role. In contrast, the inverted U-shaped effect observed in females reveals the dual constraints of patriarchal aesthetics on women's bodies: women are expected to possess favorable physical attributes to maintain attractiveness yet are simultaneously restricted from projecting a physically imposing presence that might be perceived as oppressive (Hentschel et al., 2019). These gendered bodily norms subtly shape the interactive experiences and psychological well-being of different groups. In summary, the happiness effect of height is a product of the micro-level interaction between individual physiological endowment and macro-level societal norms. Future social policies should not only focus on economic distribution but also strive to dismantle appearance-based stereotypes. By fostering a more inclusive and equitable social environment, society can enhance the mental health of all residents, particularly those from physically disadvantaged groups.

Acknowledgments
We are grateful to the Institute of Social Science Survey (ISSS) of Peking University for providing the data from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS). We are also grateful to all respondents who participated in this study.

Funding
There is no fundings for this work.
References
[1]. Blanchflower, D. G., & Oswald, A. J. (2008). Is well-being U-shaped over the life cycle? Social Science & Medicine, 66(8), 1733–1749.
[2]. Bossavie, L., Alderman, H., Giles, J., & Mete, C. (2021). The effect of height on earnings: Is stature just a proxy for cognitive and non-cognitive skills? Economics & Human Biology, 43, 101046.
[3]. Carrieri, V., & De Paola, M. (2012). Height and subjective well-being in Italy. Economics & Human Biology, 10(3), 289–298.
[4]. Case, A., & Paxson, C. (2008). Height, health, and cognitive function at older ages. American Economic Review, 98(2), 463–467.
[5]. Collins, R. (2004). Interaction ritual chains. Princeton University Press.
[6]. Diener, E. (1984). Subjective well-being. Psychological Bulletin, 95(3), 542.
[7]. Easterlin, R. A. (1974). Does economic growth improve the human lot? Some empirical evidence. In Nations and households in economic growth (pp. 89–125). Elsevier.
[8]. Hakim, C. (2010). Erotic capital. European Sociological Review, 26(5), 499–518.
[9]. Haught, H. M., Rose, J., Geers, A., & Brown, J. A. (2015). Subjective social status and well-being: The role of referent abstraction. The Journal of Social Psychology, 155(4), 356–369.
[10]. Hentschel, T., Heilman, M. E., & Peus, C. V. (2019). The multiple dimensions of gender stereotypes: A current look at men’s and women’s characterizations of others and themselves. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 11–30.
[11]. Hu, L., & Bentler, P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure analysis: Conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Structural Equation Modeling: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 6(1), 1–55.
[12]. Krueger, A. B., & Schkade, D. A. (2008). The reliability of subjective well-being measures. Journal of Public Economics, 92(8–9), 1833–1845.
[13]. National Health Commission of the People’s Republic of China. (2020). Report on nutrition and chronic disease status of Chinese residents. The State Council Information Office.
[14]. Preacher, K. J., & Hayes, A. F. (2008). Asymptotic and resampling strategies for assessing and comparing indirect effects in multiple mediator models. Behavior Research Methods, 40(3), 879–891.
[15]. Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: America’s declining social capital. In Culture and politics: A reader (pp. 223–234). Springer.
[16]. Radloff, L. S. (1977). The CES-D scale: A self-report depression scale for research in the general population. Applied Psychological Measurement, 1(3), 385–401.
[17]. Shilling, C. (2012). The body and social theory.
[18]. Spence, M. (1973). Job market signaling. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 87(3), 355–376.
[19]. Stulp, G., Buunk, A. P., Verhulst, S., & Pollet, T. V. (2015). Human height is positively related to interpersonal dominance in dyadic interactions. PLOS ONE, 10(2), e0117860.
[20]. Swami, V., Furnham, A., Balakumar, N., Williams, C., Canaway, K., & Stanistreet, D. (2008). Factors influencing preferences for height: A replication and extension. Personality and Individual Differences, 45(5), 395–400.
[21]. Yancey, G., & Emerson, M. O. (2016). Does height matter? An examination of height preferences in romantic coupling. Journal of Family Issues, 37(1), 53–73.

Citation：Zhan, Z. (2026). Height as a social signal: How body shape influences subjective well-being through social interaction. Journal of Adaptive Learning and Psychological Growth, 1(1). 27-35.

The Authors. Published by J&L Academic Group PLT. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license. 

image1.emf
Height

Subjective

Well-being

Cognitive Ability

Social Interaction

Quality

Negative Emotion

0.189***

-0.086**

Personal

Income

0.046*

0.421**

0.037***

0.041**

Male

Height

Subjective

Well-being

Cognitive Ability

Social Interaction

Quality

Negative Emotion

0.089***

-0.031**

Personal

Income

0.047+

0.492**

0.026*

0.024**

Female


image2.jpg
JOURNAL OF
ADAPTIVE LEARNING
AND PSYCHOLOGICAL GROWTH

ISSN
eISSN

e

"9

www.onlinejandl.com Vol.1 No.1(2026) €D 151 Academic Group




image3.png




