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Abstract: There is a lack of research and understandings regarding how factors are 
associated with life satisfaction among Korean individuals with intellectual disabil-
ity (ID). The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between leisure 
satisfaction, self-esteem, and family relationship among Korean individuals with ID. 
Using the 2012 Panel Survey of Employment for the Disabled in Korea (PSED, 2012), 
the total of 189 participants of PSED was extracted from PSED. The results showed that 
leisure satisfaction and self-esteem served as the predictors of life satisfaction among 
Korean individuals with ID. In particular, this study suggests that increasing a level of 
leisure satisfaction can be the crucial element in enhancing a sense of life satisfaction 
among individuals with ID.
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Introduction
Therapeutic recreation profession-

als design and implement a variety of 
programs that promote life satisfaction 
among individuals with intellectual dis-
abilities (ID). As important vehicles for 
improving life satisfaction, leisure partic-
ipation, self-esteem, and family relation-
ships among persons with intellectual 
disabilities are three foci of the current 
study (Dagnan & Sandhu, 1999; Peterson, 
Janz, & Lowe, 2008; Rogers, Hawkins, & 
Eklund, 1998). 

Leisure engagement serves as an 
instrument to enhance life satisfaction 
among individuals with ID (Patterson, 
2001; Rogers, Hawkins, & Eklund, 1998). 
Prior studies have indicated that leisure 
provides rich opportunities for indi-
viduals with disabilities to improve self-
esteem and confidence, and encourage 
social inclusion that results in improved 
life satisfaction (Driver, Brown, & Peter-
son, 1991; Patterson, 2001; Shank, Coyle, 
Boyd, & Kinney, 1996; Wehmeyer & 
Schwartz, 1998).

Self-esteem is another important 
factor in increasing life satisfaction. Of-
ten individuals with ID are not provided 
with rich opportunities to develop robust 
self-concepts and lack the confidence that 
contributes to self-esteem (Houck, 1984; 
Lerner, 1985). From social and psycho-
logical perspectives, individuals with ID 
are likely to perceive negative social ste-
reotypes from others and assume nega-
tive self-evaluations (Dagnan & Waring, 
2004; McGill, 1996; Mercer, 1987). As a 
result, they tend to experience low self-
esteem and lack confidence. Research has 
demonstrated that low self-esteem di-
rectly impacts life satisfaction among in-
dividuals with ID (Benson & Ivins, 1992; 
Dagnan & Sandhu, 1999). 

Family relationships can play a vital 
role in influencing life satisfaction among 

individuals with ID. Miller and Chan 
(2008) reported that individuals with 
disabilities who received family support 
adjusted better to their disabilities than 
those without family support. It appears 
that support from family members plays 
an important role in adjustment to dis-
ability. However, Peterson et al. (2008) 
found that social support from family 
was significantly associated with positive 
engagement in activity among only young 
adults with ID, but not with a group of 
older adults with ID. 

While researchers have stressed the 
importance of leisure, self-esteem, and 
family support in the development of 
life satisfaction, a paucity of research ad-
dresses whether these factors are related 
to life satisfaction among individuals 
with ID from South Korea. Therefore, 
the purpose of this quantitative study was 
to examine how leisure satisfaction, self-
esteem, and family relationships predict 
life satisfaction among Korean individu-
als with ID. Age and gender were also 
included to examine how they are associ-
ated with life satisfaction. 

Korean Individuals With ID
Korean individuals with ID often 

encounter a variety of challenges that 
include discrimination, social isola-
tion, economic and financial difficulties, 
and depression (Lee & Park, 2012; Park 
& Yang, 2013; Song, 2014). Such chal-
lenges negatively influence quality of life 
and life satisfaction among them. For ex-
ample, Song showed that elderly Koreans 
with ID reported a high level of depres-
sion that resulted in low life satisfaction. 
In addition, compared to other types of 
disabilities in Korea, individuals with ID 
reported the highest unemployment rate 
and high levels of dissatisfaction with 
their living conditions (Lee, Nam, & Lee, 
2014). 
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According to the South Korean Min-
istry of Health and Welfare Korea Insti-
tute for Health and Social Affairs (2012), 
78.4% of Korean individuals with ID 
perceived a high level of life stress and 
distress, and 58.6% of them reported that 
they had experienced discrimination that 
negatively affected life satisfaction. In 
particular, compared to Korean individu-
als without disabilities and with other 
types of disabilities, Korean individuals 
with ID reported lower levels of life sat-
isfaction, poorer health conditions, and 
more mental problems (Lee, 2014; Lee & 
Park, 2012; Min & Oh, 2011). 

Leisure and Life Satisfaction 
among Individuals With ID

The benefits of leisure engagement 
on health are well documented and in-
clude improved life satisfaction and so-
cial inclusion among individuals with 
ID (Patterson, 2001; Rogers et al., 1998). 
Prior studies have demonstrated that en-
gagement in leisure activities helped indi-
viduals with ID integrate into communi-
ty, gain an awareness of leisure resources, 
and acquire adaptive skills (Duvdevany 
& Arar, 2004; Orsmond, Krauss, & Selt-
zer, 2004; Poulsen, Ziviani, & Cuskelly, 
2007). These authors suggested that such 
positive outcomes generated by leisure 
engagement improved life satisfaction 
and happiness among individuals with a 
developmental disability. 

Andrews, Falkmer, and Girdler 
(2015) conducted a systematic review of 
13 previous studies and found that in-
volvement in cooperatively integrated 
recreational activities was an important 
factor in successful interventions aimed 
at promoting social inclusion and peer 
friendships among children and adoles-
cents with ID. In addition, research pro-
vides evidence that older adults with ID 
who were involved in leisure activities 
experienced greater life satisfaction (Ma-

hon & Goatcher, 1999; Rossow-Kimball 
& Goodwin, 2014). These authors sug-
gested that leisure plays an important 
role in facilitating successful aging and 
promoting life satisfaction. 

Other studies have explored leisure 
patterns of individuals with ID and sug-
gested that they typically engage in lei-
sure activities with family members or 
members of their support staff (Abells, 
Burbidge, & Minnes, 2008). However, 
the majority of individuals with ID tend 
to engage in solitary or passive leisure 
pursuits (Buttimer & Tierney, 2005; Hoge 
& Dattilo, 1995). Such passive leisure en-
gagement generated feelings of isolation 
and loneliness that decreased life satis-
faction (Kleinert, Miracle, & Sheppard-
Jones, 2007; Orsmond et al., 2004). Ac-
tivities most frequented by individuals 
with ID are similar to those of typically 
developing children and include televi-
sion viewing, dining out, listening to mu-
sic, talking on the phone, going for walks 
or rides in a car, shopping, or working on 
crafts  (Abells et al., 2008; Hoge & Dattilo, 
1995). Leisure constraints for those with 
ID include a lack of recreational skill or 
knowledge, lack of transportation, limit-
ed finances, personal attitudes, disability, 
lack of partners, and a lack of empower-
ment or control over leisure time (Abells 
et al., 2008; Germ & Schleien, 1997).

Self-Esteem and ID
Positive self-perceptions and self-

esteem have been linked to social ac-
ceptance, as well as increased self-worth, 
autonomy, self-regulation, and empower-
ment among individuals with a disabil-
ity (Jones, 2012). Conversely, negative 
self-perception is linked to a sense of 
feeling different, depression, prejudice, 
oppression, and social isolation among 
individuals with a disability (Dagnan & 
Sandhu, 1999; Dagnan & Waring, 2004; 
Jones, 2012). 
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From a social and psychology per-
spective, stigma and social comparison 
of those with ID have a negative impact 
on self-esteem among individuals with 
ID (Crocker & Quinn, 2000; Sinanson, 
1992). Such negative perceptions related 
to social comparison and social stigma 
have been found to threaten the self-es-
teem of those with ID and generate feel-
ings of isolation from society and com-
munity (McVilly, Stancliffe, Parmenter 
& Burton-Smith, 2006). In addition, re-
searchers found that individuals with ID 
experience life challenges such as a deficit 
of conceptual, social, and practical adap-
tive skills that negatively influence the 
development of self-esteem (Long, 1997; 
Masi, Mucci, Favilla, & Poli, 1999).

However, other researchers found 
that individuals with mild ID self-iden-
tified with an exaggerated appraisal of 
self-concept and self-esteem (Li, Tam, & 
Man, 2006; Repetto, & Cifuentes, 2000). 
The background of this phenomenon is 
that individuals with mild ID may estab-
lish a boundary that protects themselves 
from negative social perceptions and 
appraisals from others that encourage 
the generation of excessive appraisals of 
their self-esteem (Gresham & MacMillan, 
1997). This mixed result indicates that a 
level of self-esteem for individuals with 
ID can be positively or negatively related 
to life satisfaction, or that the relationship 
is curvilinear.

Family Relationships and ID
Social support from family members 

and caregivers can serve as a vehicle for 
improving psychological well-being and 
life satisfaction among individuals with 
ID (Meins, 1993; Nezu, Nezu, Rothen-
berg, DelliCarpini, & Groag, 1995; Reiss 
& Benson, 1985). Numerous studies have 

suggested that once individuals with ID 
were given rich opportunities for social 
interaction with others including family 
members, they were able to integrate so-
cially and cultivate social skills that result 
in the development of friendships with 
others outside of the immediate family 
unit (Cummins & Lau, 2003; Duvdevany 
& Arar, 2004; Orsmond et al., 2004). 

However, individuals with ID usu-
ally have limited social networks and 
social interactions with family members 
(Robertson et. al., 2001). According to 
Widmer, Kempf-Constantin, Robert-Tis-
sot, Lanzi, and Carminati (2008), indi-
viduals with ID perceived that they were 
less connected with family members and 
that their family networks were less cen-
tralized in their family structure. These 
authors suggested that in spite of the im-
portance of family support for individu-
als’ functioning and life satisfaction, indi-
viduals with ID received a lack of family 
support.

Previous studies have investigated 
how age is related to life satisfaction 
among individuals with ID (Lunsky & 
Benson, 2001; Robertson et al., 2001). 
These studies found that age of the indi-
viduals with ID is negatively correlated 
with social support from family (Lunsky 
& Benson, 2001; Robertson et al., 2001). 
For example, Peterson and colleagues 
(2008) provided evidence of a negative 
association between age and family sup-
port among individuals with ID. They 
found that only young adults with ID re-
ceived social support from family mem-
bers and then increased life satisfaction.

This study focuses on life satisfaction 
among Koreans with ID in relation to lei-
sure participation, self-esteem, and fam-
ily relationships, and age of the individual 
with the intellectual disability. 
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Methods

Participants
The 2012 Panel Survey of Employ-

ment for the Disabled in Korea (PSED, 
2012) was used for the study. The partici-
pants of PSED purposely included 5,092 
Koreans with 15 types of disabilities. 
They continuously participate in the sur-
vey for several years and this study only 
used data collected in 2012. According 
to PSED, investigators accommodated a 
stratified sampling method based on the 
type of disability, age, and residential ar-
eas. The primary aim of this study was to 
explore the significant factors under the 
control of demographic characteristics; 
this study extracted individuals with ID 
among those with 15 types of disabilities. 
The total number of participants was 189. 

Age was measured with seven cat-
egories ranging in increments of 10 years 
beginning with “under 19 years old.” The 
distribution of age is quite dispersed from 
15 to 75 years but heavily concentrated 
between the 20s and 50s, which occupied 
89.9% of the sample. Among them, males 
were 110 (58.2%) and females were 79 
(41.8%) of the sample (See Table 1). 

Measurement
The full version of PSED includes a 

question assessing overall life satisfaction 
and eight additional items assessing the 
level of contentment on multiple facets of 
life: relationship with family, relationship 
with friends, type of residence, health 
status, monthly income, leisure participa-
tion, current job and marital life. Among 
these eight items, two items were extract-
ed to measure leisure satisfaction and sat-
isfaction with family relationships, such 
as “Are you satisfied with your leisure 
activities?” and “Are you satisfied with 
your family relationships?” Single-item 

measures have been found to  yield reli-
able estimates (Kim, Kim, MaloneBeach, 
& Han, 2015; Youngblut & Casper, 1993). 
These items were rated on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale, stretching from 1= strongly dis-
agree to 5 = strongly agree. Higher scores 
indicated higher levels of satisfaction. 

Self-esteem was measured by Rosen-
berg’s Self-Esteem Scales (RSES; Rosen-
berg, 1965). RSES comprises 10 items, 
five negative and five positive. Response 
ranged from 1  = generally don’t agree to 
4 = always agree. The sample items were 
“Generally, I feel like I am a loser,” “I am 
able to do things as well as most other 
people,” and “I think it would be good if 
I can be respectful for myself.” Reliability 

Table 1
Frequencies of Respondents’ 
Characteristics

Sample n %
Characteristics

Total 189 100
Age 
 10s 3 1.6
 20s 45  23.8
 30s 45 23.8
 40s 43 22.8
 50s 37 19.5
 60s 14 7.4
 70s 2 1.1
Gender  
 Male 110 58.2
 Female 79 41.8
Education  
 Uneducated 60 31.7
 Elementary school 36  19.1
 Middle school 23 12.2
 High school 60 31.7
 College 10 5.3
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value (Cronbach’s alpha) of the self-es-
teem items was .799 in this study.

To measure overall life satisfaction, 
a single item, “Overall, are you satisfied 
with your life?” was used. The item was 
scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 = strongly dissatisfied to 5 = strong-
ly satisfied, with a higher score of this 
item standing for better life satisfaction. 

Analysis
Descriptive statistics and correla-

tions (Pearson correlations) were cal-
culated for any underlying associations 
and multicollinearity was checked. Then, 
hierarchical regression analyses were 
performed to evaluate the contribution 
of each independent variable (i.e., leisure 
satisfaction, family relationship, self-es-
teem, and demographic characteristics) 
to the regression model. The regression 
model included two control variables 
(i.e., gender and age) to ensure that only 
the direct effects of the variables of inter-
est were being captured. 

Two demographic characteristics 
about the participants (i.e., gender and 
age) were entered in the first step to en-
sure that only the direct effects of the 
variables of interest were being captured. 
The next step was to examine how leisure 
satisfaction, satisfaction with family re-

lationship, and self-esteem predicted life 
satisfaction. Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS) 21 was utilized to 
conduct this analysis. 

Results
The correlation matrix for major 

variables is presented in Table 2. Most 
notably, leisure satisfaction had relatively 
strong correlations with family relation-
ship (r = .293, p< .01), self-esteem (r = 
.322, p < .01) and overall life satisfaction 
(r = .631, p < .01). Also, overall life sat-
isfaction displayed a positive and signifi-
cant correlation with leisure satisfaction 
(r = .631, p < .01), family relationship (r 
= .254, p < .01) and self-esteem (r = .428, 
p < .01). In particular, leisure satisfaction 
showed a high degree of correlation with 
overall life satisfaction suggesting that 
individuals who are satisfied with their 
leisure activities are likely to be satisfied 
with their life. 

The results of the regression model 
with life satisfaction as the dependent 
variable are presented in Table 3. Mul-
ticollinearity is one of the major issues 
associated with the regression model 
when two of the independent variables 
are highly correlated. When high levels 
of multicollinearity exist, the beta coef-
ficient of independent variables can show 

Table 2
Correlation Matrix for All Measured VariablesTable 2. Correlation Matrix for all Measured Variables  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. Gender (male=1, female=0) -      
2. Age -.001 -     
3. Leisure Satisfaction -.094 -.029 -    
4. Family Relationship  -.050 .052 .293** -   
5. Self Esteem  .003 -.118 .322** .142 -  
6. Overall Life Satisfaction .022 -.113 .631** .254** .428** - 
Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: *p<.01
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erratic behavior. Therefore, a high cor-
relation among independent variables 
presents difficulties in interpreting its 
contribution to the dependent variable. 
Tabachnick and Fidell (2006) suggested 
that a correlation coefficient of .70 or 
higher may diminish the strength and 
credibility of analysis of the model. As 
presented in Table 2, correlations among 
all variables fall below .70, which satisfies 
the presented assumptions. Thus, all of 
the independent variables were included 
in the model. The tolerance level (.83 to 
.99) and variance inflation factor (1.01 
to 1.20) values also show that multicol-
linearity was not a problem (Cohen, Co-
hen, West, & Aiken, 2003).

Two controlled demographic vari-
ables (i.e., gender and age) explained 
1.3% of the variance of the model (F(2, 
186) = 1.248, p = .289, R2 = .013). Neither 
gender (β = .022, p =.760) nor age (β = 
-.113, p = .123) was a significant predic-
tor of life satisfaction. The final model 
suggested that 46.7% of the total variance 
in the dependent variable is explained by 
the independent variables (F(5, 183) = 
32.063, p < .001, R2 = .467). Among them, 
leisure satisfaction (β = .542, p < .001) 
and self-esteem (β = .230, p < .001) were 
found to be significant predictors of over-

all life satisfaction. This result indicates 
that an additional 45.4% of the variation 
in predicting overall life satisfaction was 
explained by the independent variables 
after controlling for the demographic 
variables, gender and age.

Discussion
This study explored the relationship 

between leisure satisfaction, self-esteem, 
family relationships, and life satisfaction 
among Korean individuals with ID. The 
results show that leisure satisfaction and 
self-esteem served as the predictors of life 
satisfaction among Korean individuals 
with ID. In particular, leisure satisfaction 
was identified as the strongest predictor 
of life satisfaction among Korean indi-
viduals with ID. The current study sug-
gests that increasing the level of leisure 
satisfaction may be a crucial element in 
improving life satisfaction among indi-
viduals with ID.

Previous studies demonstrated that 
leisure satisfaction is positively associ-
ated with life satisfaction among Korean 
individuals with physical disabilities (e.g., 
Kim & Noh, 1998; Kim et al., 2015). A 
few qualitative studies sought to explore 
the value of leisure among individuals 
with ID for health (Patterson, 2000; Pat-

Table 3
The Effect of Six Independent Variables on Life Satisfaction (4 items)

Table 3. The effect of six independent variables on life satisfaction (4items) 
 

Variables 
Life satisfaction 

Step 1  Step 2 
B SE B β  B SE B β 

Block 1        
Gender .026 .086 .022 .090 .064 .076 
Age -.005 .003 -.113 -.003 .002 -.075 

Block 2       
Leisure Satisfaction    .465 .051 .542*** 
Family Relationship     .044 .035 .071 
Self-Esteem     .323 .080 .230*** 

R2 .013  .467 
F for changes in R2 1.248  32.063*** 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

Dummy variables : Gender (male=1, female=0) 
 
 

 

Note: *p<.01
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terson & Pegg, 2009). These authors sug-
gested that leisure participation was re-
lated to health benefits such as personal 
and social health that contributed to life 
satisfaction (Patterson, 2000; Patterson 
& Pegg, 2009). The current quantitative 
study supports Patterson’s studies that 
leisure satisfaction may serve as a vehicle 
for improving a sense of life satisfaction 
among Korean individuals with ID. 

A majority of the studies showed that 
individuals with ID reported a lower level 
of self-esteem compared to those without 
disabilities or with other types of disabili-
ties (e.g., Garaigordobil & Perez, 2007; 
Johnson, 2012; Nader-Grosbois, 2014). 
The result of this study emphasized the 
role of self-esteem as a predictor of life 
satisfaction among Korean individuals 
with ID. This result strengthens the value 
of self-esteem activities and programs 
recreational therapists implement for in-
dividuals with ID. 

Recently, Kim, Schilling, Kim, and 
Han (2016) examined the contribution 
of social relationship to life satisfaction 
and found that satisfaction with family 
relationship was associated with life sat-
isfaction among Korean individuals with 
ID. However, the current study found 
that satisfaction with family relationships 
did not predict life satisfaction among 
Korean individuals with ID. The back-
ground of this result can be explained by 
previous findings that individuals with 
ID who did not receive social support 
from family reported low life satisfaction 
(e.g., Lehman, 1988; Young, 2006). They 
asserted that social support from peers 
could be a more important factor in in-
creasing life satisfaction rather than that 
from family members among individuals 
with disabilities. 

In addition, findings from previous 
studies suggested that there was a nega-
tive correlation between age and family 

support among individuals with ID (Lun-
sky & Benson, 2001; Robertson et al., 
2001). However, age was not related to 
family relationships among Korean indi-
viduals in this study. Further, age was not 
a significant predictor of life satisfaction. 

Limitations
This study has limitations that need 

to be addressed. First, a single item was 
used to measure variables such as leisure 
satisfaction, satisfaction with family, and 
life satisfaction. While Nagy (2002) pro-
vided support for reliability and validity 
for the single item measure, it would be 
beneficial for future researchers to use 
multiple item scales to increase rigor of 
the measurement. 

Second, this study did not measure 
the severity of ID among participants. In-
dividuals with a severe or profound level 
of ID can need an extensive amount of 
care and support and depend on others 
for their daily activities that may influ-
ence leisure pursuits, self-esteem, family 
relationships, and life satisfaction. Future 
research is needed to investigate how the 
types of cognitive impairment are associ-
ated with leisure satisfaction, self-esteem, 
satisfaction with family and life satisfac-
tion. 

Lastly, individuals with ID tend to 
engage in passive leisure activities (Butt-
imer & Tierney, 2005; Hoge & Dattilo, 
1995) and this study did not identify par-
ticipants’ preferred leisure activity. The 
types of leisure activities such as seden-
tary and active leisure pursuits can affect 
health perception and life satisfaction 
(Kim, Kim, MaloneBeach, & Han, 2015). 
Future researchers need to elaborate on 
how different leisure pursuits are related 
to life satisfaction among individuals 
with ID.

In spite of the limitations, this study 
is an initial exploration of the relation-
ships among leisure satisfaction, self-
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esteem, satisfaction with family, and life 
satisfaction among Korean individuals 
with ID. As demonstrated, leisure satis-
faction serves as the strongest predictor 
of improving life satisfaction among Ko-
rean individuals with ID. 

Implications
Recreational therapists who work 

with Korean individuals with ID strive 
to provide effective therapeutic programs 
for them so they can experience optimal 
leisure experiences that result in greater 
life satisfaction. One way of improving 
leisure satisfaction is that recreational 
therapists design leisure education for 
Korean individuals with ID. Leisure 
education is a continuous educational 
program that fosters the development of 
leisure and recreation skills, leisure re-
sources, attitudes, and decision making 
(Stumbo & Peterson, 2009). Through lei-
sure education, Korean individuals with 
ID can gain more leisure resources, de-
velop leisure skills, and enhance knowl-
edge of community resources that can 
increase leisure satisfaction. 

Although past research suggests that 
family members and caregivers (Abells 
et al., 2008; Pretty, Rapley, & Bramston, 
2002) are the most likely leisure partners 
for individuals with ID, previous studies 
emphasized the value of social support 

from peers in relation to life satisfaction 
among individuals with disabilities (e.g., 
Lehman, 1988; Young, 2006). Individuals 
with ID can experience greater life sat-
isfaction and receive positive social sup-
port when engaged in activity with peers. 
Thus, it is recommended that therapeutic 
recreation specialists create venues that 
will foster friendships and therefore fa-
cilitate the cultivation of future leisure 
partners. 

International Special Olympics is 
another strategy that is universally ac-
cepted as an intervention to increase life 
satisfaction among individuals with ID. 
Structured programming like the Special 
Olympics fosters social inclusion and in-
creases leisure satisfaction by improving 
interpersonal relationships with others 
and developing friendships. Involvement 
in such programs may provide the initial 
framework for building the self-esteem 
necessary to explore other less structured 
leisure pursuits with peers of similar abil-
ity. 

Therefore, recreational therapists 
must strive to design and implement in-
tervention programs aimed at enhancing 
leisure satisfaction and improving self-es-
teem among Korean individuals with ID. 
Such an enhancement of leisure satisfac-
tion and self-esteem serves as an impor-
tant facilitator of overall life satisfaction. 
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