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Abstract This main purpose of this study tests whether a higher-order gratitude com-

passing multi-components (e.g., thank others, thank God, cherish blessings, appreciate

hardship, and cherish the moment) explains variances in subjective well-being including

life satisfaction and positive affect after controlling for gender, age, religion, the Big Five

personality traits (e.g., openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and

neuroticism), and a single gratitude. A total of 504 undergraduate participants were

recruited to completed five inventories measuring the variables of interest. The higher-

order gratitude made a significant unique contribution to life satisfaction (10 % of the

variance, p \ .001) and positive affect (2 % of the variance, p \ .001) beyond the effects

of demographic variables, the Big Five personality traits, and a single gratitude. This is

consistent with the theoretical stance that the higher-order gratitude is more than just the

Big Five personality traits or a single gratitude and is important in its own right for

subjective well-being. Furthermore, it implies a multi-components gratitude is in deed

different from a unifactorial gratitude and it seems more reasonable that trait gratitude is a

higher-order construct including lower-order components.

Keywords Gratitude · Subjective well-being · Big Five · Personality ·

Positive psychology

1 Introduction

Positive psychology is one of the most influential trends in modern psychological science

(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000; Sheldon and King 2001). It emphasizes to redress

the imbalance and increase scientific attention and resources to studies of human positives,

human striving, achievements, potentialities, and quality of life (Seligman 2003; Seligman
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and Csikszentmihalyi 2000; Wood and Tarrier 2010). Consequently, there have been great

renewed interests in studies of subjective well-being (Diener et al. 1999; Lyubomirsky

et al. 2005), personal or character strengths (McCullough and Snyder 2000; Peterson and

Seligman 2004), and how these character strengths can be used to increase or enhance

subjective well-being (Linley and Harrington 2006; Wood et al. 2011).

Specifically, the study of character strengths and the development of a classification of

strengths and virtues are major initiatives of the positive psychology movement. In this

connection, Peterson and Seligman (2004) have attempted classifications of 24 character

strengths grouped under six overarching virtues that are claimed to be shared across culture

and human history (Dahlsgaard et al. 2005). It is argued that character strengths are natural

capacities within individuals, and these strengths, when cultivated and promoted, would

allow individuals to achieve optimal functioning and performance, and lead individuals to

have better, more satisfying, and more fulfilling life (Linley and Harrington 2006).

Numerous studies have also suggested that character strengths are associated with

subjective well-being, and specific character strengths can contribute significantly to the

prediction of subjective well-being. In a pioneering study, Park et al. (2004) surveyed

5,299 adults using the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths and found that hope, zest,

gratitude, love, and curiosity were consistently and robustly associated with life satisfac-

tion. These findings of linkage between individual strengths and life satisfaction have

subsequently been extended to findings in other settings that include the United Kingdom

(Linley et al. 2007), Switzerland (Peterson et al. 2007), Japan (Shimai et al. 2006), and

Croatia (Brdar and Kashdan 2010).

Notably, gratitude has become one of the most central concepts within positive psy-

chology. There are some reasons explaining why gratitude is important. First, gratitude

upgrades people’s individual lives threefold in emotion, cognition, and action. For emo-

tion, has demonstrated that the more grateful one is, the happier one will be (McCullough

et al. 2004; Wood et al. 2010). For cognition, gratitude provides us a more optimistic point

of view toward our own experiences (McCullough et al. 2004), relationships (Gordon et al.

2011), and others’ personalities and behaviors (McCullough et al. 2004). Moreover, in

terms of action, it is widely accepted that gratitude enhances our prosocial tendency toward

benefactors (Bartlett and DeSteno 2006; Tsang 2006) and even for unknown third parties

(Bartlett and DeSteno 2006). Finally, empirical studies have shown that gratitude is a

predictor of well-being (e.g., Emmons and McCullough 2003; Hill and Allemand 2011;

Martı́nez-Martı́ et al. 2010; McCullough et al. 2002, 2004; Nelson 2009; Park et al. 2004;

Wood et al. 2007). To summarize, gratitude occupies the center of positive psychology for

its uniqueness to advance our emotional, cognitive, behavioral existence, and well-being.

1.1 Is Gratitude Just a Unifactorial Structure?

Gratitude is the disposition to feel and express thankfulness consistently over time and

across situations (Emmons and Crumpler 2000). McCullough et al. (2002) defined the

grateful disposition as “a generalized tendency to recognize and respond with grateful

emotion to the roles of other people’s benevolence in the positive experiences and out-

comes that one obtains” (p. 112). Accordingly, they developed the Gratitude Questionnaire

(GQ)-6 questionnaire to assess gratitude as a single factor, based on four different facets of

grateful disposition that include intensity, frequency, span and density. In other words,

grateful people may feel gratitude more intensely for a positive event, and may report

gratitude more frequently or more easily throughout the day. They may have a wider span
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of life circumstances for which they are grateful at any given time with a variety of other

benefits (e.g., for their families, their jobs, their health and life itself), and they may

experience gratitude with greater density (e.g., towards more people) for a single positive

outcome or life circumstance.

Recently, Wood et al. (2010) considered that gratitude is part of a wider life orientation

towards noticing and appreciating the positive in the world and evidence for this wider

conceptualization of gratitude had been provided by Wood et al. (2008c). For example,

some people seem to cherish each new day, notice acts of kindness, acknowledge the

sacrifices of others, and be thankful for every privilege or positive aspect of their lives. Yet

others fail to notice or appreciate the positive aspects of their lives and the sacrifices of

others on their behalf. They take for granted much of what they experience, encounter, or

rely upon, and they may exhibit a sense of entitlement. This observation suggests that

grateful individuals may have a variety of experiences of thankful appreciation because of

different sources of gratitude. In this line, they suggested that gratitude is a higher-order

factor compassing different components, implying that the grateful personality involves

different aspects. That is, trait gratitude seems not to be unifactorial, such as GQ-6.

Accordingly, Lin and Yeh (2011) developed the Inventory of Undergraduates’ Gratitude

(IUG) based on its multi-components and viewed gratitude as a higher-order construct

including five aspects (lower-order components) (see Table 1).

The first aspect is the “thank others” which not only noticing a benefit received (gifts,

perceived efforts, sacrifices/actions on one’s behalf) and feeling grateful to someone for it,

but also valuing the people in one’s life and the contribution that relationships make to

one’s life and well-being and expressing that. The second one is “thank God” which refers

to feeling a deep emotional, spiritual, or transcendental connection to something, such as a

stunning vista, a forest of Redwoods, or birth of a baby. The third one is “cherish bless-

ings” which is focusing on what one has rather than lacks. What one has includes material

possessions and also such things as one’s health or opportunities. The fourth one is

“appreciate hardship” which refers to using one’s perceived losses, experiences of

adversity, or close calls to promote appreciating the positive aspects of one’s life. Finally,

the “cherish the moment” is engaging in mindful awareness of the “here and now,” one’s

surroundings and their positive qualities (Lin and Yeh 2011).

Emmons and Crumpler (2000) stated that “gratitude is a relational virtue that involves

strong feelings of appreciation toward significant others” (p. 58). The “significant other”

Table 1 The five aspects of a multi-components gratitude

Aspects Brief description Typical item

Thank others Feeling gratitude towards other people
for help, gifts, or benefits

I thank others for what they have
done for me in daily life

Thank God Feeling awe/wonder, a sense of
transcendent connection to nature,
beauty, or life itself

I am blessed to acquire what I want

Cherish blessings Focusing on what one has (rather than
lacks) and valuing it

I reflect on how fortunate I am to
have basic things in life like food,
clothing, and shelter

Appreciate hardship Using experiences of loss/adversity to
foster appreciation

Thinking about dying reminds me to
live every day to the fullest

Cherish the moment Engaging in mindful awareness of the
present moment

I stop and enjoy my life as it is
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can be a person, a God, or any other material or spiritual entity. In this line, we suggested

that unifactorial gratitude seems similar to “thank others” and “thank God” of higher-order

gratitude. It implied that unifactorial gratitude may not be well-structured because it didn’t

include the other aspects of higher-order gratitude. One of Chinese proverbs states

“Happiness lies in contentment,” or “A contented mind is perpetual feast.” (知足常樂)

which means we must learn to be content with what we have now in order to obtain

everlasting well-being. This belief is especially quiet important and influential in Asian

culture. For Chinese ethics, people lead a living accompanied by this kind of wisdom for

the whole life. This observation suggests that higher-order gratitude including different

dimensions may be more meaningful and valuable compared to unifactorial gratitude.

1.2 Gratitude, Subjective Well-Being and Personality

Subjective well-being is defined as the affective and cognitive evaluation of life (Diener

1984; Diener and Lucas 2000). Despite that different researchers have used the term

subjective well-being in slightly different ways, they tend to accept that it generally

involves the subjective evaluation of one’s current status in the world (Snyder and Lopez

2007). Specifically, Diener et al. (2002) redefined subjective well-being as a combination

of general life satisfaction and the presence of positive affect, and is often summarized as

happiness (Brulde 2007; Karlson et al. 2013).Given this view, subjective well-being

includes cognitive and affective components, the former is life satisfaction and the latter is

positive affect. This structure of subjective well-being has received empirical support in

subsequent studies (e.g., Arthaud-Day et al. 2005; Diener et al. 2002). The research has

shown that these dimensions are closely related to both positive indicators of mental health

such as self-esteem, psychological well-being, and extraversion (Diener 1984; Diener et al.

2003; Ryff and Keyes 1995), and negative indicators such as depression, anxiety, and

neuroticism (Lonigan et al. 2003; Diener 1984).

Throughout history, religious, theological, and philosophical treatise have viewed

gratitude as integral to well-being (Emmons and Crumpler 2000; Harpman 2004). Con-

ceptually, gratitude should be expected to be strongly related to well-being. Gratitude

represents the quintessential positive personality trait, being an indicator of a worldview

orientated towards noticing and appreciating the positive in life (Wood et al. 2008c).

Empirically, gratitude is a strong predictor of subjective happiness or a sense of well-being

(e.g., Froh et al. 2009; Nelson 2009; Toussaint and Friedman 2009; Wood et al. 2008a,

2010). Numerous studies have established the connection between gratitude and well-

being. For example, studies have indicated that gratitude was incompatible with negative

emotions and pathological conditions, and could even offer protection against psychiatric

conditions. Specifically, gratitude has been found to relate positively with optimism and

hope, and negatively with depression, anxiety and envy in nonclinical samples (McCul-

lough et al. 2002). Moreover, Hill and Allemand (2011) found that grateful and forgiving

adults reported greater well-being in adulthood. Similarly, Watkins et al. (2003) found that

individuals who scored higher in grateful personality traits reported more life satisfaction,

higher subjective well-being and more positive emotions than their counterparts. Experi-

mental studies have also found that gratitude interventions significantly improved

individuals’ well-being. Emmons and McCullough (2003) found that a gratitude journal

intervention improved the well-being of college students and adults with neuromuscular

disorders. Seligman et al. (2005) found that a gratitude exercise successfully increased

happiness over a long period of time. Chan (2010) also found that an intervention program
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of 8-week count-your-blessings promoted teachers’ life satisfaction. These empirical

findings suggest that there is a causal relationship between gratitude and well-being. In

particularly, large numbers of researches have almost focused on subjective well-being.

However, it is not clear whether the relationship between gratitude and subjective well-

being is unique, or whether gratitude is simply related to subjective well-being due to a third

personality variable. For example, gratitude could simply be related to subjective well-being

because of the more general relationship between subjective well-being and positive emo-

tions. In their seminal paper on trait gratitude, McCullough et al. (2002) argue that as the last

50 years have lead to a proliferation of personality measures, it is necessary to show that

gratitude effects outcome measures after controlling for other more widely researched traits.

In recent years, the Five Factor Model (McCrae and Costa 1999) has achieved a

widespread acceptance in personality psychology. There is now reasonable consensus that

the Big Five domains of openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and

neuroticism represent most of personality at the highest level of abstraction (Goldberg

1993; John and Srivastava 1999). These variables cover the breadth of personality,

including positive and negative affect (respectively, existing under extraversion and neu-

roticism), and pro-social traits (under agreeableness). As may be expected from a social

and well-being variable, some studies further have proven that gratitude is positively

correlated with extraversion, agreeableness and negatively correlated with neuroticism (e.

g., Lin and Yeh 2011; McCullough et al. 2004, Wood et al. 2008a, b, c); together the Big

Five variables explain between 21 % and 28 % of the variance in gratitude (McCullough

et al. 2002).Moreover, the Big Five variables are correlated with subjective well-being

(Ana et al. 2012; Andreja et al. 2011; DeNeve and Cooper 1998; Steel et al. 2008) raising

the possibility that gratitude is only linked to subjective well-being because of the third

variable effects of the Big Five. That is, the third variable effects of the Big Five thus offer

an alternative explanation of why gratitude is related to subjective well-being. Demon-

strating that gratitude is related to subjective well-being above the effects of the Big Five is

an important test of theoretical perspectives which see gratitude as a unique aspect of well-

being (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005; Watkins 2004). The Big Five traits represent some of the

most studied variables over the last 50 years (Goldberg 1993; John and Srivastava 1999).

McCullough et al. (2002) argued that for gratitude research to have an impact on per-

sonality psychology it is necessary to show that the variable has incremental validity above

the effects of the Big Five personality traits.

1.3 The Present Study

To realize whether gratitude have a unique impact on personality psychology, it is nec-

essary to show that gratitude can explain variance in outcome variables above the Big Five

personality traits. Moreover, whether gratitude ought to be viewed a higher-order/multi-

components or just a single/unifactorial construct seems to be controversial. If we can

distinguish their contributions to important outcome variables (e.g., subjective well-being),

may we clarify their differences and answer the above question.

In addition, despite growing interest in gratitude and subjective well-being, most studies

were examined in the United States. Few studies have investigated gratitude and its

association in Asian or African culture. Chinese people represent for example 20 % of the

world’s population whereas the United States population is five times smaller. In fact,

researchers have recently called attention to the fact that although the United States rep-

resents only a small proportion of the world’s population, too many psychological research
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is on individuals from the United States. The narrowness of the sample upon which most

psychological research has been conducted raises important questions about the general-

izability of this research (Arnett 2008; Heine and Buchtel 2009). Furthermore, gratitude is

deeply embedded in cultural frameworks (Cohen 2006). In this study, we sought to address

this gap by examining the relationship between gratitude and subjective well-being and

further exploring the issue: does a multi-components gratitude contribute unique variance

to subjective well-being (including life satisfaction and positive affect), beyond demo-

graphic variables, the Big Five personality factors, and a unifactorial gratitude?

2 Methods

2.1 Participants

The study participants included 504 Taiwanese university students including freshman to

senior from general education courses in six universities. These courses are elective for

students and they can choose which is interested in on their own. Student enrolled general

education courses were from a variety of colleges (e.g., liberal arts, science, engineering,

management, social science, business, and medicine) and different departments in each

university. We selected these courses and students as representative of university students

because of the diversity. Of the total, 51.4 % of the participants were from private uni-

versities, and 48.6 % of the participants were from public universities. With a mean age of

20.21 years (SD = 1.02), the participants included 176 males (34.9 %) and 328 females

(65.1 %). Moreover, 190 participants (37.7 %) have religious affiliations and 314 ones

(62.3 %) doesn’t.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Higher-Order Gratitude

The IUG (Lin and Yeh 2011) was employed to measure the participants’ higher-order

gratitude in this study. With a total of 26 items (see Table 1 for sample items), the scale

included five factors: thank others (7 items), thank God (5 items), cherish blessings (5

items), appreciate hardship (5 items), and cherish the moment (4 items). Lin and Yeh

reported sound psychometric properties of the scale, including a robust five-factor structure

through exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, and reasonable internal consistency

(Cronbach’s α were .93 for IUG, and ranged from .74 to .84. for the five factors listed

above). In completing the scale, participants were requested to indicate their judgement as

to whether the statement in each item was descriptive of them using a 6-point scale ranging

from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

2.2.2 Single Gratitude

The Chinese version of the GQ (Chen et al. 2009) was employed to measure the partici-

pants’ single gratitude in this study. Chen et al. translate and validate the GQ (McCullough

et al. 2002) in Chinese. Confirmation factor analysis indicated that a five item model was a

better fit than the original six item model. Cross-validation also supported the modified

Chinese version of the GQ. In addition, the Chinese version of the GQ was, as expected,
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positively correlated with optimism, happiness, agreeableness, and extraversion, which

supported its construct validity. Moreover, the Cronbach’s α was .80 for the Chinese

version of the GQ, indicating satisfactory validity and reliability. In completing the scale,

participants were requested to indicate their judgement as to whether the statement in each

item was descriptive of them using a 6-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to

“strongly agree”. The test items included statements such as “I am grateful to a wide

variety of people.”

2.2.3 Big Five Personality Trait

The Chinese Big Five personality scale (Chuang and Lee 2001) was employed to measure

the participants’ types of personality in this study. Based on the fundamental lexical

hypothesis (Goldberg 1990), Chuang and Lee collected 148 Chinese adjectives, formed a

scale, and administrated it to teachers of elementary school students. EFA from teachers’

ratings of students indicated that these adjectives could be clustered into five categories

that correspond to the Big Five (e.g., openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agree-

ableness, and neuroticism) model. Chuang and Lee reported satisfactory internal

consistency (Cronbach’s α ranged from .78 to .94 for five factors) and a 1-year test and

retest reliability. Chen (2004) modified the Chinese Big Five personality scale into a

shorter version and administered it to a teacher sample. Factor analysis indicated that the

short version of the Chinese Big Five personality scale maintained the five factor structure

and produced acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s α ranged from .60 to .86 for five factors).

In completing the scale, participants were requested to indicate their judgement as to

whether each of the five statements was descriptive of them using a 6-point scale ranging

from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

2.2.4 Life Satisfaction

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al. 1985) was employed to measure the par-

ticipants’ general life satisfaction as the cognitive aspect of subjective well-being in this

study. It reveals the individual’s own judgement of his or her quality of life. The scale

consists of five items and has demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α is .87),

excellent 2-month test–retest reliability (r = .82), and convergent and discriminant validity

with other measures of subjective well-being, independent ratings of life satisfaction, self-

esteem, clinical symptoms, neuroticism and emotionality (Diener et al. 1985; Lucas et al.

1996; Pavot and Diener 1993). In completing the scale, participants were requested to

indicate their judgement as to whether each of the five statements was descriptive of them

using a 6-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The test items

included statements such as “In most ways, my life is close to my ideal.”

2.2.5 Positive Affect

The Long-term Affect (Diener et al. 1995) is revised to measure the participants’ positive

affect in this study. Based on interest and need of research, we choose positive affect scale

including 8 items from the original scale. In the preliminary study, the 8 items were tested

converge to one single factor including 5 items through EFA. The scale has good reliability

(Cronbach’s α is .90) and has also shown good construct validity through CFA. In
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completing the scales, participants were requested to make their judgements of experi-

encing the emotions in general on a 6-point scale ranging from “never” to “always”.

2.2.6 Demographic Information

Participants completed demographic questions such as gender, age, and religious affilia-

tion. Previous studies suggested some demographic variables had effects on person’s

gratitude such as gender (e.g., Kashdan et al. 2009; Lin and Yeh 2011), age (e.g.,

McAdams and Bauer 2004), and religion (e.g., Lin and Yeh 2011; McCullough et al.

2002). Thus, these data were selected as controlled variables to conduct following

analyses.

2.3 Procedures and Data Analyses

In order to recruit the university students for this study, we contacted the university

teachers and asked their consents. Students were invited to fill out a few questionnaires

voluntarily during regular class sessions. Participants took approximately 10 min to

complete the whole survey. While finishing the questionnaires, students hand them out for

a research assistant on the class.

The first step in the analyses comprises preliminary analyses, including descriptive

statistics on the independent and dependent variables, intercorrelations and reliability

between all the variables.

To assess whether the high-order gratitude accounted for unique variance in criteria,

subjective well-being, the second step in the analyses examines the additive contributions

of the variables in predicting life satisfaction and positive affect. We conducted hierar-

chical multiple regression analyses, by adding demographic variables, the Big Five

personality factors, and a unifactorial gratitude in each of three steps as control variables,

followed by a multi-components gratitude in a fourth step. In other words, four hierarchical

regression models were tested. Moreover, the fourth model of a hierarchical regression

model in which the gender, age, and religion composed the first block, personality factors

the second, and single gratitude score the third is our concern.

3 Results

The item responses of the 504 participants to all measures were first aggregated to yield

thirteen scores based on the five subscales of the IUG, Chinese GQ, the five subscales of

Chinese Big Five personality scale, and two scales of subjective well-being (e.g., life

satisfaction and positive affect). Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, and internal

consistency of these scales, together with the correlation matrix of these measures. It can

be seen that the coefficients alpha as indices of internal consistency of these scales were of

moderately high values, ranging from .73 to .88, suggesting that these variables were all

reliably assessed.

Multi-components gratitude and unifactorial gratitude correlated substantially and sig-

nificantly with each other, and particularly with Big Five personality traits, and with two

measures of subjective well-being. The pattern of correlations suggested that the more

grateful the person, the more likely the person would be tend to grant openness,
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conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, relatively less neuroticism, and experience

greater life satisfaction, more positive emotions.

To further explore and evaluate the separate contribution of demographic variables, Big

Five personality traits, unifactorial gratitude, and multi-components gratitude to the pre-

diction of subjective well-being, two sets of hierarchical regression analyses were

conducted, using these variables as four ordered sets of predictors to predict separately the

two criterion variables of subjective well-being. All tolerance values exceeded .10 (and

VIFs \10) indicating no problems with multicollinearity (Meyers et al. 2006). Also, the

largest correlation between predictors was .78, less than .8, the heuristic figure suggesting

possible multicollinearity (Meyers et al. 2006). These results are summarized in Table 3.

Demographic variables, though not expected to contribute to subjective well-being,

were entered first (Step 1) to allow comparison with the contribution of the other variables

of interest in subsequent analyses. It can be seen that age significantly predict subjective

well-being, but gender and religion didn’t, in the meantime, they accounted for only 2–3 %

of the variance in the criterion variables. Big Five personality traits added (Step 2) to the

prediction with an incremental 24 % for life satisfaction and 32 % for positive affect,

resulting in significant prediction of life satisfaction and positive affect by the joint con-

tribution of demographic variables and Big Five personality traits. The addition of

unifactorial gratitude (Step 3) resulted in significant prediction of criterion variables, with

incremental contributions of 4 % for life satisfaction and 4 % for positive affect. The

further addition of multi-components gratitude (Step 4) resulted in significant prediction of

criterion variables, with incremental contributions of 10 % for life satisfaction and 2 % for

Table 3 Hierarchical multiple regression of subjective well-being onto demographic variables, Big Five
traits, GQ, and IUG subscales

Variables Life satisfaction Positive affect

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4
β β β β β β β β

Gender −.07 −.03 .01 .02 −.04 .00 .04 .04

Age −.09* −.03 −.01 −.06 −.13** −.06 −.04 −.04

Religious belief .04 .03 .02 −.02 .07 .06 .05 .04

Openness .07 .08 .07 .09 .10* .09

Conscientiousness .08 .08 .04 −.07 −.07 −.10*

Extraversion .03 .00 .00 .13** .11 .11*

Agreeableness .30*** .18*** .16** .44*** .33*** .29***

Neuroticism −.30*** −.27*** −.17*** −.23*** −.21*** −.17***

GQ .25*** .14** .23*** .14**

Thank others −.24*** .01

Thank God .16* −.04

Cherish blessings .40*** .20***

Appreciate hardship −.06 .01

Cherish the moment −.01 .05

R2 .018 .252 .296 .393 .025 .347 .384 .408

△R2 .018 .235 .044 .096 .025 .322 .037 .024

F 3.01* 31.08*** 30.91*** 15.53*** 4.34** 48.82*** 29.50*** 4.00***

* p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001
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positive affect. Notably, while unifactorial gratitude emerged as a significant predictor in

predicting life satisfaction and positive affect before multi-components gratitude was

entered as a predictor (Step 3), multi-components gratitude emerged as a stronger predictor

when both unifactorial gratitude and multi-components gratitude were entered in the

prediction (Step 4). These results suggested multi-components gratitude makes a signifi-

cant uniquely contribution to subjective well-being, even after controlling for gender, age,

and religion, Big Five personality factors, and unifactorial gratitude.

4 Discussion

Results support the importance of the Big Five personality traits, a unifactorial gratitude

and a multi-components gratitude for subjective well-being. The Big Five personality traits

accounted for about 24 % for life satisfaction and 32 % for positive affect, over-and-above

gender, age, and religion. A unifactorial gratitude added another 4 % for each of them. A

multi-components gratitude explained another 10 % of the variance in life satisfaction and

2 % of the variance in positive affect after controlling for demographic variables, Big Five

personality traits and unifactorial gratitude, as measured by Chinese version of the GQ.

Such values are conventionally interpreted as substantial incremental validities (Hunsley

and Meyer 2003). Moreover, this is consistent with the theoretical stance that a multi-

components gratitude is more than just a unifactorial gratitude or Big Five personality traits

and is important in its own right for subjective well-being.

The significant contribution of gratitude replicates and extends the results of Wood et al.

(Wood et al. 2008a). Current results provide additional support for their finding, as the

same result was obtained even after controlling for gender, age and a different instrument

measured the Big Five personality traits. Furthermore, another variance in subjective well-

being explained by a multi-components gratitude is more than a unifactorial gratitude, it

implies a multi-components gratitude is in deed different from a unifactorial gratitude and

it seems more reasonable that trait gratitude is a higher-order construct including lower-

order components. Compared to unifactorial gratitude, the higher-order gratitude construct

appears to cover the full breath of the people, events, and all kinds of sources which people

report eliciting gratitude, explaining the studies where people reported gratitude towards

non-social sources (e.g., Emmons and McCullough 2003; Veisson 1999; Weiner et al.

1979). These factors also seem to widen the definition of gratitude more than the construct

has previously been considered (e.g., “thank others” and “thank God”). The higher-order

construct appears to represent a “wider life orientation towards the positive” (Wood et al.

2009a, p. 43) involving a “broaden worldview towards noticing and appreciating the

positive in life” (e.g., “cherish blessings”, “appreciate hardship”, and “cherish the

moment”) (Wood et al. 2009b, p. 443). The life orientation towards noticing a appreciating

the positive in life is considered a trait (dispositional) tendency.

Notably, among the higher-order gratitude, “Cherish blessings” was not only the strong

predictor predicting the life satisfaction, but also the strong one predicting the positive

affect after controlling for demographic variables, Big Five personality traits and unifac-

torial gratitude. When an individual is grateful for the greenness of his or her own lawn, he

or she is not likely to be looking at the greener grass on the other side of the fence. In other

words, grateful individuals should have a sense of abundance, they wouldn’t feel deprived

in life. It represents a focus on what we have rather than on what we lack. “Cherish

blessings” is noticing, acknowledging, and feeling good about (e.g., appreciating) what we

have in our lives. “What we have” refers to anything we experience as “being with us” or
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“connected to us” in some meaningful way. The result is consistent with a Chinese proverb

states “Happiness lies in contentment,” or “A contented mind is perpetual feast.” which

means if a person would focus on what he or she has (rather than lacks) and valuing it, he

or she would be happier and obtain everlasting well-being.

In addition, the unexpected finding is that “thank others” correlates positively with any

of the DVs (e.g., life satisfaction and positive affect) (rs = .31–.42) in terms of Pearson r.

However, when one of the DVs such as life satisfaction is regressed on the five high-order

gratitude subscales, “thank others” appears to function as a suppressor. That is, “thank

others” suppresses the variance in high-order gratitude that is irrelevant to life satisfaction.

At this point, one can only speculate about the possible sources of variance tapped by the

scale that could underlie such suppression. For example, it may be that gratitude is deeply

embedded in cultural frameworks (Cohen 2006). Compared with those from individualistic

cultures (e.g., the United States), people in collectivistic cultures appear to tie gratitude to

indebtedness and obligation to reciprocate others to a greater degree (e.g., Chinese culture)

(Cohen 2006; Kee et al. 2008). As one of the Chinese proverbs states “a drop of water shall

be returned with a burst of spring” (滴水之恩,當涌泉相報), which means to return the

favor with all you can when others are in need, even if it was just a little help from others.

Greenberg (1980) defined indebtedness as a state of obligation to repay another (p. 4),

which arises from the norm of reciprocity, a moral code stating that “(1) people should help

those who have helped them, and (2) people should not injure those who have helped

them” (Gouldner 1960, p. 171). In other words, the theory of indebtedness states that when

an individual receives a benefit from another, he or she feels obligated to reciprocate the

favor (e.g., Gouldner 1960; Regan 1971; Whatley et al. 1999). In this line, it may be

happened in Chinese culture because its conventional moralities and ethics. Moreover,

indebtedness is accompanied by negative emotions such as discomfort and uneasiness (e.

g., Greenberg 1980). A study in Hong Kong had been found that indebted students,

compared with less indebted students, reported less satisfaction with life, but no difference

in positive affect (Zhao 2012). This observation suggests that in Chinese societies, “thank

others” may help to maintain harmony within the group by creating and nurturing inter-

personal relations based on moralities, but it may also elicit more feelings of indebtedness

to lead to one’s psychological distress and in turn decrease his degree of life satisfaction or

do harm to his subjective well-being.

5 Conclusions and Suggestions

The major finding regarding higher-order gratitude as a predictor of subjective well-being

is that when the contributions of demographic variables, the Big Five personality traits, and

a single gratitude are partialled out, higher-order gratitude still makes a significant con-

tribution to two components of subjective well-being: life satisfaction and positive affect,

Thus, demographic variables, the Big Five personality traits, and a single gratitude do not

account for the ability of higher-order gratitude to predict life satisfaction or positive

affect. This study provides evidence that higher-order gratitude accounts for aspects of

subjective well-being that the other constructs do not. This finding has major implications

for future research regarding subjective well-being and the development of higher-order

gratitude as a unique and valuable construct.

The study had some limitations, particularly the reliance on self report. Arguably, self

reports should be considered the primary source of data for subjective evaluation of

wellbeing and character strengths. However, other sources such as peer reports or
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behavioral ratings (cf., Tsang 2006), which could provide convergent and therefore more

compelling evidence, should be considered in future studies. One another limitation is that

the participants in this study were all university students and research has indicated that

levels of gratitude vary with age (McAdams and Bauer 2004). Thus, this might constrain

the generalization of these findings to different aged populations. Likewise, with positive

psychology constructs increasingly being considered in clinical settings (Duckworth et al.

2005), we encourage tests of whether a multi-components gratitude contributes unique

variance to subjective well-being in diverse populations. On the other hand, these results

are founded in Chinese culture, so they should be verified in different cultures such as

western nations to confirm whether a multi-components gratitude is valid and further

contributes unique variances to subjective well-being in other countries. Moreover, future

research could also examine whether a multi-components gratitude makes a unique con-

tribution to psychological well-being, which differs from subjective well-being (Ryff

1989), involves such traits as involving autonomy, environmental mastery, personal

growth, positive relations with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance (Ryff and Keyes

1995). While most previous research has focused on subjective well-being constructs, such

as life satisfaction and positive affect, future research should consider whether gratitude

can provide incremental validity in explaining psychological well-being. Further, it seems

likely that some aspects of a multi-components gratitude will be more closely related to

some components of psychological well-being than others. For example, it seems likely

that the “thank others” is more closely tied to positive relations with others than the other

aspects of a multi-components gratitude and the “appreciate hardship” is more closely tied

to personal growth than the other aspects of a multi-components gratitude. In this way,

we’ll be more confident to announce the incremental validity of a multi-components

gratitude and is more than just a unifactorial gratitude, and the value and meaning of a

multi-components gratitude will help us re-consider the essence of gratitude, even further

re-examine previous researches by implement the construct of a high-order gratitude.
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