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Abstract
The current study investigated the interrelationships among parental attachment, gratitude, and life satisfaction during
late adolescence, including the mediation effect of gratitude in the relationship between parental attachment and life
satisfaction. Specifically, analyses have been conducted considering both paternal and maternal roles. A sample of two
hundred and eighty-five college students participated and completed measures of paternal attachment, maternal attach-
ment, gratitude, and life satisfaction. A cross-sectional design was conducted in the present study. The results showed
statistically significant relationships among all study variables, and gratitude partially mediated the relationship between
life satisfaction and attachment to one’s father and mother. The current work advances the understanding of the effects of
parents of different gender on individuals’ development.
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Introduction

Due to advancements in positive psychology, psychological
research is increasingly focusing on the importance of life
satisfaction (Proctor et al. 2009). Life satisfaction is a compo-
nent of subjective well-being (Tov and Diener 2009) and a
positive indicator of mental health (Steger et al. 2011).
Substantial evidence suggests a protective mechanism of life
satisfaction against the negative effects of stress and the de-
velopment of psychological disorders (Proctor and Linley
2014). Moreover, while high levels of life satisfaction are
associated with happiness and good living conditions
(Diener et al. 2009), low levels of life satisfaction are associ-
ated with depression and unhappiness (Martikainen 2012).

Therefore, it is necessary to explore the factors that in-
fluence life satisfaction. Several variables have been iden-
tified as being associated with individuals’ life satisfaction
(Huebner 2004; Proctor et al. 2009), such as environmental
variables (e.g., life events, culture), demographic variables
(e.g., age, socioeconomic status), intrapersonal variables
(e.g., personality, character strength), and interpersonal

variables (e.g., parental relationship, interaction with fam-
ily). Notably, the latter two variables are stronger predic-
tors than the former two variables.

Among the interpersonal variables, parental attachment has
been shown to have a significant impact on individuals’ life
satisfaction (Martikainen 2012). Studies show that individuals
with secure attachments have higher life satisfaction (Chen
et al. 2017; Guarnieri et al. 2015; Jiang et al. 2013; Kumar
and Mattanah 2016; Pan et al. 2016). Likewise, gratitude, as
an important interpersonal and intrapersonal variable, has an
important effect on individuals’ life satisfaction, such that in-
dividuals’ with high levels of gratitude have higher life satis-
faction (Chan 2011; Emmons and McCullough 2003; Park
et al. 2004; Peterson et al. 2007; Watkins et al. 2003).

Although previous research has probed the influence of
parental attachment and gratitude on life satisfaction, few
researchers have simultaneously explored their possible
effects on life satisfaction in adolescent samples.
Moreover, few studies have specifically investigated the
different effects of paternal and maternal attachment on
individuals’ psychological development and health (e.g.,
gratitude, life satisfaction). In addition, the potential psy-
chological mechanisms that underlie these variables have
not been fully examined. Thus, this study examined the
associations between parental attachment (i.e., paternal
and maternal attachment), gratitude, and life satisfaction
among Chinese young adults and further explored the po-
tential psychological mechanisms that underlie them.
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Attachment and Life Satisfaction

Attachment is a relational pattern that is formed during early
childhood interactions with caregivers. The relational pattern
not only reflects internal working models of oneself, others,
and relationships (Bartholomew and Shaver 1998; Bowlby
1982) but also influences people’s interactions with others
throughout their lives (Karen 1994; Lawler-Row et al.
2006). On the other hand, life satisfaction refers to the extent
to which an individual feels satisfied with his or her overall
life (Huebner 2004). Life satisfaction is defined as an individ-
ual’s global and subjective evaluation of his or her overall
quality of life (Diener et al. 1999).

According to attachment theory, early secure attach-
ment relationships with parents provide the foundation
for the development of psychosocial adjustment through-
out adolescence and into adulthood (Whittaker and
Cornthwaite 2000). Similarly, the development of inse-
cure patterns of attachment to parents has been associated
with the development of maladaptive symptoms in child-
hood and with several indices of psychological distress
through emerging adulthood (Greenberg et al. 1990).

As mentioned above, attachment reflects internal work-
ing models of oneself , others , and rela t ionships
(Bartholomew and Shaver 1998; Bowlby 1982). Securely
attached individuals are more likely to develop generally
positive internal working models (Bowlby 1988), which
include positive thoughts about attachment figures, the self,
the environment, and others as mental representations of
individuals. In other words, individuals who have experi-
enced consistently loving and supportive caregivers and
have a secure basis for exploring the world will likely have
a secure attachment style and regard others as trustworthy
and responsive, enabling them to maintain a sense of satis-
faction in relationships and adjustment, which in turn
strength satisfaction with life (Berlin et al. 2008).

According to Bridges (2003), a large number of studies
have shown that attachment during childhood influences so-
cial, emotional, and cognitive situations in later years, and
attachment is a key factor for developmental well-being
(e.g., life satisfaction). From an empirical standpoint, parental
attachment has been positively associated with well-being
and, more specifically, with life satisfaction. For example,
Chen et al. (2017) found that higher paternal and maternal
attachment were associated with higher global life satisfac-
tion. Moreover, secure attachment to mothers and fathers pre-
dicted better individual adjustment outcomes (i.e., greater sat-
isfaction) than did avoidant and anxious attachment patterns
(Kumar and Mattanah 2016).

Similarly, several studies have explored associations be-
tween attachment insecurity and aspects of life satisfaction
(Galinha et al. 2014; Karreman and Vingerhoets 2012; Lavy
and Littman-Ovadia 2011; Li and Fung 2014; Temiz and

Comert 2018). Overall, the results show that insecure attach-
ment is inversely related to life satisfaction. These results have
been obtained in a wide range of samples using cross-section-
al, prospective, longitudinal, and cross-cultural designs
(Shaver et al. 2010). Accordingly, secure parental attachment
should have a direct impact on satisfaction with life.

Gratitude as a Mediator

Gratitude is considered a subjective feeling of thankful-
ness and appreciation for life and is usually regarded as a
pleasant feeling that occurs when an individual receives a
favor or benefits from others (McCullough et al. 2001).
As a psychological state, gratitude is also considered to be
a disposition, defined by the tendency to respond with
grateful emotions to other people’s generosity and the
ways in which others contribute to positive experiences
and outcomes in one’s life (McCullough et al. 2002).
Recently, scholars further suggested that gratitude is not
only a disposition of perceiving benefits bestowed by an-
other or by some impersonal source (McCullough et al.
2002) but also a wider life orientation toward noticing and
appreciating the positive in the world (Wood et al. 2010).

As a positive experience in itself, gratitude may change the
balance of experiences from negative to positive, leading to
increased life satisfaction. Grateful people therefore tend to
experience a sense of contentment in life more frequently than
do ungrateful people (Emmons and McCullough 2003;
McCullough et al. 2002, the issue was discussed in the
conclusions and suggestions). Similarly, Watkins et al.
(2003) found that individuals who scored higher in grateful
personality traits reported greater life satisfaction, higher sub-
jective well-being and more positive emotions than those with
lower scores for those traits.

In past decades, numerous empirical studies highlighted
the contribution of gratitude to life satisfaction (see Wood
et al. 2010 for a review). Moreover, complimentary longitudi-
nal evidence supports gratitude as a precursor of well-being
(Wood et al. 2008). A few experimental studies have also
found that gratitude interventions probably improve individ-
uals’ well-being. For example, Emmons and McCullough
(2003) showed that a gratitude journal intervention improved
the life satisfaction of college students and adults with neuro-
muscular disorders. Recently, some scholars further evaluated
the efficacy of gratitude interventions by using meta-analyses.
For example, Davis et al. (2016) found that gratitude interven-
tions outperformed a measurement-only control as well as
alternative-activity condition on measures of psychological
well-being, including life satisfaction and depression.
Renshaw and Steeves (2016) also indicated that gratitude-
based interventions are, on the whole, likely more effective
than doing nothing different. Dickens (2017) further showed
that gratitude interventions can have positive benefits for
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people in terms of their well-being, happiness, life satisfac-
tion, grateful mood, grateful disposition, and positive affect,
and they can result in decreases in depressive symptoms, but
she also concluded that the field is left with a wide-open ques-
tion as to what has more strength: a gratitude intervention’s
positive influence or a negative intervention’s detriment?” (p.
204). This reminds us to explain carefully these results of
gratitude interventions to avoid making untrue claims or caus-
al inferences. Nevertheless, it seems difficult to disagree that
gratitude is robustly related to life satisfaction based on prior
findings of cross-sectional or longitudinal research (e.g.,
Wood et al. 2008, 2010).

On the other hand, secure parental attachment, consistent
with the theory of attachment originally developed by
Bowlby (1982), is a cultivation of positive experiences from
which individuals come to believe they are worthy, other
individuals are reliable, and the world is relatively safe
(Luke et al. 2012). That is, when individuals’ attachment
needs are satisfied, they can perceive being loved, valued,
and affected and have a positive sense of self, others, and the
world. This is in accord with the essence of gratitude (e.g.,
interpersonal and intrapersonal), which focuses on a wider
life orientation toward appreciating others (e.g., help, kind-
ness) and the world one lives in (e.g., an event, a beautiful
day) (Lambert et al. 2009; Wood et al. 2010).

Moreover, some links between specific character
strengths and attachment orientations have already been
found. For example, Mikulincer et al. (2006) found that
avoidance was associated with less dispositional gratitude
and with experiencing gratitude as a negative feeling.
Attachment insecurity was associated with a more ambiv-
alent experience of gratitude-arousing interactions, as in-
secure individuals often felt that they were unworthy of
other people’s kindness. Accordingly, attachment security
should be associated with gratitude.

Empirically, healthy adjustment through parental attach-
ment can lead to a multitude of favorable outcomes, including
well-being and the development of positive virtues such as
gratitude and humility (Dwiwardani et al. 2014). Research
on character strengths has also shown that gratitude was the
strength most highly and robustly linked to life satisfaction in
a few studies (Park et al. 2004; Peterson et al. 2007). From
these observations, attachment security might be associated
with greater life satisfaction through higher levels of gratitude.

Study Aims

With the previously mentioned considerations in mind, the
general purpose of the present study was to examine the asso-
ciations between parental attachment (i.e., paternal and mater-
nal attachment) and life satisfaction and to determine whether
gratitude mediates the effect of parental attachment on life
satisfaction. More specifically, this study aimed to analyze

(a) the relative direct influences of paternal and maternal at-
tachment on life satisfaction during emerging adulthood and
(b) the potential mediating role of gratitude in the relationship
between parental attachment and life satisfaction.

Three hypotheses were proposed. First, we expected that
gratitude would be significantly associated with life satisfac-
tion in emerging adulthood. Second, based on attachment the-
ory, we hypothesized that both attachment to mothers and
attachment to fathers would be directly and indirectly associ-
ated with life satisfaction through gratitude. However, given
that mothers generally constitute the primary attachment fig-
ure upon whom individuals principally rely for meeting at-
tachment needs across the developmental years (Freeman
and Brown 2001), we expected to find a stronger effect be-
tween attachment to mothers and life satisfaction than be-
tween attachment to fathers and life satisfaction. This expec-
tation is consistent with previous studies that showed that
mothers are the relational fulcrum of family life, while fathers
maintain a more peripheral position (Greene and Grimsley
1990; Noller and Callan 1990).

Methods

Participants and Procedure

Two hundred and eighty-five Taiwanese from five universities
in Taiwan volunteered to participate in the study (mean age =
20.07 years, SD = 1.95 years), including freshmen to seniors,
from different departments. Of these, 28.8% were public uni-
versity students, and 71.2% were private university students.
In the sample, 201 were females (70.5%), and 84 were males
(29.5%). A multipart questionnaire was administered to the
participants in a quiet classroom environment. Researchers
instructed the students who took part in the study and then
gave the students a set of questionnaires containing the items
of the scales. The participants did not place their names on the
measures, and the confidentiality of their responses was as-
sured. It took approximately 15–20 min for the students to
complete all the instruments.

Measures

Parental Attachment

To assess an individual’s level of attachment to his or her
parental figures, the current study used the Inventory of
Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA, Armsden and Greenberg
1987). Paternal and maternal attachment subscales, each with
25 items, were designed to measure the secure parental attach-
ment of individuals toward their mothers and fathers.
Responses to items were rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 =
almost never; 6 = almost always). For the paternal attachment
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items, participants assessed the extent of trust (e.g., “When I
am angry about something, my father tries to be understand-
ing”), communication (e.g., “My father encourages me to talk
about my difficulties”), and alienation (e.g., “I get upset easily
around my father”). Parallel wording for maternal scale items
was used for assessing relationships with mothers. After re-
verse scoring of the negatively worded items and alienation
items, the paternal and maternal attachment scores were the
sum of the 25 respective items. Total scores range from 25 to
150, and higher scores indicate more secure parental attach-
ment. The IPPA has been shown to be a reliable and valid
measure in Chinese populations (Song et al. 2009).
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients in this study were .96 for both
the paternal and maternal attachment subscales.

Gratitude

To assess an individual’s level of gratitude, the current study
used the Chinese version of the Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ;
Chen et al. 2009). The GQ was designed to measure partici-
pants’ dispositional gratitude and includes five items (e.g., “I
have so much in life to be thankful for”). Items were rated on a
6-point Likert scale, with response options ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Total scores range
from 6 to 30, and higher scores represent higher levels of
dispositional gratitude. The scale was reported to have good
internal consistency and satisfactory construct validity in
Chinese populations (Lin 2014). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
for the GQ in this study was .87.

Life Satisfaction

To assess an individual’s level of satisfaction with his or her
life, the current study used the Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS, Diener et al. 1985). The SWLS was designed to mea-
sure participants’ global life satisfaction and includes five items
(e.g., “I am satisfied with my life”). Participants were asked to
indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each
item on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strong-
ly agree). Total scores range from 6 to 30, and higher scores
indicate greater satisfaction with life. The Chinese version of
the SWLS has been shown to be a reliable and valid scale for
Chinese populations (Pan et al. 2016). Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficient for the SWLS in this study was .85.

Data Analyses

Model Goodness of Fit

Model goodness of fit was checked using several indices si-
multaneously (Bollen 1989). The first index was χ2: the mod-
el fits the data well when χ2 is not significant. However, the
chi-square statistic is sensitive to sample size; therefore, we

adopted additional fit indices that are less sensitive to sample
size: CFI above .90 and SRMR less than .08 are considered
acceptable (Hu and Bentler 1999).

Mediation Analyses

We used AMOS 20 to test a mediational model in which
gratitude mediates the link between paternal and maternal
attachment and life satisfaction. Bootstrap analyses were
used to assess direct and indirect effects in the mediation
model (Shrout and Bolger 2002). Bootstrapping statistics
allowed us to examine the statistical significance of both
direct and indirect effects. Mediation is found to be sig-
nificant when 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals
(95% CI) of the indirect effects do not contain zero
(MacKinnon et al. 2004). In the present study, parameter
estimates were based on 2000 bootstrap samples.

Results

First, our results indicated that 49 individuals (17.2%) report-
ed lower levels of satisfaction with life (i.e., a score below 15,
out of 30 possible points). However, none reported lower
levels of being grateful (i.e., a score below 15, out of 30
possible points). The means, standard deviations, and correla-
tions among the study variables are presented in Table 1.

Second, the model fit indices of the mediational model
showed an acceptable fit, χ2 (98) = 360.185, p < .001, CFI =
.91, SRMR = .049, and explained 28% of the variance in life
satisfaction (R2 = .280) (Fig. 1). The direct effects of pater-
nal attachment (b = .184, SE = .005, p < .01), maternal
attachment (b = .235, SE = .005, p < .001) and gratitude
on life satisfaction (b = .307, SE = .066, p < .001) were all
significant. Furthermore, both paternal attachment (b =
.142, SE = .005, p < .05) and maternal attachment (b =
.184, SE = .006, p < .01) were also significantly related to
gratitude. We computed unstandardized indirect effects for
each of 2000 bootstrapped samples, and a 95% bias-
corrected confidence interval was used (Table 2). The initial
total effect for paternal attachment was .228, and the medi-
ation effect of gratitude (.043) explained 19% of the total
effect. Likewise, the initial total effect for maternal attach-
ment was .292, and the mediation effect of gratitude (.056)
explained 19% of the total effect. The findings show that
gratitude mediates the relationships between paternal and
maternal attachment and life satisfaction.

Discussion

In this study, we aimed to contribute to the literature on factors
that can enhance life satisfaction by simultaneously considering
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the roles of parental attachment and gratitude. To this end,
correlational analyses were conducted to examine the relation-
ships among parental attachment, gratitude and life satisfaction.

First, the results of this study are congruent with pre-
vious research findings regarding the positive association
between parental attachment and individuals’ life satisfac-
tion (Chen et al. 2017; Guarnieri et al. 2015; Jiang et al.
2013; Kumar and Mattanah 2016; Pan et al. 2016).
Likewise, the results also demonstrated a positive corre-
lation between gratitude and life satisfaction, consistent
with prior studies of linkages between gratitude and life
satisfaction (Chan 2011; Emmons and McCullough 2003;
Park et al. 2004; Peterson et al. 2007; Watkins et al.
2003). These findings support attachment theory
(Bowlby 1982) and character strength (Park et al. 2004),
which suggests that attachment and gratitude can signifi-
cantly influence one’s development and mental health
(e.g., life satisfaction).

Second, the findings revealed the positive relationship
between parental attachment and the character strength of
gratitude, suggesting that interactions with parents are im-
portant in shaping one’s dispositional gratitude. These re-
sults confirm the importance of parental attachment in the
support of gratitude and emphasize how attachment secu-
rity is related to the formation of gratitude (Mikulincer
et al. 2006). According to attachment theory, when a child
is securely attached, this results in stable trust of others,
belief in the good will of others, and being loved and
accepted by others in accordance with the essence of grat-
itude (Bowlby 1982; Shelton 1990). These results there-
fore lend support to the idea that the quality of attachment
security can contribute to individuals’ grateful disposition.

Third, our results demonstrate that gratitude plays a signif-
icant mediating role in the association between life satisfaction
and attachment to fathers and mothers. In other words, both
paternal and maternal attachment were associated with greater
life satisfaction through higher levels of gratitude. These find-
ings support the notion that attachment that forms early in life
(Bowlby 1982) has an effect on the preference and use of
certain character strengths in emerging adulthood (e.g., grati-
tude), which may in turn induce individuals’ life satisfaction.

Additional interesting results of this study are found.
One is that the mediation effects of gratitude explain ap-
proximately one-fifth of the total effects between paternal
or maternal attachment and life satisfaction. This result
implies that parental attachment still plays a relatively im-
portant role in life satisfaction. The findings suggest that
both paternal and maternal attachment have not only direct
impacts on life satisfaction but also an indirect influence on
life satisfaction via gratitude. In other words, how satisfied
adolescents feel about their lives overall is not only direct-
ly influenced by their levels of attachment to their parents
but also indirectly affected by their levels of gratitude.

Another result is that maternal attachment was more
strongly associated with gratitude than paternal attachment
was. Likewise, the effect of maternal attachment on life
satisfaction is also stronger than the effects of paternal
attachment on life satisfaction. The findings implied that
mother may play a more crucial role in individuals’ devel-
opment within a family. This result is consistent with the
theoretical perspective that mothers serve as the primary
attachment figure across the developmental years
(Freeman and Brown 2001). Thus, children’s security with
their mother seems to be particularly important in the first

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and
zero-order correlations for study
variables

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1 Secure attachment to father 101.96 24.12 –

2 Secure attachment to mother 115.11 21.91 .40*** –

3 Gratitude 26.39 3.61 .19** .22*** –

4 Life satisfaction 19.58 4.47 .30*** .29*** .31*** –

N = 285. **p < .01 ***p < .001
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.05 level
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years of life (Richaud de Minzi 2010). This is the first
study that reports effects of gender differences of paternal
and maternal attachment on gratitude and life satisfaction;
therefore, this is still an area that needs further exploration.

Conclusions and Suggestions

A number of limitations in this study must be acknowl-
edged. First, the present study was based solely on self-
report measures, which may lead to mono-method bias.
This type of data collection procedure may be a source
of systematic bias that inflated relations among the con-
structs measured with the same method and informant.
Thus, it can be concluded that more methodological ef-
fort in measuring study variables is needed in future
studies. In addition, our findings were the outcome of a
cross-sectional study. In this sense, the present study
could, in correlational and descriptive terms, indicate that
attachment is not only associated with gratitude but also
able to strengthen well-being (i.e., life satisfaction).
Further longitudinal studies are needed to provide sup-
port for this claim.

On the other hand, some issues should also be ad-
dressed. For example, in this study or even in some pre-
vious research, gratitude is usually considered a wider life
orientation toward noticing and appreciating the positive
in the world (Wood et al. 2010). If a person therefore is
grateful, he will generally experience the various ways of
viewing and interacting with the world (e.g., appreciation
of other people, focus on what the person has and present
moment). Consequently, grateful people tend to experi-
ence a sense of contentment in life more frequently than
do ungrateful people (Emmons and McCullough 2003;
McCullough et al. 2002). However, if people (a) can take
“a more positive and appreciative outlook toward life”
(thus being considered grateful) and yet (b) can typically
fail to reciprocate to their benefactors (thus being consid-
ered ungrateful), there seems to be a conceptual conun-
drum with the definition of “gratitude” (e.g., people can
apparently be simultaneously grateful and ungrateful).
The possible problem is not answered in the current study
because people who typically fail to reciprocate to their
benefactors (and are therefore widely viewed as being
ungrateful individuals) are still considered to be grateful

according to our or some scholars’ view of gratitude (e.g.,
Wood et al. 2010; one who appreciates others or world
may be regarded as grateful, but appreciation does not
necessarily require any reciprocation to benefactors).
From these perspectives, this conceptual conundrum is
worth paying attention and trying to resolve in the future.

Nevertheless, the strengths of the current study help to
extend previous research on parental attachment and psycho-
logical health in several ways. A primary strength is that we
examined the different impacts of paternal and maternal at-
tachment, highlighting the important role of paternal attach-
ment in individuals’ psychological health. In addition, the
results of this study provide a unique contribution to the liter-
ature by demonstrating the crucial role of gratitude in the
relationship between parental attachment and life satisfaction.
Specifically, the results emphasize that gratitude may serve as
a key mechanism that accounts for the linkage between paren-
tal attachment and life satisfaction in young adults. Taken
together, the findings suggest that effective parenting practices
and school programming have important clinical implications.
For example, therapeutic modalities that target disturbances in
the attachment system or focus on improving family relation-
ships in an attachment-oriented manner, such as attachment-
based family therapy, may help to increase individuals’ overall
satisfaction with life. Moreover, it would be valuable to in-
volve parents in prevention/intervention programs by adding
the component of teaching parents how to enhance gratitude
through attachment relationships, social learning, and direct
modeling or teaching. Froh et al. (2014) provided a good
example of a school-based intervention program for individ-
uals targeting gratitude.

In summary, the present study was an attempt to explore
the relationships between parental attachment, gratitude,
and life satisfaction in a Chinese population. We found that
the direct associations between paternal and maternal at-
tachment and life satisfaction were significant. Further, we
found that gratitude played mediating roles in the associa-
tion between parental attachment and life satisfaction dur-
ing emerging adulthood. Based on our results of this study,
it is beneficial to inform parents about how their children’s
early attachment to them has a role in their children’s psy-
chological development and health. Individuals perceived
attachment security are more likely to develop the long-
term disposition of gratitude, which in turn triggers greater
life satisfaction and positive well-being.

Table 2 Indirect effects of secure
attachment to father and mother
on life satisfaction through
gratitude (unstandardized
coefficient)

b SE Lower CI
(2.5th percentile)

Upper CI
(97.5th percentile)

life satisfaction (indirect effects)

secure attachment to father .043 .023 .005 .097

secure attachment to mother .056 .026 .012 .114
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