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We investigated the relationship between gratitude and school well-being, and the mediating 
effect of interpersonal relationships and social support. Participants were 782 Chinese 
undergraduate students who completed measures of gratitude, interpersonal relationships, 
social support, school satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect in school. Results 
revealed that gratitude was positively associated with school well-being, and that both 
interpersonal relationships and social support acted as mediators of this relationship. The 
final model also showed a significant sequential pathway from gratitude to interpersonal 
relationships, and then through social support to school well-being. Implications and 
limitations of the findings are discussed.
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With the development of positive psychology, scholars have focused their 
research on well-being (Lopez & Snyder, 2011). However, researchers of 
adolescent well-being have predominantly focused on global or overall subjective 
well-being. Domain-specific subjective well-being, such as school well-being, is 
a rather neglected research topic (Tian, Liu, Huang, & Huebner, 2013). 

School well-being refers to how students subjectively evaluate and emotionally 
experience their school lives, and it is a major aspect of students’ quality of 
school life (Tian, Chen, & Huebner, 2014; Tian et al., 2013; Tian & Zhang, 
2008). School well-being is crucial to students because it affects their overall 
life quality (Huebner & Gilman, 2006) and behavior (DeSantis-King, Huebner, 
Suldo, & Valois, 2006).

Gratitude and School Well-Being
Gratitude has been defined as a state and a trait in the literature (Emmons & 

McCullough, 2003; McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002). As an emotion, 
gratitude stems from the perception that one has experienced a positive outcome 
that has been intentionally provided by another person or moral agent, that is, 
impersonal or nonhuman sources (e.g., God, animals, the cosmos; Emmons 
& McCullough, 2003). As a dispositional trait, gratitude is defined as a 
generalized tendency to recognize and respond with grateful emotions to other 
people’s benevolence in the positive experiences and outcomes that one obtains 
(McCullough et al., 2002). 

Numerous researchers have shown that gratitude is a robust predictor of 
subjective well-being (Hill & Allemand, 2011; Lin, 2013; Sun & Kong, 2013). 
Trait gratitude represents the quintessential positive personality, being an indicator 
of a worldview orientated towards noticing and appreciating positive aspects in 
life (Wood, Maltby, Gillett, Linley, & Joseph, 2008). Grateful individuals focus 
on positive aspects in their environment with a great appreciation of what they 
actually have (Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010). In addition to feeling more 
frequent and intense grateful emotions, individuals with high gratitude tend to 
experience more optimism, vitality, religiousness, and spirituality (McCullough 
et al., 2002), which may result in high levels of school well-being. Thus, we 
proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: Gratitude will have a positive effect on students’ school well-being.

Mediators of Interpersonal Relationships and Social Support
In addition to the direct effect, gratitude may have an indirect effect on school 

well-being through interpersonal relationships. In some empirical studies it has 
been verified that gratitude is positively related to interpersonal relationships 
(Algoe, 2012), which in turn increases the students’ well-being (Van Petegem, 
Aelterman, Van Keer, & Rosseel, 2008). Besides, based on the moral affect 
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theory of gratitude (McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons, & Larson, 2001), 
gratitude as a moral affect has three essential functions. As a moral barometer, 
gratitude signals to the beneficiary that a benefactor has donated a gift to him/her. 
As a moral motive, gratitude inspires the beneficiary to behave prosocially either 
directly toward the benefactor or toward other people. And as a moral reinforcer, 
gratitude increases the probability that the benefactor will act prosocially toward 
the beneficiary in the future. This process causes an upward spiral of mutual 
relationships that eventually leads to high levels of well-being. Therefore, we 
proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: Interpersonal relationships will mediate the association between 
gratitude and school well-being.

Some researchers have proven that gratitude is positively associated with social 
support (Wood et al., 2008). Similarly, small but consistent covariations between 
social support and school well-being have also been reported (DeSantis-King 
et al., 2006; Tian et al., 2013). Despite this empirical evidence, the foundations 
for this mediating effect may be grounded in Frederickson’s (2001, 2004) 
broaden-and-build theory, according to which gratitude broadens people’s 
momentary thought-action repertoires, and builds their enduring personal and 
social resources. Grateful students possess multiple interpersonal resources and 
get more social support, which in turn results in high levels of school well-being. 
Thus, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3: Social support will mediate the relationship between gratitude and 
school well-being.

The Current Study
Although previous researchers have indicated that gratitude is significantly 

related to subjective well-being (Wood et al., 2010), little is known about 
the role of gratitude in school well-being, which has both similarities to and 
differences from subjective well-being (Konu & Rimpelä, 2002; Tian et al., 
2013). Furthermore, until recently it has been unclear what the potential 
mechanisms linking gratitude to school well-being might be. Thus, we examined 
the relationship between gratitude and school well-being and the mediating 
effects in this linkage.

Method

Participants and Procedure
The study sample consisted of 782 undergraduate students at three colleges in 

Mainland China (461 women and 321 men). The ages of the participants ranged 
from 18 to 23 years (M = 20.95, SD = 1.30). 

Teachers, who had received instruction on the administration method by the 
researchers, administered the survey in their classrooms and monitored the 
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students. The students were recruited using the cluster random sampling method 
and were assessed collectively. Before beginning to answer the survey items, 
the students were asked to sign a form verifying their informed consent. It took 
approximately 20 minutes for the students to complete all of the measures.

Measures
Gratitude. Gratitude was measured by the Gratitude Questionnaire-6 (GQ-6; 

McCullough et al., 2002). Participants responded to six items (two reverse coded) 
on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. Items asked about how 
frequently and intensely participants experience gratitude (e.g., “I am grateful to 
a wide variety of people”). The scale has good reliability (Sun & Kong, 2013), 
and its Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in this study was .80.

Interpersonal relationship disturbance. The 28-item Interpersonal 
Relationship Integrated Diagnosis Questionnaire (IRIDQ; Zheng, 1999) was 
employed to measure four sources of interpersonal relationship disturbance: 
interpersonal conversation, making friends, dealing with others, and opposite-sex 
communication. Each item has “yes” or “no” options. Answering “yes” scores 
1 point, and “no” scores 0. Scale scores are obtained by summing the responses 
to all of the items. In this study the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the IRIDQ 
was .86.

Social support. The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 
(MSPSS; Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988) was adopted to investigate 
three sources of support: significant others, family, and friends. An example 
item is: “My family really tries to help me.” Responses range from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In our study the reliability coefficient of MSPSS 
was .90.

School well-being. School well-being is a multidimensional construct 
including three portions: (a) school satisfaction, (b) positive affect in school, 
and (c) negative affect in school (Tian et al., 2013; Tian & Zhang, 2008). School 
satisfaction was measured using the School Life Satisfaction Questionnaire for 
Adolescents (SLSQA; Tao, Sun, Feng, Su, & Zhu, 2006), with 12 items (e.g., 
“How do you feel about your learning environment?”) answered on a 1 (very 
dissatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied) scale. Positive affect and negative affect in 
school were assessed by the subscales of the Adolescent’s School Well-Being 
Scale (ASW-BS; Tian et al., 2013), which consists of 14 adjectives (e.g. 
“excited,” “happy,” and “upset”). Responses range from 1 (never) to 6 (always). 
In this study the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for school satisfaction, positive 
affect, and negative affect in school were .83, .89, and .88, respectively.

Statistical Analyses
We adopted the bootstrap method to test the mediation effect. Bootstrap 
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method involves repeatedly sampling from the data set and estimating the 
indirect effect in each resampled data set. If the 95% confidence intervals (CI) 
for the average estimates do not contain zero, it can be concluded that the indirect 
effect is statistically significant (Shrout & Bolger, 2002).

Results

Descriptive Statistics
The means, standard deviations, and correlations for all variables are presented 

in Table 1. Results show that all of the variables in this study were significantly 
correlated with each other (p < .001).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for all Variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gratitude 1     
2. Interpersonal relationship disturbance -.33*** 1
3. Perceived social support .46*** -.44*** 1   
4. School satisfaction .41*** -.40*** .40*** 1  
5. Positive affect in school .45*** -.43*** .41*** .41*** 1 
6. Negative affect in school -.31*** .30*** -.29*** -.25*** -.30*** 1
M 34.47 8.57 57.63 43.87 30.56 24.85
SD 3.94 5.46 8.06 5.29 4.88 5.43

Note. N = 782, *** p < .001.

Hypotheses Tests
We tested the hypotheses using a series of structural equation models. 

First, we assessed two alternative models: Model 1 (fully mediated model) in 
which gratitude and school well-being were only indirectly related through 
interpersonal relationship and social support, and Model 2 (partially mediated 
model) with direct and indirect paths from gratitude to school well-being. The 
chi-square difference between Model 1 and Model 2 reached the significant 
level (Δ2 (1) = 50.51, p < .001), which indicated that Model 2 (2 (60) =369.99, 
p < .001; RMSEA = .080; SRMR = .065; CFI = .89) fitted better than Model 1 
(2 (61) =420.50, p < .001; RMSEA = .087; SRMR = .069; CFI = .87).

Second, to establish which was the best model we developed another alternative 
model (Model 3) in which we added a path from interpersonal relationships to 
social support. Results indicated that Model 3 provided a better fit to the data (2 
(59) = 319.66, p < .001; RMSEA = .075; SRMR = .053; CFI = .91), and that the 
additional path in Model 3 contributed to the model by a significant chi-square 
difference (Δ2 (1) = 50.33, p < .001). Therefore, Model 3 was chosen as our final 
structural model (see Figure 1). In Model 3, the path from gratitude to school 
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well-being was significant ( = 0.44, p < .001), which supports Hypothesis 1. 
Besides, as depicted in Table 2 and Figure 1, a bootstrapping procedure revealed 
that both interpersonal relationships and social support mediated the relationship 
between gratitude and school well-being, and the significant mediation effects 
comprised: (a) the mediating role of interpersonal relationship and social support, 
respectively; and (b) the serial mediating role of interpersonal relationships via 
social support. Therefore, Hypotheses 2 and 3 were supported. 

Table 2. Indirect Effects and 95 % Confidence Intervals in Final Model 3

Model pathways Estimated  95% CI
 effect Lower bounds Upper bounds

Gratitude → IRD → School well-being .15*** .08 .22
Gratitude → PSS → School well-being .10** .06 .15
Gratitude → IRD → PSS → School well-being .04* .02 .07

Note. IRD = interpersonal relationship disturbance; PSS = perceived social support.
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Discussion

Theoretical Implications
We have contributed to research on well-being by examining the relationship 

between gratitude and school well-being among Chinese mainland undergraduate 
students, and the multiple mediation effect of interpersonal relationships and 
social support in this linkage. First, although previous theoretical and empirical 
researchers have suggested that gratitude is an important predictor of subjective 
well-being (Allan, Steger, & Shin, 2013; Wood et al., 2010), they have focused 
primarily on global subjective well-being, while overlooking domain-specific 
subjective well-being, such as school well-being. Our findings show that, 
among the group of students who took part in our study, gratitude was positively 
associated with school well-being. This result adds new evidence to existing 
gratitude theory and expands on gratitude research by specifying the linkage 
between gratitude and school-related well-being. Besides, through testing the 
relationship between gratitude and school well-being in an Asian culture context, 
we have provided meaningful evidence for the external validity of former 
well-being studies.

Second, our findings extend scholarly understanding of how gratitude influences 
school well-being, presenting a significant sequential pathway in which gratitude 
impacts on interpersonal relationships and social support and, in turn, further 
accounts for school well-being. Although previous researchers have discussed the 
relationship of gratitude and interpersonal relationships (Algoe, 2012; Gordon, 
Impett, Kogan, Oveis, & Keltner, 2012), interpersonal relationships and social 
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support (Riggio & Zimmerman, 1991), and social support and school well-being 
(Tian et al., 2013; Vedder, Boekaerts, & Seegers, 2005), to our knowledge, no one 
has examined the sequential mediation effect of interpersonal relationships and 
social support on the links between gratitude and school well-being. In this study 
we have confirmed that interpersonal relationships and social support benefit 
students’ school well-being, indicating two pathways through which gratitude 
exerts its effect on students’ school well-being. In one of those paths the focus is 
on the mediation effect of interpersonal relationships and in the other the role of 
social support is central. Moreover, our findings showed the sequential mediation 
pathway through which gratitude affects interpersonal relationships and social 
support, and then further impacts on students’ school well-being, and thus we 
have shed light on the complex relationships among these variables, and have 
contributed to the development of studies about well-being. 

Implications for Practice
Our findings in this study also have practical implications. Given the positive 

relationship between gratitude and school well-being, educators may adopt 
gratitude interventions to improve students’ school well-being. For example, 
students could be asked to participate in gratitude list activities, in which they 
are instructed to think back over the past day and write down five things that they 
were grateful or thankful for on each daily monitoring form provided in a 14-day 
diary (Froh, Sefick, & Emmons, 2008; Kerr, O’Donovan, & Pepping, 2014). 
Students may also be instructed to take part in a gratitude visit activity, in which 
they are asked to write a letter to a benefactor thanking them for the gift they 
have received (Wood et al., 2010). In addition, to stimulate good interpersonal 
relationships among the students and to increase their perception of having social 
support, which are positively linked to school well-being, teachers may offer 
courses to develop students’ interpersonal skills and provide more supportive 
behavior such as mentoring, material support, and emotional support. For 
instance, in an activity involving interpersonal psychotherapy-adolescent skills 
training (IPT-AST), teachers first instruct students how to use communication 
strategies and interpersonal problem-solving skills through didactics and 
role-plays, and then ask group members to apply the skills to different people 
in their lives (Young, Kranzler, Gallop, & Mufson, 2012; Young, Mufson, & 
Gallop, 2010). 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
As we are among the first researchers to explore the association between 

gratitude and school well-being, some limitations should be noted when 
interpreting our results. As our sample was mainly college students, generalizing 
the results to other groups should be done with caution. Another limitation 
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of the study is that it was a cross-sectional design. Thus, we could not make 
any causal inferences among variables in this study. Future researchers may 
test the models using longitudinal or experimental designs to achieve a causal 
conclusion. Finally, because interpersonal relationships and social support only 
partially mediated the effect of gratitude on school well-being in this study, other 
mediators such as coping style and personal resources may be considered in 
future research.
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