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Abstract

:

Poor mental wellbeing not only affects an individual and their family, but it also affects the workplace and the society as a whole. Consequently, it is crucial to investigate approaches that can promote a positive mindset in order to enhance wellbeing. This study aimed to explore the association between gratitude, wellbeing, spirituality, and experiencing meaningful work. A sample of 197 participants (69.5% female) completed measures of gratitude, experiencing meaningful work, spirituality, and several wellbeing indices. Gratitude was significantly positively associated with happiness, life satisfaction, flourishing, positive affect, spirituality, and experiencing meaningful work. A mediation analysis revealed that the relationship between wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work was partially mediated by gratitude. Additionally, spirituality did not moderate the relationship between gratitude and experiencing meaningful work. Overall, the findings indicate that fostering a grateful mindset could enhance wellbeing and work engagement, which in turn could lead to the experience of meaningful work.
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1. Introduction


The emergence of the positive psychology movement in the late twentieth century saw a new focus on understanding human behavior in order to promote individual wellbeing [1]. As part of this focus, research examined the connection of gratitude to other psychological, organizational, and personal constructs such as wellbeing, meaningful work, and spirituality [2,3,4,5]. Fredrickson’s [6] broaden-and-build theory argues that positive emotions, such as gratitude, help build personal resources by broadening thinking and awareness. Indeed, previous studies have shown that gratitude enhances individuals’ positive emotions and reduces negative emotions by broadening the individual’s attention to the positive aspects of their lives [7]. For instance, Froh et al.’s [8] study, which focused on counting blessings, found that those who participated in the exercise experienced more positive affect, were more optimistic, and were more satisfied with life. Previous research has found that gratitude is associated with improved wellbeing, appears to build resilience, coping ability, prosocial behavior, and a healthy self-concept, and broadens positive perceptions of others or different circumstances (e.g., [9,10,11,12]).



McCullough et al. [13] conceptualized gratitude as a moral effect that functions not only as a response when someone is the beneficiary of prosocial behavior, but also motivates prosocial behavior from the recipient. How an act of beneficence is perceived or appraised by the recipient, therefore, plays a central role in the experience of gratitude, which leads to the formation of gratitude as the product of two information processing stages. The first stage involves the individual recognizing they have experienced a positive outcome and the second involves attributing these positive outcomes to another person [4]. A limitation of this conceptualization, though, is that it places gratitude in an interpersonal context and neglects other sources of gratitude [2]. For example, waking up early was regarded as a grateful event by respondents in a study conducted by Emmons and McCullough [14], indicating that gratitude does not always have to be directed at a benefactor.



Other researchers have conceptualized gratitude as a broad life orientation that makes an individual more sensitive to the positive aspects in life [12]. According to McCullough et al. [4], gratefulness can be viewed as an affective trait or disposition which decreases an individual’s threshold for noticing acts of benevolence and responding with gratitude. People with a grateful disposition tend to experience more gratitude in terms of intensity, frequency, span, and density compared to less grateful individuals [4] which, in turn, could result in improved wellbeing.



Wellbeing involves experiencing an optimal quality of life, positive emotions, and general life satisfaction [15,16]. Subjective wellbeing (SWB), sometimes known as happiness in colloquial terms, includes what people feel and think [15]. SWB regards wellbeing from the perspective of attaining pleasure and avoiding pain [16]. Psychological wellbeing (PWB), on the other hand, refers to the degree of meaning, purpose, and satisfaction in a person’s life [17]. PWB seeks to understand wellbeing from the perspective of self-actualization and how well an individual functions and flourishes. Although there is some overlap between these two approaches, there has been a push in recent years to develop a more holistic and integrated definition of wellbeing [7]. One example is the approach advocated by Seligman [1], which states that there are the following five elements of wellbeing: positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and achievements. The strength of Seligman’s definition is that it considers the multidimensional nature of wellbeing. However, critics have claimed that this approach does not account for the contextual and conditional nature of people’s lives [18].



The relationship between wellbeing and physical and psychological health is well established [19]. Ryff and Singer [20], for example, have found that PWB improves general health, including mitigating the cumulative effects of stress and improving the body’s autoimmunity. Other studies have shown that wellbeing reduces the risk of depression [18] and improves the prognosis of certain diseases [21].



Throughout history, researchers, philosophers, and practitioners have theorized that gratitude fosters happiness. Studies have found that gratitude is linked to a range of positive emotions, such as contentment, happiness, and hope [14]. Additionally, grateful people tend to experience fewer negative emotions, including envy, depression, and resentment [14,22]. Gratitude, therefore, enhances SWB.



Gratitude has also been found to be positively related to PWB. For instance, Froh et al. [23] and Wood, Joseph, et al. [24] found that grateful people demonstrated greater life satisfaction. Wood et al. [25] also found that gratitude was positively associated with a range of psychological wellbeing variables, including environmental mastery, personal growth, purpose in life, and self-acceptance, which supports the idea that gratitude contributes to flourishing and a meaningful life.



Empirical research has also found a positive relationship between gratitude and health, particularly with regards to psychopathological conditions [4,26], including reduced stress and depression [27], and a reduced risk of developing anxiety disorders, alcohol and drug dependence, and bulimia nervosa [12]. Gratitude is also associated with improved outcomes in social functioning and positive relationships [28]. Grateful people tend to positively perceive the quality of their interpersonal relationships [27], are more willing to forgive and exhibit low narcissism [29,30], and report greater social support [23]. A grateful approach to life, therefore, broadens-and-builds a range of physical, emotional, psychological, and interpersonal benefits [11,14], which, in turn, could help to experience meaningful work.



Meaningful work refers to the sense of importance, value, worthwhileness, purpose, and usefulness that people attach to their work [31]. For an employee to experience meaningful work, they need to perceive that the job they do matches their values, beliefs, behavior, and self-concept [32,33]. Meaningful work also involves mutual respect, being appreciated and not taken for granted, as well as having positive relationships with colleagues and customers [34].



Previous research has found that meaningful work has been associated with greater job satisfaction, higher work engagement, and wellbeing (e.g., [35,36,37,38]). According to Rosso et al. [39], meaningful work is a significant component of wellbeing that can lead to a more satisfying and meaningful life. In a study conducted by Bakker [40], highly engaged workers were found to be happier and healthier than those less engaged. Other studies have revealed that meaningful work is also positively associated with positive affect [41], enthusiasm, a sense of contributing to the greater good, and a more positive work attitude [33,42]. One reason for this could be that when people view their jobs as meaningful, their work becomes valuable and an integral part of their lives [43,44].



Studies suggest a link between gratitude and experiencing meaningful work. Howells [5] and Howells and Cumming [45], for example, found that gratitude could help improve relationships between staff members. Additionally, Chan [46] found that gratitude was positively associated with personal achievement and negatively correlated with burnout.



At present, there is limited research into gratitude as a mediator in the relationship between wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work. Some researchers have hypothesized that gratitude offers a pathway to enhance work engagement, which in turn leads to the experience of meaningful work [12]. Since gratitude has been found to be associated with higher levels of positive affect and satisfaction in life [8,47], improved relationship functioning, the inclination to reciprocate grateful actions [10,28], lower levels of resentment [14], greater resilience, improved coping skills, and an optimistic perspective [11,14,45,48], it is possible these effects of gratitude may mediate the relationship between wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work.



Spirituality can be defined in terms of either an extrinsic public observable religious or spiritual practice, such as attending church activities, or an intrinsic private relationship with a divine and spiritual transcendence, whereby an individual enhances their life through spiritual teaching, prayer, and building a close relationship with the divine [3,49,50]. Emmons and Kneezel [3] found that measures of extrinsic and intrinsic spirituality significantly correlated with an increased frequency of thankful feelings experienced per day. People who were more spiritually inclined were more disposed towards recognizing the positive aspects of life than less spiritual individuals. Emmons and Kneezel [3] also found that spiritual people were more likely to believe that everything in life has a purpose, a perspective that may foster gratefulness because it helps people notice and appreciate the opportunities life has to offer. Appreciating the interconnectedness of life also gives people a sense of commitment and responsibility towards others which, in turn, may lead to increased gratefulness [3].



Research has attempted to explain the relationship between gratitude and spirituality. Smith et al. [51] propose that gratitude is a positive mood characteristic of spiritually inclined people. This claim has found support from several sources. First, several religions view gratitude as a noble virtue that followers are encouraged to develop [2]. An examination of the texts, prayers, and teachings of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, for example, reveal gratitude as a recurring theme. Second, research has found that instead of interpreting positive events as intentional human effort, spiritual people tend to attribute positive events and outcomes as intentional benevolent acts from God which, in turn, engenders gratitude as a response [2]. In contrast, less spiritual individuals tend to view such events as coincidental. Spiritual people thus tend to exhibit higher gratitude levels compared to people who are not spiritual [3]. The converse may hold true as well. It is possible that a grateful disposition helps people to be more aware of the transcendent forces that contribute to their wellbeing, which leads them to be more spiritually inclined [3].



Research also suggests that participation in organized religion enhances gratitude by improving social support. For example, many churches have a range of meetings that help facilitate social bonding and spiritual encouragement. Research shows that the spiritual support received from other church members may enhance wellbeing, and this sense of relational intimacy may engender feelings of gratitude [52,53]. This is supported by studies demonstrating that people who attend church tend to have more supportive relationships which, in turn, has been shown to be positively related to gratitude [54].



Studies have also shown that religious or spiritual people are at a lower risk of developing depressive symptoms and other mental health disorders [3,55,56]. One possible explanation is that spirituality encourages a positive appraisal of life which, in turn, engenders positive emotions like hope, love, forgiveness, gratitude, and optimism [51,57]. This was supported by Krause’s [58] study, which examined whether the feeling of gratitude reduced the effects of stress on health during the later years of life. The results showed that the impact of stress was lower in those older people who were more grateful to God. Laird et al. [59] found an association between thanksgiving prayers and SWB in a sample of arthritis patients. Thus, these studies suggest there is a link between spirituality and gratitude, and between spirituality and wellbeing. Therefore, spirituality may play a moderating role in the relationship between gratitude and wellbeing by influencing how we appraise life circumstances, how we relate to others, and how we cope with stressful situations. In particular, it may play an essential role in how people approach and experience their work.



A large number of studies have examined the associations between gratitude, wellbeing and meaningful work (e.g., [5,10,12,14]). In addition, there exists a considerable body of research on the link between spirituality and gratitude (e.g., [3,58]). While there is evidence to suggest that gratitude can result in positive outcomes on a range of wellbeing indices, such as happiness, positive emotions, life satisfaction, purpose in life (i.e., flourishing), resilience to stress, and social support (e.g., [23,24,25]), less research has examined the mediating role of gratitude in the relationship between wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work.



The purpose of the present study, therefore, was to examine the mediating role of gratitude between various subjective and psychological wellbeing indices (i.e., happiness, life satisfaction, flourishing, and positive affect), and experiencing meaningful work as well as to examine the role that spirituality has on gratitude and experiencing meaningful work. It was therefore hypothesized that gratitude would be positively associated with the various wellbeing indices, spirituality, and experiencing meaningful work. Secondly, it was hypothesized that gratitude would mediate the relationship between various positive wellbeing indices (i.e., happiness, life satisfaction, flourishing, and positive affect), and experiencing meaningful work. Finally, it was hypothesized that spirituality would moderate the relationship between gratitude and experiencing meaningful work.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Participants


An a priori power analysis using G*Power 3.1 [60] found that 123 participants would be required, assuming a medium effect size (f2 = 0.15), an alpha of 0.05, and target power of 0.90. A total of 197 people subsequently participated in the present study. The sample comprised 59 males (29.9%), 137 females (69.5%), and 1 who identified as other aged between 18 and 74 years of age (M = 36.48, SD = 10.97). The majority of participants identified as Australian (69%; n = 136). Of this sample, 48.7 per cent (n = 96) reported being employed full-time, 23.9 per cent (n = 47) indicated part-time employment, 19.3 per cent (n = 38) were employed casually, and 8.1 per cent (n = 16) were self-employed. The majority of participants reported being married (57.9%; n = 114). Amongst the majority of participants, 36.5 per cent (n = 72) reported being Christian and 49.7 per cent (n = 98) reported no religion.




2.2. Materials


Demographics. Participants were asked to provide information pertaining to their gender, age, nationality, relationship status, religion affiliation, and employment status.



Gratitude. The Gratitude Questionnaire six item form ([4]) was used to assess the experience of gratitude. Each item was rated on a 7-point Likert-type rating scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree), with high scores indicating greater dispositional gratitude. The scale demonstrated good internal consistency with the current sample (α = 0.84).



Happiness. The 29-item Oxford Happiness Scale (OHS; [61]) was used to assess happiness. Each item was rated on a 6-point Likert-type rating scale (1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree), with high scores indicating a greater level of happiness. The OHS demonstrated excellent internal consistency with this sample (α = 0.93).



Life Satisfaction. The 5-item Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; [62]) assesses the perceptive component of hedonic wellbeing. Each item is rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) with high scores indicating greater satisfaction with life. The SWLS showed good internal consistency with the current sample (α = 0.87).



Flourishing. The 8-item Flourishing Scale ([63]) was used to measure the attainment of prosperity in areas including feelings of competence, positive relationships, and purpose in life (e.g., “I lead a purposeful and meaningful life”). Each item is rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) with high scores indicating positive self-perceived psychological and social strength. The scale demonstrated excellent internal consistency with the current sample (α = 0.92).



Positive Affect. The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; [64]) was used to measure the affective component of wellbeing. The PANAS consists of two 10-item subscales assessing the tendency to experience positive and negative emotions. Each item is rated on a 5-point Likert-type rating scale (1 = not at all; 5 = extremely), with high scores indicating greater positive (PA) or negative affect. Only the PA subscale was used in this study. The scale showed good internal consistency with the current sample (α = 0.86).



Experiencing Meaningful Work. The Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI; [65]) was used to assess positive meaning, meaning-making through work, and greater good motivations. The WAMI consists of 10 items across the three dimensions. Each item is rated on a 7-point Likert-type rating scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree), with high scores representing greater levels of perceived meaningful work. The scale exhibited high internal consistency (α = 0.90).



Spirituality. The 13-item spiritual support subscale of Genia’s [66] Spiritual Experience Index—Revised was used to measure spirituality. Each item is rated on a 6-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree), with a high score suggesting a mature faith. The subscale demonstrated excellent internal consistency with the current sample (α = 0.95).




2.3. Procedure


Ethics approval was acquired through the host university’s human research ethics committee before initiating the research. Following approval, the online survey was made available via the QualtricsTM (Provo, UT, USA) secure site. Participants were recruited via social media, email, and the university’s first-year psychology course pool. Each participant was required to peruse the information sheet, before providing consent to participate in the study. Participants were advised of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence and without needing to provide an explanation. After providing consent, participants completed the demographic questions followed by the seven questionnaires. The survey took approximately 20 min to complete. First-year psychology students were offered credit for participation.





3. Results


3.1. Statistical Analysis


IBM SPSS version 25 (Amarok, NY, USA) was used to carry out all analyses. To examine the relationship between study variables, a Pearson correlation analysis was conducted. Mediation and moderation analyses were conducted with Hayes’ PROCESS macro for SPSS [67].




3.2. Pearson Correlation Analysis


Results of the Pearson correlation can be found in Table 1. The hypothesis that gratitude would be positively associated with the various wellbeing indices, spirituality, and experiencing meaningful work was supported.




3.3. Mediation Analyses


To test the hypothesis that gratitude would mediate the relationship between various wellbeing indices and experiencing meaningful work, a composite index of wellbeing was created. Z scores for happiness, satisfaction with life, flourishing, and positive affect were calculated. A principal axis factor analysis with direct oblimin rotation was then conducted to explore the factor structure of these measures. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was 0.82, indicating that the strength of the relationships among the variables was high. The analysis extracted a single factor, explaining 76.76 per cent of the variance in the data. All factor loadings ranged between 0.84 (PA) and 0.92 (happiness). Aggregate wellbeing was computed by summing the z score for the four wellbeing measures (α = 0.90).



As shown in Figure 1, aggregate wellbeing was a significant predictor of experiencing meaningful work and gratitude (both ps < 0.001). Gratitude, however, did not significantly predict experiencing meaningful work (p = 0.357). The results support the hypothesis that gratitude mediates the relationship between aggregate wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work.




3.4. Moderation Analysis


A multiple regression moderation analysis was conducted using the Hayes PROCESS macro model 1 to assess whether spirituality moderated the relationship between gratitude and experiencing meaningful work. Gratitude and spirituality accounted for a significant amount of variance in experiencing meaningful work, R2 = 0.15, F(3,193) = 5.99, p = 0.001. However, the interaction between gratitude and spirituality was not significant, b = −0.01[−0.02, 0.01], SE = 0.01, p = 0.424.





4. Discussion


The aim of the current study was to examine the mediating role of gratitude in the relationship between various measures of subjective and psychological wellbeing, and experiencing meaningful work. In addition, this study also examined the role of spirituality in the relationship between gratitude and the experience of meaningful work. The first hypothesis that gratitude would be positively associated with happiness, life satisfaction, flourishing, positive affect, spirituality, and experiencing meaningful work and negatively associated with negative affect was supported. The findings are consistent with previous research reporting gratitude’s relationship with multiple indices of wellbeing, including positive affect, happiness, hope, and life satisfaction, as well as highlighting a range of beneficial outcomes including optimism, forgiveness, flourishing, fulfilment, and increased productivity [8,14,68]. Thus, this study underpins the importance of gratitude as a disposition that can be developed and enhanced so as to promote these kinds of positive outcomes.



The second hypothesis that gratitude would mediate the relationship between various wellbeing indices and experiencing meaningful work was supported. Previous research has consistently shown that gratitude practice results in positive emotions and a high level of satisfaction with life [47]. Based on Fredrickson’s [6] broaden-and-build theory, it is possible that gratitude enhances work engagement and enables individuals to experience meaningful work by building their work-related and personal resources [69]. For example, gratitude has been shown to broaden-and-build positive emotions, improve interpersonal relationships, and reduce levels of resentment which, in turn, could foster a co-operative and supportive organizational environment [5,14,45,70]. In addition, feelings of gratitude may foster a positive working environment, enhance learning and growth [71], heighten cognitive performance, increase resilience, improve coping skills, decrease the risk of exhaustion, and increase trust and commitment to the organization [11,46,48,69,72].



The current study also hypothesized that spirituality would play a moderating role in the relationship between gratitude and experiencing meaningful work. The results, however, did not support this hypothesis. While gratitude and spirituality both accounted for a significant amount of the variance in experiencing meaningful work, the interaction between gratitude and spirituality was not significant. While spirituality may foster or be associated with gratitude, this does not mean that gratitude must be understood only within a spiritual or religious context [3,50]. It is possible that the positive relationship between gratitude and spirituality is a reciprocal one—that those with spiritual worldviews tend to acknowledge the kindness of a benevolent agent (such as God) and are subsequently more grateful as a result (e.g., [3]). Alternatively, those with a grateful disposition, may be more open to all the possibilities that life has to offer, whether that be belief in a power greater than themselves, or the ability to experience meaning in their day-to-day activities including at work.



4.1. Implications


The individual, social, and health implications of gratitude on wellbeing are extensive and beneficial. The findings of the present study have indicated that gratitude can not only promote wellbeing, but may also ultimately transform the workplace. Increasing gratitude may be a potentially promising intervention that can enhance greater wellbeing, mend broken relationships, increase productivity and job satisfaction, and buffer psychological and social distress which could, in turn, reduce depression, suicidal risk, and healthcare costs (e.g., [27,73,74]). Gratitude may be one pathway to experience meaningful work, resulting in a more meaningful life [39].




4.2. Limitations and Future Directions


A number of limitations are present in the current study. First, respondents were not necessarily representative of the general population but rather a convenience sample with an over-representation of females, which could limit the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the use of a convenience sample may result in an inability to generalize the findings more broadly. However, the mean age of our sample (36.48 years) was certainly representative of the working population at large. Furthermore, while the oldest participant in our sample was 74 years, even this does not necessarily impede the generalizability of our findings. As the majority of our sample was based in Australia (69%), recent research by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [75] has found that Australians over the age of 65 years have a workforce participation rate of 13%. Given that all participants in our study indicated that they were currently employed, our sample may be regarded as representative of people in the (Australian) workforce more broadly. Second, this study relied solely upon self-report data of the level to which people appraise gratitude, happiness, life satisfaction, flourishing, positive affect, spirituality and experiencing meaningful work. There is the potential for distortion in the responses due to response or social desirability bias [76]. A further limitation may exist with respect to the relationship between spirituality and gratitude. The current study examined general attitudes toward dispositional gratitude and not attitudes regarding gratitude towards a specific event. It is possible the association between spirituality and gratitude may alter if the reaction of gratitude towards a specific event is examined.



The impact of gratitude on wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work is worthy of further robust and longitudinal investigation. Future research in this area may help to explore any barriers to gratitude, and therefore may provide insight into the design of a gratitude intervention targeting specific groups in order to enhance greater wellbeing. This will complement the research that has found that gratitude at work is related to, among other positive outcomes, improved job satisfaction (e.g., [77]), reduced burnout (e.g., [78]), and increased organizational citizenship behaviours (e.g., [79]).



A more extensive study could be done to examine methods for fostering gratitude in people, organizations, and society, and to explore how broadening-and-building a grateful mindset can play a significant role in enhancing overall wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work.





5. Conclusions


Studying how gratitude is related to wellbeing, experiencing meaningful work, and spirituality can potentially reap benefits for the individual, the organization, and society as it may help researchers understand possible pathways to broadening-and-building individuals’ personal, psychological, and spiritual resources. The insight gained in this study may also help to explore practical ways of reducing the burden of psychological suffering and loss of productivity.



This study aimed to explore the relationship between gratitude, wellbeing, spirituality, and experiencing meaningful work. The results found positive relationships between gratitude and wellbeing, and spirituality and experiencing meaningful work, which was consistent with previous findings. The study also found that gratitude was a mediating path in the relationship between wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work. Hence, fostering gratitude should be encouraged in the workplace and alongside existing clinical therapies.
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Figure 1. The mediating role of gratitude between aggregate wellbeing and experiencing meaningful work. B = unstandardized beta coefficient; SE = standard error. 
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Table 1. Pearson correlation matrix among main study variables.
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	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6





	1. Gratitude
	-
	
	
	
	
	



	2. Happiness
	0.55 ***
	-
	
	
	
	



	3. Life satisfaction
	0.49 ***
	0.70 ***
	-
	
	
	



	4. Flourishing
	0.59 ***
	0.76 ***
	0.72 ***
	-
	
	



	5. Positive affect
	0.45 ***
	0.73 ***
	0.58 ***
	0.64 ***
	-
	



	6. Meaningful work
	0.34 **
	0.41 ***
	0.32 ***
	0.49 ***
	0.41 ***
	-



	7. Spirituality
	0.21 **
	0.17 *
	0.22 **
	0.15 *
	0.17 *
	0.26 ***







Note. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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