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The relationship between Gratitude and Life Satisfaction in a sample 
of Spanish university students: The moderation role of gender 

 
Carmen Salvador-Ferrer 

 
Universidad de Almería (Spain) 

 
Título: Relación entre la gratitud y la satisfacción con la vida en una mues-
tra de Estudiantes Españoles: El papel moderador del género. 
Resumen: El presente estudio pretende examinar la relación entre la grati-
tud y la satisfacción vital en una muestra de estudiantes universitarios es-
pañoles. En esta investigación se utilizó la escala de Gratitud  (GQ-6; 
McCullough et al., 2002) y la escala de Satisfacción con la vida (SWLS; Diener 
et al., 1985). Los datos, del análisis de regresión lineal, mostraron que la 
gratitud predice la satisfacción con la vida (en el bienestar físico y psicoló-
gico). Por otro lado, en la relación entre ambos términos, se encontraron 
diferencias de género. Al final del trabajo, se exponen unas conclusiones y, 
también, se discuten las limitaciones del presente estudio. 
Palabras clave: gratitud; satisfacción con la vida; género; estudiantes uni-
versitarios; España. 

  Abstract: The aim of this study is to examine the relationship between 
gratitude and life satisfaction among university students in Spain. The pre-
sent study seeks to assess gratitude by means of a self-report Gratitude 
Questionnaire (GQ-6; McCullough et al., 2002) and Life Satisfaction scale 
(SWLS; Diener et al., 1985). Using a multiple linear regression analysis, the 
relationship between life satisfaction and gratitude is analyzed. The results 
suggest that gratitude significantly predicts life satisfaction (on psychologi-
cal and physical well-being), while on the other hand, differences exist 
with regard to gender in the relationship between gratitude and life satis-
faction. The significance and limitations of the present findings are dis-
cussed. 
Key words: gratitude; life satisfaction; gender; university students; Spain; 

 

Introduction 
 
Gratitude is a construct which has inspired interest in most 
researchers because it has been considered an important fac-
tor of human personality and social life (Emmons & 
McCullough, 2003; Gallup, 1998). Gratitude could refer to a 
subjective feeling of wonder and appreciation for life (Em-
mons & Shelton, 2002). Rosenberg (1998) argued that grati-
tude is a form of affective experience, defined as “a stable 
predisposition toward certain types of emotional respond-
ing” (p. 249). McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang (2002) have 
defined gratitude as “the grateful disposition as a generalized 
tendency to recognize and respond with grateful emotion” 
(p.112). There are elements of this grateful disposition 
(McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002) which are named as: 
intensity, frequency, span or number of life circumstances 
for which a person feels gratitude, and density or number of 
individuals who feel grateful. Bertocci and Millar (1963) have 
defined this as “the willingness to recognize the unearned in-
crements of value in one´s experience” (p. 389). Sansone and 
Sansone (2010) have considered that, depending on the con-
text, gratitude can have different meanings. For example, 
gratitude could be considered as a habit, an attitude, a coping 
response and an emotion (Emmons, McDullough, & Tsang, 
2003; Lambert, Graham, & Fincham, 2009). Meanwhile, as 
an emotion, Lazarus and Lazarus (1994) argued that grati-
tude represents the “empathic emotions”. Moreover, Selig-
man (2002) has defined this construct as “a sense of thank-
fulness and joy in response to receiving a gift, whether the 
gift be a tangible benefit from a specific other or a moment 
of peaceful bliss evoked by natural beauty’’ (cited by Peter-
son & Seligman, 2004, p. 554). So, Seligman, Steen, Park, and 
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Peterson (2005) have established that gratitude is also associ-
ated with life satisfaction. 

Along these lines, a number of empirical studies have 
shown that a significant relation exists between gratitude and 
life satisfaction and in some research works gratitude is even 
regarded as a robust predictor of life satisfaction (Algoe, 
Haidt, & Gable, 2008; Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Froh, 
Yurkewicz, & Kashdan, 2009; Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011; 
Lambert, Clark, Durstchi, Fincham, & Graham, 2010; Lyu-
bomirsky, Dickershoof, Boehm, & Sheldon, 2011; 
McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002; McCullough, Tsang 
& Emmons, 2004; Toepfer, Cichy, & Peter, 2012; Watkins, 
Woodward, Stone, & Kolts, 2003; Wood, Joseph, & Maltby, 
2009; Wood, Joseph & Linley, 2007a; Wood, Joseph, & 
Maltby, 2009; Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010). Thus, grati-
tude could be considered as an adaptive psychological strate-
gy by which human beings interpret their everyday experi-
ences and at the same time receive its benefits.  Furthermore, 
some authors (Boehm, Lyubomirsky, & Sheldon, 2011; Lyu-
bomirsky & Layous, 2013) have demonstrated the positive 
effect of gratitude on life satisfaction. 

Life satisfaction has been defined by Diener, Oishi, and 
Lucas (2003) as people´s global cognitive evaluation of their 
satisfaction with their own lives. As a positive experience, 
gratitude could change the negative effects of other occur-
rences in people´s existence, leading to higher life satisfac-
tion (Diener, 1984). Seligman (2002) has defined life satisfac-
tion as a cognitive component of subjective well-being which 
reflects a present satisfaction with one’s life. It has been de-
fined as a ‘‘judgmental process in which individuals assess 
the quality of their lives on the basis of their own unique set 
of criteria’’ (Pavot & Diener 1993, p. 164).  

On the other hand, research into gratitude has to consid-
er individual differences. Thus, there are studies which deal 
with certain variables, such as gender. The results from some 
research work show that scores differ by gender (Froh et al., 
2009). The data from these studies on gender difference, in-
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dicate that females are more grateful than males (Chen, 
Chen, & Tsai, 2012; Froh et al., 2009; Kashdan, Uswatte, & 
Julian, 2006; Sun & Kong, 2013). This is probably because 
males consider that to express gratitude is evidence of their 
vulnerability and  that by  showing gratitude they could be 
perceived as weaker and less masculine, therefore, lose their 
social status (Levant & Kopecky, 1995; Sun & Kong, 2013). 
Most studies show that there is a relationship between grati-
tude and life satisfaction. However, the mechanisms in-
volved in this relationship are not clear (Sun & Kong, 2013). 
Moreover, it is important to study this association because 
there are few researches in Spain. Therefore, the aim of this 
project is to study the relationship between gratitude and life 
satisfaction among university students in Spain. Based on 
previous studies, we propose the following hypothesis: In the 
first place, we believe that gratitude is significantly correlated with the 
life satisfaction (Diener, 1984; Seligman, 2002) of a sample of 
university undergraduates in Spain. Actuality, there are some 
studies which have also been examined the associating be-
tween gratitude and life satisfaction, like Seligman, Steen, 
Park and Peterson (2005) and McCullogh et al. (2002). Also, 
Froh et al. (2009) demonstrated that gratitude has a stronger 
relation with life satisfaction. Fagley (2012) has shown a posi-
tive connection between gratitude and life satisfaction. 
Therefore, people with tendency to be grateful also report 
greater life satisfaction (Fagley, 2012). 

In the second place, it is our opinion that probably the rela-
tionship between gratitude and life satisfaction differ by gender (Froh, 
Yurkewicz, & Kashdan, 2009; Sun & Kong, 2013). Froh et 
al. (2009) and Naito, Wangwan and Tani (2005) have shown 
that women reported more gratitude than men. Also, Bono 
and Froh (2009) prompted to value if gender moderated the 
relationship between gratitude and subjective well-being. 
Moreover, they demonstrated the negative relationship of 
these concepts.  Watkins et al. (2003) showed the stronger 
correlation of gratitude with life satisfaction. 

In and other hand, Sun and Kong (2013) argued that it is 
not very clear the relationship between gratitude and life sat-
isfaction differ by gender. It is the most probably to get a 
positive relationship between life satisfaction and gratitude, 
because gratitude is a positive emotion and it is strongly re-
late to positive experiences (Sun & Kung, 2013). However, it 
is possible to find negative relation, too (Emmons and 
McCullough, 2003; Froh et al., 2009; Kashdan et al., 2006; 
Watkin et al., 2003; Wood, Maltby,  Gillett,  Linley, & Jo-
seph,  2008). 
 

Method 
 
Participants 
 
A total of 309 Spanish university students participated in 

this study. They were selected for convenience by non prob-
abilistic sampling accessibility with a confidence level of 
95%. The sample included a slightly larger number of female 
students (75 %) compared with 25% male students. Their 

ages ranged from 17 to 56, the average age being 21.58 (SD 
= 4.85). The participants were students of different disci-
plines (44% of Psychology, 27% of Social work, 17% of So-
cial Education and 12% of Physical Education). 

 
Instruments 
 
Gratitude. Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ-6) was prepared 

by McCullough et al. (2002). This instrument measures grati-
tude as a dispositional trait and assesses four of its facets: in-
tensity, frequency, density, and span of gratitude felt and 
shared. GQ-6 is a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7(strongly agree). Moreover, there are 
two negatively worded items (3 “When I look at the world, I 
do not see much to be grateful for”, and 6” Long periods of 
time can go by before I feel grateful to something or some-
one”), therefore, a reverse-scoring of these items is neces-
sary. The reliability is .802. 

Satisfaction with life. Life satisfaction Scale (SWLS) devel-
oped by Diener, Emmons, Larsen and Griffin (1985). This 
scale contains five items which evaluate the cognitive judg-
ments of an individual´s own life. Items are rated on a 5-
point Likert- type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 
agree; sample item, ‘‘I am satisfied with my life’’).The reliabil-
ity is .773. 

 
Procedure 
 
Participants completed the questionnaires in the class-

room. Before completing the measure, a researcher informed 
them about this research work and, at the same time, assured 
them of the confidentiality of their response. Instruments 
took approximately 20 min to complete. 

 

Results 
 

Descriptive statistics and correlations are reported in Table 
1. In this table, we can see lower values in life satisfaction 
(General Mean = 2.4; SD = .71; Men: Gratitude Mean = 5.60 
and SD = 1.04; Women: Gratitude Mean = 5.62 and SD = 
1.01) and moderate values in gratitude (General Mean = 5.60; 
SD = 1.0; Men: Satisfaction Mean = 2.27 and SD = .62; Wom-
en: Satisfaction Mean=2.50 and SD=.75).  

In the gratitude scale, most of the data appear in GQ5 
“As I get older I find myself more able to appreciate the 
people, events, and situations that have been part of my life 
history” (M = 6; SD = 1.32). In the life satisfaction is SWLS 
5 “If I could live my life over, I would change almost noth-
ing” the most highly valued of the scale (M = 2.8; SD = 1.2).  

Table 1 shows inter-correlations between each of the 
scales. In this table, the Pearson correlations more than all 
the other measures show that there is a significant negative 
correlation between gratitude and life satisfaction (r = -.187; 
p <. 01). In both samples, most intra correlations were signif-
icant and there were also important negative inter-
correlations, as in GQ1 “I have so much in life to be thank-
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ful for” vs. SWLS 5  “If I could live my life over, I would 
change almost nothing” (r = -.33; p < .05), and GQ2 “If I 
had to list everything that I felt grateful for, it would be a 

very long list” vs. SWLS 5  “If I could live my life over, I 
would change almost nothing” (r = -.34; p < .05).  

 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations for all measures. 

  M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. GRATITUDE  5.6 1.0 1             
2. GQ1.  5.7 1.6 .86** 1            
3. GQ2.  5.3 1.63 .87** .834** 1           
4. GQ3.  5.7 1.14 .43** .211 .254 1          
5. GQ4.  5.0 1.57 .79** .619** .646** .287 1         
6. GQ5.  6.0 1.32 .823** .637** .657** .232 .565** 1        
7. GQ6.  5.7 1.18 .506** .306** .249 .136 .265 .393** 1       
8.SATISFACTION  2.4 .71 -.187* -.31 -.31* -.06 -.16 .105 -.06 1      
9.   SWLS 1.  2.5 .95 -.02 .02 -.06 -.11 -.13 .184 -.04 .683** 1     
10. SWLS 2.  2.5 .99 -.20 -.264 -.27 -.14 -.16 .006 -.02 .698** .318* 1    
11. SWLS 3.  2.0 .82 -.04 -.237 -.06 .07 .07 .09 -.105 .662** .274 .378** 1   
12. SWLS 4.  2.2 .92 -.09 -.210 -.25 -.08 -.09 .137 .145 .540** .253 .153 .271 1  
13. SWLS 5.  2.8 1.2 -.24 -.33* -.34* .03 -.19 -.007 -.155 .843** .522** .529** .470** .240 1 
**p  < .01; * p   < .05. 

 

Table 2 shows the results of the multivariate regression 
analysis (lineal method) for the variables predicting life satisfac-
tion. As this table shows, the results obtained are between 

medium (R2 = .105) and large effect sizes (R2 = .447) as rec-
ommended by Field (2009).  

 
Table 2. Coefficient of regression of factors by gender. 

 
 Unstandardized coefficients Standardized coefficients 

Factors B Std. Error Beta t p  

Male+Female 

(constant) 2.45 .407  6.02 .000 R2 = .215 
F = 5.82 
p < .000 

GQ 1. -.151 .063 -.335 -2.39 .018 

GQ 2. -.103 .066 -.234 -1.56 .121 

GQ 3. .020 .053 .032 .378 .706 

GQ 4. -.027 .045 -.059 -.592 .555 

GQ 5. .207 .055 .378 3.77 .000 

GQ 6. .035 .051 .058 .693 .490 

Male 

(constant) 2.68 .594  4.51 .000 R2 = .313 
F = 3.03 
p < .015 

GQ 1. -.124 .097 -.318 -1.27 .208 

GQ 2. -.159 .097 -.421 -1.65 .111 

GQ 3. -.008 .081 -.013 -.095 .924 

GQ 4. -.015 .078 -.035 -.193 .848 

GQ 5. .267 .078 .648 3.43 .001 

GQ 6. -.055 .080 -.099 -.689 .495 

Female 

(constant) 2.40 .571  4.21 .000 R2 = .472 
F = 3.73 
p < .003 

GQ 1. -.172 .085 -.347 -2.02 .047 

GQ 2. -.108 .090 -.228 -1.19 .236 

GQ 3. .054 .073 .083 .742 .460 

GQ 4. -.035 .059 -.075 -.585 .560 

GQ 5. .192 .079 .300 2.42 .017 

GQ 6. .076 .068 .124 1.11 .267 
Note. Dependent variable= Life satisfaction. 

 
When gender differences were not considered, there was 

a significant relationship between gratitude and life satisfac-
tion, as in, GQ1 “I have so much in life to be thankful for” 
(β = -.335, p < .018) and GQ5 “As I get older I find myself 
more able to appreciate the people, events, and situations 
that have been part of my life history” (β = .378, p < .000). 

When gender differences are considered, these are signif-
icant, too. Thus, results show that in Female participants 

scores were significantly higher (p < .003) than in male ones 
(p < .015). Particularly, in Male participants scores reached 
higher levels in GQ5 “As I get older I find myself more able 
to appreciate the people, events, and situations that have 
been part of my life history” (β = .648, p < .011) predicted 
life satisfaction. In female students, there were lower levels 
of GQ1 “I have so much in life to be thankful for” (β = -
.347, p < .047) and higher levels of GQ5 “As I get older I 
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find myself more able to appreciate the people, events, and 
situations that have been part of my life history” (β = .300, p 
< .017) predicted life satisfaction. 

Note that gratitude predicted life satisfaction in both fe-
male and male. However, in the male GQ5 “As I get older I 
find myself more able to appreciate the people, events, and 
situations that have been part of my life history” is a more 
significant positive prediction than in females. Also, GQ1 “I 
have so much in life to be thankful for” predicts lower levels 
of life satisfaction in females. 
 

Discussion 
 

In the present study we investigate the relationship be-
tween gratitude and life satisfaction among Spanish uni-
versity students. As expected, correlation analyses 
showed that gratitude is linked to life satisfaction. How-
ever, association analyses shown that there was a nega-
tively significant relationship between gratitude and life 
satisfaction, Froh et al. (2009) found similar data. There-
fore, those with high gratitude levels tend to experience a 
lower degree of life satisfaction and also those with high 
life satisfaction levels tend to experience a lower degree 
of gratitude. This study also supports the theory that grat-
itude has a significant effect on life satisfaction in accord-
ance with other studies (Bono, Emmons, & McCullough, 
2004; Emmons & Crumpler, 2000; Emmons & 
McCullough, 2003; Froh et al., 2009; Kashdan, Uswatte, 
& Julian, 2006; Lyubomirsky, Sheldon,  & Schkade, 2005; 
Watkins, 2004; Watkins, Woodward, Stone, Kolts, 2003; 
Wood, Joseph, & Linley, 2007b; Wood, Maltby, Gillett, 
Linley, & Jospeh, 2008).  

However, in our research work, we found that grati-
tude affects life satisfaction negatively and significantly. 
One possible explanation for these data could be “sche-
matic hypothesis” which suggests that gratitude is caused 
by receiving help that is appraised as costly to provide, 
valuable and altruistically offered (Lane & Anderson, 
1976; McCulloguh, Kilpatrick, Emmons, & Larson, 
2001). That is, perceptions of cost, value and altruism 
could influence the relationship between gratitude and 
life satisfaction. Additional research is needed to be able 
to prove and support that gratitude is important to well-
being and social life (McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 
2002). 

In another hand, we are interesting in to study if the 
relationship between gratitude and life satisfaction differ 
by gender. Results corroborate this argument because 
there are some significant differences by gender. Thus, 
female scores were considerably higher than male ones. 
Froh et al. (2009) found similar results. Also, the associa-
tion between gratitude and life satisfaction in females was 
affected in a negative way. Females with low negative ef-
fect scores were found to be more likely to attain greater 

life satisfaction than males. These data are similar to 
those obtained by Sun and Kong (2013) where “a posi-
tive effect may be a significant resource for males where-
as negative effect may be a significant resource for fe-
males” (p.1367). These results could be explained in two 
ways. First, perhaps, these differences by gender could re-
flect cultural disparities and this is an area that needs fur-
ther exploration (Sun & Kong, 2013). Second, men could 
think that expressing gratitude may diminish their mascu-
linity and their social status (Froh et al., 2009; Levant & 
Kopeck, 1995). 

Additional limitations in the current study should be 
taken into account in future works. The first limitation is 
cross-sectional, so that its results must be processed with 
caution. The second limitation is that this study was the 
use of self-report methodology, for although the 
measures were selected for their good reliability and va-
lidity, it is necessary to include methods for evaluation 
which measure some subjective aspects. The third limita-
tion is sample sizes which were relatively small. Finally, 
the fourth limitation is that the study group consisted of 
high numbers of university students all of them of Span-
ish background and culture, which limits the generaliza-
tion of the data. 

Although some progress has been made towards un-
derstanding how gratitude affects life satisfaction, many 
important questions remain to be asked. For example, if 
there are individual cases, circumstances, situations 
(Fredrickson, 1998, 2001; Layous & Lyubomirsky, 2014) 
and culture differences (Boehm, Lyubomirsky, & Shel-
don, 2011) which interact with the relationship between 
gratitude and life satisfaction. Furthermore, we need to 
investigate if in this association there are different mean-
ings by gender. It is also important to know the exact 
cognitive mechanism of these effects. There is a need to 
find out costs associated with gratitude.  Future research 
may offer suggestions about how gratitude might en-
hance life satisfaction (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; 
Watkins, Woodward, Stone, & Kolts, 2003 p. 449), indi-
cating intellectual, social or psychical resources (Froh et 
al., 2009). Perhaps, the relationship between gratitude and 
life satisfaction could be reversed by the worldwide fi-
nancial crisis. Therefore, in Spain, there is a need for fur-
ther research into this relationship. Also, it future re-
search should study the potential different processes and 
internal mechanisms involve in this connection between 
gratitude and life satisfaction (Sun & Kong, 2013). On 
other hand, the direction of the causality between grati-
tude and life satisfaction is not clear in Spain, so it is nec-
essary to research if gratitude leads to life satisfaction, has 
a mediated effect and provides a reciprocal model. 

To sum up, the present study adds to the knowledge 
by investigating reciprocal causality, due to the fact that 
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gratitude plays a causal role in the life satisfaction of 
Spanish university undergraduates. Thus, we found that 
gratitude is linked to life satisfaction and consequently it 
is necessary to adopt gratitude as an important habit and 
attitude (Layous & Lyubomirsky, 2014). So, this research 
has been demonstrated that gratitude could be a contri-

bution to understand of life satisfaction. Furthermore, 
teaching human beings to be grateful may be a new strat-
egy for life satisfaction, since “gratitude may be an im-
portant component of the good life” (Watkins et al., 
2003, p. 449) and only future research will clarify this 
question. 
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