&E DEPAUL UNIVERSITY Depaul University

UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES Via Sapientiae

College of Science and Health Theses and

Dissertations College of Science and Health

Fall 11-24-2020

How Should We Express Gratitude? The Effects of Method and
Focus of Gratitude Expressions on the Self, the Other, and the
Relationship

Laurette J. Mcllwee
DePaul University, Imcilwee@depaul.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://via.library.depaul.edu/csh_etd

0‘ Part of the Psychology Commons

Recommended Citation

Mcllwee, Laurette J., "How Should We Express Gratitude? The Effects of Method and Focus of Gratitude
Expressions on the Self, the Other, and the Relationship" (2020). College of Science and Health Theses
and Dissertations. 365.

https://via.library.depaul.edu/csh_etd/365

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the College of Science and Health at Via Sapientiae.
It has been accepted for inclusion in College of Science and Health Theses and Dissertations by an authorized
administrator of Via Sapientiae. For more information, please contact digitalservices@depaul.edu.









26

perceived her as more competent than did those whose note was kept private (M =
5.17, SD = 0.85), 1(59) =2.11, p = .039, d = 0.54.
Mood

On average, participants’ mood was quite positive (M = 5.66, SD = 0.72).
A one-sample, two-tailed 7-test showed that the average mood was significantly
higher than the midpoint of the scale, #(60)=18.1, p <.001, d = 2.32.

There was no significant difference between the mood of the two groups,
1(59) = 0.17, ns. Furthermore, the JZS Bayes Factor (BFo1) suggests the null
hypothesis is 5.11 times more likely than the alternative hypothesis. JZS Bayes
factors are typically more conservative estimates than traditional null-hypothesis
significance tests and are useful with small samples (Rouder, Speckman, Sun,
Morey, & Iverson, 2009). This null finding suggests that the differences we
observed in the two experimental groups were likely not due to systematic
differences in participants’ moods.
Exploratory Analyses

In line with the other hypotheses, we expected that notes from the shared
condition would be more grateful than those from the private condition. Three
independent raters, blind to condition, read each note and rated how grateful the
message was on a scale from 1 (not grateful) to 7 (extremely grateful). The raters
had high inter-rater reliability, Pearson’s » = .95. A two-tailed independent-
samples 7-test did not support this prediction. Participants who knew their partner

would receive their note wrote slightly more grateful notes (M = 4.62, SD = 1.60)
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than those who expressed their gratitude privately (M = 3.90, SD = 1.76), {59) =
1.80, p = .077, ns, but this difference was not statistically significant.

Finally, the number of words in each note was analyzed to look for
differences between conditions. However, participants’ notes were roughly the
same length regardless of condition, #(59) = 0.81, p = .421, ns. This result
demonstrates that participants did not differ in how long their note was, whether
they thought their partner or just the researcher would read it.

Discussion

This study directly compared the effects of private and shared expressions
of gratitude on need satisfaction and mood in a controlled lab paradigm.
Consistent with our hypotheses, individuals who shared their gratitude with a
partner reported higher satisfaction of basic needs and perceived their partner as
significantly warmer and more competent than those who expressed gratitude
privately. Private gratitude expressions produced levels of need satisfaction and
perceptions of warmth and competence that were significantly above the midpoint
of the scales. Still, they were no match for shared gratitude. These results suggest
that perhaps sharing gratitude is the better option.

We measured mood to examine a potential alternative explanation for why
the groups may have evaluated their partner and their own basic needs differently.
People tend to make mood-congruent social judgments (Mayer, Gaschke,
Braverman, & Evans, 1992), which could explain our results above and beyond
the gratitude manipulation we created. If one group was systematically in a more

positive mood than the other, this could introduce noise into the study design that
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would confound the effects of the gratitude manipulation. However, participants
reported their mood after they wrote their gratitude notes, and we found that the
two groups were in equally positive moods. Therefore, mood can be ruled out as
an alternative explanation for the results.

Notes from the shared condition were rated slightly more grateful than
notes from the private condition. The exploratory qualitative analysis of the
gratitude notes revealed this expected pattern, though it was not statistically
significant. This may demonstrate an important point about gratitude expressions;
it was not that participants in the shared gratitude condition expressed more
gratitude than those in the private gratitude condition. By simply sharing this
emotion with their partner, participants experienced the effects found in this
study. It could have been the case that being in the shared condition engendered a
longer or more grateful note, especially since public expressions of gratitude in
light of personal success often give credit to people who help, while private ones
do not (Baumeister & Ilko, 1995). In sum, this reinforces the findings from the
experiment.

There are minor limitations to this study. Though the results allude to a
fundamental difference between expressing gratitude privately and sharing it with
the person for whom you are grateful, the sample size left this study
underpowered. A direct replication of this study is necessary to confirm these
findings.

Second, the participants in this study worked in a lab environment with a

confederate they had just met. While this is an excellent paradigm for examing the
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basic process of gratitude, it lacks mundane realism. To understand how gratitude
functions outside an extremely controlled and superficial environment, it is
essential to study it in a more realistic setting (e.g., between real life couples). The
main goal of the general investigation is to examine the construct of gratitude in
the context of romantic relationships. Future iterations of this study could recruit
real couples and modify the procedure so that the participant expresses gratitude
to their significant other instead of a stranger. The gratitude expressions (i.e., the
written notes) in this study were also engineered by the study design itself, instead
of generated spontaneously, which could have impacted the expressions’
authenticity.

Overall, sharing gratitude fortifies basic needs and boosts positive
perceptions of the recipient significantly more than expressing gratitude privately.
In light of these findings and the limitations of Study 1, Study 2 was designed to
theoretically replicate these effects as well as test the full two-factor model of
gratitude expressions proposed earlier. Study 1 only tested effects for method of
expression. Study 2 includes an additional manipulation of gratitude focus, which
creates a factorial design appropriate for testing the influence of multiple
independent varaibles.

Study 2
Overview

Given that the previous study provided evidence that private and shared

gratitude expressions had the predicted effects on the satisfaction of needs and

perceptions of warmth and competence, the goal of Study 2 was to test the two-



30

factor model (method and focus). If there are indeed marked differences in the
four types of gratitude expressions, we expected an experimental intervention to
reveal them. To address a limitation of Study 1, participants were required to be in
a romantic relationship. The hypotheses for this study are stated below.

Study 2 Hypotheses

Hypothesis III. There will be a main effect of method of expression on
satisfaction of needs, warmth and competence perceptions of the self and the
other, closeness, and relationship satisfaction, such that shared gratitude will lead
to higher ratings of these measures than private gratitude.

Hypothesis IV. There will be a main effect of focus on satisfaction of
needs, warmth and competence perceptions of the self and the other, closeness,
and relationship satisfaction, such that person-focused gratitude will lead to
higher ratings of these measures than situation-focused gratitude.

Hypothesis V. There will be an interaction effect between the method of
expression and focus, such that sharing person-focused gratitude will lead to the
highest satisfaction of needs, warmth and competence perceptions of the self and
the other, closeness, and relationship satisfaction compared to the other three
types of gratitude expressions.

Method

This study used a 2 x 2 experimental design to explore the effects of
gratitude expressions that varied in the method of expression (private; shared) and
focus of gratitude (person; situation). Participants arrived at the lab and were

randomly assigned to express one of the four types of gratitude for one week.
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After their week had elapsed, they completed the final dependent measures
online.
Participants

Participants (N = 117) were recruited from the university SONA system.
In addition to the requirements for Study 1, participants had to be in a romantic
relationship. One hundred seventy-six participants completed the first part of the
study in which they received their gratitude assignment, but only 119 completed
the final survey containing the dependent measures. Participants received research
credit proportional to their participation.

A power analysis using G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner,
2007) recommended a total sample size of 200 in order to obtain power of .80.
The COVID-19 pandemic adversely impacted the data collection method and
speed for this study, as noted later in the procedure. With the collected sample of
117 participants, a sensitivity analysis indicated a .80 level of power able to detect
effect sizes of 2 = .06. As such, results should be interpreted with caution.
Materials

Gratitude Expression. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
four gratitude conditions (private/person-focused, private/situation-focused,
shared/person-focused, shared/situation-focused). Participants expressed
gratitude in their assigned manner once a day for one week. The instructions
included an example of how participants should express their gratitude (e.g., in

the shared/situation-focused condition: “If you feel grateful for a beautiful day or
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a good grade, share it with your partner. It is not necessary to write anything
down” (for full instructions, see Appendix C).
Measures

Satisfaction of Basic Needs. Need satisfaction was measured as it was
(Van Beest & Williams, 2006) in Study 1.

Warmth & Competence. The same person perception scale from Study 1
was used to evaluate warmth competence. Participants rated their partner’s
warmth and competence (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002) as well as
themselves.

Closeness. Closeness was assessed via the Inclusion of Other in the Self
scale (IOS; Aron, Aron & Smollan, 1992). The scale is a single-item measure.
The responses include seven options from which participants can select the degree
of overlap they perceive between two circles representing themselves and their
romantic partners. The IOS has been utilized extensively throughout relationship
literature and has high reliability and validity (Aron et al., 1992). It has high
convergent validity with other established measures of closeness (e.g., the
Relationship Closeness Inventory; Berscheid, Snyder, & Omoto, 1989). The IOS
has been extensively validated as a simple method of assessing relationship
closeness (e.g., Gachter, Starmer, & Tufano, 2015).

Relationship Satisfaction. To measure relationship satisfaction, we used
the Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS; Hendrick, Dicke, & Hendrick, 1988).
The RAS contains seven items (e.g., how often does your partner meet your

needs?), and responses range from 1 to 7, with higher scores indicating more
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satisfaction with one’s relationship. Responses to the RAS correlate moderately
with the Dyadic Adjustment Scale and strongly with the Kansas Marital
Satisfaction Scale, indicating good convergent validity. The test-retest reliability
for up to seven weeks later was as high as .85 in a sample of undergraduate
students (Hendrick et al., 1988). Participants completed the RAS at the end of
their one-week gratitude intervention.

Manipulation checks. Participants completed a series of three questions
to verify the quality of the manipulation of gratitude expressions. First, when
accessing the final survey, participants were required to identify the gratitude
assignment they received one week prior. At the end of the survey measures,
participants assessed on a seven-point scale how seriously they took their
gratitude assignment and how often they expressed gratitude during their one-
week task. To be included in the analysis, participants were required to identify
their condition correctly.

Procedure

Participants arrived at the lab and sat with the experimenter, who
explained to them the nature of the study. Each participant received a randomly
chosen task slip that detailed their gratitude assignment (See Appendix A for full
text). The researcher read through the instructions with the participant, using a
highlighter to highlight the particulars of the task (e.g., “at least once a day™). The
experimenter then filled in the date on which the participant would receive the
link and password to access the final survey online (one week from the

assignment session). Participants provided their email address and agreed to
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receive daily reminder emails for one week. At the end of their week, participants
received the link to the survey containing the dependent measures. All measures
were completed via Qualtrics. Participants received partial course credit for their
participation.

Due to COVID-19-related restraints placed on face-to-face interactions
(beginning in mid-March 2020), this procedure was amended midway through
data collection to be entirely online. The initial meeting with a researcher became
a Qualtrics survey that randomly assigned participants to one of the four gratitude
conditions and explained their task. There were no other changes made to the rest
of the procedure.

Results

The aim of Study 2 was to apply the findings of Study 1 to individuals in
romantic relationships. All means and standard deviations are displayed in Table
1 (See Appendix D). As noted previously, the original data collection method had
to be adjusted to take place completely online, which introduced an unanticipated
confounding variable into this study. To account for the two slightly different
procedures, a third factor, Procedure Type, was included in all analyses. The pre-
lockdown procedure (PL; n = 64) followed the original data collection plan,
which included an on-site meeting between each participant and a research
assistant to review the assigned gratitude task. The second procedure, during
lockdown (DL; n = 53) did not include an in-person meeting. Instead, participants
received their assignments via Qualtrics. In both procedures, all final surveys

were online.
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As Procedure Type was not a construct of interest or included as part of
the original analysis plan, it is only discussed in cases where it was statistically
significant.

Manipulation Checks

We asked participants to identify their assigned condition. Participants
who selected the incorrect condition or indicated they could not remember their
condition (n = 2) were excluded from analyses.

Participants also evaluated how seriously they took their gratitude
assignment and how often they expressed gratitude during their one-week period.
There were no significant differences among the four groups in how serious they
took their assignment (all ps ranged from .19 to .92).

Unexpectedly, there was a significant interaction effect between method
and focus on how often participants expressed gratitude, F(1, 109) = 8.52, p = .00,
1% =.07. There was no difference in the number of expressions between those
who expressed situation-based gratitude, regardless of whether they expressed it
in a private or shared manner. However, for individuals who were tasked with
expressing person-focused gratitude, those in the shared condition did so more
often (M = 5.26, SD = 0.70) than those who expressed it privately (M = 4.39, SD
= 0.71). This was an unanticipated effect that will be addressed later in the
discussion for Study 2.

Satisfaction of Needs
Reliability & Validity. The internal consistency of the Need Threat scale

was high (Cronbach’s a = .94). However, Cronbach’s alpha is often insufficient
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as a sole indicator of reliability, particularly for unidimensional measures
(Cortina, 1993; Schmitt, 1996). Consequently, I conducted an exploratory factor
analysis

To investigate the structure of the Need Threat scale, I would have ideally
used a confirmatory factor analysis. The sample size of this study was insufficient
to meet the requirements of a CFA. Instead, I conducted a principal component
analysis (PCA) with an oblimin rotation to allow the factors to correlate with one
another. Bartlett’s test of Sphericity revealed a significant result (32 (190) = 1737,
p <.001), but is likely inflated due to our relatively small sample size. One item, /
feel other people decide what happens to me was removed from the scale because
it did not load on any component.

The goal of the PCA was to determine the best factor structure for data
analysis. I found the intended four-factor structure of the scale was unsupported.
A scree plot and parallel analysis both suggested the presence of only one
component that accounted for 53.3% of explained variance. As a result, the
retained 19 items were averaged together, reflecting a global measure of basic
needs.

Analysis. A two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) examined the
effects of method of expression, the focus of gratitude, and procedure type on
satisfaction of needs. The data did not provide evidence for the effects originally
predicted in Hypotheses III-V. There were no significant main effects of method
(F(1, 109) = 0.68, ns) or focus of gratitude (F(1, 109) = 0.03, ns). However, there

was a marginally significant main effect of procedure type, F(1, 109)=3.77, p =
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.055, n? = .03. The needs of participants who completed the original version of
the procedure were slightly more satistied (M = 3.20, §D = 0.23) than those who
completed the amended, fully online procedure (M = 3.11, SD = 0.24).

There was also an unpredicted three-way interaction, F(1, 109)=4.71, p =
.032, ? = .04. The marginal effect of the procedure type is most likely
responsible for this interaction (Figure 2). In the PL procedure, there are no
marked differences among the four gratitude conditions in the levels of their need
satisfaction. For the DL procedure, however, those who expressed shared, person-
focused gratitude (M = 3.21, SD = 0.17) were more satisfied than those who

expressed private, person-focused gratitude (M = 2.97, SD = 0.33). This partially

supports Hypothesis V.
Satisfaction of Basic Needs
4
3.5
™ PR P
, AW AW AN AN

Private Shared Private Shared
Pre-Lockdown (PL) During Lockdown (DL)

= Person-focused W Situation-focused

Figure 2. Means and standard deviations on the Satisfaction of Basic Needs scale.

Higher scores reflect higher satisfaction of needs.
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Warmth & Competence

Perceptions of the Partner. Participants completed a questionnaire about
how competent and warm they perceived their romantic partner to be after one
week of expressing gratitude. A 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA was conducted for
competence, and another for warmth. There were no significant differences found
among groups for either dimension of person perception (ps ranged from .14 to
.99). This contradicts the expectations stated in Hypotheses I1I-V.

Perceptions of the Self. As with evaluations of their partner, participants
completed measures of self-perceived warmth and competence. There were no
significant findings for self-perceived competence. However, there was a
significant interaction effect (as predicted in Hypothesis V) between method of
expression and gratitude focus on self-perceptions of warmth, F(1,109) =4.26, p
=.041, n? = .037. When people expressed gratitude privately, they viewed
themselves as warmer when they expressed gratitude about things in general (M =
5.92, SD = .82) than about their partner (M = 5.43, SD = .99). However, post hoc
tests revealed that the contrasts were not statistically significant.

Closeness

Study 2 included two measures evaluating participants’ relationships. On
the IOS, there was no significant main effects of method of expression, F(1, 109)
= 0.83, ns or gratitude focus, F(1, 109) = 3.09, ns. There was no significant
interaction effect, /(1, 109) = 0.00, ns. These findings do not lend their support to
Hypotheses I1I-V.

Relationship Satisfaction



