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Objective: This study aimed to explore the influence of gratitude on the meaning of life of college students and the mediating effect of family function and peer relationships.

Methods: A total of 1,049 college students (mean age: 18.59 ± 0.96 years) were investigated by gratitude scale, family function scale, peer relationship questionnaire, and meaning of life scale.

Results: (1) Gratitude was positively correlated with meaning existence (r = 0.39, P < 0.05), meaning seeking (r = 0.23, P < 0.05), and peer relationship (r = 0.32, P < 0.05); meanwhile, it is also positively correlated with family function (r = 0.34, P < 0.05); (2) family function partially mediates the relationship between gratitude and meaning of life. Similarly, peer relationship partially mediates the relationship between gratitude and meaning of life.

Conclusion: The mediating model showed that grateful individuals can better sense the meaning of life by perceiving good family function and good peer relationships.
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INTRODUCTION

With the profound social transformation in China, the psychological problems of college students in the critical period of self-integration have become increasingly prominent. Among them, depression, anxiety, and even extreme behaviors such as self-injury and suicide of teenagers have become serious social problems (Gao et al., 2001; Li, 2013; Xu et al., 2021). At present, studies on the mental health of college students at home and abroad gradually focus on protective factors, such as enthusiasm (Kunter et al., 2011; Keller et al., 2016; Moè, 2016; Moè et al., 2020), enjoyment (Raccanello et al., 2019), resilience (Merrill et al., 2014; Tong, 2020), etc. Studies showed that improving protective factors can effectively prevent mental health problems (Henry et al., 2012) and help the healthy growth of youth (Magson et al., 2021). Since life meaning is a hot topic in the field of positive psychology in recent years, it is also a potential protective factor for the mental health of youth (Zhao et al., 2013; Xiu et al., 2019). Moreover, teenagers are in a critical period for gratitude development, self-pursuit, and self-affirmation (Li, 2013), and they seek to explore their world outlook, meaning, and life value (Yang and Wang, 2016), which has a profound impact on their lifelong development. Therefore, this study focuses on the influencing factors of the meaning of life of college students and its effect mechanism, so as to provide empirical support for further intervention strategies to help college students to grow in a positive manner.


Meaning of Life and Gratitude

The meaning of life is a perception of an individual and awareness of the nature of human beings and their existence and of the more important things he/she thinks. It includes two aspects, namely, the presence of meaning and the search for meaning (Steger et al., 2006). Meaning existence is the cognitive dimension of life meaning, that is, to feel the own life and existence of an individual that is full of meaning, purpose, and reason. Meaning seeking is the motive dimension of the meaning of life, i.e., trying to find the reason for their existence or the meaning of life. The lack of life meaning leads to the lack of life goal, sense of existence, and sense of meaning and feeling empty, bored, and frustrated, which will affect the self-cognition and identification of an individual, leading to addictive behavior, anxiety, depression, and even increase in the risk of suicide (Fredrickson, 2004; Lin, 2016; Xu et al., 2019).

Recently, many scholars have focused on the relationship between gratitude and the meaning of life (Lin, 2019), and the research found that gratitude consistently predicted meaning in life (Kleiman et al., 2013). Gratitude is a mindful appreciation of benefits and gifts that can be attributed to the kindness of other people (McCullough et al., 2001). The influence of gratitude on the meaning of life of individuals is reflected in different levels. With respect to emotion, Fredrickson (2001) believed that “positive emotions broaden momentary thoughts and action repertoire, which in turn fuel personal relationship and psychological well-being.” Gratitude is a feeling of joy and appreciation and can be viewed as “part of a wider life orientation toward noticing and appreciating the positive in the world” (Wood et al., 2010). Individuals with this life orientation tend to experience more frequent, intense, and enduring associated states in daily life (Kleiman et al., 2013). Meanwhile, grateful individuals have stronger social connections and a more positive view of the social environment, so that they can get a stronger sense of belonging and connection (Lambert et al., 2010), which will acquire more opportunities to be aware of how meaningful their life is (Lin, 2019) as well as reinforce their tendency to maintain a meaningful life (Wood et al., 2009).



Gratitude, Family Function, Peer Support, and Meaning of Life

According to find, remind, and bind theory (Algoe, 2012), gratitude, as a positive emotion, “updates our view of benefactor-specifically, finding new or reminding of current high-quality relationship partners, and helps to bind the people in the relationship more closely together.” Studies showed (Algoe et al., 2010) that gratitude promotes relationship-maintenance and relationship-strengthening behaviors across various types of relationships. Individuals with more gratitude feel closer to family members and peers (Algoe et al., 2010), meanwhile report more satisfaction with their relationships and engaging in more relationship-maintenance behaviors, such as trying to resolve conflict and expressing appreciation to each other (Kubacka et al., 2011). Moreover, gratitude has three morally relevant functions, namely, moral barometer function, moral motive function, and moral reinforcer function, which can strengthen their family and peer relationships (McCullough et al., 2001). For instance, Williams and Bartlett (2015) showed that the expression of gratitude facilitates affiliation in their relationships via friendliness, thoughtfulness, etc. Empirical studies also showed that gratitude could promote good social relationships (Tian et al., 2015). To be more specific, gratitude was found to be significantly associated with family function and peer support (Wang et al., 2011).

Family function refers to structural and organizational properties of the family group and the patterns of transactions among family members (Epstein et al., 1983), which is closely associated with the meaning of life. The healthier the family function is, the more possibility that teenagers might search for meaning with the help of family members (Wei et al., 2019). The more deficient the family function is, the less tendency teenagers might appreciate the sense of life meaning (Ping and Fang, 2017). To sum up, gratitude and family function are the sources of life meaning.

From the perspective of the interpersonal environment, family and peers are the important factors influencing the adaptation and development of adolescents (Xu et al., 2019). Generally speaking, youth values more on peer relationships, the influence of which even goes beyond the teacher-student relationship or even parent-child relationship. Gratitude emphasizes interpersonal psychological strength, including the appreciation of the benefits that have been obtained from others (Wood et al., 2008), and the expression of gratitude can help individuals to establish long-term interpersonal relationships (Hill et al., 2016).

In conclusion, grateful individuals tend to obtain closer social connections and promote a stronger sense of belonging and connection (Lambert et al., 2010), which in turn provide more opportunities for people to consider how meaningful their life is (Lin, 2019), strengthen their life goals, and reinforce their tendency to maintain a meaningful life (Wood et al., 2009).



The Aim of This Study

Plenty of studies find support for the relationship between gratitude and the meaning of life; nevertheless, few empirical studies have been conducted on the mediating mechanism between gratitude and the meaning of life, and the exploration of the mediating role will help to elucidate how or why gratitude affects the meaning of life. Therefore, this study intends to investigate the influence of gratitude on the meaning of life of college students and further explores the mediating role of family function and peer relationship so as to provide more targeted empirical support for mental health education of college students.

To be more specific, this study examines the impact of gratitude on the meaning of life (meaning existence and meaning seeking) (Hypothesis 1) and the mediating role of family function and peer relationship quality in the impact of gratitude on the meaning of life (meaning existence and meaning seeking) (Hypotheses 2 and 3). From the perspective of positive psychology, in line with the broaden-and-build theory of gratitude, this study constructs the intermediary model of gratitude and the meaning of life (Figure 1), which provides theoretical support for gratitude stimulation and life education of youths.
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FIGURE 1. Theoretical model of the study.





METHODOLOGY


Subjects

A simple random cluster sampling test on college students was conducted in Beijing in January 2020. The minimum sample size is 10 times the total number of items of the questionnaire used in this study (Qiu, 2013). Since the scales in this study consist of 100 items, the sample size is estimated to be about 1,000, plus 20% of the missing value. Therefore, this study is expected to send out 1,200 questionnaires, and samples with more than 10% missing answers were excluded. We finally got 1,049 questionnaires, with an effective response rate of 87.42%. In this study, all the manipulations, measures, and analyses we did have been reported. There are 538 female students and 511 male students, with 762 freshmen (72.64%), 243 sophomores (23.16%), and 44 juniors (4.19%). The average age was 18.59 ± 0.96 years.



Measurements


Grateful Disposition Questionnaire

The Gratitude Disposition Questionnaire (GQ-6) (Mc Cullough et al., 2002) was used in the Chinese validation by Chun et al. (2014). It contains six items to be rated from completely disagree to completely agree. In this study, the internal consistency coefficient of the scale is 0.71.



Family Function Scale

The Family Assessment Device (FAD) (Epstein et al., 1983) has 60 items and seven subscales. The subscale of general functioning (GF) consists of 12 items, which assesses the overall healthy/pathology of the family. Example items were “we can talk to each other about the sadness we feel,” “we feel accepted for what we are,” etc. (1 strongly disagree to 4 strongly agree). The higher the score was, the better the family function was. In this study, the internal consistency coefficient of the scale is 0.73.



Peer Relationship Questionnaire

The inventory of parent and peer attachment (IPPA) (Armsden and Greenberg, 1987) is designed to assess the relationship of teenagers with both their parents and peers. It consists of three forms for mother, father, and peer, each has 25 items with three dimensions, namely, alienation (e.g., I get upset a lot more than my friends knows about), communication (e.g., I tell my friends about my problems and troubles), and trust (e.g., I trust my friends). The dimension of alienation is reversely scored. The item format was a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (almost always or always true), 2 (often true), 3 (sometimes true), 4 (rarely true) to 5 (almost never or never true). The higher the score, the better the peer relationship. The internal consistency reliability of the scale was 0.89, and the internal consistency coefficient is 0.80.



Meaning of Life Scale

The meaning in life questionnaire (MLQ) (Steger et al., 2006) is a 7-point Likert scale, including two subscales of the presence of meaning (mlq-p) and the search for meaning (mlq-s). The scores of the two dimensions cannot be summed up, as they represent different contexts of the meaning of life. Therefore, in data processing, meaning existence and meaning seeking are regarded as two independent variables. In this study, the internal consistency coefficient of the scale is 0.81.




Research Procedures

Students from several colleges and universities in Beijing were randomly selected for the test. The trained test administrators entered the class site to conduct the survey. The participants filled the questionnaires after reading and filling the informed consent form.



Data Analysis

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS version 23.0 by USA, which includes the following three steps: (1) descriptive statistics of main variables and Pearson's correlation analysis; (2) hierarchical regression analysis is used to test Hypothesis 1; and (3) based on the process procedure of Model 4 for SPSS release 2.15 module (Hayes, 2013), the bootstrapping method was used to test the mediating role of family function and peer relationship in the relationship between gratitude and meaning of life (meaning existence and meaning seeking), that is, and two models were established to test Hypotheses 2 and 3.




RESULTS


Common Method Bias Test

To reduce the common method bias, different scoring methods, response sentences, and answers were used during the test. The subjects were told to keep secret, and the questionnaire was only used for research. Before data processing, Harman single factor test was used. There are eight factors with eigenvalues >1, and the variation explained by the first factor is 22.35%, which is less than the critical criteria of 40%, indicating that the common method bias is not obvious.



Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

The results in Table 1 showed that gratitude was moderately correlated with meaning existence (r = 0.39, P < 0.05), meaning seeking (r = 0.23, P < 0.05), and peer relationship (r = 0.32, P < 0.05), while moderately correlated with family function (r = 0.34, P < 0.05). Meanwhile, family function was moderately associated with meaning existence (r = 0.33, P < 0.05) and meaning seeking (r = 0.23, P < 0.05). In addition, there was a moderate positive correlation between peer relationship and meaning existence (r = 0.35, P < 0.05) and meaning seeking (r = 0.33, P < 0.05), while peer relationship and family function were also moderately correlated (r = 0.44, P < 0.05). Age and gender, which were weakly associated with some major variables, were controlled in this study.


Table 1. Descriptive statistics of main variables.
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Mediation Model Test

Hypothesis 1 (the direct relationship between gratitude and meaning existence and meaning seeking) was tested by using the hierarchical regression analysis. The results showed that after controlling for gender and age, gratitude had a significant effect on meaning existence and meaning seeking (b = 0.26, P < 0.001; b = 0.33, P < 0.001, respectively). Then, Hypotheses 2 and 3 (the simple mediating effect of family function and peer relationship) were tested by using the SPSS macro process, which employs the bootstrap method to test the significance of the indirect effect, that is, the indirect effect (a × b) of gratitude related to the meaning of life (meaning existence and meaning seeking) through the family. Model 4 was selected in PROCESS, and the sampling was set to 5,000 times, while the CI test level was set to 95%.

As shown in Table 2, the indirect effect of gratitude on meaning existence through family function was significant (a × b = 0.26, SE = 0.03, and bootsci = [0.20, 0.32]); meanwhile, the indirect effect of gratitude on meaning existence through peer relationship was also significant (a × b = 0.12, SE = 0.02, and bootsci = [0.09, 0.15]), and the CI did not include 0. Therefore, family function and peer relationship play a mediating role between gratitude and meaningful existence (Figure 2).


Table 2. Results of PROCESS test.
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FIGURE 2. The mediating effect model of family function and peer relationship between gratitude and meaningful existence. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.000.


In addition, as shown in Table 3, the indirect effect of gratitude on meaning seeking through family function was significant (a × b = 0.03, SE = 0.01, and bootsci = [0.01, 0.06]), while the indirect effect of gratitude on meaning existence through peer relationship was also significant (a × b = 0.08, SE = 0.02, and bootsci = [0.05, 0.14]) and the CI did not include 0. Therefore, family function and peer relationship play a mediating role in the relationship between gratitude and revise meaningful existence to meaningful seeking (Figure 3).


Table 3. Results of PROCESS test 2.
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FIGURE 3. The mediating effect model of family function and peer relationship between gratitude and meaningful seeking. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.000.





DISCUSSION

In the investigation of the mechanism of gratitude to the meaning of life, this study provides evidence that family function and peer relationship are critical and play an important role between these two variables. Our findings extend recent research on close relationships that cultivate a sense of thankfulness and gratitude for adolescents is vital for maintaining healthy family function and good peer relationships, which enable them to focus on the positive side of life and find life meaning.


The Relationship Between Gratitude and the Meaning of Life

Previous studies showed that gratitude positively predicted the meaning of life (Lin, 2016). The results of this study further supported the fact that gratitude demonstrated a positive correlation with the meaning of life. This study found that people with more gratitude had more possibility to find their life meaning. Erickson believed that late adolescence is the key stage for individuals to seek identity, so benefiting from a healthy world outlook and emotion (e.g., through gratitude) will increase their positive evaluation of themselves, and they are more likely to appreciate the meaningfulness and value of life (Lin, 2019).

Meanwhile, the results of this study once again verify broaden and build function of gratitude. Highly grateful individuals pay more attention to positive experiences and positive emotions that contribute to the generation of meaning and promote individuals to feel and further seek the meaning of life. This suggests that educators should promote the generation and meaning seeking through positive gratitude education, so as to make individual life more meaningful. For instance, an effective method for enhancing gratitude can be shared with adolescents such as reflection on the three good things each day, recognizing three key aspects of helping behavior, and expressing gratitude toward others who help them (Baumsteiger et al., 2019).



The Mediating Role of Family Function and Peer Relationship

The relationship between gratitude and the meaning of life has been verified by previous studies; nevertheless, it is not clear about the empirical link between gratitude and the meaning of life. The results of the mediating model showed that gratitude affects the meaning of life through the following two paths: first, gratitude affects the meaning of life through family function. Second, gratitude affects the meaning of life through peer relationships. Many studies provide evidence to support the central role of gratitude in promoting and maintaining high-quality relationships (Algoe et al., 2010; Kubacka et al., 2011). This study expands on these findings by depicting the path from gratitude to meaning of life through family function and peer relationships. On the one hand, gratitude involves the perception of others, which is a social and a pro-social incentive factor (Mc Cullough et al., 2008). Grateful individuals transform their emotional experience into helping others and feel grateful, which in turn results in a better perception of family function. Individuals with a higher gratitude tendency are more likely to express gratitude (Mc Cullough et al., 2008), which can also promote the construction and perception of good family relationships and family atmosphere. A good family environment, parenting style, and family atmosphere constantly nourish individuals and make them feel the meaning of life (Wei et al., 2019).

On the other hand, the results show that gratitude enhances the meaning of life through peer relationships. The perception of good peer relationships enables individuals to get more emotional support (Wang et al., 2014) so that individuals can perceive more abundant life meaning. This suggests that the more grateful the person is, the better he/she can feel the quality of peer relationships and the higher meaning of life he/she will feel.

Another notable finding is that the relationship of gratitude with peer relationships explained the relationship of gratitude to search for meaning more strongly than the relationship of gratitude with family function did. As Erikson (1966) postulated, adolescents were in the process of seeking self-identity and acquiring autonomy, and they may enjoy the company of peers rather than family members and explore their identity and life meaning together with them. Therefore, it is essential to provide platforms and opportunities for youths to discuss and find their role and life meaning together in school and communities.

In conclusion, the whole model implies the effect mechanism of gratitude on the meaning of life through family function and peer relationship, that is, the more individuals know how to be grateful, the more they know how to cherish the people and emotions around them. The more individuals feel grateful, the better they will treat others. Consequently, they will get more favor and support from others, which forms a virtuous circle. It is particularly important for young people to feel the beauty of the relationship. At this stage, individuals are very concerned about the perception of the relationship. With a good relationship foundation, they will feel that life is more meaningful. Gratitude can strengthen the relationship and promote the formation and maintenance of the relationship, as well as the connection and satisfaction of the relationship. Family and peer, as two essential environmental variables, provide more emotional support and social connection for individual development. They are also intimate resources in the youth relationship network, which are of great significance to individual life. Gratitude has a strong positive correlation with real-life, and its unique social characteristics seem to have adaptive value, which helps to promote the tendency of cooperation between individuals and non-family members (Mc Cullough et al., 2008) and maintain mutually beneficial altruism. Mc Cullough believed that gratitude, as the adaptability of altruistic behavior, plays a unique role in the evolution of human society (Algoe, 2012). This study found that gratitude can also promote good cooperation tendency between individuals and family members, increase their willingness to help others, sense the goodwill of others, and enhance the sense of the meaning of life. Individuals can get better evolution in the competition of natural selection, which is in line with the purpose of evolution and has evolutionary adaptability.



Limitations and Future Research Directions

First, this study adopts a cross-sectional design, which cannot further judge the causal relationship among gratitude, family function, peer relationship, and meaning of life. Moreover, because the data are correlational, alternative relationships are not discussed in this study. For instance, individuals who have good family relationships become more grateful, which leads to increased meaning. Meanwhile, longitudinal research should be done to verify it. Second, gratitude and peer relationship have multiple dimensions, and the relationship between different dimensions with other variables may be different. Future research should pay attention to the examination of each dimension of these two variables to determine their different roles. Finally, this study includes only the sample of Chinese college students, and the generalization of the conclusion should be careful.




CONCLUSION

This study enriches a positive emotion of gratitude model, broadens, and builds theory, and the research perspectives of cooperative evolution. The results provide guidance and intervention on how to improve the meaning of life of college students and provide important theoretical basis and method guidance for improving the mental health of youths. For instance, to improve the grateful disposition of adolescents, they can record five grateful things every week (Mc Cullough et al., 2004) or write gratitude letters to others (Seligman, 2002), as well as take part in gratitude group intervention (Sun and Chen, 2013). The more individuals know how to be grateful, the more they know how to cherish the people around them and consequently, they will get more favor and support from others as well as find their life meaning.
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