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Introduction: Patriotism, a positive emotional attachment to one’s country, has been associated with prosocial behavior, social responsibility, and gratitude. It plays a crucial role in promoting social harmony and national development. However, the factors influencing patriotism and their mechanisms remain unclear. This research consists of two studies exploring the internal mechanisms that connect gratitude and patriotism.

Methods: Study 1 conducted a cross-sectional analysis among 3,826 college students to investigate the influence of gratitude on patriotism, emphasizing the mediating role of general life satisfaction and the moderating impact of socioeconomic status. This approach aimed to elucidate the complex relationships between these variables within college students. Study 2 adopted a longitudinal approach, surveying 905 college students across three-time points. This study was designed to explore the temporal mediation of general life satisfaction in the gratitude-patriotism relationship, offering insights into the evolution of these constructs over time. The sequential surveys aimed to capture the dynamic nature of gratitude’s impact on patriotism, considering the continuous interplay with general life satisfaction among college students.

Results: Study 1 reveals a noteworthy finding: Gratitude enables the direct prediction of patriotism, while additionally, general life satisfaction plays a role between them. Furthermore, the predictive effect of gratitude on patriotism is strengthened among individuals with higher levels of socioeconomic status. However, there is no significant moderating effect between general life satisfaction and patriotism by socioeconomic status. Study 2 demonstrates that general life satisfaction plays a significant mediating role in the relationship between gratitude and patriotism, over a period of three times. However, the moderating influence of socioeconomic status was not substantiated in the longitudinal mediation model.

Conclusion: These two studies shed light on the complex relationship between gratitude and patriotism. They emphasize the significance of gratitude, general life satisfaction, and socioeconomic status in shaping patriotism, offering potential avenues for understanding the internal mechanisms that influence patriotism.
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1 Introduction

Patriotism refers to an emotional attachment to an in-group, signifying a sense of belonging, responsibility, and pride (Mummendey et al., 2001). It encompasses an individual’s positive feelings and attachment to their country (Osborne et al., 2017). National identity involves a citizen’s cognitive recognition of their political community and their inclination to accept the nation’s political, cultural, and ethnic values (Wodak, 2009; Huang et al., 2023). Patriotism is thought to stem from a sense of national identity (Blank and Schmidt, 2003). Therefore, an individual’s political attitudes, values, and participation also represent manifestations of patriotism. Patriotism holds considerable importance for both the nation and the individual, acting as a vital factor in the development of civic relations in a mature country (Spinner-Halev and Theiss-Morse, 2003). It also reflects an individual’s identification with and pride in their country’s shared culture, history, and political system (Ariely, 2021). Patriotism contributes to civil liberties and national security (Williams et al., 2008). Previous research has shown that patriotism plays a critical role in shaping civic attitudes and behaviors, correlating positively with various prosocial outcomes, including responses to crises (Rupar et al., 2021) and pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors (Hamada et al., 2021). Most previous studies have concentrated on the impact of patriotism on emotional and social behavior (Dražanová and Roberts, 2023), while also exploring the cultivation of patriotism in adolescents (Sharma and Hooda, 2023) and the influence of physical exercise on adolescent patriotism (Bas, 2016). However, few studies have explored the antecedent variables of patriotism. Nonetheless, evidence suggests that factors such as gratitude may influence patriotism, as gratitude can affect prosocial behavior, political attitudes, and political participation (Pang et al., 2022). These positive behaviors reflect a stronger patriotic desire (Hardin, 1993). Therefore, we hypothesize that gratitude may promote patriotism in individuals. Based on this, the present study aims to explore the intrinsic mechanism between gratitude and patriotism, thereby providing a theoretical groundwork for subsequent research endeavors.

Gratitude, originating from the Latin word gratia, signifies grace within the psychological literature (Emmons and McCullough, 2004). It has been conceptualized in various ways, such as a moral virtue, an emotional response to the kindness of others, a personality trait (Emmons et al., 2003), a broad life orientation (Wood et al., 2010), and an emotion referred to as generalized gratitude (Lambert et al., 2009). Although this study has not found direct evidence of gratitude influencing patriotism, related research still demonstrates a connection between the two. Gratitude can promote positive social behavior, which reflects an individual’s high level of patriotism (Hardin, 1993; McCullough et al., 2001). Based on moral affect theory, gratitude serves a specific moral function in driving individuals toward prosocial behavior (McCullough et al., 2001). Consequently, gratitude is associated with various essential social and individual outcomes, potentially impacting a range of positive behaviors (Lee, 2022). These encompass prosocial behavior (Bartlett and DeSteno, 2006; Grant and Gino, 2010; Pang et al., 2022; Li et al., 2023) and social justice (Yost-Dubrow and Dunham, 2018). Building on this foundation, Hardin posits that voluntary contributions for collective benefit also represent a form of altruism (Hardin, 1993). Local patriotism, which reflects a sense of belonging and attachment to one’s city or community, demonstrates altruism within the community (Hardin, 1993). Local patriots are more inclined to engage in prosocial behavior, indicating that gratitude not only promotes an individual’s prosocial behavior but also contributes to elevating their level of patriotism (Hardin, 1993). This indirect evidence suggests a correlation between gratitude and patriotism. Apart from their direct relationship, is there an intrinsic mechanism between them? Therefore, we further explore the roles of life satisfaction and socioeconomic status in the relationship between gratitude and patriotism.

Scholars have extensively investigated life satisfaction at the individual level (Easterlin, 1995; Blanchflower and Oswald, 2000), providing evidence to support the notion that life satisfaction may be a pivotal factor in the relationship between gratitude and patriotism. On one hand, a connection exists between gratitude and life satisfaction, the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions posits that positive emotions can initiate a cascading effect, expanding individuals’ range of other positive emotions and behaviors (Fredrickson, 2001). Grounded in this theory, researchers have conducted numerous studies on gratitude and life satisfaction, discovering that gratitude positively affects individuals’ psychological wellbeing and life satisfaction (Perez et al., 2021; Lee, 2022). On the other hand, an indirect relationship exists between life satisfaction and patriotism through related variables. Individuals’ wellbeing can impact their political engagement, such as their intention to vote (Weitz-Shapiro and Matthew, 2011; Flavin and Keane, 2012). Furthermore, studies have revealed that governments frequently prioritize enhancing citizens’ wellbeing to foster active political participation (Ward, 2020; Ward et al., 2021). Nonetheless, despite the wealth of research illustrating the influence of life satisfaction on the political domain, a direct association between life satisfaction and patriotism remains to be established.

This knowledge gap highlights the need for further investigation to better understand the complex relationship between these variables. Interestingly, recent studies have revealed a complex relationship between socioeconomic status and patriotism. On one hand, Yost-Dubrow and Dunham (2018) found that individuals with lower socioeconomic status tend to report higher levels of patriotism. On the other hand, individuals with higher socioeconomic status are more likely to base their political beliefs on moral considerations (Brown et al., 2021). These findings suggest that social and economic status may play a crucial role in the link between gratitude, life satisfaction, and patriotism (Rubin and Stuart, 2018). By examining these variables as moderators, this study seeks to shed new light on the interplay between psychological wellbeing, socioeconomic status, and patriotism. Furthermore, this study will employ mediation and moderation analyses to explore the complex mechanisms underlying the relationship between gratitude, life satisfaction, and patriotism.

The primary objective of this research is to elucidate the underlying mechanisms that connect gratitude and patriotism. By examining the roles of general life satisfaction and socioeconomic status, this study aims to deepen the understanding of how gratitude influences patriotism. Specifically, the research consists of two distinct studies: The first study focuses on investigating the impact of gratitude on patriotism, taking into account the mediating role of general life satisfaction and the moderating effect of socioeconomic status. This aims to unravel the complex interplay between gratitude, life satisfaction, and patriotism, providing insights into how these variables interact to shape patriotism. Building upon the insights from the first study, the second study delves into the longitudinal dynamics of these relationships. It explores how the mediating role of life satisfaction in the gratitude-patriotism nexus evolves over three different time points, offering a comprehensive understanding of the temporal aspects of this relationship.


1.1 The relationship between gratitude and patriotism

Gratitude, both as a dispositional trait and a transient state of mind, has been shown to have a profound impact on individuals’ emotional wellbeing and generate a multitude of positive social outcomes (Wood et al., 2010; Bartlett et al., 2012). Additionally, this emotion reinforces individuals’ moral responsibility to assist those in need, as demonstrated by studies in the field (Wood et al., 2010; Bartlett et al., 2012). Furthermore, moral affect theory posits that gratitude serves as a specific moral function that motivates individuals to engage in prosocial behavior, further enhancing the positive impact of this emotion (McCullough et al., 2001). Recent research has suggested that individuals who exhibit more commendable social behaviors, such as prosocial and altruistic actions, tend to be more patriotic (Hardin, 1993; Rupar et al., 2021). Notably, gratitude has also been found to have a close link with national sentiment (Karakaya, 2022), providing further evidence for the potential influence of gratitude on patriotism. Therefore, gratitude may serve as a critical factor in shaping individuals’ attachment to their nation and inspire them to engage in behaviors that benefit their community and country.

Gratitude is a crucial element of a broader life orientation that involves recognizing and appreciating the positive aspects of the world (Wood et al., 2010). Grateful individuals tend to openly express their appreciation more often (McCullough et al., 2002), and this expansion of gratitude has enduring and adaptive benefits that enhance personal resources, including physical, intellectual, social, and psychological resources. Therefore, grateful individuals tend to have a more positive outlook, which may contribute to a stronger sense of national identity (Blank and Schmidt, 2003).

Although there is no direct evidence that establishes a causal relationship between gratitude and patriotism, research suggests that gratitude has positive effects on prosocial behavior, which in turn can indirectly support the hypothesis. This is because prosocial behavior, such as altruism and kindness, is associated with greater patriotism (Hardin, 1993; Rupar et al., 2021). Therefore, it is plausible to suggest that gratitude, which has been shown to promote prosocial behavior (McCullough et al., 2001), may also play a role in fostering a stronger sense of national identity and patriotism. However, further research is needed to explore this relationship in greater detail. Individuals with high levels of gratitude are likely to recognize the value of benefits and creatively express gratitude through various prosocial behaviors (Fredrickson, 2001; Li et al., 2023). Moreover, gratitude fosters various forms of relationship behavior, including social affiliation (Bartlett et al., 2012), social inclusion (Bartlett et al., 2012), perspective-taking (Gordon and Chen, 2013), and social support (Lau and Cheng, 2017). Gratitude also reduces antisocial behavior (Stieger et al., 2019). According to the moral affect theory of gratitude, beneficiaries, and donors exhibit prosocial behavior when they experience gratitude (McCullough et al., 2001; Pang et al., 2022). Thus, those who display high levels of gratitude are more likely to possess positive values and a stronger sense of national identity.



1.2 Gratitude, general life satisfaction, and patriotism

General Satisfaction with Life (GSL) is a crucial component of subjective wellbeing, representing the cognitive evaluation of one’s quality of life based on individual criteria (Emerson et al., 2017). When circumstances are favorable, individuals are likely to experience a high degree of life satisfaction. However, other factors, such as gratitude and patriotism, may also play a role in shaping this evaluation. Gratitude has been conceptualized in various ways and has been linked to numerous social and individual benefits, including better physical and mental health (Lavelock et al., 2016) and overall wellbeing (Wood et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2022). The outcomes of trait gratitude include domain-specific satisfaction, and individuals with high gratitude traits tend to appreciate what they have, known as a “have focus,” leading to increased satisfaction across all areas of life (Fagley and Adler, 2012). Research has consistently shown that gratitude traits are positively associated with life satisfaction (Buschor et al., 2013), with both self-reported and peer-reported traits of gratitude linked to life satisfaction (Perez et al., 2021). Moreover, Zhang found a strong association between grateful traits and life satisfaction after a time lag of 4 weeks in one of three studies. Gratitude traits are also associated with satisfaction in other areas of life (Zhang, 2020), such as job satisfaction (Kim et al., 2019; Moon and Jung, 2020) and school satisfaction (Sun et al., 2014). On the other hand, patriotism, the love and devotion to one’s country, has also been found to correlate positively with life satisfaction (Zhang and Zuo, 2012; Gomez Berrocal et al., 2020). Thus, life satisfaction may serve as a mediator between gratitude and patriotism.

Life satisfaction has important political implications because it is associated with regime support (Chen and Shi, 2001; Stutzer and Bruno, 2006; Tang, 2016) or increasing the possibility of political participation in various types of regimes (Weitz-Shapiro and Matthew, 2011). The key to individual life satisfaction is individual pride (Chen et al., 2015) and a sense of belonging. According to social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986), an individual can identify himself as a member of a group and incorporate the meaning and value given to him by the group into his self-representation. In addition, according to the Intergroup Emotions Theory (Mackie et al., 2000), when individuals have a high sense of belonging to their collective, they will have strong emotional attachment and value attachment. Extending emotions from the individual level to the group level (Smith and Kim, 2006). When we all belong to a large collective (country), the sense of belonging of the individual becomes the sense of belonging to the country, and the sense of pride becomes the pride of the country (Zhang et al., 2020). There is a significant positive correlation between national identity and both national pride and in-group preference (Zhang and Zuo, 2012). In addition, an individual’s political values are closely related to their life satisfaction (He et al., 2022). This suggests that there is an indirect positive correlation between life satisfaction and patriotism. Therefore, it can be inferred that individuals who have a strong sense of national identity and pride, as well as those who hold values that align with their country’s ideals, are likely to experience greater life satisfaction (Liu et al., 2021). Additionally, this may have implications for policymakers and educators who wish to promote patriotism and national identity as a means of enhancing overall wellbeing and social cohesion. Thus, general life satisfaction may play a mediating role between gratitude and patriotism.



1.3 The moderating influence of socioeconomic status

Socioeconomic status (SES) is considered the primary determinant of class identity (Jackman and Jackman, 1973). It comprises both objective material resources or capital and the subjective experience of these resources, typically assessed through indicators such as wealth, education, and occupational prestige (Kraus et al., 2011). Moreover, a powerful socioeconomic status is also associated with a solid political and moral foundation (Brown et al., 2021). The measurement of subjective socioeconomic status relies on individuals’ perceptions of their socioeconomic status and their sense of place in the social hierarchy relative to others (Singh-Manoux et al., 2005). A person’s socioeconomic status reflects their level of access to material and social benefits from society and may also constitute a dominant or subordinate structure (Ishio, 2010).

For young people, SES mainly refers to the perceived status of their family in the social and economic class (Goodman et al., 2015). It mainly studied the determinants of class identity and the relationship between class identity, political attitudes, and behaviors (Adler et al., 2000; Pankaew et al., 2022). Patriotism is often seen as a political attitude (Martynov et al., 2020), which is people’s self-identification as citizens of a country (Martynov et al., 2020). So social class is associated with patriotism. Most previous studies have shown that socioeconomic status is negatively correlated with patriotism, and people with lower socioeconomic status will engage in more pro-social behaviors (Yost-Dubrow and Dunham, 2018) and be more patriotic (Hardin, 1993). Osborne suggests that social dominance tendencies (SDO) are closely related to patriotism (Osborne et al., 2017). He postulated that the relationship between SDO and patriotism should be positive in countries that support group-based hierarchies and dominate worldwide politics, and negative in countries that formally oppose social hierarchies and have (relatively) no global influence. The white respondents tended to belong to lower groups (Peña and Sidanius, 2002), the higher their level of American patriotism. The class in different statuses has different value orientations, behavior modes, and group living habits, resulting in the difference in value culture and benefits orientation. Socioeconomic status affects individuals’ political views and political trust and then affects individuals’ identification with the dominant values of society (Schoon et al., 2010). According to the rational Voter Model (Meltzer and Richard, 1981), a famous theory of the relationship between socioeconomic status and economic policy preferences, it is proposed that if the current national tax and welfare system is unfavorable to people, they may form negative political attitudes and reduce patriotism (Martynov et al., 2020).

Gratitude has been found to have a strong positive influence on prosocial behavior among individuals with low socioeconomic status, suggesting that both gratitude and general life satisfaction are likely to be significant factors affecting patriotism (Yost-Dubrow and Dunham, 2018). However, the influence of gratitude on individuals with high socioeconomic status requires careful consideration. While gratitude traits have been positively associated with charitable giving, an indicator of prosocial behavior, this relationship’s dependency on socioeconomic status warrants further examination (Carvalho et al., 2021). Specifically, individuals of higher socioeconomic status with pronounced gratitude traits may engage in more prosocial behaviors, yet the direct link to patriotism remains to be explored (Hardin, 1993).

Importantly, socioeconomic status has been identified as a significant predictor of an individual’s wellbeing and life satisfaction (Vayness et al., 2020), factors that are intricately linked with national identity, pride, and patriotism (Chen et al., 2015; Wei et al., 2022). It posits that individuals with lower socioeconomic status might find their sense of patriotism more influenced by their levels of gratitude and life satisfaction. In contrast, those with higher socioeconomic status might display different patterns, possibly correlating their sense of patriotism more closely with broader aspects of wellbeing and potentially gratitude traits (Chen et al., 2015).



1.4 The present study

This study draws upon the theoretical frameworks of moral affect theory (McCullough et al., 2001), Broaden-and-Build Theory (Fredrickson, 2001), and social identity theory to investigate the relationship between gratitude and patriotism through two separate research endeavors (Tajfel and Turner, 1986). Study 1 focuses on examining the impact of gratitude on patriotism while considering the mediating role of general life satisfaction and the moderating effect of socioeconomic status. By analyzing these intricate relationships, the study aims to uncover the complex interplay among gratitude, general life satisfaction, and patriotism, providing valuable insights into their interdependent dynamics. To further investigate causal relationships among several variables, building on the findings of Study 1, Study 2 takes a longitudinal approach to delve deeper into the mediating role of general life satisfaction in the association between gratitude and patriotism. This investigation explores how the effects of gratitude on patriotism evolve, offering valuable insights into the temporal dynamics of these psychological constructs. This research aims to develop a more nuanced understanding of the factors influencing patriotism by integrating various theoretical perspectives and examining the potential role of gratitude in shaping patriotism. Our study proposes a structural equation model (refer to Figure 1) to explore the hypothesized relationships. We suggest that general life satisfaction may act as a mediator in the relationship between socioeconomic status and patriotism. Additionally, we hypothesize that socioeconomic status could have a moderating effect within this mediation framework. This approach seeks to uncover the intricate dynamics between gratitude, general life satisfaction, and patriotism, contributing to the broader discourse on patriotism. Through this model, we intend to learn more about how gratitude and patriotism interact. We proposed the following three hypotheses:
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FIGURE 1
The proposed moderated mediation model.








	

	
H1: Gratitude has a positive predictive effect on patriotism.












	

	
H2: General life satisfaction mediates the relationship between gratitude and patriotism.












	

	
H3a: Socioeconomic status moderates the relationship between gratitude and patriotism, such that the relationship is stronger among individuals with high socioeconomic status compared to those with low socioeconomic status.












	

	
H3b: Socioeconomic status moderates the mediating effect of general life satisfaction between gratitude and patriotism, with the mediating effect being more significant in individuals with low socioeconomic status compared to those with high socioeconomic status.









2 Materials and methods


2.1 Participants and procedures

This study employed a cluster sampling method to select and analyze the sample. Participants were chosen from five colleges and universities in Henan and Zhejiang provinces. A total of 3,900 questionnaires were collected, and after excluding invalid responses, 3,826 questionnaires were collected. Among the participants, there were 1,367 male students and 2,459 female students. The average age of the participants was 19.06 ± 1.03 years, with the majority falling into the age groups of 18, 19, or 20 years, comprising 28.2%, 39.3%, and 20.4% of the sample, respectively. The study was conducted in collaboration with the Relevant education department in 2022. Data collection from all participating schools was completed within 2 weeks. Participation in the study was entirely voluntary and anonymous for both schools and students. All sampled schools willingly agreed to participate in the research. To ensure confidentiality, a dedicated period was allocated for students to complete the questionnaires. Participants were assured that their responses would be promptly sealed in envelopes to maintain confidentiality. Out of the 4,290 questionnaires distributed, 3,900 responses were collected, resulting in an impressive 91% response rate. After carefully examining the survey data, 64 responses were excluded due to patent responses or excessive missing values. As a result, a total of 3,826 valid responses were included in the final analysis. During the dissemination of research results to local stakeholders, stringent procedures were implemented to protect the confidentiality of the respondents. No information related to the participants’ affiliation was recorded to ensure their anonymity. Initially, the study design included a nested structure, with individuals nested within schools. However, to minimize the risk of respondents being identifiable to local stakeholders familiar with their schools, only the respondents’ school levels were collected. These measures were implemented to uphold ethical standards and safeguard the privacy of the study participants while ensuring the reliability and validity of the research.

In Study 2, the longitudinal sample was derived from the initial participant pool of Study 1. We specifically targeted a subset of college students who had participated in the first study. This approach was chosen to ensure continuity and relevance in the data collected over time. To select participants for the longitudinal study, we employed a stratified sampling method. This involved identifying a representative subset of students from the larger group surveyed in Study 1. The criteria for selection included a willingness to participate in multiple surveys over a year and the ability to provide consistent, reliable responses across different time points. The longitudinal study consisted of three surveys, conducted at fixed intervals. This staggered approach was designed to capture the evolving nature of the relationships between gratitude, patriotism, and general life satisfaction over time. The participants were contacted via the contact information they had provided in the initial survey, and they were briefed about the nature and purpose of the follow-up studies. To ensure a high response rate and consistent participation, we maintained regular communication with the participants and provided reminders before each survey. This careful selection and follow-up process allowed us to gather longitudinal data from a committed and reliable subset of the original sample, ensuring the validity and robustness of our findings. Among the participants, there were 240 male students and 665 female students, representing a diverse gender distribution. The age range of all participants was between 16 and 23 years old, with an average age of 18.88 ± 1.00 years. Notably, the highest proportion of participants, 37.1%, fell into the 19-year-old age group, highlighting the significance of this age cohort in the study.



2.2 Measurements


2.2.1 Gratitude

The gratitude questionnaire comprises six items, including statements such as “There are many things in my life for which I feel grateful.” Responses are scored on a 6-point scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” to assess individual variations in the tendency toward gratitude (McCullough et al., 2002). The higher the total scores of the questionnaire, the higher the individual’s gratitude tendency. In the cross-sectional and longitudinal samples of this study, the Clone Bach coefficient of the questionnaire ranged from 0.73 to 0.76.



2.2.2 Socioeconomic status

In examining the impact of socioeconomic status on various psychological constructs, researchers frequently employ the ‘ladder scale,’ a methodological tool widely recognized in both domestic and international studies (Adler et al., 2000). This scale is particularly illustrative in the context of China, where it represents different positions of families within the societal structure. The “ladder” metaphorically depicts these positions: the higher a family is placed on the ladder, the better their overall circumstances, encompassing aspects such as financial stability, social standing, and access to resources. A 10-level score was adopted, and the subjects were asked to subjectively assess their position on the ladder where their family stands. Those who stand at the top of the ladder have the most money, the most education, and the best jobs, compared with those at the bottom.



2.2.3 General life satisfaction

General life satisfaction, a key variable in studies exploring the interplay between socioeconomic status and psychological constructs, is typically measured using the General Life Satisfaction Scale. This scale comprises six items, each rated on a scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” This six-point scoring system is designed to assess an individual’s overall satisfaction with their life. A representative item from the scale, for instance, is “I am satisfied with my life.” Such statements are intended to gauge a respondent’s general sense of contentment and wellbeing. The cumulative score from these items provides a comprehensive measure of an individual’s life satisfaction, offering valuable insights into their subjective wellbeing and its potential correlations with other factors like gratitude and patriotism. The Clone Bach coefficient of the questionnaire ranged from 0.75 to 0.80 in the cross-sectional and longitudinal samples of this study (Leung and Leung, 1992).



2.2.4 Patriotism

The questionnaire on patriotism in The Moral Emotion Questionnaire for College Students was 5 items in total (Huang et al., 2014). An example of an item from this section is “I believe that national interests should always be the top priority,” reflecting the depth of patriotism. Respondents rate each item on a scale that ranges from “completely inconsistent” to “completely consistent.” This scale is quantified using a six-point grading system, allowing for a nuanced assessment of the degree of patriotism. The Clone Bach coefficient of the questionnaire ranged from 0.78 to 0.92 in the cross-sectional and longitudinal samples of this study.




2.3 Data analysis

In this study, we used SPSS 25.0 and Mplus 8.3 to conduct data analysis. Firstly, we performed Pearson correlation analysis on gratitude, general life satisfaction, patriotism, and socioeconomic status using SPSS 25.0. Next, we used the ML estimator in Mplus 8.3 to estimate the parameters of the Structural Equation Model (SEM) and perform the mediation analysis. To test the mediating and moderating effects, we conducted repeat sampling using BC Bootstrap and estimated the 95% confidence intervals through 1,000 samples.

In this study, we employed a questionnaire survey approach, which inherently carries the risk of common method bias. To address this concern, we analyzed both cross-sectional and longitudinal data using Harman’s single-factor test. The analysis identified four factors with eigenvalues exceeding 1. The primary factor explained 31.20 and 24.75% of the variance in the cross-sectional and longitudinal datasets, respectively, which is below the 40% threshold commonly used to indicate significant common method bias. Consequently, our results suggest that common method bias is not a substantial concern in this study. Furthermore, we conducted a multicollinearity assessment. The results indicated that all Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values were below 2, signifying that multicollinearity does not pose a significant issue in our analysis.



2.4 Results


2.4.1 A model fit analysis

Regarding model fit, both the cross-sectional and longitudinal models demonstrated a good fit with the data. The fit indices for the cross-sectional model were: χ2/df = 4.72, p = 0.000, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 0.99, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.98, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) [90% CI] = 0.03 [0.01, 0.05], and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) = 0.01. For the longitudinal model, the indices were: χ2/df = 2.57, p = 0.00, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA [90% CI] = 0.04 [0.02, 0.06], and SRMR = 0.03. These results indicate robust model fits in both instances.



2.4.2 Descriptive statistics

The mean, standard deviation, and correlation coefficient of each variable are as follows:

Table 1 suggests that socioeconomic status is significantly negatively correlated with patriotism. Patriotism, socioeconomic status, and gratitude are significantly positively correlated with general life satisfaction, respectively, while gratitude and general life satisfaction are significantly positively correlated with patriotism, respectively.


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistic of cross-sectional data (N = 3,826).

[image: Table 1]

Table 2 provides a comprehensive overview of the average levels and variability of gratitude, general life satisfaction, and patriotism at three distinct time points in the study. By examining the means and variances of these variables across time, we can gain valuable insights into their temporal dynamics and how they may change over the course of the study.


TABLE 2 Participants’ scores for various variables in the three measurements (N = 905).

[image: Table 2]

Table 3 lists the correlation coefficients between the variables at the time points of the three measurements. Patriotism at each time point was significantly correlated with general life satisfaction and gratitude. This provided a basis for further analysis of the causation and mediation effects of these variables.


TABLE 3 Correlation analysis of variables across three-time points (T1 to T3, N = 905).

[image: Table 3]



2.4.3 A moderated mediation model of the relationship between gratitude and patriotism: evidence from cross-sectional samples

The results show that the moderated mediation model is significant (R2 = 0.28, F = 293.57, p < 0.001). Gratitude significantly positively predicted patriotism (β = 0.33, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.26, 0.41]), which verifies Hypothesis 1 (Figure 2). Gratitude significantly positively predicts general life satisfaction (β = 0.46, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.46, 0.53]), general life satisfaction significantly positively predicts patriotism (β = 0.13, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.41, 0.47]). Since the confidence interval does not contain 0, it indicates that general life satisfaction plays a partial mediating role between gratitude and patriotism, and hypothesis 2 is supported.


[image: image]

FIGURE 2
The result of the moderated mediation model. N = 3,826; ***P < 0.001.


We found a statistically significant moderating effect of socioeconomic status on gratitude and patriotism (β = 0.37, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.01, 0.03]). However, the moderating effect between general life satisfaction and patriotism was not significant. This partially supports hypothesis 3, which posited that socioeconomic status moderates the relationship between gratitude and patriotism (Table 4).


TABLE 4 Test of moderated mediating effects.

[image: Table 4]

To understand the moderating effect of socioeconomic status on gratitude and patriotism in a more specific way, a simple slope test is needed, that is, the effect value of gratitude on patriotism is calculated according to the mean of socioeconomic status score plus or minus one standard deviation, and a simple effect analysis chart is drawn (Figure 3). According to the simple slope test, gratitude has a significant positive effect on patriotism when socioeconomic status is low (M-1SD), but its prediction effect is small (βsimple = 0.28, P < 0.001). When the socioeconomic status is high (M + 1SD), gratitude can also significantly positively predict patriotism (βsimple = 0.78, P < 0.001), which indicates the socioeconomic status rises, both gratitude and patriotism rise as well.
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FIGURE 3
The moderating effect of socioeconomic status between gratitude and patriotism.


In addition, we computed the effect size of general life satisfaction on patriotism by using the mean of the socioeconomic status score plus or minus one standard deviation. We then created a simple effect analysis chart to examine the moderating effect of socioeconomic status on the relationship between general life satisfaction and patriotism (see Figure 4). However, the results of the simple slope test revealed that general life satisfaction did not have a significant impact on patriotism when socioeconomic status was low (M-1SD) (βsimple = 0.49, P > 0.05). Similarly, when socioeconomic status was high (M+1SD), general life satisfaction did not significantly predict patriotism (βsimple = 0.42, P > 0.05). This means that although the level of patriotism for both groups slightly increased with the improvement in general life satisfaction, there is no significant difference between the two groups in the level of increase.
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FIGURE 4
The moderating effect of socioeconomic status between general life satisfaction and patriotism.




2.4.4 Cross-lagged analysis of gratitude and patriotism at three time points

To further elucidate the potential causal dynamics between the independent and dependent variables, this study has developed a cross-lagged model featuring gratitude (independent variable) and patriotism (dependent variable) across three distinct time points: T1, T2, and T3. The model demonstrates robust fit indices: χ2 = 84.11, df = 13, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.07 [0.06, 0.09], SRMR = 0.06. Detailed results from the cross-lagged analysis of gratitude and patriotism are presented in Figure 5. Examining the longitudinal trajectory of each variable, we observe that T1 gratitude significantly predicts T2 gratitude (β = 0.40, p < 0.001), and this predictive relationship continues from T2 gratitude to T3 gratitude (β = 0.39, p < 0.001). Similarly, T1 patriotism significantly forecasts T2 patriotism (β = 0.29, p < 0.001), T2 patriotism significantly forecasts T3 patriotism (β = 0.39, p < 0.001). When exploring the interplay between different variables over time, we find that T1 gratitude significantly forecasts T2 patriotism (β = 0.15, p < 0.001), and T2 gratitude continues this trend by significantly predicting T3 patriotism (β = 0.21, p < 0.001). Conversely, T1 patriotism significantly predicts T2 gratitude (β = 0.12, p < 0.01), with T2 patriotism also significantly influencing T3 gratitude (β = 0.14, p < 0.01).
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FIGURE 5
The cross-lagged model of gratitude and patriotism at T1, T2, T3. ***p < 0.001.


From these findings, it is evident that gratitude and patriotism are interrelated and potentially causally linked variables. However, the primary focus of this study is to explore the impact of gratitude on patriotism and to understand the underlying mechanisms. Therefore, the following analysis and discussion will focus on the discussion of gratitude’s prediction of patriotism and its intermediary mechanism.



2.4.5 The mediating effects of general life satisfaction: evidence from longitudinal samples

Building upon the correlation analysis, we further investigated the temporal lag effects of gratitude, general life satisfaction, and patriotism at three different time points, as depicted in Figure 6. The path coefficients reveal that gratitude levels at Time 1 positively predict gratitude levels at Time 2 (β = 0.45, p < 0.001) and Time 3 (β = 0.31, p < 0.001), gratitude levels at Time 2 positively predict gratitude levels at Time 3 (β = 0.39, p < 0.001). Additionally, general life satisfaction at Time 2 significantly and positively predicts general life satisfaction at Time 3 (β = 0.36, p < 0.001), while patriotism at Time 2 similarly predicts patriotism at Time 3 (β = 0.33, p < 0.001).
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FIGURE 6
Longitudinal predictive effect of gratitude on patriotism: general life satisfaction as intermediary. The solid line represents statistical significance (p < 0.05) and the dashed line represents statistical significance (p > 0.05). ***p < 0.001.


The gratitude at T1 has a complete mediating effect on the patriotism at T3 through the general life satisfaction at T3, while the gratitude at T1 has a partial mediating effect on the patriotism at T3 through the general life satisfaction at T2. Based on the significance of the path coefficient, possible indirect effect paths were tested. The indirect effect analysis adopts the bootstrapping test with deviation correction, reducing the statistical analysis error as much as possible.

Table 5 reveals significant indirect effects for gratitude at T1, mediated through general life satisfaction at T2, on patriotism at T2 (β = 0.10, P < 0.001), with a 95% CI of [0.07, 0.13]. Moreover, gratitude at T1 exhibits a significant indirect effect through general life satisfaction at T2 and patriotism at T2, leading to patriotism at T3 (β = 0.04, P < 0.001), with a 95% CI of [0.03, 0.05].


TABLE 5 The mediating model: indirect effects and 95% confidence intervals.
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3 Discussion

Study 1 in our research was dedicated to exploring the complex relationship between gratitude and patriotism, particularly focusing on how socioeconomic status and general life satisfaction interact within this dynamic. The hypotheses of this study were built around the idea that gratitude positively influences patriotism. Additionally, we hypothesized that general life satisfaction plays a mediating role in the relationship between socioeconomic status and patriotism and that socioeconomic status moderates the link between gratitude and patriotism.

Study 2 took these concepts further by examining the temporal mediation of general life satisfaction in the relationship between gratitude and patriotism. Notably, the results from this study indicated that general life satisfaction acts as a longitudinal mediator between gratitude and patriotism. This finding is significant as it highlights the enduring influence of general life satisfaction in the nexus of gratitude and patriotism over time. The presence of these significant indirect effects emphasizes the pivotal role of general life satisfaction as a mediator in this relationship.

The combination of observed indirect effects and their corresponding confidence intervals contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the relationships among gratitude, general life satisfaction, and patriotism. The findings from this study illuminate the dynamics of how positive emotions like gratitude can impact feelings of national identity, thereby enriching the existing literature in this field of research. This comprehensive approach enhances our understanding of the emotional underpinnings of patriotism and offers valuable insights into the interplay of individual emotions, socioeconomic factors, and patriotism.


3.1 The direct effect of gratitude on patriotism

Our study’s findings reveal a statistically significant association between gratitude and patriotism, resonating with the Moral Affect Theory of gratitude (McCullough et al., 2001). This extends the traditional understanding of gratitude’s influence, as previous literature primarily focuses on its impact on interpersonal relationships and individual wellbeing, rather than on patriotism (Hardin, 1993; Michie, 2009; DeSteno et al., 2014, 2019; Dickens and DeSteno, 2016; Rupar et al., 2021). The inclination of grateful individuals toward actions that benefit the collective mirrors a deeper connection with societal values and national identity, suggesting a novel contribution to the field. Although direct research linking gratitude to patriotism is scarce, similar studies have indicated that gratitude can enhance positive collective behaviors (Sasaki et al., 2020), which can be seen as foundational to patriotism. Furthermore, our study highlights gratitude’s role in identity formation among college students, enhancing their sense of belonging and national identity (McCullough et al., 2002). While identity is a component of patriotism (Blank and Schmidt, 2003), the literature has not extensively examined how gratitude specifically influences patriotic identity. Our findings suggest an indirect pathway through which gratitude reinforces patriotism, adding depth to the existing understanding of emotional states and national identity. Despite these contributions, it is important to critically assess this relationship, as the direct link between gratitude and patriotism, while significant, ventures into relatively uncharted territory in the field of emotional and social psychology.



3.2 Cross-sectional and longitudinal mediating role of general life satisfaction

Our study demonstrates a significant positive relationship between gratitude and general life satisfaction, both in cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses. This aligns with previous findings that gratitude enhances subjective wellbeing and life satisfaction (Fritz et al., 2019; Armenta et al., 2020). Our data corroborate the notion that gratitude, as a positive experience, contributes to increased life satisfaction (Szczesniak et al., 2019; Zhang, 2020; Lee, 2022). This relationship is further supported by the correlation between gratitude and job satisfaction (Kim et al., 2019; Moon and Jung, 2020), where higher career satisfaction is linked to greater life satisfaction (Hagmaier et al., 2018), and individuals with higher family and personal income report elevated levels of life satisfaction (Wu, 2022).

Moreover, our results indicate that general life satisfaction positively predicts patriotism. This could be attributed to the observation that individuals with high life satisfaction often report strong cultural and ethnic identities (Vietze et al., 2019; Caqueo-Urízar et al., 2021), suggesting a symbiotic relationship between life satisfaction and identity (Dimitrova et al., 2018). Life satisfaction’s significance extends to national legitimacy and political support (Chen and Shi, 2001; Tang, 2016; He et al., 2022), influenced by both institutional political characteristics (Radcliff, 2001; Skitka, 2005; Bjornskov et al., 2007) and individual values and judgments (Diener et al., 1985). Consequently, national attachment, including patriotism and nationalism, is positively correlated with national life satisfaction (Skitka, 2005; Bader, 2006; Liu et al., 2020). Drawing on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), our study suggests that a strong and positive identification with one’s social group, including the nation, is a crucial source of positive self-image. This theory posits that the formation of national/social identity is linked to positive mental health and academic outcomes (Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Cameron, 1999; Smith and Silva, 2011; Rivas-Drake et al., 2014; Reynolds et al., 2017), supporting our hypothesis that general life satisfaction positively predicts patriotism. In summary, our findings contribute to the understanding of the relationship between individual emotional states, general life satisfaction, and national sentiment, offering insights into the complex dynamics of patriotism in the context of emotional and social psychology.



3.3 The moderating effect of socioeconomic status

In our cross-sectional samples, we found that socioeconomic status (SES) positively moderated the relationship between gratitude and patriotism. Interestingly, SES itself had a significant negative impact on patriotism, with individuals of lower SES exhibiting more patriotism than those of higher SES. This aligns with previous studies indicating that lower SES is associated with more prosocial behavior and patriotism (Hardin, 1993; Piff et al., 2010; Devos and Sadler, 2019; Tikhonov et al., 2019). This phenomenon might be attributed to the collectivist worldviews often held by lower-status groups, in contrast to the individualistic perspectives prevalent among higher-status groups (Iacoviello and Lorenzi-Cioldi, 2019). Additionally, individuals with lower SES might identify more strongly with national institutions and feel a deeper sense of national identification (Hierro and Rico, 2019).

However, our study also reveals that as SES increases, so does gratitude, which positively impacts patriotism. This suggests that gratitude’s influence on patriotism is more pronounced among individuals with higher SES. According to Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001), gratitude expands an individual’s thought-action repertoire and builds various personal resources, including social support systems, which can enhance prosocial behavior and social adaptability. The enhancement of gratitude, particularly among college students, is linked to the development of positive values and a stronger sense of belonging and identity (McCullough et al., 2002). Consequently, the negative impact of SES on patriotism diminishes with increased levels of gratitude, leading to a quicker rise in patriotism among those with higher SES.

Contrary to our expectations, the hypothesis that SES moderates the relationship between gratitude and patriotism in the second moderation path was not supported. The results indicated that this moderation path was not significant, suggesting that the increase in patriotism as life satisfaction grows is similar across different SES groups. This finding is somewhat at odds with previous research suggesting that life satisfaction has a greater positive impact on patriotism among lower SES individuals (Vayness et al., 2020). Studies have also shown a positive correlation between individual life satisfaction and national attachment (Skitka, 2005; Liu et al., 2020), reflecting an innate human need for attachment and recognition (Bader, 2006). Our findings suggest that while an increase in life satisfaction boosts patriotism, the effect does not significantly differ between high and low-SES groups. Furthermore, the lack of significant moderating effects in the longitudinal samples implies that the relationships between gratitude, life satisfaction, and patriotism remained stable over time, regardless of SES levels. This could be due to limited variation in the moderating factors or the presence of unaccounted confounding variables. The stability of these relationships over time highlights the enduring nature of the connections between these variables, underscoring the complex interplay of emotional states, general life satisfaction, and patriotism.



3.4 Strengths and limitations

Our study makes a significant contribution to the field of patriotism research by examining the roles of general life satisfaction and gratitude within the context of social class. This approach offers a fresh perspective, highlighting how socioeconomic factors intertwine with emotional and psychological aspects to influence patriotism. Notably, our findings reveal that high levels of gratitude and general life satisfaction correlate with increased patriotism. This is particularly pronounced among individuals with low socioeconomic status, where improvements in general life satisfaction have a substantial impact on patriotism. Conversely, for those with higher socioeconomic status, an increase in gratitude levels appears to be more influential in enhancing patriotism. These insights provide valuable guidance for policymakers and educators in fostering patriotism through targeted strategies that address the specific needs and characteristics of different socioeconomic groups. These findings have practical implications, suggesting that tailored interventions focusing on enhancing general life satisfaction and gratitude could effectively foster patriotism in targeted populations.

Our study, however, is not without limitations. The reliance on perceived subjective social class, without the inclusion of objective measures, may not fully capture the nuanced relationship between social class and patriotism. Future research could benefit from incorporating both subjective and objective assessments of social class to provide a more comprehensive understanding. Additionally, the sensitive nature of patriotism as a research topic suggests that our reliance on subjective reporting may not fully reflect true attitudes. Incorporating methods to assess implicit attitudes could offer a more rounded view of patriotism. Furthermore, the generalizability of our findings is limited by the predominance of college students in our sample, indicating the need for more diverse and representative sampling in future studies.

Future research should explore the dynamics of patriotism across a broader demographic spectrum, including various age groups, professions, and cultural backgrounds. Investigating the long-term effects of gratitude and general life satisfaction on patriotism, and how these relationships evolve, would also be valuable. Our study underscores the importance of considering both emotional states and socioeconomic factors in understanding and fostering patriotism. The key takeaway is that patriotism is a multifaceted sentiment influenced by a complex interplay of individual emotions, general life satisfaction, and social class. Recognizing and addressing these diverse influences can aid in developing more effective strategies to nurture a sense of national pride and unity. In summary, while our study offers valuable insights into the factors influencing patriotism, it is important to consider these limitations when interpreting our findings. Acknowledging and addressing these limitations can pave the way for more comprehensive and robust research in the future.
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