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        Abstract



        
          How important gratitude is in terms of helping people to overcome their mental discomfort and behave adaptively? Conflicting evidence has appeared about the effects of gratitude on work engagement, and other aspects of life. In the present study, gratitude intervention was introduced to test it in the Nepali population who experienced a natural disaster, the Gorkha earthquake in 2015. Positive and negative affect, work engagement, and perceived damage were measured before, during, and after the intervention. Participants were sampled from the employees of 5-star hotel in Kathmandu valley and were assigned to one of the three conditions: Gratitude, Job Diary, and No Exposure. In gratitude, they were asked to write the names of 3 grateful people. Participants of Job Diary were instructed to write 3 major duties. No intervention was given to participants in No Exposure. This exercise lasted for two weeks. Only those in Gratitude showed increased positive affect and work engagement and decreased negative affect during this intervention. These positive changes seemed related to decreased perceived damage of a natural disaster. Even though there have been mixed results about the effect of gratitude, findings of the present study showed that it is robust even against a real disaster. Conducting research with survivors against natural disasters is extremely difficult, but more effort should be made with those who have similar experiences.

        

      



      
        Keywords: Gratitude, Gratitude intervention, Affect, Work engagement, Damage perception, Natural disaster.

      

    

    


    
      Article Information



      
        Identifiers and Pagination:
Year: 2020

        Volume: 13

        First Page: 206

        Last Page: 212

        Publisher Id: TOPSYJ-13-206

        DOI: 10.2174/1874350102013010206

      


      
        Article History:
Received Date: 11/3/2020

        Revision Received Date: 26/5/2020

        Acceptance Date: 9/6/2020

        Electronic publication date: 19/08/2020

        Collection year: 2020

      

    


    
      

      open-access license: This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Public License (CC-BY 4.0), a copy of which is available at: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode. This license permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

      

    
* Address correspondence to this author at the Department of Psychology, Ajou University, 206 Worldcup-ro, Yeongtong-gu, Suwon 16499, Korea; E-mail: kyungilkim@ajou.ac.kr
    

  


  
    
      1. INTRODUCTION


      Gratitude has been getting a great deal of attention practically as well as theoretically in various areas. Gratitude is difficult to define because it has a number of different meanings depending on the context. For example, gratitude has been differently conceptualized, such as a moral virtue, an attitude, an emotion, a habit, a personality trait, a coping response, and even a life orientation [1, 2]. It is beyond the purpose of this study, but we would like to define gratitude as the appreciation of valuable and meaningful things in one’s life [3].


      Research has shown that people can deliberately cultivate gratitude and increase their own well-being and happiness [4]. The relationship between gratitude and well-being has been well documented. Being grateful was helpful for college students to reappraise their unpleasant emotional memories and to process them in an adaptive way [5]. Those with dispositional gratitude were likely to reframe negative events, seeing their life more meaningfully and comprehensibly [6]. Gratitude also decreased stress levels over time and brought a better sleep, leading to a healthier condition [7, 8]. A similar result was found in an organizational setting: those with gratitude interventions showed a tendency of having a positive view and selectively focusing on the good side [9]. Furthermore, an expression of gratitude is associated with increased energy, optimism, and empathy [10].


      Psychological impairment from traumatic events, such as death of a family member, divorce, war, terrorism, natural disaster, etc., is another important topic in gratitude research. For students with a history of trauma, the more grateful they were, the lower levels of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) were reported [11]. A negative association between gratitude and PTSD symptoms was observed for female students with histories of trauma [12]. The reported level of gratitude was higher for Vietnam veterans without PTSD than those with PTSD [13].


      Meanwhile, those who experienced natural disasters were very vulnerable to psychological impairment. Many studies with survivors against natural disasters showed gratitude is helpful for them to cope with mental discomfort. A study with police officers from Louisiana, experiencing Hurricane Katrina, showed an association between gratitude and higher life satisfaction and lower depressive symptoms [14]. Gratitude was a direct indicator of PTS symptoms and global distress for earthquake survivors in Indonesia [15]. Even post-traumatic growth was shown with those experiencing the Ya’an earthquake [16].


      Given strong associations between gratitude and well-being, researchers focused on gratitude intervention to explore the possible causality. Participants with gratitude interventions were asked to keep a diary of listing grateful things, do grateful contemplation, or express their gratitude [2, 17]. Among those, listing grateful things is relatively easier to follow and enjoyable. Moreover, even after the experiment is completed, participants are likely to continue this exercise. Thus, this type of intervention is used most often in gratitude intervention studies [2].


      With gratitude intervention and thereby exercise, one can expect an association with positive affect, higher work engagement, etc. For example, gratitude exercise led people to have increased positive thinking at their work and about work engagement [4]. For those exposed to painful events, gratitude interventions have been reported successful, increasing the levels of happiness, satisfaction, positive affect, well-being, etc. [2]. With gratitude interventions, physical symptoms were reported less [4], a negative association appeared between physical symptoms and gratitude [18], and a body image was improved for those with bulimia nervosa [19].


      In an organizational setting, as stated above, participants with gratitude interventions were more likely to reframe adverse events and see good things from the negatives [9], which could increase their positive affect and work engagement. This is important in terms of having their employees return to their workplace, helping them to recover from traumatic events. However, improvement of work engagement did not appear in all of the studies. Those exposed to Hurricane Katrina showed a higher level of gratitude after the intervention and 6-week follow-up, but no improvement in work engagement. Therefore, it is worthwhile to find out whether or not gratitude interventions would be expected to lead to a higher level of work engagement.


      From previous findings, gratitude interventions seemed to have people see a brighter side and help people overcome traumatic events. However, not all investigators have confirmed associations between gratitude and its positive effect in emotion and behavior, e.g., for those with PTSD [13], divorced middle-aged women [20], children [21], and those who experienced natural disaster [15].


      These mixed results regarding the effectiveness of gratitude interventions might have come from the selection of a control group. Most of the previous studies with gratitude intervention seemed to have improper control conditions, such as listing daily hassles [4], writing about the structure of the living room [22], writing about early memories [23], and even no treatment control group [24]. There were only a few studies with a control group, where participants kept their daily records [19] or completed a worry diary [25]. As suggested by Wood et al. [2], it would be more informative if a comparison were made against a proper control group, such as a no-treatment group and/or a group with a regular task. Evaluation of gratitude interventions with these control groups would help demonstrate its true effect. It would also provide a hint as to how individuals can utilize it for their work as well as for their daily lives. However, no study has used the above-mentioned control group for gratitude interventions with survivors from a natural disaster, such as an earthquake.


      The present study was designed to find out whether gratitude is truly helpful for enhancing work engagement as well as subjective well-being and, more importantly, if it would work in a real situation. To address these questions together, a two-month study in Nepal was conducted with those who experienced a well-known natural disaster. On 25 April 2015, Nepal earthquake (Nepali: Bhukampa) (also known as the Gorkha earthquake) killed over 8,000 people and injured more than 21,000. It was the worst natural disaster to strike Nepal since the 1934 Nepal–Bihar earthquake.


      Given a link between gratitude and improvement in psychological impairment from findings of previous studies, the present study investigated whether or not similar results would appear with survivors from a natural disaster in Nepal. More importantly, the effect of gratitude interventions was explored to see if it would lead to improved images of negative events and a higher level of work engagement. Thus, it was hypothesized that gratitude intervention would have earthquake survivors create positive thinking, enhance their work engagement, and decrease their perception of damage based on the positive change in their mind.

    


    
      

      2. METHODS


      This study was conducted from the 1st week of January to the end of February. Gratitude intervention (Gratitude) was introduced by having participants list their 3 grateful people per day. A comparison was made with a control condition where they list their 3 major duties (Job Diary) and a no-treatment condition (No Exposure).


      
        

        2.1. Participants


        One hundred and eighty employees of three 5-star level hotels (Malla, Yak & Yeti, and Crown Plaza Kathmandu-Soaltree) participated in this study (60 participants from each hotel). They were randomly assigned to one of the following three groups: Gratitude, Job Diary, and No Exposure. Throughout this study, 4, 8, and 7 participants from each group were dropped out for personal reasons. Thus, the number of participants ended up being 161 (56, 52, and 53 for Gratitude, Job Diary, and No Exposure, respectively).


        Those in the three hotels were overall homogeneous in demographic information, such as age, gender distribution, work-type, income level, and education level. Detailed demographic information is as follows. Age ranged from 20s (26%), 30s (41%), to 40s (33%), and there were 83% of males and 17% of females. In terms of work-type, 81.4% were rank and file employees, and 18.6% were supervisors/managers. A range of monthly income was relatively evenly distributed: in USD, 50 to 90 (20%), 90 to 140 (24%), 140 to 190 (25%), and over 190 (30%). So was their education level: under Small Learning Community (SLC) (18%), SLC graduates (21%), intermediate graduates (23%), bachelor’s degree, and beyond (39%).

      


      
        

        2.2. Measures


        
          

          2.2.1. Positive and Negative Affect


          The Job-related Affective Well-Being Scale (JAWS) [26] was administered to measure participants’ positive and negative affect. This scale measures how often participants have experienced positive and negative affects at work over the past 30 days. The internal consistencies of positive affect were 0.93, 0.97, and 0.93, and those of negative affect were 0.94, 0.97, and 0.96 for Pre-Intervention (Phase 1), Intervention (Phase 2), and Post-Intervention (Phase 3), respectively.

        


        
          

          2.2.2. Work Engagement


          Work engagement was measured with the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) [27], which consists of 17 items. The UWES quantifies vigor, dedication, and absorption at work, using questions, such as “At my work I feel bursting with energy,” “I am enthusiastic about my work,” and “I get carried away by my work.” This scale was formatted in a 5-point Likert scale to meet the positive and negative affect. The internal consistencies were 0.92, 0.96, and 0.95 for Pre-Intervention (Phase 1), Intervention (Phase 2), and Post-Intervention (Phase 3), respectively.

        


        
          

          2.2.3. Perceived Damage


          One question was developed to measure the perception of physical damage with a 5-point Likert scale. The question was “To what extent did the earthquake April, 2015 damage the Kathmandu valley?” (a greater number indicates more serious damage). This question was given at each phase to examine whether or not the perceived damage would change over the 3 phases.

        

      


      
        

        2.3. Procedure


        The study was conducted from the 1st week of January 2016 to 4th week of February. During the 1st week of January 2016, an initial survey was distributed and collected for all groups (Pre-Intervention, Phase 1). In the 2nd and 3rd weeks of January, the intervention was introduced for gratitude and job diary groups. Then the second survey was conducted for all groups (Intervention, Phase 2). After 1 month, the third survey was carried out for all groups (Post-Intervention, Phase 3). Participants completed the JAWS [26], the UWES [27], and the question of their perceived damage at three different points of time (Phases 1, 2, and 3) during this period.


        
          

          2.3.1. Pre-Intervention (Phase 1)


          In the beginning, two representatives from each hotel were selected, who helped to place informed consent and recruitment forms. They were put in public places and were distributed together to the participants with the help of the representatives because of their busy work schedules. Participants put their consent form and surveys into the return box after they finished.

        


        
          

          2.3.2. Gratitude and Job Diary Interventions (Phase 2)


          In gratitude, the participants were asked to carry out the “Three Good Things in Life” intervention exercise. In this exercise, 5 to 10 minutes before sleeping, they were asked to remember 3 nice people who were thankful, grateful, and appreciative of at their workplace or outside during that particular day. Then they had to write the names of those 3 people in their diary and return it to the representatives the next day. For this intervention exercise, a pen and a diary were provided to every participant. This exercise was regularly performed for two weeks.


          In Job Diary, on the other hand, the participants were asked to write 3 major duties they performed every day. All other procedures were the same as those in gratitude. This intervention exercise also lasted for two weeks at the same timing to the Gratitude group. At the end of the exercise, the same survey questionnaires were distributed to all the participants in all the groups.

        


        
          

          2.3.3. Post-Intervention (Phase 3)


          After a month of the completion of the intervention exercises, all the participants of the three groups completed the same survey questionnaires. At the closure of the research project, each participant was provided a gift equivalent to $ 10 and briefed about experimental procedures and expected results. Note that participants in the No Exposure group were given no intervention and merely responded to the same questionnaires in the times corresponding to each phase.

        

      

    


    
      

      3. RESULTS


      The overall results of positive and negative affects, perceived damage, and work engagement of Gratitude, Job Diary, and No Exposure groups are presented in Table 1. Specifically, no difference in positive or negative affect and in work engagement was found through 3 phases in Job Diary and No Exposure (in all cases, p > .25). In contrast, significant increases in the positive affect and work engagement and a significant decrease in negative affect between phases 1 and 2 in gratitude were observed, as can be seen in Fig. (1).


      Table 2 presents correlations among the study variables for Gratitude, Job Diary, and No Exposure groups at each phase. Inspection of the correlation matrices showed a relatively similar pattern for three groups at phase 1 (pre-intervention) and at phase 3 (post-intervention), but a clear difference at phase 2 (during intervention). At phase 1, work engagement showed significant correlations with both effects and perceived damage did not show significant correlations in most cases. At phase 2, only for gratitude, perceived damage had strong correlations with the dependent variables. At phase 3, perceived damage did not show significant correlations in most cases.


      
        

        Table 1 Mean scores of each dependent variable at each phase and its differences.


        
          
            
              	variables

              	Condition

              	Phase 1

              Pre-interventiona

              	Phase 2

              After-interventionb

              	Phase 3

              Post-interventionc

              	F(p)

              [95% C.I. of a-b, 95% C.I. of a-c]
            

          

          
            
              	Perceived Damage

              	Gratitude

              	3.64 (.94)

              	2.82 (.74)

              	2.64 (.48)

              	20.871(<.001)

              [.51~1.13, .70~1.31]
            


            
              	Job Diary

              	3.94 (.83)

              	3.77 (.92)

              	3.83 (1.00)

              	.623(.538)

              [-.14~.49, -.20~.43]
            


            
              	No Exposure

              	3.98 (.84)

              	3.92 (.85)

              	3.87 (.81)

              	.332(.718)

              [-.26~.37, -.20~.43]
            


            
              	Positive

              Affect

              	Gratitude

              	3.51 (.71)

              	4.82 (.29)

              	4.81 (.21)

              	82.949(<.001)

              [-1.51~-1.11, -1.51~-1.08]
            


            
              	Job Diary

              	3.45 (.85)

              	3.22 (.60)

              	3.30 (.59)

              	4.104(.018)

              [.03~.44, -.08~.37]
            


            
              	No Exposure

              	3.36 (.81)

              	3.50 (.67)

              	3.57 (.61)

              	2.361(.098)

              [-.34~.07, -.43~.01]
            


            
              	Negative Affect

              	Gratitude

              	2.21 (.75)

              	1.12 (.29)

              	1.18 (.12)

              	49.069(<.001)

              [.87~1.31, .82~1.25]
            


            
              	Job Diary

              	2.57 (.91)

              	2.69 (.64)

              	2.90 (.70)

              	11.477(<.001)

              [-.36~.10, -.56~-.11]
            


            
              	No Exposure

              	2.05 (.77)

              	2.18 (.87)

              	2.18 (.85)

              	.683(.507)

              [-.36~.09, -.35~.09]
            


            
              	Work Engagement

              	Gratitude

              	3.73 (.74)

              	4.74 (.59)

              	4.68 (.71)

              	50.030(<.001)

              [-1.21~-.81, -1.17~-.72]
            


            
              	Job Diary

              	3.51 (.74)

              	3.20 (.44)

              	3.30 (.50)

              	4.438(.013)

              [.10~.52, -.03~.44]
            


            
              	No Exposure

              	3.31 (.77)

              	3.28 (.60)

              	3.23 (.49)

              	.332(.718)

              [-.32~.15, -.22~.11]
            

          
        


        
          Notes. Standard deviations are in parentheses.

          N=56 for Gratitude, N=52 for Job Diary, and N=53 for No Exposure. ‘a-b’ and ‘a-c’ denote the differences between Phase1 and Phase2 and between Phase 1 and Phase 3, respectively.
        


      


      
        Table 2 Correlations among dependent variables for each group at each phase.


        
          
            
              	

              	

              	Phase 1

              	Phase 2

              	Phase 3
            

          

          
            
              	

              	

              	PA

              	NA

              	WE

              	PD

              	PA

              	NA

              	WE

              	PD

              	PA

              	NA

              	WE

              	PD
            


            
              	Gratitude

              	PA

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	
            


            
              	NA

              	-.42**

              	

              	

              	

              	-.95**

              	

              	

              	

              	-.55**

              	

              	

              	
            


            
              	WE

              	.67**

              	-.40**

              	

              	

              	.56**

              	-.70**

              	

              	

              	.37**

              	.04

              	

              	
            


            
              	PD

              	-.24

              	.02

              	-.08

              	

              	-.39**

              	.39**

              	-.44**

              	

              	.17

              	-.17

              	-.09

              	
            


            
              	Job Diary

              	PA

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	
            


            
              	NA

              	-.27

              	

              	

              	

              	-.29*

              	

              	

              	

              	-.16

              	

              	

              	
            


            
              	WE

              	.65**

              	-.27

              	

              	

              	.72**

              	.06

              	

              	

              	.60**

              	.05

              	

              	
            


            
              	PD

              	-.18

              	.65**

              	-.27

              	

              	.24

              	-.20

              	.25

              	

              	.24

              	.07

              	.38**

              	
            


            
              	No Exposure

              	PA

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	

              	
            


            
              	NA

              	-.29*

              	

              	

              	

              	-.35*

              	

              	

              	

              	-.39**

              	

              	

              	
            


            
              	WE

              	.74**

              	-.20

              	

              	

              	.63**

              	-.33*

              	

              	

              	.51**

              	-.28*

              	

              	
            


            
              	PD

              	.04

              	.06

              	.05

              	

              	-.24

              	.04

              	.01

              	

              	-.24

              	-.00

              	.08

              	
            

          
        


        
          Notes. PA, NA, WE, and PD stand for positive affect, negative affect, work engagement, and perceived damage.

          * and ** indicate a significance at 0.05 level and 0.01 level, respectively.
        


      


      [image: ]
Fig. (1)

      Positive affect, negative affect, work engagement and Perceived Damage through phases 1, 2, and 3 in Gratitude, Job Diary, and No Exposure groups (phases 1, 2, and 3 indicate Before Intervention, Intervention, and Post-Intervention, respectively).
    


    
      

      4. DISCUSSION


      An association between gratitude and well-being and emotional functioning has been well documented [2], but not all of the studies stated improvement of emotional functioning and furthermore, work engagement [28]. The present study was set out to examine again an association of gratitude with work engagement and perception of damage with survivors against natural disasters. In addition, we may have a hint as to a possible causal mechanism of gratitude by introducing gratitude intervention with proper control groups.


      The results showed that gratitude intervention seemed effective at least during the intervention period. All of the dependent variables showed significant increases between phases 1 and 2 in gratitude. In addition, the unique associations of perceived damage appeared with positive affect, negative affect, and work engagement for gratitude: a negative relation with positive affect and work engagement and a positive relation with negative affect.


      These findings support the hypothesis: the effect of gratitude intervention was clear between the phases 1 and 2, and at phase 3, the level of dependent variables stayed about the same as phase 2. In other words, when thinking about being grateful and doing an appropriate exercise, the effect of gratitude was apparent with better emotional functioning, increased work engagement, and decreased perceived damage of nature as participants went through gratitude intervention. Furthermore, even under the condition of a natural disaster, gratitude might play an important role.


      More importantly, this effect lasted at least one month after the intervention. Participants showed a similar level of positive and negative affect, work engagement, and perception of damage. It is noteworthy that only two weeks of gratitude exercise was strong enough to maintain its effect. Even though it is unclear whether two weeks were enough for making a habit of gratitude exercise, this finding suggests the importance of making a habit of expressing gratitude in everyday life.


      Apparently, the type of intervention, a daily listing of grateful things, used in this study, brought significant changes in their effect, perception, and work engagement. By listing 3 nice people, participants had a chance of deeply thinking about what they should be grateful for and why they should be appreciative for. Therefore, participants may have started to think in a positive way and possibly reappraise their experience, thus leading them to behave adaptively. Future studies need to test the effectiveness of other types of intervention, such as grateful contemplation and expressing gratitude.


      The findings of this study were consistent with those in previous studies [15, 29]. Gratitude has been reported to be associated with less physical symptoms [4, 18], and with positive affects [13, 15]. It is expected that changes in physical and emotional aspects could make people think more positively and see good things even from the negative point of views [9], resulting in less perceived damage and improved work engagement. As expected, gratitude intervention in this study brought increased positive affect, better work engagement, and decreased perception of the damage from natural disasters. Gratitude may lead survivors to behave and see their life in an adaptive way, bringing a flexible way of thinking.


      Current findings make an important contribution to the gratitude research. First, there were several studies investigating the association between gratitude and other variables, such as well-being, PTSD symptoms, and psychological impairment with traumatized populations [13] [12, 15]. However, studies on those with psychological impairment from traumatic events are scanty and no study has investigated the effect of gratitude on other variables with a prospective longitudinal design and gratitude intervention. Second, the effect of gratitude was properly tested in this study because the gratitude intervention group was compared with the daily hassle group and no treatment group. Otherwise, the possibility of participant expectancy could not be completely eliminated.

    


    
      CONCLUSION


      The present study showed that a simple intervention of gratitude is helpful for survivors from a natural disaster. It is very meaningful in terms of its applicability as well as gratitude research. First, the design of this study is very informative for gratitude intervention research, especially with the comparison to the control group. Second, an association between gratitude and work engagement and perception of damage was shown, even though their exact causal mechanism is yet to be cleared up. Third, the effect of gratitude intervention lasted a month after intervention. This finding can be used for the development of therapeutic programs for those who have experienced traumatic events.


      These findings need to be interpreted in the context of several limitations. First, the sample size was relatively small due to the difficulty of recruitment. Second, the function of gratitude could not be fully stated without pre-disaster data, which may not be possible. Third, the effect of gratitude intervention did not appear for the post-intervention period. Future researches should be designed to overcome these limitations.
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