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This study aims to understand what positive changes we can expect in family 

units after participating in gratitude-based interventions. We conducted a meta-analysis 

after a systematic literature review, identifying four relevant research articles that use 

comparable interventions and outcome measures to estimate the overall effect sizes. The 

analyses focused on different positive outcome constructs to determine the efficacy of 

gratitude interventions in increasing positive outcomes. These constructs were focused 

on personal well-being (gratitude and subjective happiness) or family well-being 

(family happiness and family harmony). After conducting a random effects meta-

analysis within each subgroup, results indicated that measures of gratitude and family 

happiness were not sensitive to change in subjects after participating in a gratitude-

based intervention, however subjective happiness and family harmony did yield a 

significant effect after gratitude-based interventions, such that reports of subjective 

happiness and family harmony increased post-intervention with a (small, medium or 

large) effect size. 
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Introduction  

“Now let’s go around the table and say what we are thankful for”.  

Whether this potentially familiar statement brings warmth to your chest, or 

perhaps solicits an annoyed eye roll, you have probably consciously made a point to 

express your gratitude one way or another. Many only commit to this practice around 

the holiday seasons, but it might hold more power when not confined to a particular 

time or activity. 

Gratitude can be understood as feeling thankful and having a general readiness 

to show and return appreciation and kindness. Studies in the past have investigated the 

way in which gratitude may play an important role in cultivating positive emotions and 

outcomes in general, in both individual and relational contexts demonstrating that 

perceived higher levels of gratitude from a romantic partner is associated with a 

reduction in attachment anxiety, not only at the time of measurement, but also for the 

next year. (Park et al., 2019).  

Gratitude in relationships 

Overall, gratitude expression is associated with improved interpersonal 

relationships (Lambert et al., 2010). Various studies have aimed to illustrate the 

different ways gratitude expression may improve social relationships in several different 

contexts, including romantic, platonic, and familial relationships. In fact, researchers 

Wood, Maltby, Stewart, Linley, and Joseph (2008) found that dispositional gratitude 

has some component of a positive bias when interpreting social situations, suggesting 

that someone with a generally grateful disposition is more likely to view a social 

situation positively than get hung up on negative interpretations of the same situation.  
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Researchers Kong, Ding, and Zhao (2014) investigated the effects of gratitude in 

college students on general scores of well-being. Researchers also found that gratitude 

was linked to life satisfaction through social support and self-esteem in a mediation 

model. (Kong, Ding, & Zhao, 2014). These findings suggest that expressing gratitude 

can increase life-satisfaction, especially when an individual perceives significant social 

support and possesses self-esteem to some extent.  

Many other studies specifically examine the role of gratitude in romantic 

relationships and how its expression affects relationship satisfaction and sexual 

satisfaction. Researchers Eyring et al. (2021) found that forgiveness and gratitude 

mediate “many of the associations between couples' mindfulness and their sexual and 

relational satisfaction,” (Eyring et al., 2021).  In a romantic relationship, gratitude 

expression seems to have some significant impact on perceived relationship quality and 

satisfaction for the individuals that make up the partnership.  

Several other studies investigate the effects of gratitude expression in romantic 

relationships, specifically those with attachment anxiety or insecurity. Park et el. (2019) 

found that when an insecurely attached partner perceives gratitude from the other 

partner, feelings of attachment anxiety were reduced over time and results were 

sustained up to a year after the evaluation period. In another study done by the same 

researchers (Park et al., 2019), they found that when romantic partners perceive high 

levels of gratitude expression, an avoidantly attached partner may have increased 

feelings of being cared for up to three months later, which was then associated with 

increased satisfaction and commitment. Overall, their results provide relevant evidence 
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that perceived partner gratitude expression protects against negative effects of 

attachment avoidance on satisfaction for insecurely attached partners.  

Understanding the role that gratitude plays in fostering positive outcomes in 

individuals, as well as relationships, will provide valuable insight on how to live more 

positively with ourselves and with others by improving the ways we act and 

communicate with each other. In fact, in family settings, gratitude is associated with 

improved perceived life-quality (Bai & Jin, 2016), reinforcing pro-social behavior for 

children when emphasized by parents (Wu et al., 2016), and increased feelings of 

closeness within families (Bai & Jin, 2016). Gratitude also moderates suicidal ideation 

in adolescents across parenting styles (Lo et al. 2017). Clearly there is considerable 

evidence that there is an association between gratitude and positive relationship 

outcomes.  

Gratitude within the family 

There is a relatively little research on the impact of gratitude in non-romantic 

important relationships such as within the family. Within these past findings 

investigating gratitude, there is a thread of positive outcomes, specifically related to 

relationship-functioning to some degree. Because relationships are important in a 

developmental context, such that more positive relationships are thought to better 

encourage a healthy developmental trajectory (Bornstein, 2015; Center on the 

Developing Child, 2016; Fischer & Bidell, 2006; Li & Julian, 2012; Thompson, 2015), 

what would happen if the expression of gratitude was emphasized in the earliest 

relationships we begin in? How might instilling gratitude as a value in familial systems 

positively change the trajectory of attachment, thus laying a solid foundation for 
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positive and effective communication in future relationships? These are the questions, 

as well as a lack of significant literature on the subject, that influenced the focus of the 

current study.  

Gratitude Interventions 

The majority of research reviewed above uses correlational designs that cannot 

establish a causal link between gratitude and positive outcomes. Although these studies 

are promising, to establish a causal link, a gratitude manipulation (such as an 

intervention) should be used, and ideally, randomly assigned to a treatment and control 

group.  

Gratitude interventions, generally, are activities designed to facilitate feelings or 

expressions of gratitude within subjects. A commonly used gratitude intervention, for 

example, would be writing a gratitude letter directed at some specific subject or concept 

identified by the researchers. One of the studies analyzed in our current study asked 

college students to write gratitude letters to their parents or guardians (Shin, 2020). 

Another example of a gratitude intervention would be keeping a gratitude journal where 

participants are directed to write down things they are grateful for daily, weekly, or 

some other fixed time. Gratitude interventions may also be an activity that requires 

participants to focus on expressing or facilitating gratitude within a particular context, 

like in Ho et al. (2019) where families practiced healthy eating and gratitude expression, 

or physical activity and gratitude expression during their time together as a family.  
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The present study 

This study aims to fill this gap in knowledge to inform future research which 

systematically designs and evaluates gratitude interventions that aim to yield positive 

outcomes. In the present study, we used systematic literature review and meta-analysis 

to estimate effect sizes of measures which may be sensitive to change after a gratitude 

intervention is employed. We decided to focus on outcomes before and after an 

intervention in order to investigate the potential causal role of gratitude on the various 

outcome measures in familial relationships, which most past research on gratitude does 

not attempt. For the purpose of this study, the outcome measures we focus on include 

gratitude, subjective happiness, family happiness, and family harmony.  We describe 

these constructs below. 

  Gratitude 

Gratitude, in a general sense, is an affective response to receiving a gift and is 

focused on the source of the gift. The experience of gratitude may vary between 

momentary affect to long-term disposition (Emmons & McCullough, 2004; 

McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002). This measure will provide context on the 

degree to which gratitude-based interventions actually encourage someone to be a 

grateful person, such that their experience and feelings of gratitude are sustained after 

the intervention. For example, one three-week randomized trial of a gratitude journaling 

intervention showed that gratitude journaling increased a neural of pure altruism in the 

prefrontal cortex suggesting that change with gratitude practice is larger for benefits to 

others versus oneself (Karns et al., 2017). We expect that participants’ feelings of 
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gratitude would increase from the time before participating in a gratitude-based 

intervention to post-intervention  

Happiness 

While happiness can be hard to define, it is often thought of as a positive 

affective state which may present among other feelings such as pride or excitement. 

Happiness may be experienced momentarily, or someone may feel that they are a happy 

person, in which case they have a generally happy disposition (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 

1999). Subjective happiness is included in our measures to evaluate changes within the 

individual’s feelings and perceptions after participating in an intervention. This measure 

is different from Family Happiness, as it emphasizes the role that gratitude can play 

within a person rather than a relationship or family unit. Based on past findings which 

suggest that positive psychology interventions promote increases in well-being and 

happiness (Odou and Vella-Brodrick, 2013; Pietrowsky and Mikutta, 2012; Sin and 

Lyubomirsky, 2009), as well as an association between gratitude and happiness 

(Watkins, McLaughlin, & Parker, 2021) Because there is an emphasis on appreciation 

and kindness, the intervention may foster more positive emotions, leading the individual 

to have increased positive perceptions of their personal environment. We expected that 

reports of subjective happiness will increase post-gratitude intervention. 

Family Happiness 

What makes a happy family? Researchers have described it as “feelings of 

security and togetherness, mutual care and support among family members, and a sense 

of self-contentment,” (Lam et al., 2012).  Family happiness was used to evaluate the 
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overall effect of gratitude interventions within a group dynamic, rather than on the 

individual level. How happy a family is, on average, may dictate how well they 

understand and interact with one another or themselves, which is why we decided to 

investigate this measure as well. Past studies have found that positive emotions and 

protective family skills can be developed through positive psychology interventions in 

family units, which overall improve family functioning (Kauffman and Silberman, 

2009; Sexton and Schuster, 2008; Sheridan et al., 2004). An emphasis on appreciation 

and kindness would foster more positive emotions, leading the family to have increased 

positive perceptions of their familial environment. Based on these findings, we expected 

that reports of family happiness will increase post-gratitude intervention.   

Family Harmony 

Family harmony, similar to family happiness, provides some evaluation of 

family well-being, which is relevant to our guiding questions. Family harmony, 

however, focuses more on components that reveal how the family functions 

(Kavikondala et al., 2016). In other words, how harmonious is the family functioning 

during tasks and interactions. Past research suggests that positive communication within 

family units is critical for mutual understanding, increased feelings of closeness, and 

preventing conflict (Galvin et al., 2004; Koerner and Fitzpatrick, 2002). an emphasis on 

appreciation and kindness would suggest less incidents of or attention to negativity, 

conflict, or miscommunication. Since gratitude is also associated with improved 

communication, we expected that reports of family harmony will increase post-gratitude 

intervention.  
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In order to address these questions and research goals, we undertook a 

systematic literature review and meta-analysis. A meta-analysis will provide a broad 

understanding on the efficacy of gratitude interventions on improving positive outcomes 

in families by revealing the pooled effects through statistical analysis. Investigating 

these effect sizes will provide the necessary information for developing effective 

interventions to improve scores in these various measures. 
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Methods 

In order to evaluate the extent to which gratitude interventions may help foster 

positive outcomes in family relationships, we performed a systematic literature review 

and meta-analysis. We required that studies measured outcomes after a gratitude 

manipulation or intervention was employed and that the study focused on family 

relationships, specifically parent-child relationships. In the present study, we estimated 

the effect sizes of measures of family-based positive outcomes (family harmony, family 

happiness) and individual positive outcomes (subjective happiness and well-being, and 

gratitude).   

Literature Search and Study Selection 

We conducted a literature search using EBSCO and Pubmed. A preliminary 

search was conducted in PsycNet to retrieve articles of interest and survey the field of 

literature. This preliminary search identified relevant key search terms to best capture 

the aim of the present study when conducting the final search in both databases. 

Relevant terms of gratitude interventions, positive outcomes, and familial relationships 

were combined in order to conduct the final search which took place on February 4, 

2022.  

Twenty-nine search terms were determined to attempt to encompass all literature 

on this topic. All 29 search terms were run through both databases totaling to 58 

searches. All articles collected by the search results were compiled into a CSV file for 

later sorting.  

Using excel, a total of 188 papers were organized for refinement. After 

removing duplicate papers, the source pool had 181 papers remaining. Additional 
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papers were removed for being clearly irrelevant to research question (108), measuring 

non-parent-child/family populations (49), non-experimental studies (11), and papers 

that do not include a specific gratitude-based intervention (5). The remaining eight 

papers were analyzed, and any relevant data was extracted. During this step, four 

additional papers were filtered out due to incomparable methods with the last four 

articles, such as insufficient data reported at specific time points.  

The remaining 4 papers were analyzed, and individual study data was collected 

and compiled into our Meta-Essentials tool for statistical analysis (Surrmond, Van 

Rhee, & Hak, 2017). We decided to examine only quasi-experimental data from the 

studies and tossed out data reported for any control groups within the Shin 2020 article 

and the Ho 2019 article for ease of comparing to studies without a control group 

present.  

Categorization of the Selected Studies 

Within each article included in the final analysis, researchers reported means 

and standard deviations of positive outcomes for the subjects over time after employing 

some gratitude-based interventions. Positive outcomes evaluated in these studies were 

grouped together based on relevance and tools used for measurement. These sub-groups 

identified in the analysis include subjective happiness, family happiness, family 

harmony, and gratitude.   

Study Population Study 
Design 

Evaluation 
Period 

Intervention 
Type 

Outcome 
Measures 

Ho et 
al. 
(2019) - 
A 

N: 665 individuals 
in family units, 
mean age: 20-59 
yrs., males and 
females 

Between-
subjects* 

2 hr course 
followed by a 1 
hr booster course 
one month later. 
3-month follow 
up 

Positive 
psychology 
and healthy 
diet course 

SHS, Family 
Well-being-
3 single item 
indicator 



 

11 
 

Ho et 
al. 
(2019) - 
B 

N: 528 individuals 
in family units, 
mean age: 20-59 
yrs., males and 
females 

Between-
subjects* 

2 hr course 
followed by a 1 
hr booster course 
one month later. 
3-month follow 
up 

Positive 
psychology 
and physical 
activity course 

SHS, Family 
Well-being-
3 single item 
indicator 

Ho et 
al. 
(2017) 

N: 936 individuals 
in family units, 
mean age: 39.5 yrs., 
males and females 

Within-
subjects 

Two 2-3 hr core 
course followed 
by a 1 hr booster 
course 6 weeks 
after core course 

Gratitude and 
positive 
psychology-
based course 

SHS, Family 
Well-being-
3 single item 
indicator 

Martin 
et al. 
(2019) 

N: 108 
parents/guardians of 
children with 
developmental 
disorders, mean 
age: 39.7 yrs., 
males and females 

Within-
subjects 

Approx. 2.5 hr 
course once a 
week for six 
weeks 

HOPE 
Programme, 
focus on 
elements of 
gratitude 

 
HADS, 
WEMWBS, 
GQ-6 

Shin et 
al.  
(2020) 

N: 286 college 
students, mean age: 
20.5 yrs., males and 
females 

Between-
subjects* 

Surveys and 
questionnaires 
administered 
online followed 
by 20-minute 
letter writing 
activity. Surveys 
completed again 
2 weeks later 

Gratitude 
letter writing 
activity 

PANAS, 
GAC, PSS-6 

 

Table 1. Characteristics of the Included Studies 

*For between subjects with an intervention group and control group, only the 

intervention group was included in the meta-analysis to be comparable with other 

studies due to the small number of studies 

Measures 

Gratitude 

Gratitude is assessed in the selected studies using two established measures of 

gratitude including the 6-item Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ-6; McCullough et al., 2002) 

and the Gratitude Adjective Checklist (GAC; McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002). 

The GQ-6 is a self-report questionnaire that evaluates the disposition to experience 

gratitude in daily life. It consists of 6 question items such as “I have so much in life to 
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be thankful for” where the participant indicates a number on a scale from 1-7 which 

corresponds to how much they agree with the statement (1 = “strongly disagree, 7 = 

strongly agree). The GAC only uses three items to assess frequency of affect adjectives: 

thankful, grateful, and appreciative. For each item, participants identify a number 1 

(“not at all”) through 5 (“extremely”) to indicate how often they experienced that affect 

over the amount of time prompted by the interviewer.  

Subjective Happiness 

Subjective happiness is evaluated across the studies using three different tools.  

The Chinese version of the Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS; Lyubomirsky and 

Lepper, 1999) measures the overall happiness self-reported by an individual using a 7-

point Likert-type scale.  The SHS consists of four items, such as “In general, I consider 

myself…”, which a participant may then indicate “1 = not a very happy person”, or “7 = 

a very happy person”. Another tool utilized in the studies is the 14-item Warwick-

Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale (Tennant et al., 2007). This scale measures the 

general well-being in an individual by asking participants to self-report how often they 

have had the mentioned experience in the last 2 weeks. An experience, for example, 

would be “I’ve been feeling good about myself”. The last tool used to measure 

subjective happiness across the studies is the positive affect subscale of the Positive and 

Negative Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). This subscale has 10 self-

report items that ask the participant to identify the extent they have felt a certain way 

over the past week, for example, “Distressed” or “Enthusiastic”. Participants then 

answer on a 5-point scale, “1 = very slightly or not at all” to “5 = Extremely” .  
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Family Happiness 

Family happiness is measured by a single-item within the ‘Family Well-being’ 

overall measurement which evaluates family health, happiness, and harmony together 

(Wang et al., 2014). The single-item indicator for this measure is “Do you think your 

family is happy?”, which the participant would report a number from the scale, 0 (not at 

all) to 10 (very much).  

Family Harmony 

Family harmony is also measured within the ‘Family Well-being’ overall 

measurement as with a single item. The item referring to family harmony is “Do you 

think your family is harmonious?” which, again, the participant would report a number 

from the scale, 0 (not at all) to 10 (very much). Family harmony is also evaluated using 

the 6-item Parental Sacrifice Scale (Chao & Kaeochinda, 2010) because the scale 

allows participants to acknowledge the sacrifices made by parents for the family’s sake, 

which suggests some level of understanding and appreciation between family members, 

which may then result in a more harmonious family unit. This scale measures the extent 

which children perceive and feel gratitude towards their parents’ hard work and 

sacrifice to ensure a good life for the child. Because this measurement tool has some 

relational quality, such that gratitude towards parents after acknowledging what 

parents/guardians have sacrificed is assessed rather than just feelings or expressions of 

individual gratitude or happiness, we felt it was appropriate to evaluate within this 

construct, however additional analyses excluding this measure would be interesting to 

compare to the results presented in this current study. Participants respond with a 

number 1 (strongly disagree) through 5 (strongly agree) to statements like “My parent 
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has made many sacrifices to give me a better life.” The last component of family 

harmony used in this analysis is measuring flow in family members before and 

following an intervention. Flow is assessed based on how many flow behaviors are 

demonstrated during the evaluation period within a family. Flow behaviors in this sense 

are behaviors that display “…cooperation among family members and discovery and 

utilization of each other’s strengths, (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997)” (Ho et al., 2017).  The 

emphasis on cooperation encouraged researchers to categorize this data in the analysis 

of Family Harmony because recognition of each other’s strengths, as well as a high 

level of cooperation suggests that the family operates rather harmoniously. 
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Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram of the Study Selection Process 

Statistical Analysis 

All the statistical analyses were performed using Meta Essentials, a set of excel 

workbooks for meta-analysis (Surrmond, Van Rhee, & Hak, 2017). Means, standard 

deviations (SD), and test-retest reliability values (r) for each measure from each study 

were collected into our input table for statistical calculations. We conducted analyses in 

various waves according to subgroup measure using the Meta Essentials Workbook 4 

(Differences between dependent groups - continuous data 1.5.xlsx).  

We used the Hedge’s g values calculated by the Meta-Essential Workbook to 

measure effect size in the final analysis because it is more efficient in sample sizes 
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smaller than 20, but roughly the same as Cohen’s d for larger samples (Hedges, 1981, 

Hedges & Olkin, 2014). When interpreting Hedge’s g, you evaluate the strength of 

effect size using the same assumptions as Cohen’s d, such that g = 0.2 is small, g = 0.5 

is medium, and g = 0.8 is large (Hedges, 1981).  

Because we expect variance amongst the different measures in our studies, and 

we assume that these studies represent some random sample, we opted for a random 

effects model for between subgroup weighting (Borenstein et al., 2009). The random 

effects model, rather than a fixed effects model, allows for all studies to carry a narrow 

range of weight regardless of sample size. This technique makes it less likely for small 

sample sizes to be overlooked and for large sample sizes to dominate (Borenstein et al., 

2009). Within subgroups weighting was analyzed using Tau pooled over subgroups.  

Small Study Effect 

 Potential publication bias was assessed through inspection of the trim and fill 

funnel plot indicated by the Meta-Essentials small study effect calculation for each 

subgroup. (Duval and Tweedie, 2000).  
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Results 

The overall effects observed within the four full-text articles suggest that 

gratitude-based interventions have a moderate effect on positive outcomes in family 

units (g = .56, p < .01), such that we may expect some change in positive outcome 

measures. However, we assume that this effect size overestimates the actual effects due 

to studies measuring these different outcomes in the same population over time. To 

address this concern and get more detailed information regarding effect size of the 

individual measures, we conducted individual analyses of the outcome measure 

subgroups following the same statistical methods.  

Gratitude 

 
Figure 3. Forest Plot of Gratitude Using Hedge’s g 

The gratitude outcome measure subgroup was analyzed using a random effects 

model. Based on the small effect size of g =.35 (p < .5), gratitude was not sensitive to 

change given these interventions. Using the Meta-Essential Workbook, publication bias 

was assessed and determined that there were no missing studies to impute, so there was 

no evidence of publication bias in the gratitude subgroup.  
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Subjective Happiness 

 
Figure 4. Forest Plot of Subjective Happiness Using Hedge’s g 

The subjective happiness outcome measure subgroup was analyzed using a 

random effects model. Subjective happiness had an effect size slightly larger than 

moderate, g = .62 ( p < .01), suggesting that subjective happiness is somewhat sensitive 

to change given these interventions. Using the Meta-Essential Workbook, publication 

bias was assessed and determined that there were no missing studies to impute, so there 

was no evidence of publication bias in the subjective happiness subgroup.  
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Family Happiness 

 
Figure 5. Forest Plot of Family Happiness Using Hedge’s g 

The family happiness outcome measure subgroup was analyzed using a random 

effects model. Based on the small effect size of g =.36 (p < .5), family happiness was 

not sensitive to change given these interventions. Using the Meta-Essential Workbook, 

publication bias was assessed and determined that there were no missing studies to 

impute, so there was no evidence of publication bias in the family happiness subgroup.  



 

20 
 

Family Harmony 

 
Figure 6. Forest Plot of Family Harmony Using Hedge’s g  

The family harmony outcome measure subgroup was analyzed using a random 

effects model. Family harmony had a large effect size of g = 1.00 ( p < .05), suggesting 

that family harmony is sensitive to change given these interventions. Using the Meta-

Essential Workbook, publication bias was assessed and was determined that there were 

no missing studies to impute, so there was no evidence of publication bias in the family 

harmony subgroup.  
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Discussion 

 The current study is a meta-analysis focused specifically on the positive 

outcomes of family-focused gratitude interventions. To the author’s knowledge this is 

the first study to systematically review and analyze the results of interventions 

involving gratitude components and examining outcomes related to family units.  

Gratitude-based interventions exercised in family units appear to generate some 

change in positive outcome measures, specifically family harmony and subjective 

happiness. As a result of our analysis, gratitude and family happiness as measures of 

positive outcomes did not appear to be sensitive to change after a gratitude-based 

intervention.  

To test the effect sizes of each subgroup measure, an additional analysis was 

conducted for each measure independently of other studies in different subgroups. 

There were no significant effects of the gratitude-based intervention on reported 

feelings of gratitude. Although seemingly counter-intuitive, an explanation for this may 

be that the time period of the gratitude intervention did not encourage gratitude 

behavior/expression to become habitual or be sustained past the evaluation period, 

which we assume would reveal more significant changes in effect size, such that subject 

would identify as a “more grateful” person after the intervention. It could also be the 

case that many of the participants generally had high positive affect. According to 

Henderson (2009), their findings suggests that a gratitude intervention was more 

effective on a population with generally low positive affect as it was for people with 

generally high positive affect. Alternatively, because the interventions utilized in the 

four articles had some focus on gratitude, along with other focuses (e.g. positive healthy 
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diet), it may be the case that reported feelings of gratitude were not as sensitive to 

change because there was additional emphasis on other behaviors.  

Subjective happiness, however, did yield a significant and moderate effect size, 

suggesting that subjective happiness is sensitive to change after participating in a 

gratitude-based intervention for families. A possible explanation for these results might 

be that increased attention on what we are grateful for shifts overall attention to focus 

on positive aspects in our environment, such that negative aspects seem to affect us less. 

Findings from Wood, Maltby, Stewart, and Joseph (2008) suggest that dispositional 

gratitude is correlated with having a more appreciative and generally positive 

perception of one’s life. It could also be that more positive interactions within a family 

unit facilitates a better general well-being in the individuals that make up the family.  

Family happiness, however, did not follow our hypothesis and revealed no 

significant effects after the intervention. In other words, results suggest that 

participating in a gratitude intervention for families would not yield significant change 

in family happiness over time. Although this does not follow our original assumption, 

these findings may be due to variance in the affect of the individuals within the family, 

such that a person may feel individually happier or more positive, but still harbor 

negative feelings or associations toward family members. Bar-Tal et al. (1977) suggests 

that family obligations and family expectations may decrease the expression of 

gratitude between family members, so even if an intervention has an emphasis on 

gratitude, there may be other factors getting in the way of promoting these positive 

outcomes.  
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Lastly, we examined the effect size of family harmony after gratitude 

interventions and found that family harmony had the largest significant effect, 

suggesting that after employing gratitude-based interventions, we can expect changes in 

subsequent scores of family harmony. It is interesting that family harmony and 

subjective happiness had significant effect sizes while family happiness did not, 

however this may be explained in participants’ understanding of family happiness. 

Reporting whether or not the family is happy requires participants to make assumptions 

about others’ feelings, specifically that sense of individual contentment in family 

members (Lam et al., 2012). Subjective happiness only requires internal reflection and 

family harmony can be observed more directly through familial interactions.  

Limitations 

 This meta-analysis only analyzed four full-text articles that included relevant 

studies of gratitude interventions and positive outcomes, which is a relatively small 

sample pool for a meta-analysis. The overall effect size presented in our findings may 

also be unreliable given the analysis tool’s tendency to overestimate the number of 

subjects being evaluated. We attempted to minimize the possibility of overestimating 

the overall effect size by conducting separate analyses for each construct subgroup so 

that populations would not overlap in the calculations, however it is possible our effect 

size may still be slightly inflated to some degree.  

Another limitation of this study is that we only examined quasi-experimental 

data from the studies and tossed out data that was reported for control groups within the 

Shin 2020 article and the Ho 2019 article. Because we chose not to evaluate data from 

the control groups present in two of the articles for ease of comparison, we do not know 
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whether similar effect sizes would be observed for those groups, which would suggest 

that the gratitude-based intervention may not be operating the way we understand it in 

this study’s results.  

One final limitation to consider is the nature of the interventions utilized in the 

final four articles. Each intervention had a large emphasis on gratitude and elements of 

positive psychology, although some interventions had an additional emphasis like a 

healthy diet or physical activity. Although each is rooted in gratitude, differences in 

effects may be due to the different behaviors/activities emphasized in the interventions, 

such that effect sizes may reflect impacts of the healthy diet focus rather than gratitude.  

Future Directions 

Our study does, however, investigate these effects in cross cultural populations, 

specifically in Asian and American populations. Future research should address how 

culture may have impacted the current findings, especially given the differences in 

attitude towards expressing gratitude in different cultures. For example, European 

Americans tend to possess individualistic ideals that emphasize personal achievement 

and agency (Boehm, Lyubomirsky, & Sheldon, 2011), in contrast to Asian cultures 

where gratitude practices and respect for elders is emphasized in the home and family 

for overall social harmony (Kim, Atkinson, & Umemoto, 2001; Triandis, 1995). Future 

research should also aim to analyze a larger literature base with comparable methods.  

Conclusion 

This study aimed to understand how gratitude interventions may affect positive 

outcomes in family relationships.  Investigating topics like this will ideally bring us 
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closer to helping families improve their relationships and functioning. Findings can be 

used to inform the design and improvement of interventions to better address and 

influence certain outcomes. Because relationships are inherently complex and 

influenced by a myriad of internal and external forces, research has prioritized 

investigating the importance of positive relationships rather than investigating ways to 

effectively foster positive relationships. Research focused on gratitude-based practices 

that cultivate strong appropriate social bonds and relationships would be beneficial to 

the positive psychology field, as well as the developmental psychology field, in 

understanding ways to improve our interpersonal relationships, as well as our own well-

being and ability to cope with life’s events. Because familial relationships lay such an 

important foundation for understanding how to interact with others and the world 

around us, focus on improving these familial relationships would help individuals better 

exist in the social world and connect with others while maintaining their own well-

being and life-satisfaction. If we as a society can emphasize these values in our culture, 

we may be better able to understand and respect one another, such that we collaborate 

more efficiently to address group concerns.  

In a broader context, similar findings related to this topic may be used to 

increase our general communication and collaboration capability with individuals 

different from ourselves by increasing understanding and appreciation for perspectives 

outside our own. In a world that is politically, socially, and racially polarized, learning 

to appropriately understand and respect outside values and opinions is our best way to 

protect ourselves against harmful outcomes and encourage mutually beneficial 

communication and action. 
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