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Abstract
Scientific interest in trait gratitude has burgeoned in recent years. However, the majority of studies on this subject do not take into
account that the level of gratitude may differ depending on the target. The primary aim of this study was to examine the
heterogeneity of a sample of 765 young adults with respect to gratitude toward different interpersonal targets. Six targets of
gratitude were considered: mother, father, grandparent(s), sibling(s), partner, and friend(s). Using latent profile analysis, five
profiles of young adults with similar combinations of gratitude toward different people were identified: (1) primarily grateful to
parents (35.4%), (2) primarily grateful to mother and partner (24.1%), (3) highly grateful to all measured targets (17.1%), (4)
primarily grateful to partner and friend(s) (13%), and (5) not highly grateful to any measured target (10.4%). Latent profiles
differed in terms of gender, well-being and coping strategies. The study suggests that considering different interpersonal targets of
gratitude and using the person-oriented approach may considerably deepen the knowledge on trait gratitude and its relationship
with other variables.
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Introduction

Within the last 20 years, there has been an increasing interest
in psychology in investigating traits that both help a person
live a good and happy life and contribute to the well-being of
others (Peterson and Seligman 2004). One of these traits
(called character strengths in positive psychology) is gratitude,
defined as a generalized tendency (life orientation) at perceiv-
ing and appreciating life’s positive aspects (Wood et al. 2010).

Many studies have confirmed the beneficial role of grati-
tude in human health. A grateful disposition is related to
higher well-being, satisfaction with life, hope and lower stress,
anxiety and depression (McCullough et al. 2002; Wood et al.
2010;Wood et al. 2008). People with higher gratitude evaluate
their physical health as better, report fewer physical symp-
toms, and more often exercise (Emmons and McCullough
2003; Hill et al. 2013). Moreover, gratitude is beneficial for
social functioning: it facilitates establishing and maintaining
relationships, strengthens interpersonal relationships, and

stimulates cooperation and prosocial attitudes (Algoe et al.
2008; Ma et al. 2017).

The majority of previous studies on trait gratitude have fo-
cused on exploring gratitude as a unidimensional construct or
investigating the within-person characteristics of gratitude such
as its facets, elements, components, or forms (Hammer and
Brenner 2019; Lin 2017; McCullough et al. 2002; Morgan
et al. 2017; Watkins et al. 2003). Despite the merits of those
studies, they also have a serious limitation: they usually did not
consider context-specific characteristics of trait gratitude.
Having said that, the contextualization of gratitude research is
important as gratitude-related emotions, thoughts and behav-
iors occur in a specific context; as such, they may not be suf-
ficiently captured with general constructs (Chen 2017).

The current study is focused on one of the contextual char-
acteristics of gratitude: its explicit targets. It relies on the as-
sumption that gratitude can target different people to different
degrees. This assumption is analogous to the one adopted over
a decade ago in studies of forgiveness, which is often viewed
as a character strength closely related to gratitude (Luthans
et al. 2015). For many years, forgiveness had been associated
with forgiving others (Enright and The Human Development
Study Group 1991). Currently, however, many studies take
into account that forgiveness may be oriented toward different
targets (e.g., oneself, others, God; Toussaint and Webb 2005).
Importantly, studies showed that a) people may display differ-
ent levels of forgiveness depending on its target (Toussaint
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et al. 2001; Webb et al. 2006), b) different targets of forgive-
ness may exert a different effect on functioning of the individ-
ual who is doing the forgiving (Macaskill 2012; Svalina and
Webb 2012), and c) distinct factors determine the levels of
forgiveness toward different targets (Hall and Fincham
2005; Ross et al. 2004).

The results of studies on forgiveness lead to the assumption
that in the case of gratitude as well, investigating context-
specific factors such as the targets of gratitude may be fruitful,
providing in-depth understanding of the complex nature of this
character strength. The results of several studies concerning
specific targets of gratitude provide additional arguments for
these assertions. For example, using daily diary methodology,
Gordon et al. (2011) noted that among long-term married cou-
ples, feeling grateful to spouse was significantly related to one’s
own marital satisfaction and predicted the spouse’s satisfaction
as well (see also: Algoe et al. 2008). In another field of research,
Rosmarin et al. (2011) showed that gratitude toward God me-
diated the relationship between trait gratitude and religious
commitment. This study also revealed that the interplay be-
tween religious commitment and gratitude toward God added
unique variance in predicting mental well-being, over and
above general gratitude. In a recent nationwide survey,
Krause et al. (2017) verified relationships between general feel-
ings of gratitude, gratitude to God, and an indicator of blood
sugar control (hemoglobin A1c; HbA1c). General gratitude
was associated with lower levels of HbA1c regardless of gen-
der. By contrast, a negative relationship between gratitude to-
ward God and HbA1c occurred only for women. A
contextualized understanding of gratitude was also introduced
to sports research. For instance, the study conducted by Chen
and Chang (2017) showed that sports-domain gratitude (com-
prising three targets of gratitude: one’s coaches, teammates and
sport-related experiences) explained the variance in athletes’
burnout and team satisfaction, above and beyond domain-
general gratitude.

One limitation of studies on targets of gratitude is that most
of them have been focused on merely one or two specific
targets, without taking into account the associations among
the levels of gratitude toward multiple interpersonal targets.
This study aims to fill this gap, deepening the knowledge
about targets of gratitude toward different people and pushing
forward the research on the relationship between this contex-
tual characteristics of gratitude and other outcomes such as
well-being or coping strategies.

Another limitation of studies on targets of gratitude is that
they employ the variable-oriented approach, which assumes
that people in a particular sample are drawn from a single
homogeneous population, and thus relationships between var-
iables are treated as identical across all individuals (Bergman
et al. 2003; Collins and Lanza 2010). The person-oriented
approach overcomes these limitations. It allows one to study
the similarities and differences among individuals with

consideration to how variables relate to each other. In this
approach, it is assumed that the population is heterogeneous,
and the goal of the analysis is to distinguish subpopulations
that group people with similar traits (i.e., groups that are
internally homogeneous; Berlin et al. 2014). It also assumes
that population subgroups differ meaningfully in various char-
acteristics and relationships (Bergman et al. 2003). With con-
sideration to these reasons, the person-oriented approach was
chosen as an optimal technique for capturing potentially elab-
orate patterns of trait gratitude toward different people.

Current Study

The primary purpose of this study was to identify distinct
profiles of individuals with similar combinations of levels of
gratitude toward different interpersonal targets. The following
targets of gratitude were taken into account: gratitude toward
one’s mother, father, grandparent(s), sibling(s), partner, and
friend(s). The targets of gratitude were chosen with respect
to the phase of development of the participants (i.e., young
adulthood) and the developmental tasks they faced (Glover
2000; Lenz 2001). Hence, the study involved both members
of the family of origin and non-family close people.

To the best of the author’s knowledge, no previous studies
could serve as a direct source of hypothesis on the number and
shape of profiles of gratitude levels toward different people.
Therefore, this research is exploratory in nature, and so no
specific hypotheses on the exact number and shape of profiles
were formulated. Nonetheless, it was assumed that there
would be at least three distinct profiles: one grouping people
with high levels of gratitude toward all measured interpersonal
targets, one with low levels of all these variables, and at least
one with diversified levels of gratitude depending on its target.

The secondary aim of this study was to explore the rela-
tionships between the levels of gratitude toward different tar-
gets, covariates, and outcome variables. More specifically,
gender was examined as a potential predictor of latent profile
membership. Because some evidence (e.g., Froh et al. 2010;
Kashdan et al. 2009) suggests that women may have higher
trait gratitude than men, it was expected that the proportion of
women to men will be higher in the profiles with higher levels
of trait gratitude toward different targets than in profiles with
lower levels of these variables. Moreover, the study investi-
gated whether people who follow distinct patterns of gratitude
toward interpersonal targets differ significantly in terms of
well-being and coping strategies. Several experimental and
correlational studies have confirmed a positive relationship
between gratitude and well-being (McCullough et al. 2002;
Nezlek et al. 2019; Wood et al. 2010). As for the relationship
between gratitude and coping strategies, the evidence is rather
scarce. Nevertheless, some studies have suggested that for
grateful people , coping stra tegies may serve as
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psychological resources. For instance, Wood et al. (2007)
found that grateful people more often used adaptive coping
(namely, emotional and instrumental support, active coping,
positive reinterpretation, and planning) and less frequently
engaged in maladaptive coping (namely, behavioral
disengagement, substance use, self-blame, and denial) than
people with low gratitude. Lau and Cheng (2017) found sim-
ilar results in a study carried out among 101 Chinese familial
caregivers of people with dementia. This study found that
gratitude was positively related to positive reframing, accep-
tance, humor, emotional social support seeking, and religious
coping. Given these results, in the current study, people who
belong to the profile with high levels of trait gratitude toward
all measured interpersonal targets are predicted to display
higher well-being and use more constructive coping strategies
than members of the profile with low levels of gratitude re-
gardless of the target. Due to the lack of relevant theoretical
premises, no specific hypotheses regarding members of pro-
file(s) with diversified levels of gratitude depending on its
target were formulated. Nevertheless, it was expected that
those people will significantly differ in well-being and coping
strategies in contrast to the two more uniform profiles.

Methods

Participants

The study was carried out among 1,183 students of five uni-
versities in the southern part of Poland. Only data obtained
from people who had sibling(s) and were in a romantic rela-
tionship were used in the current analyses. Thus, calculations
were performed for 765 students, including 488 women
(63.8%) and 277 men (36.2%). The mean age of the partici-
pants was 20.53 (SD = 2.33). Most of them were students of
social sciences (66.4%), in their first year (85.3%), and study-
ing full-time (82.1%). Almost two-thirds of the students lived
with their parents, 21.8% rented flats, 7.1% had their own
flats, and 5.1% lived in dormitories.

Measures

Gratitude toward Different Interpersonal Targets

Levels of gratitude toward different people were measured
with single items, beginning with the phrase: “How grateful
are you to your…?” The following targets of gratitude were
included: mother, father, grandparent(s), sibling(s), partner,
and friend(s). Responses were collected using a unipolar 5-
point scale with only the endpoints labeled (1 = “I am not
grateful at all.” and 5 = “I am very grateful.”). The measure
is presented in Online Resource 1.

Single items for measuring gratitude toward different inter-
personal targets were chosen in this study for several reasons.
To begin with, the author intended to reduce fatigue and frus-
tration in the respondents that could result from answering a
high number of similar questions. This was done after consid-
eration of research results showing that survey fatigue in-
creases response bias and reduces data completion and data
quality (Fan and Yan 2010; Meade and Craig 2012; Rolstad
et al. 2011). Moreover, using single items to measure psycho-
logical constructs is recommended when the construct is nar-
row in scope, concrete, unidimensional, and unambiguous to
the respondent (Rossiter 2002; Sackett and Larson 1990).
According to Kashdan et al. (2009), gratitude is a simple con-
struct for people to grasp; thus, it can be measured successful-
ly with one or two items. This assumption has been also con-
firmed by the results of studies on gratitude in which very
short measures were used instead of multiple-item scales
(Graham 1988; Jans-Beken et al. 2018; Layous et al. 2017;
Visserman et al. 2018). Taking into consideration these pre-
mises and the fact that in this study the respondents were
asked about levels of gratitude toward specific, well-defined
persons from their lives, measurement using single items was
found to be adequate and sufficient.

So as to ensure the quality of data collected using the mea-
sures of gratitude, the test-retest reliability method for grati-
tude items was applied. A subsample of the participants (384
students: 231 women and 153 men) completed this measure
again 6 weeks after the first assessment. Test-retest reliability
coefficients ranged from .74 for gratitude toward the partner to
.85 for gratitude toward the mother, indicating satisfactory
reliability of the applied measures.

Well-Being

Mental Health Continuum—Short Form (MHC-SF; Keyes
2002) in the Polish adaptation by Karaś et al. (2014) was used
to measure the participants’ well-being. MHC-SF is com-
prised of 14 items constituting three facets of well-being: emo-
tional (3 items), social (5 items) and psychological well-being
(6 items). The participants answered using the following re-
sponse options: “never,” “once or twice,” “about once a
week,” “about two or three times a week,” “almost every
day,” and “every day.” The indices of particular facets of
well-beingwere obtained by adding the responses to particular
items. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the three
subscales of MHC-SF ranges from .84 (“emotional well-be-
ing”) to .87 (“psychological well-being”).

Coping Strategies

Coping strategies were measured with the Polish adaptation
(Juczyński and Ogińska-Bulik 2009) of 28-item Brief COPE
(Carver 1997), which is an abridged version of the 60-item
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COPE Inventory (Carver et al. 1989). Brief COPE includes 14
two-item subscales: 1) self-distraction, 2) active coping, 3)
denial, 4) substance use, 5) use of emotional support, 6) use
of instrumental support, 7) behavioral disengagement, 8)
venting, 9) positive reframing, 10) planning, 11) humor, 12)
acceptance, 13) religion, and 14) self-blame. In this study, Brief
COPE was adjusted to measure situational coping, namely,
coping with stressful academic situations. The participants
were asked to assess whether and to what extent they used
particular coping strategies when facing stressful situations in
the university setting. Several examples of academic stressful
situations were given to the participants, i.e., taking a test or an
exam, giving an oral presentation to the class, having an argu-
ment with a professor or another student, having too much
academic work to do, and feeling lonely or isolated. The re-
spondents evaluated each item on a 4-point rating scale ranging
from 0 to 3 (0 = “I haven’t been doing this at all,” 1 = “I’ve been
doing this a little bit,” 2 = “I’ve been doing this to a medium
extent,” 3 = “I’ve been doing this a lot”). Subscale scores were
derived by adding the responses to relevant items. In this study,
internal consistency assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coeffi-
cient was satisfactory for all coping strategies (from α = .62
for “venting” to α = .90 for “substance use” and “religion”).

Procedure

All respondents were informed about the anonymity and con-
fidentiality of the study, voluntary participation, and their right
to withdraw from the study at any point. Each participant was
given the research questionnaire and was asked to fill it out
within two weeks. To minimize the number of refusals to
participate, when handing out the set of questionnaires, the
researcher emphasized that the questionnaires were short and
completing them would not take more than 10 to 15 min
(Galesic and Bosnjak 2009). In addition, when handing out
the questionnaires, the researcher emphasized it was important
to complete the questionnaires carefully and diligently and
asked the respondents to check that all questions were an-
swered before returning the questionnaires. The same request
was also written on the last page of the questionnaires. Apart
from that, questionnaire design and layout were planned so as
to reduce boredom or disengagement from the research
(Toepoel et al. 2009). Thus, a maximum of 14 items were
presented on each page. The questionnaires were given back
by 92% students who were asked to participate.

Data Analysis

The analyses were preceded by exploration of missing data
mechanisms and patterns of missingness. Little’s Missing
Completely at Random (MCAR) test (Little and Rubin
1987) was applied to examine whether data were missing
completely at random. Missing data were imputed with

maximum likelihood (ML) estimates using the expectation-
maximization (EM) algorithm (Allison 2003). After imputa-
tion, descriptive statistics, along with correlation coefficients
for different interpersonal targets of trait gratitude, were cal-
culated. Then, means for gratitude toward different people
were compared with each other using repeated ANOVA
contrasts.

Next, to identify latent profiles with distinct patterns of
gratitude toward different targets and to test their associations
with external variables, a three-step approach was employed
(Vermunt 2010) to avoid affecting the composition of latent
profiles by covariates. In the first step, a latent profile model
was built based on indicator variables, i.e., targets of gratitude.
The goal was achieved by employing latent profile analysis
(LPA), which is an extension of latent class analysis that uses
continuous variables as indicators of profile membership
(Collins and Lanza 2010). LPA sorts individuals into groups
of subjects who are similar to each other and different from the
other groups, based on the individuals’ values of indicators.
Although this method is similar to traditional clustering pro-
cedures (such as K-Means or hierarchical clustering) in terms
of its goal, many scholars have pointed out that LPA offers
substantial advantages over them: it is more practical and has
more power for detecting the optimal number of profiles
(Magidson and Vermunt 2002).

Because the expected number of profiles was unknown, an
exploratory method of determining the optimal number of
profiles was used. Models containing from 1 to 7 profiles were
evaluated using the following information criteria based on
the model log likelihood: Bayesian Information Criterion
(BIC), Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), and the sample-
size adjusted BIC (SABIC; Vermunt 2010). Lower values of
these indices suggest a better-fitted model. In addition, to as-
sess the precision with which the participants are classified
into latent profiles, the entropy value was calculated. A higher
value of entropy (i.e., closer to 1) indicates better latent profile
separation (Berlin et al. 2014). To test the validity of the local
independence assumption, bivariate residuals (BVRs) were
analyzed. The values of BVRs greater than 3.84 identify cor-
relations between the pairs of indicators that have not been
explained by the model at α = .05 (Vermunt and Magidson
2005). In addition to these statistical indices, models were also
evaluated on their substantive interpretability to determine if
the profiles truly represent different categories, rather than
being artifacts (Collins and Lanza 2010). For this reason, pro-
file size was also considered when determining the optimal
number of profiles: models that produced profiles representing
less than 5% of the total sample were not further examined.

After building a latent profile model, the participants were
assigned to latent profiles on the basis of their probability
scores (step 2). In the third step, these probability scores were
related to external variables (i.e., gender as a predictor and
well-being and coping strategies as outcomes). Wald test
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was performed to examine the significance of the relationships
between profile membership and all external variables. For
gender, profile specific probabilities and the latent profile dis-
tribution for different gender values were calculated usingML
adjustment method (Vermunt 2010). For well-being and cop-
ing strategies, mean differences were tested across the latent
profiles, with BCH adjustment method (Bolck et al. 2004). All
calculations were performed using Latent GOLD 5.1
(Vermunt and Magidson 2005) and IBM SPSS Statistics ver-
sion 25 (IBM Corp. 2017). For the second and third steps of
the analysis, so-called Step3 in LatentGOLD 5.1 was used to
correct for downward-biased estimates of the strength of the
relationships resulting from uncertainty in latent profile mem-
bership (Vermunt 2010). The datasets generated during and/or
analyzed during the current study are available from the au-
thor on reasonable request.

Results

Missing Data and Preliminary Analysis

The percentage of missing values was 0.79%. The results of
Little’s test (χ2(910) = 942.4; p > .05) suggested that data were
missing completely at random, which made imputation by
EM algorithm possible (Allison 2003).

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and bivariate correla-
tions for all study variables. The participants scored high or
moderately high in all the measured targets of gratitude. Young
adults were the most grateful to their mothers. Gratitude toward
the mother was significantly higher than gratitude toward the
father (F = 131.91; p < .001; partial η2 = .15), grandparent(s)
(F = 156.05; p < .001; partial η2 = .17), sibling(s) (F = 257.65;
p < .001; partial η2 = .25), the partner (F = 29.48, p < .001; par-
tial η2 = .04), and friend(s) (F = 220.62; p < .001; partial
η2 = .22). Moreover, gratitude toward the partner was higher
than gratitude toward the father (F = 24.02, p < .001; partial
η2 = .03), grandparent(s) (F = 39.79, p < .001; partial
η2 = .05), sibling(s) (F = 58.29, p < .001; partial η2 = .07), and
friend(s) (F = 84.35, p < .001; partial η2 = .10). Additionally,
gratitude toward the father was higher than toward friend(s)
(F = 5.49, p < .001; partial η2 = .02).

Levels of gratitude toward different people were only weak-
ly or moderately positively related to each other (i.e., all corre-
lation coefficients were lower than .4), which suggested that
they measured different constructs and thus justified applying
LPA. In addition, gratitude levels correlated weakly with gen-
der, well-being, and coping strategies (Table 1).

LPA Profiles

Table 2 presents the results of LPA for the levels of gratitude
toward different targets. The information criteria BIC, AIC

and SABIC decreased consequently with the addition of
latent profiles. As Morin et al. (2016) noted, this is frequent
with larger samples, and in such a situation, a decision based
on “elbow-plot” rather than on the lowest values of informa-
tion criteria is recommended. In this study, the graphic presen-
tation of the information criteria suggested a five-profile solu-
tion. Moreover, the rejection of six- and seven-profile solu-
tions was supported by a very low frequency for the smallest
profile, suggesting the instability of such models (Table 2).
Based on these results, the six- and seven-profile solutions
were rejected, and the four- and five-profile solutions were
investigated more closely. All information criteria indicated
that the five-profile solution fitted data better than the four-
profile version. Moreover, a conditional bootstrap (“Bootstrap
-2LL Diff”) procedure showed that the five-profile solution
provided a significant improvement over the four-profile so-
lution (−2LL Diff = 1590.55; p < .001; Vermunt and
Magidson 2005). Similar results supporting the five-profile
model were yielded by the analysis of BVRs. For the four-
profile model, five BVRs exceeded the value of 3.84, indicat-
ing the violation of the assumption of local independence. By
contrast, for the five-profile model, all BVRs turned out to be
non-significant. Thus, although the value of entropy was min-
imally higher for the four-profile than for the five-profile mod-
el (.95 vs .94), after taking into consideration all the results,
the four-profile solution was ultimately rejected, and the five-
profile solution was chosen as fitting data best.

Table 3 and Fig. 1 present five latent profiles identified by
LPA. The most numerous, Profile 1 (35.4%), was labeled
“primarily grateful to parents.” Members of this profile had
a high level of gratitude toward both the mother and the father
and a medium level of gratitude toward other people. Profile 2
(24.1%; “primarily grateful to mother and partner”) was char-
acterized by high gratitude toward the mother and the partner,
somewhat low gratitude toward the father, and medium grat-
itude toward other people. For Profile 3 (17.1%; “highly grate-
ful to all measured targets”), levels of gratitude for all mea-
sured interpersonal targets were high. Profile 4 (13%; “primar-
ily grateful to partner and friend(s)”) was composed of young
adults with high gratitude toward their partner and friend(s)
but relatively low gratitude toward immediate family mem-
bers. The least numerous, Profile 5 (10.4%; “not highly grate-
ful to any measured target”), grouped people with relatively
low levels of gratitude regardless of its target.

Gender as a Covariate of Profile Membership

The results of Wald test (Wald = 15,39; p = .004) showed that
gender was a significant predictor of profile membership. The
proportion of women tomenwas higher in individuals primarily
grateful to mother and partner (Profile 2) and individuals pri-
marily grateful to partner and friend(s) (Profile 4) than in indi-
viduals primarily grateful to parents (Profile 1; Wald2–1 = 8.03;
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p = .005; Wald4–1 = 4.87; p = .027), highly grateful to all mea-
sured targets (Profile 3; Wald2–3 = 7.95; p = .005; Wald4–3 =
5.34; p = .021), and not highly grateful to any measured target
(Profile 5; Wald2–5 = 5.87; p = .015; Wald4–5 = 4.32; p = .038).
Table 4 shows profile-specific probabilities of the covariate and
the latent profile distribution for different gender values.

Relationship between Profile Membership
and Outcome Variables

Well-Being

Table 5 presents mean differences in well-being and coping
strategies across the latent profiles. Online Resource 2 shows a
summary of the results. All aspects of well-being were affect-
ed by profile membership, which was indicated by the signif-
icant value of Wald test (Table 5). Young adults who were
highly grateful to all measured targets (Profile 3) displayed
higher emotional, social and psychological well-being than
young adults belonging to other profiles. Moreover, people
primarily grateful to parents (Profile 1) had higher levels of
all aspects of well-being than people primarily grateful to

mother and partner (Profile 2), higher social well-being than
young adults primarily grateful to partner and friend(s)
(Profile 4), and higher emotional and social well-being than
people not highly grateful to any measured target (Profile 5).
Additionally, people primarily grateful to partner and friend(s)
(Profile 4) had higher emotional well-being than people not
highly grateful to any measured target (Profile 5).

Coping Strategies

Significant mean differences in coping strategies across the
profiles were noted for 8 out of 14 strategies. Generally speak-
ing, young adults not highly grateful to any measured target
(Profile 5) used fewer constructive strategies than people in
the other profiles. Specifically, members of this profile used
active coping and emotional support less frequently than other
people. Those participants also used religion less often com-
pared to people primarily grateful to parents (Profile 1), people
highly grateful to all measured targets (Profile 3) and people
primarily grateful to partner and friend(s) (Profile 4).
Moreover, they used less instrumental support compared to
people highly grateful to all measured targets (Profile 3) and

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations between levels of gratitude toward different interpersonal targets and external variables

Variables M SD Range 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gratitude toward mother 4.63 0.85 1–5 1

2. Gratitude toward father 4.09 1.28 1–5 .39*** 1

3. Gratitude toward grandparent(s) 4.05 1.10 1–5 .21*** .28*** 1

4. Gratitude toward sibling(s) 4.01 1.01 1–5 .38*** .35*** .34*** 1

5. Gratitude toward partner 4.38 0.99 1–5 .08* .01 .09* .18*** 1

6. Gratitude toward friend(s) 3.96 0.96 1–5 .08* .11** .20*** .23*** .24*** 1

7. Gender – – – .01 .09* .11** −.03 −.05 −.06
8. Emotional well-being 11.95 3.14 0–15 .08* .15*** .10** .14*** .20*** .20***

9. Social well-being 15.86 5.34 0–25 .11** .20*** .17*** .16*** .08* .28***

10. Psychological well-being 23.31 6.39 0–30 .03 .12** .10** .08* .12** .23***

11. Self-distraction 2.87 1.50 0–6 .05 −.06 .01 .03 .01 .01

12. Active coping 3.83 1.32 0–6 .03 .06 −.05 .06 .14*** .04

13. Denial 1.39 1.49 0–6 .01 −.01 .04 .04 −.10** −.06
14. Substance use 0.82 1.47 0–6 −.04 −.10** −.02 −.07 −.14*** .03

15. Emotional support 3.98 1.62 0–6 .08* −.03 .04 .09* .22*** .21***

16. Instrumental support 3.74 1.55 0–6 .10** −.01 .08* .12** .17*** .13***

17. Behavioral disengagement 1.46 1.40 0–6 −.03 −.06 .03 −.01 −.07 −.06
18. Venting 2.88 1.56 0–6 .01 −.06 .02 .04 .06 .02

19. Positive reframing 3.04 1.44 0–6 −.01 .04 .03 .06 .12** .12**

20. Planning 3.78 1.40 0–6 .02 −.01 .05 .07 .09* .04

21. Humor 2.11 1.53 0–6 −.07 −.03 .02 −.01 −.04 .10**

22. Acceptance 3.19 1.42 0–6 −.01 −.04 .03 .02 .05 .11**

23. Religion 1.87 2.04 0–6 .09* .17*** .13*** .08* .13*** .10**

24. Self-blame 2.75 1.87 0–6 .03 −.03 −.02 .03 −.05 −.06

M: mean; SD: standard deviation; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. Gender was dummy-coded (0–women, 1–men)
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people primarily grateful to mother and partner (Profile 2);
and less positive reframing compared to people highly grateful
to all measured targets (Profile 3) and people primarily grate-
ful to partner and friend(s) (Profile 4). At the same time, how-
ever, young adults not highly grateful to any measured target
(Profile 5) used some more adaptive strategies: they more
often resorted to humor when coping with stress than young
adults primarily grateful to parents (Profile 1) and those pri-
marily grateful to mother and partner (Profile 2), and they
blamed themselves less than young adults primarily grateful
to parents (Profile 1), to mother and partner (Profile 2), and to
partner and friend(s) (Profile 4).

A few differences in coping strategies were also noted be-
tween young adults in Profiles 1–4. Compared to people pri-
marily grateful to parents (Profile 1), people highly grateful to
all measured targets (Profile 3) more frequently used emotion-
al and instrumental support, positive reframing, humor and
religion; people primarily grateful to partner and friend(s)
(Profile 4) more often displayed humor; and people primarily
grateful to mother and partner (Profile 2) more frequently used
emotional and instrumental support and venting, but they
were less frequently engaged in religion. Moreover, young
adults primarily grateful to mother and partner (Profile 2) used
humor less often than young adults highly grateful to all

measured targets (Profile 3) and those primarily grateful to
partner and friend(s) (Profile 4); they were also less engaged
in positive reframing and religion, and they blamed them-
selves more often than young adults highly grateful to all
measured targets (Profile 3).

Discussion

As expected, the study revealed the heterogeneity of the stud-
ied sample in terms of levels of gratitude toward different
interpersonal targets. This finding is important in itself be-
cause it shows the need to investigate the contextual charac-
teristics of gratitude, such as its targets, using a person-
oriented approach. Significantly, the meaningfulness of the
established profiles was supported by the relationship between
profile membership and external variables like gender, well-
being, and coping strategies.

Two of the identified profiles corresponded to gratitude un-
derstood as a general disposition: members of Profile 3
(17.1%) consistently had a high level of gratitude toward var-
ious people, whereas members of Profile 5 (10.4%) consistent-
ly had a somewhat low level of gratitude regardless of the
target. As expected, people highly grateful to all measured

Table 2 Summary of the model selection criteria of LPA

Model LL #p BIC AIC SABIC Entropy Smallest profile (%)

1-Profile −6618.13 12 13,315.94 13,260.26 13,277.83 – –

2-Profile −4459.98 25 9085.96 8969.97 9006.58 .93 22.6

3-Profile −2952.61 38 6157.54 5981.23 6036.88 .96 21.8

4-Profile −2708.32 51 4847.26 4610.63 4685.31 .95 7.9

5-Profile −1913.05 64 4251.04 3954.09 4047.82 .94 10.3

6-Profile −1710.61 77 3932.50 3575.22 3687.99 .96 4.1

7-Profile −1596.96 90 3791.52 3373.93 3505.73 .96 2.3

LL: model Log-likelihood; #p: number of parameters; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion; AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; SABIC: sample-size
adjusted BIC. Bold values represent a best-fitting model

Table 3 Conditional response means, standard deviations, and the range of means of the 5-profile solution

Profiles % n Interpersonal targets of gratitude Range of means

Mother Father Grandparent(s) Sibling(s) Partner Friend(s)
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Profile 1 35.4 271 5.00 (0.02) 5.00 (0.04) 4.08 (0.89) 4.14 (0.76) 4.09 (0.96) 3.93 (0.80) 3.67–4.83

Profile 2 24.1 184 5.00 (0.03) 2.95 (1.01) 3.79 (1.05) 3.86 (0.88) 4.49 (0.79) 3.81 (0.85) 3.33–4.50

Profile 3 17.1 131 5.00 (0.03) 5.00 (0.05) 5.00 (0.04) 5.00 (0.04) 5.00 (0.04) 4.45 (0.73) 4.67–5.00

Profile 4 13.0 99 3.39 (1.04) 3.56 (1.20) 3.67 (1.18) 3.38 (0.90) 5.00 (0.04) 4.14 (0.82) 3.00–4.33

Profile 5 10.4 80 3.41 (0.97) 2.84 (1.07) 3.50 (0.98) 3.10 (0.87) 3.27 (0.98) 3.40 (0.88) 2.33–3.83

M =mean; SD = standard deviation. Theoretical points for gratitude items ranged from 1 to 5. Profile 1: primarily grateful to parents; Profile 2: primarily
grateful to mother and partner; Profile 3: highly grateful to all measured targets; Profile 4: primarily grateful to partner and friend(s); Profile 5: not highly
grateful to any measured target
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targets displayed higher well-being and generally used more
constructive coping strategies than members of the other pro-
files. By contrast, people with relatively low gratitude toward
all measured targets had a lower level of well-being than most
profiles (except for Profile 2: primarily grateful to mother and
partner) and less often used active coping and emotional sup-
port than members of other profiles; compared to most profiles
(again, except for Profile 2), they also used religion less often.
These results are consistent with the results of studies showing
positive relationships between gratitude and well-being
(Nezlek et al. 2019; Wood et al. 2010), adaptive coping (Lau
and Cheng 2017; Wood et al. 2007) and religiosity (Emmons
and Kneezel 2005; Rosmarin et al. 2011).

These two profiles accounted for 27.5% of the whole sam-
ple. The other young adults manifested varied levels of grati-
tude depending on the target. People who were most diversified
in terms of the levels of gratitude toward different targets were
grouped in Profiles 2 and 4. Members of Profile 2 felt a high
level of gratitude toward their mother and partner, but a some-
what low level of gratitude toward the father, and a medium
level of gratitude toward the grandparent(s), sibling(s) and

friend(s). Individuals from Profile 4, who were primarily grate-
ful to partner and friend(s), seemed to compensate for their
potentially unsatisfactory relationships with family members
by reorienting their gratitude toward people from outside the
family of origin: in this case, the partner and friend(s).
Interestingly, the proportion of women to men was higher in
those two profiles than in other profiles. This result suggests
more complicated associations between gender and latent pro-
file membership than were hypothesized on the basis of the
results of previous studies. This leads to the initial hypothesis
that women may have a tendency toward greater differentiation
of gratitude depending on the target, which in the case of weak-
ened relationships with immediate family member(s) translates
to a focus of gratitude on close people outside the family. It is
also worth noticing that people belonging to those two profiles
have a relatively low level of well-being compared with people
highly grateful to all measured targets (Profile 3) and, to a lesser
degree, people primarily grateful to parents (Profile 1). This
result suggests that relatively low gratitude toward the father
(Profile 2) or family members in general (Profile 4) may have a
negative impact on one’s level of well-being despite having a
high level of gratitude to non-family close people.

The results of comparing of well-being and coping strategies
between Profiles 4 and 5 seem intriguing.What is the difference
between people with relatively low levels of gratitude toward
most family members but high gratitude toward the partner and
friend(s) and people with somewhat low levels of gratitude
regardless of the target? First, the former group is more satisfied
with their lives and experiences more positive emotions than
the latter one. Second, regarding coping strategies, people pri-
marily grateful to non-family close people more often seek
emotional support and more often use active coping, positive
reframing and religion than people with relatively low gratitude
toward all measured targets. On the one hand, they can engage
their cognitive resources better than people from Profile 5 to
transform and confront the problem, and on the other hand, they

Fig. 1 Five-profile model of
aspects of gratitude

Table 4 The results of step-three analysis for gender as a predictor of
profile membership

Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3 Profile 4 Profile 5

Profile specific probabilities of gender

Female .595 .729 .573 .726 .571

Male .405 .271 .427 .274 .429

Latent profile distribution for genders

Female .330 .275 .154 .149 .093

Male .396 .180 .202 .099 .121

Profile 1: primarily grateful to parents (35.4%); Profile 2: primarily grate-
ful to mother and partner (24.1%); Profile 3: highly grateful to all mea-
sured targets (17.1%); Profile 4: primarily grateful to partner and friend(s)
(13%); Profile 5: not highly grateful to any measured target (10.4%)
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are open to seeking emotional support and relief both in hori-
zontal relationships (with partner and friend(s)) and vertical
ones (with God/Higher Being, etc.). Thus, although they may
pay some costs in terms of well-being due to the relatively low
level of gratitude to most family members, their high level of
gratitude to the partner and friend(s) seems to be a protecting
factor, providing themwith relatively adaptive coping strategies
(Lau and Cheng 2017; Lin 2015).

In comparing these two profiles, it should also be pointed
out that people not highly grateful to any measured target less
often felt self-blame in stressful situations compared to people
primarily grateful to partner and friend(s) (as well as compared
to people primarily grateful to parents (Profile 1) and to moth-
er and partner (Profile 2)). On this basis, it can be supposed
that young adults with relatively low gratitude regardless of
the target make external attributions of their failures, which
may lead to grudges and strong feelings of resentment toward
others. These processes may make forgiveness difficult for
them, which also blocks the arousal of gratitude and prevents
them from changing their perspective to be able to appreciate
what they receive from others (Luthans et al. 2015).

Having described differences between people primarily
grateful to partner and friends and people not highly grateful

to any measured target, it is worth pointing out one similarity
between people from these profiles. They used humor as a
strategy of coping with stress more often than people primar-
ily grateful to parents and people primarily grateful to mother
and partner (Profiles 1 and 2). Perhaps these individuals, pre-
sumably not having strong bonds with the members of their
families, are especially inclined to resort to humor for
affiliative and self-enhancement purposes (Martin et al.
2003). However, it should be mentioned that in the Brief
COPE (Carver 1997), humor is measured using two quite
general items: “I’ve been making jokes about it” and “I’ve
been making fun of the situation.” Since previous studies
using this tool have not shown clearly whether the use of such
operationalized humor is a constructive coping strategy (see
Litman 2006), in future studies, it would be worth applying
specific instruments measuring styles of humor, considering
both their adaptive and maladaptive functions (e.g., Humor
Styles Questionnaire; Martin et al. 2003).

Strengths and Limitations of the Study

To the best of the author’s knowledge, this is the first study to
explore the relationships between levels of trait gratitude

Table 5 Relationship between LPA membership and outcome variables

Outcomes Wald Estimated means for LPA profiles Paired comparisons between profiles

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 3 3 4
2 3 4 5 3 4 5 4 5 5

Well-being

Emotional 47.90*** 12.12 11.26 13.25 12.06 10.67 8.40 13.82 11.69 33.86 7.42 31.76 7.03

Social 52.28*** 16.41 14.47 18.23 15.01 14.39 14.25 10.51 5.25 9.72 38.08 21.52 27.87

Psychological 26.84*** 23.55 21.81 25.38 23.44 22.34 8.19 7.40 24.24 4.49 12.34

Coping strategies

Self-distraction 7.12 2.72 3.06 3.02 2.73 2.92

Active coping 11.18* 3.83 3.79 3.95 4.05 3.43 6.02 4.41 8.09 9.01

Denial 1.22 1.35 1.48 1.39 1.30 1.45

Substance use 8.56 0.72 0.86 0.84 0.65 1.24

Emotional support 23.42*** 3.82 4.25 4.22 4.12 3.32 7.85 5.14 5.72 17.15 14.16 9.94

Instrumental support 20.93*** 3.60 4.03 3.98 3.70 3.24 9.08 5.23 15.39 11.51

Behavioral disengagement 5.04 1.40 1.44 1.37 1.52 1.80

Venting 11.48* 2.66 3.14 2.95 2.96 2.77 10.25

Positive reframing 16.93** 2.92 2.95 3.44 3.24 2.79 11.31 8.48 10.73 4.64

Planning 6.14 3.74 3.86 3.86 3.91 3.47

Humor 13.52** 1.98 1.89 2.34 2.37 2.39 4.11 4.81 4.91 5.57 6.02 6.31

Acceptance 5.76 3.07 3.18 3.36 3.37 3.11

Religion 24.10*** 1.99 1.48 2.44 1.92 1.31 6.88 3.94 8.23 15.61 16.43 4.18

Self-blame 10.68* 2.78 2.94 2.49 2.98 2.31 3.98 4.62 6.47 5.40

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001;M1–M5: estimated means for profiles 1–5. Profile 1: primarily grateful to parents (35.4%); Profile 2: primarily grateful
to mother and partner (24.1%); Profile 3: highly grateful to all measured targets (17.1%); Profile 4: primarily grateful to partner and friend(s) (13%);
Profile 5: not highly grateful to any measured target (10.4%). For mean differences between the latent profiles, only Wald’s values significant at least at
.05 are presented
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toward different interpersonal targets using the person-
oriented approach. Numerous differences in gender, well-
being and coping strategies across the latent profiles support
the meaningfulness of the established profiles and concurrent
validity of LPA-generated model (Berlin et al. 2014).

Despite a number of strengths, this study has some limita-
tions that should be addressed. First, although the test-retest
coefficients for gratitude items were satisfactory in the current
study, using single items to assess the levels of gratitude could
reduce intra- and inter-individual variability. Nonetheless, grat-
itude items turned out to be sufficiently sensitive to capture
differences in levels of gratitude toward different people across
the profiles. Second, the study did not consider the characteris-
tics of the family of origin (such as having divorced or separat-
ed parents or growing up in a single-parent family) as a poten-
tial covariate of profile membership. Third, only some of the
most likely targets of gratitude, being members of immediate
family and non-family close people, were included in the study.
It cannot be discounted that the young adults who were not
highly grateful to any of the six targets considered in this study
may have been highly grateful to other people. Thus, in future
research it is recommended to take into account other interper-
sonal targets such as uncles and aunts, teachers, neighbors,
doctors, psychologists, and acquaintances.

Another limitation of the study stems from the sample,
which was collected using convenience sampling. Further re-
search is needed to examine whether the number and shapes
of the profiles will be replicated across other samples.

When interpreting relationships between latent profile mem-
bership and outcome variables, the cross-sectional design of the
study should be taken into account. Because the directions of
these relationships were solely based on theoretical consider-
ations and evidence from previous studies, causal relationships
between the variables cannot be inferred. However, the primary
purpose of this study was to demonstrate the usefulness of a
person-oriented approach in examining gratitude by providing
evidence for the heterogeneity of the sample with respect to
levels of trait gratitude toward different people. After examin-
ing the similarities of profile solutions in other samples, it
would be worthwhile in future studies to take a closer look at
causal relationships and mechanisms involved in both the an-
tecedents and consequences of these profiles.

Conclusions

This study proved that the sample of young adults was hetero-
geneous with regard to the levels of gratitude toward different
interpersonal targets. Only approximately 28% of young adults
had a similar level of gratitude irrespective of the target. In the
other individuals, differences were found in terms of the level
of gratitude depending on its target. What is important is that
belonging to different profiles of gratitude was determined by

gender and was related to important outcomes such as well-
being and coping strategies. This study suggests that, at least in
the case of some research problems, both considering differ-
ences in trait gratitude depending on the target and using a
person-oriented approach to explore that gratitude would pro-
vide a more holistic picture for the complex nature of gratitude
and its relationships with other variables. In addition, studying
this issue using the person-oriented approach may provide
practical guidelines for consultants and therapists in their work
with clients, tailored to the specific needs of subgroups of cli-
ents who struggle with the feeling of being ungrateful toward a
particular member of the family, partner or friend.
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