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Abstract
The identification of psychological strengths that foster healthy development in youth has become a major topic of exploration 
in the field of positive psychology. Gratitude is a trait-like characteristic with qualities indicative of a potential psychological 
strength that may serve as a protective factor for early adolescents in the face of stressful life events (SLEs). This two-wave 
longitudinal study utilized data from a sample of 830 middle school students from the Southeastern United States. Path 
analysis was employed to investigate gratitude’s role as a moderator in the relations between prior SLEs and early adolescents’ 
frequencies of externalizing and internalizing coping behaviors. The interaction between SLEs and gratitude significantly 
predicted early adolescents’ subsequent frequencies of externalizing behaviors, but not internalizing behaviors. The results 
provided support for gratitude as a key psychological strength in early adolescents. The results also implied the benefits of 
promoting youths’ gratitude in efforts to prevent externalizing behavior.

Keywords Adolescence · Externalizing behaviors · Gratitude · Stressful life events

Positive psychology focuses on the study of optimal psycho-
logical functioning, including personal strengths (e.g., hope, 
gratitude, prosocial behavior) and environmental assets (e.g., 
social support; positive school climate) that may serve as 
protective factors for individuals facing difficult life events 
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). One of the primary 
propositions of positive psychology is that the most effec-
tive way to prevent psychological problems is by fostering 
human strengths and adaptive behaviors (Seligman & Csik-
szentmihalyi, 2000).

Although most early research in positive psychology 
focused on adults, the role of positive psychology in the 
lives of children and adolescents has become a topic of 
widespread interest. Early in the positive psychology move-
ment, Roberts et al. (2002) advocated for the movement’s 
adoption of a developmental perspective by suggesting that 
childhood and adolescence represent optimal stages to pro-
mote well-being. The third edition of the Handbook of Posi-
tive Psychology (Allen et al., 2022) illustrates the fruits of 
the subsequent increased attention to research with children 

and youth, including summaries of a large body of research 
on children’s and adolescents’ strengths and environmental 
assets, particularly those pertinent to their schooling.

One barrier to optimal youth functioning is the occur-
rence of stressful life events (SLEs). SLEs are specific trau-
matic or additive experiences of stressors, which can disrupt 
an individual's adaptive functioning and lead to immediate 
and long-term adverse consequences (Cook et al., 2005). 
For the purposes of our study, we focused on major, dis-
crete life events (e.g., death of a family member, birth of a 
sibling) that are perceived as negative (see Nunez-Regueiro 
et al., 2022). Exposure to SLEs has been associated with 
diminished affect regulation, behavioral control, self-con-
cept, and interpersonal relatedness, leading to an increased 
risk of both internalizing (i.e., anxious or depressive) and 
externalizing (i.e., aggressive) responses (Cook et  al., 
2005; Petruccelli et al., 2019). Both cumulative measures 
of major SLEs and intensely stressful experiences (e.g., 
parental divorce, poverty) predict increases in internalizing 
and externalizing behavior (Grant et al., 2004). Research 
also suggests that early adolescents (i.e., middle school 
students) are especially vulnerable to the effects of SLEs 
(Mann et al., 2014). Early adolescents are just beginning the 
transition from childhood's relative simplicity to adulthood's 
complexity (Steinberg, 2005). Many early adolescents are 
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exposed to adult experiences for the first time before devel-
oping mature emotional regulation or impulse control and, 
thus, are more likely to experience heightened sensitivity 
to SLEs compared to older adolescents (Mann et al., 2014). 
However, not all adolescents who experience SLEs subse-
quently demonstrate adverse outcomes, and some may even 
experience positive outcomes, such as post-traumatic growth 
(Nishikawa et al., 2018; Shoshani & Slone, 2016). Given 
the fragility and malleability of early adolescence, such a 
sensitive period offers a window of not only vulnerability, 
but also opportunity. As such, investigations on the adaptive 
characteristics of early adolescents that protect against the 
adverse impact of SLEs on the well-being of this unique 
population are warranted.

Character Strengths as Buffers 
against Stressful Life Events

In the field of positive psychology, personal or character 
strengths are stable, fulfilling, and valued personality charac-
teristics that, when expressed, lead to positive outcomes for 
individuals and others (Niemiec, 2018). Studies of possible 
strengths have included such relatively stable personal char-
acteristics, such as courage, hope, life satisfaction, gratitude, 
and social skills.

Niemiec (2020) outlined specific functions of character 
strengths. Although character strengths are pivotal in cata-
lyzing, fostering, and appreciating the positives in life, char-
acter strengths also help individuals re-interpret, manage, 
and buffer the negatives (Niemiec, 2020). In other words, 
character strengths should moderate the effects of SLEs 
(Niemiec, 2013, 2020; Suldo & Huebner, 2004). Consider-
ing the transactional model of stress and coping (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984), character strengths may permit individuals 
to appraise and cope adaptively with stressful situations. In 
this manner, higher levels of a strength, would alter the rela-
tion between a risk factor (e.g., SLEs) and an adverse out-
come (e.g., externalizing behavior), such that the presence 
of relatively high levels of the strength (versus low levels) 
would reduce the relation between the risk factor and the 
outcome. Thus, the identification of strengths and associ-
ated intervention techniques should be a staple in preventing 
youth maladaptive behaviors.

Gratitude as a Character Strength and Buffer 
against Stressful Life Events

Gratitude has been proposed as one such character strength 
(Niemiec, 2018; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Peterson & 
Seligman (2004) described gratitude as the joy and hap-
piness in response to receiving a gift; the gift may be a 

tangible one from a benefactor or merely a circumstance. 
Gratitude has been studied as both a state and a trait. Given 
our interest in gratitude as a buffer against SLEs, we focused 
on gratitude as an affective trait-like characteristic; that is, 
an individual’s somewhat stable, overall disposition to feel 
grateful.

The importance of gratitude has been considered within 
main effects models and stress-buffering models. With 
respect to main effects models, trait gratitude is directly 
related to many positive outcomes in both adults and youth. 
For example, recent meta-analytic studies have led to the 
conclusion that gratitude is negatively associated with 
depression (Iodice et al., 2021) and positively associated 
with various indicators of positive well-being (Portocarrero 
et al., 2020). Furthermore, trait gratitude is associated with 
positive attributions and motivation, and these processes 
likely in turn, protect adolescents from developing behav-
ior problems and promote success in school (King & Datu, 
2018).

Considering youth specifically, Sun and colleagues 
(2019) demonstrated that middle school students’ gratitude 
significantly negatively related to internalizing behavior 
(e.g., depression, anxiety) as well as externalizing behav-
iors, (e.g., physical aggression, verbal aggression). Further-
more, of the 24 strengths identified by Peterson & Selig-
man (2004), gratitude was the only one that predicted an 
increase in positive emotions over four months in a sample 
of adolescents (Datu & Mateo, 2020). In addition to better 
intrapersonal outcomes, gratitude appears to lead to positive 
interpersonal outcomes. For example, Bono and colleagues 
(2017) found that early adolescents’ growth in gratitude 
over a 4-year period positively predicted prosocial behaviors 
and negatively predicted antisocial behaviors. As a parallel, 
gratitude also predicts increased social integration in high 
school students (Bono & Sender, 2018). Finally, Froh and 
colleagues (2009) observed that early adolescents displaying 
higher levels of gratitude perceived more peer and familial 
support and reported more satisfaction with their family, 
friends, and teachers.

Substantial research supports the main effects model of 
trait gratitude on the mental health of adults and adolescents. 
However, much less research has addressed the stress-buff-
ering models of gratitude, which posit that gratitude acts as 
a moderator of the relation between SLEs and mental health 
indicators, such as externalizing and internalizing behav-
iors. Furthermore, such research has focused on adults and 
adolescents, neglecting early adolescents who are especially 
vulnerable to the effects of stress.

In a sample of trauma-exposed young adults, while Sen-
ger & Gallagher (2023) found that both hope and grati-
tude predicted resilience, higher levels of gratitude were 
a more robust predictor of reduced psychological distress 
and increased well-being than were levels of hope, another 
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character strength. The buffering effect of gratitude has also 
been supported in college students. For example, Gungor 
and colleagues (2021) studied the moderating effects of 
gratitude on the association between SLEs and psycho-
logical distress in college students, finding that gratitude 
moderated the association in that participants with higher 
levels of gratitude reported weaker levels of psychological 
distress than those with lower levels of gratitude for both 
high and low numbers of SLEs. Further, gratitude buffered 
against developing internalizing behavior (i.e., anxiety and 
depression) in a sample of college students with ill parents 
(Stoeckel et al., 2015). Deichert and colleagues (2019) also 
found that college students who endorsed a greater sense of 
appreciation of others reported lower levels of depression 
and physical symptoms when experiencing stress. Such find-
ings have been replicated in older adolescents. Specifically, 
in a sample of adolescents with a mean age of 16.35 years, 
higher levels of gratitude buffered the association between 
SLEs and risk behaviors, such as self-injury and deviant peer 
affiliation (Wei et al., 2022).

Although the extant studies provide some suggestions of 
stress-buffering effects of gratitude in adolescents, they are 
limited in several ways. First, most studies have investigated 
the effects of exposure to a single SLE (e.g., earthquake, 
abuse) precluding the effects of multiple, accumulated SLEs. 
Second, most studies have employed cross-sectional designs; 
few have employed the longitudinal designs that are pre-
ferred in the study of stress-buffering effects. Third, com-
pared to studies of the stress-buffering effects of gratitude 
in adults and older adolescents, studies of early adolescents 
(i.e., those under 15 years of age) are very scarce; although, 
as noted above, middle school students are more vulnerable 
to experiencing anxiety, depression, and anger associated 
with SLEs (Mann et al., 2014). Thus, there is a need for 
investigations of robust, but malleable personal strengths 
that can buffer early adolescents from the negative influ-
ences of accumulated SLEs. Given the positive correlations 
between gratitude and a host of adaptive outcomes, gratitude 
seems like a plausible buffer. Such knowledge should pro-
vide useful implications for the development of empirically 
supported mental health promotion programs during early 
adolescence.

Theoretical Orientations

Algoe’s (2012) find-bind-and-remind theory of gratitude 
provides a rationale for the investigation of gratitude as a 
psychological strength; that is, why and how gratitude would 
act as a buffer for early adolescents faced with SLEs. Given 
the expanding interpersonal network of early adolescents, 
the social utility of gratitude is likely implicated in the role 
of gratitude. As early adolescents begin to socialize more 

frequently and widely, especially among peers; they should 
be more likely to seek out social resources to cope with the 
problems of life (Mitic et al., 2021). According to Gariépy 
(2016), supportive relationships and social resources protect 
against the impact of stressors. Through the socially contex-
tualized lens of Algoe's (2012) find-bind-and-remind the-
ory, gratitude functions to initiate, maintain, and strengthen 
social bonds. More specifically, being grateful for another 
person's kindness increases one's likelihood of being socially 
responsive to that person, such as through verbally commu-
nicating thanks. Further, this social responsiveness aids one 
in finding new relationships, reminds them of the value of 
existing relationships, and binds them to these relationships. 
Because Algoe (2012) theorizes that gratitude strengthens 
social bonds and increases the likelihood of receiving social 
support from others, it would be expected to buffer against 
stressful experiences by facilitating the social bonds needed 
by early adolescents to cope with adversity.

The Current Study

The purpose of our study was to evaluate whether grati-
tude operates as a character strength as proposed by Nie-
mec (2020) and others (e.g., Valle et al., 2006); specifically, 
whether it buffer the adverse effects of SLEs on early adoles-
cents’ externalizing and internalizing behavior. According to 
Niemiec (2020), character strengths not only are associated 
with positive outcomes but also serve as protective factors 
for an individual’s psychological health. Thus, if gratitude is 
to be considered a viable character strength to foster in early 
adolescents, relatively high levels of gratitude in this popula-
tion (versus low levels) should reduce the relation between 
a risk factor (e.g., SLEs) and an adverse outcome (e.g., 
externalizing, internalizing behavior). Although some evi-
dence has been provided to support the notion that gratitude 
buffers against major SLEs in adults and older adolescents, 
the potential moderating role of gratitude in the relations 
between SLEs and adverse outcomes has yet to be explored 
in early adolescents. For this study, we selected externaliz-
ing and internalizing behavior as criterion variables because 
they represented the two most prevalent behavior problems 
in youth. Moreover, we evaluated both behaviors because 
some studies have shown differential effects of strengths. 
For example, Valle et al. (2006) found that hope moderated 
the effects of SLEs on adolescents’ subsequent internalizing 
but not externalizing behavior. The identification of buffers 
against externalizing and/or internalizing behavior at the 
stage of early adolescence is crucial because as adolescents 
develop, not only do SLEs predict later internalizing and 
externalizing behavior, but higher frequencies of maladap-
tive behaviors, in turn, predict more SLEs the following year 
(Suldo & Huebner, 2004). Thus, finding that higher levels 



 Contemporary School Psychology

of gratitude reduce the effects of SLEs in early adolescents 
would elucidate an additional way to disrupt this harmful 
cycle and support the early implementation of gratitude-
related interventions. Based on Algoe’s (2012) theory, the 
following hypotheses were formulated:

Hypothesis One Early adolescents’ levels of gratitude will 
moderate the relation between prior SLEs and frequencies of 
internalizing behavior such that adolescents reporting higher 
levels of gratitude will display weaker associations between 
SLEs and internalizing behavior than those reporting lower 
levels of gratitude.

Hypothesis Two  Early adolescents’ levels of gratitude will 
moderate the relation between prior SLEs and frequencies of 
externalizing behavior such that adolescents reporting higher 
levels of gratitude will display weaker associations between 
SLES and externalizing behavior than those reporting lower 
levels of gratitude.

Method

Participants

The participants for this two-wave longitudinal study con-
sisted of students from four public middle schools in the 
one school district in a southeastern U.S. state. Data were 
collected over two time points, once in spring 2015 and one 
year later in spring 2016. A total of 1,216 students from the 
6th and 7th grades participated in data collection at Time 
1, with 830 of those students also participating at Time 2 
as 7th and 8th graders (retention rate = 68%). The attrition 
rate may be partially attributed to the relatively high student 
mobility in the school district throughout the course of a 
school year. Students for whom there were missing data at 
either time point were subjected to an attrition analysis that 
involved comparing students who were retained in the study 
to those who were not. Demographic information (sex, age, 
grade level, and SES) and variables of interest in the study 
(internalizing/externalizing behaviors and gratitude) were 
used to predict the likelihood of being retained in the study 
via a logistic regression. The results of this regression sug-
gested that grade level was a significant predictor of reten-
tion (B = 0.077, SE = 0.038, t = 2.012, p = 0.045), while none 
of the other variables predicted retention. Specifically, stu-
dents who were in the 6th grade at Time 1 were more likely 
to be retained in the study. As such, grade level was included 
as a covariate in all of the primary analyses.

Of the 830 students who participated at both time 
points, 42.4% were in the 6th grade and 54.7% were in 
the 7th grade at Time 1; their ages ranged from 11 to 15 
(M = 12.19, SD = 0.75) at Time 1. The sample was composed 

of approximately the same number of males (48.6%) and 
females (51.4%). Of the students, 55.8% were Caucasian, 
21.9% were African American, 7.9% were biracial, 7.8% 
were Hispanic/Latino, and 6.7% were of other races, includ-
ing Native American and Asian American. A student's soci-
oeconomic status (SES) was indicated by qualification for a 
free or reduced-rate lunch. Students who qualified for free 
or reduced-rate lunch (36.8%) were classified as low SES, 
while students who did not qualify for free or reduced-rate 
lunch (63.2%) were classified as average or above-average 
SES. Students placed in special education programs were 
excluded from the study to generalize the results to typical, 
non-clinical student populations.

Procedure

The data were drawn from an archival dataset, which has 
been employed in previous research (e.g., Reckart et al., 
2017); however, these analyses were novel. Data were col-
lected by school professionals as part of an in-house, dis-
trictwide paper and pencil survey of school climate and 
student well-being. Before collecting data, a letter was dis-
tributed to parents that described the survey and instructed 
the parents to return the letter only if they did not wish their 
child to participate. Then, during 30-min homeroom peri-
ods, teachers administered the various self-report measures 
together in a packet in one session to the students whose 
parents gave consent; the same measures were administered 
on both occasions. Prior to administering the measures, 
teachers read aloud a script that informed the students of 
the instructions and purpose of the survey. In addition to the 
self-report measures of interest, demographic information, 
including race, sex, age, school grade level, and SES, was 
collected from the students. To ensure the anonymity of the 
students and to enable tracking them across the two waves 
of data collection, students provided their ID numbers rather 
than their names on the surveys.

Measures

Self‑Report Coping Scale

The Self-Report Coping Scale (SRCS) is a 34-item self-
report measure that assesses five different types of behaviors 
in children (Causey & Dubow, 1992). For our purposes, only 
the Internalizing subscale and Externalizing subscales were 
used as measures of maladaptive behaviors. The Internaliz-
ing subscale of the SRCS consists of seven items; example 
items are Go off by myself and Worry that others will think 
badly of me. The Externalizing subscale consists of four 
items; example items are Yell to let off steam and Get mad 
and throw or hit something. Children reported how often 
they engage in each behavior in response to a hypothetical, 
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stressful interpersonal situation at school (i.e.,”…have an 
argument or fight with a friend”) by rating each of the items 
on a 5-point response format that ranged from never (1) 
to always (5). Higher scores on these subscales indicated 
higher frequencies of behaviors. Given time and space limi-
tations, the version of the SCRS used in the current study did 
not include items from the original version that addressed an 
academic situation at school.

The construct validity of the SCRS is supported by vari-
ous criterion indices, which include peer ratings of the chil-
dren's behavior and self-reports of self-competence and 
anxiety (Causey & Dubow, 1992). The internal consistencies 
of the subscales of the ranged from 0.66 to 0.76 (Causey & 
Dubow, 1992; Roecker Phelps, 2001). Two-week test–retest 
coefficient ranged from 0.59 to 0.78 for the subscales (Cau-
sey & Dubow, 1992; Roecker Phelps, 2001). The coefficient 
alphas for the Internalizing and Externalizing subscales of 
this abbreviated version of the SCRS with this sample at 
both time points were 0.78/0.79 and 0.79/0.75, respectively.

Life Events Checklist

The Life Events Checklist (LEC) is a 46-item self-report 
checklist in which children of ages 8 to 18 indicate the 
occurrence of SLEs during the previous year (Johnson & 
McCutcheon, 1980). Only the first 18 items of the LEC were 
administered, which were those that referred to uncontrol-
lable SLEs. Examples of these items included parental 
divorce, death of a close friend, changing schools, and birth 
of a sibling (see the Supplementary Information for the com-
plete list of items). These items can be differentiated from 
controllable events because uncontrollable events may be 
more likely to elicit problem behaviors and because control-
lable events might reflect symptoms of distress as opposed 
to independent sources of distress (Grant et al., 2004). Con-
sistent with Brand and Johnson’s (1982) method of scoring 
the LEC and with the conclusion of Nunez-Regueiro et al. 
(2022) that measures of both occurrence and valence are 
essential to support the validity of SLE measures, partici-
pants indicated the presence or absence of the events during 
the past year and whether the events were experienced as 
negative or positive. Each student's score thus could range 
from 0 to l8, with higher scores indicating a greater occur-
rence of uncontrollable SLEs that were rated as negative.

The 46-item LEC has received support for its reliabil-
ity and validity. Regarding test–retest reliability, Brand & 
Johnson (1982) reported that the LEC's two-week test–retest 
coefficient was 0.72 for negative SLEs. Furthermore, signifi-
cant correlations have been reported between the LEC and 
other measures of SLEs, such as the Stressful Life Events 
Schedule for Children and Adolescents and the Life Events 
and Difficulties Schedule, indicating good convergent valid-
ity (Duggal et al., 2000). Significant correlations between 

the LEC and measures of related youth outcomes, such as 
depression, oppositional defiant disorder, and conduct dis-
order, have also supported its validity (Johnson & McCutch-
eon, 1980; Meade et al., 2001; Tiet et al., 2001).

Suldo & Huebner (2004) provided evidence for the psy-
chometric properties of a modified version of the LEC used 
in their study with middle and high school students. Their 
version of the LEC was based on the same 18 items as the 
version of the LEC employed in the current study; how-
ever, the scoring procedures differed. Suldo and Huebner 
instructed students to indicate the occurrence versus non-
occurrence of the events but, unlike the current study, they 
did not also instruct the students to indicate whether the 
event was experienced as negative or positive. Using their 
scoring system, they reported a 1-year test–retest coeffi-
cient of 0.40. Furthermore, because the LEC consisted of 
separately occurring events that would not be expected to 
intercorrelate, they did not calculate its internal consistency 
reliability. Finally, Suldo and Huebner reported statisti-
cally significant correlations between Time 1 SLE scores 
and internalizing and externalizing behaviors at Time 1 and 
Time 2, supporting the concurrent and predictive validity 
of the measure.

Regarding the current study, the 1-year test–retest reli-
ability coefficient for our modified version of the LEC was 
0.56., and Time 1 SLE scores correlated significantly with 
internalizing and externalizing behavior at Time 1 and Time 
2. These findings provide some support for the reliability 
and validity of our modified version of the LEC.

Gratitude Questionnaire‑6

The Gratitude Questionnaire-6 (GQ-6) is a 6-item self-
report questionnaire that measures a person's trait grati-
tude (McCullough et al., 2002). Example items are I have 
so much in life to be thankful for and I am grateful to a 
wide variety of people. According to Froh et al. (2011), the 
GQ-6 is a more effective measure of gratitude in youth and 
adolescents when only the first five items are administered 
due to the inappropriateness of the sixth question (i.e., Long 
amounts of time can go by before I feel grateful to something 
or someone) when considering the developmental level of 
youth. In their sample, the sixth item displayed a low fac-
tor loading, and youth reported the item was “difficult to 
understand” and “very abstract.” Thus, only the first five 
items were administered. Students responded to each item 
using a 7-point response format that ranged from strongly 
disagree (1) to strongly agree (7) with higher scores indicat-
ing greater gratitude.

The GQ-6 has received support for its validity. Its internal 
consistency reliability has been reported as 0.70 or higher 
for various age groups (Froh et al., 2011). Furthermore, sig-
nificant convergent validity correlations have been reported 



 Contemporary School Psychology

between the GQ-6 and the Gratitude Adjective Checklist 
(GAC; McCullough et al., 2002) as well as the Gratitude 
Resentment Appreciation Test-short form (GRAT-short; 
Watkins et al., 2003). The coefficient alpha for the abbrevi-
ated GQ-6 with this sample was 0.81.

Data Analysis Plan

Descriptive analyses and correlations among the predictor 
and criterion variables are displayed in Table 1. The correla-
tions suggested no issues of multicollinearity (i.e., no corre-
lations above 0.7). Mardia’s (1970) test indicated significant 
multivariate skewness (β = 18, p < 0.01) and kurtosis (β = 89, 
p < 0.01) in the data. Maximum likelihood estimation with 
robust standard errors was thus used in the primary analyses 
to combat departures in multivariate normality. Robust indi-
cations of fit were also used to evaluate goodness-of-fit for 
the model. Little’s (1988) Test was performed to determine 
if data were missing completely at random (MCAR) in the 
sample. Given that the data were determined to be MCAR 
(χ2 = 91.29, df = 77, p = 0.127), we utilized full informa-
tion maximum likelihood (FIML) to address missing data 
in the primary analyses. FIML is a model-based approach 
for addressing missing data that involves directly estimat-
ing parameter estimates and standard errors from the data, 
rather than imputing missing values (Enders, 2010). FIML 
procedures tend to outperform other methods for handling 
missing data in terms of power (Nicholson et al., 2017).

The primary analyses were performed via path analysis 
using the Lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) for R (v4.2.2; 
Core Team 2022). First, it was determined whether the data 
fit the model as indicated by the Root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA), the comparative fit index (CFI), 
the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) and the Standardized Mean 
Square Residual (SRMR). The chi-square goodness-of-fit 

test was also considered but given less weight in decisions 
regarding fit due to its sensitivity to large sample sizes 
(Kline, 2010). CFI and TLI values greater than 0.90–0.95 
(Kline, 1998), RMSEA values less than 0.06, and SRMR 
less than 0.08 were considered indicators of acceptable fit 
to the data (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Once model fit was established, the significant paths 
were identified via significance testing of the regression 
coefficients. Significant moderation effects were subjected 
to graphing and significance probing to understand the 
nature of the moderating effects. Moderation effects were 
probed using the “pick-a-point” or “simple slopes” approach 
(Rogosa, 1980) and a Johnson-Neyman interval (Johnson & 
Fay, 1950). Graphical representations of these analyses were 
also included. Nonsignificant moderating effects were not 
evaluated further. Moderation probing analyses were per-
formed via the “interactions” package (Long, 2019) for R 
(v4.2.2; Core Team 2022). Control variables were included 
in the primary path model and in the mediation probing 
analyses. The control variables (i.e., child sex, SES, racial 
identity, and grade level) were selected based on their known 
association to the criterion variables (i.e., externalizing 
behavior, internalizing behavior) (e.g., Causey & Dubow, 
1992) and/or to the predictor variables (e.g., Reckart et al., 
2017) in the model.

Results

Correlational Analyses

These negative SLEs displayed a significant inverse correla-
tion with gratitude at Time 1 and significant positive correla-
tions with internalizing and externalizing behavior at Time 1 
and Time 2. Furthermore, the correlations between gratitude 

Table 1  Intercorrelations and 
Descriptive Statistics

T1 = Time 1 (Spring 2015), T2 = Time 2 (Spring 2016), SLEs = Stressful Life Events
*  p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gratitude - - - - - -
2. SLEs -0.18** - - - - -
3. Externalizing (T2) -0.19** 0.21** - - - -
4. Internalizing (T2) -0.15** 0.23** 0.47** - - -
5. Externalizing (T1) -0.22** 0.24** 0.58** 0.32** - -
6. Internalizing (T1) -0.11** 0.29** 0.30** 0.55** 0.41** -
Mean 5.85 1.99 2.07 2.39 1.98 2.38
Standard Deviation 1.10 1.99 0.97 0.83 1.01 0.84
Minimum 1 0 1 1 1 1
Maximum 7 10 5 5 5 5
Skew -1.3 1.16 0.9 0.40 1.14 0.54
Kurtosis 1.88 1.16 0.18 -0.29 0.69 -0.01
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and internalizing and externalizing behavior at both times 
were also significantly negative. Externalizing and internal-
izing behaviors were also significantly positively correlated 
with each other at both times.

Path Modeling of Main and Moderating Effects

Standardized and unstandardized results of the path anal-
ysis testing the statistical significance of the associations 
between SLEs and internalizing and externalizing behav-
ior, as well as the moderating effect of gratitude, are dis-
played in Table 2 as well as in Fig. 1. Model fit was accept-
able, χ2(22) = 52.71 (p < 0.001), CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.042, 90% CI [0.028, 0.055], SRMR = 0.038. 
The model explained 36.3% of the variance in externaliz-
ing behavior as well as 35.7% of the variance in internal-
izing behavior. A significant association was found between 
SLEs and internalizing behavior (β = 0.072, p = 0.026), but 
not between SLEs and externalizing behavior (β = 0.049, 
p = 0.140). Gratitude was also significantly associated with 
both internalizing (β = -0.090, p = 0.003) and externalizing 
behaviors (β = -0.094, p = 0.005). Of the two moderating 
effects examined, only the interaction between gratitude and 
SLEs in predicting externalizing behaviors was statistically 
significant (β = -0.079, p = 0.005).

For these students, more frequent experiences of stress-
ful life events were prospectively associated with more 
frequent internalizing behavior, while higher levels of 

gratitude were prospectively associated with fewer inter-
nalizing behaviors. Given the significance of the interac-
tion between gratitude and SLEs in predicting externaliz-
ing behavior, the main effects were not interpreted. Rather, 
this interaction effect was subjected to probing analyses 
to better understand the underlying relation between these 
variables.

Table 2  Parameter Estimates 
from the Path Analysis 
Predicting Internalizing and 
Externalizing Behavior

SLEs = Stressful Life Events, SES = Socioeconomic Status, B = Unstandardized
Coefficients, β = Standardized Coefficients, SE(β) = Standard Errors for Standardized
Coefficients, p values are from unstandardized coefficients

Externalizing Behaviors  (R2 = 0.363) Internalizing Behaviors  (R2 = 0.357)

Variables B β SE(β) p B β SE(β) p

Gratitude -0.083 -0.094 0.033 0.005 -0.074 -0.090 0.032 0.003
SLEs 0.024 0.049 0.033 0.140 0.031 0.072 0.033 0.026
Interaction
(Gratitude x SLEs)

-0.034 -0.079 0.031 0.005 -0.008 -0.021 0.033 0.527

Grade
0 = 6th Grade
1 = 7th Grade

0.011 0.006 0.029 0.837 0.082 0.049 0.029 0.092

Sex
0 = Male
1 = Female

0.047 0.025 0.030 0.400 0.284 0.172 0.029  < 0.001

Race
0 = Other
1 = Black

0.078 0.034 0.032 0.283 -0.071 -0.035 0.030 0.243

SES
0 = Low SES
1 = High SES

0.022 0.006 0.031 0.855 -0.028 -0.017 0.030 0.584

Externalizing (T1) 0.122 0.510 0.036  < 0.001 0.019 0.091 0.036 0.012
Internalizing (T1) 0.013 0.081 0.036 0.023 0.063 0.445 0.034  < 0.001

Fig. 1  Path Analysis Including Unstandardized and Standardized 
Parameter Estimates. Note. Covariates (sex, SES, race, grade level, 
and initial behavior) are included in the model, but excluded from the 
figure. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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Probing and Graphing of Significant Moderation 
Effects

To fully understand the moderating effect of gratitude on the 
relation between SLEs and externalizing behavior, “pick-
a-point” or “simple slopes” analysis (Rogosa, 1980) and 
a Johnson-Neyman interval (Johnson & Fay, 1950) were 
employed. These analyses were also graphically represented 
to increase interpretability. To further aid in interpretability, 
variables were left unstandardized for these plots, although 
standardized estimates and squared semi-partial correlations 
 (sr2) were also generated to yield information about effect 
size.

For the simple slopes analysis, the significance of the 
association between SLEs and externalizing behavior was 
examined at three levels (16th, 50th, and 84th percentiles) 
of the moderating variable of gratitude. The association 
between SLEs and gratitude was only significant when the 
moderator variable (gratitude) was set to the 16th percentile 
(β = 0.118, p = 0.008,  sr2 = 0.01). So, for students report-
ing relatively low gratitude (mean score = 4.8), SLEs were 
significantly related to externalizing behavior, while this 
was not true of students with higher levels of gratitude (see 
Fig. 2).

The Johnson-Neyman interval (Johnson & Fay, 1950) 
complemented the simple slopes analysis by indicating for 
which values of gratitude, the association between SLEs and 
externalizing behavior was significant in a more continuous 
manner. The association between SLEs and externalizing 
behavior was significant at p < 0.05 outside of the interval 
[5.463, 8.782]. A negative trend was observed in the strength 
of the association between SLEs and externalizing behavior 

as levels of gratitude increased (see Fig. 3). The false dis-
covery rate was controlled using the procedure described in 
Esarey & Sumner (2018).

Discussion

Identifying and fostering psychological strengths in youth 
is imperative to prevent maladaptive behavior and develop 
healthy outcomes. According to some researchers (e.g., Nie-
miec, 2020; Suldo & Huebner, 2004), for a psychological 
characteristic to be considered a psychological strength, it 
must serve as a buffer in the relation between SLEs and 
maladaptive behavior. Although studies have supported the 
role of positive, trait-like characteristics, such as life satis-
faction and hope, as psychological strengths in youth (Suldo 
& Huebner, 2004; Valle et al., 2006), gratitude is a posi-
tive, trait-like characteristic that has yet to be explored in 
this manner with early adolescents. Therefore, we aimed to 
determine if gratitude acts as a psychological strength by 
investigating its ability to buffer against the adverse effects 
of SLEs in early adolescents. Specifically, the study exam-
ined whether gratitude moderated the relations between 
prior SLEs and early adolescents’ frequencies of subsequent 
internalizing behavior and externalizing behavior using a 
longitudinal design.

Our study confirmed findings from previous studies and 
yielded novel discoveries. First, zero-order correlations 
revealed significant negative relations among gratitude and 
SLEs, internalizing behavior, and externalizing behavior. 
These results are commensurate with previous studies (e.g., 
Froh et al., 2011; Hasemeyer, 2013; Reckart et al., 2017; 

Fig. 2  Simple Slopes Analy-
sis of the Moderating Effect 
of Gratitude on the Relation 
between SLEs and External-
izing Behavior. Note. Only the 
slope for the 16.th percentile 
of gratitude was statistically 
significant at p < 0.05
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Sun et al., 2019). Not surprisingly, youth who experienced 
more SLEs were less likely to report higher levels of grati-
tude. Furthermore, youth who reported higher gratitude 
also reported fewer internalizing and externalizing behav-
iors. Consistent with Algoe’s (2012) find-bind-and-remind 
theory of gratitude and Fredrickson’s (2013) broaden-and 
build theory of emotions, frequent gratitude appears to lead 
to more resources, perhaps including increased social ties 
and a broadened array of adaptive behaviors, likely reducing 
the emergence of maladaptive behaviors.

Second, our study provided partial support for the hypoth-
esized model of gratitude as a moderator of the relations 
between SLEs and maladaptive behavior. Specifically, the 
interaction between prior SLEs and gratitude significantly 
predicted early adolescents’ externalizing behavior, but not 
internalizing behavior. Thus, grateful youth may be less 
likely to experience increases in externalizing behavior when 
confronted with SLEs. Therefore, our study provided evi-
dence that the experience of gratitude promotes the relative 
absence of externalizing behavior by buffering against the 
harmful effects of stress. As noted previously, this mecha-
nism is likely due to gratitude, as a positive emotional char-
acteristic, broadens and builds the personal resource avail-
able in varying situations (Algoe, 2012; Fredrickson, 2013).

Third, that gratitude buffered against externalizing, but 
not internalizing behavior, strengthens the discriminant 
validity of the constructs of gratitude and hope. In a prior 
study investigating hope as a psychological strength, Valle 

et al. (2006) observed that unlike gratitude, adolescents’ 
hope buffered against increases in internalizing behavior, 
not externalizing behavior (Valle et al., 2006). Although 
the reason for the differences in effects across the behav-
iors is unclear, one explanation may involve fundamen-
tal temporal differences. Whereas gratitude involves the 
appreciation of benefits that have already been received, 
hope consists of the anticipation of achieving a desired, 
future outcome (Snyder et al., 2002). Gratitude thus rep-
resents a past-oriented construct, whereas hope represents 
a future-oriented construct. Future-orientation is defined 
as the degree to which adolescents think about the future, 
anticipate future consequences, and plan before acting 
(Steinberg et al., 2009). A future-orientation has been 
suggested to protect against the development of internal-
izing behavior; specifically depressive, anxious, and sui-
cidal behavior (Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2012). Thus, 
adolescents who are less hopeful may be less likely to 
envision their future as being different from their present, 
leading to internalizing behavior. On the other hand, given 
that the expression of gratitude involves being appreciative 
of prior experiences, those individuals who are ungrateful 
are more likely to harbor anger and resentment towards 
others, engaging in externalizing behavior (Zimbardo & 
Boyd, 1999). Another possible reason may be related to 
Algoe’s (2012) theory of gratitude in that externalizing 
behavior may be more socially contextualized than inter-
nalizing behavior, reflecting the social nature of gratitude.

Fig. 3  Johnson-Neyman 
Interval of the Moderating 
Effect of Gratitude on the 
Relation between SLEs and 
Externalizing Behavior. Note: 
SLEs = Stressful Life Events, 
EXT = Externalizing, n.s. = non-
significant
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Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research 
Directions

To the authors’ knowledge, our study was the first to evalu-
ate gratitude as a buffer against the association between 
accumulated SLEs and externalizing and internalizing 
behavior in young adolescents. Accordingly, the results pro-
vided preliminary evidence that gratitude is a psychological 
strength that protects against the development of externaliz-
ing behavior in the face of prior SLEs. The finding that grati-
tude buffers externalizing, but not internalizing behavior is 
intriguing and warrants further exploration. Nevertheless, 
the study reflected important limitations. First, the sample 
was not representative of the nation, especially regarding 
race and geographic location, or other countries. Future 
research should employ more representative and interna-
tional samples and include differing age groups to strengthen 
the generalizability of findings. Second, data were collected 
exclusively from self-reports. Although there is some evi-
dence for the validity of the measures, student responses 
may have reflected social desirability responding, resulting 
in measurement error. Future research should incorporate 
multiple methods of assessment, such as parent and teacher 
reports, to enhance the validity of measurements. Third, 
although statistically significant, the effect size for the rela-
tion between SLEs and externalizing behavior at the 16th 
percentile was small (Cohen, 1988); nonetheless, the effect 
reflected the significant, unique variance explained over and 
above the effects of the baseline level of externalizing behav-
ior and the selected demographic variables. Furthermore, 
small effects may accumulate over time to become large 
effects (e.g., Ellis, 2010). Fourth, although the prevalence 
of SLEs in early adolescents using our scoring procedure 
is unknown, the exposure to SLEs seemed fairly low in this 
sample; the mean number of SLEs experienced by the par-
ticipants was 2.0. However, when re-scoring our measures 
for the total number of occurrences (negative + positive), we 
obtained means of 3.76 (SD = 2.76) and 3.23 (SD = 2.80) 
at Time 1 and 2 respectively. Our means were thus some-
what similar to those reported for the adolescent sample of 
Suldo & Huebner (2004) in which the mean numbers of 
total occurrences were 4.99 (SD = 3.23) and 3.57 (SD = 2.69) 
at Time 1 and Time 2 respectively, suggesting some com-
parability of the samples. The restricted ranges of SLEs, 
particularly in our study when measured as the number of 
negative experiences, may have attenuated the magnitude 
of the associations between the LEC scores and the other 
variables, yielding spuriously low estimations of the effects 
of the SLEs. Thus, the generalizability of the results should 
be interpreted cautiously. With samples displaying more dis-
persion of SLEs, larger effect sizes might be expected. On 
the other hand, at higher levels of stress, gratitude may not 
be sufficient to mitigate the adverse consequences. Thus, 

future research is needed to examine gratitude as a modera-
tor between SLEs and behavior in a variety of populations, 
especially more vulnerable populations. Finally, studies of 
the interactions between gratitude and differing types of life 
events (e.g., negative versus positive, chronic versus acute, 
uncontrollable versus controllable) would be beneficial to 
clarify gratitude’s effectiveness across varying conditions.

Implications for Professionals

The findings suggest implications for professional practice. 
As early adolescents who reported higher levels of gratitude 
were less at risk for experiencing increases in externalizing 
behavior when faced with SLEs, the early implementation 
of gratitude-related assessments and interventions should be 
encouraged. One example of a developmentally appropriate 
school-wide mental health screener that incorporates a brief 
measure of gratitude is the Social and Emotional Health Sur-
vey (Furlong et al., 2014; also see https:// www. covit ality 
ucsb. info/ resea rch/ html). Regarding interventions, because 
it is impossible to shelter youth from all adverse experi-
ences in life, professionals should consider recommending 
interventions to develop gratitude, especially for youth who 
exhibit early signs of externalizing behavior. According 
to Lomas et al. (2014), activities that foster gratitude can 
be easily integrated into reading and writing programs in 
the school setting, especially due to the recent infusion of 
social-emotional learning. For more information, interested 
school professionals could consult Suldo et al. (2021) for 
a summary of relevant empirically supported school-based 
programs to promote gratitude and Allen et al. (2022) for 
research on a variety of potential student strengths and envi-
ronmental assets that may serve as buffers against challeng-
ing life experiences.
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