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Abstract: Prosocial behavior is vital for positive social development among adolescents, contrib-
uting to improved peer relationships, emotional well-being, and social competence. Gratitude, a
positive emotion arising from recognizing and appreciating benefits received from others, has been
identified as a potential contributor to adolescent prosocial behavior. This study aimed to investi-
gate the mediating roles of social support and basic psychological needs in the relationship between
gratitude and prosocial behavior among adolescents. A total of 390 middle school students partici-
pated in a longitudinal study, completing questionnaires assessing gratitude, social support, basic
psychological needs, and prosocial behavior at two time points with a six-month interval. The re-
sults indicated that gratitude positively correlated with social support, basic psychological needs,
and prosocial behavior. Structural equation modeling revealed that social support and basic psy-
chological needs partially mediated the relationship between gratitude and adolescent prosocial
behavior. Moreover, a chain-like mediation effect was observed, wherein social support influenced
basic psychological needs, which in turn predicted prosocial behavior. These findings emphasize
the importance of gratitude in fostering prosocial behavior among adolescents and highlight the
mediating roles of social support and basic psychological needs in this relationship.
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1. Introduction

Prosocial behavior, defined as voluntary behavior intended to benefit others, plays a crucial role
in positive social development among adolescents [1]. It is associated with improved peer relation-
ships, enhanced emotional and social competence, and increased psychological well-being [2]. Thus,
promoting prosocial behavior among adolescents is essential for fostering a supportive and positive
social environment [2].

1.1. The Influence of Gratitude on Adolescent Prosocial Behavior

Gratitude, a positive emotion arising from recognizing and appreciating the benefits received
from others, has been identified as a potential contributor to adolescent prosocial behavior [3,4].
Grateful adolescents tend to experience higher levels of positive affect and life satisfaction [3] and are
more likely to engage in prosocial behaviors [5-7]. The experience of gratitude is thought to increase
empathy and perspective-taking, thereby fostering a greater willingness to help others [8].

The Broaden and Build Theory of Positive Emotions, proposed by Fredrickson [9,10], suggests
that each positive emotion serves a unique evolutionary purpose and adaptive function. Positive
emotions not only broaden individuals' momentary thought-action repertoires but also build endur-
ing resources, including physical, intellectual, and social resources. Building upon this framework,
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Fredrickson [11] applied the theory to gratitude, highlighting how gratitude triggers thoughts and
action tendencies that stimulate prosocial behaviors. Furthermore, this cognitive pattern is expansive,
leading individuals to express their gratitude in creative ways and engage in prosocial behaviors
towards not only benefactors but also strangers. Empirical studies have demonstrated a positive as-
sociation between gratitude and prosocial behavior among adolescents [3,12,13]. However, the un-
derlying mechanism of this relationship remains unclear. This study aims to fill this gap by examin-
ing the mediating roles of social support and basic psychological needs.

1.2. The Mediating Role of Social Support

Prosocial behavior occurs during interpersonal interactions, and the experience of social inter-
actions can stimulate prosocial behavior [14]. Social support, an important personal resource, plays a
significant role in maintaining and promoting physical and mental well-being. Individuals who per-
ceive positive social environments and have close relationships experience a strong sense of belong-
ing, which contributes to altruistic behavior [15]. Positive social support provides a favorable envi-
ronment for practicing and developing prosocial behavior [16]. For instance, studies conducted at the
classroom level have shown that adolescents with richer social support engage in more prosocial
behavior and exhibit fewer antisocial behaviors [17].

Previous studies have found that social support mediates the relationship between gratitude
and prosocial behavior. You et al. [18] found that social support mediated the relationship between
gratitude and prosocial behavior among adolescents. Similarly, Bartlett and DeSteno [5] discovered
that perceived social support partially mediated the relationship between gratitude and prosocial
behavior. Therefore, we hypothesize that social support will mediate the relationship between grati-
tude and adolescent prosocial behavior.

1.3. The Mediating Role of Basic Psychological Needs

Self-determination theory posits that humans have three basic psychological needs: the need for
competence, the need for autonomy, and the need for relatedness [19]. The need for autonomy refers
to the need for individuals to have a certain degree of control over their behavior, while the need for
relatedness refers to the need for individuals to experience a sense of belonging and support from
their environment or others [20]. Lastly, the need for competence refers to the need for individuals to
exert a meaningful effect on their environment [21]. The satisfaction of these three basic psychological
needs is a source of happiness for individuals [22].

Individuals with higher levels of gratitude are more likely to employ various strategies to cope
with difficulties, thereby satisfying their need for competence [23]. Kashdan, Mishra, Breen, and Froh
[24] suggest that the key to gratitude lies in recognizing various acts of kindness, which can boost
individuals' confidence and sense of autonomy. According to the broaden-and-build theory of posi-
tive emotions [11], gratitude fosters the development of intimate friendships, fulfilling individuals'
need for relatedness. Thus, gratitude has a positive impact on basic psychological needs. The basic
needs theory [25] further states that when basic psychological needs are met, they promote positive
social behavior.

Emmons and McCullough [26] demonstrated in his study that when participants were asked to
recall experiences related to gratitude, their responses included satisfying social relationships, such
as friends' generosity and parents' kindness. This suggests that the experience of gratitude may lead
to the satisfaction of basic psychological needs. Kashdan [24] and Chen et al. [27] found a positive
causal relationship between gratitude and the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, indicating
that higher levels of gratitude are associated with greater satisfaction of individuals' basic psycholog-
ical needs. Additionally, gratitude forms strong emotional bonds in social interactions [28], aligning
with the perspective of the Find-Bind-Remind Theory, which highlights the important role of grati-
tude in establishing interpersonal relationships. This provides evidence that experiencing gratitude
promotes the satisfaction of basic psychological needs. Tian et al. [29] demonstrated that adolescents'
self-reported satisfaction of basic psychological needs is related to their active participation in proso-
cial activities. Individuals with higher levels of satisfaction of basic psychological needs are more
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likely to engage in prosocial behaviors such as volunteering and donating to charitable organizations.
Prentice and Sheldon [30] proposed that individuals who have their basic psychological needs met
exhibit a greater tendency toward prosocial behavior compared to those whose needs are unfulfilled.
In summary, basic psychological needs may serve as a mediating variable between gratitude and
prosocial behavior among adolescents, suggesting that when adolescents experience feelings of grat-
itude, it enhances the satisfaction of their basic psychological needs, leading to an increase in proso-
cial behavior.

Furthermore, the satisfaction of individuals' basic psychological needs also depends on the avail-
ability of supportive resources in the environment [31]. When individuals perceive more social sup-
port from significant others and have abundant interpersonal resources to utilize, their sense of com-
petence increases, thereby enhancing the satisfaction of their basic psychological needs [32].

1.4. The Present Study

Although previous studies have focused on the relationship between gratitude, social support,
basic psychological needs, and prosocial behavior from the perspective of positive psychology, most
of them only discussed the relationship between two or three variables, and many studies used cross-
sectional data, limiting the exploration of causal relationships. Therefore, the present study aims to
investigate the relationship between gratitude and prosocial behavior among adolescents and exam-
ine the mediating roles of social support and basic psychological needs using longitudinal data to
establish a more comprehensive understanding of these associations.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants and Procedure

The participants of this study consisted of 390 middle school students aged 11 to 18. They were
recruited from four schools in the southwestern region of China. All participants completed two
rounds of questionnaire surveys with a six-month interval. Of the total participants, 180 were male
and 210 were female), with a mean age of 13.88 years (SD = 1.54) at the time of the first survey.

This research study obtained ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of Beijing Normal Uni-
versity. The data collection was conducted through a standardized questionnaire survey adminis-
tered to the students during their regular classroom sessions. Prior to the survey, the purpose and
procedures of the study were explained to the participants, and their voluntary participation was
emphasized. Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained throughout the study, and participants
were informed that their responses would be used for research purposes only. Written informed con-
sent was obtained from both the participants and their parents or legal guardians prior to data col-
lection.

2.2. Measures

Gratitude was measured using the Gratitude Questionnaire-6 (GQ-6) [33]. The GQ-6 is a self-
report measure consisting of six items assessing the disposition to experience and express gratitude.
Participants rate each item on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

Social support was measured using the Social Support Questionnaire [34]. This a self-report
measure consisting of 20 items assessing the social support from five subcategories: companion, af-
firmative evaluation, intimacy, emotive support, and instrumental support. Participants rate each
item on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (completely disagree) to 4 (completely agree). The
Cronbach’s a in the present study was .96.

To assess the level of basic psychological needs among adolescents, the Brief Basic Psychological
Need Satisfaction Scale [35] was utilized. This scale consists of 9 items measuring autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness needs. Participants rated each item on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 (com-
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pletely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). Higher average scores indicate a higher level of basic psy-
chological need satisfaction. The internal consistency of this scale in the current study was found to
be satisfactory with a Cronbach's a coefficient of 0.86.

The Prosocial Behavior Questionnaire, developed by Zhang and Kou [36], was used to assess
adolescent prosocial behavior. The questionnaire consisted of 15 items, measuring prosocial behavior
across four dimensions: altruism, rule compliance and public welfare, relatedness, and trait proso-
ciality. Participants rated each item on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). The Cronbach's a coefficient for this scale in the current study was 0.95.

2.3. Data Analysis

Data was analyzed using SPSS and AMOS. Descriptive statistics were computed to examine the
means, standard deviations, and correlations between the variables. Structural equation modeling
(SEM) was employed to examine the mediating role of social support and basic psychological needs
in the relationship between gratitude and adolescent prosocial behavior. Age and gender were in-
cluded as covariates in all analyses. The significance level was set at p <.05.

3. Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the study variables are presented in Table 1. Grat-
itude was positively correlated with social support (r = .39, p <.001), basic psychological needs (r =
.22, p <.001), and prosocial behavior (r = .25, p <.001). Social support was positively correlated with
basic psychological needs (r = .21, p <.001) and prosocial behavior (r = .34, p <.001). Basic psycholog-
ical needs was positively correlated with prosocial behavior (r = .38, p <.001).

Table 1. Pairwise correlations between variables.

Variables M=SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Sex - -
2. Age 13.88+1.54 .01 -
3. Gratitude 25.18+6.61 .15* .07 -
4. Social Support 46.6£18.33 .22*** .02 .39 -
5. Basic Psychological Needs 16.59+4.89 .02 -09 22 DY -
6. Prosocial Behavior 7.54+17.63  .12*  -02  25%% 340 38

* Note: *p < .05, *p <.01, ***p <.001.

3.1. Mediation Analysis

The first step in the mediation analysis involved testing the measurement model, which included
social support (companion, affirmative evaluation, intimacy, emotive support, and instrumental sup-
port as latent variables), basic psychological needs (autonomy needs, competence needs, and relat-
edness needs as latent variables), and prosocial behavior (altruism, rule compliance and public wel-
fare, relatedness, and trait prosociality as latent variables). The model exhibited good fit indices, with
x2/df=2.59, CFI =.972, TLI = .960, RESMA [90% CI] = .064 [.052, .075].

In the second step, we examined the direct predictive model, specifically investigating the rela-
tionship between gratitude and prosocial behavior. The model exhibited good fit indices, with x2/df
=3.05, CFI =.981, TLI = .962, RESMA [90% CI] =.073 [.048, .098]. he results revealed a significant direct
effect of gratitude on prosocial behavior ( = .25, p <.001). These findings indicate that higher levels
of gratitude were associated with greater subsequent engagement in prosocial behavior among ado-
lescents.

The third step involved testing the mediating role of social support and basic psychological
needs in the relationship between gratitude and prosocial behavior. The model was shown in Figure
1, which exhibited good fit indices, with x2/df =2.50, CFI = .970, TLI = .957, RESMA [90% CI] = .062
[.052, .073]. The results indicated that gratitude positively predicts social support (3 = .41, p <.001)
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and basic psychological needs (3 = .18, p <.001), social support positively predicts basic need satis-
faction (p = .17, p <.001) and prosocial behavior (3 = .23, p <.001), basic psychological needs positive
predicts prosocial behavior ( = .35, p <.001). These findings suggest that social support and basic
psychological needs partially mediated the relationship between gratitude and prosocial behavior
among adolescents. Furthermore, the results demonstrated a chain-like mediation effect, wherein so-
cial support influenced basic psychological needs, which in turn predicted prosocial behavior.

0.36"

Figure 1. Multiple indirect effects model. All path coefficients were standardized coefficients. SS, so-
cial support; ES, emotion support; IS, instrumental support; Com, companion; AE, affirmative evalu-
ation; Int, intimacy; BPN, basic psychological needs; RN, relatedness needs; CN, competence needs;
AN, autonomy needs; PSB, prosocial behavior; Alt, altruism; RC, rule compliance; RP, relatedness
prosociality; TP, trait prosociality. ***p < 0.001.

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to examine the influence of gratitude on adolescent prosocial behavior,
with a specific focus on the mediating roles of social support and basic psychological needs. Our
findings revealed that gratitude at one time point positively predicted subsequent prosocial behavior
among adolescents, indicating the importance of gratitude in promoting positive social engagement.
Moreover, social support and basic psychological needs played mediating roles in the relationship
between gratitude and prosocial behavior, and a chain mediation effect was observed.

Consistent with previous research [3,12], our study supports the positive association between
gratitude and prosocial behavior among adolescents. Gratitude serves as a positive emotion that
broadens individuals' thoughts and actions, leading to increased prosocial behavior [11]. By recog-
nizing and appreciating the benefits received from others, grateful adolescents develop empathy and
perspective-taking abilities, which enhance their willingness to help others [8]. This finding empha-
sizes the importance of cultivating gratitude in interventions and programs aimed at promoting pro-
social behavior among adolescents.

Social support was found to mediate the relationship between gratitude and prosocial behavior.
Adolescents who perceive positive social environments and have close relationships are more likely
to engage in prosocial behaviors [16]. The presence of supportive resources in the social environment
contributes to the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, such as competence and relatedness [32].
Our study highlights the role of social support as a mechanism through which gratitude influences
prosocial behavior, underscoring the importance of fostering supportive social networks and rela-
tionships for promoting prosociality among adolescents.

Furthermore, our study demonstrated that basic psychological needs mediated the relationship
between gratitude and prosocial behavior. Gratitude enhances individuals' satisfaction of basic psy-
chological needs by promoting feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness [11,23]. Adoles-
cents who experience higher levels of gratitude are more likely to engage in prosocial activities, as
their needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness are fulfilled [29]. This finding highlights the
significance of addressing adolescents' basic psychological needs in interventions targeting prosocial
behavior promotion.
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Importantly, our study identified a chain mediation effect, suggesting that social support and
basic psychological needs sequentially mediate the relationship between gratitude and prosocial be-
havior. Gratitude not only directly influences prosocial behavior but also exerts its effects through
the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, which is facilitated by social support. This finding pro-
vides a nuanced understanding of the underlying mechanisms through which gratitude operates to
promote prosocial behavior among adolescents. Interventions that focus on enhancing gratitude, so-
cial support, and basic psychological needs may have a cumulative effect on fostering prosocial be-
havior.

While our study contributes to the literature on gratitude, social support, basic psychological
needs, and prosocial behavior among adolescents, it is important to acknowledge several limitations.
First, the study relied on self-report measures, which are subject to biases and limitations in capturing
actual behavior. Future research should incorporate behavioral measures or observational data to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of prosocial behavior. Second, the study utilized a
longitudinal design, allowing for the examination of temporal relationships, but causal interpreta-
tions should be made cautiously. Experimental studies or intervention designs are needed to estab-
lish causal effects. Third, our sample consisted of adolescents in the high school setting, limiting the
generalizability of findings to other age groups or contexts. Future research should explore the role
of gratitude, social support, and basic psychological needs in diverse populations and developmental
stages.

Despite these limitations, the present study holds important implications for both research and
practice. It advances our understanding of the processes underlying the relationship between grati-
tude and adolescent prosocial behavior by identifying social support and basic psychological needs
as mediating factors. These findings highlight the complex interplay between gratitude, social sup-
port, and basic psychological needs in promoting prosocial behavior among adolescents.

From a theoretical standpoint, our study contributes to the field of positive psychology by
providing empirical evidence for the mechanisms through which gratitude influences prosocial be-
havior. The integration of the Broaden and Build Theory of Positive Emotions [9,10] and self-deter-
mination theory [19] offers a comprehensive framework for understanding the psychological pro-
cesses underlying prosocial behavior. By identifying the mediating roles of social support and basic
psychological needs, our study elucidates the pathways through which gratitude operates to foster
prosocial behavior among adolescents.

Practically, our findings have important implications for interventions and programs aimed at
promoting prosocial behavior among adolescents. By recognizing the positive impact of gratitude,
practitioners can design interventions that cultivate gratitude as an emotional skill among adoles-
cents. Strategies such as gratitude journals, gratitude letters, or gratitude exercises can be incorpo-
rated into educational settings, counseling programs, or community initiatives. Moreover, fostering
supportive social environments and promoting the satisfaction of basic psychological needs should
be considered in interventions targeting prosocial behavior. Strengthening social support networks
and providing opportunities for adolescents to develop and maintain positive relationships can en-
hance their sense of belonging and encourage prosocial behaviors.

Additionally, our study sheds light on the role of social support and basic psychological needs
in the context of prosocial behavior. The findings underscore the importance of considering the
broader social and psychological factors that influence adolescents' engagement in prosocial behav-
iors. Practitioners and educators can create environments that foster social support and promote the
satisfaction of basic psychological needs by implementing peer mentoring programs, cooperative
learning activities, and inclusive school climates. By addressing these factors, interventions can pro-
vide a comprehensive approach to cultivating prosocial behavior among adolescents.

Despite the contributions of this study, there are several avenues for future research. Firstly,
further investigations should explore the underlying mechanisms through which social support and
basic psychological needs influence prosocial behavior. Examining specific cognitive, emotional, and
motivational processes can provide a more nuanced understanding of these relationships. Secondly,
longitudinal studies with multiple time points can elucidate the long-term effects of gratitude, social


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202305.1352.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 18 May 2023 doi:10.20944/preprints202305.1352.v1

support, and basic psychological needs on prosocial behavior. Understanding the developmental tra-
jectories and stability of these variables can inform the design of interventions at different stages of
adolescence. Lastly, the cultural and contextual factors that may influence the relationships among
gratitude, social support, basic psychological needs, and prosocial behavior warrant further explora-
tion. Comparative studies across diverse cultural backgrounds can enhance our understanding of the
universality or cultural specificity of these associations.

In conclusion, our study highlights the positive influence of gratitude on adolescent prosocial
behavior and uncovers the mediating roles of social support and basic psychological needs. By rec-
ognizing the importance of gratitude and its underlying mechanisms, interventions and programs
can be tailored to foster prosocial behavior among adolescents. By creating supportive social envi-
ronments and addressing adolescents' basic psychological needs, practitioners and educators can
contribute to the development of a positive and compassionate society. Further research is needed to
deepen our understanding of these processes and their cultural implications.
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