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Abstract
Promoting the psychosocial flourishing of emerging adults is crucially important. The tendency to feel awe, as captured 
by dispositional awe, may be a protective factor that promotes psychosocial flourishing. Inspired by the broaden-and-build 
theory, the present study sought to investigate the underexplored relationship between dispositional awe and psychosocial 
flourishing among emerging adults by establishing a dual-mediated model, which focuses on an intrapersonal mechanism 
of meaning in life and an interpersonal mechanism of social connectedness. Data were collected from a cross-sectional 
sample of 1213 Chinese emerging adults who completed a series of anonymous questionnaires regarding dispositional awe, 
psychosocial flourishing, meaning in life, and social connectedness. Results of the correlation analysis revealed positive 
and significant associations among dispositional awe, meaning in life, social connectedness, and psychosocial flourishing. 
Structural equation modeling demonstrated that meaning in life and social connectedness fully mediated the association 
between dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing. The mediation effect of meaning in life was stronger than that of 
social connectedness. These findings contributes to the science of flourishing by identifying the internal mechanisms of why 
dispositional awe promotes the psychosocial flourishing of emerging adults.
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Introduction

Contemporary social development makes the transition to 
adulthood more complex than ever (Wood et al., 2018). As 
a major force in promoting social vitality, emerging adults 
are in a unique period of life that occurs between adoles-
cence and adulthood (Arnett, 2015), which is arguably the 
most turbulent times in life with many tradeoffs and choices, 
frequent and rapid lifestyle changes, and the greatest vulner-
ability to mental health and behavioral challenges (Arnett, 
2014; Arnett et al., 2014; Sofija et al., 2021). Compared 
with young adults in their thirties, most emerging adults 
have not yet established a stable adult life structure (Arnett 
et al., 2014). The exploration of a new life can be exciting 

but are often daunting and confusing to the person, espe-
cially for emerging adults who are experiencing struggles 
and often suffer from depression and anxiety (Arnett et al., 
2014; LeBlanc et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2018). For example, 
the report on National Mental Health Development in China 
(2019–2020) reveals that emerging adults are the most anx-
ious group, ranking first among all age groups in terms of 
mental stress (Fu et al., 2021). Therefore, to better support 
the healthy transition of emerging adults into adulthood and 
prevent them from getting lost in the transition, it is neces-
sary to explore ways to promote their adaptive development 
and achieve psychosocial flourishing.

Psychosocial flourishing signifies the positive develop-
ment of emerging adults (De la Fuente et al., 2020). It does 
not simply mean seeking to maximize one’s pleasure and 
minimize one’s pain, but to make all aspects of life develop 
positively and blossom fully (Danvers et al., 2016). Psycho-
social flourishing is a broad concept that reflects an over-
all view of a good life and refers to an optimal, sustained 
sense of well-being (Diener et al., 2010). It describes posi-
tive human functioning from a comprehensive perspective: 
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meaning and purpose, competence, engagement, self-
acceptance, supportive relationships, optimism, well-being 
of others, and being respected (Diener et al., 2010; Ryff & 
Keyes, 1995; Tang et al., 2016). Psychosocial flourishing is 
the epitome of mental health and a factor in actively fighting 
mental disorders (Keyes et al., 2010). It is associated with a 
range of adaptive indicators, including lower rates of depres-
sion and anxiety, greater resilience to life’s vulnerabilities and 
challenges, higher productivity, stronger creative skills, and 
more prosocial behaviors (Conner et al., 2016; Huppert, 2009; 
Moradi et al., 2018; Peter et al., 2011). Despite the increas-
ing interest in psychosocial flourishing (Diener et al., 2010), 
only limited studies to date have explored the predictors of 
this notion (Abid et al., 2018). Taking these into account, it 
is of great significance to investigate the factors that promote 
emerging adults in the transition period to achieve psycho-
social flourishing.

Sustainable psychosocial flourishing may be the result 
of stability in dispositional traits. As Diener (1984) con-
cluded, dispositional traits are one of the strongest predictors 
of well-being. Of the dispositional variables, the antecedent 
role of dispositional awe—a relatively permanent emotional 
disposition—in predicting psychosocial flourishing has not 
been fully explored. Researchers on positive psychology 
have proposed that awe, as a character strength, can help 
to bring abundant gratification and authentic and sustain-
able well-being to individuals (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; 
Seligman, 2004). An increasing number of evidence sug-
gests that dispositional awe is beneficial to people’s posi-
tive functioning across the various aspects of life, such 
as life meaning and purpose, social relationships, physi-
cal and mental health, and well-being of others (Chirico 
& Gaggioli, 2021; Danvers et al., 2016; Piff et al., 2015; 
Prade & Saroglou, 2016; Stellar et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 
2018, 2019). We thus posit that dispositional awe may play 
a stable protective role in promoting psychosocial flourish-
ing. Given that psychosocial flourishing is conducive to the 
growth of emerging adults, an empirical investigation on 
the relationship between dispositional awe and psychosocial 
flourishing would also be helpful to further the understand-
ing of the social functions of dispositional awe. Accord-
ingly, the first purpose of this study is to go beyond previous 
research by examining the relationship between dispositional 
awe and psychosocial flourishing in emerging adulthood.

Furthermore, scant attention has been given to the under-
lying mechanisms and processes through which this relation-
ship occurs. Hence, the second but more important purpose 
of this study is to further probe into the mediating mecha-
nisms that underlie the relationship between dispositional 
awe and psychosocial flourishing. Our study is designed to 
address this issue by using Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build 
theory (Fredrickson et al., 2008) to develop a dual media-
tion assumption linking dispositional awe and psychosocial 

flourishing through meaning in life and social connectedness 
(the hypothetical model is set out in Fig. 1). Clarifying the 
internal mechanisms of dispositional awe and psychosocial 
flourishing is important—theoretically and practically—in 
the intervention of promoting the positive and sustainable 
development of emerging adults.

Dispositional Awe and Psychosocial 
Flourishing

Dispositional awe refers to the chronic tendency to experi-
ence awe in general (Shiota et al., 2006). It is a personality 
trait that reflects an overall pattern of one’s awe response 
(Shiota et al., 2006), meaning some people are more inclined 
to experience awe than others (Dong & Ni, 2020). Awe is a 
self-transcendent emotion that occurs when one encounters 
perceptually extraordinary stimuli (e.g., glorious sunsets and 
intellectual epiphany) that transcend people’s current cogni-
tive frame and arouse a need to update their mental schema 
(Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Shiota et al., 2007). Although awe 
feelings may sometimes be accompanied by anxiety and 
fear, it is generally considered a positive mixture of wonder, 
amazement, elevation, appreciation, and admiration (Gordon 
et al., 2017; Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Piff et al., 2015; Zhao 
et al., 2018, 2019).

Despite the lack of direct evidence linking dispositional 
awe to psychosocial flourishing, a growing body of circum-
stantial evidence lends support to the idea that dispositional 
awe makes people flourish in life (Huta & Ryan, 2010; Seaton 
& Beaumont, 2015). Psychosocial flourishing is considered 
to be parallel to eudaimonic well-being (Schotanus-Dijkstra 
et al., 2016). Awe, as a type of eudaimonic emotion (Land-
mann, 2021), has been shown to be positively related to 
eudaimonic pursuits (Huta & Ryan, 2010). Individuals who 
experience awe generate more personal growth goals that are 
linked to eudaimonic well-being (Seaton & Beaumont, 2015). 
In addition, quite a few studies have suggested that dispo-
sitional awe can increase individuals’ hedonic well-being 
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(Dong & Ni, 2020; Gordon et al., 2017; Rudd et al., 2012; 
Zhao et al., 2019). Although psychosocial flourishing is 
somewhat different from hedonic well-being (Schotanus-
Dijkstra et al., 2016), it is generally regarded as a com-
bination of high levels of hedonic and eudaimonic well-
being (Huppert, 2009; Huppert & So, 2013; Keyes, 2002; 
Mesurado et al., 2021; Schueller & Seligman, 2010). In this 
sense, dispositional awe can promote individuals’ psycho-
social flourishing.

Moreover, dispositional awe has been found to be posi-
tively correlated with several indicators that can reflect psy-
chosocial flourishing (Danvers et al., 2016; Piff et al., 2015; 
Prade & Saroglou, 2016; Stellar et al., 2017; Stellar et al., 
2015; Zhao et al., 2018, 2019). For instance, dispositional 
awe has been proven to encourage people to participate in 
various prosocial behaviors (Li et al., 2019; Perlin & Li, 
2020; Piff et al., 2015; Prade & Saroglou, 2016; Rudd et al., 
2012; Zhao et al., 2018) and reduce aggressive behaviors 
(Yang et al., 2016), while engaging in more positive prosocial 
behaviors and fewer risky antisocial behaviors is precisely the 
sign of flourishing in emerging adulthood (Nelson & Padilla-
Walker, 2013). Taken together, evidence is accumulating in 
support of the notion that dispositional awe contributes to 
psychosocial flourishing. Based on the above-mentioned lit-
erature, we put forward the first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Dispositional awe positively predicts psy-
chosocial flourishing.

The Underlying Mechanisms Between 
Dispositional Awe and Psychosocial 
Flourishing

What potential mediating processes can account for the posi-
tive relationship between dispositional awe and psychosocial 
flourishing? As a positive self-transcendental emotion, awe 
can not only broaden people’s understanding of life meaning, 
prompt them to discover and maintain a positive meaning in 
life, and thus expand their intrapersonal resources (Danvers 
et al., 2016; Landmann, 2021; Zhao et al., 2019), but also 
increase people’s sense of connectedness with others, and 
thus construct their interpersonal resources (Petersen et al., 
2019; Stellar et al., 2017). Furthermore, the intrapersonal 
factor of meaning in life and the interpersonal factor of 
social connectedness have been shown to be beneficial to 
individuals’ well-being and positive development (Howell 
et al., 2013; Krok, 2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2017). That’s 
to say, people’s good functioning in both intrapersonal and 
interpersonal aspects helps to flourish in life (Diener et al., 
2010; Ng et al., 2021). As Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build 
theory suggests, the recurrent experiences of positive emo-
tions can broaden people’s perspectives in both intrapersonal 

and interpersonal domains and build enduring personal 
resources that support human flourishing (Fredrickson et al., 
2008; Garland et al., 2010). Along this line, a reasonable 
assumption within the framework of broaden-and-build 
theory is that dispositional awe—a positive emotional ten-
dency—might enhance individuals’ psychosocial flourish-
ing by providing abundant intrapersonal and interpersonal 
resources. Therefore, in this study, we attempt to identify 
whether meaning in life, as an intrapersonal mediator, and 
social connectedness, as an interpersonal mediator, would 
simultaneously explain why dispositional awe can promote 
psychosocial flourishing.

Intrapersonal Mechanism: The Mediating 
Role of Meaning in Life

Meaning in life refers to the belief that one’s life or exist-
ence is coherent, significant, and endowed with a supreme 
sense of purpose or mission (Martela & Steger, 2016; Ste-
ger, 2009). It functions as a self-regulatory and motiva-
tional intrapersonal strength for orienting people to engage 
in activities that help them alive and thriving (Routledge 
& FioRito, 2021). In the face of unfavorable life outcomes, 
meaning provides psychological resources for coping with 
these frustrations and challenges (Floyd et al., 2013; Webster 
& Deng, 2014). Research has found that the feeling and expe-
rience of self-transcendence can enhance people’s sense of 
meaning in life (Howell et al., 2013). As a self-transcen-
dental experience (Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012), dis-
positional awe has been shown to be positively correlated 
with meaning in life (Zhao et al., 2019). In support, partici-
pants who are induced with awe in a laboratory also report 
a higher degree of meaning in life (Hoeldtke, 2016). The 
experience of awe plays a distinct role in meaning-making, 
it broadens people’s thinking, increases the possibility of 
finding new positive meanings in life (Bonner & Friedman, 
2011; Krause & Hayward, 2015), encourages people to tran-
scend mundane concerns and endorse spiritual beliefs (Jiang 
et al., 2018; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012), provides 
them with opportunities to shape and elaborate their life 
frameworks, and facilitates the development of a personal 
sense of meaning in life (Danvers et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 
2019).

On the other hand, meaning in life is a well-documented 
factor that contributes to well-being (Aruta, 2021; Howell 
et al., 2013; Krok, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Seligman, 
2018; Steger et al., 2009). It is a unique psychological asset 
that can promote positive human functioning and nurture 
positive development in emerging adulthood (Steger et al., 
2009). If an individual is in a meaningless state, it can lead 
to a situation called “existential vacuum”, which manifests 
as boredom, depression, or aggressive behaviors (Kleftaras 



 Current Psychology

1 3

& Psarra, 2012). Research on different facets of psychosocial 
flourishing shows that meaning in life is positively associ-
ated with psychological adjustment and prosocial behaviors 
(Li et al., 2019; Lin, 2021; Park & Baumeister, 2017) and 
serves as a buffer against poor psychological health and risk 
behaviors (Brassai et al., 2011; Kleftaras & Psarra, 2012). 
As such, it is reasonable to expect a positive association 
between meaning in life and psychosocial flourishing. In 
summary, we attempt to test the mediating effect of meaning 
in life as an intrapersonal factor in the relationship between 
dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing. Disposi-
tional awe is expected to increase one’s meaning in life, 
which, in turn, will contribute to the psychosocial flourish-
ing of emerging adults. The second hypothesis is proposed 
as follows:

Hypothesis 2. Meaning in life serves as an intrapersonal 
mediator in the relationship between dispositional awe 
and psychosocial flourishing.

Interpersonal Mechanism: The Mediating 
Role of Social Connectedness

Along with the intrapersonal force of meaning in life, the 
interpersonal force of one’s social connections with others 
also exert a great influence on emerging adults’ psychosocial 
flourishing (Padilla-Walker et al., 2017). Social connected-
ness is defined as the sense of closeness and togetherness 
with one’s social environment (Lee & Robbins, 1995), 
reflecting a holistic assessment of interpersonal relationships 
from a social other to a larger society (Ng et al., 2020). It 
is a vital psychosocial capital that can provide people with 
sufficient interpersonal resources to adapt to their environ-
ment and foster divergent forms of psychosocial flourishing 
(Eraslan-Capan, 2016; Lee et al., 2001; Saeri et al., 2018; 
Sedikides et al., 2016; Yıldırım et al., 2021). For instance, 
longitudinal studies with large representative samples have 
demonstrated that social connectedness predicts a greater 
sense of well-being (Jose et al., 2012) and lower depres-
sive symptoms (Jose & Lim, 2014) in adolescents over 
time. Under stressful or threatening situations, people usu-
ally rely on social connections for protection, and those 
who feel socially connected experience better mental and 
physical health. Conversely, the deterioration or severance 
of valuable social connections that accompany life transi-
tions leaves people feeling lonely and frustrated in the social 
world (Duru & Poyrazli, 2011; Satici et al., 2016; Wildschut 
et al., 2010).

While the link between social connectedness and psycho-
social flourishing has been well deduced, one’s dispositional 
inclination to feel awe should also influence one’s social con-
nectedness. Research has suggested that self-transcendent 

emotions are particularly adept at building social resources 
because they can bond individuals together (Stellar et al., 
2017). As a self-transcendent emotion, awe has been dem-
onstrated to generate and foster social connectedness (Perlin 
& Li, 2020; Shiota et al., 2007). It broadly enhances the feel-
ings of oneness with others, not only with friends, but also 
with people in general (Bai et al., 2017; Van Cappellen & 
Saroglou, 2012). As Keltner and Haidt (2003) claimed, awe 
can unite individuals with a wide range of social entities, 
such as the nation or human society. Particularly, studies 
have revealed that experimentally manipulating feelings of 
awe can reduce the importance people attach to their indi-
vidual selves and cultivate connection and love toward oth-
ers through prosociality (Bai et al., 2017; Piff et al., 2015; 
Stellar et al., 2017, 2018; Zhao et al., 2018). Hence, it is 
logical to assume that dispositional awe is an effective strat-
egy in bolstering social connectedness. Overall, other than 
intrapersonal factors, we attempt to examine the mediating 
effect of social connectedness as an interpersonal factor in 
the relationship between dispositional awe and psychosocial 
flourishing. Specifically, we propose that dispositional awe 
will enhance one’s social connectedness, which, in turn, will 
promote the psychosocial flourishing of emerging adults. 
The third hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 3. Social connectedness serves as an interper-
sonal mediator in the relationship between dispositional 
awe and psychosocial flourishing.

Intrapersonal Versus Interpersonal Pathways 
Among Emerging Adults

In this study, we also sought to ascertain the relative impor-
tance of the intrapersonal and interpersonal pathways 
underlying the effect of dispositional awe on psychosocial 
flourishing among emerging adults. Specifically, which 
psychological resources contribute more to the relationship 
between dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing, 
meaning in life or social connectedness? Meaning in life 
reflects individuals’ view of their own life, whereas social 
connectedness reflects individuals’ view of social relations; 
both are important in their own ways for emerging adults. 
However, conceptually, personality traits are generally an 
intrapersonal factor (Ayub, 2015), and the intrapersonal 
nature of dispositional awe may imply that it is more relevant 
to the meaning in life than social connectedness. Further-
more, the exploration of life meaning signifies the internal 
growth of individuals and is the cornerstone of human flour-
ishing (Routledge & FioRito, 2021). To achieve comprehen-
sive psychosocial flourishing, social connections with others 
should be established to obtain external resources, and the 
power of these connections may be amplified by the further 
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enrichment of life meaning. Thus, we preliminarily infer that 
the intrapersonal mediating mechanism of meaning in life 
may have a stronger effect than the interpersonal mediating 
mechanism of social connectedness.

Hypothesis 4. The mediation effect of meaning in life is 
stronger than that of social connectedness.

The Present Study

To sum up, the present study aims to investigate the effect 
of dispositional awe on psychosocial flourishing and test the 
influence of meaning in life and social connectedness in the 
underlying mechanism of why dispositional awe promotes 
psychosocial flourishing. In light of Fredrickson’s broaden-
and-build theory, we hence build a dual-mediated model to 
examine: (1) whether dispositional awe positively predicts 
psychosocial flourishing; (2) whether meaning in life, as an 
intrapersonal mediator, accounts for the relationship between 
dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing; (3) whether 
social connectedness, as an interpersonal mediator, accounts 
for the relationship between dispositional awe and psychoso-
cial flourishing; and (4) the relative importance of meaning 
in life and social connectedness.

Method

Participants

An online survey was conducted among the emerging 
adulthood population in China. The survey was available 
through Qualtrics software (http:// www. qualt rics. com), a 
web-based security survey data collection system. A total 
of 1237 emerging adults (18 to 29 years; Arnett, 2015) 
were randomly recruited from various industries including 
education, training, human services, business management, 
and health care in several cities in China. Each item in our 
survey was set as a mandatory question, and if there were 
missing values in the questionnaire of the participants, the 
system would remind them to fill in the questions again and 
submit the questionnaire after all questions were completed. 
After excluding participants with the same response across 
most parts of the questionnaires, one thousand two hundred 
and thirteen participants were included in the full analyses. 
There were 331 (27.3%) males and 882 (72.7%) females, 
with an average age of 24.09 (SD = 3.00) years. Of these 
participants, 116 (9.6%) had a high-school degree or below, 
281 (23.2%) had a junior college degree, 728 (60.0%) held a 
bachelor degree, and 88 (7.3%) held a postgraduate degree.

Measures

Dispositional Awe

The 6-item dispositional awe subscale from the Disposi-
tional Positive Emotion Scale was adopted to measure the 
participants’ chronic tendency to feel awe (Shiota et al., 
2006). One sample item is “I often feel awe”. Participants 
rated items on a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree), and higher scores signified a higher level 
of dispositional awe. The Cronbach’s alpha for dispositional 
awe was 0.77.

Psychosocial Flourishing

The 8-item Flourishing Scale was used to access the partici-
pants’ psychosocial flourishing, describing the flourishing of 
human functioning (Diener et al., 2010). An example item 
is “I am a good person and live a good life”. Responses 
were indicated on a seven-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 
7 = strongly agree), and higher scores indicated that partici-
pants view themselves more positively in important aspects 
of functioning. The Cronbach’s alpha for psychosocial flour-
ishing was 0.91.

Meaning in Life

The 10-item Meaning in Life Questionnaire was employed 
to capture the participants’ intrapersonal experience of 
meaning in life (Steger et al., 2006). The questionnaire con-
sists of two dimensions: presence of meaning and search 
for meaning. All items were rated on a seven-point Likert 
scale (1 = absolutely untrue, 7 = absolutely true), and higher 
scores represented a higher level of personal meaning in life. 
The Cronbach’s alpha for meaning in life was 0.86.

Social Connectedness

The 20-item Social Connectedness Scale was used to access 
the participants’ sense of connectedness with others and the 
society (Lee et al., 2001). A sample item is “I feel close 
to people”. All items were answered on a six-point scale 
(1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree), and higher scores 
reflected a stronger sense of social connectedness. The Cron-
bach’s alpha for social connectedness was 0.88.

Procedure

This research was approved by the ethics committee of the 
authors’ university. Informed consent of the participants was 
first obtained online, and only after the consent was given 
could they start to fill in the questionnaires. The participants 
were instructed to independently complete the above set of 

http://www.qualtrics.com
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anonymous questionnaires, which were translated from Eng-
lish into Chinese and back-translated to ensure their valid-
ity for the Chinese participants. All the participants were 
thanked for their participation.

Data Analysis

First, we employed Harman’s one-factor test (Podsakoff 
et al., 2003) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to check 
for the common method variance bias. Descriptive statistics 
and zero-order correlations among dispositional awe, mean-
ing in life, social connectedness, and psychosocial flourish-
ing were then calculated using SPSS 22.0.

Next, we adopted Mplus 8.3 to run a structural equa-
tion modeling (SEM) to examine the mediating effects of 
meaning in life and social connectedness on the relationship 
between dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing. Fol-
lowing the procedure of Anderson and Gerbing (1988), a 
two-step approach was conducted. The measurement model 
was initially examined by CFA before examining the struc-
tural model. To improve the reliability of parameter estima-
tion, three item parcels using random assignment method 
were created as indicators for the corresponding latent 
variables of dispositional awe, psychosocial flourishing and 
social connectedness. Moreover, the two subscale-scores 
of the meaning in life questionnaire (Steger et al., 2006) 
were used as two observed indicators for a latent variable 
of meaning in life. A subsequent full SEM was applied to 
access the hypothesized mediation model, in which media-
tion was specified with the direct pathway from dispositional 
awe to psychosocial flourishing and two indirect pathways 
through meaning in life and social connectedness. Accord-
ing to Hu and Bentler (1999), the model goodness of fit was 
acceptable when the RMSEA and SRMR values were lower 
than 0.08, and the CFI and TLI values were higher than 0.90.

Finally, Mplus’ model constraint command was con-
ducted to examine whether one mediator had a stronger 
effect than the other. Specifically, the command was per-
formed to compere the relative strength between the intrap-
ersonal and interpersonal pathways among emerging adults.

Results

Common Method Bias Test

Harman’s one-factor test was performed to examine the 
common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The results 
of the unrotated factor analysis revealed that the first fac-
tor only explained 29.55% of the variance. Moreover, CFA 
demonstrated that the single-factor model fit the data poorly: 
χ2 (44, N = 1213) = 2385.63, χ2/df = 54.22, p < 0.001, 
RMSEA = 0.209, SRMR = 0.103, CFI = 0.72, TLI = 0.66. 
These results signified that the common method bias is not 
serious in the sample data.

Preliminary Analyses

The descriptive statistics and the correlations for the key 
variables were displayed in Table 1. As expected, disposi-
tional awe was positively related to meaning in life (r = 0.47, 
p < 0.001), social connectedness (r = 0.32, p < 0.001), and 
psychosocial flourishing (r = 0.58, p < 0.001) among emerg-
ing adults, and psychosocial flourishing was positively 
related to meaning in life (r = 0.68, p < 0.001) and social 
connectedness (r = 0.59, p < 0.001). The results provided 
preliminary support for the hypotheses.

Measurement Model

The full measurement model consisted of four latent vari-
ables and eleven observed variables. The results showed a 
good model fit: χ2 (38, N = 1213) = 312.86, χ2/df = 8.23, 
p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.077, SRMR = 0.043, CFI = 0.97, 
TLI = 0.95. For dispositional awe, factor loadings ranged 
from 0.69 to 0.80. For psychosocial flourishing, factor load-
ings ranged from 0.87 to 0.90. The factor loadings for mean-
ing in life and social connectedness ranged from 0.61 to 0.67 
and from 0.87 to 0.90, respectively. All the factor loadings 
on each latent variable were significant (p < 0.001), reflect-
ing that the latent variables were well measured by their 
indicators.

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
and correlations for key 
variables

N = 1213. Gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender 0.73 0.45 –
2. Age 24.09 3.00 −0.16*** –
3. Dispositional awe 3.41 0.72 0.04 0.03 –
4. Meaning in life 4.59 1.07 0.11*** 0.02 0.47*** –
5. Social connectedness 4.06 0.75 0.09** 0.14*** 0.32*** 0.51*** –
6. Psychosocial flourishing 4.84 1.22 0.13*** 0.08** 0.58*** 0.68*** 0.59*** –
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Structural Model

Figure 2 shows the structural model in which we hypoth-
esized that meaning in life and social connectedness 
act as mediators of the relationship between disposi-
tional awe and psychosocial flourishing. The final struc-
tural mediation model evidenced a good fit to the data: 
χ2 (38, N = 1213) = 295.71, χ2/df = 7.78, p < 0.001, 
RMSEA = 0.075, SRMR = 0.046, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96.

The direct effect of dispositional awe on psychosocial 
flourishing in the absence of mediators was significant 
(β = 0.70, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.64, 0.74]). 
Then, tests of the indirect effects revealed that meaning in 
life and social connectedness mediated the relation between 
dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing (β = 0.64, 
SE = 0.08, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.53, 0.85]), including spe-
cific indirect effects of meaning in life (β = 0.48, SE = 0.08, 
p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.37, 0.69]) and social connectedness 
(β = 0.16, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.13, 0.19]). After 
accounting for the mediating effects of meaning in life and 
social connectedness, the direct effect of dispositional awe 
on psychosocial flourishing become insignificant (β = 0.08, 
SE = 0.08, p = 0.35, 95% CI = [−0.14, 0.20]). The proportion 
of the total indirect effect to the total effect was 88.89%, in 
specific, the ratio of the mediating effects of meaning in 
life and social connectedness in the total effect was 66.67% 

and 22.22%, respectively. Taken together, these results sug-
gested that dispositional awe exerted its effect on psychoso-
cial flourishing through two distinct channels—the intrap-
ersonal pathway of meaning in life and the interpersonal 
pathway of social connectedness. Thus, Hypothesis 1, 2 and 
3 were verified.

Furthermore, the contrast test of the indirect effects 
showed that the difference between meaning in life and 
social connectedness was significant (p < 0.001), with the 
indirect effect of meaning in life being statistically stronger 
than the indirect effect of social connectedness (B = 0.67, 
SE = 0.17, 95% CI = [0.42, 1.10]), as demonstrated in 
Table 2. Therefore, the intrapersonal effect through mean-
ing in life was more important than the interpersonal effect 
through social connectedness among emerging adults. 
Hence, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Discussion

The present study investigated the relationship between 
dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing by includ-
ing meaning in life as an intrapersonal mediator and social 
connectedness as an interpersonal mediator. Our findings 
concur with Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory, sug-
gesting that dispositional awe is positively associated with 

Fig. 2  The mediated structural 
model. ***p < 0.001; DA1-
DA3 = three parcels of dispo-
sitional awe; PF1-PF3 = three 
parcels of psychosocial flourish-
ing; SFM = search for meaning, 
POM = presence of meaning; 
SC1-SC3 = three parcels of 
social connectedness

0.61*** 0.67***

0.77*** 0.62***

0.40*** 0.39***

0.69***

0.80***

0.71***

0.90***

0.87***

0.87***

PF1

PF2

PF3

SFM POM

DA1

DA2

DA3

Social

connectedness

Psychosocial

flourishing
Dispositional

awe

Meaning in 

life

0.89*** 0.90***

SC2 SC3SC1

0.87***

0.08 (0.70***)

Table 2  Standardized indirect 
effects and 95% confidence 
intervals (CI)

Model effect β SE p 95% CI

The total indirect effect 0.64 0.08 < 0.001 [0.53, 0.85]
The indirect effect of meaning in life 0.48 0.08 < 0.001 [0.37, 0.69]
The indirect effect of social connectedness 0.16 0.01 < 0.001 [0.13, 0.16]
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psychosocial flourishing among emerging adults, and that 
meaning in life and social connectedness fully mediate this 
positive association. In a relative sense, the mediation effect 
of meaning in life was stronger than that of social connect-
edness. These results enriched our understanding of psy-
chosocial flourishing among emerging adults with chronic 
awe tendency, and identified the underlying psychological 
mechanisms.

Dispositional Awe and Psychosocial Flourishing

In support of Hypothesis 1, dispositional awe was found 
to be positively associated with psychosocial flourishing 
among emerging adults, which illustrated the important 
role of dispositional awe in promoting psychosocial flour-
ishing. Such finding is in accordance with a laboratory 
research showing that when people view awe-evoking film 
clips, they become more motivated to pursue eudaimonic 
goals, thereby ultimately enhancing eudaimonic well-being 
(Seaton & Beaumont, 2015). Given that dispositional awe 
is typically characterized by positive, self-transcendent, and 
eudaimonic attributes (Landmann, 2021; Van Cappellen & 
Saroglou, 2012; Zhao et al., 2019), the results of this study 
demonstrate a positive link between dispositional awe and a 
more comprehensive indicator of well-being—psychosocial 
flourishing—that goes beyond prior research on the relation-
ship between awe and various sub-indicators of psychosocial 
flourishing (Danvers et al., 2016; Piff et al., 2015; Prade & 
Saroglou, 2016; Stellar et al., 2017; Zhao et al., 2018). This 
finding also deepens our understanding on the social func-
tions of dispositional awe.

The Mediating Roles of Meaning in Life and Social 
Connectedness

In line with Hypotheses 2 and 3, the present study revealed 
that meaning in life and social connectedness jointly mediate 
the relationship between dispositional awe and psychosocial 
flourishing among emerging adults. In detail, dispositional 
awe has a significant positive effect on meaning in life and 
social connectedness, which, in turn, improves the level of 
psychosocial flourishing in emerging adults. As Fredrickson 
et al. (2008) stated, positive emotion builds up the necessary 
resources for a good life. Dispositional awe expands emerg-
ing adults’ intrapersonal and interpersonal resources that 
bring up-stream results to psychosocial flourishing, corre-
sponding to the core connotation of Fredrickson’s broaden-
and-build theory (Fredrickson et al., 2008). The mediating 
roles of meaning in life and social connectedness shed light 
on why dispositional awe promotes psychosocial flourishing.

Findings from the mediation effect of meaning in life 
revealed that dispositional awe positively predicts emerg-
ing adults’ meaning in life. This finding is consistent with 

previous studies about individuals who experience positive 
awe during their daily life and a laboratory induction that 
reported a higher sense of life meaning (Hoeldtke, 2016; 
Zhao et al., 2019). Research has suggested that whether 
it is the positive emotion, the eudaimonic emotion, or the 
self-transcendental experience, they can all boost people’s 
sense of meaningfulness (Fredrickson et al., 2008; Howell 
et al., 2013; Landmann, 2021), and dispositional awe exactly 
coincides with these characteristics (Landmann, 2021; Van 
Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012; Zhao et al., 2019), which can 
broaden emerging adults’ mind and promote them to build 
rich intrapersonal resources. Moreover, the intrapersonal 
strength of meaning in life was reconfirmed to be positively 
correlated with psychosocial flourishing in our study, as 
existing research has found that meaning in life is a funda-
mental human need that matters for flourishing (Routledge 
& FioRito, 2021; Steger et al., 2009). The motivational and 
self-regulatory nature of meaning (Routledge & FioRito, 
2021) prompt emerging adults to perform behaviors that 
enable them to flourish psychosocially.

Another novel observation, as predicted, was that social 
connectedness also mediates the positive association 
between dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing. The 
result is parallel with the previous literature suggesting that 
experimentally induced awe engenders the feelings of social 
connectedness (Bai et al., 2017; Shiota et al., 2007; Van 
Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012). Awe experience encourages 
emerging adults to connect with others through express-
ing love and concern for others (Bai et al., 2017; Piff et al., 
2015; Stellar et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2018), thereby build-
ing affluent interpersonal resources (Stellar et al., 2017). In 
turn, the higher level of the interpersonal strength of social 
connectedness assists emerging adults’ psychosocial flour-
ishing, which is in line with early studies (Jose et al., 2012; 
Padilla-Walker et al., 2017). Therefore, emerging adults with 
higher levels of dispositional awe experience a higher level 
of connections with others, which, in turn, further enhances 
their psychosocial flourishing.

Intriguingly, consistent with Hypothesis 4, from the per-
spective of the mediating effect, the contribution of intrap-
ersonal pathway was more significant than that of the inter-
personal pathway. Specifically, in comparison with social 
connectedness, meaning in life plays a relatively greater 
mediating role between dispositional awe and psychosocial 
flourishing. The result is similar to previous research that the 
effect of internal resources on psychological well-being is 
greater than that of external resources (Hsu & Tung, 2010). 
As mentioned previously, although both meaning in life and 
social connectedness serve as unique function that contrib-
utes to psychosocial flourishing, emerging adults’ exploration 
and perception of life meaning is an internal growth that can 
promote the vigorous development of their external social rela-
tions, which, in turn, further enhances their understandings of 
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life meaning, forming a positive circle (Stavrova & Luhmann, 
2016) conducive to the overall psychosocial flourishing. Creat-
ing and searching for a meaningful life is a prominent develop-
mental task for emerging adults (Mayseless & Keren, 2014). 
Especially in the face of new situations and events, emerging 
adults seek to explain and reconstruct their experiences by 
identifying important aspects of their personal lives and dis-
covering deeper meaning in their lives. Hence, it is reasonable 
to suggest that meaning in life has a stronger mediating role 
than social connectedness.

Limitations and Future Directions

Certain limitations should be considered in cautiously inter-
preting our current findings and providing guidance for fur-
ther research. First, the results presented in this study cannot 
be regarded as a proof of causality because cross-sectional 
data and structural equation modeling preclude examination 
of causality or directionality. Future studies should adopt 
longitudinal data or experimental design to better verify the 
validity of our mediation model. Second, the participants in 
the present study were only emerging adults aged 18 to 29, 
which may be too limited in age to allow for a broader gen-
eralization. Third, our study only focused on exploring the 
role of dispositional awe in promoting psychosocial flourish-
ing, but it is undeniable that there are other important fac-
tors affecting the development of individuals’ psychosocial 
flourishing that are not included in this study. Additional 
research should be conducted to explore more predictors 
of psychosocial flourishing in the future. Finally, this study 
was carried out in the collectivistic culture of China, and 
whether the findings are applicable to individualistic cul-
tures remains to be further explored. Different from indi-
vidualistic cultures, members of collectivist cultures tend 
to emphasize interdependent selves (Ng et al., 2020). As 
such, the effects of social relationships on them is greater 
than that of in individualistic culture. The current findings in 
collectivist culture indicate that the intrapersonal mechanism 
between dispositional awe and psychosocial flourishing is 
more important than interpersonal mechanism. In individu-
alistic cultures, the difference in importance may be even 
greater, in which the intrapersonal mechanism between dis-
positional awe and psychosocial flourishing may be consid-
erably much more important than interpersonal mechanism. 
Future research based on individualistic cultures should be 
conducted to confirm these conjectures.

Implications

To our knowledge, the present study is the first empirical 
attempt to investigate the relationship between dispositional 
awe and psychosocial flourishing in an emerging adult 

sample. Furthermore, this study also innovatively explored 
the potential mechanism of dispositional awe promoting 
psychosocial flourishing from the perspective of intraper-
sonal and interpersonal pathways. Our findings not only 
further enrich Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory but 
also contribute to the limited but growing body of research 
examining the social functions of dispositional awe and the 
protective factors of psychosocial flourishing in emerging 
adulthood.

Practically, our work is beneficial to the intervention 
aiming at promoting the positive development of emerging 
adults, who are in the period of transition or even lost in 
the transition. It is advisable for emerging adults to foster 
their dispositional awe through measures such as practic-
ing loving-kindness meditation (Stell & Farsides, 2016) 
and improving the ability to appreciate beauty and excel-
lence (Güsewell & Ruch, 2012), which may further enhance 
their meaning in life, social connectedness, and psychoso-
cial flourishing. Moreover, the intrapersonal mechanism of 
meaning in life and the interpersonal mechanism of social 
connectedness in the relationship between dispositional awe 
and psychosocial flourishing suggests that developing inter-
vention strategies aimed at improving emerging adults’ sense 
of life meaning (e.g., clarifying self-concept; Shin et al., 
2016) and strengthening their social connectedness (e.g., 
inducing nostalgia; Sedikides et al., 2016) may also be effec-
tive ways to reduce floundering and achieve full flourishing 
during this vulnerable transition period. More interestingly, 
the comparison of the mediation effect implies that life 
meaning contains huge internal energy. Helping individuals 
in emerging adulthood find the meaning of life and gain the 
inner strength for growth is more conducive to them coping 
with various confusions and challenges in life. Meaning in 
life and the agency it generates has important implications 
for the emerging adults and even for the flourishing of soci-
ety, particularly when human societies are facing existential 
threats, such as the current COVID-19 pandemic (Routledge 
& FioRito, 2021).

Conclusion

In conclusion, the present study elucidates the vital role of 
dispositional awe in promoting psychosocial flourishing in 
emerging adulthood and identifies an intrapersonal mecha-
nism of meaning in life and an interpersonal mechanism of 
social connectedness to explain the relationship by examin-
ing a dual-process model. Furthermore, meaning in life plays 
a more important mediating role than social connectedness. 
These findings provide valuable insights into the well-being 
of emerging adults and identify protective factors that may 
contribute to their healthy transition into adulthood and psy-
chosocial flourishing.
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