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Abstract

The continuous surge in the number of confirmed
diagnoses and fatalities associated with the coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) has caused debilitating
economic, educational, social, and psychological issues.
However, little is known about how psychological
interventions may boost well-being outcomes amid the
pandemic. This research addresses this gap by examin-
ing the effects of gratitude and kindness interventions
on life satisfaction, positive emotions, negative
emotions, and COVID-19 anxiety via an online pilot
experimental study. A 3-week online pilot experiment
was implemented among 107 Filipino undergraduate
students (M = 20.27; SD = 1.10). These participants
were randomly assigned to kindness (n = 37), gratitude
(n = 32), and control (n = 38) conditions. The results
showed that there were significant differences on
positive emotions when controlling for the baseline
well-being, gratitude, and kindness scores across all
conditions (i.e., gratitude, kindness, and control).
Participants assigned in the gratitude and kindness
conditions had significantly higher scores on positive
than the control condition.
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The findings point to the emotional benefits associated
with promoting gratitude and kindness during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This research contributes to
scarce literature on the applicability of well-being inter-
ventions in non-Western cultural contexts.
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INTRODUCTION

The exponential rise in the health risks associated with the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic has urged many countries to impose community-based lockdowns,
curfews, and physical distancing policies. These measures have significantly reduced people's
face-to-face social interactions with family members, friends, and co-workers, particularly
those living alone, by placing them in household-level isolation bubbles (Sibley et al., 2020).
Interestingly, a recent study showed that there was a small decline in social connectedness
during the first wave of the outbreak (Folk et al., 2020). There is also a growing concern
regarding how these physical and social distancing measures can have detrimental impacts
on students' social and psychological well-being (Barthelemy, 2020; Sibley et al., 2020), espe-
cially when school-based mental health services (e.g., counseling activities) are significantly
disrupted (Golberstein et al., 2020). However, there is limited research into psychological
interventions that can potentially promote individuals" well-being amid the COVID-19 global
crisis.

Recognizing the possible consequences of the pandemic on students' social connectedness
and well-being, this research concentrates on the effects of interpersonally oriented strengths
such as gratitude and kindness on well-being during the pandemic. Gratitude refers to a state
resulting from acknowledgement of desirable opportunities, outcomes, and gifts contributed by
external factors such as friends, parents, or luck (Emmons et al., 2003). Studies have shown that
gratitude has been associated with increased life satisfaction (Datu & Bernardo, 2020; Datu &
Mateo, 2015), happiness (Froh et al., 2008; Seligman et al., 2005), healthy eating behavior (Fritz
et al., 2019), and positive emotions (Datu & Mateo, 2020). Further, this construct has been
linked to reduced levels of depression (Lambert et al., 2012) and anxiety (Kendler et al., 2003).
Given that early and contemporary perspectives (Algoe, 2012; Algoe et al., 2020) have argued
that gratitude can foster high-quality interpersonal ties, it is likely that promoting opportunities
to be grateful may facilitate social connectedness, even in situations where face-to-face
interpersonal actions are restricted due to pandemic-related social distancing measures.
This interpersonal mechanism might account for the positive impacts of gratitude on well-being
outcomes. However, there is mixed evidence regarding the impacts of gratitude interventions,
with some research showing significant positive effects (Froh et al.,, 2008, 2014; Watkins
et al., 2003), and others demonstrating non-significant impacts on well-being and psychological
outcomes (Fritz et al., 2019; Koay et al., 2020). A recent meta-analytic review (Cregg &
Cheavens, 2020) also revealed that gratitude interventions had small effect sizes on depression
and anxiety.
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Kindness refers to doing good deeds for other people (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). There is
evidence showing how kindness relates to increased levels of life satisfaction (Buchanan &
Bardi, 2010; Datu & Bernardo, 2020; Otake et al., 2006), optimism (Kerr et al., 2015), and
positive interpersonal relationships (Layous et al., 2012). Recalling acts of kindness has been
found to be an effective approach in enhancing happiness (Aknin et al., 2012; Ko et al., 2019).
Further, research has demonstrated that kindness-enhancing activities can fulfill basic
psychological needs for relatedness (Chancellor et al., 2018). However, a recent study (Shin
et al., 2021) indicated that the effects of recalling acts of kindness was stronger when these
behaviors were directed towards close others rather than distant people (e.g., strangers) in a
collectivist context. A meta-analytic review has also shown that kindness interventions had
small to medium effect sizes on well-being indices (Curry et al., 2018).

Despite evidence supporting the possible benefits associated with promoting gratitude and
kindness, gaps in the research remain. First, given that prior studies focused on evaluating
the effects of gratitude and kindness interventions on life satisfaction, positive emotions, and
healthy behaviors, their findings do not generalize to mental health outcomes associated with
the COVID-19 health crisis (e.g., COVID-19 anxiety). Further, a critical limitation in the
positive psychological intervention literature involves the dominance of studies exploring the
effectiveness of these interventions in Anglo-American and Western samples (Shin &
Lyubomirsky, 2017) or Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD)
societies (Henrich et al., 2010) such as the United States. Given that existing literature
(Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) indicates that cultural contexts might potentially moderate
the effects of positive psychological interventions on well-being, it is essential to explore
whether the benefits of gratitude and kindness interventions may generalize in non-WEIRD
societies. Second, past research commonly relied on face-to-face or traditional formats of
implementing these positive psychological interventions, which are challenging to administer,
especially seeing as social distancing and lockdown measures have been continuously
implemented in many societies. This clearly underscores the importance of designing and
implementing alternative modes of well-being interventions. Third, although there have been
investigations demonstrating the detrimental psychological impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic among undergraduate students in mainland China (Fu et al., 2021) and the
United States (Kibbey et al., 2021; Tasso et al., 2021), evidence on the effectiveness of online
positive psychological interventions in promoting COVID-19-related well-being outcomes
remains relatively scarce.

Therefore, this pilot online experimental study aims to examine the effects of gratitude
and kindness interventions on life satisfaction, positive emotions, negative emotions, and
COVID-19 anxiety among undergraduate students in the Philippine setting.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This research aims to explore the effects of kindness and gratitude on well-being outcomes
using a 3-week online experimental design. Drawing from the positive activity model
(Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013), it is hypothesized that promoting gratitude and kindness may
not only enhance life satisfaction and positive emotions but also reduce maladaptive outcomes
(i.e., negative emotions and COVID-19 anxiety). This framework argues that positive psycholog-
ical activities, such as writing a note of gratitude to COVID-19 healthcare workers via social
media posts or donating money to nongovernment organizations (NGOs), can serve as
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opportunities to satisfy basic psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence,
which, in turn, facilitates psychological well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). For example, sharing
an appreciation post towards medical frontline workers during the pandemic using Facebook
may increase the likelihood of gaining positive feedback and having meaningful interactions
with existing friends, which can potentially fulfill basic psychological needs for relatedness, and
consequently fosters happiness. In other words, if gratitude- and kindness-enhancing activities
provide possible routes to satisfying relatedness, it is logical to predict that these endeavors can
catalyze well-being outcomes.

Existing literature supports this study's hypotheses on the role of gratitude and kindness in
students’ well-being. Research has showcased the psychological and mental health benefits
associated with gratitude-enhancing (Cregg & Cheavens, 2020; Froh et al., 2008) and kindness-
enhancing (Nelson et al., 2016; Otake et al., 2006) exercises. Given that gratitude (Algoe, 2012;
Wood et al., 2008) and kindness (Chancellor et al., 2018) yield desirable impacts on relational
satisfaction and perceived satisfaction of psychological needs for relatedness, which has
enhanced well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic (Behzadnia & FatahModares, 2020), the
argument for the psychological mechanism accounting for the expected benefits of these inter-
ventions is reasonable. However, because recent studies have cast doubts on the effectiveness of
gratitude-enhancing (Shin et al., 2020) and kindness-enhancing (Shin et al., 2021) interventions
in collectivist cultures, it is premature to assume that that these positive psychological activities
may promote well-being in non-WEIRD settings (e.g., the Philippines). Given that research
(Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) has emphasized the moderating role that cultural and contex-
tual factors play in the efficacy of positive psychological interventions, it is important to explore
the effectiveness of online gratitude- and kindness-enhancing exercises in the Philippine
context.

This study hypothesizes that 3-week online pilot gratitude and kindness interventions will
have positive impacts on life satisfaction (Hypothesis 1) and positive emotions (Hypothesis 2).
These positive activities are also expected to yield reductions in participants’ negative emotions
(Hypothesis 3) and COVID-19 anxiety (Hypothesis 4).

METHODS
Participants

In total, 160 students from different classes in a private university in Manila city were
invited to participate in this online pilot experimental study via the convenience
sampling approach. However, only 129 Filipino undergraduate psychology students participated
in the first week of this study. The final sample of this research comprised 107 students
(Mkindness = 37, N gratitude = 32, and Neongol = 38) due to attrition (i.e., non-participation in
succeeding weekly tasks). The participants' average age was 20.27 (SD = 1.10). In terms of the
participants’ demographic profile across conditions, the majority of the participants assigned in
the control (n = 22), gratitude (n = 24), and kindness (n = 31) conditions were female. The
average ages of participants assigned in the control, gratitude, and kindness conditions were
20.21 (SD = 0.87), 20.19 (SD = 0.69), and 20.41 (SD = 1.52), respectively. The results of the
sensitivity analysis using G*Power indicated that the minimum detectable effect given the
current sample size was around f= .30, suggesting medium effects (Cohen, 1988). Students
who participated in this pilot study received course credits.
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Measures
Gratitude

The 4-item gratitude subscale of the Values-in-Action Youth or VIA-Youth Inventory (Park &
Peterson, 2006) was used to assess participants’ perceived sense of thankfulness. Items were
rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating “not like me at all” and 5 indicating “very
much like me.” Cronbach's alpha coefficients of this scale in the pretest and posttest phases
were .78 and .74, respectively.

Kindness

The 4-items kindness subscale of the VIA-Youth Inventory (Park & Peterson, 2006) was used to
measure participants' ability to perform kind acts. Items were marked on a 5-point Likert scale,
with 1 indicating “not like me at all” and 7 indicating “very much like me.” Cronbach's alpha
coefficients of this scale in the pre-test and post-test phases were .71 and .73, respectively.

Life satisfaction

To assess the participants’ perceived satisfaction with life, the 6-item Riverside Life Satisfaction
(Margolis et al., 2019) was used. Items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating
“strongly disagree” and 7 indicating “strongly agree.” Sample items in this scale included the
following: “I like how my life is going” and “I am content with my life.” Cronbach's alpha coef-
ficients of this scale in the pretest and posttest phases were .78 and .83, respectively.

Positive and negative emotions

The 12-item Scale of Positive and Negative Emotions (Diener et al., 2009) was used to measure
participants’ positive and negative emotions. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with
1 indicating “very rarely or never” and 5 indicating “very often or always.” Sample items in this
scale included “happy” and “joyful” (positive emotions), as well as “sad” and “afraid.”
Cronbach's alpha coefficients of this scale in the pretest and posttest phases were .78 and .91,
respectively, for positive emotions as well as .75 and .77, respectively, for negative emotions.

COVID-19 anxiety

The 5-item COVID anxiety scale (Lee, 2020) was used to assess participants’ perceived anxiety
towards COVID-19 health issue. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale with 0 indicating
“not at all” and 4 indicating “nearly every day over the last two weeks.” Sample items in the
scale included “I felt dizzy, lightheaded, or faint, when I read or listened to news about the
coronavirus (COVID-19)” and “I lost interest in eating when I thought about or was exposed to
information about the coronavirus (COVID-19).” Cronbach's alpha coefficients of this scale in
the pre-test and post-test phases were .87 and .83, respectively.
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Procedures

Prior to conducting this study, approval was obtained from the Human Research Ethics Com-
mittee of The Education University of Hong Kong. Then, the study was advertised through an
online social media platform (i.e., Facebook) and emails to co-instructors who were teaching
undergraduate classes in psychology. To ensure that prospective participants did not get con-
crete clues regarding the actual hypotheses of our study, we changed the title of our experiment
to “Examining the effects of personality and weekly contemplative activities on emotions.” We
also created a cover story, which specified that our study was about the role of personality on
emotional states. Participants who indicated an interest in taking part in the study received a
link containing an active consent form. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the
study's conditions to increase the likelihood that they would have equivalent outcome variables
prior to facilitating experimental tasks across conditions. Randomization was manually carried
out by writing the names of the participants on individual pieces of paper, putting these pieces
of paper in a container, and then picking them out at random to assign them to a condition.
Only one member of the research team was aware of which participant was assigned to a spe-
cific condition. This same researcher also distributed the assigned tasks to all participants across
conditions. Initially, the students who agreed to participate in the investigation were randomly
assigned to either the control (n = 44), gratitude (n = 43), or kindness condition (n = 42). Par-
ticipants assigned to the control, gratitude, and kindness conditions were asked to accomplish a
weekly task for three consecutive weeks. Due to attrition, the final sample for each condition
was as follows: (a) control (n = 38), (b) gratitude (n = 32), and (c) kindness (n = 37). On aver-
age, the participants’ weekly task outputs in the control, gratitude, and kindness conditions
comprised 13, 61, and 67 words, respectively. After implementation, a debriefing letter was dis-
tributed to all participants via email, which described the actual objectives and hypotheses of
the investigation.

Two research assistants who were unaware of the study's objectives and hypotheses rated
the weekly outputs of all participants across conditions. Each assistant independently rated the
extent to which these outputs reflected gratitude or kindness using a 1-5 rating scale, with a
higher score suggesting stronger manifestation of these virtues. Then, the participants’ average
scores for gratitude and kindness were calculated and compared for students across conditions
to assess whether experimental manipulation was successful. Statistical analysis was conducted
to address the study's hypotheses.

Experimental protocol

In the first week of the experiment, an online pretest survey containing questionnaires on
gratitude, kindness, and mental health outcomes, as well as online experimental tasks for each
condition were distributed to participants. The online surveys and tasks were created via Google
Forms. The following 10-min tasks were assigned to students belonging to these conditions:
(1) control = “List five academic or work-related activities that you accomplished this week”;
(2) gratitude = “List five specific things, events, or people that you are grateful for”; and
(3) kindness = “List five acts of kindness that you did for your family, friends, or strangers this
week.”

In the second week, a similar task was given to participants in the control condition, while
those who were assigned to the gratitude and kindness conditions received the following
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instructions: (1) gratitude condition = “Reflect on the person that you are most grateful for
since the start of the COVID-19 health crisis. Write a thank you letter which describes how and
why you are thankful to him/her”; and (2) = “Recall and narrate a specific kind act that you
performed in the past few days to help a family, friend, or stranger cope with financial or non-
financial (e.g., social and emotional) challenges associated with COVID-19. Describe this per-
son's reaction to your behavior.”

In the third week, unlike those in the control condition who were asked to perform a similar
task, participants in the remaining conditions were given the following instructions:
(1) gratitude = “Select your most favorite quotation about gratitude. Describe a recent
experience or event demonstrating this quote's relevance to your life”; (2) kindness = “Select
your favorite quotation about kindness. Describe a recent experience or event demonstrating
this quote's relevance to your life.” An online posttest survey with a modified sequence of
questionnaires on kindness, gratitude, and well-being was then administered to participants.
Finally, a debriefing letter describing the actual objectives and hypotheses of the study was sent
to all participants. The number of students who participated in each weekly task across
conditions is shown in Figure 1.

Data analyses

The descriptive statistical analyses such as mean, standard deviation, and absolute values for
skewness and kurtoses as well as the Cronbach's alpha coefficients of the scales were all

Randomized = 129

v . ) v . . v

Controlyeeq = 44 Gratitudeyey =43 Kindnessyeerq = 42

Y i v
Controlyee, =40 Gratitude ey, = 39 Kindnessyeey, = 40
A 4 . A 4 X P v

Controlyees = 38 Gratitudeyees = 32 Kindnessyeeis = 37

FIGURE 1 Number of participants who completed weekly tasks across the control, gratitude, and kindness
conditions [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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calculated. To estimate the research assistants’ inter-rater agreement on the degree to which the
participants’ experimental weekly outputs reflected gratitude or kindness, intra-class coefficients
were also calculated. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was then conducted to assess mean-level
differences in gratitude and kindness across conditions to determine the success of the study's
experimental manipulation. Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was carried out to
examine mean-level differences in subjective well-being dimensions and COVID-19 anxiety, after
controlling for the participants’ baseline scores in outcomes, gratitude, and kindness. Follow-up
univariate analyses of variances were performed to identify differences in well-being outcomes
across experimental conditions. Specifically, we added pre-test scores on outcomes as covariates
in the final analyses to reduce systematic bias and statistically address issues relate to possible
non-equivalence on specific variables across groups or conditions.

RESULTS

This section describes the findings of the manipulation check, descriptive statistics, and multi-
variate analyses to address the study's research objectives.

Manipulation check

To assess if the experimental manipulation was successful for the gratitude and kindness
conditions, two research assistants who were blind to this study's hypotheses (i.e., raters),
independently rated the extent to which all weekly outputs characterized gratitude and
kindness using a 5-point rating scale (1 [strongly evident]; 5 [not evident]). Intra-class coefficients
were calculated to provide evidence of raters’ agreement on the ratings for all participants’
experimental outputs. The assistants' scores on all participants’ weekly outputs were averaged
and analyzed using ANOVA to examine whether the scores for gratitude and kindness differed
across the control, gratitude, and kindness conditions.

Intra-class correlational coefficients (ICC) were calculated to provide evidence of inter-rater
reliability on gratitude and kindness scores for each experimental output. The results suggest
that the inter-rater agreement for the gratitude (ICC = .96) and kindness (ICC = .94) conditions
was relatively high. The raters’ mean for both constructs across the control, gratitude, and kind-
ness conditions were then computed. The ANOVA results demonstrated a significant difference
in gratitude scores F (2,104) = 506.79, p < .001, with participants in the gratitude condition
(M = 3.98, SD = 0.52) showing higher scores in this construct than those assigned to the kind-
ness (M = 1.80, SD = 0.48) and control (M = 1.00, SD = 0.01) conditions. The findings also
showed a significant difference in kindness F (2,104) = 493.37, p < .001, with participants in
the kindness (M = 4.12, SD = 0.62) condition demonstrating higher scores for kindness than
those assigned in the gratitude (M = 1.67, SD = 0.48) and control (M = 1.00, SD = 0.00)
conditions.

Descriptive statistics and main analyses

The results of the descriptive statistical analyses for the pretest and posttest scores for gratitude,
kindness, and well-being outcomes are shown in Table 1. Relevant statistical assumptions were
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TABLE 1 Pretest and posttest descriptive statistics by condition

Control Gratitude Kindness
Outcomes Time M SD M SD M SD
Life satisfaction Pretest 4.18 0.87 4.22 1.10 4.26 1.08
Posttest 3.96 1.21 4.36 1.11 4.20 1.08
Positive emotions Pretest 291 0.74 2.88 0.68 3.11 0.88
Posttest 2.89 0.82 3.25 0.85 3.30 0.72
Negative emotions Pretest 3.35 0.80 3.23 0.70 3.05 0.74
Posttest 3.11 0.81 2.92 0.77 2.85 0.68
COVID-19 anxiety Pretest 1.18 1.08 0.74 0.70 0.97 0.87
Posttest 0.85 0.82 0.54 0.62 0.73 0.70

TABLE 2 Univariate analyses of covariance on well-being outcomes)

Bonferroni
Outcomes Covariates F(2,100) Partial i* post-hoc?
Life satisfaction Pretest with T1 gratitude and T1 kindness ~ 2.40 .046 G<C
Positive emotions Pretest with T1 gratitude and T1 kindness ~ 4.12* .076 G>CK>C
Negative emotions  Pretest with T1 gratitude and T1 kindness  0.56 .011 —
COVID-19 anxiety  Pretest with T1 gratitude and T1 kindness  0.13 .003 —

%G = gratitude condition, K = kindness condition, C = control condition;
*Levene's test was significant but robustness of test assumed p < .05.

met before conducting succeeding multivariate tests (e.g., a normality test, absence of
multicollinearity, and equality of variance). To examine whether there were significant differ-
ences in life satisfaction, positive emotions, negative emotions, and COVID-19 anxiety between
different experimental conditions after controlling for the baseline scores in such outcomes,
multivariate analyses of covariance (MANCOVA) were conducted (see Table 2). The
MANCOVA results generated mixed evidence regarding the effects of experimental conditions
on well-being outcomes, with Wilk's lambda demonstrating non-significant multivariate effects
(F[8,194] = 1.42, p = .19, A = .89, partial ;7'2 = .19) and Roy's largest root indicating significant
multivariate effects (F [4, 98] = 2.56, p = .04, @ = .10, partial 7> = .10). The findings from the
univariate analysis of covariances showed that there was a statistically significant difference on
positive emotions across all conditions, (F [2,100] = 4.12, p = .02, partial > = .08). Specifically,
participants in gratitude and kindness had significantly higher scores for positive emotions than
those assigned in the control condition, which corroborated Hypothesis 2. No significant differ-
ences were observed in the positive emotions scores of participants assigned to the kindness
and gratitude experimental conditions. However, the remaining hypotheses were not con-
firmed, as no significant differences were found on life satisfaction, (F [2,100] = 2.40, p = .10,
partial #* = .05), negative emotions, (F [2,100] = 0.56, p = .57, partial #* = .01), and COVID-19
anxiety, (F [2,100] = 0.13, p = .88, partial #* = .003). The effect size estimates in this study
suggest that experimental conditions accounted for approximately 0.30% to 8% of changes in
well-being outcomes.
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DISCUSSION

Recent studies have shown that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a considerable toll on
individuals’ mental health and psychological well-being (Barthelemy, 2020; Sibley et al., 2020).
However, there is sparse literature on psychological interventions that can potentially promote
well-being outcomes during the pandemic. This online pilot experimental study contributes to
the growing body of evidence on the role of positive psychology in mitigating the detrimental
impacts of COVID-19 by exploring the effects of gratitude and kindness on life satisfaction, posi-
tive emotions, negative emotions, and COVID-19 anxiety among Filipino undergraduate
students.

A key finding of this research points to the positive effects of gratitude on positive emotions
during the pandemic in the Philippines. This result corroborates previous research on the role
of gratitude in students’ emotional well-being (Datu & Bernardo, 2020; Datu & Mateo, 2015;
Emmons et al., 2003; Seligman et al., 2005). Grateful individuals are likely to experience positive
affective states, given that gratitude promotes opportunities to: (1) establish new interpersonal
connections, (2) remember extant social ties, and (3) maintain existing social relationships
(Algoe, 2012). Although these interpersonal mechanisms might potentially account for the ben-
efits of gratitude on affective well-being, further research is needed to explore the mediating
effects of such psychological processes.

There is also evidence showcasing the advantageous role of kindness in students’ positive
emotions during the pandemic. This result confirms existing literature about the well-being
benefits of performing good deeds for others (Aknin et al., 2012; Datu & Bernardo, 2020; Layous
et al., 2013). It is plausible that kindness can yield desirable effects on emotional well-being,
given that engaging in prosocial actions affords the opportunity to satisfy basic psychological
needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Chancellor et al., 2018). Although research
has showed that kindness interventions have stronger impacts than gratitude tasks on well-
being outcomes (Yang et al., 2018), this research demonstrated a lack of significant differences
in the effects of online gratitude and kindness interventions. This study suggests that both psy-
chological interventions can serve as equally effective approaches in promoting positive
emotions.

Broadly speaking, the positive effects of online gratitude and kindness interventions on posi-
tive emotions during the COVID-19 pandemic corroborate the fundamental assumptions of the
positive activity model (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013). Although the effect sizes found in this
investigation are relatively small, as per conventional guidelines, they were comparable with
average effect sizes detected in prior positive psychological interventions (Bolier et al., 2013). It
is likely that cultivating these positive virtues matters for well-being, given that they may facili-
tate satisfaction of basic psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. For
example, because our online gratitude intervention involved choosing a person for whom these
participants were grateful, and preparing a letter indicating their reasons for being thankful,
the choice that participants have in terms of the recipient and content of their gratitude letter
may help in fulfilling their basic psychological needs for autonomy. Given that these gratitude
tasks entailed reflecting on people for whom they were grateful, the participants might have
been reminded of their sense for positive interpersonal ties, which may have helped satisfy their
needs for relatedness. As this study involved carrying out gratitude-enhancing activities, partici-
pants were able to demonstrate their ability to be grateful, which may have potentially fulfilled
their need for competence. In turn, satisfaction in the basic psychological needs for autonomy,
relatedness, and competence were accrued by performing kindness and gratitude tasks, which
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enhanced well-being. Clearly, the capacity of gratitude and kindness interventions to foster ful-
fillment of these psychological needs explains why these activities facilitated positive emotions.

Despite the positive impacts of gratitude and kindness interventions on positive emotions,
there was no evidence supporting the efficacy of these interventions in enhancing life satisfac-
tion or reducing negative emotions. There are two possible reasons why gratitude and kindness
interventions did not impact such well-being outcomes. First, there is mixed evidence on the
role of the intervention delivery method in terms of the outcomes of positive psychological
interventions, with online-based interventions having lower effect sizes compared to tradition-
ally administered interventions (Koydemir et al., 2020; Malouff & Schutte, 2016). Second, as the
current sample was drawn from a collectivist context (i.e., Philippines) where espousing an
interdependent self-view and relational values are highly encouraged (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991), it is likely that implementing socially or relationally oriented psychological
interventions may not always lead to gains in well-being (Shin et al., 2019). To support this
claim, prior literature (Suh, 2007) has argued that collectivists' inclinations to espouse a highly
“context-sensitive self” can potentially backfire, as they may overly rely on social and contextual
factors to achieve happiness. For example, a collectivist student may continuously
(or relentlessly) find ways to please his parents and teachers in the area of scholastic achieve-
ment to achieve higher levels of psychological well-being. As their achievement of happiness is
primarily contingent on meeting societal and normative expectations, collectivists might experi-
ence social pressure in their quest to attain a happy and satisfying life. For this reason, interper-
sonally oriented strength intervention may not always increase well-being.

The current study has several limitations. Given the self-reporting method used to measure
the explanatory and outcome variables in this research, the results are susceptible to social
desirability bias. For example, the participants' relatively low baseline scores on COVID-19 anx-
iety but higher scores on negative emotions might indicate socially desirable responses on items
about anxiety towards the pandemic. Further, as there was inconclusive evidence on this inves-
tigation's multivariate effects, caution should be exercised when evaluating the outcomes of the
study. As this study recruited Filipino undergraduate students, findings have limited generaliz-
ability to other student samples in the Philippines and other collectivist societies. This short-
coming can be addressed by conducting future cross-cultural investigations, which will explore
the effects of online gratitude and kindness interventions on students’' mental health function-
ing during the COVID-19 pandemic. Given that no analysis was carried out to determine the
desired sample size to reach a specific statistical power in this experiment, future research may
conduct a power analysis to identify a sample size that might yield better effect size estimates
on how gratitude and kindness impact on well-being. Importantly, future studies can tease out
the precise psychological mechanisms underpinning the desirable effects of gratitude and kind-
ness on a wide range of psychological outcomes. There was also no evidence supporting the
effectiveness of gratitude and kindness interventions on COVID-19 anxiety. As the levels of par-
ticipants' perceived COVID-19 anxiety were relatively low at the beginning of the experiment, it
is likely that a “floor effect” was operating; thus, even if the interventions are considered effec-
tive, it is relatively challenging to detect lower anxiety scores after implementing such interven-
tions. Using a 4-point Likert scale might have also contributed to this methodological
shortcoming. Therefore, it is advisable for future studies to explore alternative response options,
such as using a 7-point Likert scale, to provide more variance for analysis. Importantly, as prior
research (Curry et al., 2018; Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) has pointed out the importance of
moderating variables (e.g., cultural values, gender, motivation to engage in positive activities,
and person-activity fit) on how these positive psychological interventions influence well-being
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outcomes, future research needs to consider these cultural, contextual, and dispositional factors
when designing online interventions to promote gratitude and kindness.

Nevertheless, this research has implications for existing positive psychological literature.
Building on prior research (Jovancevi¢ & Milicevié, 2020; Waters et al., 2021) into the impor-
tance of protective psychological resources during a pandemic, this investigation demonstrates
the positive impacts of online gratitude and kindness interventions on positive emotions during
such a time. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first investigation of its kind to show how
technologically driven gratitude and kindness interventions can yield COVID-19 emotional
benefits, with effect sizes that are comparable with prior research on online positive psychologi-
cal interventions (Bolier et al., 2013). This research also provides preliminary evidence on the
non-significant impacts of these online interventions on COVID-19 anxiety, which contributes
to mixed evidence on the role of specific positive psychological activities on mental health func-
tioning (Cregg & Cheavens, 2020). Further, as existing literature has raised concerns about the
dominance of studies on the effects of positive psychological interventions in WEIRD countries
(Hendriks et al., 2019), this study provides evidence on the effectiveness of specific positive
interventions in a non-WEIRD society. These results can generate insights about the role of
online positive psychological interventions in countries or settings that are considered typically
“under-represented” in the existing psychological literature. Hence, this study has important
implications for designing technologically driven well-being interventions in non-WEIRD
cultural contexts.
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