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Objective: The major focus of present literature on marital satisfaction is about the processes 
that weaken it in couples. In contrast, positive factors that may contribute to the prosperity of 
couples’ relationships are less widely considered. Gratitude is one of the factors that its role and 
in particular, the pathways that associate it to marital satisfaction are not studied. The current 
study aimed at investigating the direct and indirect effects of gratitude and optimism on marital 
satisfaction.

Methods: The current cross-sectional study using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) 
was conducted on 241 married female teachers. The data collection was performed using the 
ENRICH Marital Satisfaction (EMS), Gratitude Questionnaire-6 (GQ-6), and Life Orientation 
Test-Revised (LOT-R). Amos V. 24 and SPSS V. 24 software packages were applied for data 
analysis. Bootstrap in Preacher and Hayes’ Macro program was used for testing mediation.

Results: Results indicated that the model with some modification had a good fit with the data 
(DF=1.86, GFI=0.95, IFI=0.97, CFI=0.97, NFI=0.94, RMSEA=0.06). The gratitude had a 
positive direct effect on marital satisfaction (β=0.32, P<0.05) and optimism (β=0.57, P<0.05). 
Optimism had a positive direct effect on marital satisfaction (β=0.50, p<0.05). The gratitude 
had a positive indirect effect on marital satisfaction via optimism (P<0.05).

Conclusion: Gratitude, directly and indirectly, through increased optimism, is associated 
with higher marital satisfaction. The current study results showed a stage into a better 
understanding of positive processes that can protect couples against marital dissatisfaction; 
counselors can help couples in attaining and keeping marital satisfaction via the training 
and enhancement of gratitude.
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1. Introduction

arital satisfaction is a positive and plea-
surable attitude that couples have about 
the diverse facet of marital relationship 
such as communication, personality 
issues, conflict resolution, financial is-

sues, sexual relations, and children (Taniguchi, Freeman, 
Taylor, & Malcarne, 2006). Marital satisfaction is one 
of the main indications of success in marriage (Fredman 
et al., 2016). Satisfaction with marriage is influenced by 
multiple, often interacting variables, with roots in pre-
marital cognitions and behaviors (Johnson & Anderson, 
2013).The major focus of research on the factors affect-
ing marital satisfaction is about the processes that weak-
en it in couples.

In contrast, positive factors that may contribute to 
the prosperity of couples’ relationships are less widely 
considered (Gordon & Baucom, 2009). Recently, with 
the rapid growth of the positive psychology movement, 
there is a growing interest in the positive facets of com-
municative function (Fincham, Beach, & Review, 2010; 
Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Segrin, 2006). Gratitude is 
one of the structures that some studies look at it as a ba-
sis for understanding the positive processes that occur 
in couples relationships (Lambert, Clark, Durtschi, Fin-
cham, & Graham, 2010).

Gratitude is conceptualized as a subjective feeling of 
thankfulness and appreciation for life (McCullough, Kil-
patrick, Emmons, & Larson, 2001). As a psychological 
disposition, gratitude is described as a proneness to react 
with grateful emotions to other people’s generosity and 
the ways in which others supply positive experiences and 
outcomes in one’s life (McCullough, Emmons & Tsang, 
2002). More precisely, gratitude is defined as “as a gen-
eralized tendency to recognize and respond with grate-
ful emotion to the roles of other people’s benevolence in 
the positive experiences and outcomes that one obtains” 
(McCullough et al., 2002). Persons who are highly grate-
ful often say the following: “I could not get what I have 
today without the help of others” or “I often think that 
because of the efforts of others, life has become much 
easier” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

Research show that gratitude has important implica-
tions including higher level of prosocial behavior (Mc-
Cullough et al., 2001), sense of coherence (Lambert, 
Graham, Fincham, Stillman, 2009), helping behavior 
(Li & Chow, 2015), mental health (Watkins, Grimm, & 
Kolts, 2004), life satisfaction (Robustelli & Whisman, 
2018; Lambert, Fincham, Stillman, & Dean, 2009), 
and positive changes in negative situations (Lambert, 
Graham, Fincham, & Stillman, 2009), as well as lower 
level of perceived stress (Lee et al., 2018) and depres-
sion (Sirois & Wood, 2017; Lambert, Fincham, Stillman, 
2012; Wood, Maltby, Gillett, Linley, & Joseph, 2008).

Highlights 

• Gratitude is a generalized tendency to recognize and respond with grateful emotion to other people’s benevolence.

• Gratitude is associated with stability in the marital relationship and satisfaction.

• Optimism links gratitude to marital happiness.

• Optimism is associated with a high level of commitment in interpersonal relationships and marital satisfaction.

• Gratitude directly and indirectly, via optimism, is related to marital satisfaction.

Plain Language Summary 

Positive factors that may contribute to the prosperity of couples’ relationships are not widely acknowledged. Presum-
ably, gratitude through increased optimism has a positive indirect effect on marital satisfaction. Gratitude is a basis for 
understanding the positive processes that occur in couples’ relationships. Optimism, as well as gratitude, is another 
main concept of positive psychology. Optimism is associated with a high level of commitment to interpersonal rela-
tionships and marital satisfaction. Gratitude was positively related to marital satisfaction. Moreover, gratitude, through 
increased optimism, indirectly improves marital satisfaction.
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The focus of most definitions of gratitude is on the 
conception that a person is given positive things from 
a benevolent and benefactor with positive intention 
(McCullough et al., 2001). This definition addresses 
gratitude as a concept that specifically includes consid-
erations in the relationship between couples. In fact, it 
is believed that gratitude is a stimulant or moral motive 
that helps people form close interpersonal relationships 
(Algoe, Haidt, & Gable, 2008; McCullough, Kimeldorf, 
& Cohen, 2008). Studies consider the gratitude to be es-
pecially important in the establishment of social relation-
ships, as well as vital to continuity and maintain close in-
terpersonal relationships such as romantic relationships 
(Algoe, Gable, & Maisel, 2010; Gordon, Arnette, Smith, 
& Differences, 2011; Kubacka, Finkenauer, Rusbult, 
Keijsers, 2011).

Emmons and McCullough (Emmons & McCullough, 
2003) state that gratitude is a form of love, and has an ac-
celerating role in shaping emotional relationships among 
people. Similarly, other studies also found that gratitude 
is associated with stability in the relationship (Gable, 
Gonzaga, & Strachman, 2006), marital satisfaction, and 
the regulation of relationships (Schramm, Marshall, Har-
ris, & Lee, 2005). Despite the potential benefits of grati-
tude for couples and marital satisfaction, little attention 
is paid to this field in Iran. The results of a study showed 
the effectiveness of gratitude intervention on life hope 
and happiness of couples (azargoon, kajbaf, & ghama-

rani, 2018). Therefore, due to the lack of studies, espe-
cially in Iran, the current study attempted to investigate 
the indirect effect of gratitude on the marital satisfaction.

Although some studies confirm the role of gratitude in 
marital satisfaction and other positive communicative 
outcomes; the mechanisms that link gratitude to marital 
satisfaction remains unclear and are not systematically 
addressed. A variable that links gratitude to marital sat-
isfaction is optimism. Optimism, as well as gratitude, 
is one of the main concepts of the positive psychology. 
Optimism is a general expectancy of the occurrence of 
pleasant events in the future (Scheier & Carver, 1985). 
Optimism represents the tendency to believe that, in gen-
eral, a person in life will experience positive outcomes in 
comparison with negative outcomes, and this belief re-
fers to a sTable personality trait. Research shows that op-
timism is associated with a high level of commitment in 
interpersonal relationships (Carver & Segerstrom, 2010) 
and marital satisfaction (McNulty & Karney, 2004).

Couples with a pessimistic view are heavily exposed 
to emotional conquest; (73.5%) of such couples have 
disruptive relationships, (70.4%) have low responsibil-
ity, and (62.2%) are unable to resolve marital conflicts 
(Henry, Berg, Smith, & Florsheim, 2007). Gratitude can 
affect optimism. As gratitude is expressed,  perceptual 
set is publishing the idea that others share in our welfare, 
which creates hope and optimism about having a benev-
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model of direct and indirect effects of gratitude, and optimism on the marital satisfaction
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olent world and the presence of helping people in life 
(Fredrickson, 2001). Also, gratitude predicts hope and 
happiness (Witvliet, Richie, Root Luna & Van Tongeren, 
2019) and gratitude interventions show an increase in 
happiness (Dickerhoof, 2007; Kirgiz, 2007; Seligman, 
Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005) and optimism (Froh, 
Sefick, & Emmons, 2008) in subjects. Finally, the re-
sults of another study showed that gratitude strategies in-
crease optimism in Iranian university students (Lashani, 
Shaeiri, Asghari-Moghadam, & Golzari, 2012). 

With regard to the above, it is expected that gratitude 
through increased optimism has a positive indirect ef-
fect on marital satisfaction. No research examined this 
issue. Overall, considering the literature and the above, 
the current study aimed to investigate the direct effect of 
gratitude on the marital satisfaction in married female 
teachers. In addition, the present study intended to eval-
uate the indirect effect of gratitude on marital satisfac-
tion through optimism. For this purpose, a hypothesized 
model was developed, which is shown in Figure 1.

2. Methods

The current cross-sectional study using Structural 
Equation Modeling (SEM) was conducted on all fe-
male married teachers in Sabzevar city, Iran (N=2400). 
The cluster sampling method was used to select the 
sample. In order to determine the sample size, in struc-
tural equation modeling, 5 to 10 subjects were con-
sidered for each observed variable (Bentler & Chou, 
1987; Kline, 2011). However, 250 questionnaires were 
distributed among the participants due to the possibil-
ity of loss and the existence of outliers. Finally, after 
deletion of incomplete questionnaires and removing 
the univariate and multivariate outliers by z-values 
and Mahalanobis distance, 241 questionnaires were in-
cluded in the final analysis. The inclusion criteria were 
providing informed consent for participation in the re-
search, passing at least two years of married life, hav-
ing no addiction or drug abuse, lacking any serious ill-
ness or a chronic mental disorder or family acute crisis. 
The exclusion criteria comprised returning incomplete 
or distorted answers. Three questionnaires were used to 
collect the research data as follows: 

ENRICH Marital Satisfaction (EMS) scale: the EN-
RICH (evaluation and nurturing relationship issues, 
communication, and happiness) developed by Olson, 
Fournier, and Druckman (Olson, Fournier, & Druck-
man, 1987) is used for evaluating potential areas of prob-
lem and recognizing areas of power and enrichment of 
marital relationships. Olson et al., (1987) confirmed the 

psychometric properties of this scale (α=0.92). A short 
version of this scale, whose psychometric properties 
were confirmed in the Iranian population (Soleimanian, 
1994), was used in the current study (α=0.84). The scale 
consists of 47 items and nine sub-scales: personality is-
sues, communication, resolution conflict, financial man-
agement, leisure activities, sexual relationship, children 
and parenting, family and friends, and religious orien-
tation. Response range is on a Likert-type scale from 1 
(entirely agree) to 5 (entirely disagree). 

Gratitude Questionnaire-6 (GQ-6): GQ-6 is a 6-item 
measure developed by McCullough et al., (2002) to 
evaluate experiences and expressions of gratefulness and 
appreciation in daily life, as well as feelings about re-
ceiving them from others. Responses were measured on 
a 7-point Likert-type scale that ranged from1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Two items were reversely 
coded. A higher score indicated a greater level of grateful 
disposition in individuals. The validity and reliability of 
this questionnaire are reported well, in many studies and 
in different cultural settings; Cronbach’s alpha estimates 
for the six-item totals range from .76 to .84. Scores on 
the GQ-6 correlate substantially with other measures 
hypothesized to assess the extent to which people expe-
rience gratitude in daily life (McCullough et al., 2002; 
Neto, 2007; Wei, Wu, Kong, & Wang, 2011). This six-
item measure has good psychometric properties in Ira-
nian population (Aghababai, Farahani, & Fazeli Mehr 
Abādi, 2010). 

Life Orientation Test- revised (LOT-R): The LOT-R is a 
10-item self-report measure that assesses optimism ver-
sus pessimism developed by Scheier, Carver, & Bridges. 
(1994). Three items measure optimism, three items mea-
sure pessimism, and there are four filler items. Response 
range is on a Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). The overall score was computed 
by adding the raw scores of the optimism subscale with 
the inverted pessimism raw scores. Cronbach’s alpha for 
the entire 6 items of the scale was 0.78, suggesting that 
the scale had an accepTable level of internal consistency. 
The test-retest correlations were 0.68, 0.60, 0.56 and 
0.79, suggesting that the scale was sTable across time 
(Scheier et al., 1994; Schou, Ekeberg, Ruland, Sandvik, 
& Kåresen et al., 2004; Segerstrom, Evans, & Eisenlohr-
Moul, 2011). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.72, and test-retest 
correlations were 0.87 in the Persian version of this ques-
tionnaire (Kajbf, Oraizi, & Khodbakhshi, 2006).

After selecting the sample, questionnaires were distrib-
uted among married female teachers in the selected schools 
and high schools. In the beginning of the questionnaire, the 
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study objectives, its importance, and the need for honesty in 
responses were explained to the participants. The informed 
consent was obtained from the subjects. The sample provid-
ed and signed a written consent form before administering 
the questionnaires. The hypothesized model was tested us-
ing AMOS 24, with maximum likelihood estimation. Model 
fit was measured based on six indicators including the Root 
Mean Square of Approximation (RMSEA), Normed Fit In-
dex (NFI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Goodness of Fit 
Index (GFI), Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI), and 
Incremental Fit Index (IFI). Indirect effects were tested by 
bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals in Preacher 
and Hayes’ Macro program (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).

3. Results

The participants aged 26-50 years (M=40.32, SD=5.18) 
with duration of marriage of 2-18 years (M=6.68, 
SD=0.85) and 0-5 children (M=2.16, SD=1.06). The 

correlation matrix means and standard deviations of 
variables are presented in Table 1.

According to Table 1, the Mean±SD scores of the 
gratitude, optimism, and marital satisfaction were 
26.89±4.06, 17.61±3.88, and 163.79±20.38, respec-
tively. The gratitude was positively correlated with opti-
mism and marital satisfaction (P<0.01). Also, there was 
a significant positive relationship between optimism and 
marital satisfaction (P<0.01). The result of model fit, us-
ing SEM is shown in Table 2.

According to Table 2, some of the fit indices (AGFI, 
RMSEA) had good fit with the data in the hypothesized 
model, and indicated the needs to be modified. There-
fore, in order to fit better among the modification indices 
proposed by AMOS-24, two of these modifications were 
made; the two paths errors of marital satisfaction (“Chil-
dren and parenting” to “Family and Friends” and “Lei-
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Figure 2. Final model of direct and indirect relationships between gratitude, optimism and marital satisfaction

Table 1. Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics of studied variables

Variable 1 2 3

Gratitude - - -

Optimism 0.66* - -

Marital Satisfaction 0.63* 0.82* -

Mean 26.89 17.61 163.79

*P<0.01
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sure and Activities” to “sexual and relationship”) were 
correlated. The result of the recent modifications was the 
second model or the final modified model. As shown in 
Table 2, fit indices indicated that the best fit to the data 
was obtained in the final model. Figure 2 shows the final 
model and path coefficients (β) between variables.

The final model represents a positive direct effect of 
the gratitude on marital satisfaction (β=0.32, p<0.05), 
optimism (β=0.57, p<0.05), and a positive direct effect 
of optimism on marital satisfaction (β=0.50, p<0.05) 
(Figure 2). The results of indirect effects using bias-cor-
rected bootstrapped confidence intervals in Preacher and 
Hayes’ Macro program showed in Table 3.

Table 3 showed that the lower and upper confidence in-
tervals were 0.85 and 1.74, respectively. Therefore, this 
confidence interval does not include zero, hence, there is 
a significant indirect effect. In other words, the results of 
Table 3 show a positive indirect effect of the gratitude on 
the marital satisfaction with mediating of the optimism.

4. Discussion

The current study aimed investigating the direct and 
indirect effects of gratitude and optimism on marital sat-
isfaction using a structural equation modeling approach. 
The final model showed that the values of indices were 
desirable and the model had a good fit with the data. The 
results indicated that gratitude was positively associ-
ated with marital satisfaction. These results were consis-
tent with several previous findings (Algoe et al., 2010; 
Gordon et al., 2011; Schramm et al., 2005). Also, other 
studies demonstrated that gratitude is associated with 
improvement of relationship, intimacy, and sense of se-
curity in the relationship (Gordon, Impett, Kogan, Oveis, 

& Keltner, 2012). Another study found that gratitude is 
associated with a belief to find more chance to achieve 
the important goals of life in the marital relationship 
(Feeney, 2004). A possible explanation for these findings 
might be that gratitude assists couples to create positive 
resources; therefore, when couples encounter negative 
events in their relationships, they can concentrate on the 
positive manners already interacted and thus prevent the 
negative interactions that may occur in their relationship 
(Fredrickson, 2004).

Furthermore, the ability to draw previous positive ex-
periences within the relationship when couples face neg-
ative events may enable them to see the good in the rela-
tionship and present higher levels of marital satisfaction. 
Gratitude can provide the relationship with a positive 
environment where couples are more conscious of and 
thankful for the good things that exist in the marriage. 
This consciousness allows couples to tend to the posi-
tive traits each possess, the positive manners in which 
they create the marriage work, the positive manners in 
which they care for one another, and the positive benefits 
they get. Therefore, higher levels of positivity between 
couples may associate with increases in marital satisfac-
tion. Also, gratitude can increase marital satisfaction by 
increasing levels of happiness (Seligman et al., 2005), 
life satisfaction (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004), and 
positive effect (Watkins, Woodward, Stone, &  Kolts, 
2003).

The final model showed a positive indirect effect of the 
gratitude on the marital satisfaction with mediating the 
optimism. That means, the gratitude, through increased 
optimism, indirectly improves the marital satisfaction. 
There was no study investigating the indirect relation-
ship between these variables. However, some studies 

Table 2. Fit indicators of hypothesized and final model among the study subjects

Fit Indices x2 DF /DF GFI AGFI IFI CFI NFI RMSEA

Hypothesized Model 151.10 42 3.51 0.90 0.85 0.91 0.91 0.91 0.10

Final Model 74.30 40 1.86 0.95 0.91 0.97 0.97 0.94 0.06

Table 3. Results for mediator path of final model

Mediator Path Data Boot Bias SE
Confidence intervals

Lower Upper

Gratitude optimism marital satisfaction 1.24 1.23 -0.001 0.22 0.85 1.74
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examined the binary relationships of these variables. 
Positive direct effect of the gratitude on the optimism 
is consistent with the findings of previously conducted 
studies (Froh et al., 2008; Kirgiz, 2007; Seligman et al., 
2005). The use of gratitude helps people adapt to the lack 
of positive and satisfactory life situations and learn to 
recognize the benefits and positive situations of the past 
as well as their present lives (Emmons &  Mishra, 2011). 
Based on the broaden-and-build theory of positive emo-
tions (Fredrickson, 2001), the gratitude has a role in the 
generation of positive emotions such as hope, forgive-
ness and optimism.

As gratitude is expressed, perceptual set is publishing 
the idea that others share in our welfare, which creates 
hope and optimism about having a benevolent world and 
the presence of helping people in life. Also, optimism 
had a positive direct effect on the marital satisfaction. 
This finding was in agreement with those of several pre-
vious studies (Gordon & Baucom, 2009; Imani, Kazemi 
Rezaie, Pirzadeh, Valikhani, & Kazemi Rezaie, 2015; 
Kim, Chopik, & Smith, 2014). other studies demonstrat-
ed that optimism is associated with increased positive 
interactions (Vollmann, Antoniw, Hartung, & Renner, 
2011), reduced loneliness (Rius-Ottenheim et al., 2012), 
improved relationship quality (Assad, Donnellan, &  
Conger, 2007) in couples, and thereby increasing marital 
satisfaction.

A possible explanation for this might be that positive 
emotions broaden couples’ thoughts and prepare them 
for more flexible responses to future challenges, and in 
the long run, make satisfactory relationships. Optimist 
people have  broader and more flexible behavioral re-
sponses such as accepting their current status, when 
confronted with the negative life events (Parise, Do-
nato, Pagani, & Schoebi, 2017). Also, optimism acts as 
a protective factor in the relationship between couples 
and by reducing the attention to the behaviors and nega-
tive attitudes of the spouse, despite being aware of them, 
prevents the spouses from leaving the relationship and 
creates positive interactions and promotes intimacy 
between the couples (Winczewski, Bowen, & Collins, 
2016).

The present study has several limitations; the use of 
self-report questionnaires that may be influenced by re-
sponse bias and incorrect answers. Moreover, the results 
of the current study are limited to the married female 
teachers; they are not necessarily applicable to males 
or females of other statistical populations. Thus, future 
studies should take into account more diverse samples 
of different populations. The current study was cross-

sectional. A longitudinal study can more certainly con-
firm the indirect relationships of gratitude, optimism, 
and marital satisfaction. Finally, the present study was 
conducted on females with normal marital relationships. 

Therefore, due to the lack of studies, it is suggested that 
future researches should consider the role of gratitude 
in marital relationships associated with incompatibility 
and conflict. The current study showed a step into a fur-
ther understanding of positive processes that can protect 
couples against marital dissatisfaction, and that can as-
sist counselors to help couples in attaining and keep-
ing the marital satisfaction. In pre-marriage counseling, 
the level of gratitude, as one of the criteria for choos-
ing a spouse, can be considered by counselors. Also, it 
is suggested that in communication skills training and 
enrichment of couple’s relationships, gratitude should 
be considered as a communication skill, and through 
training and enhancement of gratitude in marital life, the 
optimism and marital satisfaction of the couples can be 
helped and increased.
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