
doi: 10.5178/lebs.2020.79
Received 04 September 2020.
Accepted 16 September 2020.
Published online 23 September 2020.
© 2020 Oguni & Otake

37

Vol. 11 No. 2 (2020) 37–40

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. 
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

Prosocial Repertoire 
Mediates the Effects of 
Gratitude on Prosocial 
Behavior
Ryuji Oguni1,*, Keiko Otake1,2 

1Department of Psychological Science, Kwansei Gakuin University, 1-155,
Uegahara-1bancho, Nishinomiya, Hyogo, 662-8501, Japan

2Center for Applied Psychological Science (CAPS), Kwansei Gakuin
University, 1-155, Uegahara-1bancho, Nishinomiya, Hyogo, 662-8501,
Japan

*Author for correspondence (ryuji.oguni@gmail.com)

Gratitude promotes prosocial behavior, but little is 
known about the psychological mechanisms that 
underpin this relationship. We examined whether the 
prosocial repertoire mediates the effects of gratitude 
on prosocial behavior. Participants were assigned to 
either a gratitude group or neutral group. We carried 
out emotion induction manipulation by recalling 
autobiographical memories and required participants 
to write prosocial repertoires they intended to do for 
others. One week later, participants had to report 
all the prosocial behaviors they engaged in during 
that period. The results indicated that the number of 
prosocial repertoires and prosocial behaviors in the 
gratitude group were higher than in the neutral group. 
Importantly, our results demonstrated that prosocial 
repertoires mediated the effects of gratitude on 
prosocial behavior. Our results suggest that prosocial 
repertoire is the crucial cognitive component involved 
in the relationship between gratitude and prosocial 
behavior.
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Introduction
Prosocial behavior provides us with a variety of benefits. 
Prosocial behavior is voluntary behavior intended to 
benef it another person (Eisenberg et al., 2006) and 
contributes to building and maintaining good relationships 
with others (Nowak & Sigmund, 2005; Trivers, 1971). 
Moreover, although prosocial behavior come at a cost, 
they also improve one’s own happiness (Aknin et al., 
2013; Aknin et al., 2020; Dunn et al., 2008; Nelson et al., 
2016; Otake et al., 2006). Empirical studies indicate that 
counting one’s own prosocial behaviors (Otake et al., 2006) 
and spending money on others (Dunn et al., 2008) promote 
happiness. In this way, prosocial behavior is essential to 
the flourishing of our lives.

Grat itude is an impor tant factor in promoting 

prosociality (for review, see Ma et al., 2017; Vaish & 
Hepach, 2019). Gratitude is the positive emotion felt 
when one recognizes that another has given one value 
(McCullough, et al., 2001), and it promotes a variety of 
prosocial behaviors, such as helping (Bartlett & DeSteno, 
2006; Shoshani et al., 2020), sharing (Beeler-Duden & 
Vaish, 2020; Chaplin et al., 2019; Shiraki & Igarashi, 
2018; Shoshani et al., 2020; Tsang, 2006, 2007; Tsang & 
Martin, 2017), and cooperation (DeSteno et al., 2010). 
Bartlett and DeSteno (2006) experimentally examined the 
effects of gratitude on helping behavior. Participants were 
assigned to one of three groups: gratitude, amusement, and 
neutral. The gratitude group received help from a stranger, 
whereas the amusement group watched a humorous video 
clip with the stranger and the neutral group had a brief 
conversation with the stranger. The results revealed that 
participants in the gratitude group helped the stranger 
more than participants in the amusement and neutral 
groups. Interestingly, many studies have observed that 
gratitude promotes prosocial behavior toward not only 
the benefactor but also towards third parties (Bartlett & 
DeSteno, 2006; Chaplin et al., 2019; DeSteno et al., 2010; 
Shiraki & Igarashi, 2018; Shoshani et al., 2020). These 
findings demonstrate that gratitude plays an important 
role in promoting direct and upstream indirect reciprocity 
(Nowak & Roch 2007; Nowak & Sigmund, 2005; Trivers, 
1971).

While there is strong evidence for the association 
between gratitude and prosocial behavior, it is still unclear 
what the underlying mechanism of this relationship is. 
The network model of emotion (Bower, 1981) represents 
individual emotion concepts as nodes. The individual 
nodes are connected to nodes of other concepts by 
links, and the distance between the nodes represents the 
semantic relatedness. When an emotion is evoked, the 
emotion node is activated and its activation is spread 
to other related nodes via links. Therefore, the network 
model of emotion expects that gratitude activate related- 
behaviors (e.g., helping, sharing) and - knowledge (e.g., 
norm of reciprocity) nodes. The broaden-and-build 
theory (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001) also supports these 
possibilities. This theory proposes that positive emotions 
widen thoughts that spontaneously come to mind and 
increase the likelihood of triggering a variety of behaviors. 
For example, positive emotions, relative to neutral and 
negative emotions, increase the thought-action repertoire 
(Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Jäger & Rüsseler, 2016). 
Moreover, Fredrickson (2004, 2013) suggests that the 
orientation of the thought-action repertoire corresponds to 
the characteristics of each positive emotion and gratitude 
increases the prosocial repertoire (e.g., “If I see a person 
in need, I would like to help them.”) and the likelihood 
of providing widespread benefits to others. However, no 
studies have empirically examined whether gratitude 
promotes prosocial behavior through an increase in 
prosocial repertoire. To understand the cognitive processes 
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(M = 1.47, SD = 1.53) were significantly higher than in the 
neutral group (M = –0.23, SD = 0.94), t (42.36) = 5.84, p < 
.01, r = .55.

Effects of gratitude on prosocial repertoire and 
prosocial behavior
Figure 1 and table 1 indicates the number of prosocial 
repertoires and prosocial behaviors for each group. A 
Brunner-Munzel test revealed that the number of reported 
prosocial repertoires and prosocial behaviors in the 
gratitude group were higher than in the neutral group, t 
(54.66) = 5.72, p < .01, r = .54, t (55.59) = 5.21, p < .01, r = 
.51, respectively.
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involved in the relationship between gratitude and 
prosocial behavior, we investigated whether the prosocial 
repertoire mediates the effects of gratitude on prosocial 
behavior. We predicted that the influence of gratitude on 
prosocial behavior is mediated by the prosocial repertoire.

Methods
Participants and design
Sixty university students (67% females; Mage = 20.90, 
SD = 0.99) were randomly assigned to the gratitude 
group (N = 30) and the neutral group (N = 30) between-
subjects design. Participants were received course credit 
for their participation. This study was approved by the 
Kwansei Gakuin University Institutional Review Board for 
Behavioral Research with Human Participants.

Procedure
We assessed participants’ emotional states at the beginning 
of the experiment. Gratitude was assessed on a 5-point 
scale (1 = Not at all, 5 = Extremely), among other measures 
of emotion that are not discussed here. Afterwards, we 
asked them to recall an autobiographical memory: for the 
gratitude group, one where they felt gratitude and for the 
neutral group, their morning routines (e.g., tooth brushing 
and changing clothes). Both groups performed this task 
for five minutes. Then we measured their emotional states 
again. Next, participants wrote prosocial repertoires they 
wanted to do for others (e.g., “I would like to help people 
in need.” “I would like to give up my seat to an elderly 
or pregnant woman.” “I would like to donate money.”). 
Approximately one week later, they repor ted what 
prosocial behaviors they did for others in the meantime 
(e.g., I helped my friends with their homework; I gave up 
my seat to the elderly; I donated money).

Results
Manipulation check of gratitude
We calculated the difference score of gratitude subtracting 
pre- from post-manipulation in both groups. A Brunner-
Munzel test indicated that the scores in the gratitude group 

Mean SE Mean SE
Gratitude 5.07 0.26 4.53 0.39
Neutral 3.40 0.22 2.63 0.21

Prosocial repertoire Prosocial behavior

Table 1. Mean number of reported prosocial repertoires 
and behaviors and standard errors for the gratitude and 
neutral groups.
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Prosocial repertoire mediates the effects of gratitude 
on prosocial behavior
To examine whether the influence of gratitude on prosocial 
behavior is mediated by the prosocial repertoire, mediation 
analysis was conducted using the bootstrapping method 
(10,000 samples; Fig. 2). First, we found that the group (1 = 
gratitude, 0 = neutral) was positively associated prosocial 
behavior (β = .49, p < .01). Then, the prosocial repertoire 
was entered as a mediating variable. As results, the group 
was positively associated prosocial repertoire (β = .54, p 
< .01) and prosocial repertoire was positively associated 
prosocial behavior (β = .29, p = .03). The direct effect of 
the group on prosocial behavior remained significant (β 
= .33, p = .02). These results indicated that the prosocial 
repertoire partially mediates the effects of gratitude on 
prosocial behavior (95% Confidence Interval = [0.01, 
1.56]).

Figure 1. The histogram of prosocial repertoires and behaviors for the gratitude and 
neutral groups.
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social emotions (e.g., awe, pride). Second, other processes 
involved in the relationship between gratitude and 
prosocial behavior also need to be understood. Our results 
indicated the effect of gratitude on prosocial behavior 
was only partially mediated by prosocial repertoires. 
This suggests that there are other significant processes to 
promote prosocial behaviors. For example, McCullough 
et al. (2001) pointed out that motivational processes exist 
in the background in which gratitude promotes prosocial 
behavior. Similarly, the effects of gratitude on prosocial 
behavior were mediated by the motivation to connect with 
others (Shiraki & Igarashi, 2018); thus, even if gratitude 
increased the prosocial repertoire, prosocial behavior 
would not be promoted when the motivation for those 
behaviors was low. Hence, gratitude likely elicits other 
psychological processes aside from prosocial repertoires as 
well and further investigation is needed.

In conclusion, we provided empir ical evidence 
supporting the hypothesis that prosocial repertoires 
mediate the effect of gratitude on prosocial behavior. We 
expect that these findings will lead to further elucidation 
of the psychological process by which gratitude promotes 
prosocial behavior.
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behavior.

Note. Standardized coefficients are reported; ** = p < .01, * = p < .05
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