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Abstract 

 

Writing a gratitude journal is an effective way to boost positive affect. However, little is known about 

what factors drive people to engage in this activity and whether such factors are related to the outcomes 

of the activity. This investigation attempted to answer these two questions. We proposed that two beliefs 

about emotion—desirability of happiness and uncontrollability of negative emotion—motivate people’s 

engagement in a gratitude journal. We recruited 311 participants online and examined whether and via 

what paths people’s beliefs about emotion translated to their voluntary initiation of a gratitude journal. 

We further tested (among those who initiated a journal) whether the emotional outcomes of writing a 

journal could be predicted by their beliefs about emotion (n = 101). The results showed that the 

desirability of happiness belief predicted the initiation of a gratitude journal via both the attitude-

intention and the subjective norm-intention paths. Furthermore, this belief was positively related to the 

change in people’s ideal positive affect after writing the journal. In contrast, the uncontrollability of 

negative emotion belief did not predict journal initiation because the negative effect through the 

perceived behavioral control-intention path and the positive effect through the intention-only path 

canceled each other out. Furthermore, this belief was positively related to the change in people’s actual 

positive affect after writing the journal. Together, the findings delineate an emotion belief-to-emotion 

regulation behavior link and the consequences of such behavior. Implications for the design of gratitude 

journals specifically and positivity activity interventions generally are discussed. 

 

Keywords: beliefs about emotion; gratitude journal; positive intervention; positive affect; emotion 

regulation 
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Gratitude journaling involves recording the good things in one’s life along with making positive 

attributions of—and cultivating an appreciation for—these good things (Emmons & 

McCullough, 2003). Previous research has documented the efficacy of this simple activity in 

increasing positive affect (Emmons & McCullough, 2003) and well-being (Bohlmeijer et al., 

2021; Davis et al., 2016) and reducing psychological distress (Seligman et al., 2005; Y. J. Wong 

et al., 2018). In addition, writing a gratitude journal has been shown to be popular among those 

who intentionally seek happiness (Parks et al., 2012). However, despite the extensive 

documentation of the benefits of writing a gratitude journal, the reason people decide to engage, 

or not to engage, in this positive activity intervention in the first place has received little 

empirical attention (Kaczmarek et al., 2013, 2014). Even less is known about the sources of such 

intentions and how they influence the outcomes of the activity. In the present investigation, we 

viewed writing a gratitude journal as an attempt at emotion upregulation (Quoidbach et al., 2015) 

and adopted the motivated emotion regulation perspective (Tamir & Millgram, 2017) to study 

whether and how people’s beliefs about emotion translate to their writing of the journal. 

Specifically, because emotion regulation is a goal-directed behavior (Gross, 2015; Tamir et al., 

2020), we focused on two beliefs about emotion—the desirability of happiness belief and the 

uncontrollability of negative emotion belief—to capture the two fundamental features of a 

goal—desirability and feasibility (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; Milyavskaya & Werner, 2021). 

Furthermore, to the extent that people’s beliefs can influence the outcomes of an intervention 

(Ashar et al., 2017; Lyubomirsky et al., 2011), we examined whether and how these two beliefs 

about emotion predicted the emotional outcomes people derived from writing a gratitude journal. 

 

Motivation to write a gratitude journal 

 

Knowing the sources of the behavioral intention and how these sources translate to the outcomes 

of intentional behaviors is important for at least two reasons. First, intentional engagement in 

activities that are expected to increase happiness is common (Parks et al., 2012). It is associated 

with both people’s overall well-being (Catalino et al., 2014) and the outcomes of positive activity 

interventions (Lyubomirsky et al., 2011). Second, the focus of intervention research has shifted 

from studying whether an intervention works to determine the conditions under which it works 

best, such as for whom it works and in what contexts (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013). For 

instance, previous research has examined cultural differences in the effects of gratitude 

interventions (Layous et al., 2013) and the role of personality factors in the efficacy of positive 

activity interventions in controlled settings (Senf & Liau, 2013). Moreover, research has 

documented the motivational mechanisms linking individual difference factors to the acceptance 

and initiation of gratitude interventions (Kaczmarek et al., 2013, 2014; Walsh et al., 2018). By 

identifying the sources of the intention and examining their effects on the outcomes of an 

activity, researchers and interventionists can promote, adjust, and increase the specificity of their 

program and maximize its effectiveness in the real-world settings1. 

 
1 We thank one reviewer for pointing out the difference between efficacy (i.e., whether an intervention works in 
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Given the popularity, efficacy, and low-cost features of gratitude journaling, it is essential to 

understand why people choose to initiate this activity. One particularly useful theoretical 

framework to study this question is the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991). The 

theory is conducive to examining the path(s) from a psychological construct (belief about 

emotion) to an observable behavior (writing a gratitude journal; cf. Berkman & Wilson, 2021). 

According to the TPB, people’s intention to engage in a behavior is motivated by their attitude, 

subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control, and the TPB also posits that intention is the 

strongest predictor of behavior. Attitude refers to people’s evaluation of the utility of the target 

behavior. Subjective norm refers to people’s subjective probability that other people would 

approve of them engaging in the behavior. Perceived behavioral control is akin to behavioral 

efficacy—people’s perception of the factors that can impede or encourage engagement in the 

behavior. The fact that the framework allows researchers to expand the model by adding 

antecedents makes it particularly suitable for the examination of emotion belief-behavior links. 

 

Indeed, previous research has adapted this framework to scrutinize personality factors and their 

translational pathways contributing to people’s voluntary initiation of a gratitude journal. This 

line of studies found two respective pathways starting from two individual difference factors—

curiosity and depression—to people’s behavioral intention to initiate a gratitude journal, which 

in turn predicted actual initiation (Kaczmarek et al., 2013, 2014). Specifically, the research found 

that curiosity predicted intention via a favorable attitude, strong subjective norm and high 

perceived behavioral control, while depression did not predict intention because of an enabling 

path via high subjective norm and an inhibiting path via low perceived behavioral control.  

 

Our research extends this line of work in the following ways. First, we examined the constructs 

of emotion beliefs as the antecedent variables to the TPB components and grounded our research 

in the literature on emotion regulation. We believe this approach would provide additional 

insights into people’s voluntary initiation of a gratitude journal and would contribute to the 

continued conversation between affective science and positive psychology. For instance, both 

desirability of happiness beliefs and uncontrollability of negative emotions beliefs have been 

linked to depression (Ford et al., 2014; Gratz & Roemer, 2004). By focusing on these two 

beliefs, our research provided a fine-grained delineation of the nomological network of 

depression and the writing of a gratitude journal. Second, we assessed the effects of individual 

difference factors (i.e., emotion beliefs) on the outcomes of writing a gratitude journal. Previous 

research only examined whether people initiated a gratitude journal, and it is currently unclear 

whether and how the personality factors that predicted initiation would also predict the outcomes 

of the activity. Finally, our sample was recruited in East Asia compared to in Central Europe as 

in previous studies. The different cultural backgrounds of our sample served as a test for the 

generalizability of the TPB model applied to gratitude journaling. 

 
optimal condition) and effectiveness (i.e., whether an intervention works in real life).   
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Beliefs about emotion as the motivational antecedents of writing a gratitude journal 

 

Ford and Gross (2019) posited that there are two fundamental dimensions of people’s beliefs 

about emotion—attitude and controllability. Emotion attitude refers to people’s beliefs about 

whether emotion is good or bad, whereas emotion controllability refers to people’s beliefs about 

whether emotion is controllable or uncontrollable. According to the motivated emotion 

regulation perspective (Tamir, 2020; Tamir & Millgram, 2017), people’s beliefs about emotion 

play a critical role in their motivation to engage in emotion regulation behaviors. Emotion 

attitude is theorized to “guide the trajectory of emotion regulation”—that is, to increase or 

decrease an emotion—while emotion controllability is theorized to produce the “occurrence of 

emotion regulation”—that is, whether or not to regulate an emotion (Ford & Gross, 2019, p. 77). 

For example, people who desire happiness tend to engage in activities that are believed to 

increase happiness (Catalino et al., 2014; Zerwas & Ford, 2021). Similarly, people who think 

emotion is controllable tend to invest effort in regulating their emotions (Ford et al., 2018; Tamir 

et al., 2007). 

 

Although most people want to be happy and almost all people want to be happier than they 

currently are (Eid & Diener, 2001; Tsai et al., 2006), not all people engage in behaviors that 

actually increase their happiness (Zerwas & Ford, 2021). This finding means that the desire to 

become happier is not sufficient to motivate people to engage in happiness-boosting activities 

such as writing a gratitude journal. In addition, to become happier, people need to have some 

control over their negative emotions or at least to lessen the impact of such emotions on their 

functioning (Bardeen & Fergus, 2020; Walsh et al., 2018). Just as people consider both the 

desirability and the feasibility of a goal when setting one (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; Milyavskaya 

& Werner, 2021), the desirability of happiness and the controllability of negative emotion 

should, therefore, be critical antecedents in people’s decision to initiate a gratitude journal. In the 

present investigation, we conceptualized the writing of a gratitude journal as a positive emotion 

upregulation attempt (cf. Quoidbach et al., 2015; Tamir & Millgram, 2017) and examined how 

people's beliefs about the desirability of happiness and the uncontrollability of negative emotion 

translated to this regulatory behavior and its subsequent outcomes. 

 

The desirability of happiness belief 

 

The desirability of happiness belief is defined as people’s mindset that happiness is important to 

them (Mauss et al., 2011), and it has been viewed as a motivator of people’s pursuit of happiness 

(Ford et al., 2015). It is easy to assume that because this belief prompts people to strive to 

increase their happiness, endorsing such a belief will engender great happiness. However, 

previous research has found this belief to be associated with both happiness and a lack of 

happiness (for a review, see Zerwas & Ford, 2021). Further examination of the literature 
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suggests that the effectiveness of people’s positive emotion upregulation behaviors is a crucial 

factor in explaining these seemingly contradictory results (Catalino et al., 2014; Rohrer et al., 

2018). One effective way to increase happiness is to pursue social connections. Indeed, the 

association between desirability belief and well-being has been found to be mediated by 

engagement in social activities (Ford et al., 2015) and interdependent self-construal (N. Wong et 

al., 2020). If an effective pursuit of happiness is a critical antecedent of happiness, it is 

imperative to understand how the desirability of happiness belief translates into such behaviors. 

Given that happiness is normatively construed in terms of interpersonal relationships in East 

Asian culture (Shin et al., 2018) and that gratitude journaling involve appreciating others, we 

hypothesized that the desirability of happiness belief would translate to people’s initiation of a 

gratitude journal. We explored the translational pathways with the TPB framework. 

 

Additionally, we examined whether the desirability of happiness belief related to the changes in 

people’s ideal levels of happiness after writing a gratitude journal. Previous research suggested 

that the desirability of happiness belief is associated with the adoption of a high standard of 

happiness, especially after an experience of positive emotion (Ford & Mauss, 2014). This claim 

is consistent with the motivated emotion regulation perspective in that people continuously 

adjust their emotion goals (e.g., happiness standards) based on the discrepancy between their 

current and desired emotional states (Tamir, 2021). Analogous to setting a more difficult goal 

when one achieves an easier goal, endorsing this belief sets a higher standard for happiness after 

happiness—as defined by the old standard—is achieved. This process might also explain why 

people endorsing this belief have been shown to have difficulty savoring positive moments 

(Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020; see also Gentzler et al., 2019), perhaps because they constantly 

desire more happiness. However, to our knowledge, no empirical research to date has directly 

tested this proposition. In the present investigation, we measured the level of positive affect 

participants ideally wanted to experience (i.e., ideal positive affect, see below) as a proxy 

variable for their happiness standard and examined whether people’s endorsement of the 

desirability of happiness belief predicted an increase in their happiness standard after they wrote 

a gratitude journal. 

 

The uncontrollability of negative emotions belief 

 

The uncontrollability of negative emotions belief is defined as “the belief that there is little that 

can be done to regulate emotions effectively, once an individual is upset” (Gratz & Roemer, 

2004, p. 47). The (un)controllability belief is akin to the (lack of) self-efficacy belief for emotion 

regulation and has been used to reflect the extent to which people believe they are (un)able to 

control their emotional states (Bardeen et al., 2015; Bardeen & Fergus, 2020; De Castella et al., 

2018). 

 

On the one hand, it can be argued that people who endorse the uncontrollability belief of emotion 



 

 
5 

in general would be especially likely to write a gratitude journal. This proposition is based on the 

assumption that it is precisely because these people are not adept at internally regulating their 

emotions that they tend to outsource their emotion regulation. Supporting this proposition is a 

recent study that found a positive correlation between people’s efficacy belief at emotion 

regulation and their tendency to rely on external situations to improve their emotional state 

(Webb et al., 2018). By signing up to write a gratitude journal, people choose to let the situations 

help them regulate their emotions instead of relying on their psychological processes to change 

their emotions. In the emotion regulation literature, the former strategy is called situation 

selection, and the latter is called cognitive change (Gross, 2015). Theoretical and empirical 

evidence has shown that both are effective strategies for emotion regulation, while the former 

might be particularly beneficial for those who are unable to flexibly change their internal states 

(e.g., those with strong uncontrollability beliefs about emotions; Sheppes, 2020). On the other 

hand, it can also be argued that people who endorse the uncontrollability of negative emotions 

belief would not intend to write a gratitude journal because they do not believe their negative 

emotion can be tamed and their happiness increased. In support of this argument, the 

uncontrollability belief about emotion in general was associated with less effortful emotion 

regulation (Ford et al., 2018; Tamir et al., 2007) and with avoidance of seeking professional help 

to resolve psychological problems (De Castella et al., 2018). However, because writing a 

gratitude journal is a happiness-boosting activity that requires little effort and the decision to do 

so is approach-based—not avoidance-based, as in the case described by De Castella et al. 

(2018)—we expected the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief to be positively associated 

with behavioral engagement in a gratitude journal, as found in Webb et al. (2018). Again, we 

explored the translational pathways from this belief to journal writing with the TPB framework. 

 

It is not currently clear whether and how the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief can 

predict the outcomes of the target behavior because most previous research on such belief 

focused only on people’s behavioral intention and did not include a measure of whether they 

acted upon the intention (for a review, see Matthews et al., 2021). Drawing from relevant 

research, we examined two competing hypotheses with respect to the effect of the 

uncontrollability of negative emotions belief on the changes in people’s experienced positive 

affect (i.e., actual positive affect, as opposed to ideal positive affect; see below). The first 

hypothesis is a facilitative hypothesis—the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief would 

be positively related to an increase in actual positive affect. If the suggestion from Webb et al.’s 

(2018) results is correct that those who feel incompetent in self-regulating their emotions benefit 

more from external emotion regulation activities than those who feel competent, we would 

expect writing a gratitude journal to be especially beneficial for people who believe their 

negative emotions are uncontrollable by themselves. The second hypothesis is an inhibiting 

hypothesis—the uncontrollability belief would be negatively related to an increase in actual 

positive affect. Because higher uncontrollability belief has been associated with fewer active 

emotion regulation attempts (De Castella et al., 2018; Ford et al., 2018), it is possible that people 
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endorsing this belief would not engage fully in writing a gratitude journal, even though they may 

have started it, thus resulting in few benefits from the activity. 

 

Ideal and actual positive affect 

People not only experience emotions but also desire to feel certain emotions (Tamir & Gutentag, 

2017; Tsai, 2017; Tsai et al., 2006). According to the affect valuation theory, ideal affect is 

defined as the emotions that people “value and ideally want to feel” (Tsai, 2017, p.117). It is 

often measured with the Affect Valuation Index, which assesses how much people ideally want 

to experience certain emotions in a typical week. Therefore, given that a core feature of a goal is 

the desirability of the goal, people’s ideal positive affect can be conceptualized as their emotion 

goal to experience positive emotions or standard for their desired happiness level (Tamir 2021; 

Tamir & Gutentag, 2017). In contrast, actual positive affect is simply the emotion that people 

typically feel. In the present investigation, we measured people’s ideal and actual positive affect 

both before and after they wrote a gratitude journal. We aimed to examine whether there were 

within-person changes in these variables and whether these changes can be predicted by people’s 

beliefs about emotion, as we hypothesized. 

 

Current investigation 

The present investigation aimed to answer the following two questions: (1) Via what pathways 

do people’s beliefs about the desirability of happiness and the uncontrollability of negative 

emotion translate to their initiation of a gratitude journal? and (2) Are people’s beliefs about 

emotions related to their changes in ideal and actual positive affect after they write a gratitude 

journal? For the first research question, we hypothesized that the abovementioned two beliefs 

about emotion would translate to people’s initiation of a gratitude journal, and we employed the 

TPB framework to explore the motivational pathways. To answer this question, we conducted a 

two-layered chained mediation analysis (see Analytic strategies below). For the second research 

question, we used people’s beliefs about emotion (assessed prior to writing a gratitude journal) to 

predict the emotional outcomes they derived from writing a gratitude journal. In particular, we 

hypothesized that desirability belief would positively predict change in ideal positive affect. In 

addition, we examined two competing possibilities regarding the uncontrollability of negative 

emotions belief: if this belief positively predicted change in actual positive affect, it would 

support the facilitative hypothesis; conversely, if this belief negatively predicted change in actual 

positive affect, it would support the inhibiting hypothesis. To answer this question, we conducted 

several multiple linear regression models (see Analytic strategies below). The Institutional 

Review Board at the university where the study was conducted approved all the study 

procedures. 

 

Method 

Participants 
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We recruited participants via flyers and online advertisements. There were 354 Taiwanese 

people registered in the online questionnaire system. Of these, 36 were excluded because they 

either were not qualified (not physically or mentally healthy, n = 20), failed at least one attention 

check (n = 16), or submitted more than one questionnaire (n = 7). The final sample for the 

analyses addressing Question 1 (N = 311) was 69.78% female and ranged in age from 20 to 51 

years (M = 23.21, SD = 3.55). Of the 311 participants who completed the Part I (pretest) 

questionnaire, 105 (33.76%) began writing a gratitude journal, and 101 (32.48%) completed the 

Part II posttest. The analyses addressing Question 2 were based on these 101 people. This sample 

was 73.27% female and ranged in age from 20 to 34 years (M = 23.17, SD = 2.81). 

 

Measures 

 

Beliefs about emotion 

 

The desirability of happiness belief was assessed with the Chinese version of the Valuing 

Happiness Scale (e.g., “Feeling happy is extremely important to me.”; Ford et al., 2015). The 

scale consists of 7 items answered on a 7-point scale. Higher scores reflect stronger endorsement 

of the desirability belief. As shown in Table 1, the reliability of the scale was acceptable. 

 

The uncontrollability of negative emotion belief was assessed with the Chinese version of the 

Strategy subscale of the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (Li et al., 2018). The subscale 

consists of 8 items answered on a 5-point scale (e.g., “When I’m upset, I believe that I will 

remain that way for a long time.”). Higher scores represent stronger endorsement of the 

uncontrollability belief. As shown in Table 1, the reliability of the scale was good. 

 

Theory of Planned Behavior variables 

 

The items measuring the TPB variables (attitude, subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, 

and intention) were created based on established guidelines (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011) and 

previous literature (e.g., Kaczmarek et al., 2014). We created four items for each variable. All 

items were rated on a 7-point scale. All the scales demonstrated adequate reliability, ω’s 

=.81–.96, except subjective norm, ω =.68. After the removal of one item (“Social pressure 

makes me want to write a gratitude journal”), the reliability of the remaining three items, ω 

=.73, was considered adequate. The reliability of the other scales can be found in Table 1. 

Sample items from the scales are as follows: attitude: “I think writing a gratitude journal is… 

[bad…good]”; subjective norm: “My friends and family would expect me to write a gratitude 

journal if they knew what it is”; perceived behavioral control: “I believe I have the ability to 

write a gratitude journal”; and intention: “I want to give writing a gratitude journal a try.” 

 

Ideal and actual positive affect 
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The nine positive affect words (e.g., “content”) from the Chinese version of the Affect Valuation 

Index were used to assess participants’ affect prior to and after writing the gratitude journal (Tsai 

et al., 2006). The scale has two parts: one part for ideal positive affect, which assesses the level 

of positive affect people ideally want to experience, and the other for actual positive affect, 

which assesses the level of positive affect people generally experience in their daily lives. The 

items were answered on a 5-point scale. As shown in Table 1, the reliabilities of the scales were 

adequate. 

 

Writing a gratitude journal 

 

Writing a gratitude journal was measured behaviorally by having participants submit their 

journal entries if they decided to write any. They were classified as initiating a journal if they 

submitted a journal entry for at least one day (see procedure below; cf., Kaczmarek et al., 2014). 

 

Procedure 

 

The present investigation consists of two parts. Part I asked participants to fill out a battery of 

surveys. Upon entering the online questionnaire system, participants reported their age and 

gender. Subsequently, the system presented the scales described above. Importantly, prior to 

answering the TPB items, participants read a brief description of a gratitude journal. The 

description was based on Emmons and McCullough (2003) plus a few more sentences describing 

the journal as an effective activity to increase happiness to mirror what people would learn about 

gratitude journaling in their day-to-day life. After finishing all the items on all the scales, 

participants indicated whether they were willing to write a gratitude journal. This query was not 

part of the TPB intention measure but rather a way to assess participants’ willingness to attend 

the second part of the study. Those who answered “no” were thanked for their participation and 

exited the system. Those who answered “yes” were asked to provide their email address and 

were contacted later. To ensure that participation was fully voluntary and that the study mirrored 

the real-life circumstances in which intentional happiness seekers choose to engage in a positive 

activity intervention, no incentives were offered for participation in Part I. 

 

Those participants who expressed a willingness to write a gratitude journal were contacted and 

informed of the details of Part II of the study (i.e., participation in Part I was required for 

participation in Part II, but participation in Part I did not necessarily lead to participation in Part 

II). Participants were told that this part of the study would last for seven days, during which they 

would receive daily a link directing them to an online questionnaire system, and they were to 

report whether they intended to write a journal for that day in the system. Those who answered 

“yes” went on to type in three things they were grateful for that day, and those who answered 

“no” exited the survey for that day. They were also told that they were entered in a lottery to 
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compensate them for their time in participating in the study, but their decision whether to submit 

a journal entry for any single day did not in any way impact their chances of winning the lottery2. 

After Day 7, participants were sent a final link directing them to the posttest, which again 

assessed their actual and ideal levels of positive affect. Finally, they were debriefed. 

 

Analytic strategies 

 

To address Question 1, we first examined the zero-order correlations between each of the two 

beliefs and intention to write a gratitude journal and each of the two beliefs and actual writing of 

a gratitude journal. Next, we conducted a two-layered chained mediation analysis with MPlus 

(version 8; Muthén & Muthén, 2017), which allowed us to simultaneously estimate all the path 

coefficients in the model. Figure 1 charts this model. The first layer of mediators included the 

TPB variables whose residuals were allowed to covary with each other, and the second layer 

included only intention. To test the indirect effects of the beliefs about emotion on behavior, we 

estimated the 95% confidence intervals (CI) with 10,000 bootstrap samples. Finally, in a separate 

model, we entered control variables (i.e., age and gender) to ensure the robustness of our results. 

 

To address Question 2, we used the difference score of the pre- and posttest ideal and actual 

affect scores (i.e., subtracting a pretest score from a posttest score) as the respective outcome 

variable in two multiple regression models to examine the effects of each of the beliefs about 

emotion on the changes in participants’ ideal and actual positive affect. We chose the difference 

score approach because it is suitable to examine how between-person differences relate to 

within-person differences (Gollwitzer et al., 2014). Analyses were conducted in R (version 4.1.2; 

R Core Team, 2017). In all of the models, we entered the counterpart of the affect change. That 

is, for the model predicting the change in ideal positive affect, we entered the change in actual 

positive affect and vice versa. Importantly, in the models that predicted the change in actual 

positive affect, we also controlled for the number of days participants submitted journal entries 

because it significantly correlated with the change in actual positive affect, r =.30, p =.002 (see 

Table 3). In contrast, this variable was not controlled for in the model that predicted the change 

in ideal positive affect because of a lack of a significant correlation between the two, r = -.01, p 

=.941. In each of the models predicting ideal and actual affect, both the desirability of happiness 

belief and the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief were entered simultaneously to 

examine the unique effects of these beliefs. Finally, for a robustness check, we again controlled 

for participants’ gender and age to assess whether the results remained the same. 

 

Results 

 

 
2 To ensure participants understood how this part of the study worked, the first author hosted a live information 

session lasting around an hour for every participant. During the information session, he explicitly stated to the 

participants that their daily submission of the journal would not affect their chances of winning the lottery. 
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Research question 1: paths from beliefs about emotion to behavior 

 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and zero-order correlation coefficients 

among all the variables used in this part of the analysis. Zero-order correlation analyses showed 

that the desirability of happiness belief was significantly correlated with intention, r =.22, p 

<.001, but not behavior, r =.03, p =.504. The uncontrollability of negative emotions belief did 

not significantly correlate with intention, r =.06, p =.267, or with behavior, r =.01, p =.924. 

Partial correlation analyses that considered both beliefs simultaneously did not alter the above 

results. 

 

As shown in Figure 1, the direct effect of the desirability of happiness belief on behavior was not 

significant, β = -.05, p =.426, odds ratio (OR) = 0.89, p =.417. Moreover, the magnitude of the 

direct effect of the desirability belief on intention dropped to nonsignificance, β = 0.06, p =.188, 

suggesting that there was a full mediation effect. The desirability of happiness belief positively 

translated to behavior via two significant paths: the attitude-intention path: desirability of 

happiness belief → attitude → intention → behavior,  β =.02, 95% CI = [.01–.05], p =.045, and 

the subjective norm-intention path: desirability of happiness belief → subjective norm → 

intention → behavior,  β =.02, 95% CI = [.01–.05], p =.030. In contrast, the desirability of 

happiness belief did not translate to behavior via the perceived behavioral control-intention path, 

β =.02, 95% CI = [-.00–.04], p =.128, or the intention-only path, β =.02, 95% CI = [-.01–.07], p 

=.208. The total indirect effect of the desirability of happiness belief on behavior was significant, 

β =.09, 95% CI = [.02–.16], p =.016. 

 

The direct effect of the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief on behavior was not 

significant, β =.07, p =.717, OR = 1.07, p =.727. Interestingly, the magnitude of the 

uncontrollability of negative emotions belief’s direct effect on intention increased and became 

significant, β =.16, p <.001, suggesting the presence of a suppression effect (MacKinnon et al., 

2000; Rovenpor & Isbell, 2018). Two significant paths with opposite signs mediated the effect of 

the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief on behavior: the perceived behavioral control 

intention path: uncontrollability belief → perceived behavioral control → intention → behavior,  

β = -.03, 95% CI = [-.06 – -.01], p =.010, and the intention-only path: uncontrollability belief → 

intention → behavior,  β =.07, 95% CI = [.03–.12], p =.007. Comparing the magnitudes of the 

two indirect effects yielded a nonsignificant difference between the two, difference estimate = 

0.09, p =.141, and therefore, these effects cancelled each other out. In addition, the 

uncontrollability of negative emotions belief did not translate to behavior via the attitude-

intention path, β = -.02, 95% CI = [-.04–.00], p =.111, or the subjective norm-intention path, β = 

-.01, 95% CI = [-.02–.01], p =.235. Finally, because the only two significant paths cancelled each 

other out, the total indirect effect of the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief on behavior 

was not significant, β =.01, 95% CI = [-.14–.14], p =.570. Table 2 shows all the indirect effects 

from each of the beliefs about emotion to behavioral initiation. 
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The mediation model explained 54.90% of the variance in intention and 21.80% of the variance 

in behavioral engagement. Finally, in a separate model, controlling for participants’ age and 

gender did not change the direction and significance of any of the above effects. 

 

Research question 2: Effects of beliefs about emotion on the emotional outcomes of writing 

a gratitude journal 

 

Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and zero-order correlation coefficients 

among all the variables used in this part of the analysis. 

 

First, the model predicting the change in ideal positive affect showed that the change in actual 

positive affect was a significant predictor, β =.39, p <.001. Moreover, we found the expected 

effect of the desirability of happiness belief on the change in ideal positive affect, β =.22, p 

=.026. In contrast, the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief did not significantly predict 

ideal positive affect, β = -.18, p =.080. The model explained 17.20% of the variance in the 

change in ideal positive affect. 

 

Next, the model predicting the change in actual positive affect showed that both the change in 

ideal positive affect (β =.42, p <.001) and the number of days participants submitted a journal 

entry (β =.37, p <.001) were significant predictors. Desirability belief did not significantly 

predict actual positive affect, β = -.03, p =.547. In contrast, the uncontrollability of negative 

emotions belief significantly and positively predicted the change in actual positive affect, β =.27, 

p =.007. The model explained 25.49% of the variance in the change in actual positive affect. 

 

Controlling for participants’ age and gender did not change any of the results, and 

multicollinearity was not a problem, as the variance inflation factors ranged from 1.00 to 1.07. 

 

General Discussion 

 

Why do people decide to write a gratitude journal, and does the source of the intention relate to 

the emotional outcomes of actually engaging in the activity? We hypothesized that people’s 

beliefs about emotion can translate to their engagement in this emotion regulation behavior and 

explored the motivational pathways with the TPB framework. We further examined the 

predictive effects of the beliefs about emotion on the change in people’s ideal and actual affect 

after writing a gratitude journal. The research questions and the empirical results are presented in 

Table 4. The analyses addressing Question 1 showed that the desirability of happiness belief 

positively predicted the initiation of a gratitude journal via the attitude intention and subjective 

norm intention paths, whereas the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief did not predict 

journal initiation because the two mediating effects with opposite signs canceled each other out 
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(i.e., perceived behavioral control intention and intention-only paths). The analyses addressing 

Question 2 showed that the desirability of happiness belief positively predicted the change in 

ideal positive affect, and the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief positively predicted 

the change in actual positive affect. Overall, the present investigation demonstrates that beliefs 

about emotion can indeed translate to the writing of a gratitude journal and can also predict the 

emotional outcomes of writing it. 

 

Beliefs about emotion as the motivating antecedent 

 

Although some previous research has adopted the TPB framework to examine personality factors 

as the motivating antecedents of gratitude journal writing (Kaczmarek et al., 2013, 2014), and 

some research has framed positive interventions as emotion upregulation behaviors (Quoidbach 

et al., 2015), we are the first study to combine these approaches and assess the role of emotion 

beliefs in people’s voluntary initiation of a gratitude journal. 

 

First, we found that although the desirability of happiness belief had a direct effect on behavioral 

intention, the effect disappeared when attitude and subjective norms were modeled as mediators. 

These results suggest that people who endorse this belief intend to write a gratitude journal 

possibly because they have a positive attitude toward the activity and feel socially compelled to 

engage in it. This fine-grained analysis contributes to the understanding of why people who 

believe that happiness is desirable do not engage in effective happiness pursuits and thus fail to 

reach their emotion goal (Ford & Mauss, 2014; Zerwas & Ford, 2021). The reason might be that 

despite their desire to be happy, they do not evaluate the pursuits favorably or because engaging 

in the activity is not the norm in their social group.  

 

For the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief, we found an intriguing pattern for the paths 

from this belief to behavior. The absence of the total effect of the uncontrollability of negative 

emotions belief on behavior corroborates and expands previous research on people’s reliance on 

situation selection as an emotion regulation strategy. Webb et al. (2018) recently obtained mixed 

results on the zero-order correlation between people’s emotion control belief and their tendency 

to engage in situation selection. Although the zero-order correlation coefficients were positive in 

each of their two studies, the effect sizes were small, and one failed to reach significance. This 

finding suggests that the zero-order correlation between these two variables might have been 

obscured by an unmeasured third variable, resulting in the researchers’ inability to robustly 

detect this correlation. 

 

Indeed, in a series of studies, Rovenpor and Isbell (2018) found that people’s decision to select a 

video as a way to regulate their emotions was suppressed by their perceived efficacy belief for 

their emotional response to the situation (e.g., confidence in their ability to handle their negative 

emotions). Consistent with this finding, in the present investigation, we found that perceived 



 

 
13 

behavioral control was a suppressor in the relationship between emotional control belief and the 

intention to engage in emotion regulation behavior. Our participants might have been convinced 

that they did not have the time to engage in a positive intervention or that they doubted their 

ability to remember doing it. Such perceptions would have obscured their emotion controllability 

belief’s effect on their intention to outsource their emotion regulation to a gratitude journal. This 

suppression effect highlights the importance of considering a third variable in modeling the 

relationship between emotion control belief and observable emotion regulation behavior. 

 

Beliefs about emotion as predictors of the outcomes of writing a gratitude journal 

 

The desirability of happiness belief positively relates to the happiness standard 

 

We found that the stronger the desirability of happiness belief, the more positive affect people 

wanted to feel after writing a gratitude journal. This finding is consistent with previous 

theorizing in the emotion regulation literature that the endorsement of the desirability of 

happiness belief heightens the happiness standard (Ford & Mauss, 2014; Mauss et al., 2011). 

This possibility was originally proposed to explain the association of desirability belief with poor 

psychological well-being. It should be noted that the present research only provides evidence for 

the first part of the path (the desirability of happiness belief predicting a heightened happiness 

standard) but not for the second part (a heightened happiness standard predicting poor well-

being). This finding is because we included an effective happiness-boosting activity (i.e., 

gratitude journal) as the target behavior and did not include any indices of poor well-being. 

 

Nevertheless, by providing participants with an effective way to pursue happiness (i.e., gratitude 

journal), we were able to examine the first part of the association without potentially harming 

participants’ well-being. Indeed, as shown in Table 3, the correlation between ideal and actual 

positive affect was smaller in the pretest (r =.26, p <.01) than in the posttest (r =.52, p <.001), 

suggesting that the discrepancy between people’s desired and actual emotional states was smaller 

after they wrote a gratitude journal than before. Furthermore, it is important to note that because 

a sense of appreciation is cultivated during the writing of a gratitude journal, the happiness 

standard is not heightened too much for the activity to increase people’s actual positive affect 

after they finish it. The data supported this proposition. On average, participants’ ideal positive 

affect increased only marginally after writing the journal, whereas their actual positive affect 

increased significantly, suggesting that they did not raise their happiness standard too much3. 

This finding suggests that although people tuned up the internal metric they used to judge how 

happy they were, the upward movement was not dramatic. Thus, instead of creating discomfort 

due to the awareness that the happiness goal was unachievable, the slight increase in the 

happiness standard might help participants pursue more happiness in the future in ways that are 

 
3 One-tailed paired t tests on the post- and pretest affect scores showed a marginally significant increase in ideal 

positive affect, t(100) = 1.54, p = .064, and a significant increase in actual positive affect t(100) = 5.15, p < .001. 
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both modest and effective (Millgram et al., 2019). The small increase could also prevent them 

from creating an appetite for happiness that can never be satisfied, an argument made by other 

authors to explain why pursuits of happiness are often extreme and ineffective (Mahmoodi 

Kahriz et al., 2020). 

 

The uncontrollability of negative emotion belief relates to an increase in actual happiness 

 

Our data support the facilitative hypothesis: uncontrollability belief is positively related to an 

increase in actual positive affect. We interpret this finding as indicating that the writing of a 

gratitude journal is especially beneficial for those who are not adept at regulating their own 

emotions. This explanation is in accordance with previous empirical evidence that situation 

selection is an effective emotion regulation strategy, especially among people with low levels of 

emotion control belief (Webb et al., 2018). We further speculated that participants’ feelings of 

autonomy in choosing to engage in emotion regulation behavior contributed to the increased 

positive affect. According to the motivated emotion regulation perspective, the strength of one’s 

uncontrollability belief about emotion dictates whether people attempt to regulate their emotions. 

This proposition is consistent with the negative (albeit nonsignificant) correlation between this 

belief and the number of days participants submitted a journal entry (r = -.18, p =.08). However, 

participants might have derived a sense of autonomy from initiating the process of emotion 

regulation by starting a gratitude journal in Part II of the study, thereby increasing their positive 

affect (see Cosme & Berkman, 2020; Nelson et al., 2015; Sheldon et al., 1996). Given that 

people with an uncontrollability of emotion belief do not usually attempt to regulate their 

emotions, when they make a conscious choice to initiate an emotion regulation behavior, the 

feeling of autonomy might be especially salient. This sense of autonomy, in turn, might have 

contributed to their gains in actual positive affect. 

 

We also considered two alternative possibilities. First, the increase in positive affect might have 

been due to a lower actual happiness starting point among those who decided to initiate a journal 

(Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013; Seligman et al., 2005; also see Froh et al., 2009). However, this 

possibility did not receive support from the data, as there was no significant difference in pretest 

positive affect between those who initiated a gratitude journal (M = 2.73, SD = 0.53) and those 

who did not (M = 2.76, SD = 0.53), t(309) = 0.519, p =.60. This finding suggests that participants 

who initiated a gratitude journal were not particularly unhappy in the beginning. A second 

possible explanation, based on the results of the analyses addressing Question 1, is that the 

uncontrollability belief encouraged people’s engagement in writing a journal, which resulted in 

greater actual positive affect. However, the data did not support this possibility either. As 

reported above, the correlation between this belief and the number of days participants wrote a 

journal was negative and only marginally significant. Furthermore, in our regression model, we 

controlled for the number of days participants wrote journals, and we still observed a significant 

effect of the uncontrollability belief. This finding indicates that the effect of the belief was above 
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and beyond the actual engagement in the gratitude journal. Finally, also indicated by the analyses 

addressing Question 1, people’s perceived behavioral control might play a role in the relationship 

between the uncontrollability belief and actual engagement in the journal. We therefore tested a 

model controlling for this variable, and the results remained the same. Taken together, these 

results indicate that the positive predictive effect of the uncontrollability of negative emotions 

belief on actual positive affect cannot be attributed to a low happiness starting point, the number 

of days one wrote a journal, or one’s perceived behavioral control in the beginning. 

 

Implications for motivated emotion regulation and positive activity intervention research 

 

The present investigation contributes to the accumulating evidence for the claim that beliefs 

about emotion can guide the initiation of emotion regulation. Furthermore, we found evidence 

that emotion beliefs not only guide emotion regulation but also track the outcomes of such 

regulation, thereby creating a feedback loop that encourages or hinders future emotion regulation 

(Gross, 2015). Future research on motivated emotion regulation can consider the direct effects of 

emotion beliefs on the outcomes of emotion regulation with other regulation strategies (e.g., 

reappraisal, suppression, distraction) to provide a comprehensive understanding of the role of 

emotion beliefs in people’s emotional lives. 

 

Given that a gratitude journal—a positive activity intervention—has been studied extensively in 

the positive psychology literature, the present investigation contributes to the burgeoning 

conversation between emotion regulation researchers and positive psychology researchers. One 

of the important themes in positive activity intervention research is the study of the personality 

and contextual factors that would maximize the efficacy of the intervention (Lyubomirsky & 

Layous, 2013). Person-specific features have been shown to influence both people’s willingness 

to start an intervention and their gains from participating in the intervention. For instance, 

previous research has shown that people with stronger motivation to become happier benefited 

more from positive interventions (Lyubomirsky et al., 2011). This finding is consistent with ours. 

For those who believed they were unable to control their negative emotions themselves, and thus 

were more motivated to outsource their emotion regulation needs, when they initiated a gratitude 

journal, they reaped more positive affect after writing a journal. Related to motivation, 

personality factors (e.g., openness, extraversion, conscientiousness) were found to contribute to 

greater happiness gains from interventions (Senf & Liau, 2013; Winslow et al., 2016). Future 

research can examine whether and how these personality factors are associated with beliefs about 

emotion and how these variables might collectively shape people’s intentional and effective 

pursuit of happiness.  

 

Limitations and future directions 

 

We acknowledge several limitations of the present study and propose directions for future 
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research. First, as mentioned in the implication section, future research should include 

personality constructs either as control variables or as independent variables of interest. These 

variables were not included because we viewed the primary purpose of the present investigation 

as exploring the translational pathways from emotion beliefs to behavior and to the outcomes of 

the behavior. Given that the number of items included in our survey was large and there is no 

validated platform to recruit a large number of high-quality participants in Taiwan (e.g., MTurk), 

we did not include personality constructs to further burden our participants and risk losing their 

attention to our survey. We therefore only included the items assessing the constructs of interest, 

and we reported all the results here. 

 

Second, the fact that we only included people willing to write a journal, although increasing 

ecological validity, might have introduced biases in the analyses addressing Question 2 (e.g., 

variance restrictions). Relatedly, although we ensured participants that their chances of winning a 

lottery would not be influenced in any way regardless of their journal entry submission, the 

knowledge of the lottery might have inadvertently altered participants’ adherence. Experiments 

that randomly assign participants to either write or not write a gratitude journal are needed to 

buttress the current findings.  

 

Future research should also examine whether awareness of the nature of the intervention would 

alter people’s initiation and their gains from the intervention. In our research, we purposely 

provided information that gratitude journal is a happiness-boosting activity. The reason for this 

information disclosure is to mimic the situation that people encounter in their lives that promotes 

this activity. Given that people’s first impression of a gratitude journal is often associated with an 

increase in positive affect, we believe our design closely mirrors people’s daily experience (cf. 

Parks et al., 2012). Future experimental research with an emphasis on internal validity might try 

to tease apart such an association and scrutinize whether writing a gratitude journal without 

knowing what it could bring about would influence the outcomes of activity engagement. 

 

Finally, the timeframe for the present investigation was relatively short, although it was longer 

than in previous studies with similar designs (e.g., Kaczmarek et al., 2014). Previous research 

has found that a longer duration tends to produce larger intervention effects (Sin & 

Lyubomirsky, 2009). However, it was also argued that people might be tired of engaging in an 

intervention or view engagement as a chore, in which case interventions do not effectively 

increase people’s happiness (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013). Therefore, it seems that there 

should not be a gold standard for the duration of an intervention in order for it to work. Perhaps 

people’s motivation to engage in it is what counts the most (Parks et al., 2012). Future research 

can track participants for a longer timeframe and examine whether beliefs about emotion can 

track the frequency of people’s engagement in simple happiness-boosting activities in their daily 

lives and whether emotion beliefs predict far-reaching consequences of such engagement. 
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Conclusion 

 

The results of the present investigation demonstrate that the desirability of happiness belief and 

the uncontrollability of negative emotions belief predicted participants’ voluntary initiation of a 

gratitude journal through distinct paths, and each of these beliefs had a different effect on the 

emotional outcomes of writing a gratitude journal. These findings not only offer insights into the 

processes by which beliefs about emotions translate to people’s engagement in positive emotion 

upregulation behavior, but it also delineates how beliefs about emotions predict the ramifications 

of such a behavior.   
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Tables  

 

 

Table 1  

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and zero-order correlation coefficients between variables used to address question 1  

Variable Range / Coding  Mean / Counts SD / % 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Beliefs about emotion            

1. desirability belief  1.57 – 7 4.86 0.96 .71        

2. uncontrollability belief  1.23 – 4.63 2.37 0.80 .16** .90       

TPB variables            

3. attitude 1 – 7 5.24 1.13 .15** -.08 .92      

4. subjective norm 1 – 7 4.42 1.21 .25*** -.04 .65*** .73     

5. perceived behavioral control 1 – 7 5.07 1.10 .07 -.22*** .55*** .40*** .81    

6. intention 1 – 7 4.29 1.56 .22*** .06 .66*** .57*** .56*** .96   

Outcome            

7. initiation   1 = initiated  105 33.76% .03 .01 .24*** .17** .28*** .36*** —  

Control             

8. age 20 – 51 23.21 3.55 -.01 -.08 -.09 -.07 -.01 -.09 .01 .02 

9. gender 1 = male 93 29.90% .13* .02 -.08 -.07 -.13* -.12* -.01 -.06 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; Diagonal line shows the reliability coefficients. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 2 

Indirect effects of beliefs about emotion on the initiation of a gratitude journal 

Belief about emotion First-layer mediator Second-layer mediator  Estimate [95% CI], p 

desirability belief about 

happiness  →  attitude 

→  intention 

.02 [.01 – .05], p = .045 

→  subjective norm .02 [.01 – .05], p = .030 

→  perceived behavioral 

control 
.02 [-.00 – .04], p = .128 

– →  intention .02 [-.01 – .07], p = .208 

Total indirect effect   .09 [.02 – .16], p = .016 

uncontrollability belief 

about negative emotion →  attitude 

→  intention 

-.02 [-.04 – .00], p = .111 

→  subjective norm -.01 [-.02 – .01], p = .235 

→  perceived behavioral 

control 
-.03 [-.06 – -.01], p = .010 

– →  intention .07 [.03 – .12], p = .007 

Total indirect effect   .01 [-.14 – .13], p = .570 

Coefficients are standardized. Confidence intervals are estimated with 10,000 bootstrap sampling. Significant paths are in 

bold typeface.  



 

Table 3 

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and bivariate correlation coefficients between variables used to address question 2 

Variable Range / Coding  Mean / Counts SD / % 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Outcome variable          

Experienced positive affect 
         

1. pre-test score 
1.56 – 3.89 2.73 0.49 .79      

2. post-test score  1.78 – 4.22 2.98 0.53 .56*** .82     

3. difference score  -0.67 – 1.78 0.24 0.48 -0.40*** 0.53*** –    

Ideal positive affect  
         

4. pre-test score  2 – 4.44 3.55 0.45 .26** .19 -.06 .78   

5. post-test score 2 – 4.89 3.63 0.49 .23* .52*** .34*** .39*** .80  

6. different score  -1.56 – 2.22 0.08 0.52 <.-01 .33*** .37*** -0.50*** 0.60*** – 

Beliefs about emotion  
        

7. desirability belief  2 – 7 4.92 0.98 -.04 -.02 .02 .13 .32*** .19 

8. uncontrollability belief 1.13 – 4.50 2.36 0.78 -.49*** -.32** .14 .01 -.08 -.08 

Control           

9. days of writing  1 – 7 4.75 1.79 -.07 .20* .30** .09 .07 -.01 

10. age 20 – 34 23.17 2.81 -.03 .06 .10 -.01 .08 .09 

11. gender 1 = male 27 26.73% -.12 -.11 .01 .08 -.02 -.01 

 * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; Italicized numbers on the diagonal line show the reliability coefficients. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 4 

Summary of results answering the research questions 

 Research question 1 Research question 2 

Beliefs about emotion 

Via what paths do beliefs about emotion predict the 

initiation of a gratitude journal? 

Whether and how do beliefs about emotion 

track emotional changes in people who 

write a gratitude journal?  

Desirability belief 

about happiness  

● belief  → attitude → intention → behavior 

● belief → subjective norm → intention → behavior 

● belief-intention link was fully mediated by attitude and 

subjective norm 

● predictive of a heightened happiness 

standard (i.e., increase in ideal positive 

affect) 

● unassociated with change in actual 

positive affect 

Uncontrollability 

belief about negative 

emotion 

● belief → perceived behavioral control → intention 

→ behavior 

● belief → intention → behavior 

● above two pathways had opposite effects, canceling 

each other out 

● belief-intention link was suppressed by perceived 

behavioral control 

● predictive of an increase in actual 

positive affect 

● unassociated with change in ideal 

positive affect  

 

 



 

 

Figure 

 
 
   
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 1. Path diagram of chained mediation analysis addressing question 1. Non-significant paths were 

shaded and dashed, and their coefficients were not displayed for visual simplicity. The residuals of the 

first-layer mediators (i.e., attitude subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control) were allowed to 

covary with each other. All coefficients are standardized. **p < .01, ***p < .001, OR = odds ratio.  

 


