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Effect of Gratitude Training Program on Dental 
Hygiene Students’ Gratitude Disposition, 
Self-Esteem, and Happiness

So-Young Lee†

Department of Dental Hygiene, Taegu Science University, Daegu 41453, Korea

The purpose of this study was to examine whether a gratitude training program for preservice dental hygienists affects their gratitude disposition, 

self-esteem, and happiness. Dental hygiene students were recruited from a college in D and administered a pretest. The 76 selected participants 

were primarily those who had never written a gratitude journal. Participants were then randomly divided into an experimental group and a control 

group. Three participants failed to complete the program, leaving 73 subjects in the final analysis. Data were analyzed using the χ2 test, independent 

sample t-test, and analysis of covariance. The mean gratitude disposition score improved from 31.11±5.55 in the pretest to 34.41±4.38 in the 

posttest in the experimental group and from 31.44±4.41 to 32.06±4.63 in the control group. The mean self-esteem score improved from 

31.22±4.03 to 33.16±3.44 in the experimental group and from 30.53±4.42 to 30.97±3.80 in the control group. The mean happiness score 

improved from 19.54±2.64 to 21.78±2.43 in the experimental group and from 19.64±3.32 to 20.08±2.91 in the control group. All of the 

participants improved their gratitude disposition, self-esteem, and happiness scores while participating in the gratitude training program, and it is 

expected that if such positive emotions can be sustained, they will naturally acquire the basic requirements of dental hygienists and build a better 

vocational consciousness and a higher sense of duty, as well as have a further positive effect on the quality of dental medical service. Further studies 

should be conducted to propose a concrete plan to expand and operate this gratitude training program more effectively.
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Introduction

As rapid advancements in medical technology have 

improved standards of living and increased average life 

expectancy, people’s interest in health has grown. Along 

with the growing interest in overall health, interest and 

awareness regarding the importance of sound oral health 

have also increased, resulting in a growing demand for 

quality dental healthcare
1)

. Consumer satisfaction is a key 

factor determining the quality of care when it comes to 

dental health services
2)

, and the quality of dental health 

services is a critical element of competitiveness in the 

healthcare market
3)

.

Adequate access to dental health services and regular 

dental check-ups can reduce the risk of oral disease, 

preserve the function of teeth and gums, and improve the 

overall quality of life
4)

, and patients have high expec-

tations for the dental health services they receive. To 

evaluate the quality of healthcare services, it is imperative 

to evaluate its functional value as perceived by the 

patients
5,6)

. The same is true for dental health services in 

that not only the clinical outcomes but also patient satis-

faction are important factors measuring the quality of 

services
7)

. Dental health services are consumed by the 

patient as they are being produced by the provider, a 

characteristic that makes human factors all the more 

important in determining quality
8)

. Alongside dentists, 

dental hygienists are primary providers of oral healthcare 
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services, and they are not only asked to assume the role of 

healthcare professionals equipped with professional kno-

wledge and medical expertise but also to provide quality 

healthcare
9)

. Healthcare quality can be measured via 

patient satisfaction surveys
10)

. Patient satisfaction and 

preference tend to increase as dental hygienists’ awareness 

increases
7)

, and the interaction between healthcare wor-

kers and patients influence the outcomes of healthcare 

services rendered
11)

. A positive state of mind is requisite 

for all who provide client services and is associated with 

the quality of service provided
12,13)

. Dental hygienists 

provide dental health services to patients. To improve the 

quality of care dental hygienists provide, it is important to 

improve the quality of life among these professionals. On 

this note, we need to turn our attention to positive psy-

chology, wherein individuals’ positive and subjective 

experiences/attributes, as well as institutional tools 

supporting them, are examined
14,15)

. Positive psychology 

is a scientific study of various positive emotional states 

experienced by individuals, of their positive traits and 

strengths, and of positive institutions and policies 

supporting the happiness and self-actualization of the 

society’s constituents
16)

. In examining these three aspects, 

positive psychology focuses primarily on the two themes 

of gratitude and happiness
14)

. Gratitude is an emotion 

expressing appreciation and joy for other people, objects, 

or nature
17)

, which helps us to perceive a negative event 

under a more positive light
18)

. Gratitude disposition is the 

conceptualization of emotional characteristics predisposed 

towards gratitude
14)

 and refers to a grateful and positive 

emotional state in which an individual perceives gene-

rosity and good will of another person through his/her 

positive emotional experience
19,20)

. Experiencing gratitude 

is important for one’s personality development and social 

life
21)

. Individuals with a stronger gratitude disposition 

tend to have higher self-appraisal and self-esteem as a 

result of viewing their circumstances as a blessing
17-19)

. 

Self-esteem refers to the degree to which an individual 

values him/herself, however positively or negatively, 

based on the understanding of self as an independent 

entity
22)

. As such, self-esteem is associated with the 

individual’s positive attitude toward life and psycho-

logical health
14)

 and highly associated with subjective 

happiness
23,24)

. Positive attitude is a requisite trait for 

dental hygienists as dental health professionals. The 

present study examines the effect of a gratitude training 

program on dental hygienists’ gratitude disposition, 

self-esteem, and happiness.

Materials and Methods

1. Study subjects

Upon obtaining Kosin University’s Institutional Review 

Board approval (IRB no. 1040549-150407-SB-0023-01), 

dental hygiene students attending school in Daegu 

Metropolitan City were recruited between March 2 and 

June 30, 2016. Candidates were briefed on the gratitude 

training program’s purpose and procedure, and those who 

were willing to participate were administered a pretest. 

Candidates who had never kept a gratitude journal were 

primarily selected for the study and were then randomly 

assigned into the experimental group or the control group. 

After excluding 3 subjects who failed to complete the 

program, 73 subjects (37 in the experimental group, 36 in 

the control group) were included in the final analysis.

2. Study procedure

1) Subject selection and pretest

A pretest was administered between March 2 and 9, 

2016, to the students who agreed to participate in the 

program. The pretest assessed gratitude disposition, 

self-esteem, happiness, and previous history of parti-

cipation in a gratitude training program among the dental 

hygienists in training. The primary subjects were selected 

based on the results of the pretest, and selected subjects 

were then randomly assigned into the experimental group 

or the control group.

2) The program

Each subject kept a gratitude journal from March 9 to 

May 31, 2016, in which they wrote at least once daily (at 

the end of the day before going to bed) or as many time as 

needed in a day. Although no limit was imposed on the 

length or content of each daily entry, subjects had to seek 

out and record at least one specific thing they felt grateful 
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for during the course of a given day. They were 

encouraged to not repeat specific objects/recipients or 

details of gratitude in order to promote diversity of 

content, but an individual’s decisions regarding what to 

write in the journal was respected as much as possible. In 

accordance with the principles of nondisclosure and 

confidentiality, the content of the gratitude journal was not 

to be used for any purpose other than that of the study.

3) Posttest

A posttest using the same instruments and procedures as 

in the pretest was administered to the experimental group 

and the control group to measure the effects of the 

gratitude training program on gratitude disposition, 

self-esteem, and happiness among the participating dental 

hygienists in training.

3. Study instruments

1) Gratitude disposition

To measure gratitude disposition, the K-GQ-6, which is 

the Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ-6) developed by McCul-

lough et al.
19)

 and translated into the Korean language by 

Kwon et al.
25)

, was used. The scale consists of 6 question-

naire items, 4 of which are positive items and 2 of which 

are reverse-scored. Each item is scored on a 7-point Likert 

scale (minimum: 1 point, maximum: 7 points), with a 

higher score reflecting a stronger disposition toward 

gratitude.

2) Self-esteem

To measure self-esteem, Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem 

Scale
22)

 translated by Jeon
26)

 into the Korean language, 

was used. The scale consists of 10 items, 5 of which are 

positive items and the remaining 5, reverse-scored. Each 

item is scored on a 4 point-Likert scale (minimum: 1 point, 

maximum: 4 points), with a higher score reflecting greater 

self-esteem.

3) Subjective happiness

To measure subjective happiness, Lyubomirsky and 

Lepper’s Subjective Happiness Scale
27)

 translated by 

Seligman and Kim
28)

 into the Korean language, was used. 

The scale consists of 4 items, each of which is scored on a 

7-point Likert scale (minimum: 1 point, maximum: 7 

points), with a higher score reflecting greater subjective 

happiness.

4. Data analysis

A χ2
 test was performed for homogeneity analysis of the 

general characteristics of the experimental and control 

groups. Pre- and posttests were analyzed and reported as 

means and standard deviations. To identify the process of 

change and to compare group differences, an analysis of 

covariance was performed with pretest scores as a 

covariate, depending on the pretest scores’ homogeneity 

test results (independent t-test). SAS ver. 9.4 (SAS Ins-

titute, Cary, NC, USA) was used for data analysis, and the 

significance level was set at p＜0.05.

Results

1. Homogeneity testing for general characteristics

Regarding religion, 27.0% of the experimental group 

was religious, and 73.0% were nonreligious. In the control 

group, the figures were 38.9% and 61.1%, respectively. 

Regarding age, subjects aged 18 years and younger 

accounted for 64.9% and subjects aged 19 years and older 

accounted for 35.1% of the experimental group. In the 

control group, the figures were 77.8% and 22.2%, respec-

tively. Regarding motivation for participation in the 

program, 67.6% of the experimental group showed an 

intrinsic motivation, and 32.4% showed an extrinsic moti-

vation. In the control group, the figures were 75.0% and 

25.0%, respectively. Regarding subjective health, 67.6% 

of the experimental group reported good subjective health, 

and 32.4% reported below average subjective health. In 

the control group, the figures were 80.6% and 19.4%, 

respectively. Regarding interpersonal relationships, 75.7% 

of the experimental group reported good interpersonal 

relationships, and 24.3% reported poorer than average 

interpersonal relationships. In the control group, the 

figures were 86.1% and 13.9%, respectively. Regarding 

the degree of satisfaction with their choice of major, 

70.3% of the experimental group reported they were 

satisfied, while 29.7% reported less than average satisfac-
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Table 1. Homogeneity for General Characteristics between Two Groups (n=73)

Variable Experimental group (n=37) Control group (n=36) χ2 p

Religion 1.16 0.281 

    Yes 10 (27.0) 14 (38.9)

    No 27 (73.0) 22 (61.1)

Age (y) 1.48 0.223 

    ≤18 24 (64.9) 28 (77.8)

    ≥19 13 (35.1) 8 (22.2)

Entering motivation 0.49 0.483 

    Active motivationa 25 (67.6) 27 (75.0)

    Passive motivationb 12 (32.4) 9 (25.0)

Subjective health condition 1.60 0.206 

    Healthy 25 (67.6) 29 (80.6)

    Below average 12 (32.4) 7 (19.4)

Interpersonal relationship 1.28 0.258 

    Good 28 (75.7) 31 (86.1)

    Below average 9 (24.3) 5 (13.9)

Major satisfaction 0.01 0.939 

    Satisfaction 26 (70.3) 25 (69.4)

    Below average 11 (29.7) 11 (30.6)

Economic statusc (10,000 KRW) 6.69 0.035 

    High 5 (13.5) 13 (36.1)

    Average 27 (73.0) 16 (44.4)

    Low 5 (13.5) 7 (19.4)

Values are presented as n (%). 
KRW: Korean won.
aActive motivation: employment, profession. bPassive motivation: recommendation, academic status. cEconomic status (10,000 KRW): 
low, ＜199; average, 200∼399; high, ≥400.

Table 2. Homogeneity for Dependent Variables between Two 
Groups

Variable
Experimental 
group (n=37)

Control group 
(n=36)

p-value

Gratitude disposition 31.11±5.55 31.44±4.41 0.776

Self-esteem 31.22±4.03 30.53±4.42 0.489

Happiness 19.54±2.64 19.64±3.32 0.889

Values are presented as mean±standard deviation.

tion. Regarding economic status, the majority (73.0%) of 

the experimental group were classified as middle class, 

followed by upper class and lower class at 13.5% each. 

Similarly, in the control group, the majority (44.4%) were 

classified as middle class, followed by upper class at 

36.1% and lower class at 19.4% (Table 1).

2. Homogeneity testing for dependent variables

The experimental group’s average gratitude disposition 

score was 31.11±5.55 points, and the control group’s was 

31.44±4.41 points, showing no significant group diffe-

rence. Regarding self-esteem, the experimental group’s 

average score was 31.22±4.03 points, and the control 

group’s was 30.53±4.42 points, also showing no signi-

ficant group difference. Regarding subjective happiness, 

the experimental group’s average score was 19.54±2.64 

points, and the control group’s was 19.64±3.32 points, 

which also did not show a significant group difference 

(Table 2).

3. Changes in gratitude disposition, self-esteem, and 

subjective health following the training program

The average gratitude disposition score of the experi-

mental group increased from 31.11±5.55 points in the 

pretest to 34.41±4.38 points in the posttest, and the 

improvement was significantly higher than that of the 

control group (p＜0.001).

The average self-esteem score of the experimental 

group increased from 31.22±4.03 points in the pretest to 
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Table 3. Gratitude Disposition, Self-Esteem and Happiness Related Gratitude Training Program Changes

Variable Group Pretest Posttest Change (post-pre) t p

Gratitude disposition Experimental (n=37) 31.11±5.55 34.41±4.38 3.30±4.36 2.84 ＜0.001

Control (n=36) 31.44±4.41 32.06±4.63 0.61±4.46 0.82 0.417

Self-esteem Experimental (n=37) 31.22±4.03 33.16±3.44 1.95±2.09 5.65 ＜0.001

Control (n=36) 30.53±4.42 30.97±3.80 0.44±4.22 0.63 0.531 

Happiness Experimental (n=37) 19.54±2.64 21.78±2.43 2.24±1.94 7.05 ＜0.001

Control (n=36) 19.64±3.32 20.08±2.91 0.44±2.01 1.33 0.192 

Values are presented as mean±standard deviation.

33.16±3.44 points in the posttest, and the improvement 

was significantly higher than that of the control group (p

＜0.001).

The average subjective happiness score of the experi-

mental group increased from 19.54±2.64 points in the 

pretest to 21.78±2.43 points in the posttest, and the 

improvement was significantly higher than that of the 

control group (p＜0.001) (Table 3).

Discussion

The present study aimed to identify the effect of a 

gratitude training program on the gratitude disposition, 

self-esteem, and subjective happiness of dental hygienists 

in training. To this end, dental hygiene students attending 

school in Daegu Metropolitan City who were briefed on 

and agreed to the study’s purpose and procedure were 

recruited and then administered a preliminary test. Those 

reporting that they had never kept a gratitude journal were 

selected as primary subjects for the analysis and were then 

randomly assigned into the experimental group and the 

control group. Following the conclusion of the 12-week 

training program, the two groups were tested again 

(posttest) while using the same scales and procedures used 

in the pretest.

The average gratitude disposition posttest scores of the 

experimental group increased significantly from the 

pretest scores, and the dental hygienists in training who 

completed the gratitude training program showed greater 

improvement in gratitude disposition than their coun-

terparts who did not participate in the program. This result 

is consistent with Yang’s study14) involving early child-

hood educators in training, as well as Lee and Lee’s 

study29) involving middle school students. It is thought that 

selecting individuals with no previous history of parti-

cipation in gratitude training, confirming the definition 

and meaning of gratitude, and having the participants seek 

out/record in a daily journal the various events and 

objects/people in everyday life for which they are grateful 

contributed to improved gratitude disposition by helping 

them adopt and maintain a more positive outlook and 

emotional state. Individuals with a strong gratitude 

disposition had a greater level of life satisfaction as well as 

a greater tendency for positive traits such as extroversion, 

conscientiousness, and positive emotions. Conversely, 

negative traits such as a tendency for depression, anxiety, 

stress, and emotional sensitivity are less likely in these 

individuals19). Furthermore, individuals who habitually 

experience gratitude have been found to engage in more 

pro-social behaviors and to behave morally while 

suppressing socially negative behaviors19). A strong grati-

tude disposition in dental hygienists in training is thought 

to promote quality dental health services as it can streng-

then the positive attitude in a group culture and contribute 

to improved patient-doctor relationships and increased 

satisfaction.

Posttest self-esteem scores of subjects in the experi-

mental group who kept a gratitude journal increased 

significantly from the pretest scores, and dental hygienists 

in training who completed gratitude training had a greater 

improvement in self-esteem than their counterparts who 

did not participate in such training. This result is 

consistent with Yang’s study14) involving early childhood 

educators in training, as well as Lee and Lee’s study29) 

involving middle school students. Writing in the gratitude 

journal everyday while consciously looking for something 
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to be grateful for in everyday life is thought to have had a 

positive effect on the subjects’ emotional state and 

attitude, resulting in increased self-worth. It has been 

reported that individuals who perceive a high level of 

gratitude for others
19)

 have improved self-esteem in 

interpersonal relationships and have increased self-worth. 

Similarly, higher self-esteem is associated with increased 

quality of life, happiness, positive perception of one’s job, 

and job satisfaction
30)

. As such, a training program desi-

gned to encourage habitual practice of positive emotions 

and attitude is required.

Posttest happiness scores among subjects in the 

experimental group who kept a gratitude journal increased 

significantly from the pretest scores, and dental hygienists 

in training who completed gratitude training had a greater 

increase in subjective happiness than their counterparts 

who did not participate in such training. This result is 

consistent with Yang’s study
14)

 involving early childhood 

educators in training, as well as Park and Kim’s study
31)

 

involving elementary school students. A sense of happi-

ness refers to a subjective and positive emotional state 

resulting from accepting one’s life according to the 

standards of one’s own choosing
32)

. Seligman et al.
33)

 

conducted happiness exercises as a positive psychology 

intervention, in which participants were asked to write and 

deliver gratitude letters for a week to those whom they had 

not previously been able to show appreciation for their 

kindness, record three positive things experienced during 

the course of a day for a week, and apply personal 

strengths in new ways for a week. Following the inter-

vention, participants showed increased subjective happi-

ness. Happiness increases with one’s effort and continuous 

training, and gratitude training programs are thought to be 

highly correlated with increased happiness as they 

encourage conscious recognition of a diverse range of 

positive experiences in everyday life that would be 

overlooked otherwise, thus improving quality of life. 

Therefore, it is thought that such programs help dental 

hygienists in training to build a solid emotional basis upon 

which to build a successful professional career and 

function as robust and dedicated members of an organi-

zation. The present study found group differences accor-

ding to participation in a gratitude training program, in 

which subjects who participated in the program were 

confirmed to have increased gratitude disposition, 

self-esteem, and subjective happiness.

Because the present study’s subject selection was 

limited to dental hygiene students from one particular 

locale, generalization of its results requires caution. On 

this note, a follow-up study incorporating a more diverse 

group of subjects in terms of years in school or sex would 

be beneficial to see if the results may be replicated. 

Because variables such as personality type, behavioral 

characteristics, and psychological state were not incor-

porated in the present study, a follow-up study considering 

these and other variables is also thought to be needed. 

Furthermore, a reassessment at some later point following 

the conclusion of the gratitude training program would be 

helpful to track any changes in the measured variables and 

examine how well the program’s positive effects are 

sustained over time. Notwithstanding these limitations, it 

is thought that the gratitude training program will 

contribute to improved quality of life and increased 

satisfaction with school life among the dental hygienists in 

training, as the program identified gratitude disposition, 

self-esteem, and subjective happiness, and helped the 

students to cultivate a habit of promoting the positive 

emotional state gained through the program. Maintaining a 

positive emotional state is thought to nurture the requisite 

aptitude and sense of duty sought in a dental hygienist, 

which can ultimately contribute to improved quality of 

care. The present study’s results may prove useful in the 

efforts to develop a training program designed to promote 

positive emotions among dental hygienists in training. 

Finally, more specific measures for expanding gratitude 

training are needed.
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