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In spite of extensive evidence indicating that Positive Psychology Interventions (PPI) can 
increase people’s happiness and consequently have beneficial life outcomes, no study so far has 
investigated what would be the effective way to increase Muslims’ happiness. However, this 
study intended to examine the effect of an Islamic-based expressive gratitude strategy, in 
comparison to a Western-based expressive gratitude strategy, in enhancing Muslims’ level of 
happiness by emphasizing on the spiritual aspect of human being based on the Islamic 
understanding of human nature. Moreover, the study intended to contribute to the overall well-
being of Muslim individuals and societies as well as guiding Muslim mental health practitioners 
in providing Islamic-based positive interventions. A 16-days experimental study (N=70) will 
examine the subjective well-being and gratitude outcomes of regularly practicing two gratitude 
exercises: Islamic-based and Western-based gratitude. In a control exercise, participants will 
attend to the details of their daily life. Undergraduates will perform one of three exercises during 
the 16-days period and will be assessed for pre and post evaluation measures. It is hypothesized 
that practicing gratitude exercises (Islamic-based and Western-based) will boost participants’ 
happiness level immediately, relative to control group. However, it is hypothesized that practicing 
the Islamic-based gratitude exercise will result in higher happiness level on participants over 
time, comparing to the happiness level of participants practicing the Western-based gratitude 
exercise. 

 
Keywords: happiness, gratitude, subjective-wellbeing, happiness intervention, Islamic-based 
intervention 

 
 

 For more than a century, psychological sciences and specifically psychotherapies have 
focused on exploring and recovering what is wrong with people, human deficits, and 
negatives. Nevertheless, examining and improving human strength, flourishing and positives 
have largely been overlooked and neglected (Seligman, Rashid & Parks, 2006). Even though 
many people throughout the world reported positive levels of their well-being (Diener & 
Diener, 1996), many tend to not be satisfied with their lives, yet they are not clinically 
diagnosed with any mental illnesses (Fredrickson, 2008). Therefore, attaining greater 
happiness has been noted to be the ultimate goal for many nations and people around the 
world (Diener & Diener, 1996). 

 Over the past decade, research in the field of positive psychology has emerged to answer 
and guide scientists towards questions of human thriving; especially the personal experiences 
of Subjective Well-Being (SWB) or happiness (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). Recently, many 
promising approaches have been formulated to increase happiness, which is generally known 
as Positive Psychology Interventions (PPI), and is defined as treatments, methods, or 
intentional activities, that aim to cultivate positive feelings, behaviours, or cognitions (Sin & 
Lyubomirsky, 2009). 

Statement of the Problem 

 The work on happiness, which is based on the Western perception of human nature in the 
psychological scientific tradition, is greatly in need of re-evaluation for Muslims in its 
application. This is in order to resolve the deficient spiritual aspect of man in its theories and 
practice. More specifically, in spite of the emerging research investigating the link between  
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gratitude and happiness, the vast majority of the research adapted Western psychological 
perspective of human nature with less emphasis on human spiritual aspect. Moreover, none of 
the past research on happiness and gratitude has been done with Muslims subjects, and 
adopting the Islamic understanding of happiness and investigating an Islamic-based counting 
and expressing gratitude towards Almighty Allah experimentally. Consequently, the purpose 
of this study is to experimentally examining the effects of an Islamic-based happiness 
inducing strategy of expressing and counting gratitude in daily life to promote happiness in 
Muslims. 

Objective of the Study 

 To examine the effects of an Islamic-based expressive gratitude strategy, in comparison 
to a Western-based expressive gratitude strategy, in enhancing Muslims' level of happiness. 

Justification of the Study 

 Past research in the field of happiness has shown the importance of studying happiness, 
mainly because of its beneficial life outcomes. Happy individuals are not just people who 
have good feelings; research shows that happy people are healthier, productive, successful, 
socially engaged, and living a happy marital life (Lyubomirsky, King & Diener, 2005a; 
Pressman & Cohen, 2005). Happiness relieves depression, broadens mind-sets, and facilitates 
flourishing (Fredrickson, 2009). Therefore, scientists have in many ways considered that 
increasing individual happiness is the ultimate goal in the field of positive psychology 
(Seligman, Steen, Park & Peterson, 2005). Therefore, it is vital to understand the aspects of 
happiness and how to promote human well-being, for the good of individuals and societies in 
general. 

 However, most previous research on happiness has adopted a secular stance that 
undermines the spiritual aspect of man in promoting happiness. The Islamic understanding of 
human nature, in contrast, provides a balanced stance in which the material and the spiritual 
entities of human beings are emphasised in a balanced manner to achieve happiness (Ragab, 
1997).  

 The components of happiness in Islam are represented in the following verse: "Whoever 
does righteousness, whether male or female, while he is a believer - We will surely cause him 
to live a good life, and We will surely give them their reward [in the Hereafter] according to 
the best of what they used to do" (Qur'an, al-Mulk: 97). Namely, Allah has predetermined 
that whoever sincerely becomes faithful (spiritual aspect) and consequently does good in life 
and obeys His commandments (bodily aspect), will invariably lead to a good life (happiness) 
in this world and in the hereafter. Thus, the need for both components must be achieved in a 
balanced manner, otherwise a person will eventually live a life full of worries and frustration, 
and be vulnerable to mental illnesses (Ragab, 1997). Moreover, happiness in Islam is not 
defined in terms of worldly achievement alone; it identifies the hereafter as a life that 
ultimately counts (Al-Attas, 1993). 

 Hence, this study is intended to adapt the happiness inducing strategy of counting and 
expressing gratitude in daily life (bodily component), and link it to the blessings of Almighty 
Allah (spiritual component). This is in order to include the essential components of man, 
based on the Islamic understanding of genuine happiness and human nature that represented 
in the previous Qur'anic verse. Such an endeavour to improve Muslim's happiness will 
contribute greatly to the overall well-being of Muslim individuals and societies. It will also 
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guide Muslim mental health practitioners in providing Islamic-based positive intervention 
that can be used to alleviate an individual's sufferings and regain a more balanced and happy 
life. 

Conceptual and Operational Definitions 

 Two variables will be measured in the present study, as follow: 

Happiness 

 Conceptual Definition 

Happiness or subjective well-being (SWB) is defined as the balance between frequent 
positive effect, infrequent negative effect, and a high level of life satisfaction (Diener, 1984). 

 Operational Definition 

Happiness will be defined as the global score obtained by the participants from the 
following two scales. The Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE) (Diener, 
Wirtz, Tov, Kim-Prieto, Choi, Oishi & Biswas-Diener, 2009), and Satisfaction With Life 
Scale (SWLS) (Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985). The three variables - positive and 
negative affect/experience obtained from the SPANE, and life satisfaction obtained from the 
SWLS – form the core of the happiness construct (Diener, 1984).  

Gratitude 

 Conceptual Definition 

Gratitude is defined as a sense of appreciation, thankfulness, and a sense of wonder 
(Emmons & Shelton, 2002). 

 Operational Definition 

Gratitude will be defined as the global score obtained by the participants in the 
Gratitude Questionnaire -Six Item Form (GQ-6) (McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2001). 

Literature Review 

The Sustainable Happiness Model (SHM) 

 Lyubomirsky and her colleagues (2005b) proposed the Sustainable Happiness Model 
(SHM) as an attempt to increase people’s happiness level. This model states that happiness is 
causally affected by three factors that have been supported by research in the literature on 
well-being. First, the genetic or heredity factor (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996), which is the 
original set-point that a person returns to, after the process of hedonic adaptation. It accounts 
for 50% of the population’s variation (i.e., the percentage of the variance that each of the 
three factors accounts for in cross-sectional well-being). Second, the life circumstances factor 
(Diener et al., 1999), which is the constant reality for any person, such as the personal history 
of past trauma or a financial status and it accounts for 10% of the population’s variation. This 
leaves as much as 40% of the variance for the third factor, namely the intentional activities 
factor (e.g., act of gratitude or kindness), which supports the idea that volitional efforts offer 
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grateful to Allah, if it is Him you worship" (Qur'an, al-Baqarah: 172). Allah also shows the 
importance of gratitude by describing it as intimately related to one's faith and Iman 
(believing in Allah): "We showed him (i.e., man) the way: whether he be grateful or 
ungrateful (rests on his will)" (Qur'an, al-Insan: 3). Gratitude is also a means to gain Allah's 
blessings and to avoid His punishment: "What can Allah gain by your punishment, if you are 
grateful and you believe?..." (Qur'an, an-Nisa: 147), "And remember! your Lord caused to be 
declared (publicly): ‘If you are grateful, I will add more (favours) unto you; but if you show 
ingratitude, truly My punishment is terrible indeed" (Qur'an, ibrahim: 7). In addition, Allah 
shows in the Qur'an that gratitude is a route for pleasing Him: "If you reject (Allah), truly 
Allah has no need of you; but He likes not ingratitude from His servants: if you are grateful, 
He is pleased with you..." (Qur'an, az-Zumar: 7).  

 In addition, Al-Jawziyah (2004) mentioned that Allah's rewards and divine favours are 
provisional upon His will, for example, Divine mercy: "Again will Allah, after this, turn (in 
mercy) to whom He will..." (Qur'an, at-Tawba: 27), or His forgiveness: "... He forgives 
whom He wills, and He punishes whom He wills…" (Qur'an, al-Fath: 14). However, Allah 
has made the reward for gratitude specifically unlimited and free from any conditions, as in: " 
...If you are grateful, I will add more (favours) unto you..." (Qur'an, ibrahim: 7), and: "But 
Allah will swiftly reward those who (serve Him) with gratitude" (Qur'an, al-i-Imran: 144). 
The Qur'an also elucidates that one of Satan’s main tactics is to keep people from being 
grateful. This is represented after Allah sent Adam out of the garden for his disobedience, 
Satan declared in response: "I will lie in wait for them (human beings) on your straight way. 
Then I will assault them from in front of them and behind them, from their right and their left. 
Nor will you find, in most of them, gratitude (for your mercies)" (Qur'an, al-A'raf: 16-17). 
Additionally, Allah has described the people of gratitude as being very few and special: "... 
But few of My servants are grateful!" (Qur'an, saba: 13). Hence, Allah has encouraged His 
beloved prophet Mohammed (Pease be upon him) to be grateful for Allah blessings: "Allah 
had helped you at Badr, when you were a contemptible little force; then fear Allah; thus may 
you show your gratitude.” (Qur'an, al-i-Imran: 123), and Allah has made gratitude the 
purpose of sending the Prophet (Pease be upon him): "Then remember Me; I will remember 
you. Be grateful to Me, and do not reject Me." (Qur'an, al-Baqarah: 152). Therefore, at the 
essence of Islam is the teaching that who seeks happiness in the Here and the Hereafter has to 
be grateful for Allah and praise Him in all situations. 

Past Studies on Gratitude 

 The potential of happiness-enhancing interventions or PPI is reflected in emerging 
research in the positive psychology field, demonstrating that practicing certain strategies, 
such as gratitude, can bring about an enhanced well-being and happiness as will be next 
presented. 

 Emmons and McCullough (2003) examined the effect of a grateful outlook on 
psychological and physical well-being. In Study 1 (201 undergraduate students, 174 females, 
54 males) and in Study 2 (166 undergraduate students, 125 females, 41 males), participants 
were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions, in which they were 
instructed to list hassles or irritant events, grateful events, and either neutral life events 
(neutral events that they went through), or social comparison (events where participants 
compare themselves to others). They then kept weekly (Study 1, for 10 weeks) or daily 
(Study 2, for 2 or 3 weeks) records of their moods, coping behaviours (e.g., talking to 
someone about their feelings), health behaviours (e.g., exercising or alcohol consumption), 
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physical symptoms (e.g., headaches), and overall life appraisals. In the third study, 65 
participants (44 female and 21 male) with neuromuscular disease, were randomly assigned 
either to the daily gratitude listing condition or to a control condition (to extend the 
generalisability of the study). The ANOVA analysis showed that the gratitude-outlook groups 
exhibited heightened well-being across several of the outcome measures and across the three 
studies relative to the comparison groups. Results suggest that a conscious focus on gratitude 
events and blessings may have emotional and interpersonal benefits. 

  Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2006b) conducted a four weeks experimental study, on 67 
introductory psychology students (17 males and 50 females), to examine the motivational 
predictors and positive emotion outcomes of regularly practicing two happiness strategies: 
expressing gratitude (e.g., writing about grateful things) and visualizing best possible self 
(e.g., writing an optimistic view on one's future). In the control placebo group, participants 
attended to the details of their day. The Positive Affect Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) 
was administered four times throughout the study, in order to measure the positive affects 
outcomes. Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) showed that all three exercises 
produced immediate reductions in negative effects. However, the two happiness strategies 
produced an increase in positive effects, but more towards the visualizing best possible self.  

 More recently, Toepfer and Walker (2009) carried out an experimental study exploring 
the influence of gratitude driven writing, on the author's well-being. Eighty-five students 
were drawn from 6 university classes (72 females and 13 males). Three of these classes made 
up the experimental groups, which engaged in the letter campaign (expressing gratitude with 
a non-trivial content for 8-weeks), and three randomly selected classes participated as the 
controls who were not engaged in writing. Writers were examined on their happiness (using 
the Subjective Happiness Scale – SHS), life-satisfaction (using the Satisfaction with Life 
Scale – SLS), and gratitude (using the Gratitude Questionnaire – GQ6). The changes were 
assessed four times over the period, and the results revealed that expressing one's feelings and 
thoughts of gratitude positively impacted the subjects' sense of happiness and gratitude. 
Additionally, these results suggest that a trait-based quality, such as gratitude (Park, Peterson 
& Seligman, 2004), can be improved through practice. 

Conceptual Framework 

 Even though the Sustainable Happiness Model (SHM) provides a promising perspective 
to increase and sustain an individual's happiness over time, the model essentially neglects the 
spiritual aspect of human happiness. Although actions are acknowledged in Islam to bring 
about change and happiness, yet human actions have to be ultimately submitted to Allah and 
aim to obey His commandments and ask for His blessings, which complements any action: " 
Say: "Truly, my prayer and my service of sacrifice, my life and my death, are (all) for Allah, 
the Cherisher of the Worlds" (Qur'an, al-An'am: 162).  

 Therefore, the present study intends to adopt a holistic approach, whereby the spiritual 
and material aspects of human beings are taken in consideration. This is in contrast to 
previous studies on gratitude done in the West that undermine the spiritual aspect in 
expressing gratitude. Thus, the present study will employ an Islamic-based gratitude, 
whereby expression of gratitude and counting one's blessings (bodily component) are 
connected to Allah (spiritual component) to increase individual's happiness. More 
specifically, the gratitude acts have to acknowledge submission to Allah and aim towards 
pleasing Allah (to be discussed in detail later, in the method section). 
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equal number of participants in each group (i.e., approximately 26 participants in each 
group). 

Procedure (intervention) 

 At the beginning, the experiment will be introduced to the participants with the statement: 
"In this study we are studying happiness, and how to increase it. We will assess your moods 
two times during the experiment, to see how they changed throughout the intervention. We 
will ask you to do some short exercises during this time that might affect your mood. These 
exercises have already been shown to have significant positive effects on peoples' happiness 
level, and we want to further examine its potential." We believe these instructions, of 
informing all participants of the purpose of the experiment, are necessary to motivate the 
participants to perform the exercises and be more committed. Because all participants, whom 
will be assigned in different conditions, will be receiving the same message, this factor 
cannot confound the results (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006).   

 After introducing the experiment, all participants will be given booklets that include two 
sections of the pre-evaluation questionnaires and the exercises sheets. The booklets were 
organized and coded into three different clusters, representing three experimental exercise 
conditions, and will be randomly assigned to the participants. After the participants have 
completed the pre-evaluation questionnaires, the questionnaires will be collected, leaving the 
exercises sheets with the participants for their practice in the following weeks. Then the 
written instructions (on the exercises sheets) will be introduced verbally and separately for 
each exercise group. The three experimental exercises conditions are as follow. First, the 
Western-based gratitude exercise (based on the work of Sheldon and Lyubomirsky, 2006), in 
which the participants will be asked to identify previously unappreciated aspects of their life, 
for which they are thankful (e.g., supportive relationships, contributions that others have 
made for them, advantages, and opportunities that they gained). Second, the Islamic-based 
gratitude exercise, in which the participants will be asked to notice how fortunate Allah 
makes them at present in all aspects of their lives, and recalling all good things in their lives 
at the present and the past that Allah blesses them with, for which they are grateful. For 
example, any physical, social, faithful, intellectual blessings, as well as opportunities and 
advantages that Allah rewards them with. Third, the life details exercise (placebo control 
condition, and based on Sheldon and Lyubomirsky, 2006), in which the participants will be 
asked to take notice of the ordinary details of their daily life, such as attending particular 
classes, meetings, typical interactions with friends, and their typical thoughts during a day. 
All participants will then be asked to keep thinking this way for the following two weeks, and 
then writing down one grateful or thankful thing (Western-based gratitude and Islamic-based 
gratitude exercises), or writing down one thing, event, or circumstance that had affected them 
(life details exercise), on a daily basis on the weekly tables provided in the exercises sheet. 
They are required to report their grateful things or daily events for the following two weeks.  

 In the third week, all gratitude exercises participants will be instructed to go through their 
two weeks list, and then start writing a letter of gratitude (Toepfer & Walker, 2009). The 
gratitude letter aims to express their gratitude to someone or precious persons who 
contributed greatly for their grateful situations (Western-based gratitude exercise), or to 
express their gratitude to the Merciful Allah who grants them with all blessings and merely 
responsible for their grateful situations (Islamic-based gratitude exercise). Furthermore, the 
participants in the life details exercise will be required to write a description of their typical 
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day, including all important events that usually occur, after going through their two weeks 
list.  

 All participants will be asked to focus on meaningful content in their writing, and will be 
instructed to be reflective, write expressively, and compose a letter from a positive 
orientation. All writings will be required to be done within the first two days of the third 
week. Thus, the total experimental period is 16 days (i.e., two weeks for counting gratitude or 
daily events, and two days composing a gratitude letter or a day description). At the 17th day, 
the participants will be required to submit their exercise sheets for compliance assessment, 
and then will be given post-evaluation questionnaires to be completed, which are coded by 
their assigned group.  

 The questionnaires will take approximately fifteen minutes to complete and include a 
demographic form, the Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (Diener, Wirtz, Tov, Kim-
Prieto, Choi, Oishi & Biswas-Diener, 2009), the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985), and Gratitude Questionnaire (McCullough, Emmons, & 
Tsang, 2002). 

Measures 

1. Subjective Well-Being (SWB) or Happiness construct will be assessed by:  

 The Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE): All 12-items of the SPANE 
will be employed (Diener, Wirtz, Tov, Kim-Prieto, Choi, Oishi & Biswas-Diener, 2009). The 
questionnaire includes six items to assess positive effects and six items to assess negative 
effects. For both the positive and negative items, three of the items are general (e.g., positive, 
negative) and three per subscale are more specific (e.g., joyful, sad). Alpha coefficient for 
negative affect subscale is 0.87, and alpha coefficient for positive affect subscale is 0.81 
(Diener, Wirtz, Tov, Kim-Prieto, Choi, Oishi & Biswas-Diener, 2009). 

  Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS): The 5-items of SWLS will be administered (Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985) to assess the cognitive aspect of subjective well-being 
(e.g., ‘‘the conditions of my life are excellent’’) Alphas range between 0.81 and 0.86 (Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985).  

 To provide the most reliable measure of subjective well-being, we will create an 
aggregate SWB measures at each time period, by summing positive affect and life 
satisfaction scores and subtracting negative affect score. This procedure has been used 
successfully in many past studies (e.g., Diener, 1994; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). 

2. Gratitude construct will be assessed by: 

 The Gratitude Questionnaire - Six Item Form (GQ-6): is a brief self-report measure of the 
disposition toward experiencing gratitude. Participants answer 6 items on a 1 to 7 scale (1 = 
"strongly disagree", 7 = "strongly agree"). The GQ-6 has good internal reliability, with alphas 
between .82 and .87, and there is evidence that the GQ-6 is positively related to optimism, 
life satisfaction, hope, spirituality and religiousness, forgiveness, empathy and pro-social 
behavior, and negatively related to depression, anxiety, materialism and envy (McCullough, 
Emmons, & Tsang, 2002). 
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Data Analysis 

 A two-way mixed design analysis of variance (ANOVA) will be performed for each scale 
(i.e., SPANE and life-satisfaction). This is in order to compare the means of each group on 
the three scales, in each of the two measurement times. The between-subjects factor for each 
analysis will be groups (i.e., Islamic-based, Western-based, and life details), and the within-
subjects factor will be time (i.e., baseline and post-exercise). Overall, our analysis design is 
as follows: 3 (Groups: Islamic-based gratitude, Western-based gratitude, control-placebo) × 2 
(Time: baseline, post- exercise). The analysis will be aiming to determine if the interaction 
between group and time is significant for any of the scales. Specifically, to indicate if the 
Islamic-based gratitude group will demonstrate a differential growth over time on a specific 
scale than did the other groups. 
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