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Abstract
Stress and allied difficulties are pervasive among school students in present times. This concern is further magnified in the Indian
context with the large represention of young people in the population and limited resources to match. The present study aimed to
evaluate the impact of a classroom based stress management training and gratitude journaling intervention (Flinchbaugh et al.,
2012) among Indian adolescents. The intervention curriculumwas adapted to suit the study context. A total of 238 students (57%
males) from Grades 7–9 participated in this study. Participants were recruited from two schools, and their age ranged from 11 to
14 years. In each participating school, students were randomised at the classroom level into three intervention groups (Stress
Management Training, Gratitude Journaling, combination of both), and one control group. Using a pre-test – post-test design,
intervention impact on measures of well-being, life satisfaction, perceived stress, meaning, and engagement in the classroomwas
evaluated. Results suggested limited effectiveness of stress management training and gratitude journaling among participants in
the present context. Plausible explanations for these findings are discussed. The study emphasizes the need for customised
interventions to obtain optimal outcomes among diverse populations.

Keywords Adolescents . Stress management . Gratitude journaling .Well-being

Introduction

The growing menace of stress and allied problems in young
people across the globe has been extensively studied (e.g.
Kieling et al., 2011; Patel et al., 2007; Wilhsson et al., 2017).
Patton et al. (2016) described the unparalleled influences
impacting the health and well-being of the most sizeable gen-
eration of 10 to 24 year old people across the world. Among
youth, adolescents are particularly vulnerable to experience in-
tense stress pertaining to academic performance, fitting in with
peers, and body image issues among other concerns (Neff &
McGehee, 2010). Further, it is important to note that majority of
the world’s adolescent population resides in low- and middle-

income environments, imperiled by various psychosocial con-
cerns (Fisher et al., 2011). The alarming global trends of stress
among adolescents are also mirrored in India, which is home to
over 250 million adolescents, accounting for one-fifth of the
world’s adolescent population (Office of the Registrar
General & Census Commissioner India, 2011). According to
the Gururaj et al. (2016), over 13% of adolescents in metropol-
itan India suffered from mental morbidity.

Numerous localized studies from different regions of India
convey a similar story. Over 45% school students in
Chandigarh were found to suffer from stress (Arun &
Chavan, 2009). According to another study, the prevalence
of depression, anxiety, and stress was 65.53%, 80.85%, and
47.02%, respectively among school going adolescents in
Chandigarh (Sandal et al., 2017). A study on Amritsar based
male adolescents reported that 39.6% of participants were
stressed (Chhabra & Sodhi, 2011). The studies enlisted so
far were located in North India. Working with adolescents
from Gujarat (Western India), Nair et al. (2017) reported that
at least one in eight study participants was at risk of mental
health problems. Based on their cross-sectional study among
high school students in North-East India, Kumar and Akoijam
(2017) reported widespread depression, anxiety, and stress
among participants. Studies among school going adolescents
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from South India too reported widespread prevalence of de-
pression and anxiety (Jayashree et al., 2018), as well as stress,
and the need for resilience building programs among students
(Prabhu & Shekhar, 2017). This brief review is intended to
offer a glimpse of the widespread nature of mental health
concerns among young people across different parts of
India. In fact, a meta-analytic study by Malhotra and Patra
(2014) suggests the existence of significant mental health
morbidity in over 23% of Indian school samples.

This rampant prevalence of stress among Indian students
has been attributed to various factors. Deb et al. (2015) de-
scribed academic stress, parental pressure, anxiety, and mental
health as prominent concerns among Indian high school
students. While studying the contextual influences on stress
among adolescents in urban India, Parikh et al. (2019) identi-
fied persistent academic pressure, parental aspirations, and
fast-paced social changes among some contributing factors.
Immediate social contexts including family, school, and peers
have also been considered as significant factors in inducing
stress among Indian adolescents (Parikh et al., 2019). In an-
other study, Rentala et al. (2019) identified academic stress as
the leading stressor among Indian adolescent girls. Parikh
et al. (2019) advocate the need to gain insight into contextual
aspects in order to provide relevant and feasible solutions for
low resource settings such as India.

Interventions to Alleviate Stress and BoostWell-Being
in Students

In view of widely prevalent stress and associated adverse out-
comes in students, the need has been felt world over for broad
based programs that inculcate in children and adolescents the
willingness to seek help, boost resilience, nurture emotional
regulation, and interpersonal skills (Flett & Hewitt, 2013).
Patton et al. (2016) emphasize that proactive identification
and handling of mental health issues during adolescence can
better long-term health outcomes. Towards this end, schools
are regarded as a favorable setting to deliver interventions for
mental health and well-being promotion (Fazel et al., 2014).
Literature offers many examples of classroom-based positive
psychological interventions to alleviate stress and enhance
well-being among students. Of these, studies focusing on
stress management training and gratitude journaling are rele-
vant to this paper.

Stress Management and Gratitude Journaling
Interventions

A plethora of programs centered on different stress manage-
ment techniques including mindfulness, meditation, progres-
sive muscle relaxation (PMR), and yoga among others have
been evaluated among students. In educational settings, mind-
fulness interventions have been associated with enhanced

calmness (Broderick & Metz, 2009; Nidich et al. 2011), less
stress, (Biegel et al., 2009; Edwards et al., 2014; Kuyken et.al,
2013), reduced depressive symptoms (Kuyken et.al, 2013;
Lau and Hue, 2011; Liehr and Diaz, 2010), gains in optimism,
social competence, and self-concept (Schonert-Reichl &
Lawlor, 2010), as well as improved academic outcomes
(Nidich et al., 2011). Working with Indian adolescents,
Anand and Sharma (2011) reported that an eight-week long
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program sig-
nificantly reduced stress, emotional symptoms, and improved
well-being among participants. Nair and Meera (2014) dem-
onstrated that classroom-based PMR practiced daily over six
weeks was effective in reducing academic stress among
school students in India. Yoga-based interventions among
students have also been positively associated with gains in
health, cognitive ability, and positive affect (Vhavle et al.,
2017), reduced tension and anxiety (Ferreira-Vorkapic et al.,
2015), positive behaviors (Rashedi et al., 2020), and qualita-
tively perceived benefits in self-regulation, academic out-
comes, and stress reduction (Wang & Hagins, 2016).
Interventions encompassing assorted techniques such as the
multi-method stress management intervention (Keogh et al.,
2006), relaxation response-based curriculum (Foret et al.,
2012), and multiple stress management intervention
(Chinaveh, 2013) have also shown favorable outcomes among
students. On the other hand, many interventions in this area
have also exhibited little or no effectiveness. Vierhaus et al.
(2010) demonstrated the limited effectiveness of a school
based stress prevention program among German adolescents.
They found that the intervention effects were not stable once
the program ended. Based on a PMR intervention among
Malaysian students, Hashim and Zainol (2015) reported no
significant gains in anxiety, depression, stress, and attention
among participants. A pilot study of an Indian university-
based intervention byWit et al. (2016) revealed initial decline
in average stress among participants, which was not sustained
at follow-up. Overall, Lohaus et al. (2001) concluded that the
general use of relaxation techniques may be less effective as
compared to their application for distinct medical conditions
in children.

Based on their study among college undergraduates,
Emmons and McCullough (2003) asserted that participants
in a gratitude journaling condition reported higher well-
being in comparison to groups that maintained a journal about
neutral or negative life events. In another study involving
young adolescents, Froh et al. (2008) reported that listing
blessings (an exercise similar to gratitude journaling) led to
greater optimism, life satisfaction, and less negative affect (as
compared to listing hassles) among students. Shi and Zhu
(2008) reported the effectiveness of a gratitude-focused inter-
vention among Chinese middle school students. More recent-
ly, Isik and Ergüner-Tekinalp (2017) reported the benefits of
gratitude journaling in augmenting gratitude, life satisfaction,
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and positive affect among Turkish college students. On the
basis of their intervention study with undergraduate
participants, Schnitker and Richardson (2018) demonstrated
that formulating gratitude journaling as prayer resulted in bet-
ter benefits in hedonic and eudaimonic well-being.

Although gratitude journaling is often associated with pos-
itive outcomes, it is noteworthy that there is evidence to sug-
gest some limitations associated with the use of journaling
among children. Some of these concerns include students feel-
ing “journaled to death” (Dyment & O’Connell, 2010, p.
234), and a general aversion to journal writing (Crème,
2005; Mills, 2008). Additionally, students may be hesitant to
engage deeply with the process of journal writing, and may
write casually if they don’t fully trust the reader with their
reflections (Dyment & O’Connell, 2003; Epp, 2008).
Dyment and O’Connell (2010) also highlighted the problem
with assuming that students inherently know how to journal.

While many intervention studies have exclusively focused
on either one, a few studies have incorporated both these tech-
niques together. In one such example, Flinchbaugh et al.
(2012) examined the effect of stress management techniques,
gratitude journaling, a combination of these two, and a control
condition among students from a management classroom.
While Flinchbaugh et al. reported gains in perceived
meaning and engagement in the classroom among
participants from the combined intervention and gratitude
journaling conditions, no significant effect was seen on life
satisfaction or classroom specific stress. Hines and Scherer
(2018) also examined the impact of mindful meditation and
gratitude journaling on stress and well-being among college
students and reported no signifcant effects. Notably, many of
these studies were conducted in higher education settings,
with relatively less work situated in schools. Further, majority
of the published literature in the area of student well-being
comes from Western and developed nations (Gilman et al.,
2014), leaving much to be desired from non-western and
Asian contexts such as India. Next, we discuss the rationale
of the present study which field-tests a related intervention in
Indian classrooms.

Rationale of the Present Study

There is dearth of a strong policy for child and adolescent
mental health in India that could mitigate health-care expendi-
ture and secure the future potential of Indian youth (Hossain &
Purohit, 2019). Nevertheless, Roy et al. (2019) affirmed the
emerging focus on adolescent mental health in India. Yet con-
straints of financial and human resources continue to hinder the
grass root level implementation of programs and policies. The
Gururaj et al., 2016 reported a vast treatment gap ranging from
73.6% for severe mental disorders to 85% for common mental
disorders. A pressing need exists for psychosocial interventions
to augment Indian adolescents’ repertoire of coping strategies

(Parikh et al., 2019). It then becomes pertinent to foster initia-
tives that bridge this gap (via both preventive and remedial
mechanisms), in resource efficient as well as sustainable ways.
The present study is rooted in the idea that while today’s youth
are faced with formidable concerns, schools have the potential
to equip them with healthy coping skills, socio-emotional
prowess, and set them on the path of long-term health (Tran
et al., 2014). Further, research suggests the potential benefits of
stress management training (e.g., Alborzkouh et al. 2015;
Anand & Sharma, 2011; Nair & Meera, 2014; Rashedi et al.,
2020) and gratitude journaling (e.g., Isik &Ergüner-Tekinalp,
2017; Shi & Zhu, 2008) for improved outcomes among stu-
dents from varied backgrounds. The present study utilizes these
promising techniques and represents a step towards addressing
the need for well-being initiatives among Indian adolescents.
By using an existing intervention module (Flinchbaugh et al.,
2012) and field-testing it in a different cultural and demograph-
ic context, i.e. Indian school students, this study also contrib-
utes to the wider cause of intervention research.

The aim of this study was to assess the efficacy of a stress
management and gratitude journaling intervention
(Flinchbaugh et al., 2012) among Indian adolescent school
students. It was hypothesized that participants in the interven-
tion conditions (as compared to the control conditon) would
experience significant gains on all favourable indices of well-
being (overall mental well-being, positive affect, meaningful-
ness, engagement, and life satisfaction), and decline in the
adverse indicators (stress, and negative affect).

Method

Study Design and Setting

A quasi-experimental design was used in the present sudy.
The intervention involved weekly sessions spread over
8 weeks during normal school hours across eight classrooms
in two schools. Participating classrooms were randomly des-
ignated to one of four conditions (three intervention groups,
and one control). This process for randomisation at the level of
classrooms (instead of individual students) has been endorsed
by Collins et al. (2014) for studies involving students in a
school setting. Participants completed the assessment mea-
sures at pre-test (Time 1) and post-test (Time 2), immediately
before the first session, and after the last session respectively.

The present study emanates from a wider research project
aimed at examining the efficacy of some positive psycholog-
ical intervention programs in the Indian clasroom context. We
approached twenty schools across North India and eight
schools that agreed to participate in this overall research pro-
ject were shortlisted. Considering the present study design and
logistics, two of these schools that consented to run an 8-week
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long intervention program were chosen. Figure 1 exhibits the
overall study set-up and design.

Participants

The study began with 250 students from two schools located
in Chandigarh (a Union Territory in North India). Of these, 12
students (4.8%) were dropped from analysis due to their ab-
sence during post-test assessment. Finally, data for 238 stu-
dents fromGrade 7 –Grade 9 (MAge = 12.31 years, SD = 1.27,
age range: 11–14 years) was considered. Participants included
57%males, 36% females, and the remaining 7% did not report
their gender. They hailed predominantly from urban (81%)
and nuclear (73%) households.

Indian nationality, and no diagnosed or pre-existing mental
health concerns were kept in mind as inclusion criteria while
recruiting participants. However, school authorities reported
no cases from the selected classes that had to be excluded for
this reason.

Outcome Measures

To evaluate the impact of the intervention exercises, we used
the same outcomemeasures as Flinchabaugh et al. (2012), and
one additional measure for overall well-being. Following
Flinchbaugh and colleagues, adapted versions of scales for

stress, meaningfulness and engagement were used to assess
these variables in the classroom context. Students were pro-
vided handouts containing an informed consent form, demo-
graphic profile sheet and scales explained ahead.

Well-Being Mental Health Continuum – Short Form (MHC –
SF; Keyes, 2005) containing 14 items was used. It includes
three, five, and six items to represent emotional well-being
(EWB), social well-being (SWB), and psychological well-
being (PWB) respectively, rated from 0 (Never) to 5
(Everyday). Sub-scores for EWB, SWB, PWB, and a compos-
ite mental well-being score were calculated. The scale has
shown good internal consistency of α > .80 (Keyes, 2005). In
the present study, a subscale reliability ranging from α = .60 to
.69 and a total scale reliability of α = .80 was obtained.

Life Satisfaction The 5-item Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), rated
from 1 (Strongly Agree) to 7 (Strongly Disagree) was used
to measure life satisfaction. The present study found α = .71
for this scale.

Stress:An adapted version of the 10 –item Perceived Stress
Scale (PSS; Cohen, Kamarck, &Mermelstein,1983) was used
to measure students’ classroom-specific stress. Participants
rated each item on a scale of 1 (Always) to 7 (Never). The
present study found α = .65 for this scale.

Fig. 1 Flowchart of Overall
Study Design
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Meaningfulness Ten items adapted from May (2004) were
used to measure meaningfulness in the classroom.
Participants rated each item on a scale of 1 (Always) to 7
(Never). Scale reliability of α = .88 was obtained in the pres-
ent study.

Engagement Ten items from an existing scale of engagement
(May, Gilson, & Harter, 2004) were used to measure students’
level of engagement in the classroom. Each item was rated on
a scale of 1 (Strongly Agree) to 7 (Strongly Disagree). Total
engagement score was obtained by adding all individual
scores. Scale reliability of α = .68 was obtained in the present
study.

Procedure

Background and Preparation

As mentioned previously, this study emerged out of a wider
research project. Consequently, all the outcome measures
used herein were exclusive to this study, with the exception
of MHC-SF (Keyes, 2005) that was common to other studies
encompassed in this research project. Therefore, the psycho-
metric properties of all measures used were computed on the
present pre-test sample (n = 250), while those for MHC-SF
were based on the all-inclusive sample (n = 1002).

Keeping in mind the participants’ linguistic proficiency, all
the material in this study was prepared bilingually (using
English and Hindi). Towards this process, all questionnaires
were first translated to Hindi. The Hindi transcripts were then
evaluated by a panel of bilingual experts and subsequently
back translated to English to establish appropriate translation.
Detailed explanation and rationale for this process have been
documented elsewhere (Khanna & Singh, 2016, 2019).

At the outset, the researchers interacted with school author-
ities and obtained their approval for intervention delivery and
data collection within the school classes. The first author vis-
ited participating schools to familiarise with the context and
plan out the logistics, scheduling and other arrangements for
intervention delivery.Thereafter, letters explaining the scope
of the study and seeking active parental consent were sent
home with the prospective student participants. Once parental
consent was obtained, students completed informed consent
forms in the classroom before pre-testing. They were informed
of their right to withdraw from the study at any stage if they
wished to.

Intervention Implementation at School

With help from the school staff, participating classrooms with-
in each school were randomly allocated across four groups as
per Flinchbaugh et al.’s (2012) study. These four groups were:

Stress Management Training (SMT) Participants were led
through a new stress management technique every fortnight.
Keeping in mind that these participants were younger students
(as compared to undergraduates in Flinchbaugh et al.’s study),
the facilitator visited the classroom every week; repeating
each new technique in the subsequent session. Thus, two ses-
sions were devoted to each stress management technique,
namely deep breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, guided
imagery, and positive self-talk (cf. Flinchbaugh et al., 2012).
Standard instructions retrieved from web sources were used
for each technique. Participants were guided about the proper
way to practice each technique and its associated benefits.
Thereafter, they were given time to practice in the classroom
in the presence of the facilitator and also encouraged to par-
take these exercises independently in their spare time.

Gratitude Journaling (GJ) At the outset, a booklet titled ‘My
Gratitude Journal’was provided to each student in this group.
Participants were instructed to label their journals and retain
them for the next eight weeks. Every week, they were asked to
write five things for which they felt grateful during the past
week. This exercise was done within the classroom session;
however participants were encouraged to maintain the journal
beyond these sessions as well. The journals were collected at
the end of the intervention.

Combined SMT and GJ (Combined Intervention) This group
practiced a combination of both activities described previous-
ly. Participants were provided a booklet titled ‘My Gratitude
& Stress Management Journal’. In addition to gratitude
journaling, they were asked to reflect upon their use of stress
management techniques. Students were instructed to maintain
this journal throughout the intervention, after which it was
collected.

Control Group (CG) Students in this group continued with their
usual class routine and were involved only during data collec-
tion at Time 1 and Time 2.

Adaptation We largely followed Flinchbaugh et al. (2012) in
terms of study design and curriculum delivery. However, giv-
en that this study was conducted with school going adoles-
cents as opposed to management college students; and in a
different cultural context, some important adaptations were
introduced. These included modifications in overall program
duration, as well as frequency of introduction of new stress
management techniques in the classroom. Further, online
journaling from Flinchbaugh’s study was substituted by hand-
written journals. Finally, the same facilitator (first author)
worked with participants across all groups. Detailed explana-
tion and rationale for these adaptations are provided in
Appendix 1 Table 3.
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Data Analysis Procedures

To begin with, psychometric properties of all the scales used
were validated in the present context. This was done via con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) using LISREL 8.8. Outcomes
based on the CFA along with widely accepted values of all
parameters considered in this study are presented in Appendix
2 Table 4. All other analyses were carried out using SPSS
(Version 17). Based on missing value analysis, the missing
values were found <5% and random in nature. These were
replaced by means of a regression analysis as per Tabachnick
and Fidell’s (2007) recommendation. Descriptive statistics were
computed for all four intervention groups at pre-and post-test.
Thereafter, baseline equivalence of groups was established
through analysis of variance (ANOVA) comparing the four
groups on variables of interest at pre-test. To examine interven-
tion impact across the four groups, analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was carried out on each dependent variable at
post-test, taking the respective pre-test score as covariate.
Wherever the ANCOVA revealed statistically significant F-
values for a variable, subsequent pairwise comparisons using
Bonferroni adjustment were computed to further compare the
four group means. This was done to identify which pairs of
groups were significantly different. Partial η2 was also comput-
ed to assess the extent of variance accounted for by ‘group’.
Findings from these analyses are presented in the next section.

Results

The means and standard deviations across all four groups at
pre-test (Time 1) and post-test (Time 2) are presented in
Table 1. To study the intervention effect, we considered data
for 238 students (n1 = 60, n2 = 60, n3 = 58, n4 = 60), allocated

across three interventions and one control group. Results of
the ANCOVA indicated significant overall effect on social
well-being and overall well-being (as indicated by total
MHC scores) at post-test; after controlling for corresponding
pre-test scores. No significant overall effect was found on any
of the other aspects of well-being, life satisfaction, stress,
meaning, and engagement. An overview of these findings is
presented in Table 2. We detail ahead the findings for the two
variables in which significant overall effect was reported.

A significant overall effect in social well-being scores was
obtained, F (3, 233) = 4.28, p = .006, partial η2 = .05. The
mean scores for participants’ social well-being at post-test, ad-
justed for the corresponding pre-test scores revealed the follow-
ing sequence across the four groups: combined intervention
(M = 16.94), control group (M = 16.19), stress management
training (M = 15.21), and gratitude journaling (M = 14.36).
Further pairwise contrasts using the Bonferroni correction re-
vealed that the adjusted means for gratitude journaling were
significantly different from the control group (p = .01). No oth-
er significant pairwise comparisons were seen.

Further, ANCOVA revealed significant overall effect on
overall well-being represented by scores on MHC Total, F
(3, 233) = 2.97, p = .03, partial η2 = .04. The mean scores for
participants’ overall well-being at post-test, adjusted for the
corresponding pre-test scores were ordered across the four
groups as follows: combined intervention (M = 50.75), control
group (M = 48.68), stress management training (M = 47.65),
and gratitude journaling (M = 45.86). Further pairwise con-
trasts using the Bonferroni correction revealed a significant
difference only between gratitude journaling and control
group (p = .02). There were no other significant pairwise
comparisons.

In a nutshell, we obtained significant effects only on two
outcome variables – social well-being and overall well-being.

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics for All Four Groups at Pre-test and Post-test

Time 1 Time 2

Group1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4
(n = 60) (n = 60) (n = 58) (n = 60) (n = 60) (n = 60) (n = 58) (n = 60)
Mean ± SD Mean ± SD Mean ± SD Mean ± SD Mean ± SD Mean ± SD Mean ± SD Mean ± SD

EWB 10.8 ± 2.98 11.58 ± 2.76 10.57 ± 2.75 10.42 ± 2.51 10.93 ± 2.02 10.57 ± 2.9 10.57 ± 2.87 11.32 ± 2.69

SWB 15.68 ± 3.71 16.43 ± 3.69 15.48 ± 3.75 14.33 ± 4.14 15.25 ± 3.83 14.55 ± 4.49 16.19 ± 4.44 16.7 ± 4.04

PWB 21.15 ± 4.38 22.02 ± 4.75 20.9 ± 5.16 21.1 ± 4.57 21.47 ± 5.18 21.4 ± 5.3 21.74 ± 4.97 22.25 ± 4.9

MHC Total 47.63 ± 7.82 50.03 ± 8.34 46.95 ± 8.77 45.85 ± 9.44 47.65 ± 8.81 46.52 ± 10.2 48.5 ± 9.49 50.27 ± 8.74

SWLS 13.63 ± 6.2 15.38 ± 5.8 14.09 ± 6.5 15.37 ± 6.79 16.2 ± 5.95 15.03 ± 7.09 15.43 ± 7.47 14.73 ± 6.02

PSS 38.72 ± 7.94 40.75 ± 7.52 36.66 ± 7.7 37.97 ± 8.3 41.25 ± 8.73 39.95 ± 10.2 41.47 ± 6.7 42.43 ± 7.5

Meaning 25.27 ± 11.21 26.68 ± 12.03 26.9 ± 12.95 28.6 ± 12.72 24.47 ± 12.22 29.53 ± 14.05 26.81 ± 11.92 26.08 ± 10.89

Engagement 29.72 ± 12.25 32.78 ± 9.16 33.47 ± 8.58 34.37 ± 8.68 30.18 ± 9.58 33.15 ± 9.52 32.86 ± 8.67 31.63 ± 8.7

Note. Group 1 = Stress Management Training; Group 2 = Gratitude Journaling; Group 3 = Combined Intervention; Group 4 = Control Group

EWB= Emotional Well-being (Subscale of MHC-SF); SWB= Social Well-being (Subscale of MHC-SF); PWB = Psychological Well-being (Subscale
of MHC-SF); MHC Total =Mental Health Continuum Total (Overall well-being); SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale; PSS = Perceived Stress Scale.
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Counterintuitively, subsequent pairwise group comparisons in
both these cases suggested that the control group scored sig-
nificantly better than the gratitude journaling group.

Discussion

Managing stress and its ill-effects is important for most people
in the present times, particularly young people – children and
adolescents who are at an impressionable developmental stage
of life. Psychological interventions such as gratitude
journaling and stress management training could be helpful
in alleviating stress and enhacing well-being (e.g., Emmons &
McCullough, 2003; Foret et al., 2012; Froh et al., 2008; Isik &
Ergüner-Tekinalp, 2017; Nair &Meera, 2014). The aim of the
present study was to examine the efficacy of a gratitude
journaling and stress management intervention (Flinchbaugh
et al., 2012) among Indian school students. We did not find
support for the hypothesis that participation in gratitude
journaling, stress management training (or a combination of
both) would result in gains in well-being as compared to a
control group.

On the whole, significant intervention effect was seen on
social well-being, and overall well-being. The effect sizes
herein (see partial η2 presented in the results) were small
based on benchmarks suggested by Cohen (1988).
Subsequent pairwise comparisons of adjusted means among
the four groups on these two variables revealed significant
difference only between gratitude journaling and the control
group. In both these cases, the gratitude journaling group
showed lower well-being than the control group. These

findings seem to suggest that none of the intervention tech-
niques were successful in bringing about statistically signifi-
cant change in participants’ perceived stress, meaningfulness,
engagement, or life satisfaction. On the contrary, our findings
imply that gratitude journaling may possibly have been coun-
terproductive for the participants.

The present findings concur with Flinchbaugh et al. (2012)
with respect to no effect on participants’ perceived stress and
life satisfaction. However, they differ from Flinchbaugh et al. in
as far as the significant intervention effect on perceived
classroom meaningfulness and engagement goes. Our
findings also align with Hines and Scherer (2018) who reported
no signifcant effects on college students’ stress levels after
mindfulness meditation and gratitude journaling. Nonetheless,
many studies reviewed previously in this paper (e.g., Emmons
& McCullough, 2003; Froh et al., 2008; Isik & Ergüner-
Tekinalp, 2017) offer favorable evidence for gratitude
journaling among students. Another gratitude intervention cur-
riculum (Froh et al., 2014) that emphasized the socio-cognitive
components of gratitude in addition to journaling was success-
ful in enhancing well-being among Indian adolescents (Khanna
& Singh, 2016). This encourages greater focus on nature of
activities used, a point addressed in the section on future rec-
ommendations ahead in this paper. Our findings also supple-
ment extant literature that offers mixed evidence for stress man-
agement training in the classroom. While some studies have
endorsed effectiveness of practicing stress management in the
classroom (e.g., Foret et al., 2012; Kanji et al., 2006; Nair &
Meera, 2014), others (e.g., Hashim & Zainol, 2015; Vierhaus
et al., 2010) claimed otherwise. Plausible explanations for the
present results are discussed ahead by examining the two fun-
damental intervention techniques at the heart of this study, i.e.
gratitude journaling and stress management training.

Potential Pitfalls of Gratitude Journaling

An obvious reason for the apparent ineffectiveness of grati-
tude journaling among the present study participants emerged
from their qualitative feedback for the exercise, collected at
post-test. They expressed dislike for having to write during the
program in general and for journaling in particular. Responses
such as “I got so many worksheets that I got exhausted…”, “It
was boring – they should have more activities” gave us an
insight into students’ aversion to the journaling exercise
(Khanna & Singh, 2014). It appears that the psychological
difficulties associated with journaling outweighed its intended
benefits. This observation draws support from existing re-
search that has noted some drawbacks associated with journal
writing, despite its salient benefits (e.g. Crème, 2005; Dyment
& O’Connell, 2010; Epp, 2008; & Mills, 2008). It is pertinent
to mention here that the Indian school education system places
preponderant emphasis on written work in a prescriptive and
authoritarian manner (Rai, 2015). This could lead to students

Table 2 Findings from
ANCOVA for
Intervention Impact on
Dependent Variables

Dependent variables Time 1- Time 2

F Partial

η2

EWB 1.82 0.02

SWB 4.28** 0.05

PWB 0.53 0.01

MHC Total 2.97* 0.04

SWLS 0.84 0.01

PSS 1.49 0.02

Meaning 1.83 0.02

Engagement 0.86 0.01

Note. EWB = Emotional Well-being
(Subscale of MHC-SF); SWB = Social
Well-being (Subscale of MHC-SF);
PWB = Psychologica l Wel l -be ing
(Subscale of MHC-SF); MHC Total =
Mental Health Continuum Total (Overall
well-being); SWLS = Satisfaction With
Life Scale; PSS = Perceived Stress Scale
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associating any form of writing with work that isn’t instinc-
tively pleasurable. Hence, completing a task which one finds
onerous may actually have been a setback to the students’
well-being in the present study.

Mixed Effect of Stress Management Techniques

Both Flinchbaugh et al. (2012) and the present study reported
no statistically significant intervention effects on perceived
stress among participants. Flinchbaugh and colleagues posited
that the stress management practice in the program may have
been insufficient to impact students’ stress levels. In case of
the present study too, it is quite likely that students did not
supplement in-class practice of stress management techniques
with further enagagement beyond the classroom sessions (al-
though this was encouraged by the facilitator). Foret et al.
(2012) reported similar concerns in their study of a classroom
based relaxation-response curriculum. This idea is backed by
research in the area of behaviour modification which suggests
that at least six consecutive months of regular practice are
required to inculcate a new activity into a person’s routine
behaviour (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007).

In this study, constraints of space and ambient noise in the
school classroom setting may also have influenced stress man-
agement training and its consequent impact on participants.
These impediments reflect the challenges of real-world studies,
similar to those characteristic of community-based participatory
research (Wallerstein & Duran, 2006). Review of qualitative
feedback received from the participants at post-test revealed
that many students perceived gains in terms of feeling relaxed
and calm. While these findings are elaborated elsewhere
(Khanna & Singh, 2014), it is notable that they are in tune with
the objective of the present study. Nevertheless, these perceived
benefits reported by students were not mirrored in the quantita-
tive results. This is akin to the findings reported by Conley et al.
(2013a and b). In this regard, it has been found that absolute
scales have weaker predictive validity (than relative scales) and
may therefore be somewhat resistant to group differences and
intervention impact. In fact, given that most outcome variables
in this study were fairly fixed psychological features,
standardised instrumentsmay be limited in their ability to detect
minute impact that may be observed during universal interven-
tions involving a largely healthy sample (Chamberlain & Zika,
1992; cf. Conley et al., 2013a and b; Pickering, 2002).

Limitations and Future Recommendations

It is imperative to interpret the study findings against the back-
drop of some immanent limitations. While acknowledging the
study limitations, this section also offers recommendations to
overcome these in future research. First, taking cognizance of
surrounding distractions that are a natural part of the young
student classroom environment, further thought is needed to

assess the feasibility of implementing interventions of this
nature. Future studies may look at suitable modification of this
intervention for greater student engagement in the Indian
classroom context. Including more interactive and activity-
based strategies may work better with younger participants
such as the current study sample.

Next, the inability to monitor students’ engagement (or lack
thereof) with the intervention strategies outside the classroom
was another limitation. Owing to budgetary and time constraints
it was not within the purview of this study to track if participants
practiced stressmanagement exercises or journaling andwhether
regular/more frequent practice would have been associated with
greater intervention gains. By extension, while this study was
limited to classrooms, future research could aim to encompass
the home context as well and assess multiple outcomes from
different stakeholders (e.g. teachers, parents). This would addi-
tionally help to overcome the sole reliance on student self-report.
Truskauskaitė-Kunevičienė et al. 2018 also recommend preven-
tive youth interventions embedded inmultiple contexts including
family, school, and community.

Finally, participants in this study were passively assigned
to activities determined by the researchers; a situation that is
understood to hinder very favourable intervention outcomes
and effect sizes (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2019). Future re-
search could involve self-selected participants and encourage
better person-activity fit to offer greater benefits
(Lyubomirsky et al., 2011; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2019).

Study Implications and Conclusion

To sum up, the present study did not garner much support for the
effectiveness of classroom based stress management and
gratitude journaling practice among Indian adolescents.
Nevertheless, it is important to not dismiss the value of these
intervention strategies; but emphasize that a standard, invariable
approach of utilizing themmay not be the best way forward. Roy
et al. (2019) endorsed the need for preventive interventions to
support the cause of adolescent mental health in India. The pres-
ent study was a step forward in this direction. Two widely rec-
ognized strategies (gratitude journaling and stress management
training) were taken up and their impact explored in a relatively
under researched demographic group (Indian adolescents). In
fact, Schwartz and Baer (1991) posited that the aim of social
validity lies beyond accumulating false praise for a program; it
is about gathering relevant information about possible flaws,
problems in implementation and perceptions about the program
impact. To this effect, although our study did not report
significant intervention gains, these findings build the case for
contextually relevant programs to accrue greater benefit. Kistin
and Silverstein (2015) also emphasize the utility of initial trials
and pilot work in recognizing failure with a view to guide sub-
sequent design and mitigate existing concerns with intervention
implementation. The contribution of this work may be best
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summarized by Kim’s (2019) emphasis on utility of replication
failure in generating new research questions and improving the
applicability of intervention research.

These findings can ladder up to the creation of customized
intervention modules for research and practice among diverse
populations. Towards this end, getting to know what does not
work is just as important as establishing what does.
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Appendix 1

Appendix 2

Table 3 Key Points of Adaptation in the Present Study Compared to Flinchbaugh et al. (2012)

Criterion Flinchbaugh et al. (2012) Present Study Rationale for adaptation

Duration of intervention 12 weeks 8 weeks To fit the module within the schools’
academic timeline; is a usual practice
in community based research in school
settings (e.g., Foret et al., 2012)

Frequency of
introducing new
stress management
technique

Every 3 weeks Every 2 weeks
(each technique over two sessions:

1- Introduction,
& 2- Practice & Reinforcement)

In view of participants being younger
students at a different developmental
stage than those in the original study

Medium of journaling Online Children friendly hard copy journal booklets Participants’ age and logistics available
in participating schools

Facilitator Different facilitators
across all four groups

Common facilitator
across all four groups

Recommended by Flinchbaugh et al.
(2012) in order to diminish the effect
of potential differences due to
different facilitators

Table 4 Findings of CFA Along with Reference Values of Indices Used

CFA Values

RMSEA NNFI GFI CFI X2/df
Measures Used <0.10 (MacCallum,

Browne, Sugawara, 1996)
>0.90 (Garver
& Mentzer, 1999)

>0.90 (Tabachnick
& Fidell, 2007)

≥0.95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) < 5
(Garver & Mentzer, 1999)

MHC-SF 0.04 0.97 0.97 0.97 2.64

SWLS
PSS

0.07
0.09

0.94
0.92

0.98
0.91

0.97
0.95

1.65
3.55

Meaningfulness 0.1 0.95 0.91 0.96 3.70

Engagement 0.1 0.75 0.88 0.81 4.56

Note. RMSEA= root mean squared approximation of error; NNFI = non-normed fit index; GFI = goodness of fit index; CFI = comparative fit index;X2 /
df = ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom; MHC-SF =Mental Health Continuum- Short Form; SWLS = Satisfaction with Life Scale; PSS =
Perceived Stess Scale. Models are evaluated by observing more than one indicator. Different scholars recommend different indices
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