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Abstract


I studied factors influencing the relationship between benefit-giving-receiving and well-being, asking what mechanisms underlie increases in eudaimonic well-being and hedonic pleasure following the receipt or provision of a benefit?  In Part 1, I collected in-depth interview data from one person to address this question and found that the benefit-giver's knowledge of the benefit-recipient influenced well-being outcomes, as did personality variables of both parties.   Part 2 reflected on the advantages and weaknesses of the interview method with regard to the research problem.  I conclude by comparing the interview and observation methodologies.
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Thank me if you can: Reflections on possible mechanisms for the relationship between psychological and subjective well being and gift exchange 

Introduction

I am studying gratefulness and well-being to understand firstly, whether a relationship exists between the two, and secondly, what is the nature of that relationship.  Hedonic well-being is described by Ryan and Deci (2001) as a satisfaction of “preferences and pleasures of the mind as well as the body” and concerns feeling pleasure and avoiding pain.  Eudaimonic well-being is the result of living in accordance with one's “daimon” or true self, and is related to engaging in activities in which a person is realizing their potentials (Ryan & Deci, 2001). The current study asks: what mechanisms are responsible for increases in eudaimonic well-being and/or hedonic pleasure following the receipt or provision of a benefit?


The educational purpose of this exercise is to introduce students to the interview as a method of social-psychological research and to provide us with an opportunity to interview people about their experience of grateful behaviour and how it relates to their psychological well-being.  The research purpose is to study relationships between benefit-giving-receiving behaviours and people's well-being using interview methods.


To answer this question, I interviewed a close male friend of mine, asking him about various experiences where he gave or received benefits and felt or did not feel a change in his well-being. While this interview provided me with a considerable depth of understanding of my subject's experience, the conclusions drawn from an interview with one person may not be generalizable to all instances of well-being and benefit-giving-receiving.   

Part 1.  Interview


Procedure and Context.   In order to elucidate some of the mechanisms underlying changes in well-being following benefit giving or receiving, I specifically asked my subject questions about times he did and did not experience well-being following benefit exchange. This way, I could compare and contrast scenarios to understand why some scenarios elicit an increased level of eudaimonic or hedonic well-being and others do not. I also asked him questions about the context of his life during these episodes, so I could learn about other factors possibly influencing well-being and gift exchange that he may not have mentioned (ie. How was your day going before the gift exchange took place?). I interviewed 'John' at my home on Monday, October 21st from 7:10pm to 8:30pm.


Analysis and interpretation. 


John as benefit provider with positive outcome.  In this circumstance, John purchased his girlfriend a coffee machine.  His girlfriend loves coffee and John set the situation up so that it would be an unexpected gift.  Furthermore, the events leading up to the gift giving were described as “good,” having occurred after an exam and shortly after time spent with family.  I believe that John and his girlfriend were both feeling relaxed, as there were no more deadlines looming, and that feelings of closeness were present following family time.

John's girlfriend was surprised and thankful to have received the coffee machine from John, who had gone out of his way, thus causing his girlfriend to feel hedonic happiness.  She was given something that she wanted, and in providing her with this want, John displayed a knowledge of her desires.  When I asked John how he felt after giving her the gift, John reported that he felt like “the man.” I interpreted his response as a feeling of pride in his action, which was likely reinforced by his girlfriend's expression of thankfulness.

Neither participant in this scenario has, according to John’s reports, achieved an increase in their eudaimonic well-being, though they both seem to have experienced increased hedonic pleasure.  This increased level of hedonic pleasure seems as though it will last a while, as the function of the coffee machine and the motivation for the gift was to provide access to something they both enjoy and can share with others.  The gift was a 'surface level' present: a material object with the function of providing pleasurable experiences into the future and the recipient of the gift reported a level of gratitude that is consistent with this interpretation.


John as benefit recipient with positive outcome.  When John was a young boy, he received a book on space from a close friend of his father’s.  John did not experience any immediate pleasure after receiving the book because it was well above his intellectual level and he could not read or understand the book. As a result, he did not recall any change in his level of hedonic or eudaimonic happiness immediately following the receipt of the gift.


 As an adult, John has grown to understand that this book turned his gaze upwards to the stars; he now realizes that his father's friend gave him the book from a place of wisdom to inspire future reading and studying.  John appreciates the level of understanding of his father's friend symbolized by giving the book, which John now perceives as the beginning of his successful and rewarding academic career. 


The environment in which the book was given was that of two academic friends: John’s father and John's father’s friend.  There was clearly a mutual respect for ideas of higher learning, and the gift that was really given to John was not the book itself, but knowledge and the quest for understanding. Based upon his responses, I believe that John has grown to appreciate the implications of the gift and therefore, his level of gratitude has changed dramatically.  John is now thankful to the benefactor of this gift for his current love of science . The book has, in essence, led him toward his life’s purpose, the embodiment of the concept of eudaimonic well-being.


John as benefit provider with negative outcome.   John was enrolled in a music production course, which cost 500 dollars and included in this course was a collection of music production software and instructional videos on how to run the software.  A friend of John's, named 'Roy', mentioned that he’d love to learn the music production software.  At this time, John extended the offer to Roy to spend some time with him and copy the files.  Roy declined John's offer and instead copied the video files from a mutual friend whom John had provided with copies of the videos.


No displays of gratitude were exchanged in this situation and the incident was not mentioned by any of the parties involved.  John reported a decrease in his own well-being following Roy's behaviour and though John feels an unwillingness to engage in benefit-providing with Roy in the future, he claims the relationship has not deteriorated.  There was no report that Roy recognized John's gift, which is precisely why John is no longer interested in offering Roy benefits. This scenario highlights the role of understanding and recognition of gift-giving on well-being; by failing to acknowledge John's gift, Roy displayed ignorance of John's generosity and thus John experienced decreased well-being.


Other factors that appeared to influence Roy's ability to feel grateful for John's offer are his personality traits. Roy is reported to be selfish and he works in a nightclub where John feels that Roy continues to trade his artistic integrity through playing bad music to keep a job.  Focus on material wealth is considered to be a personality factor inconsistent with experience of gratitude (Kasser, 2002). 


John as benefit recipient with negative outcome.  John is part of an immigrant community in Saskatoon and as such, his position as a scholar and musician is highly valued.  His community, who he is in close contact with, provides him with constant benefits in the form of compliments and praise. John gets a sense that he is elevated in status relative to his community as a result of his accomplishments.


John reports that he feels pressure to perform, that he doesn’t want the recognition, and that he feels the response of the community is inappropriate.  He reports no feelings of gratitude for the support of his community and that he wants to “behave in a narcissistic way without being a narcissist.” Narcissistic personality characteristics, such as entitlement, are incompatible with feelings of gratitude (Watkins et al., 2002).  I suspect that John may be unaware of his true motivations for not being thankful, and instead masks his own feelings of pride with a front of inadequacy, claiming that he does not deserve the respect of the community.  John does not understand why they are praising him, and this lack of understanding is what prevents him from reaping the rewards of gratitude and gratitude's corresponding effects on his well-being.

Conclusion.  I conclude that one of the mechanisms responsible for increases in eudaimonic well-being and/or hedonic pleasure following benefit exchange is the depth of understanding that the benefit signifies.  If person A gives a gift to person B that displays an intimate knowledge of person B, and person B is able to recognize this: gratitude, psychological well-being and a 'bringing-together' results.  Person B feels understood knowing that someone acted from a place of deep knowledge of them to make their life better.  Moving from a more deep understanding of a person and the consequences of a gift to the least, I expect a decrease in the level of gratitude felt and the resulting levels of well-being and closeness.  Personality factors which interfere with this understanding would predictably reduce the level of gratitude felt and the corresponding changes to well-being would be observed. 

The difference between the antecedent mechanism promoting hedonic versus eudaimonic well-being seems to be the difference between benefits that all people would find happiness-producing (ex: a coffee maker) and those gifts that a specific person would find to promote their eudaimonic well-being, which display a more thorough understanding of the individual and their life’s goals.  

Part 2.  Advantages and disadvantages of the Interview Method


The interview method allows the researcher to delve into the depths of the psychological state of an individual and with proper questioning, into the mechanisms which underlay common behaviours.  When compared to the observation methods, especially naturalistic observation,  interview gives a much more rich view of the psychological mechanisms of individual's actions.  Since self-presentation seems present any time people believe that they are being observed (Leary & Kowalski, 1990), I believe self-presentation is a weak argument against interview as a useful method, since it is present in all methods.


Some disadvantages of the interview method concern the accuracy of the information reported.  During the interview I conducted, I asked John to report on experiences in his past and relied heavily on his memory for this.  Memory has been shown to be inaccurate (Deffenbacher et al., 2004), through studies referring to different individual's recollection of the same event.  Also, I was only able to access each reported experience from the perspective of one participant involved in the event.  In the future, interviewing everyone involved in each scenario would allow me to perceive the social interaction from many angles.

References

Deffenbacher, K.A., Bornstein, B.H., Penrod, S.D., Mcgorty, E.K. (2004).  A meta-analytic 
review of the effects of High Stress on Eyewitness Memory.  Law and Human Behaviour 28(6).

Deci, E., & Ryan, R (2001).  On Happiness and Human Potentials:  A Review of

Research on Hedonic and Eudaimonic Well-being.  Department of Clinical and Social Sciences in Psychology, University of Rochester Annual Reviews.

Kasser, T. (2002).  The high price of Materialism.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Leary, M.R., Kowalski, R.M. (1990).  Impression Management: A Literature Review and Two-
Component Model.  Psychological Bulletin, 107(1):34-47.

Watkins, P.C., Woodward, K., Stone, T., & Kolts, R. L. (2003).  Gratitude and happiness: 
Development of a measure of gratitude, and relationships with subjective well-being.  
Social Behaviour and Personality, 31(5), 431-452.

Appendix:  Interview notes.  The consent form to use the data.


