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Awe is an intense emotional response to perceptually vast stimuli that dramatically
transcend one’s ordinary reference frame and provoke a need to adjust the current
mental structures. Dispositional awe reflects individual differences in the tendency to
experience awe. The current study aims to examine the effect of dispositional awe on
subjective well-being, with a focus on confirming the mediating role of meaning in life and
materialism. A sample of 563 Chinese adults completed measures of dispositional awe,
meaning in life, materialism, and subjective well-being. Correlation analysis revealed
that dispositional awe, meaning in life, and materialism were all significantly correlated
with subjective well-being. Structural equation modeling showed significant paths from
dispositional awe to subjective well-being through both meaning in life and materialism.
Bootstrap analysis also indicated that meaning in life and materialism mediated the
relationship between dispositional awe and subjective well-being. These findings not
only corroborate the critical role of dispositional awe in promoting subjective well-
being, but also shed some light on why people high in dispositional awe are happier
than those low in dispositional awe. Limitations and directions for future research were
also discussed.

Keywords: awe, dispositional awe, meaning in life, materialism, subjective well-being

INTRODUCTION

Dispositional awe is an emotional disposition pertaining to people’s latent tendency to experience
awe (Shiota et al., 2006). Awe is an intense emotional response to perceptually vast stimuli that
dramatically transcend one’s ordinary reference frame and provoke a need to adjust the current
mental structures (Keltner and Haidt, 2003; Shiota et al., 2007; Piff et al., 2015). Perceptual vastness
and need for accommodation are the two core features of awe-eliciting stimuli (Keltner and
Haidt, 2003; Shiota et al., 2007). The stimuli such as extraordinary nature scenes, glorious sunsets,
impressive arts, charismatic leaders, intellectual epiphany, childbirth, religion, and spirituality can
all inspire the strong emotional response of awe (Keltner and Haidt, 2003; Shiota et al., 2007;
Saroglou et al., 2008; Zhao et al., 2018). Awe often includes feelings of wonder, amazement,
enlightenment, elevation, admiration, and appreciation (Keltner and Haidt, 2003; Piff et al., 2015;
Zhao et al., 2018). Although awe experiences may be tinged with fear and anxiety, awe is primarily
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considered a positive emotion (Gordon et al., 2016; Pearce et al.,
2017; Stellar et al., 2017, 2018; Zhao et al., 2018).

From a personality perspective, dispositional awe reflects
individual differences in the tendency to experience awe. It is
a relatively permanent awe tendency, and the global pattern of
individuals’ awe responses reflects their dispositional awe (Shiota
et al., 2006). As a self-transcendent emotion, awe has been
shown to enable people to transcend their daily concerns and
mundane desires, diminish their emphasis on the individual self,
shift their attention toward the needs of others, and encourage
them to engage in various types of prosocial behaviors (Keltner
and Haidt, 2003; Piff et al., 2015; Prade and Saroglou, 2016;
Bai et al., 2017; Stellar et al., 2017, 2018; Jiang et al., 2018;
Zhao et al., 2018). Awe plays a significant role in promoting the
harmonious development of society. A thorough understanding
of the socioemotional functioning of awe can thus provide us with
valuable insights. Diener (2012) has maintained that abundant
subjective well-being is an important aspect of a harmonious
society. How to make people experience their lives in more
positive ways has always been a focus of positive psychology
researchers. Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to extend
prior research by examining the effect of dispositional awe on
subjective well-being and exploring the possible psychological
mechanisms underlying this relationship.

Dispositional Awe and Subjective
Well-Being
Subjective well-being is sometimes labeled “happiness” (Diener,
2000). Such well-being is understood as people’s cognitive and
affective evaluations of their lives as a whole and encompasses
two most commonly studied components: life satisfaction and
subjective happiness (Diener, 2000; Lyubomirsky, 2001; Diener
et al., 2003; Szczygieł and Mikolajczak, 2017). Life satisfaction
refers to one’s cognitive assessment of his life (Diener et al., 2003),
whereas subjective happiness refers to one’s global assessment of
whether he is a happy or an unhappy person (Lyubomirsky and
Lepper, 1999). Hence, life satisfaction reflects a more cognitive
facet of subjective well-being, whereas subjective happiness can
be considered a rather affective facet of subjective well-being.
Both life satisfaction and subjective happiness conceptualize well-
being as a subjectively determined positive mental state, which
represents the hedonic (versus eudaimonic) view of well-being
(Ryan and Deci, 2001; Szczygieł and Mikolajczak, 2017).

Researchers on positive psychological have proposed that the
self-transcendent emotion of awe may promote well-being or
pleasure (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). A growing body of
evidence has indicated that positive awe experience improves
people’s subjective well-being (Rudd et al., 2012; Stellar et al.,
2015; Gordon et al., 2016; Van Cappellen et al., 2016). For
instance, using a sample of a nationwide panel, Rudd et al. (2012)
found that awe inspired people’s love for life and enhanced their
momentary life satisfaction by expanding their time perception.
Gordon et al. (2016) revealed that participants who experienced
positive awe in everyday life and in the laboratory reported
higher levels of momentary well-being compared with those who
did not experience awe. Moreover, the more frequently people

reported feeling awe, the lower their levels of proinflammatory
cytokines (Stellar et al., 2015). Some research also provided
indirect evidence for predicting subjective well-being through
dispositional awe. For example, Howell et al. (2013) found
that nature setting and spirituality, as the major elicitors of
awe, could enhance subjective well-being. Inspiration, which is
central to the awe experience, exerts a positive influence on
subjective well-being (Thrash et al., 2010). Therefore, as an
emotional disposition, dispositional awe was assumed to promote
subjective well-being.

Despite increasing evidence justifying the relationship
between dispositional awe and subjective well-being, less
attention has been paid to the psychological mechanisms
underlying this relationship. Therefore, this research aims to
complement earlier works by focusing on the roles of meaning in
life and materialism as potential explanatory mechanisms for the
association between dispositional awe and subjective well-being.

Meaning in Life and Materialism as
Potential Mechanisms
As a transcendental emotion, the experience of awe changes the
way people view the world and gives them a new perspective
on their lives (Algoe and Haidt, 2009; Schneider, 2009; Bonner
and Friedman, 2011). Awe encourages people to focus more on
their spiritual life and reduces the significance they attach to
material pursuits (Rudd et al., 2012; Van Cappellen and Saroglou,
2012; Jiang et al., 2018). Self-determination theory suggests
that intrinsic goal pursuit (e.g., meaning in life) contributes
to subjective well-being, whereas extrinsic goal pursuit (e.g.,
materialism) does not (Ryan and Deci, 2000). A reasonable
assumption within the framework of Fredrickson’s broaden-and-
build theory (Fredrickson et al., 2008) is that dispositional awe
might increase subjective well-being not only by broadening
thinking and discovering the positive meaning in one’s life, but
also by building enduring aspects of intrinsic aspirations and
reducing one’s focus on extrinsic goals, such as materialism.
Accordingly, in this study, we intended to test whether meaning
in life and materialism would account for the relationship
between dispositional awe and subjective well-being.

Meaning in Life as a Mediator
Meaning in life is defined as people’s beliefs that their lives
are coherent, significant, and are endowed with a sense of
overarching aim (Steger, 2009). It is a core facet of well-being and
stems from an individual’s ability for self-transcendence (Cohen
and Cairns, 2012; Howell et al., 2013). As stated, the subjective
experience of awe is in accordance with the concept of self-
transcendence (Shiota et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2018). The awe
experience makes people endorse spiritual beliefs (Saroglou et al.,
2008; Van Cappellen and Saroglou, 2012), helps them ponder the
meaning of life (Krause and Hayward, 2015), reassess their life
goals and provides them a new understanding of the meaning
of life (McDonald et al., 2009; Schneider, 2009; Bonner and
Friedman, 2011). In support, positive emotions have been shown
to increase people’s feeling that life has meaning (King et al.,
2006). Based on these evidences, we proposed that dispositional
awe would be positively associated with meaning in life.
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Furthermore, a growing body of evidence has shown the
important role of meaning in life in improving people’s subjective
well-being. For instance, research has demonstrated that high
meaning in life was related to life satisfaction (Steger et al.,
2006; Ho et al., 2010) and positive affect (McMahan and Renken,
2011; Howell et al., 2013), whereas low meaning in life was
closely related to psychological problems (Ho et al., 2010) and
negative affect (McMahan and Renken, 2011). In addition, some
indirect evidence confirmed that awe may enhance people’s
sense of meaning in life (Thrash et al., 2010; Howell et al.,
2013; Krause and Hayward, 2015), which ultimately promotes
increased subjective well-being (Thrash et al., 2010; Howell et al.,
2013). Thus, it is reasonable to hypothesize that meaning in life
would be a potential mediator between dispositional awe and
subjective well-being. Specifically, people high in dispositional
awe would report higher meaning in life, which, in turn, would
lead to higher subjective well-being.

Materialism as a Mediator
Another likely candidate to mediate the link between
dispositional awe and subjective well-being is materialism,
which refers to the elevated importance people attach to
possessions and their acquisition as a necessary means to achieve
the desired end states (Richins and Dawson, 1992). Materialists
often regard material acquisition as the central focus of their
lives, view material wealth as the main source of happiness
and place great value on material possessions in judging one’s
success (Richins and Dawson, 1992; Kashdan and Breen, 2007).
Compared with non-materialists, highly materialistic people
appear to be less globally satisfied with their lives and tend to
experience more negative feelings (Burroughs and Rindfleisch,
2002; Kashdan and Breen, 2007; Dittmar et al., 2014; Tsang et al.,
2014; Wang et al., 2017). Considerable research has suggested
that materialism imposed a negative effect on subjective well-
being. For example, a meta-analysis by Dittmar et al. (2014)
demonstrated a consistent negative association between people’s
materialistic pursuits in life and personal well-being. A recent
longitudinal study on Chinese undergraduates shown that
materialism decreased individuals’ subjective well-being and
increased their depression (Wang et al., 2017). Reducing the
level of materialism might be a critical step to enhance subjective
well-being. As such, we expected that materialism would be
negatively associated with subjective well-being.

On the other hand, previous studies have indicated that
the transcendental nature of awe freed people from their
worldly desires and dissuaded them from being preoccupied with
materialistic concerns (Rudd et al., 2012; Jiang et al., 2018). For
instance, Jiang et al. (2018) conducted two studies and discovered
that experimentally inducing awe effectively weakened people’s
desire for money. While awe reflected the values of self-
transcendence (Shiota et al., 2014; Piff et al., 2015), materialism
was located in the self-enhancement side of Schwartz’s model
(Burroughs and Rindfleisch, 2002), rendering them opposite to
each other. In particular, materialism preoccupied the individual
with self and self-interest (Lambert et al., 2009), but awe
diminished the importance of the individual self and self-interest
(Piff et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 2018). Also, Weinstein et al. (2009)

found that nature scenes, which are the major elicitors of awe
experience, led to less materialistic aspirations. Therefore, it is
logical to expect a negative link between dispositional awe and
materialism. Taken together, we predicted that materialism may
play a mediating role in the relationship between dispositional
awe and subjective well-being. In other words, dispositional
awe would possibly increase people’s subjective well-being by
decreasing their materialism.

Overview of the Present Study
The main purpose of this study was to extend previous
research concerning the relationship between dispositional
awe and subjective well-being and explore the potential
mechanisms underlying this association. The hypotheses
based on the aforementioned arguments and evidence are as
follows: (1) dispositional awe significantly positively predicts
subjective well-being; (2) meaning in life mediates the positive
association between dispositional awe and subjective well-being;
(3) materialism mediates the positive association between
dispositional awe and subjective well-being. Specifically, people
with higher dispositional awe reports higher meaning in life
and lower materialism, which, in turn, result in higher levels
of subjective well-being. The conceptual model of this study is
shown in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
A total of 600 Chinese adults were recruited from various
organizations in China using Qualtrics survey software, of which
563 valid questionnaires were obtained for a 93.83% effective
response rate. Participants were aged 29.14 (SD = 6.37) years on
average, with an age range from 18 to 61 years. Three hundred
and twenty-eight (58.26%) were females and 235 (41.74%) were
males. Among the 563 participants, 104 (18.50%) of them had a
high-school degree or below, 192 (34.10%) had a junior college
degree, 243 (43.20%) had a bachelor degree, and 24 (4.30%) had a
postgraduate degree. With regard to monthly income, 41 (7.30%)

FIGURE 1 | The hypothesized mediated model. SWB, subjective well-being.
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of the participants were less than 2000 yuan, 266 (47.20%) were
between 2001 and 5000 yuan, 152 (27.00%) were between 5001
and 8000 yuan, 84 (14.90%) were between 8001 and 20000 yuan,
and 20 (3.60%) were more than 20001 yuan.

Measures
Dispositional Awe
Dispositional awe was assessed by the 38-item Dispositional
Positive Emotion Scale (Shiota et al., 2006). This scale focuses
on seven dispositional positive emotions: awe, joy, contentment,
pride, love, compassion, and amusement. The subscale of
dispositional awe includes six items (e.g., “I often feel awe”).
Responses to items were rated on a seven-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and higher
scores indicated that individual has a higher level of dispositional
awe. The Cronbach’s alpha of dispositional awe was 0.79.

Meaning in Life
The 10-item Meaning in Life Questionnaire was adopted to
measure the participants’ meaning in life (Steger et al., 2006). Two
dimensions of meaning in life are included: presence of meaning
(e.g., I have discovered a satisfying life purpose) and search for
meaning (e.g., I am always looking to find my life’s purpose).
Each item was answered on a seven-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 7 (absolutely true), and higher scores
reflected a higher level of meaning in life. The Cronbach’s alpha
for the whole scale was 0.80, and 0.79 and 0.81 for presence of
meaning and search for meaning.

Materialism
The 18-item Materialism Scale was used to assess the participants’
materialism value (Richins and Dawson, 1992). This scale
consists of three dimensions: centrality (e.g., I like a lot of luxury
in my life), happiness (e.g., I’d be happier if I could afford to
buy more things), and success (e.g., “Some of the most important
achievements in life includes acquiring material possessions”).
Participants rated the items on a seven-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and higher scores
indicated a higher level of materialism. The Cronbach’s alpha for
the whole scale was 0.82, and 0.72, 0.70, and 0.71 for centrality,
happiness and success.

Subjective Well-Being
The subjective well-being scale includes two aspects of subjective
well-being: a more cognition-based rating of life satisfaction was
assessed by the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985)
and a more affection-based rating of subjective happiness was
assessed by the Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky and
Lepper, 1999; Szczygieł and Mikolajczak, 2017). The Satisfaction
with Life Scale comprises five items (e.g., “I am satisfied with
my life”), in which the participants were asked to indicate how
much they agree or disagree with each item on a seven-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree), and the corresponding Cronbach’s alpha was 0.87. The
Subjective Happiness Scale includes four items (e.g., “Compared
to most of my peers, I consider myself: less happy/more
happy”), in which the participants were instructed to rate the

first two item on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (less happy) to 7 (more happy), and the last two item
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a great deal). The corresponding
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85.

Procedure
The present study was approved by the ethics board of the
author’s institution. Research purposes and procedures were
explained to the participants at the beginning and then signed
an informed consent. Participants answered the series of
self-reported questionnaires independently and anonymously
within 25 min. Beyond the standard measures mentioned
above, demographic information was also collected from each
participant. After completing the whole survey, participants were
thanked and debriefed.

Data Analysis
First, following the procedure of Podsakoff et al. (2003), we
employed Harman’s single-factor test to examine the common
method bias. Then, we calculated the descriptive statistics and
correlations among study variables by using SPSS 22.0.

Next, we adopted the two-step procedure introduced by
Anderson and Gerbing (1988) to test the mediation effects.
The measurement model was first analyzed to examine whether
each of the four latent constructs was well represented
by its indicators. To increase the reliability of parameter
estimate, three item parcels were created as indicators of
dispositional awe. The structural model was then analyzed
using the maximum likelihood estimation in AMOS 21.0
program. In the structural equation modeling, the direct effect
of dispositional awe on subjective well-being was first tested.
Second, a mediated model containing mediators (meaning in
life and materialism) and a direct path from dispositional
awe to subjective well-being was tested. According to the
suggestions by Hu and Bentler (1999), the model fit was
generally considered acceptable when the RMSEA and SRMR
values were below 0.08, and the GFI, IFI, and CFI values
were above 0.90.

Finally, we performed the bootstrap analysis to calculate the
bias-corrected percentile confidence intervals of the direct and
indirect effects (MacKinnon, 2008) and further examine the
mediation effects of meaning in life and materialism between
dispositional awe and subjective well-being for significance in
AMOS 21.0 (i.e., a bootstrap sample of 5000 was specified).

RESULTS

Common Method Variance
Harman’s single-factor test was employed for statistically
verifying the common method variance bias (Podsakoff et al.,
2003). Exploratory factor analysis showed that nine factors
were extracted and accounted for 59.20% of the variance
among the items, and the first factor explained 19.05% of the
variance. Moreover, Confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated
that the single-factor model fit poorly with the data: χ2 (35,
N = 563) = 547.35, χ2/df = 15.64, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.161;
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SRMR = 0.139; GFI = 0.82; IFI = 0.64; and CFI = 0.64). Hence,
common method variance bias is not serious in the sample data.

Preliminary Analyses
Table 1 presents the mean values, standard deviations and the
bivariate correlations of the key variables measured in this study.
In line with our expectations, dispositional awe was significantly
and positively correlated with meaning in life (r = 0.37, p < 0.001)
and subjective well-being (r = 0.38, p < 0.001), and negatively
correlated with materialism (r = −0.18, p < 0.001). Thus,
the hypothesis 1 was supported. Additionally, meaning in life
was positively associated with subjective well-being (r = 0.37,
p < 0.001), whereas materialism was negatively associated with
subjective well-being (r =−0.31, p < 0.001).

Measurement Model
The full measurement model consisted of four latent constructs
(i.e., dispositional awe, meaning in life, materialism, subjective
well-being) and ten observed variables. The results demonstrated
a satisfactory fit to the data: χ2 (29, N = 563) = 113.28,
χ2/df = 3.91, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.072; SRMR = 0.062;
GFI = 0.96; IFI = 0.94; and CFI = 0.94. All the standardized
factor loadings for the indicators on the latent constructs
were statistically significant (all ps < 0.001), suggesting that
the four latent constructs were well operationalized by their
respective indicators. Moreover, Skewness and kurtosis values for
all variables were considered satisfactory (all < 1).

Structural Model
Structural equation modeling was adopted to analyze the
mediation effect. The direct effect of dispositional awe on
subjective well-being was first tested. Results showed that the
direct standardized path (β = 0.54, p < 0.001) was significant.
Then, a mediated model that contained the mediators (meaning
in life and materialism) and a direct path from dispositional
awe to subjective well-being was examined. Results indicated that
the hypothesized meditational model fit the data well: χ2 (30,
N = 563) = 119.40, χ2/df = 3.98, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.073;
SRMR = 0.065; GFI = 0.96; IFI = 0.94; and CFI = 0.94. In
addition, tests of parameter estimates revealed that all direct
path coefficients were statistically significant in the hypothesized
directions. The mediated model is shown in Figure 2. These
results suggest that meaning in life and materialism play a

mediating role in the relationship between dispositional awe and
subjective well-being.

Confidence Intervals of Direct and
Indirect Effects
Table 2 displays the direct and indirect effects and their
corresponding 95% confidence intervals. As demonstrated in
Table 2, dispositional awe has a significant direct effect on
subjective well-being. The indirect effects of dispositional awe on
subjective well-being through meaning in life and materialism
were also significant. Thus, Hypothesis 2 and 3, which state that
meaning in life and materialism mediate the relationship between
dispositional awe and subjective well-being, were supported.

DISCUSSION

This study explored the role of meaning in life and materialism
as potential mechanisms for linking dispositional awe and
subjective well-being. As predicted, dispositional awe was
positively associated with both aspects of subjective well-
being. More importantly, the structural equation modeling
and bootstrap method further suggested that the effect of
dispositional awe on subjective well-being was mediated by both
meaning in life and materialism.

Our finding that dispositional awe was positively correlated
with subjective well-being supported our first hypothesis. This
result is in accordance with previous studies that explored
the relationship between experimentally inducing awe and
momentary well-being (Rudd et al., 2012; Gordon et al.,
2016) and concurs with Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory,
suggesting that positive emotions can significantly enhance
individuals’ subjective well-being (Fredrickson et al., 2008). As
a self-transcendent emotional disposition, a strong tendency
to experience awe corresponds to a great sense of subjective
well-being.

The main finding of this study – that both meaning in life
and materialism mediates the link between dispositional awe
and subjective well-being – confirmed our second and third
hypothesis. Both mediation effect testing and bootstrap analysis
provided powerful evidence that the paths from dispositional awe
to subjective well-being through meaning in life or materialism
were significant. The mediating role of meaning in life and
materialism provides new insights into why people high in
dispositional awe are happier.

TABLE 1 | Mean values, standard deviations, and correlations for the key variables (N = 563).

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

(1) Dispositional awe 4.37 1.06 1

(2) Meaning in life 4.75 0.88 0.37∗∗∗ 1

(3) Materialism 3.79 0.78 −0.18∗∗∗ −0.14∗∗∗ 1

(4) Life satisfaction 3.78 1.41 0.33∗∗∗ 0.29∗∗∗ −0.22∗∗∗ 1

(5) Subjective happiness 4.61 1.22 0.33∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗ −0.33∗∗∗ 0.52∗∗∗ 1

(6) Subjective well-being 4.14 1.16 0.38∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗ −0.31∗∗∗ 0.92∗∗∗ 0.82∗∗∗ 1

∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 2 | The mediated structural model. ∗∗∗p < 0.001; Awe1–Awe3, three parcels of dispositional awe; SFM, search for meaning; POM, presence of meaning;
SWB, subjective well-being; LS, life satisfaction; SH, subjective happiness.

TABLE 2 | Standardized effects and 95% confidence intervals (CI).

Model pathways Estimated effect 95% CI

Lower bonds Upper bonds

Direct effect

Dispositional awe→ SWB 0.192 −0.127 0.386

Dispositional awe→ Meaning in life 0.564a 0.380 0.733

Dispositional awe→ Materialism −0.238a
−0.361 −0.106

Meaning in life→ SWB 0.498a 0.285 0.832

Materialism→ SWB −0.304a
−0.415 −0.191

Indirect effect

Dispositional awe→ (Meaning in life, Materialism)→ SWB 0.353a 0.187 0.657

aEmpirical 95% confidence interval does not overlap with zero.

On the one hand, dispositional awe was positively correlated
with meaning in life. Research demonstrates that dispositional
awe is imbued with a sense of meaning and fulfillment (Seaton
and Beaumont, 2015), could open people’s mind, broaden their
thinking, enable them to embrace new beliefs (Jiang et al., 2018),
and increase the likelihood of experiencing positive meaning in
their lives (Fredrickson and Joiner, 2002). Moreover, the finding
that meaning in life is positively related to subjective well-being
is in accordance with prior research (Steger et al., 2006; Ho et al.,
2010; McMahan and Renken, 2011; Howell et al., 2013). Meaning
in life has been identified as an important indicator of subjective
well-being (Cohen and Cairns, 2012). Those who perceive their
lives as high in meaning believed that their lives were significant,
purposeful, and happy. Thus, individuals with high dispositional
awe can interpret their life as more meaningful and have a more
positive mental outlook, consequently making experiencing the
happiness of life easier for them.

On the other hand, dispositional awe was negatively associated
with materialism, which is consistent with the results of previous
studies (Rudd et al., 2012; Van Cappellen and Saroglou, 2012;
Jiang et al., 2018). People higher in dispositional awe paid
less attention to mundane desires, attached less significance
to materialistic concerns and had less inclination to pursue
materialistic strivings. Conversely, materialistic striving seems to
place a high priority on the self and on what one lacks and is
trying to acquire (Lambert et al., 2009). Moreover, a significant
negative association between materialism and subjective well-
being was revealed in the current study. Low levels of materialism
corresponds to high levels of subjective well-being experienced
by people. This finding is also in line with prior research
(Burroughs and Rindfleisch, 2002; Kashdan and Breen, 2007;
Wang et al., 2017). Therefore, materialism has a mediating effect
in the relationship between dispositional awe and subjective
well-being.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 May 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1208

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-01208 May 21, 2019 Time: 18:26 # 7

Zhao et al. Dispositional Awe Predicts Subjective Well-Being

In summary, data from this study demonstrated the influence
of dispositional awe on subjective well-being through the
mediating effects of meaning in life and materialism. Findings
suggest that people high in dispositional awe appeared to gain
subjective well-being due to their high tendency to experience
meaning in life and low tendency to hold a materialistic
belief. Meaning in life and materialism were two important
ways to affect subjective well-being, and a high tendency to
experience awe encouraged people to find the positive meaning
in life and discouraged them from striving for material wealth
excessively. This study improves our understanding of the effect
of dispositional awe on subjective well-being.

Limitations and Future Directions
Several limitations of the current study warrant further
investigation. First, a cross-sectional, correlational design was
adopted, which means caution should be applied when
interpreting the causal direction of the associations. Experimental
or longitudinal studies in future research would further increase
the reliability of the conclusions. Second, this study relied on
self-reported measures exclusively. Multiple measures (e.g., peers,
parents, or teachers reports) might be used in future surveys to
ensure the objectivity of the results. Third, this study was limited
to hedonic well-being. Future research could examine whether
the same pattern of the findings holds when eudaimonic well-
being is considered (Ryan and Deci, 2001). Fourth, only Chinese
adults were included in the study sample, which may reduce the
generalizability of our findings to other cultures. Future research
should be conducted in more diverse cultures to establish the
universality of our results.

Implications
Despite the abovementioned limitations, this research was the
first attempt to directly and simultaneously explore meaning
in life and materialism as explanatory mechanisms for the
relationship between dispositional awe and subjective well-
being. People high in dispositional awe attain a high sense
of subjective well-being mainly because of their high level of
meaning in life and low level of materialism. From a theoretical
perspective, these findings expand the existing literature and
may offer us a valuable foundation for future research on the
socioemotional functioning of dispositional awe. From a practical
perspective, this work provides us with valuable implications
for how to promote human well-being. The positive association
between dispositional awe and subjective well-being indicates
that fostering people’s dispositional awe and evoking their awe
experiences may contribute to improve subjective well-being.
In addition to traveling, for instance, traveling to Tibet (Van

Cappellen and Saroglou, 2012) or coastal wilderness (Pearce
et al., 2017), cultivating the personality trait of absorption (van
Elk et al., 2016), improving the ability to appreciate beauty
and excellence (Guüsewell and Ruch, 2012), and practicing the
loving-kindness meditation (Stell and Farsides, 2016) can all
help nurturing awe in individuals. Moreover, the mediating
role of meaning in life and materialism in the relationship
between dispositional awe and subjective well-being suggests
that directing interventions aimed at increasing meaning in life
(e.g., achieving higher self-concept clarity; Shin et al., 2016) and
weakening materialism (e.g., reflecting on intrinsic values; Lekes
et al., 2012) may also be relatively effective strategies to enhance
people’s subjective well-being.
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