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background
Studies have revealed that grit personality and non-attachment are positively associated with happiness. Grittier people are happier while they persist in pursuing their
long-term goal, whereas non-attached people are happier
as they are not clinging onto any object. These contrasting findings seem to suggest that the two concepts may
have some relevancies. Accordingly, this study aims to use
the mediator and moderator models to examine whether
grit personality either moderates or mediates the effects of
non-attachment on happiness.

participants and procedure
Three hundred sixty undergraduates were recruited by
the purposive sampling method to participate in a survey.
They needed to fill in the Short Grit Scale, Non-Attachment Scale and Subjective Happiness Scale.

of efforts, but not consistency of interest, was positively
associated with non-attachment. In addition, perseverance
of efforts mediates rather than moderates the effects of
non-attachment on happiness.

conclusions
The findings suggesting that non-attached people are happier does not mean they detach from life. They are able to
work with perseverance on their long-term goals, but they
do not attach to the outcome of their goals. The findings
provide further conceptual clarification of grit personality
and non-attachment and further information to educators
and program managers while designing programs to improve happiness.
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results
The results showed that non-attachment is positively associated with a component of grit; that only perseverance
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Non-attachment and happiness

Background
Non-attachment is a flexible and balanced way of
relating to one’s experiences without clinging to or
suppressing them (Sahdra, Ciarrochi, Parker, Marshall, & Heaven, 2015; Sahdra, Shaver, & Brown, 2010;
Sahdra & Shaver, 2013). In other words, non-attachment is a principle where one accepts both pleasure
and suffering equally, or not being too involved or
concerned about objects that bring pleasure and suffering (Pande & Tewari, 2011). Studies have shown
that non-attachment is the door to genuine happiness (Banth & Talwar, 2012).
Based on this view, grittier people should be less
happy as they have passion and perseverance to accomplish their long-term goals. However, Khan and
Khan (2017) claim that grittier people should be satisfied or happy; otherwise they would not be working
consistently to attain their long-term goal. If those
people who are high in grit and in non-attachment
are happy, it may indicate some conceptual similarity and relevancy between non-attachment and grit.
One possible explanation for the similarity is that
the effect of grit on happiness is either mediated
or moderated by non-attachment. In other words,
even though grittier people persist towards their
long-term goals, they have a clear idea and meaning for their goal to work on, and thus are less attached to the outcomes and feel happy. Accordingly,
this study aims to examine the relationships between
grit and non-attachment with respect to happiness,
and whether non-attachment serves as a mediator or
moderator for the effect of grit on happiness. In the
theoretical contribution, the findings would provide
more conceptual clarification of grit personality and
non-attachment. In the practical contribution, the
findings would provide information to educators and
program managers while designing programs to improve the grit level of students.
Literature review
Buddhism refers to a collection of philosophical, psychological, ethical, religious, and cultural traditions
that came about as a response to suffering (Kelly,
2008). Within Buddhism, life is considered unsatisfying as it contains all types of suffering, and all pleasurable experiences are impermanent (Chen, 2006).
Attachment or āsakti is the root of suffering, as being
“attached” to one’s beliefs, sensations, physical objects, other people, and even to life itself, indicates
one’s mistaken view of reality as fixed or permanent
(Sahdra, Ciarrochi, & Parker, 2016).
Therefore, different types of attachment, such as
attachment to internal experiences, views about the
self, other people and physical possessions, are regarded as the key determinant of dukkha or the fun-
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damental dissatisfactory nature of the human condition (Fischer-Schreiber, Ehrhard, Friedrichs, & Diener,
1994). The dissatisfactory nature is stronger especially
when the attachment is expressed through excessive
desire, craving, grasping, or avoidance (Sahdra et al.,
2016). When one is craving for a particular object or
circumstance to feel secure, people will feel insecure,
anxious, or empty when they lose that particular object or circumstance (Sahdra et al., 2010).
Accordingly, a way of reducing suffering is to
eliminate craving and aversion through non-attachment, which is defined as a flexible, balanced way of
relating to one’s experiences without clinging to or
suppressing them (Sahdra et al., 2015; Sahdra et al.,
2010). In other words, non-attachment is a principle where one accepts both pleasure and suffering
equally, or not being too involved or concerned about
objects that bring pleasure and suffering (Pande
& Tewari, 2011). Non-attachment also means the
disconnection of one’s consciousness from unnecessary worries for the act that is related to the outcome,
so that one can free oneself of desires, fears, hopes
and attachments by means of living in the present,
the moment (Pande, 2013). Through non-attachment,
people are able to release from unhelpful fixations,
especially to positive ideas about life, experiences
and comparisons (Sahdra et al., 2010).
It is easier to confuse the concept of non-attachment with the concept of attachment that was proposed by Bowlby and Ainsworth. According to the
review conducted by Peluso et al. (2004), attachment
theory was proposed by John Bowlby in the 1950s
and 1960s, and he proposed that a good attachment
between an infant and the mother would provide
a protective function in times of potential danger. It
would also provide a secure base from which the infant is able to explore an environment. This theory
has not been supported by the experiments conducted by Ainsworth and her associates but has also
been extended and categorized into three types of
attachment relationships, which are secure, anxiousavoidant, and anxious-resistant. Disorganized type of
attachment is later included after culture and social
context is considered. This is because a disorganized
attachment was commonly found in the samples of
low socioeconomic status (Sahdra et al., 2010).
The types of primary attachment between the infant and the mother have been generalized and have
been known to affect the future development of an
infant, such as future interaction with others, their
broad social networks, and happiness (Bretherton,
1992; Gillath, Karantzas, & Lee, 2019; Peluso, Peluso,
White, & Kern, 2004; Webster, 1998). Three types
of adult attachment patterns have been found to be
associated with their types of primary attachment,
which can be categorized into three types of parents:
autonomous-secure, preoccupied, and dismissing
parents (Bretherton, 1992). In addition, secure and
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insecure attachments would have a different sense
of closeness to the extent of their network members
(Gillath et al., 2019). Moreover, secure and insecure
attachments have also been found to be associated
with positive and negative reminiscence among the
elderly and thus affect their happiness (Webster,
1998). Trinh and Khanh (2019) claim that the associations between mutual relationships with happiness are more important in Asian culture. By using
qualitative analysis of open-ended questions, they interviewed 58 participants in Vietnam and found the
significant contribution of family and social relationships with their happiness.
By comparing the concepts of attachment and
non-attachment, Sahdra and Shaver (2013) point out
that non-attachment is similar to secure attachment
as both concepts emphasized loving and supportive
social relationships and the importance of reducing
clinginess and aloofness. However, non-attachment’s
emphasis on the “subjective quality of ease and balance, not feeling ‘trapped’ or dissatisfied, not being
stuck or fixated on mental representations” (Sahdra
& Shaver, 2013, p. 287), is different from the concept
of attachment that emphasized external security,
such as relationships, careers, wealth, or reputation.
Accordingly, non-attachment does not mean detachment from life, as non-attachment within Buddhism is not asceticism or detachment from others
or society. It is more of a prerequisite for genuine
caring and concern for others and the action needed
to reduce suffering in the world (Berzin, 1988). Also,
non-attachment does not mean that one cannot have
values, needs or aims, and cannot act consistently in
a devoted relationship like marriage. What is more
important in non-attachment is that one is not dependent on a psychological aspect in any circumstances or results, and just accepts the flow, the way
it is in life (Agrawal & Jaiswal, 2013).
Non-attachment has been shown to be inversely
related to dissociative tendencies, and positively related to dispositional empathy and generosity in adults
(Sahdra et al., 2010). In addition, non-attachment
was found to be negatively associated with burnout
among accredited social health activist workers and
produced a significant effect on job satisfaction. This
is evident in the employees of International Automobile Organizations who have higher non-attachment
levels and tend to have higher chances of developing good personality skills, which makes them feel
more capable, social, satisfied, and accountable for
all tasks at work (Pandey & Singh, 2015; Upadhyay
& Vashishtha, 2014). Moreover, non-attachment was
found to be a moderator for the relationship between
distress and coping, where the higher the belief of
non-attachment, the better the coping capability and
thus lower level of distress (Pande & Tewari, 2011).
Additionally, non-attached people have been
found to be better at managing time, handling social

situations and achieving important goals, as they are
able to face challenges with a sense of calm and mental balance (Sahdra et al., 2016). Therefore, Banth and
Talwar (2012) believed that non-attachment was significantly and positively associated with subjective,
psychological well-being and happiness.
Recently, Whitehead et al. (2019) examined the relations of non-attachment with three psychological
concepts (mindfulness, self-actualization, self-transcendence) and a Buddhist construct of wisdom. They
found that non-attachment is positively associated
with self-actualization and self-transcendence, and
non-attachment mediates the effects of mindfulness
on the three outcomes. Elphinstone and Whitehead
(2019) also conducted a study to examine the relations of non-attachment with four psychological concepts: self-esteem, public self-consciousness, relative
deprivation, and materialism. They found that nonattachment is positively associated with self-esteem
but negatively associated with the other three factors.
Relative to non-attachment, grit is defined as passion and perseverance to accomplish a long-term
goal (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly,
2007). Since grittier people do not give up easily and
are willing to face and tackle obstacles or problems,
they are more likely to achieve their long-term goals
(Duckworth et al., 2007). Grit has two facets, which
are perseverance of effort and consistency of passion
for long-term goals. Perseverance is defined as staying on the same course of action, having no intention
of changing focus, facing obstacles along the way,
and finding pleasure in finishing tasks (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004). The meaning of perseverance
transcends more than just mere self-control, as the
meaning of grit has an emphasis on long-term stamina rather than short-term intensity (Duckworth et al.,
2007). Consistency indicates a strong desire towards
an activity that defines oneself, that one enjoys, loves
or finds important, and in which one invests time and
energy in daily (Vallerand, 2012).
It is believed that grit is more likely to be influenced by nature than nurture, since twin analyses
showed that grit is moderately heritable and can be
explained by genetic factors, with a heritability estimate of 37% for grit perseverance and 20% for grit
consistency of interest. It is, therefore, argued that
grit is considered to be very difficult to change (Rimfeld, Kovas, Dale, & Plomin, 2016). However, grit
increases with age and becomes greater when individuals understand lifelong goals, as well as their interests (Duckworth & Eskreis-Winkler, 2013).
Also, grit is not relevant to one’s intelligence, as
grittier people tend to achieve more compared to
people with a lower grit level even when they have
the same intelligence quotient level (Duckworth
et al., 2007). Grit is also different from self-control,
where a grittier person will persist with their goal
for months, years or even decades until they accom-
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plish their goal, whereas individuals with higher selfcontrol do not behave so (Duckworth & Gross, 2014).
Khan and Khan (2017) challenged the concept that
people who are regularly working towards their goals
for a long period of time stay motivated, satisfied and
happy; because if these people were not satisfied or
happy, they would not be working consistently to attain their long-term goal. A study that examined the
relationship between grit and happiness among professionals also showed that individuals with high grit
levels are satisfied with their life (Khan & Khan, 2017).
Even though gritty individuals also view negative
events as painfully as others, they may be more likely
to maintain or alter their course instead of aborting
goal-related efforts (Kleiman, Adams, Kashdan, & Riskind, 2013). Culin, Tsukayama, and Duckworth (2014)
further examined this issue and found that grit is positively correlated with engagement and meaning, but
inversely correlated with pleasure. In addition, both
perseverance and consistency of efforts are positively
related to engagement and meaning, but only consistency of efforts is inversely correlated with pleasure.
In other words, grittier people are happier if they do
not seek pleasure from their goals.

Accordingly, two different hypotheses are created based on the expectations of the moderator and
mediator models (Chaplin, 2007). Based on the moderator model, it is expected that non-attached people
are happier, depending on their grit levels. However,
based on the mediator model, because non-attached
people are less concerned about the outcomes, they
are more likely to enjoy the process of working on
their long-term goal, and thus they are happier.
Therefore, the hypotheses of this study are as follows:
H1. Grit is positively associated with happiness.
H2. Non-attachment is positively associated with
happiness.
H3. Non-attachment is positively associated with
grit.
H4. Grit is the statistical mediator for the effect of
non-attachment on happiness.
H5. Grit is the statistical moderator for the effect
of non-attachment on happiness.

The present study

Three hundred seventy-seven undergraduate students were recruited. This sample size is larger than
the sample size suggested by Hair et al. (2016), who
stated that the minimum sample size should be equal
to the larger of ten times the largest number of formative indicators used to measure one construct,
which is 80. The number of valid questionnaires is
360, as 17 set of questionnaires were uncompleted,
so the response rate is 95.4%. 48.3% (n = 174) were
male and 50.8% (n = 183) were female and 0.8% (n = 3)
did not state their gender. The age of the participants
ranged from 19 to 27 (M = 21.99, SD = 1.43).

Studies revealed that non-attached people are happier as they do not attach to the outcomes (Agrawal
& Jaiswal, 2013), and gritty people are happier as they
found the meaning of engaging in their long-term
goals (Culin et al., 2014). These similar findings seem
to suggest that the two concepts may have some relevancies and that non-attached people can be gritty.
In addition, the moderator and mediator models in
personality research that were proposed by Chaplin
(2007) suggested that grit may either serve as a moderator or mediator for the effects of non-attachment
on happiness. The moderator model is more relevant
to the essentialist’s perspective on personality, which
claims that personality is a genetic trait that is stable
and difficult to change, and thus the moderator model concerns the interaction effects of different personalities on certain outcomes. In other words, both
the grit and non-attachment personality can only interact with each other to affect their happiness.
The mediator model is more relevant to the contextualist’s perspective on personality, which claims
that personality is a state that is possible to change
due to the rapid physical, cognitive, and social changes, so it is assumed that a change of a certain state
may bring the change of another state and causes
certain outcomes (Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner, 2005;
Chaplin, 2007; Specht, Egloff, & Schmukle, 2011). In
other words, the mediator model is concerned about
the issue that people with higher non-attachment
may change their grit level and become happier.

34 current issues in personality psychology

Participants and procedure
Participants

Procedure
Purposive sampling used to select participants only
recruited undergraduates. Participants were recruited from different classes, the library, and the
university café. On the cover page of the questionnaire, information about the participants’ right to
not participate and the confidentiality of data they
declared was provided. Participants were approached
and then briefed about the purposes of the study, the
confidentiality of the responses they provide, and
their approval was requested to fill out a questionnaire that took approximately 10 to 15 minutes to
complete. Once the participants had completed the
questionnaire, the researchers thanked the participants for their cooperation. Four hundred questionnaires were distributed and 377 were collected, so the
response rate was 94.25%.
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Measures

Results

Short Grit Scale (Grit-S). This scale consists of eight
items and it uses a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (not like me at all) to 5 (very much like me) for participants to choose from. A higher score indicates the item
describes participants better. Four items (1, 3, 5 and 6)
measure the consistency of interest and another four
items (2, 4, 7 and 8) measure perseverance of effort.
The internal consistency for this scale is from .73 to .83
(Duckworth & Quinn, 2009). The higher the score, the
grittier the person.
Non-Attachment Scale – Short Form (NAS-SF).
NAS-SF consists of eight items and it uses a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 6 (agree
strongly) for participants to choose from (Sahdra et al.,
2010). A higher score indicates that participants agreed
more with the item. NAS-SF was reported as reliable
with Cronbach’s α of .91. A higher total score indicates
a higher non-attachment level (Chio, Lai, & Mak, 2018).
Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS). The Subjective
Happiness Scale consists of four items. Participants
needed to rate the items using a 7-point Likert scale
indicating the item that describes participants better
– 1 (not at all) to 7 (a great deal). Cronbach’s α ranged
from .79 to .94 (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). The
higher the score, the happier the participants.
Data analysis
After collecting the questionnaires, the data were
keyed into an Excel file. Partial Least Squares Path
Modeling was used for data analyses by the SmartPLS program (version 3).

Measurement model
Construct reliability. The composite reliability of all
parenting measurements ranged from .75 to .87 and
their average variance extracted ranged from .51 to
.62 (Table 1). Both results exceed the recommended
value of .70 for the composite reliability and the
recommended value of .50 for the average variance
extracted (Hair et al., 2016). Correspondingly, the
findings suggested that the latent constructs of all
measurements are acceptable.
Discriminant validity. The heterotrait-monotrait ratio was used to examine the discriminant validity of
the measurements and all results are below the critical
values of .85 (Henseler, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2015) (see
Table 2).
Coefficient of determination, effect size and collinearity statistics of measurements. The results of the
analyses are shown in Table 3. The variance inflation factor of all scales was below 5 (Hadi, Abdullah,
& Sentosa, 2016), which indicates that no collinearity
issue was found. In addition, the results also reveal
a large size effect of the predictors on happiness.
Structural model
As shown in Table 4, non-attachment is associated
with happiness and perseverance, p < .001, and those
who are high in perseverance have a level of happiness, p = .715.
Mediating effect. As shown in Table 4 and Figure 1,
the specific indirect effect of non-attachment on hap-

Table 1
Construct reliability and validity of all measurements
Factors

Item no.

Composite reliability

Average variance
extracted

7 (1 item removed)

0.87

0.50

Happiness

4

0.86

0.62

Consistency

4

0.81

0.51

Perseverance

3 (1 item removed)

0.75

0.51

Happiness

Non-attachment

Non-attachment

Table 2
Discriminate validity of the three measurements
Consistency
Happiness

0.21

Non-attachment

0.22

0.60

Perseverance

0.49

0.45

0.51

Note. All results are below the critical values of 0.85, under discriminate validity.
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Table 3
Coefficient of determination (R2), effect size (f 2) and collinearity statistics (VIF) of measurements
f2

VIF

Consistency

.01

1.11

Perseverance

.02

1.29

Non-attachment

.22

1.21

DV

R2

Predictors

Happiness

.27

Table 4
Results of the structural equation modelling
Hypothesis

β

SE

t

p

Perseverance → Happiness

H1

.13

.06

2.14

.033

Consistency → Happiness

H1

.02

.06

0.37

.715

Non-attachment → Happiness

H2

.45

.05

8.61

< .001

Non-attachment → Perseverance

H3

.42

.05

9.15

< .001

Non-attachment → Consistency

H3

.17

.17

0.17

.166

Non-attachment → Perseverance → Happiness

H4

.05

.03

2.09

.037

Non-attachment → Consistency → Happiness

H4

.01

.01

0.33

.741

Non-attachment × Perseverance

H5

–.08

.05

1.54

.125

Non-attachment × Consistency

H5

–.01

.06

0.07

.948

Mediating effect

Moderating effect

Consistency
0.17**

0.02
0.45***

Non-attachment

0.42***

Happiness

0.13*
Perseverance

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Figure 1. Mediating effects of grit on the relationship between non-attachment and happiness.

piness through perseverance is significant, p = .037,
which indicated a mediating effect. In addition, the
direct effect is also significant and the total effect is
positive, which indicates a complementary mediating effect (Zhao, Lynch, & Chen, 2010). However, the
specific indirect effect of non-attachment on happiness through consistency is not significant, p = .741,
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which indicates that no statistical mediating effect
was found.
Moderating effect. The SmartPLS program was run
again to examine whether non-attachment moderates the effects of consistency of interest and perseverance of effort on happiness. The results indicate
that the interaction effect between non-attachment
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Non-attachment
× Perseverance

–0.08
Perseverance
0.13*
Non-attachment

0.46***

Happiness
0.04

Consistency
–0.01

Note. *p < .05, ***p < .001.

Non-attachment
× Consistency

Figure 2. Moderating effects of grit and non-attachment on happiness.

and consistency of interest on happiness, and the interaction effect between non-attachment and perseverance of effort on happiness, are both insignificant,
p > .05, which indicates no significant moderating
effect emerged (Table 4 and Figure 2).

Discussion
Studies found that people who are craving or attached
to a particular object are less happier than those who
are not, as people who are attached to objects are more
likely to suffer from the possible loss of that object
(Banth & Talwar, 2012; Sahdra et al., 2010). Studies also
found that grittier people who are able to preserve their
effort to work on their long-term goals are also happy
(Culin et al., 2014). These two similar findings that reveal the positive associations between grit and non-attachment with respect to happiness may indicate some
conceptual similarity. Accordingly, this study predicts
positive associations between non-attachment, grit,
and happiness. In addition, by using the moderator
and mediator models, this study further examines the
relationships among the two personalities and happiness by asking whether the effects of non-attachment
on happiness are either mediated or moderated by grit.
Non-attachment, grit, and happiness
The results support the relationship between nonattachment and happiness in which non-attachment

is found to be positively associated with happiness.
These findings are consistent with some results that
show that non-attachment is positively associated
with orientations to happiness, and also the views of
the Indian tradition that happiness is related to desiring less and unaffected by either pain or pleasure
(Banth & Talwar, 2012; Nagar, 2018). However, the results only partially support the relationship between
non-attachment and grit in which non-attachment is
only positively associated with the perseverance of
effort but not the consistency of interest, and also
partially support the relationship between grit and
happiness in which only perseverance of effort is
positively associated with happiness. In other words,
only perseverance of effort but not the consistency
of interest is associated with happiness and non-attachment.
The different associations found in the two components of grit personality with happiness may be
relevant to their different motivations. Perseverance
of effort is found to be positively associated with pursuing engagement whereas consistency of interest is
negatively associated with pursuing pleasure (Culin
et al., 2014). A study conducted by Disabato, Goodman, and Kashdan (2018) revealed that perseverance
of interest is positively associated with well-being
but consistency of interest is negatively associated
with well-being, and they explain that to keep feeling passionate about the long-term goal can be difficult to maintain their happiness. Similar results were
reported by Datu, Valdez, and King (2016) in which
perseverance of effort is positively associated with
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life satisfaction and positive affect, and consistency
of interest is not relevant to well-being.
The different associations found in the two components of grit personality with non-attachment
may also be relevant to their different motivations.
As the consistency of interest is relevant to passion,
passionate individuals are more likely to experience
the difficulty of letting go or not clinging to the outcomes. Therefore, they are more likely to be affected
by the setback or success they encounter during the
process of pursuing their long-term goals (Kleiman
et al., 2013; Sahdra et al., 2016). These feelings are
less relevant to the concept of non-attachment. However, the positive association between the perseverance of effort and non-attachment indicates that nonattached people did have important goals, as it was
suggested by Agrawal and Jaiswal (2013) that nonattached people did have desires, values or goals, and
were able to behave consistently.
Mediator or moderator
Using structural equation modeling, the results further showed that perseverance is a statistical mediator rather than a statistical moderator for the effect
of non-attachment on happiness. In other words, individuals who are less attached to the outcomes of
their tasks are more likely to feel happy in the process of working on their long-term goals. Some studies have also supported the contextualist views on
grit personality that grit can be changed through the
social context (Siah et al., 2019; Siah, Ong, Ngiam,
& Tan, 2018).

Conclusions
In conclusion, the findings of this study support the
conceptual similarity between non-attachment and
grit personality, that non-attachment does not mean
detachment from life. Non-attached people do have
goals and are able to persist in achieving their longterm goals, but they do not attach to the outcomes
and thus they are happier. In addition, the findings
also support the mediator instead of the moderator
model of grit personality for the effects of non-attachment on happiness, which may imply that the
improvement in non-attachment would improve
an individual’s perseverance of effort towards their
long-term goals, increasing their happiness. These
findings are important in terms of the practical contribution, as the results indicate that through the
learning and development of non-attachment, one
can improve an individual’s grit level, and such improvement will lead to happiness. These findings are
consistent with some studies that examine the possible change of personality through interventions to
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create various positive psychological effects (Roberts
et al., 2017; Sedlmeier, Losse, & Quasten, 2018).
Nonetheless, the interpretation of the findings
needs to be cautious and not over-generalized. Since
this sample of the study is recruited from undergraduates from a university, the findings may not
be generalizable to other age groups and also undergraduates from other universities. Future studies may be required to repeat the study to examine
the robustness of the findings. In addition, this study
used a cross-sectional survey method to examine
relationships. Future studies may consider using an
intervention study with an experimental approach
to provide a clearer cause-and-effect explanation.
Moreover, more studies can be conducted to determine the relationships between non-attachment and
some psychological constructs so that a better term
of non-attachment can be proposed since the term of
non-attachment may be easier to get confused with
the psychological term of attachment.
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