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• Diener’s (1984) definition of subjective well-being: 
+ Positive affect (e.g., happiness, joy)
– Negative affect (e.g., sadness, anger) 
+ Life satisfaction

• Diener’s measures are the most frequently used, 
but there are others (e.g., subjective happiness, 
psychological well-being, eudaimonia)

Subjective Well-Being



• Get and stay married
• Have strong close relationships
• Receive social support
• Engage in prosocial behavior (i.e., help others)
• Have high self-esteem
• Experience greater purpose/meaning in life
• Report better mental health
• Experience less pain and fewer health problems
• Sleep better
• Avoid substance abuse problems
• Report better physical health
• Live longer

Relative to their less-happy peers, 
happy people are more likely to:

(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005)

Benefits of 
Happiness



• Intervention: “Action taken to improve or help the situation”

• What is a positive activity intervention? 
(aka positive activities, positive psychology interventions)

  

o Simple experimenter, coach, teacher, or self-administered 
cognitive behavioral strategies (or activities/exercises) 
that are designed to enhance subjective well-being

  

o Often involve mirroring the thoughts and behaviors of 
naturally happy people 

Positive Activity Interventions



• Do random acts of kindness for others
• Imagine your best possible self
• Use your strengths
• Get in a flow state
• Find silver linings
• Go on an awe-inducing walk
• Affirm your values
• Write a forgiveness letter
• Act extraverted 
• Practice self-compassion

• Express gratitude

Example
Positive
Activities



Source: Oxford Dictionaries



The Origins of Gratitude
Evolutionary Origins:

- Gratitude may have evolved to drive reciprocal altruism, turning strangers 
into allies

- Research on primates like chimpanzees supports this idea
  

Biological Origins:
- Brain areas involved in experiencing and expressing gratitude have been 

identified through neuroimaging studies
- People who readily experience gratitude have more gray matter in the 

right inferior temporal cortex, linked to interpreting others' intentions
 

Developmental Origins:
- Studies suggest that even young children have some concept of 

gratitude that develops as they mature
- This indicates that the roots of gratitude run deep in our development



History of Gratitude
● Gratitude has had a long lifespan in 

the history of human ideas—
philosophically, religiously, and 
culturally

● Seneca wrote the first known book on 
the subject in 54 A.D.

● Prized disposition/virtue in Jewish, 
Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu 
religious thought

Seneca



Historical Figures Mentioning Gratitude
● Aesop (620–564 BC)
● Buddha (480-400 BC)
● Cicero (106–43 BC)
● Jesus (4 BC–33 AD)
● Seneca (4 BC–65 AD)
● Augustine of Hippo (354-430 AD)
● Al-Ghazali (1058-1111)
● Thomas Aquinas (1225–74)
● William Shakespeare (1564-1616)
● Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679)
● John Milton (1606–74)
● Samuel Pufendorf (1632-94)
● Adam Smith (1723-90)
● Immanuel Kant (1724–1804)
● Ralph Waldo Emmerson (1803-82)
● Henry David Threau (1817-62)

● Friederich Nietche (1844-1900)
● George Simmel (1858-1918)
● Marcel Proust (1871-1922)
● Gertrude Stein (1874-1946)
● Winston Churchill (1874-1965)
● John F. Kennedy (1917–63)
● Nelson Mandela (1918-2013)
● Maya Angelou (1928–2014)
● Willie Nelson (born 1933)
● Dalai Lama (born 1935)
● Oprah Winfrey (born 1954)
● Barack Obama (born 1961)
● Keanu Reeves (born 1964)
● Brené Brown (born 1965)
● Malala Yousafzai (born 1997)



“Gratitude is not only the 
greatest virtues but the 

parent of all others” 
— Cicero

“Blow, blow, thou winter 
wind! Thou art not so unkind 

As man’s ingratitude.” 
— Shakespeare

“When I started counting my 
blessings, my whole life 

turned around.”
— Willie Nelson

“We must find time to stop 
and thank the people who 
make a difference in our 
lives.” — John F. Kennedy

“Give thanks in all 
circumstances.”

— the Bible

“Anyone who is grateful 
does so to the profit of his 

own soul.” — the Qur’an

Quotations



Gratitude in Psychological Literature
• Gratitude has had a relatively short past in the empirical 

psychological literature (roughly 20 years of studies)

• Researchers have defined gratitude in various ways—
calling it a moral virtue, an attitude, an emotion, a habit, a 
personality trait, and a coping response

• Most popular psychological definition: Gratitude is 
a state that requires a person to: 
(1) recognize they acquired a positive outcome
(2) that came from an external source



• Gratitude Questionnaire 6-Item (GQ-6; 
McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002)

• Most common psychological self-report 
scale used to measure gratitude

• Administered in online surveys

• Participants presented with specific 
items (e.g., “I am grateful to a wide 
variety of people …”)

• Asked to rate their level of agreement 
on a 7-point Likert scale (1=Strongly 
disagree; 7=Strongly agree)

• Items #3 and 6 reverse coded (RC)

Measuring 
Gratitude



GQ-6
Score

Item # Response

1 6
2 6

3 (RC) 1 à 7
4 7
5 4

6 (RC) 2 à 6

#1

#2

#3
(RC)

#4

#5

#6
(RC)

RC = Reverse Coded



Gratitude 
Interventions



Gratitude 
Lists



Counting Blessings
In 2003, Emmons and McCullough published 
the first academic paper with 3 studies on 
“counting blessings” (aka gratitude lists or 
gratitude journal)



Aim: 
Examine whether counting blessings (i.e., focusing on things one is grateful 
for) improves well-being

Method:
• Participants: 201 undergraduate students
• 10-week experiment (wrote weekly for 10 weeks)
• Assigned to 1 of 3 conditions: 

(1) Gratitude: list up to 5 things you’re grateful for; 
(2) Hassles: list up to 5 things that annoy you; or 
(3) Control: list up to 5 neutral events that happened to you

Results: Relative to hassles and control groups, participants in the gratitude 
condition felt better about their lives, were more optimistic about the 
upcoming week, had fewer health complaints, and spent more time exercising

Counting Blessings Study 1 
(Emmons & McCullough, 2003)



Aim: 
Replicate Studies 1 and 2 with new participants and measures

Method:
• Participants: 65 adults (ages 22-77) with neuromuscular disease (NMD)
• Provided a packet of 21 “daily experience rating forms”
• Assigned to 1 of 2 conditions: 

(1) Gratitude: list up to 5 things you’re grateful for; 
(2) Control: complete measures only

Results: 
Relative to control, participants in the gratitude condition reported more 
positive emotions (e.g., joy, contentment) and life satisfaction, as well as 
better sleep quality. No significant changes in physical health or exercise.

Counting Blessings Study 3 
(Emmons & McCullough, 2003)



Blessings Dosage Study
(Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005)

Aim: Test dosage of counting blessings
 

Method:
• Participants: Undergraduate students
• Assigned to 1 of 3 conditions: 

(1) Counting blessings 1x/week
(2) Counting blessings 3x/week
(3) Control (completed measures only)

 

Results: 
• 1x/week got happier
• 3x/week stayed the same

Changes in well-being over the course of the 
6-week counting blessings intervention



Counting Blessings/
Gratitude Lists

Activity
There are many things in our 
lives, both large and small, 
that we might be grateful 
about. Think back over the 
past several years of your life 
and write down up to 5 things 
in your life that you are 
grateful or thankful for …

Let’s try it!



There are many things in our lives, both large and small, that we might be 
grateful about. Think back over the past several years of your life and write down 
up to 5 things in your life that you are grateful or thankful for.

For example, you might be grateful for supportive relationships, sacrifices or 
contributions that others have made for you, facts about your life such as your 
advantages and opportunities, or even gratitude for life itself, and the world that 
we live in. In all of these cases you are identifying previously unappreciated 
aspects of your life, for which you can be thankful.

Counting Blessings/Gratitude Lists 
Instructions



Lists Discussion

1. What were you grateful for?

2. Any commonalities or themes?

3. Did the activity make you happier? 

4. Did you feel any other emotions? 

5. Would you do this activity again? 



Gratitude 
Letters



The Gratitude Visit
In 2005, Seligman and colleagues published 
an academic paper with the first “gratitude 
visit” that directed participants to write and 
deliver a letter of gratitude in-person to 
someone who did something kind for them 
(i.e., a benefactor or target)



Aim: Test whether gratitude letters improve happiness
 
Method:
• Participants: 150 adults recruited online
• Assigned to 1 of 2 conditions: 

(1)  Gratitude Visit: write and deliver gratitude letter
(2) Placebo Control: write about early memories

• Assessed happiness before the intervention (pre), 
after (post), and at various intervals

 
Results: Relative to control, participants who wrote and 
delivered a gratitude letter to their benefactor 
experienced increased happiness; positive effects 
lasted up to one month

Gratitude Visit Study 
(Seligman et al., 2005)



Gratitude Letter 
Activity

Please take a moment to 
think back over the past 
several years of your life 
and remember an instance 
when someone did a kind 
act (or acts) for you for 
which you are extremely 
grateful. … Now, write a 
letter to one of these 
individuals …



Please take a moment to think back over the past several years of your life and remember an 
instance when someone did a kind act (or acts) for you for which you are extremely grateful. 
Think of the people – parents, relatives, friends, neighbors, teachers, employers, and so on – who 
have been especially generous and thoughtful towards you. For example, you may feel grateful 
for a friend who was there for you when you needed them, or helped give you a new perspective 
on things when you were upset. Now, write a letter to one of these individuals. Use the 
instructions below to help guide you through this process:
1. Use whatever letter format you like, but remember to write as though you are directly 

addressing the individual you are grateful to. If it is helpful to head the letter “Dear so- and-
so,” or end with “Sincerely, XXX,” feel free to do so.

2. Do not worry about perfect grammar and spelling.
3. Describe in specific terms the kind act this person bestowed upon you and how the kind act 

affected your life.
4. Describe what you are doing now and how you often remember their efforts.
5. Remember: Anything you write will remain strictly confidential. Although you are welcome to 

show or give this letter to anyone you please, for the purposes of this activity, the letter you 
write is a private document in which you can express your gratitude freely without intent to 
deliver it to anyone.

Gratitude Letter Instructions



Letters Discussion

1. Who did you write to?

2. What did you thank them for?

3. Did the activity make you happier? 

4. Did you feel any other emotions? 

5. Would you do this activity again? 



How to optimize 
your gratitude 
practice
(Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013)



Is one type of gratitude 
intervention better than the 
other?

Gratitude Face-Off: 
Letters vs. Lists



Gratitude Intervention Differences 

Intervention Format Primary Target

Lists Short (a few 
sentences)

“For” / Non-social 
(e.g., coffee, sunrise)

Letters Long (several 
paragraphs)

“To” / Social 
(e.g., mom, friend)



Example Participant Responses
Gratitude List:

 

1. My car
2. Health
3. Food
4. Air conditioning
5. Weather

Gratitude Letter:
 

Dear Neighbor, 
Thanks again for putting the tarp on 
my roof after you noticed the 
missing roof tiles on my house during 
the storm last week. If you hadn't, the 
water damage would have been 
much greater! Hope you enjoy the 
beer I left on your doorstep last 
night! 



Researchers have proposed 2 types of gratitude:

1. “Gratitude to”: A type of socially-oriented gratitude that is 
experienced after receiving a gift or favor from a benefactor 
(e.g., feeling grateful to your mom for taking care of you, feeling 
grateful to a friend for helping you move, etc.)

2. “Gratitude for”: A type of non-social gratitude that is 
experienced while enjoying general blessings in life (e.g., a good 
cup of coffee, a beautiful sunrise)

Gratitude “To” vs. “For”



Aim: 
Does format (long vs. short) and target (to/social vs. for/nonsocial) impact efficacy?

Method:
• Participants: 958 Australians
• Each person did their assigned activity 6 times over about 2 weeks
• Assigned to 6 conditions, but we will focus on 3: 

(1) Gratitude Lists; (2) Gratitude Letters; and (3) Control (write about daily activities)

Results: 
• Relative to control, both lists and letters showed greater increases in positive emotions
• Long formats showed more benefits than short formats
• Social targets showed similar benefits to non-social targets
• Which intervention “won” the face-off? 

Gratitude Face-Off Study
(Regan, Walsh, & Lyubomirsky, 2023)

Neither



1-to-1Private Public



Aim: 
Is gratitude different when recalled privately, shared one-to-one via text, or shared 
publicly on social media?

Method:
• Participants: 916 undergraduate students
• Each person did their assigned activity 4 times over 3-15 days
• Assigned to 1 of 4 conditions:

Digital Gratitude Study 
(Walsh, Regan, Twenge, & Lyubomirsky, 2023)



Digital Gratitude Interventions vs. Control

†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

***

***

†

**

***

***

***

*



1-to-1 Gratitude vs. Other Conditions

†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 



Targets/
Benefactors

Friends
31.6%

Parents
31.0%

Siblings
10.5%

Romantic 
Partners

9.3%

Other*
8.1%

Teachers
5.2%

Cousins
2.5%

Aunts/
Uncles
1.8%

Other* = Bosses, Co-workers, Acquaintances, Neighbors, etc.



Benefits of Gratitude: Happiness/well-being, social relationships, 
academic and career success, self-esteem, resilience, post-traumatic 
growth, need satisfaction, sleep quality, physical health, and more!



Gratitude 
as a mixed 
emotion

Gratitude may also trigger:

• Social Connection/Relatedness: Feeling 
close and connected to others 

• Elevation: A warm feeling in the chest, a 
desire to help others and be a better 
person, feeling moved, uplifted, and 
inspired

• Humility: The ability to accurately assess 
one’s strengths & weaknesses, openness 
to feedback, acknowledging need to 
improve

• Indebtedness: Needing to repay one’s 
benefactor for a perceived debt

• Other negative states (e.g., discomfort, 
guilt): Uncomfortable for needing help, 
guilty for not repaying one’s benefactor 
sooner



Gratitude May Lead to Self-Improvement



Aim: 
Test whether expressing gratitude motivates people to improve themselves

Method:
• Participants: 1,017 9th and 10th graders at 4 U.S. high schools
• 4-week experiment with a 3-month follow-up
• Assigned to 1 of 4 conditions: (1) Gratitude towards academics; (2) Gratitude 

towards health; (3) Gratitude towards kindness; (4) Control

Results: 
All participants declined over time, but students in the gratitude conditions 
reported relatively greater life satisfaction and self-improvement motivation 
(i.e., buffering effects)

Gratitude Self-Improvement Study 
(Armenta et al., 2019)



Self-Improvement Motivation 
(Armenta et al., 2019)



Key Takeaways
1. Understanding Gratitude: Gratitude extends beyond simple thanks to a deeper, long-

lasting appreciation for someone (or something) that yields greater positivity

2. Historical & Cultural Relevance: Gratitude's importance is universal, evidenced by its 
prominence in philosophies, religions, and ethical systems throughout history and 
across cultures

3. Scientific Backing: Studies show that gratitude practices like writing gratitude lists or 
letters can significantly boost happiness

4. Gratitude Practices: Variety and personalization are key to maintaining an effective 
gratitude practice. Whether it's counting blessings, writing letters, or using digital 
gratitude apps, find what works for you

5. Benefits of Gratitude: Regularly practicing gratitude can improve mental and physical 
health. It's a simple and powerful tool to enhance your overall well-being



Additional
Resources



Further Reading



Want to 
practice 
more 
gratitude?

Find these and more at:
https://ggia.berkeley.edu/ 

https://ggia.berkeley.edu/


You could also try Thnx4
How it works:
● Register for a 10-Day Intensive or 21-Day Gratitude Challenge
● Receive a friendly, informative ping from Thnx4 daily or every 

other day inviting you to journal and share your gratitude and 
rate your day-to-day feelings

● Throughout the challenge, your Thnx4 Insights page shows you 
how you typically use gratitude and the overall impact of your 
gratitude challenge

● Enjoy the benefits of strengthening gratitude with Thnx4



Thanks!
lisawalsh08@gmail.com
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@lisawalsh08
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