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Although happiness is often viewed as a state 

that can be reached by achieving some goal or 

acquiring some possession (e.g., “I would be 

happy if only…”), psychological research 

suggests that happiness is more related to being 

grateful for what we already have. Practicing 

gratitude is not only a key to abundance, but it 

is also a way of combating the vice of envy, 

which Aristotle defined as an emotional pain at 

the sight of another’s good fortune, stirred by 

“those who have what we ought to have.” 

Gratitude also combats a sense of entitlement, 

shifting our focus from what we think we 

deserve to what we already have. Gratitude is 

evidenced in the old adage to “count your 

blessings.” Gratitude is a subject that has 

received considerable attention in psychological 

research. The efficacy of gratitude interventions 

has been studied in clinical samples 

(Duckworth, Steen, & Seligman, 2005), student 

populations (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006), 

and general adult populations (Seligman, Steen, 

& Peterson, 2005).  

 

Gratitude visit. In a placebo controlled 

empirical study, Seligman et al (2005) validated 

the gratitude visit as a way of increasing 

happiness. Compared to participants who were 

instructed to focus on a time in life when they 

were at their best and to reflect on their 

strengths, participants who engaged in a 

gratitude visit reported more happiness for one 

month after the intervention. Participants were 

given one week to write and then deliver a letter 

of gratitude in person to someone who had been 

especially kind to them but who had never been 

properly thanked. They were instructed to 

perform the exercise for only one week. The 

gratitude visit involves three basic steps: First, 

think of someone who has done something 

important and wonderful for you, yet who has 

not been properly thanked. Next, reflect on the 

benefits you received from this person, and 

write a letter expressing your gratitude for all 

he or she did for you. Finally, arrange to deliver 

the letter personally, and spend some time with 

this person talking about what you wrote.  

 

Using another intervention known as “three 

good things in life,” Seligman, Steen, and 

Peterson (2005) asked a different group of 

participants to write down three things that 

went well each day. In addition, they were 

asked to provide a causal explanation for each 

good thing. The participants were instructed to 

perform the exercise every night for one week. 

At the one-month follow-up, participants using 

this exercise were happier and less depressed 

than they had been at baseline. More 

importantly, they stayed happier and less 

depressed at the three-month and six-month 

follow-ups.  

 

Gratitude journal. Empirical studies have 

shown that those who kept gratitude journals 

felt better about their lives. Compared to those 

who recorded hassles or neutral life events, 

those who kept gratitude journals on a weekly 

basis exercised more regularly, reported fewer 

physical symptoms, felt better about their lives 

as a whole, and were more optimistic about the 

upcoming week (Emmons & McCullough, 

2003). A related benefit was also observed in 

the realm of personal goal attainment. 

Compared to research participants in the other 

experimental conditions, participants who kept 
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gratitude lists were more likely to have made 

progress toward important personal goals 

(academic, interpersonal and health-based) over 

a two-month period.  

 

A daily gratitude intervention (self-guided 

exercises) resulted in more positive effects that 

did the weekly intervention. A daily gratitude 

intervention resulted in higher reported levels 

of the positive states of alertness, enthusiasm, 

determination, attentiveness, and energy 

compared to a focus on daily hassles or a 

downward social comparison (ways in which 

participants thought they were better off than 

others). Compared to participants who were 

instructed to focus on daily hassles or social 

comparisons, those who used the daily gratitude 

intervention were more likely to report having 

helped someone with a personal problem or 

having offered emotional support to another 

person (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). Even a 

short term intervention can have significant 

effects. For example, when research 

participants engaged in a 4-week gratitude 

practice, the active practice of being grateful 

was found to reduce stress and increase overall 

well-being (Rash et al., 2011).  

 

Suggested steps. Consider making a gratitude 

visit to someone who has been especially kind 

or helpful to you but who you have never 

properly thanked. Reflect on the benefits you 

received from this person, write a letter 

expressing your gratitude, and make 

arrangements to personally deliver the letter 

and discuss what you wrote. After making your 

gratitude visit, start keeping a daily gratitude 

journal of three things that go well each day. 

Reflect on three good things that happen each 

day as well as their possible causes, and write 

down these things in your gratitude journal at 

the end of each day. At the end of a month, 

review your journal, reflect on how you feel, 

and identify someone to whom you will make 

your next gratitude visit.  

 

Negative Grace 

 

Except for those who are egocentric or 

narcissistic, with an inflated sense of 

entitlement, it is easy to be grateful for the 

“good” things that happen. Gratitude includes 

being aware of the good things we have been 

given that we did not earn through our own 

merits or work (grace). A higher level of 

gratitude involves being aware of—and grateful 

for—the “bad” things that did not happen and 

that the trials we do not have to bear (negative 

grace).  

 

The Greek Stoic philosopher Epictetus (d. 135 

CE), stated, “It is not what happens to you, but 

how you react to it that matters.” In his chapter 

titled “Strengthening Your Grip on Attitudes,” 

author and pastor Charles R. Swindoll (1982, p. 

207) echoes this ancient wisdom: “Life is 10% 

what happens to me and 90% how I react to it.” 

Some of the best things that happen to us 

typically happen after the worst things happen.  

 

Questions for Considerations 

 

What if you woke up today with only the things 

for which you had given thanks yesterday? 

What if you woke up tomorrow with only the 

things for which you give thanks today?  
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Postscript 

 

I once knew a man who had one million dollars 

and another man who had six children.  

 

Q: Which man had more gratitude?  

A: The man with six children, because he had 

enough.  

 

 

I once knew another man who had ten million 

dollars and another man who had six children.  

 

Q: Which man had more gratitude?  

A: The man with six children wanted what he 

had–and knew—that it was enough.  

 

Expressing genuine gratitude is a way of 

increasing one’s awareness of that which one 

already has. Practicing gratitude is one of the 

keys to abundant living. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes 

 

1. Original versions of these quotes follows: 

What if you woke up today with only the things 

that you had thanked God for yesterday? What 

if you woke up tomorrow with only the things 

that you thanked God for today?  
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Correct Citation for Reference Entry 

 

The reference entry correct citation styles for 

this document are illustrated below. Students 

should defer to the style preferences of their 

individual course instructors to determine 

whether the course instructor has preferences 

that are more specific than those shown below: 

 

American Psychological Association 

 

Doverspike, W. F. (2008). How to cultivate 

gratitude: A key to abundant living. 

http://drwilliamdoverspike.com/ 

 

Chicago Manual of Style / Kate Turabian 

 

Doverspike, William, “How to Cultivate 

Gratitude: A Key to Abundant living.” 

December 22, 2008. 

http://drwilliamdoverspike.com/ 

 

Note: According to the Chicago Manual of 

Style, blog posts are typically not included in 

bibliographies, but can be cited in the running 

text and/or notes. However, if a blog is cited 

frequently, you may include it in the 

bibliography.  

 

 

Modern Language Association  

 

Doverspike, William F. “How to Cultivate 

Gratitude: A Key to Abundant Living.” 

22 Dec. 2008 [Date accessed]  

 

Note: MLA guidelines assume that readers can 

track down most online sources by entering the 

author, title, or other identifying information in 

a search engine or a database. Consequently, 

MLA does not require a URL in citations for 

online sources such as websites. However, 

because some instructors still ask for it, check 

with them to determine whether they require it.  
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