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Abstract: Gratitude has been a cornerstone of many philosophies, cultures and religions. It is more than just a feeling of 

thankfulness.According to positive psychology, it goes far beyond the social practice of conveying a positive response to 

a kind act that led to some sort of a personal gain. It is more like a deeper appreciation for someone (or something), 

which produces more long lasting positivity. It can be conceptualized as a moral virtue, an attitude, an emotion, a habit, 

a personality trait and even as a coping response. The feeling of gratitude can uplift people’s spirits and help them find 

some positive qualities in life during bad times.It can also improve their personal and relational wellbeing. In this paper, 

we summarize the conceptions and theories about gratitude, its benefits and how can an individual cultivate the feeling 

of gratitude. 

Keywords: Gratitude, Trait, State. 

 

Introduction 

From times immemorial, gratitude has been a cornerstone of many philosophies, cultures and religions like 

Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, Christianity, Islam and Judaism. Gratitude has long been viewed as 

fundamental for both functional communities and personal wellbeing (Emmons and McCullough, 2003). As a 

virtue, gratitude enhances and protects happiness and wellbeing. It is held in high esteem by virtually 

everyone, at all times, in all places. From ancient religious scriptures through modern social science research, 

gratitude has advanced as a desirable human characteristic with the capacity for making life better for oneself 

and for others. 

Gratitude is derived from the Latin word ‗gratia‘, which means grace, graciousness, or gratefulness. Gratitude 

is a dwindling virtue in modern day world. Living in competitive and consumerist society has made people 

self-centered. We focus on what we lack or what others have rather than being grateful for what we already 

have. Gratitude is the recognition that the good in our life can come from something that is outside us and 

outside our control- it could be other people, nature or a higher power- and that owes little or nothing to us. 

With gratitude people acknowledge goodness in their lives and in the process they connect with something 

larger than themselves as individuals.The ability to freshly appreciate everyday experiences enables 

individuals to derive a sense of pleasure, inspiration and strength from even mundane happenings. 

 

The concept of Gratitude in Psychology 

Traditionally, gratitude has been defined as the sense of appreciation experienced by someone who has 

received a material gift or benefit from another person. The modern psychological construct of gratitude, 

however, has expanded beyond the boundaries of interpersonal exchanges, accounting for a sense of 

thankfulness that arises in response to receiving any kind of personal benefit (be it material or non-material) 

as a result of any transactional means (be it a personal encounter with another person, with nature, with an 

object, or even with ideas)(Emmons 2007).  The word gratitude has different meaning depending upon the 

context for e.g. gratitude has been conceptualized as a moral virtue,  an attitude, an emotion, a habit, a 

personality trait and a coping response( Lambert, Graham & Fincham,2009). 

Peterson and Seligman (2004) define gratitude as ―a sense of thankfulness and joy in response to receiving a 

gift, whether the gift be a tangible benefit from a specific other or a moment of peaceful bliss evoked by 

natural beauty‖. 

Historically, gratitude has been viewed variously as a social and civic virtue, a motivator of benevolence and 

both a cognitive and emotional reminder of the social need to reciprocate (Emmons, McCullough, Tsang, 

2003). However, from the perspective of psychology, and more recently Positive Psychology specifically, 

gratitude is increasingly understood to be more than an evolutionary adaption or method of social 

exchange.Positive psychologist contend that gratitude is more than feeling thankful for something, it is more 
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like a deeper appreciation for someone (or something,) which produces more long lasting positivity. 

In positive psychology research, gratitude is strongly and consistently associated with greater happiness. 

Gratitude helps people feel more positive emotions, relish good experiences, improve their health, deal with 

adversity, and build strong relationships. 

People feel and express gratitude in multiple ways. They can apply it to the past (retrieving positive memories 

and being thankful for elements of childhood or past blessings), the present (not taking good fortune for 

granted as it comes), and the future (maintaining a hopeful and optimistic attitude). Regardless of the inherent 

or current level of someone‘s gratitude, it‘s a quality that individuals can successfully cultivate further. 

Gratitude can be characterized as both a moral and actively pro-social, emotive, concept, the expression of 

which has potential implications for life satisfaction and wellbeing. Whether this conceptualization is valid 

however has only recently begun to be empirically explored (Emmons, McCullough & Tsang, 2004). 

 

Theories of Gratitude 

 Broaden & Build Theory of Positive Emotion- Barbara Fredrickson, (1998, 2001), negative 

emotions narrow our focus and restrict physical action. The theory asserts that positive emotions generate 

broad thought-action repertories that ultimately build durability, physical, intellectual, and social resources. It 

describes the form and function of positive emotions including joy, interest, contentment & love. These build 

over time and can be tapped into during times of adversity as well as at times of growth. 

 Moral affect theory- McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons & Larson, (2001), have suggested that 

gratitude represents ‗moral affect‘. Moral affect is defined as affect that results from, and typically stimulates, 

moral behavior. McCullough et al., (2001) set out three important functions of gratitude that make it an 

affective experience with a particularly moral tone. Gratitude is suggested to function as a moral barometer; a 

moral motive; and a moral reinforcer (McCullough et al., 2001). As a moral barometer, gratitude functions to 

serve as a measure of the prevision of benefit received from another individual or moral agent that enhances 

the receivers‘ wellbeing. Individuals‘ are most likely to experience gratitude when (a) ―they have received 

particularly valuable benefit (b) effort and cost have been expended on their behalf (c) the expenditure on 

their behalf seems genuine, and (d) the expenditure of effort their behalf was not determined by the existence 

of a role based relationship, where the giving and receiving of benefits is expected‖ (McCullough et al., 

2001). Gratitude may work as an ‗affective readout‘, sensitive to the provision of benefit by another in ones 

social environment. Gratitude may also act as a moral motive (McCullough, 2001). And feeling grateful can 

motivate the extension of pro-social behavior to others.  

 

Types of Gratitude 

Trait gratitude 

The affective trait of gratitude, or a ―grateful disposition‖, creates a tendency towards recognizing and 

reciprocating generosity in personal positive outcomes (McCullough et al., 2002, p. 113). Although affective 

traits are typically not accessible to conscious awareness, they have a pervasive influence on information 

processing through their role in organizing, or eliciting, affective states (Rosenberg, 1998). McCullough et al. 

(2002) stated that a grateful disposition is comprised of four interdependent facets. Individuals with high 

levels of trait gratitude, as compared to individuals with low levels of trait gratitude, tend to experience 

gratitude more often (frequency), experience gratitude as a powerful state (intensity), are more sensitive to 

recognizing life experiences which evoke gratitude (span), and recognize a greater number of individuals who 

may have contributed to their personal achievements (density). Wood, Froh and Geraghty (2010) argued that 

definitions of trait gratitude have been too narrow in focusing on the receipt of interpersonal aid. Earlier, 

Wood, Maltby, Stewart and Joseph (2008, p. 16) compared three psychometric instruments designed to 

measure trait gratitude according to different conceptualizations of gratitude. The findings suggested that trait 

gratitude is a higher order construct that encompasses at least eight lower order facets as diverse as ―frequent 

feelings of awe‖ and ―appreciation arising from understanding that nothing is permanent‖. Wood et al. (2010, 
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p. 891), therefore, defined trait gratitude as an ―orientation towards noticing and appreciating the positive in 

the world‖. The authors maintained that this definition of trait gratitude is appropriate in capturing all the 

social and non-social sources of gratitude. In this study, trait, gratitude will be measured by the Gratitude 

Questionnaire-Six-Item Form (GQ-6) (McCullough et al., 2002). 

State gratitude 

Affective states, in comparison to affective traits, are more accessible to conscious awareness. However, they 

have a less pervasive effect on information processing, because of their short duration (Rosenberg, 1998). 

Affective states comprise emotions and moods. Emotions are involuntary reactions to environmental events 

that subside within minutes to hours (Rosenberg, 1988). The emotion of gratitude is experienced when help is 

received that is perceived to be valuable, intentionally provided, and provided at some cost or sacrifice to the 

benefactor (McCullough et al., 2001). Emotions stimulate adaptive responses to the environment, following 

which the emotions subside (Rosenberg, 1998). Gratitude as an emotion has been associated with the adaptive 

response of promoting reciprocal benevolent behaviors (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; McCullough et al., 2002). 

 

Researches on Gratitude 

Breen et al., 2010, in their study examined the unique effects of gratitude and of forgiveness and finds that the 

former is often more robust than the latter for a variety of mental health outcomes; argues for more studies 

reflecting on character strength profiles/combinations, rather than solely studying strengths in isolation from 

one another. 

Park & Peterson, 2009, found that the character strengths – perseverance, love, gratitude, and hope – predict 

academic achievement in middle school students and college students. 

Emmons & McCullough, 2003, found that the practice of gratitude (counting blessings) is linked to fewer 

physical symptoms, more optimistic life appraisals, and more time exercising and improved wellbeing and 

optimal functioning. 

Emmons & McCullough, 2003, linked the practice of gratitude with increases in well being among those with 

neuromuscular disease. 

McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002, found that Grateful individuals report higher positive mood, 

optimism, life satisfaction, vitality, religiousness and spirituality, and less depression and envy than less 

grateful individuals. 

McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002, found that Grateful people tend to be more helpful, supportive, 

forgiving, empathic, and agreeable. 

 

Benefits of Gratitude 

Since gratitude could uplift people‘s spirits, help them find some positive qualities in life at bad times, and 

improve their personal and relational well-being, it is very possible that gratitude may indirectly give people 

some emotional strengths while facing adversities. 

 Gratefulness Increases Emotional Well-Being 

 Grateful People Sacrifice for the Greater Good 

 Grateful People Get Along Better with Others 

 Grateful People Sleep Better 

 Grateful People Achieve More 

 Grateful People Pay It Forward 

 Grateful People Are Less Aggressive 

 Grateful People Are Physically Healthier 

 Gratitude improves psychological health 

 Grateful People Are More Resilient to Trauma 

 Gratitude opens the door to more relationships 
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 Gratitude enhances empathy 

 Gratitude improves self-esteem 

 Gratitude increases mental strength 

 

How to Cultivate Gratitude 

Gratitude is a way for people to appreciate what they have instead of always reaching for something new in 

the hopes it will make them happier, or thinking they can't feel satisfied until every physical and material need 

is met. Gratitude helps people refocus on what they have instead of what they lack. Gratitude therapy works at 

a deeper, unconscious level to make one feel better about the way one is. And this is done by helping the 

individual focus on positive things in life, which indirectly helps the individual shift attention from body 

image, which in accordance to the individual is negative to other good things that are already present in an 

individual's life. The aim of Gratitude Therapy is to help individual realize of things present in one's life, both 

large and small, that one might be grateful about. It could be thanking one's parents, for being healthy, for a 

friend being kind, and for one's partner or being successful at something.  

And, although it may feel contrived at first, this mental state grows stronger with use and practice. Following 

are some of the ways to cultivate gratitude on a regular basis:  

 Writing a thank-you note  

Individuals can make themselves happier and nurture relationship with others by writing a thank-you letter 

expressing ones enjoyment and appreciation of that person's impact on their life.  

 Mentally thanking a person 

This involves thinking of someone who has helped or done something nice, and mentally thanking the 

individual.  

 Maintaining a gratitude journal 

The individual has to write down or share the thought about the gifts one has received each day with a loved 

one.  

 Counting ones blessings  

The individuals have to write about their blessings — reflecting on what went right or what one is grateful for. 

While writing, one has to be specific and think about the sensations felt when something good 

happened.  

 Prayers 

Religious people can use prayer to cultivate gratitude.  

 Meditate  

Mindfulness meditation involves focusing on the present moment without judgment. Although people often 

focus on a word or phrase (such as "peace"), it is also possible to focus on what one is grateful for (the 

warmth of the sun, a pleasant sound, etc.).  
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