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Gratitude

So many people had a hand in 
our success, from the teachers 
who inspired us to the janitors 

who kept the school clean.

-Michelle Obama
Monta Vista Character Lab 4

First presented October 15, 2024
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Gratitude is surprisingly 
hard to define or 
categorize! Is it:

Robert Emmons

an emotion a trait

an attitude an approach 
to a situation

a habit a virtue

a personality 
trait

a coping 
response
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Why Does 
Gratitude Matter?
• When you feel gratitude, you 

feel a sense of abundance. 
• When you express gratitude—

especially when it’s heartfelt—
you strengthen your 
relationships with others. 

• Grateful people are happier 
and more fulfilled.

• Gratitude leads you to be 
nicer to other people: more 
cooperative, patient, and 
trusting.
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People Who Express Gratitude
See the World Differently

Grateful:
• Gifts
• Welcoming
• Interesting
• Blessed
• Improving
• Hopeful
• Fortunate
• Abundant

Not so grateful:
• Deprivation
• Deservingness
• Blessings
• Regrets
• Lack
• Need
• Scarcity
• Loss
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Process Model
(James Gross)

Situation

Attention

Appraisal

Response
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Process Model
Threat to Self-Esteem Example

Failure!
Paper comes

back all marked up

Attention to 
failure

“I’m stupid!”

Ego 
threatened
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Process Model
Threat to Self-Esteem Example

Failure!
Paper comes

back all marked up

Attention to 
failure

“I’m stupid!”

Ego 
threatened

Drop out of the 
class, less effort
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Process Model
Threat to Self-Esteem Example

Failure!
Paper comes

Back all marked up

Attention to 
failure

“I’m learning! 
I’m glad my teacher is 

paying attention”
Ego 

preserved
Work harder!
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Gratitude
Appreciation for the benefits we receive, and the desire to reciprocate

A grateful person might think, “I get to go to class today,” 
whereas an ungrateful person might think, “Why do I have 

to learn all this useless stuff?”

A grateful person might think, “I ran further today than I 
did last week,” whereas an ungrateful person might think, 

“I wish I were as fast as her.”
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DIFFERENT TYPES OF THINKING TRAPS

DEFECTIVE

Subtle Impacts of Gratitude That We Feel

We realize what a 
positive impact we can 
have on people around 

us.  

We reflect upon the 
many good things in 

our lives.
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What Research Tells Us

Gratitude correlates with positive life 
outcomes.

Gratitude is positively related to hope, 
forgiveness, pride, contentment, 

optimism, inspiration, and overall positive 
affect. 

Studies have shown that people can 
build and improve their gratitude.
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Gratitude Letters

Write a letter to a person who 
has influenced your life in a 
positive way (for example, a 
teacher, relative, mentor or 
coach).

See: Seligman, M.E.P, Steen, T.A., Park, N., & Peterson, C. (2005). Positive psychology 
progress: Empirical validation of interventions. American Psychologist, 60(5), 410-421.
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Gratitude Letters

Write a letter to a person who 
has influenced your life in a 
positive way (for example, a 
teacher, relative, mentor or 
coach).
• Focus on the positive influence of 

another person in your life.
• It reminds you that someone cares 

about you.
• Reminds you that you matter.
• The experience may be more than 

you expected!
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Kumar, A & Epley, N (2018). Undervaluing gratitude: Expressors 
misunderstand the consequences of showing appreciation.
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!Ponder your message!
!Be explicit about what you are 

thankful for
!What is the impact on your life?
!Tell them you remember!
!If you are up for it, deliver in 

person
!Bonus: Read it aloud to them!

(“Cool is the enemy” –Chris Peterson)

How to Write A Great Gratitude Letter

15

What do you remember them 
doing or saying?

What is an important memory or 
experience from your time with 
them?

How would your life be different if 
you had not met?

What character strengths do you 
appreciate most?

What makes them special/ 
important in your life story?

How to Write A Great Gratitude Letter
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Gratitude Journal: 
Record the things you 
are grateful for, 
regularly

• How long should I take:
• 10 minutes per entry should 

be good!
• How do I do it?

• Keep a journal where you 
write, in detail, about things 
you are greatful for in your 
life.

• How does it work?
• The exercise helps you notice 

what is going well in your life.

Emmons, R.A. & McCullough, M.E. (2003). Counting blessings versus burdens: An experimental investigation 
of gratitude and subjective well-being in daily life. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84(2), 377-389.
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Gratitude Journal: How To Do It

Suggested Prompts:
• Think of a person in your life you are grateful for, and 

write about why you are grateful for them.
• Describe an experience or event that you didn’t like in 

the moment, but looking back was an experience you 
are grateful for now.

• Think about a time when you were worried something 
bad would happen—but it didn’t. What happened 
instead, and how do you feel now?

• What is something that you take for granted, but 
contributes to your life?

• Think of someone who helped you. Who might have 
helped that person in their life?

• Think of an activity you enjoy, a sport or hobby. How did 
you come to appreciate it?

• What is something good that surprised you lately?

Adapted from work done by Angela Duckworth and her team.

• Write a direct answer to 
the prompt you choose.
• Provide details!
• Go for depth (write more 

about one thing) and 
avoid breadth (a little 
about several things) in 
your entry.
• Explain the “why”…push 

to go deep on why this 
person, experience, or 
thing makes you grateful.
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Three Good 
Things:

Practice 
noticing three 

good things 
that happen to 

you, 
every day.

This should take 10 minutes or less.

Write down three things that went well for 
you, and explain why they went well.

This brief exercise helps you reflect on 
the good things that happen to you every 
day; over time, this will become a habit.

19

Three Good 
Things:

At the end of the 
day, write down 3 
things that went 
well for you and 

why.

Date 1 2 3
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There are 
blank thank-
you cards in 
shed 2 for 

whenever you 
want to write 
a gratitude 

note!
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Think of developing 
a gratitude habit like 
changing your 
diet…the more 
bizarre the diet, the 
harder it is to stick 
with it.

You need to find an 
intervention that 
makes sense for you 
in your life.

Pick something that 
feels easy for you.
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Expressing gratitude can 
benefit you just as much, 
or even more, than the 
person you're thanking.

23

Expressing gratitude 
can benefit you just 

as much, or even 
more, than the 
person you're 

thanking.
I'm truly grateful for your 

participation in our Gratitude 
Project!

I hope this practice becomes a 
lifelong habit for you.
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