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Definition:
Gratitude is cognitive and emotional reaction arising from noticing and appreciating the
benefits that one has received. The sources of the perceived benefits that lead to gratitude are
diverse and include (a) direct help, (b) tangible possessions, (c) positive relationships, (d) the
positive in a given moment, and (e) doing well compared to others (Wood, Maltby, Stewart,
& Joseph, 2008). This implies that gratitude arises from both direct aid from a specific other
and more general appreciation of the positive aspects in one’s life. Gratitude can be
considered both as a state, defined as a reaction at a given single time point, or as a
personality [link to entry] trait, defined according to individual differences in how frequently
and intensely a person feels the state of gratitude. In recent years gratitude has emerged as a
key clinically relevant personality trait due to a strong link with well-being (Wood, Froh, &
Geraghty, 2010).
Description:
Throughout history gratitude has been given considerable attention in philosophical and
theological accounts of human functioning (Emmons & Crumpler, 2000), being a focus of all
major religious practices, and considered by the economist and philosopher Adam Smith as
essential to the running of society through motivating the reciprocation of aid when there are
no other legal or monetary incentives to do so (Emmons & McCullough, 2004). Within
psychology, the systematic study of gratitude only began in earnest in after 2000, being one
of many understudied traits highlighted by the positive psychology movement [link to entry]
(Wood & Tarrier, 2010). In recent years, state gratitude has been shown to operate much as
Adam Smith suggested, and trait gratitude has been shown to be predict well-being strongly,
uniquely, and causally (Wood et al., 2010).
State gratitude appears to have three functions (McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons, & Larson,
2001). First, gratitude acts as a “moral barometer” occurring after aid is received (Wood,
Maltby, Stewart, Linley, & Joseph, 2008). Second, gratitude acts as a “moral motivator”,
encouraging the repayment of aid (Tsang, 2006). Third, gratitude acts as a “moral reinforcer”,
motivating people who have been thanked to give more aid in the future (Rind & Bordia,
1995). Taken together, the research suggests that gratitude has an important function in
regulating fairness behaviours associated with giving and receiving with help, suggesting a
possible evolutionary function of the emotion.
Trait gratitude is linked to interpersonal state gratitude through specific information
processing biases. State gratitude occurs in response to aid that is interpreted to be costly (to
the benefactor), valuable (to the receiver), and intended altruistically (rather than ulteriorally
motivated). People who experience a lot of gratitude in life feel more gratitude in a given
situation as they habitually interpret the help they receive as more costly, more valuable, and
more altruistically intended (Wood, Maltby, Stewart, Linley et al., 2008). Whilst a reaction to
interpersonal help is only one form of state gratitude, and other mechanisms may link trait
gratitude to other aspects such as appreciation of the present moment, the basic finding that

grateful people have positive information processing biases is consistent with wider work
suggesting the strong link between trait gratitude and well-being.
Trait gratitude correlates with a large array of well-being indicators (Emmons &
McCullough, 2003; McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002). Whilst many personality traits
predict well-being, gratitude is unique in that it predicts substantial variance in both life
satisfaction (Wood, Joseph, & Maltby, 2008) and psychological well-being (Wood, Joseph, &
Maltby, 2009) above the 50 facets of the Five Factor Model [link to entry], suggesting that
the relationships cannot be explained by the influence of other commonly studied personality
traits. The relationship between gratitude and well-being also appears to be causal, with
higher levels of gratitude leading to less depression, less stress, and more social support [link
to entry] during a life transition (Wood, Maltby, Gillett, Linley, & Joseph, 2008). Finally,
gratitude is related to other aspects of life known to be important to well-being including
positive coping (Wood, Joseph, & Linley, 2007) and good quality of sleep (Wood, Joseph,
Lloyd, & Atkins, 2009). Given the strong link between gratitude and well-being there has
been much interest in increasing gratitude therapeutically in order to decrease clinical levels
of distress (Emmons, 2007). There are several techniques (Wood et al., 2010), the most
common of which is maintaining “gratitude diaries” where people list 3 things for which they
are grateful on a daily basis (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). This technique appears to
encourage people to focus on the benefits they have throughout each day. The technique is
highly effective, working as well as some of the most common clinical techniques in
reducing stress (Geraghty, Wood, & Hyland, 2010b) and body image problems (Geraghty,
Wood, & Hyland, 2010a) whilst being more likely to avoid people dropping out of treatment.
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