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The Science of Being Grateful
Most of the studies published on this topic support an 
association between gratitude and an individual’s well-
being. A psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania, 
tested the impact of various positive psychology 
interventions on 411 people, each compared with a 
control assignment of writing about early memories. 
When their week’s assignment was to write and 
personally deliver a letter of gratitude to someone who 
had never been properly thanked for his or her kindness, 
participants immediately exhibited a huge increase in 
happiness scores compared to before they delivered the 
letters, that often lasted as long as a month. 

Managers who show appreciation to people who work 
for them may find that those employees feel motivated 
to work harder. Researchers at the Wharton School 
at the University of Pennsylvania randomly divided 
university fundraisers into two groups. One group made 
phone calls to solicit alumni donations in the same 
way they always had. The second group — assigned to 
work on a different day — received a pep talk from the 
director of annual giving, who told the fundraisers she 
was grateful for their efforts. During the following week, 
the university employees who heard her message of 
gratitude made 50% more fund-raising calls than those 
who did not.

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 
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Giving Thanks
Exploring the science of being 
grateful.

The holiday season is supposed to be a happy 
and festive time of year. But what about those 
who have experienced loss, feel overwhelmed 
or down at this time of year? According to 
research from Harvard Medical School, there 
is one aspect of the holiday season that can lift 
the spirits — expressing gratitude.

The word gratitude is derived from the Latin word gratia, which 
means grace, graciousness, or gratefulness. Gratitude is a 
thankful appreciation for what an individual receives, whether 
tangible or intangible. With gratitude, people acknowledge 
the good in their lives, and in the process, often recognize 
the source of that good lies partially outside of themselves. 
As a result, gratitude also helps people connect to something 
larger than themselves as individuals — whether to others, 
nature, or a higher power.
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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.

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

Here are some ways to cultivate gratitude on a 
regular basis.

Write a thank-you note. You can make yourself 
happier and nurture your relationship with another 
person by writing a thank-you letter expressing 
your enjoyment and appreciation of that person’s 
impact on your life. Send it, or better yet, deliver 
and read it in person if possible. Make a habit of 
sending at least one gratitude letter a month. Once 
in a while, write one to yourself.

Thank someone mentally. No time to write? It 
may help just to think about someone who has 
done something nice for you, and mentally thank 
the individual.

Keep a gratitude journal. Make it a habit to write 
down or share with a loved one thoughts about the 
gifts you’ve received each day.

Count your blessings. Pick a time every week 
to sit down and write about your blessings — 
reflecting on what you are grateful for. Sometimes 
it helps to pick a number — such as three to five 
things — that you will identify each week. As you 
write, be specific and think about the sensations 
you feel when you think about that specific thing 
in your life.

Pray. People who are religious 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 you’re grateful for (the warmth of 
the sun, a pleasant sound, etc.).

Healthy Holiday Eating

Minimize winter weight gain with these four 
keys to healthy eating from the World Health 
Organization (WHO).

EAT MODERATE AMOUNTS OF FATS AND OILS
•  Use unsaturated vegetable oils (e.g. olive, soy, 

sunflower or corn oil) rather than animal fats or oils 
high in saturated fats (e.g. butter, ghee, lard, coconut 
and palm oil)

•  Choose white meat (e.g. poultry) and fish, which are 
generally low in fats, in preference to red meat

•  Eat only limited amounts of processed meats because 
these are high in fat and salt

•  Where possible, opt for low-fat or reduced-fat versions 
of milk and dairy products

•  Avoid processed, baked and fried foods that contain 
industrially produced trans-fat

EAT LESS SALT AND SUGARS
•  When cooking and preparing foods, limit the amount 

of salt and high-sodium condiments (e.g. soy sauce 
and fish sauce)

•  Avoid foods (e.g. snacks), that are high in salt and 
sugars

•  Limit intake of soft drinks or soda and other drinks 
that are high in sugars (e.g. fruit juices, cordials and 
syrups, flavored milks and yogurt drinks)

•  Choose fresh fruits instead of sweet snacks such as 
cookies, cakes and chocolate

EAT A VARIETY OF FOODS

Eat a combination of different foods, including staple 
foods (e.g. cereals such as wheat, barley, rye, maize 
and rice; or starchy tubers or roots such as potato, yam, 
taro and cassava), legumes (e.g. lentils and beans), 
vegetables, fruit and foods from animal sources (e.g. 
meat, fish, eggs and milk).

EAT PLENTY OF FRUIT AND VEGETABLES  

• Eat a wide variety of vegetables and fruit
•  For snacks, choose raw vegetables and fresh fruit, 

rather than foods that are high in sugars, fats or salt
•  Avoid overcooking vegetables and fruit because this 

can lead to the loss of important vitamins
•  When using canned or dried vegetables and fruit, 

choose varieties without added salt and sugars
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