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Evaluating the Elements of the Gratitude Visit that 

Increase Happiness and Life Satisfaction 
 

Bethany Brausen1 

Department of Psychology, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota 

 

Past research has shown that writing a letter of gratitude and reading it to the intended recipient (the gratitude 

visit) can lead to significant increases in happiness.  This study attempted to determine which aspect of the 

gratitude visit contributes to increased levels of happiness.  Participants were asked to partake in one of three 

conditions that examined expressing gratitude in different ways: (1) writing a letter to express gratitude to another 

person and reading the letter to that person, (2) writing a letter of gratitude and reading it to a fellow research 

participant, or (3) writing a letter of gratitude but not reading it to anyone else.  Two measures were used to 

assess changes in gratitude and happiness: The Gratitude Questionnaire-Six Item Form (GQ-6) and The 

Satisfaction with Life Scale.  Results showed a significant increase in both happiness scores and gratitude scores 

from pre- to post-intervention.  All three conditions of expressing gratitude showed significant increases in 

happiness.  These findings provide evidence that there are multiple aspects of expressing gratitude that lead to 

increased levels of happiness. 
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The field of positive psychology was christened in 

1998 as one of the initiatives of Martin Seligman in his role as 

President of the American Psychological Association 

(Seligman, 1999).  According to Seligman, positive psychology 

is the scientific study of the strengths and virtues that enable 

individuals and communities to thrive.  The field is founded on 

the belief that people want to lead meaningful and fulfilling 

lives, to cultivate what is best within them, and to enhance their 

experiences of love, work, and play (Seligman, 2007).  Thus 

far, the emphasis on problematic behavior and thinking has 

driven the field of psychology.  As we have excelled in 

research meant to reduce depressive symptoms, anxiety, and 

anger, we should dedicate just as much, and possibly more time 

and energy to the opposing end of the spectrum.  Roger Walsh 

described positive psychology as focusing on the positive rather 

than the pathological, the focus being on topics such as 

happiness and well-being (Walsh, 2001).  Positive psychology 

creates a research platform to enhance knowledge on how 

people increase positive factors in life and reach self-

actualization.  
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In order to understand the research being conducted in 

positive psychology, it is important to define some of the 

primary constructs.  A few of the important constructs are 

happiness, well-being, and life satisfaction.  Due to the 

complexity of happiness, there have been a variety of 

definitions reported in the literature.  According to some 

researchers, happiness is captured by frequently experiencing 

positive emotions (joy, interest, or pride) or by infrequently 

experiencing negative emotions (sadness, anger, or anxiety; 

Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).  Similarly, well-being is another 

complex topic of interest, but there is general agreement that 

well-being includes the presence of positive emotions and 

moods (such as contentment and happiness), the absence of 

negative emotions (such as depression and anxiety), satisfaction 

with life, fulfillment, and positive functioning (Andrews & 

Witney, 1976; Ryff & Keyes, 1995).  Moreover, life 

satisfaction refers to a cognitive, subjective evaluation. Shin 

and Johnson (1978) define life satisfaction as a person’s quality 

of life according to his/her subjective assessment.  Although 

the concepts of happiness, well-being, and life satisfaction all 

vary in subtle ways, research demonstrates how one concept 

can provide insight about the others.  Singh (2014) states that 

current synonyms for life satisfaction are: ‘happiness’ and 

‘subjective well-being’ and Tatarkiewicz (1976) claims that 

happiness requires total satisfaction with life as a whole. 
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Happiness, well-being, and life satisfaction are 

primary research topics in positive psychology due to their 

important role in improving life experiences.  The creation of 

reliable and valid assessments along with meaningful 

interventions is critical in order to understand how these 

constructs change over time and with different life experiences.  

There are numerous measures that have been developed to 

assess one’s happiness, well-being, and life satisfaction such as 

the Steen Happiness Index (SHI), Short Warwick–Edinburgh 

Mental Well-Being Scale (SWEMWBS), and the Satisfaction 

With Life Scale (SWLS; Seligman et al., 2005; Haver, 

Akerjordet, Caputi, Furunes, Magee, 2015; Diener, 1985).  

These measures garner further information about the subjective 

happiness of individuals.  Not only does the state of happiness 

feel pleasurable, it also leads to other positive attributes in life.  

Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener (2005) note that people who 

reported higher levels of happiness are healthier, more 

successful, and more socially engaged than those who reported 

lower levels of happiness.  By further researching the measures 

and interventions related to these topics, we can better 

understand how to maximally achieve the happiness that is 

sought in day-to-day life.  The implementation of valid 

measures and effective interventions allows the field of positive 

psychology to grow substantially, and subsequently, increase 

the happiness and well-being of those participating in it. 

One trait in particular, gratitude, has consistently been 

found to be a predictor of happiness, well-being, and life 

satisfaction.  Similar to happiness, gratitude is a complex topic 

for which there are a variety of operational definitions.  

However, a practical clinical definition is as follows: 

gratitude is the appreciation of what is valuable and meaningful 

to oneself; it is a general state of thankfulness and/or 

appreciation (Sansone & Sansone, 2012).  According to 

Emmons and Stern (2013), gratitude is a primary link to mental 

health and satisfaction with life, more so than optimism, hope, 

or compassion.  The presence of gratitude in one’s life leads to 

higher ratings of positive emotions such as joy, enthusiasm, 

love, happiness, and optimism.  A review of the literature on 

gratitude and well-being showed that “gratitude is strongly 

related to well-being, however defined, and there is a 

possibility of a unique, and causal, relationship between the 

two” (Wood, Froh, and Geraghty, 2010).   

A recent meta-analysis was conducted by Davis et al. 

(2016) in an attempt to summarize the existing research on 

gratitude interventions.  To obtain studies for inclusion in their 

meta-analysis, the researchers applied strict criteria to identify 

research that utilized rigorous methodology, such as random 

assignment and proper control conditions.  Over 1,000 

published abstracts were considered, and the authors identified 

26 studies that met their criteria for inclusion.  In their meta-

analysis, Davis et al. sought to identify the typical effect sizes 

obtained for gratitude interventions relative to control 

conditions.  They found that effect sizes for gratitude 

interventions were generally small, with the vast majority less 

than .50.  Furthermore, gratitude interventions did not 

outperform other psychologically active conditions, such as 

imagining one’s best self or performing acts of kindness–– 

activities that can also be reasonably expected to increase one’s 

happiness.  This raises the possibility of a placebo effect at 

work in gratitude interventions, such that the mere expectation 

of increased happiness leads to improved mood rather than the 

gratitude intervention itself.  Davis et al. discuss possible 

future directions for research on gratitude interventions.  For 

example, they note that most gratitude interventions that were 

previously studied involved low “dosages”, such that the 

intervention was performed over a relatively short period of 

time.  It is possible that greater effects would be seen with 

interventions that are of longer duration.  Further investigation 

of gratitude, happiness, well-being and life satisfaction is still 

needed to get a clear idea of how all constructs affect one 

another.  However, it is clear that there is a significant 

relationship between all of the constructs, and this paper looks 

to assess those relationships further. 

The present research is based on a study conducted by 

Seligman, Steen, and Peterson (2005), which intended to 

evaluate the relationship between gratitude and happiness.  

They created the Steen Happiness Index (SHI) and also 

administered the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), which 

measures severity and the presence or absence of depression 

(Beck, Ward, Mendelson, Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961). They 

examined six different intervention conditions and compared 

participants’ levels of happiness before and after each 

intervention.  The six different interventions were:  

Identifying signature strengths: Take an inventory intended 

to reflect one’s top five signature strengths. 

Using signature strengths in a new way: Identify top five 

signature strengths such as in the above condition, and 

implement a new strength every day for a week. 

You at your best: Write about an experience when one was 

at their best, and reflect on personal strengths in that 

situation for a week. 

Three good things in life: Record three good things about 

life every night for a week and identify causal explanations 

for each good thing. 

Placebo control exercise: Write about early memories 

every night for a week. 

Gratitude visit:  Write a letter of gratitude to someone who 

had been especially kind but had never been properly 

thanked.  Deliver the letter to the person to whom it was 

written within one week. 

Seligman et al. (2005) found that the gratitude visit 

intervention caused the largest positive changes in happiness 

and life satisfaction of all the interventions.  These effects 

lasted for approximately one month after the intervention.  It 

was also the only intervention that produced significant 

increases in happiness immediately after the intervention.  Two 

of the exercises––using signature strengths in a new way and 

three good things––showed prolonged effects of increased 

happiness in 3-month and 6-month assessments.  The two other 

exercises and the placebo control exhibited positive but 

transient effects on happiness and depressive symptoms. 

Although the positive effects of the gratitude visit only lasted 
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for a month, the immediate increase of happiness levels could 

be beneficial for those who participate (Seligman, Steen, & 

Peterson, 2005).  

The present study extended research on the efficacy of 

gratitude interventions by attempting to identify the specific 

elements of gratitude interventions that lead to increased 

happiness.  Specifically, the current study utilized a variation of 

the gratitude visit conducted by Seligman et al. (2005).  This 

study sought to tease out the specific aspects of expressing 

gratitude that caused the levels of happiness to increase: Does 

the mere private acknowledgment of gratitude cause the 

increase in happiness? Or is it the act of verbally expressing 

your gratitude to another person?  Does the gratitude have to be 

expressed to the intended recipient, or can it be expressed to 

someone else?  Comparing participants in these three 

conditions will help elucidate what elements of gratitude make 

people happier: 

Private Acknowledgment condition:  Writing a letter of 

gratitude to someone you have never properly thanked, 

then doing nothing with it.   

Outward Expression condition: Writing a letter of gratitude 

to someone you have never properly thanked and reading it 

to a peer, but not the intended recipient. 

Gratitude Visit condition: Writing a letter of gratitude to 

someone you never properly thanked and reading it to him 

or her directly. 

 Surveys were disbursed pre- and post-intervention to 

measure baseline levels of gratitude and happiness.  A total of 

11 items were used in assessment, five from The Satisfaction 

with Life Scale by Diener (1985) and six from The Gratitude 

Questionnaire-Six Item Form (GQ-6) developed by 

McCullough, Emmons, and Tsang (2001).  Based on the results 

of Seligman’s research, it was hypothesized that those 

expressing gratitude in the gratitude visit condition would show 

significant increases in happiness, while subjects in the other 

two conditions would not.  Due to the intimate interaction 

involved in reading a letter of gratitude to the intended 

recipient, it seemed likely this condition would show significant 

increases in happiness.  The other conditions were 

hypothesized to not show significant increases as they lacked 

the intimate connection of sharing a gratitude letter to someone 

it was written for.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

        A sample of 151 participants was obtained through 

convenience sampling of students in an introductory research 

methods class at the University of Minnesota.  Participants 

ranged from 16 to 44 years old, with an average age of 22.8 

years, and the majority (113 participants) identified themselves 

as Caucasian/White.  The sample consisted of 120 females and 

31 males. Participants were given the option to participate in 

the research in place of a homework assignment in the research 

methods course. 

        Participants were randomly assigned to one of the three 

conditions.  The “private acknowledgment condition” had 64 

participants, the “outward expression condition” had 43 

participants, and the “gratitude visit condition” had 43 

participants. 

 

Materials 

Happiness Measure: Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS)  

        The SWLS (Diener, 1985) consists of five items rated on 

a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree). The SWLS has a two-month test-retest correlation 

coefficient of 0.82 and coefficient alpha of 0.87 (McCullough, 

Emmons & Tsang, 2002).  The SWLS is widely used and well-

validated (Pavot & Diener, 1993).  Corrigan, Kolakowsky-

Hayner, Wright, Bellon, and Carufel (2013) reported reliability 

for the SWLS of approximately 0.78.  Peterson, Park, and 

Seligman (2005) found that scores on the SWLS were 

correlated with other measures of happiness, suggesting that the 

SWLS can also serve as an appropriate measure of happiness.  

As described previously, satisfaction with life and happiness 

are highly related.  The brevity of the Satisfaction With Life 

Scale in comparison to alternate measures of happiness made it 

desirable for the current study.  

 

Gratitude Measure: Gratitude Questionnaire-Six Item Form 

(GQ-6) 

        The GQ-6 uses Likert-style response options (ranging 

from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).  The GQ-6 

(McCullough et al., 2001) has been studied extensively, with 

Cronbach’s alpha estimates for the six-item totals ranging from 

0.76 to 0.84 (McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002; 

McCullough, Tsang, & Emmons, 2002).  Scores on the GQ-6 

are correlated to factors such as optimism, life satisfaction, 

hope, among others, and negatively related to depression and 

anxiety (Sansone & Sansone, 2012).   

         In addition, scores on the GQ-6 correlate substantially 

with other measures of gratitude.  For example, one study 

evaluated the relationship between the GQ-6 and a self-report 

measure assessing one’s gratitude, thankfulness, and 

appreciation in daily life.  The two measures had a correlation 

of r = 0.65 (McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2001).  In 

regard to validity, people with high scores on the GQ-6 

reported feeling more “grateful,” “thankful,” and 

“appreciative” (Gray, Emmons, & Morrison, 2002).   

        For this study, the SWLS and GQ-6 were compiled into 

one survey, with all items included (see Appendix).  Subjects 

were given the survey at two different times, once as a pre-

intervention survey prior to writing their letters of gratitude and 

once as a post-intervention survey after writing their letters 

(and after reading their letters to others, depending on the 

experimental condition).  Several additional items on the 

surveys asked for demographic information, birth dates, and 

the last four digits of the subject’s phone number to permit 

matching of completed pre- and post-intervention surveys 

(because subjects’ names were not collected). 
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Table 1. Happiness Descriptive Statistics: Mean (SD) and Cohen’s d 

Condition Pre Post 

 

d 

Private Acknowledgment 24.02 (6.02) 25.92 (6.27) 

 

0.62 

Outward Expression 24.60 (5.11) 26.09 (5.42) 

 

0.46 

Gratitude Visit 24.86 (4.68) 26.05 (4.74) 

 

0.32 

 

 

Procedure 

        Subjects were run in groups of approximately 25.  All of 

the subjects were run in a group, in one of the three conditions 

described previously.  Participants read an informed consent 

form upon arrival.  After participants gave their consent to 

participate, the researcher asked participants to complete the 

pre-intervention survey according to how they were feeling in 

that moment.  The surveys were then collected and participants 

were read the following instructions:  

 

Think of the people—parents, friends, teachers, coaches, 

teammates, employers, and so on—who have been 

especially kind to you but have never heard you express 

your gratitude. Select one important person from your 

past who has made a major positive difference in your life 

and to whom you have never fully expressed your thanks. 

It may help to close your eyes when you are thinking of 

this person who has done something very significant for 

you in your life. Now visualize that person and all of 

their strengths.  Please write a one-page letter expressing 

your thanks and appreciation for them. You will have 

about 20 minutes to do so, if you need more time we can 

accommodate that.  

 

These instructions were displayed on a screen at the front of the 

room as a reference during the experiment.  The subjects were 

given a blank sheet of paper and were allowed to write their 

letters. 

        Upon completion of their letters, participants in the 

private acknowledgment condition filled out a post-intervention 

survey.  Each participant in the outward expression condition 

was paired up randomly with another participant in the same 

group.  Pairs went into separate breakout rooms and read their 

letters aloud to one another.  After reading their letters, 

participants completed a post-intervention survey.  Finally, 

subjects in these two conditions were given a debriefing 

statement explaining the purpose of the experiment. 

        After the subjects in the gratitude visit condition 

completed their letters, they were instructed to read the letters 

to the intended recipient sometime during the next week, either 

in person or over the phone.  Immediately after they read the 

letter, participants were directed to complete the post-

intervention survey, which they could access via the internet.  

Two reminder emails were sent during the week to subjects in 

the gratitude visit condition with a link to the post-intervention 

survey.  Finally, a debriefing message (containing the same 

information  that  was  given  to  participants  in  the  other two 

Table 2. Gratitude Descriptive Statistics:  Mean (SD) and Cohen’s d 

Condition Pre Post 

 

d 

Private Acknowledgment 35.67 (4.73) 36.02 (5.34) 

 

0.14 

Outward Expression 35.33 (5.12) 36.74 (4.15) 

 

0.39 

Gratitude Visit 35.51 (5.35) 36.58 (4.44) 

 

0.28 

 

 

 

 conditions) was emailed to participants in the gratitude visit 

condition to fully inform them of the intentions of the study.  

 

RESULTS 

 

To analyze the results, happiness and gratitude scores 

were computed for each pre-intervention and post-intervention 

survey.  Pre- and post-intervention surveys from individual 

subjects were matched based on the demographic information 

provided.  The happiness score was the total of the responses to 

the items taken from the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS).  

The gratitude score was the total of the responses to items 

taken from the Gratitude Questionnaire-Six Item Form (GQ-6).  

Items numbered 7-11 made up the SWLS and the remaining 

items comprised the GQ-6 scale (items 1 and 2 were reverse-

scored).  The mean happiness and gratitude scores in each 

condition for the pre- and post-intervention surveys were 

calculated and are shown in Tables 1 and 2. 

        A 2x3 mixed-method ANOVA was conducted for the 

happiness scores and, separately, for the gratitude scores. The 

factors were pre-intervention/post-intervention and private 

acknowledgement/outward expression/gratitude visit.  There 

was a significant main effect (at the 0.05 level of significance) 

of the pre-intervention/post-intervention factor for both the 

happiness scores [F(1,147) = 30.82, p < 0.001] and gratitude 

scores [F(1,147) = 12.23, p = 0.001].  Neither the main effect 

of condition nor the interaction was significant for either the 

happiness or gratitude scores (all p’s > 0.20).  This indicates 

that the changes in happiness and gratitude scores were 

significant, but that there were no significant differences in the 

size of the change in happiness and gratitude scores across the 

three conditions. 

        The effect sizes (Cohen’s d) for happiness and gratitude 

scores in the three conditions also are shown in Tables 1 and 2.  

Effect sizes ranged from 0.14 to 0.62 (mean d = 0.37) and 

were in the range of effect sizes reported in the meta-analysis 

of Davis et al. (2016).  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

In the original study by Seligman (2005), the gratitude 

visit showed significant but temporary results (effects lasting 

about a month).  Furthermore, Seligman (2005) looked at only 

one gratitude expression condition, which was replicated by the 

present gratitude visit condition. This original study ignited a 

great deal of additional research pertaining to positive 
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psychology and gratitude, but there has been a gap in research 

that has evaluated the aspects of gratitude that increase 

happiness.   

        The results of this experiment partially supported our 

hypothesis.  Consistent with the hypothesis, the happiness and 

gratitude levels of participants in the gratitude visit condition 

changed significantly from pre-intervention to post-

intervention.  However, contrary to the hypothesis, the results 

showed that happiness and gratitude levels changed 

significantly in the other conditions as well. These results 

suggest that the mere act of writing the letters produced 

changes in general happiness rather than the additional element 

of reading the letter to the intended recipient or even to another 

person.   

        It is important to acknowledge that there are other 

interpretations to consider.  It is possible that taking the survey 

twice was responsible for the increased happiness levels, but 

the control group present in Seligman’s (2005) study showed 

that merely taking the survey twice did not produce a change in 

happiness scores.  A limitation of this study was the inability to 

control post-intervention survey distribution to the participants 

in the gratitude visit condition.  Participants were instructed to 

take the online survey immediately after reading the letter to 

the intended recipient.  However, there was no way to confirm 

they did so immediately, which could impact the accuracy of 

the intervention affects.  Additional studies need to be 

conducted to control for those factors.  Lastly, further research 

is needed to assess longer-duration interventions that may 

provide longer-term positive effects on happiness.   

        The present study represents an important extension of 

previous research, evaluating the aspects of the gratitude visit 

that contribute to increased happiness.  The results indicate that 

several forms of gratitude expression affect levels of happiness 

and overall life satisfaction.  The significant results for the 

gratitude survey in conjunction with the life satisfaction survey 

act as converging evidence for the validity of our findings. 

Whether it is internal acknowledgment, external expression, or 

direct expression of gratitude, the positive effects on happiness 

are evident.  Although this study, along with the study 

conducted by Seligman (2005), measured only temporary 

increases in happiness, the results are still critical to our 

understanding of happiness.  Seligman suggests that while it 

may not be practical to perform gratitude visits formally on a 

daily basis, expressing gratitude in small ways can have a 

positive impact on one’s life.  If people are able to express 

gratitude more frequently, it may be powerful enough to have 

consistent and lasting effects (Seligman, 2005).  The present 

study suggests that the simple process of writing a letter of 

gratitude, even if not read to the intended recipient, can be 

effective in increasing one’s happiness and gratitude. 

 

APPENDIX 
 

DIRECTIONS: Below are statements with which you may agree or disagree. 

Using the 1-7 scale below, indicate your agreement with each item by placing 

the appropriate number in the line preceding that item. Please be open and 

honest in your responding. 

 

 1 = strongly disagree  

 2 = disagree  

 3 = slightly disagree  

 4 = neither agree or disagree  

 5 = slightly agree  

 6 = agree  

 7 = strongly agree 

 

______ 1. I am grateful to a wide variety of people. 

______ 2. As I get older I find myself more able to appreciate the people, 

events, and situations that have been part of my life history. 

______ 3. Long amounts of time can go by before I feel grateful to something 

or someone.  

______ 4. I have so much in life to be thankful for. 

______ 5. If I had to list everything that I felt grateful for, it would be a very 

long list. 

______ 6.  When I look at the world, I don’t see much to be grateful for. 

______ 7. I am satisfied with life.  

______ 8. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. 

______ 9. The conditions of my life are excellent.  

______ 10. In most ways my life is close to my ideal.  

______ 11. So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. 

 
Please also fill out the following information: 

 

Gender:     Male          Female 

Race:     Caucasian    African American    Asian    Hispanic    Other: _______ 

Birthday (MM/DD/YYYY): ___________________ 

Last 4 digits of your telephone number: ___________________ 
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