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Ev idence -Based  Stra teg ies  
to  Boost  Grat i tude

You may have heard th is  one before :
making a  l is t  of  the  th ings that  you 're
gratefu l  is  one of  the  most
researched and effect ive  methods for
boost ing grat i tude .  Grat i tude l is ts
are  meant  to  be  wri t ten on a  regular
basis  over  the  course  of  severa l
weeks or  months .  This  embeds
gratefu l  th inking into  your  rout ine ,
keeping your  grat i tude muscles
toned.
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Some people  are  more inc l ined to
fee l ing  gratefu l .  These people  tend to  be
more opt imist ic  in  genera l  and are  more
l ike ly  to  th ink  that  others  are  go ing out
of  the ir  way to  be  k ind to  them.

as  a  personal i ty  trait an in-the-moment  emotion

This  is  the  rush of  happiness  we get
when we fee l  gratefu l  for  something that
has happened.  We can tra in  our  bra ins  to
be  more responsive  to  these  moments
using the  strategies  out l ined be low.

Another  tr ied  and true method for  boost ing
grat i tude is  to  wri te  a  let ter  to  someone thanking
them.  The exerc ise  of  ref lect ing and wri t ing  a
letter  to  someone has  been shown to  have
psychologica l  benef i ts  last ing as  long as  3
months later .

This  can be  adapted for  d i f ferent  ages .  For
younger  chi ldren,  th is  might  mean having a
conversat ion about  a  person they are  gratefu l
for  and then us ing that  conversat ion as
inspirat ion for  a  drawing .  As  an a l ternat ive ,  you
could  record the  conversat ion (and send i t  or
save i t  for  yourse lves  to  l is ten to  another  t ime! ) .

For  o lder  chi ldren,  ask  them to  th ink  of  someone
they fee l  they d idn ’ t  thank proper ly  -  a  former
teacher ,  coach,  mentor ,  fami ly  member ,  fr iend,
anyone.  Then encourage them to  wri te  them a
letter  expressing the ir  grat i tude .  I f  sending the
letter  is  too  much pressure ,  then that ’s  okay!  The
act  of  wri t ing  and ref lect ing is  what 's  important .
They may fee l  so  inspired by the  process  that
they end up dec id ing to  send i t .

LETTERS

The  Long  Term  Bene f i t s  of  Grat i tude
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Compared to  mater ia l  g i f ts ,
exper ient ia l  g i f ts  have been
shown in  past  studies  to
strengthen re lat ionships ,  make
people  fee l  c loser  to  one
another ,  to  lead to  less  buyer ’s
remorse ,  and greater  happiness
for  both the  g iver  and rece iver .

Studies  of  Mother ’s  and Father ’s
Day g i f ts  have shown that
parents  tend to  fee l  c loser  to
their  chi ldren when they are
given exper ient ia l  g i f ts .  In
contrast ,  mater ia l  g i f ts  are  not
l inked to  how c lose  parents  fee l
to  the ir  chi ldren.

Chi ldren,  however ,  tend to
appreciate  mater ia l  g i f ts  more .
I t  isn ' t  unt i l  la te  adolescence
that  they apprec iate
exper ient ia l  g i f ts  more than
mater ia l  g i f ts .

EXPERIENTIAL GIFTS

A g i f t  doesn ’ t  need to  be
expensive ;  research has
shown that  there  is  no
corre lat ion between the  cost
of  a  g i f t  and how much the  g i f t
rec ip ient  apprec iates  i t .

COST

The average American
household  spends

approximate ly  $1 ,300
on g i f ts  each year .

Recent  studies  have used technology
used to  track  bra in  act iv i ty  to  study
the neurologica l  effects  of
exchanging g i f ts .  When fr iends
exchange g i f ts ,  not  only  does  i t  make
them fee l  c loser  to  one another ,  but
i t  a lso  improves the ir  cognit ive
performance .    

GIFTS &  THE BRAIN

“It's not how much we give but how      
 much love we put into giving.”

  ― MOTHER THERESA
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Po in ts  to  Keep  i n  Mind  When
Buy ing  a  Gi f t  for  a  Ch i ld

Unti l  ch i ldren are  in  the ir  late  teens ,  they tend to  apprec iate  mater ia l
g i f ts  more than exper ient ia l  g i f ts .  This  is  l ike ly  because younger
chi ldren are  st i l l  deve loping the  cognit ive  sk i l ls  necessary to  fu l ly
appreciate  exper iences  as  memories .  They might  be  thr i l led  in  the
moment  to  be  doing something specia l ,  but  they tend to  struggle  to
look back on the  memory with  as  much apprec iat ion as  an adult  would .
Mater ia l  g i f ts ,  on the  other  hand,  offer  a  tangib le  ' th ing '  that  is  eas ier
for  them to  apprec iate  over  t ime.  

EXPERIENTIAL vs .  MATERIAL GIFTS

OPEN-ENDED TOYS

The ways that  chi ldren can p lay  with  open-ended toys  are  l imit less .
B locks ,  for  example ,  are  one of  the  most  versat i le  toys  a  chi ld  can
have .  As  chi ldren grow,  how they interact  with  b locks  become
increasingly  complex  a l lowing for  new avenues of  explorat ion .  Toys
that  have only  one purpose tend to  have shorter  l i fespans because
they aren ' t  as  f lex ib le  and can ' t  "grow"  with  the  chi ld .  

TRADITIONS 

The tradi t ions that  co inc ide  with  g i f t  exchanges bui ld  chi ldren 's
ant ic ipat ion of  upcoming ho l idays .  These tradi t ions ,  not  the  contents
of  indiv idual  g i f ts ,  are  often the  memories  that  we carry with  us  into
adulthood.   

Chi ldren wi l l  a lso  bui ld  the ir  sense of  ident i ty  as  they come to  rea l ize
what  tradi t ions are  unique to  the ir  fami ly ,  community ,  and cu l ture .   
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The reported annual  expenditure  on gi f ts  was  calculated
as  2% of  the median annual  income for  a  family  of  four ,
reported by  the U .S .  census  for  the year  2005 (US Bureau
of  Labor  Stat ist ics  (2013) .

Created by  a  professor  and a  PhD student ,
Sc ient i f ic  Mommy is  a  p latform for  sharing b i te-
size  insights  from chi ld  development  research.

Through Rigor ,  famil ies  can test  free  educat ional
products  and receive  personal ized t ips  based on their
chi ldren's  development .  To  jo in  the wait l ist ,  v is i t
www.sc ient i f icmommy.com/rigor
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