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Chapter 8

Gratitude: Deliberately Noticing What Is Good

If you have ever reached the end of a day that contained a good meal, a kind word, and an hour
of decent weather, and found that the only thing you could remember clearly was the one email
that went wrong, you have met the negativity bias. The human brain has a built-in tendency,
shaped by evolution, to register threats and bad news more vividly, and to retain them longer,
than anything good. This was adaptive when threats needed urgent attention. Now it means that
the good things (pleasures, kindnesses, beautiful things, moments of connection) pass through
awareness quickly and leave little trace, while difficulties take up far more than their share of our
attention.

Gratitude practice is the deliberate exercise of redirecting attention toward what is good in your
experience. It does not deny difficulty. It balances the negativity bias by consciously registering
positive realities that would otherwise pass unnoticed. It is also a direct counter to hedonic
adaptation: what you keep noticing, you keep feeling. Two ideas run through this chapter. The
first is that gratitude is a discipline of attention, a training in where the mind goes when nothing
is forcing it anywhere. The second is that gratitude, once expressed, turns outward, and lands far
more warmly than we predict. Among all the thought disciplines in this part of the book,
gratitude is the easiest to begin, which is why the Introduction named it the natural first step.

What the Evidence Shows

Gratitude practice brings real improvements in well-being for many people, though popular
accounts have sometimes overstated the research. When it is compared rigorously against other
beneficial activities (not just against doing nothing), the effects are real but small. Gratitude
works best for people who are not naturally appreciative. Those who already notice what is good
in their lives gain less from formal exercises than those who tend to take good things for granted
or focus on what is missing. If you suspect you belong to the second group, this chapter has more
to offer you, not less.

The most comprehensive cross-cultural evidence arrived in 2025. A meta-analysis spanning 145
studies and twenty-eight countries confirmed the small but real overall effect, and found that
gratitude’s effectiveness varies between cultures, fitting the pattern this book’s Introduction
flagged. The same analysis found that combining forms of practice (journaling plus expressed
thanks, for instance) outperformed any single form. If you are going to do one gratitude practice,
make it a letter or a conversation rather than a journal entry. If you are willing to do two, do both.

One consistent and important finding: expressed gratitude (telling people, directly and
specifically, how they have contributed to your life) tends to outperform private journaling. And
people badly underestimate how well their thanks will be received. Most of us hold back because
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it feels awkward or excessive, when in fact the recipients are almost always moved, and more
than the giver predicted. What holds us back is not coldness but a forecast, and the forecast is
wrong in a consistent direction. The moment you feel that a thank-you would be too much, the
evidence says it is probably about right.

Practical Gratitude

Start with the journal, since it is the easiest to begin. Set aside five to ten minutes once or twice a
week to write three to five specific things you appreciated in recent days. Not daily: research
suggests that weekly practice preserves the element of deliberate attention, which daily repetition
can wear down into rote listing. Specificity is essential. “My family” is too general to create felt
appreciation. “My daughter’s patience this morning when I was running late and stressed” is
specific enough to put you back in the moment of good feeling. Writing about why something
was good, and what it took for it to happen, does more lasting good than simply listing it. A
useful test, when you finish an entry, is whether you can feel anything. If not, go back to one item
and ask what had to be true for it to happen: who did something, what they gave up, what could
easily have gone the other way. That is where the appreciation lives. Pick a fixed evening for this
so it does not depend on remembering; the companion app can carry a weekly gratitude prompt
if you would rather not rely on memory.

Then write a gratitude letter to someone who changed something in your life. Name the moment
if you can recall one, say what you understood about it only later, and say what is different in
your life because of them. A few hundred words is plenty. If you can deliver it in person and read
it aloud, the effect for both of you will be much stronger than sending it by message. Reading
aloud will feel more awkward than you would like, which is the misprediction at work again; go
ahead anyway. If the person lives far away, read it to them on a call. This exercise delivers the
largest single-session positive effect of any gratitude intervention tested.

The traditions described in Chapter 5 suggest a complement to the weekly journal: gratitude
threaded through the day in small, specific moments. A breath of real thanks before a meal, on
waking, on stepping outside into good weather. The practical trick is to attach each one to
something that already happens, so the cue does the remembering for you: the first sip of coffee,
the front door closing behind you. Keep it to a single sentence in your head and keep it specific:
thanks for this particular food, this particular morning. Small, frequent, and tied to the moment,
gratitude becomes a reflex rather than an exercise.

Sometimes none of this will feel true. You will sit down to write and find that the items feel
forced, or that you are grateful on paper and irritated in fact. This is common, and it is not a sign
the practice has failed. It usually means one of two things. Either the entries have become general
and need to be made concrete again, or something difficult is taking up the room and needs to be
acknowledged first. In the second case, name the hard thing in a sentence, then look for one small
good thing that was also true that day: the friend who called, the meal that was still good.
Gratitude is not a demand that you feel well about everything; it is the practice of noticing that
the good was present alongside the rest. If a whole week goes by with nothing on the page, come
back the next week without self-reproach.
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Beyond formal practices, the deeper goal is the orientation of noticing: registering the good that
appears in ordinary days. An unexpectedly kind gesture from a stranger. A conversation that felt
alive. The quality of light at a particular time of the morning. The fact that your body, imperfect
as it is, is working well enough to carry you through your days. Noticing these things, rather than
hurrying past them toward whatever comes next, is what gratitude finally cultivates. That
orientation, once developed, has a lasting effect on the quality of daily experience.

In Practice

Journal once or twice weekly, not daily: three to five specific items, with the why included.

Express more than you record: told gratitude beats written gratitude, and recipients are far more
moved than you predict.

Try one gratitude letter, delivered in person if possible: the single most effective exercise tested.

Thread small, specific thanks through the day (before meals, on waking) so appreciation
becomes a reflex.

When it feels forced, make the entries concrete again, or name the hard thing first and then find
the one good thing beside it.

Gratitude belongs to the long game: it trains attention slowly, over months, and the same noticing
it builds is what lets the faster gains of Part III register at all.

Start here: Tell one person this week, specifically, what they did and what it meant to you.
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