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they have heard, reaffirm that the group collectively may know more than
they do, that the group will think better if it gets into _..:c:c: and thinks
while doing, and that strength in dynamic environments comes from an as-
surance that wariness and alertness are deployed reliably. If individual
muww&_ remains the one uncontested element in Maslow’s otherwise much
criticized hierarchy of needs (1970), then it seems reasonable to argue that
collective safety, both psychological and physical, is just as crucial for
groups if they are to strive for virtue, extraordinary performance, and lives
that are worth living. Enacting that safety is virtuous organizing.
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Chapter 6

Acts of Gratitude in
Organizations

Robert A. Emmons

In ordinary life we hardly realize that we receive a grear deal
more than we give, and that it is only with gracitude that life be-

comes rich.
Dietrich Bonhoefter
Why include a chaprer on gratitude in a volume dedicated to positive or-
ganizational functioning? Because gratitude is a universal human virtue,
and this volume is about virtues. Park and Peterson (Chapter 3) include
gratitude among the “transcendent virtues”—those inner qualities that
strengthen bonds and connections with entities bevond the self. Religions
and philosophies around the world have long acclaimed the inner state of
gratitude and its outward manifestation in thanksgiving as an indispensable
manifestation of virtue, and an integral component of health, wholeness,
and well-being (Carman & Streng, 1989; Emmons & Hill, zo01). Grati-
tude expresses a fundamental value of human existence that was known
and acknowledged from the Roman philosopher Seneca up to contempo-
rary thinkers, from the oldest religions and cultures to modern expressions
of thanksgiving customs and rituals around the world. Cicero, in Oratio Pro
Cnoeo Plancio (XXXIII) deemed it “not only the greatest of the virtues, but



the parent of all others.” Gratefulness is a highly prized human disposition

in Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu thought (Emmons &
Hill, zoo1).

My primary purpose in this chaprer is to sketch the pos
chology of gratitude for organizational studies.
goal, the chapter is organized around the followi
viding a brief overview of gratitude in the histo
key benefits of gratitude in organizations;
search that organizational scholars should
veloped is that gratitude is a w

sibility of a psy-
In order to accomplish this
ng: defining gratitude; pro-
ry of ideas; identifying the
and articulating key areas of re-
pursue. The argument to be de-
clspring of trust and goodwill that can serve
as a hallmark of positive organizational performance.

ONTHE MEANING OF GRATITUDE

What is gratitude and how does it relate to organizational functioning? Park
and Peterson define gratitude as “being aware of and thankful for the good
things that happen.” We are all familjar with the feeling of gratitude—we
receive a gift, and we are grateful to che person who has provided this kind-
ness to us. We recognize that they need not have made this gesture, bur did
so out of goodwill toward us. In psychological parlance, gratitude is the pos-
itive recognition of benefits received. In this analysis, there are three com-
ponents: a benefactor, a gift or benefice, and a beneficiary. The
beneficiary realizes the value of the gift, the intention of the benefactor,
and thus experiences the positive emortional state of gratitude. The word
gratitude is derived from the Latin gratia, meaning “grace,” “graciousness,”
or “gratefulness.” All derivatives from this Latin root have to do with kind-
ness, generousness, gifts, and the beauty of giving and receiving, At the
cornerstone of gratitude is the notion of undeserved menit. The grateful per-
son recognizes that he or she did nothing to deserve the gift or benefir; it
was freely bestowed. This core feature is reflected in one definition of grat-
itude as “the willingness to recognize the unearned increments of value in
one's experience” (Bertocei & Millard, 1963: 389).
It is important to note that gratitude is an approach to life that can be
freely chosen for oneself. It does not depend upon objective life circum-

stances such as health, wealth, or beauty. To quote the late Catholic priest
and psychologist Henri Nouwen:

~Gratitude as a discipline involves 2 conscious choice. I can choose
to be grateful even when my emotions and feelings are steep and
hurt and resentful. It s amazing how many occasions present
themselves in which I can choose gratitude instead of a complaint.
I can choose to be grateful when I am criticized, even when my

ACIS O1 arautuae | o3

heart responds in bitterness. . . . I can choose to listen to ﬂ_a._n voices
that forgive and to look at the faces that smile, even while I still
hear words of revenge and see grimaces of hatred. (1992: 84)

GRATITUDE IN THE HISTORY OF IDEAS

In philosophical writings throughout history, mnw_.:Ean _,_,..a won:%wqm”ﬁm, Mm.
a vital civic virtue (see Harpham, in press, or v_:._::_:y_ucqc, wc revies E._
Classical writers generally viewed gratitude toward ::.m,m Un:w nrﬂ_aﬁv:mzﬁ
obligation, and stressed its dutiful aspects rather than its nawﬁ_o“ﬁ m_cnnm.“
Kant (1963), for instance, saw it as dury that we honor a nn_.u%ﬂu s g
fit that they have provided us. q_,ycm.:mw ,Pp.._:_u.mw :cu.: un rﬂm E._M_.S
tude as a secondary virtue associated with Justice, which entai m._.w I nxm.
to others that which is their right or due, It is right and _"w_u.wuwou_.d_m.wa d
press gratitude for benefits received. Persons i?._ regu ..,HA q, ,Hnwnﬂ‘_:zn i
gratitude to the benevolence of others ,,ecc.E. be m.&a to mo.r.m.uuv.n e e of
thankfulness. Contemporary s._.:nnw (cf. White, _.cc@,,in.qe m:s_”“:n:an "
integral element of good nmamn.:mrﬁ. ._: memu_wwcﬁ“”mh“”nw mi:w i 5
: asant feeling—it is a virtue the S 1 )
”H.MHM.MW.:M,.‘W”W more ncaﬂm_::m from a moral mﬂ_dnﬁ.cnw, _._,.ﬁamn._Ewnﬁ MM
one’s benefactor is seen as a profound Ec.u.m_ failure, and ._m o_wiﬂ_.o%mun
strongest accusations that can be Bhgn nmﬁ.ﬂmnm”ﬁhw”wm %nhwcm._n:u% unL
i i ras one of the vices that are =nes:
“.HW_.MMHMM?M mm:a David Hume (1968) wrote, *Of all En‘n_._awﬂﬂ M”mﬂ
human creatures are capable, the most rc_..:a Eﬂ unnatural is _Emm__cu ! m-
Adam Smith (1976) proposed that gratitude is w: M.m_wﬁ._._m MMM”:MWW
i with emotions such as resentment and affec . is,
MMMHQMMUMW@M Smith, one of the primary H.s.cﬁ?..,:cm mm Tn:ﬂ.c_w:ﬁ MWN»M,_MH
toward a benefactor. "To this point, Smith wrote, ‘H,dn mﬁmﬁﬂwn: e
most immediately and direetly prompts us to qns‘ua,. is gratitude mw.ﬁ _,Hsm
Smith observed that society can function ﬁ_:_.nrw on _.E:E.:m,: mwﬂsz .m:”cn_n
the basis of gratitude, but he clearly believed ﬁrmﬁ.mcn_nm_nv o m“ e
were more attractive in large part because _&3. an_am an M%..MEEEEQ
tional resource for promoting social wm._m._,u__:% _us,__«.vs.._:.m S M.E G_E el
(1950) argued that gratitude was a ncm_:ce_n-nEE_::.M.:_vr,_EU wn.”n.m wcnm N
tain one’s reciprocal obligations. mnnm.cmn formal socia v.HErwc v
the law and social contracts are Ew:mmn_n:m to regulare and n:......:M s_.u_.:n:
ity in human interaction, people are mon_m__ana.:_ have ,mﬂ.:,Ea € el
then serves to remind them of their need to Rn_wacnmﬁnr B Mv,.mm_.ﬁ:ﬂ -
change of benefits, gratitude prompts one @waw: (a nm._n._ .M:n..” } Joioe
bound to another (a benefactor), thereby REJSLEW _umq“n ci E_,Bn:,.cﬂ_,
reciprocity obligations. Simmel referred to gratitude as “the mo,



of mankind . . . if every grateful action . . , were suddenly eliminated, soci-
ety (at least as we know it) would break apart” (1950: 388). In line with
Simmel’s conclusion, Trivers (1971) viewed gratitude as an evolutionary
adaptation that regulates people’s responses to altruistic acts, In this sense,
gratitude could be a key element in the emotional system underlying re-
ciprocal aleruism. Recent research indicates that gratitude may be a psy-
chological mechanism underlying reciprocal exchange in human and
nonhuman primates (de Waal, 2000). As early as 1932, the anthropologist
Edward Westermarck ( 1932) antedated the discussion of gratitude as un-
derlying reciprocal altruism. He depicted gratitude as a kindly retributive
emotion, in a class of emotions characterized by “a desire to give pleasure
in return for pleasure received” (p. 86).

In that issues of justice, equity, and reciprocity—of giving and receiv-
ing—permeate the workplace, even the cursory overview presented above
would suggest that opportunities abound to study gratitude in organizational
settings. Yet surprisingly, there is virtually no hard research on gratitude in
organizations. Searches of organizational journals using the keywords “grati-
tude,” “grateful,” or “thankful” vield references mainly to brief exhorta-
tory columns and op-ed ype pieces encouraging employers to express
appreciation more often to their emplovees and encouraging employees to
adopt an atitude of gratitude in order to be happier with their jobs, Beyond
these platitudes, however, there is no scientific research that is designed to
document ways in which gratitude, either as a virtue or as an emotional
state, might lead to more optimal organizational functioning. Even a recent
handbook devoted to exploring the role of emotional intelligence in orga-
nizational life (Cherniss & Goleman, 2001) is curiously silent about the
emotion of gratitude. Elsewhere (Emmons & Shelton, 2002) we have pro-
vided some reasons for psychology’s neglect of gratitude despite its ac-
knowledged value in world ethical and religious systems for centuries, reasons
that are also relevant ro understanding the neglect of gratitude within organ-
izational scholarship. For example, scholars may have equated gratitude wich
indebredness, reduced gratitude to mere expressions of politeness or to

strategies in the reciprocity game, or seen the concept as too ughrly linked
with spiritual and religious traditions to warrant objective study.

Gratitude as a Moral Emotion

Following the line of thought initiated by Smith, Simmel, Westermarck,
and others. McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons, and Larson (2001) theorized
that gratitude is 2 moral emotion. Moral emotions are those emotions that
are linked to the interests of either society as a whole or at least to persons
outside the agent (Haidr, in press). McCullough and colleagues hypothe-
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sized that by experiencing gratitude, a person is Hc:«.ﬁnm_ __u.uv.,r.m_.mw.m”“”.ﬁ_
prosocial behavior, energized to sustain an._ behaviors, ..5&._.: d_. :n‘. _mhna
committing destructive _snﬁvoaczm_‘UarmSE.m. Because cw __”m.%w“.___mﬁrﬂ
functions in the moral domain, they liken mum:.n:an Lo empat T. sy %n _:v
guilt, and shame. Like empathy, w«.‘:,%m%.m... m:._:. .Sa mrm:wnm _mEHM_“ < m :
a special place in the grammar of moral life. /._a rnanuv,n:_w& y _”E : w rﬂvow.
thy operate when people have the opportunity to R%HE H nw .ﬁ n w,m%na o
another person, and guilt and shame operate when _urcv_n _._.a,ﬂ? -
meet moral standards or obligations, mEsE&.n operates ,3 @Fn. i
people acknowledge that they are the recipients cw. ?“__".:Cma .r:cim_“
Specifically, they posited that gratitude serves as a _&.ES\. \_w\nﬂ_& et * i
ing individuals with an affective readout nr.”: unnw—:@ms_nu t n tmﬂﬂﬂmnrmﬁ
that another person has treated them munomc.n_m_:_. Second, ﬂ:nw‘ ﬁca__ o
gratitude serves as a moral motive, ﬁ_ac_wnz g people _..,c ,_ua:,maw ﬂﬂﬁﬂre,mcm
after they have been the beneficiaries of other people s mh.n.u.vco_m . (2 awqm: ;
Third, nr.nw posited that gratitude serves asa Ewﬁax Q.,_m,__cxw_n awﬂﬁcnwmm
prosocial behavior by reinforcing people for H.rn: previous Emmocm_ et
ior, McCullough and colleagues adduced evidence :.::.__ a a_i e %n.:.._._c_.: !
studies in personality, social, developmental, and evolutionary psychology
to support this conceprualization.

Gratitude Leads to Positive Outcomes

Gratitude is important because of its anﬁonwﬂm.ﬁnm causal ___.”W..w“.:_r DCHH_DHH
outcomes, including mood and prosocial _un_._mq..ho_.. .Znnnzn ?Mr‘ 0 wm_r_un “
search suggests that a grateful response to life n:.c:ﬂﬂ&hmnh&ﬂﬂ ncc._m
adaptive psychological strategy u:n_.m: important ﬁ_”_c.rwuv yw .Hn mv B
positively interpret everyday experiences. The mUEJ ﬂ.c :o,ﬁ._ow. _u_w_ i
ate, and savor the elements of one’s life r.% Uﬂun: «,_MMMMW uum,“wm“m.%a:ﬂ&
>rminant of well-being (Emmons & Shelton, o Ot
WMMHM“‘MSW& recently n_nm,_c:mﬂ?;na ( m:.::ﬁ.vnm ? MecC “::.c,:,.,mcw“. mccwv _M”M
there are measurable benefits to Hnm:_.m_.?_ r,n:,”,_:m ::.c:n _,_ ] n,um_:mﬂw 2
that an effective way to make oneself aware of benefits received is to
gage in a self-guided gratitude thought-listing procedure. R
In one study (Emmons & MeCullough, _mccpﬁ., c:an:m.r__ :,.:n I -
pants were asked to keep gratitude journals in («.‘r__n: they s_“ﬂ:.? up nﬂﬁ”ﬁcmn
things for which they were grateful or thankful. Those s.rﬁ._.v Tnm__“ mﬂﬂémnn_
journals on a weelly basis mknqnwmn.a more regularly, Rzoﬂn : .z..s~ nMo_un.n..o o
symptoms, felt better about their lives as a whole, E“ sn,ﬂ.r Wa s,_mmﬁm
mistic about the upcoming week noEu,Ena to those w 6 Rr..,ca.w . M__En_n
or neutral life events. In a second experiment, m,ﬁ:anzﬂm kept ma._:.. u.' m_.,m e
journals, The gratitude condition resulted in higher reported levels o
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positive states of alertness, enthusiasm, determination, attentiveness, and
energy compared to a focus on hassles or a downward social comparison
(ways in which participants thought they were better off than others). Par-
ticipants in the daily gratitude condition were more likely to report having
helped someone with a personal problem or having offered emotional sup-
port to another, relative to the hassles or social comparison conditions, In
other words, gratitude leads not only to feeling good, but also to doing good.
We also found that in a sample of persons with neuromuscular disease (Em-
mons & McCullough, Study 3, 2003), writing blessings on a regular basis
resulted in higher reported levels of alertness and energy, longer sleep du-
ration and better sleep quality, and a sense of feeling more connected to
others.

Non-self-report data indicate positive correlates and consequences of
gratitude. The informants of people with strong dispositions toward grati-
tude reported that these grateful friends engaged in more prosocial behav-
iors (e.g., loaning money, providing compassion, sympathy, and emotional
support) in the previous month than did the informants of less grateful indi-
viduals. Grateful individuals were also rated by their informants as engag-
ing in such supportive behaviors more frequently in general than did the
informants of less grateful individuals (McCullough et al., 2001). Data on
the interpersonal consequences of gratefulness are scarce. All in all, how-
ever, it 1s reasonable to hypothesize that expressions of gratitude and appre-
ciation are vital to successful, vital, and thriving long-term relationships.

Further, gratefulness is an artitude underlying successful functioning
over the life course. In his longitudinal study of male adult development,
Vaillant (1993) theorizes that a key to mature adaptation to life is the abil-
ity to replace bitterness and resentment toward those that have perpetrated
harm with gratitude and acceprance. Gratitude is part and parcel of a cre-
ative emotional process whereby self-destructive emotions are transformed
into ones that permit healing and restoration. According to Vaillant, “ma-
ture defenses grow out of our brain’s evolving capacity to master, assimi-
late, and feel grateful for life, living, and experience” (p. 337).

Given that gratitude has potentially important consequences for individ-
uals and society, it is curious that psychologists specializing in the study of
organizational issues, by and large failed to explore its contours. Only a
handful of research studies are directly relevant for the study of gratitude in
organizational contexts. Only one published study (Baron, 1984) is directly
relevant to the second corollary of the moral motive hypothesis (i.e., that
feeling grateful inhibits people from engaging in destructive interpersonal
behavior). In Baron’s study, undergraduate students were paired with con-
federates in a task in which they were instructed to simulate a conflict
about a work-related matter. Confederates were trained to provide persua-
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sive arguments that allowed them to Emmmﬁm nomw::‘m with ﬁm..:_oﬁm:w%
views regardless of their content. U:::.m. a break in the experiment, ﬁww
confederate engaged in one of four conditions. In the ES.nm.c_ r.o:.n__,ncs_ t ._,n
confederate simply sat quietly during the break. In a m;.ﬁ m.c:a:_c_.g EFM.
sumed to elicit gratitude), the confederate offered the participant a mzn..cm 0
candy. In the sympathy condition, the confederate mzw_.:_uﬂnn to nv.%_m__z
that if he had seemed “uptight” during the m_m; part of the m_Bﬁw_wchr:
was because of school-related stress. Finally, in .ﬁrn humor condition, the
confederate showed the participant several amusing cartoons. -~

Participants in the three experimental nc:mﬁ,o:m (i.e., m;.r. m%w:vmw.%
and humor) reported more positive moods ?:oé_:m.ﬁ.rn nx_.ur”:_dr‘:ﬁ t n”:
did subjects in the control condition cgos.nwmr the m:‘ﬂ .cc:a_.:.cn Mm_mn””mw
marginally different from the no:.ﬂz.u_ ccsa_cos..v. Participants _M t M.n_ -
experimental conditions reported liking the confederate more than _ m_,_.n
ticipants in the control condition, Ea.&mc :ﬁi the confederate as % c
pleasant. Finally, participants in the gift condition and 9..”“ humor ,nME __.uc:
reported that they would be more likely to use nc__mvcamswa to resolve con-
flict in the future than did participants in the control nc:a:,_.cn. . .

These dara indicate that the “incompatible response Bm:._v:_mcc:,,
enhanced positive mood and seemed to *.mn::mmu.nom::,a Rmo_c:..,.ﬁm ,5 MT
ganizational conflict. What is #oz clear, however, is s.:c:mnn the m_mﬂ. con _”
mcn,m effects on enhancing participants’ perceptions of the cc:maamhm_wm
(i.e., liking him and viewing him as pleasant) mtnc:r._nmf s.n,nn %ma_mwm. Hw_
feelings of gratitude. The effects of all %Hn.n.n%n_.:ﬁnnm& con Ec:"., rcm
be evidence for the general effect of positive mood on :E?J@ Uo:m,_._c_.
(Carlson, Charlin, & Miller, 1988). ﬁE.m. m:rccmr ﬁ.vn no:&:mu._cn. that _:-
ducing gratitude helps to inhibit destructive ,.uqmm_m_wmzo:m_ mo:?wﬂ 15 n__”uww_ﬂ
tent with the data, the assumption that the gift-giving manipulation elicite
feelings of gratitude was not *.Ea.m__f, tested. . e

Applied researchers also have found that expressions of mE:E.n ?Ea
inforce moral behavior. Clark, Northrop, and mﬁrwrﬁn,ﬁ 1988) attempted to
increase the frequency with which case managers visited their mn_c_cmcwsm
clients in a residential treatment program. During a Hén:ﬂw,_é.nnw Um_w.,.nfnr,
observation period, 43 percent of the Ec_nmcn:_u_ were Sm_ﬁn.a sﬁ._m_ar _u.,
their case managers. After the observation period, .H:n ﬁnwaﬁ,z,:m_ ::.:.v
began to send thank-you letters to case :Swunﬁm.m:ﬂ Hrnv.e_mni Em.:,
clients. During the twenty-week period a:_._:m. which the Hn,mdn_m:sm units
sent %m:wéc.: notes, nearly 80 percent of clients were e,a:..na UM %.n:
case managers each week. During a ﬂn:-,,annr. ‘Hnaﬁ_.wm_ period ﬁ.EMm
which no thank-you letters were sent *.o:o,.S:m a._m_m.,.v. the Ennm.cm Sn“n, y
visitation dropped back to roughly their initial levels (1.e., approximately 50
percent of clients were visited weekly).
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Orther field experiments indicate that the reinforcement effects of grati-
:E.n cxpressions extend into the economic arena also. Restaurant bills on
which the server writes “thank you” produce tips that are as much as 11
percent higher than do bills without an expression of gratitude; w:n_:m:._m
H_.E:r&.ﬂ:._ notes in mail surveys typically increases response rates; and cus-
tomers of a single jewelry store who received a telephone call to thank
them for their business spent more money in the store during the next
Ec:.% than did customers who did not receive such a call (each of ﬁrnw_n
studies is described at length in McCullough, Kirkpatrick, Emmons, and
Larson, 2001). Interestingly, the customers who were called to be Em.:w,nm_
also spent more money than customers who received a call both to thank
them for their business @74 to announce that the store would be having a
sale (20 percent off) during the next two months. -

Gratitude and Positive Emotions in Organizations

Making the personal commitment to invest psychic energy in developing a
personal schema, outlook, or worldview of one’s life &..u “gift” or c:m,,u,
,..n_..w.mn:. as being “gifted” holds considerable sway from the standpoint of
positive organizational functioning. Building up virtue capiral in the work-
place has been systematized and formalized through the “appreciative in-
_nEJ,: .C»: approach to change management, a movement that has gained
increasing momentum in recent vears (see Chapter 15). To appreciate, in
this Context, is to “deliberately notice, anticipate, and heighten positive po-
,ﬁn:ﬁ_&x (Kaczmarski & Cooperrider, 1999). Its goal is not to focus on what
is Eﬁ.ﬂm:n in organizations, but rather to seek and create the positive core of
c_.,mmn_mmmc:m_ life in a manner that will affirm the strengths and potentials
ot individuals so that they might realize their greatest good (Whitney &
ﬁ.wé?u,ﬂaw_.. 1998). Al is based on the premise that mutual valuing and af-
H..W.E.E:c_.a is necessary for collaborative learning and social transformation
( ﬁn:rmmm. 2000). Gratitude is not an explicit ingredient in Al w:Ha?nzaorm
and gratitude and appreciation are related, though distinct constructs ﬁuﬁ_
common definitions of @ppreciation include “the act of estimating :_mnmmm ac-
nc_.m_:m to their worth,” “grateful recognition,” and ,..mn:.,miqn..,_s.ﬁn:nmm
Ewa nEc%Enzn_, (McCraty and Childre, in press). Empirically, the emotion
of gratitude appears to be part of a higher-order construct of appreciation
(Adler, z002). The primary difference is that appreciation is not necessarily
evoked in response to specific benefits received trom another. 4
The n:_.:«.mac: of gratitude may be important in organizations not only
because of the direct effects of improving organizational climarte, but also
:nmn:zn as a cognitive strategy, gratitude can improve individual well-
being and lower toxic emotions in the workplace, such as resentment and
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envy. Moods are important determiners of efficiency, success, productivity,

and employee loyalty. A number of recent studies have demonstrated that

employee happiness and well-being are positively associated with perfor-

mance, morale, commitment, and negatively associated with absenteeism,

turnover, and burnout (e.g., Wright & Staw, 1999). Thus, methods and

means for cultivating positive emotions are understandably sought after. As
we have seen, an effective strategy for producing reliably higher levels of
pleasant affect is to lead people to reflect, on a daily basis, to write about
those aspects of their lives for which they are grateful. Individuals who reg-
ularly practice gratitude, then, will not stagnate. Instead, they continually
grow toward optimal functioning. Positive emotions generate what has
been referred to as an “upward spiral” toward optimal functioning and en-
hanced emotional well-being (see Fredrickson, 2001, and Chapter 11). Pos-
itive emotions achieve these beneficial outcomes by broadening
individuals’ habitual modes of thinking and action. Gratitude can build per-
sonal (cognitive, emotional, spiritual) and interpersonal resources. For ex-
ample, to the extent that gratitude broadens the scope of cognition and
enables flexible and creative thinking, it also facilitates coping with stress
and adversity. Grateful people may have more psychic adaptability than the
ungrateful, enabling them ro be less defensive and t consciously take con-
trol of stressors by choosing to extract benefits from challenge and even
suffering.

Prosocial Consequences

Gratitude not only feels good for the individ ual, but also produces a cascade
of beneficial social outcomes as it reflects, motivates, and reinforces moral
social actions in both the giver and the recipient of help (McCullough,
Kirkpatrick, Emmons, & Larson, 2001). The feeling of grattude, McCul-
lough and colleagues argue, reflects or identifies moral action because it
surfaces when individuals acknowledge that another has been helpful to
them. It motivates moral action because grateful people often feel the urge
to repay in some manner those who have helped them. Finally, gratitude
reinforces moral behavior because giving thanks or acknowledgment re-
wards help-givers, making them feel appreciated and more likely to give
help in the future.

By experiencing and expressing gratitude, people can transform them-
selves and, by extension, the larger units within which they are embedded,
becoming more creative, knowledgeable, resilient, socially integrated, and
healthy (see Chapter 11). Social and community transformation occurs be-
cause each person’s positive emotions can reverberate through others. Be-
cause an individual’s experiences of positive emotions can reverberate in
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other members of an organization and across interpersonal transactions, pos-
itive emotions such as gratitude fuel optimal organizational functioning,

helping organizations to thrive and prosper.

Organizational and community transformation occurs because each per-
son’s positive emotions can reverberate through others. In part, this is be-

cause emotions are contagious (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993).
Experimental studies have shown that one person’s expression of positive
emotion, through processes of mimicry and facial feedback, can produce
experiences of positive emotion in those with whom they interact (Hart-
field, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993; Lundgvist & Dimberg, 1995). Organi-
zational leaders’ positive emotions may be especially contagious. Studies
have shown, for instance, that a leader’s positive emotions predict the per-
formance of their entire group (George, 1995). Another, and perhaps more
critical way thar positive emotions spread through groups and organizations
is by creating chains of events that carry positive meaning for others, When
people act on their experiences of gratitude, for instance. they create
meaningful situations for others. The original benefactors may feel rein-
forced for their initial prosocial act ( MecCullough, Kirkpatrick, Emmons, &
Larson, 2001) and anyone else who receives an altruistic gift may them-
selves feel gratitude. For example, the grateful cherishing of coworkers
provides a motive that helps sustain loving relationships at work. To quote
White (1996): “The beneficiary . . . is perceived as the repository of some-
one’s good will and the good things that have flowed to him or her as a re-
sult of another’s efforts. This can call forth an appreciative, celebratory
attitude towards a benefactor which sets up a beneficent circle of concern”
(p- 48). This beneficent circle of concern could continue indefinitely. In
this manner, positive emotions, attitudes, and behaviors tend to beget sub-
sequent positive emotions, attitudes, and behaviors, Thus, the amplification
effect described by Cameron (Chapter 4) appears to be one likely route by
which gratitude leads to positive outcomes.

Gratitude as an Antidote to Toxic Workplace
Emotions

Some of the power of gratitude in organizations may stem from its ability to
offset toxic workplace emotions and atticudes. Positive emotions broaden
and build (see Chaprer 11); conversely, negative emotions narrow and tear
down. By experiencing gratitude, could a person control anger, envy, or
other interpersonally destructive emotions? A number of theorists have ar-
gued that gratitude is prophylactic for harmful impulses of envy and greed
(e.g., Solomon & Flores, z001). Conversely, envy is a breeding ground for
ingrartitude, The core problem with envy is a nonawareness of the blessings
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PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
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gratitude in the second step may be similar to identifying core competen-
cies and critical resources, the self-examination in the third step might be
similar to organizational analyses and measurements, and the fourth step
may be similar to a commitment toward organizational improvement.! As-
suming that one engages in a daily moral inventory with the genuine inten-
tion to foster personal moral growth, then experiencing gratitude and the
positive feeling states associated with it (e.g., humility and empathy toward
others) more than likely inclines one to enter any moral examination of
one’s life with greater sincerity and resolve. In this regard, gratitude might
be conceived of as serving a “buffering” role that allays embarrassment,
shame, or other negative emotions that might undermine self-honesty. In
order to reap the benefits of grateful living, strategies such as Shelton’s for
developing gratitude could be devised and incorporated into the everyday
ethos of organizations,

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

I have sketched a few ways in which gratitude, as both a positive emotional
state and an other-regarding virtue, might have implications for organiza-
tions and their functioning. Since little substantive research on gratitude in
organizations has actually occurred, many more questions than answers
exist at this juncrure. Among the more urgent questions that need to be ad-
dressed are the following:

e  What is the best way to measure gratitude as an organizational
variable?

e What is distinctive about gratitude, compared to other positive
emotions and virtues of personality such as hope, optimism, joy,
compassion, empathy, and generosity?

»  How does gratitude relate to organizational outcomes, includ-
ing subjective indicators (job satisfaction, morale, loyalty, citi-
zenship behavior) and objective performance (employee
turnover, profitability, customer retention)?

e Are the effects of gratitude in organizations more due to buf-
fering or to amplifying effects (see Chaprer 4), or to unidenti-
ficd mechanisms?

e Do training programs in appreciation that include gratitude as a
component affect organizational performance?

e Do grateful supervisors promote more grateful employees?
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¢ How might gratitude buffer negative reactions (envy, resent-
ment) to downsizing?

¢ How does economic climate affect organizational gratitude?

These are just a few of the questions that constitute a growing agenda for
the science of positive organizational scholarship. The ingenuity of re-
searchers and practitioners will determine the ultimate benefits of includ-
ing the construct of gratitude in organizational studies.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this chapter has been to present a summary of current
thinking and research on gratitude, with the conviction that gratitude has
earned a legitimate place in any consideration of positive organizational
functioning, Gratitude is a virtue that characterizes people who are well fit
to living harmoniously among others; it is central to how people negotiate
their moral and interpersonal lives. As one of the most typical responses to
perceived benevolence from other moral agents, it appears to foster proso-
cial behavior, positive mood states, and enhanced performance among ben-
eficiaries and benefactors alike. There is thus ample reason to suspect that
it improves organizational life as well.
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NOTE

1. 1 am indebted to Kim Cameron for drawing my attention to these organiz-
ational parallels.



