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Abstract 

Background:  Growing evidence is linking gratitude with well-being, yet insufficient 
scholarly attention has been given to how it is defined, understood and measured. 
To address this issue, gratitude and gratefulness can be usefully distinguished as two 
types of appreciative functioning. Applying complex dynamic systems theory, appre‑
ciative functioning is conceptualised as a pattern of cognition and behaviour that 
involves the interaction of awareness, comprehension, emotions, goals, and relation‑
ships. The aim of the current work was to explore this system of appreciative function‑
ing in greater detail.

Methods:  A deductive thematic analysis of relevant literature was performed in Study 
1 to identify psychological and social components of appreciative functioning within 
an empirically-based systems framework. Study 2 used a content analysis methodol‑
ogy to quantify the extent to which the components identified in Study 1 are covered 
by existing scales that assess gratitude and gratefulness.

Results:  Study 1 identified 32 theoretical components within five overarching 
domains that comprise the system of appreciative functioning. Gratefulness and grati‑
tude were found to involve many components, with some shared in common.  Study 
2 found that existing instruments do not cover the full set of components. Moreover, 
results indicated that existing scales confound gratitude and gratefulness, and thus 
they cannot determine the extent to which each construct uniquely relates to well-
being outcomes.

Conclusions:  This work supports the view that gratefulness and gratitude are distinct, 
yet related, multi-component constructs within a complex system of appreciative func‑
tioning. Together, these studies provide theoretical groundwork for the construction 
of multidimensional measurement instruments to extend research into the underlying 
mechanisms through which appreciative functioning influences well-being.

Keywords:  Appreciative functioning, Gratitude, Gratefulness, Positive psychology, 
Well-being, Framework, Systems theory
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Background
Interest in gratitude has grown rapidly over the last two decades (Rusk and Waters 2013), 
and a growing body of research in the field of positive psychology demonstrates its impor-
tance for well-being (Watkins 2014; Wood et al. 2008). However, insufficient attention has 
been given to how it is defined, understood and measured (Gulliford et al. 2013; Lambert 
et al. 2009).

The term appreciative functioning will be used to encompasses the two major classes 
of gratitude definitions in the literature (Lambert et al. 2009), which will be termed grati-
tude and gratefulness herein. Gratitude will refer to an appraisal of benefit that strictly 
concerns the agency of another person or entity, while gratefulness will refer to an 
appraisal of benefit that does not involve the agency of any person or entity.

The current paper approaches appreciative functioning from a complex dynamic sys-
tems perspective, which has emerged as a major paradigm to investigate a growing num-
ber of psychological processes (Guastello et  al. 2008; Vallacher et  al. 2010). Dynamic 
systems involve a set of regularly interacting components, which makes it a particularly 
suitable paradigm for understanding appreciative functioning, given that several schol-
ars have noted that appreciative functioning is a multifaceted phenomenon (e.g. Chen 
et al. 2012; Emmons and McCullough 2003). Approaching appreciative functioning as a 
complex dynamic system allows these multiple facets to be encompassed.

This paper presents two studies that conceptually explore this system of appreciative 
functioning in greater detail. Study 1 aims to identify and describe the possible psy-
chological and social components that comprise appreciative functioning through a 
deductive thematic analysis of the relevant literature. The purpose is to develop a mul-
tidimensional framework that draws together existing literature, articulates relevant 
psychological and social mechanisms, and reveals detailed similarities and differences 
between gratitude and gratefulness. Study 2 aims to extend the analysis from Study 1 in 
order to determine the extent to which the components discovered in the literature are 
covered by current measurement scales through a content analysis of their items. The 
results provide a detailed review of existing scales which may be useful for the develop-
ment of more holistic, integrated measurement instruments.

Study 1
A complex systems view of appreciative functioning implies that it involves a plurality of 
interacting psychological and social processes. However, much of the literature to date has 
tended to focus on singular processes or constructs. For example, some researchers have 
focused on the role played by the agency of others in the experience of gratitude (e.g. Wat-
kins et al. 2003). Other scholars have focussed on the importance of directing attention 
toward good things, through studies of interventions such as Three Good Things (Selig-
man et  al. 2005). Other researchers use specific terms like ‘savouring’ (e.g. McCullough 
2002), ‘counter-factual thinking’ (e.g. Koo et al. 2008), or ‘benefit finding’ (e.g. Wood et al. 
2007) to describe processes all related to appreciative functioning. Yet other researchers 
have focused on the relational impact of gratitude expression (e.g. Lambert et al. 2010).

The diversity of these terms and research foci makes the task of integrating and syn-
thesising the research literature difficult. The current study addresses this difficulty by 
using a common framework to draw together the psychological and social processes 
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and constructs that have relevance to appreciative functioning. As such, it represents 
a much-needed theoretical step toward a more comprehensive view of appreciative 
functioning.

Methodology

A deductive thematic analysis (Boyatzis 1998; Braun and Clarke 2006) was used to analyse 
existing literature and derive a set of components of appreciative functioning. Details of 
the methodology follow.

Domain Framework

A guiding theoretical framework is required as the foundation for deductive thematic anal-
yses (Braun and Clarke 2006). For this study, a framework was required that (a) is empiri-
cally based, (b) is compatible with a systems approach, and (c) covers the psychological and 
social aspects that might underpin appreciative functioning. The five-domain framework 
of Rusk and Waters (2015) met these criteria and was used in the present study. Rusk and 
Waters empirically derived five domains of positive psychological and social functioning 
using a cluster analysis of over 3,000 key terms relating to positive psycho-social function-
ing in approximately 18,000 documents from the field of positive psychology. The source 
documents covered two decades of research related to positive functioning. The five 
domains are:

(1) Attention and Awareness, (2) Comprehension and Coping, (3) Emotions, (4) Goals 
and Habits, and (5) Relationships and Virtues. These five domains formed the theoretical 
framework within which components of appreciative functioning were identified.

Source Literature

The literature used for the analysis included a total of 546 scholarly papers, which were 
identified using a combination of three methods. First, a ProQuest database search was 
performed to identify scholarly, peer-reviewed papers concerning gratitude, gratefulness 
and thankfulness written in English from all available years.a The titles and abstracts were 
inspected to filter out articles not relevant to the analysis, yielding a total of 301 papers. 
Second, a backward search methodology was used to identify 161 additional papers related 
to appreciative functioning that were cited by the papers identified in the search above. 
Third, taking the view that appreciative functioning involves certain behaviours (e.g. 
savouring, social expression), a selection of 84 papers from the behavioural literature was 
also included to enable additional potentially relevant components to be identified. This 
selection included papers covering Social-Cognitive Theory (Bandura 1977), the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour (Ajzen 1991), implementation intentions (Gollwitzer and Brandstätter 
1997), and habits (Ouellette and Wood 1998).

Analysis

The analysis focused at the latent level, rather than the semantic level, to identify underly-
ing psychological and social processes and constructs involved in appreciative functioning. 
Thus, the ‘themes’ sought in the analysis were not categories of the literature, but instead 
were categories of psycho-social processes and constructs that the literature identified as 
relevant to appreciative functioning (e.g. present moment attention, appreciation of simple 
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pleasures, gratitude for the agency of others). For clarity, they are referred to herein as 
“components” rather than “themes”. All components had to fit within at least one of the 
five domains of the theoretical framework.

Components were developed iteratively and reflexively from the literature by the first 
author to fully, yet parsimoniously, capture relevant psychological and social processes 
and constructs. As the study was qualitative, not quantitative, no attempt was made to 
quantify the relative importance of each component, and the prevalence of a given com-
ponent in the literature was not taken to imply its importance. The research has not yet 
clarified whether components are causes or consequences of appreciative functioning, 
or whether reciprocal causative relationships exist. Consequently, the analysis did not 
attempt to identify only causative components, nor did it attempt to determine whether 
components are causative or reflective of appreciative functioning. The relevance of each 
component to gratefulness and gratitude was assessed on the basis of the literature and 
the definitions of these phenomena used in this paper.

Results

A total of 32 components were identified through the deductive thematic analysis of the 
546 papers. Table 1 shows the 32 components and their assessed relevance to gratefulness 
and gratitude. Each component of appreciative functioning is defined and outlined in this 
section with reference to relevant source literature used in the thematic analysis.

The Attention and Awareness Domain

The first domain of the guiding theoretical framework of the analysis concerns attention 
and awareness. Several researchers have pointed out that gratefulness necessarily involves 
awareness, since the benefit must be noticed or recognised (e.g. Adler and Fagley 2005; 
Wood et al. 2010). Thus, appreciative functioning involves the Attention and Awareness 
domain, which concerns the consciously controlled or automatic regulation of attention 
toward particular aspects of sensory or cognitive information (Rusk and Waters 2015). 
Five components pertaining to appreciative functioning were identified within this domain 
as follows.

Present moment attention. This component concerns the deliberate directing of 
attention to the present moment. Benefit appraisals require that a situation of value 
be attended to and the present moment provides a major source of novel situations of 
value (Kashdan et al. 2006). Failing to attend to the present moment forgoes a constant 
stream of opportunities for new benefit appraisals. Present moment attention correlates 
with gratefulness (e.g. Loo et al. 2014; Adler and Fagley 2005). It is a key ingredient of 
mindfulness and several researchers have suggested that mindful attentiveness may con-
tribute to appreciative functioning (Fagley and Adler 2012; McCullough 2002). Indeed, 
Rothaupt and Morgan (2007) found that practising mindfulness can promote apprecia-
tive functioning.

Simple pleasures. Simple pleasures in life are common sights or sensations that are 
often taken for granted, such as sunlight or the sight of leaves in autumn. Disposition-
ally grateful people are more likely to appreciate simple pleasures (Adler and Fagley 
2005; Watkins et al. 2003). Many simple pleasures are commonplace. Hence, if simple 
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pleasures are attended to, they can present frequent opportunities for gratefulness inde-
pendently of other circumstances.

Positive searching. Positive searching is a term used to describe a deliberate, effortful 
attempt to recognise something of perceived value in a given situation. Tucker (2007) has 
noted the importance of attending to positive aspects of situations for appreciative func-
tioning. Recognising something of perceived value is necessary to make the appraisals of 
benefit that underlie appreciative functioning (e.g. Adler and Fagley 2005; Wood et al. 
2010); hence, positive searching increases the likelihood of making benefit appraisals.

Table 1  Components of appreciative functioning identified in Study 1

Component Description

Attention and Awareness

 Present moment Attending to stimuli in the present moment

 Simple pleasures Noticing simple things of value

 Positive searching Searching for positive aspects of situations

 Reminiscence Attending to positive past situations

 ‘Have’ focus Attending to tangible and intangible assets

Comprehension and Coping

 Beliefs of abundance Belief that one’s life has many good things

 Counter-factual thinking Considering situations that might have been

 Social comparison Comparing one’s situation to those of others

 Impermanence Appreciating the temporary nature of situations

 Schemas Beliefs that influence gratefulness

 Refocussing Using gratefulness to combat negative emotions

 Benefit finding Finding benefits of negative situations

 Self-concept Viewing oneself as a grateful person

 Self-efficacy Perceived ability to regulate one’s gratefulness

Emotions

 Affective gratefulness The frequency or strength of feeling grateful

 Contentment Feeling content with one’s life

 Acceptance Lacking feelings of resentment or regret

 Privilege Feeling privileged or fortunate and not entitled

 Awe Feelings of awe and wonder

Goals and Habits

 Simplicity Valuing non-material assets over material goods

 Valuing gratefulness Valuing gratefulness as important

 Intention and motivation Intending to experience gratefulness

 Rituals Having regular habits that promote gratefulness

 Co-operation Working together with others to achieve goals

 Savouring Rituals enhancing the benefits of positive events

Relationships and Virtues

 Agency of others Benefits provided through the agency of others

 Costly benefit Cost to the benefactors of their agency

 Relational impact Social consequences of gratitude

 Social expression Expressing gratitude to others

 Kindness Giving or showing kindness to others

 Relationships One’s relationships with others

 Social norms Social norms that support gratefulness



Page 6 of 20Rusk et al. Psych Well-Being  (2015) 5:1 

Positive reminiscence. Deliberately recalling positive memories can be termed positive 
reminiscence, although Quoidbach, Wood and Hansenne (2009) termed this positive 
mental time travel. Positive memories provide a potential source of benefit appraisals 
that is independent of present circumstances, and recalling them can boost happiness 
(Quoidbach et al. 2009). Reminiscence interventions have been shown to enhance well-
being and decrease depression (Pinquart and Forstmeier 2012). Interventions such as 
Three Good Things (Seligman et al. 2005) prompt positive reminiscence by asking par-
ticipants to list good things that happened during their day, and they have been shown 
to increase positive emotions. These memory processes are thought to be important in 
appreciative functioning (Watkins et al. 2009). Using a cross-sectional design with 122 
participants, Watkins et al. (2004) found that appreciative functioning is associated with 
a tendency to recall positive, rather than negative, events.

“Have” focus. This component refers to paying attention to the valuable things that 
one already has. Adler and Fagley (2005) found that focussing on tangible and intangible 
assets that one has, as opposed to what one lacks, is a factor of gratefulness. This factor 
represents a bias toward making comparisons that promote gratefulness (e.g. having ver-
sus not having something) and away from comparisons that promote negative emotions.

The Comprehension and Coping Domain

The second domain in which appreciative functioning was assessed concerns comprehen-
sion and coping. Differences exist in how people categorise stimuli, understand causality, 
and make predictions about the future. Moreover, individuals can also implement a variety 
of cognitive coping strategies to regulate their emotions during adversity. These cognitive 
processes can influence the benefit appraisals that underlie appreciative functioning (Wat-
kins 2014) and they relate to the Comprehension and Coping domain (Rusk and Waters 
2015). Nine components were identified in this domain, which will now be outlined.

Beliefs of abundance. Beliefs that good things in one’s life are abundant, rather than 
scarce, are termed beliefs of abundance. Watkins et  al. (2003) theorised that grateful 
individuals are more likely to hold such beliefs. People may be more likely to look for 
benefits when they expect them to be present (a confirmation bias). In support of this 
idea, Bock et al. (2013) found among US adults that appreciative functioning correlates 
with beliefs of abundance regarding the U.S. economy, state economy, future job growth, 
and future income earned. Similarly, Goetz et al. (2006) found that individuals with high 
well-being overestimate the average well-being of other people in their city.

Counter-factual thinking. Thinking about how one’s situation could be or could 
have been worse is known as counter-factual thinking, and studies have shown that it 
can prompt gratefulness (Koo et  al. 2008; Teigen 1997). Individuals high in apprecia-
tive functioning are more likely to engage in counter-factual thinking (Adler and Fagley 
2005). Positive counter-factual thinking involves constructing alternative situations 
against which a person’s real situation can be appraised as more valuable, thus prompt-
ing gratefulness. For example, Frias et  al. (2011) found that contemplation of death, a 
negative alternative, enhanced gratefulness for life. Counter-factual thinking may allow 
people to creatively generate benefit appraisals.

Social comparison. Benefit appraisals may also be generated through making down-
ward social comparisons (Wood et  al. 2010), in which one’s situation is contrasted 
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with worse situations experienced by others. An experimental study by Emmons and 
McCullough (2003) with 157 participants found such downward social comparisons 
can promote more feelings of gratefulness than writing about daily hassles. Beneficial 
types of social comparisons have been correlated with appreciative functioning (Adler 
and Fagley, 2005; Watkins et al. 2003). However, it is not clear whether one can be dis-
posed to social comparisons that produce gratefulness without at the same time being 
disposed to social comparisons that produce negative emotions such as envy or resent-
ment (Smith 2000). Moreover, engaging in social comparisons can decrease empathy 
and prosocial behaviour (Yip and Kelly 2013).

Impermanence. Impermanence refers to a temporal perspective of things of value, 
in which they are seen as temporary and therefore special. Adler and Fagley (2005) 
identified the importance of not taking benefits for granted in appreciative function-
ing. Indeed, Frias et  al. (2011) showed that reflection on death can enhance apprecia-
tive functioning, which may in part be because it provides a reminder of the temporary 
nature of life and the good things in it. The belief that good things are not permanent 
may motivate more frequent appraisals of their benefits, and hence gratefulness.

Schemas. Schemas refer to how current knowledge about the world and the self is 
structured. Wood et al. (2010) suggested that schemas play a role in appreciative func-
tioning. Indeed, appreciative functioning correlates with several self-evaluations, such 
as “I’m a failure” (negative correlation) and “I’m important” (positive correlation; Tous-
saint and Friedman 2009). Again due to confirmation bias, such schemas may influ-
ence benefit appraisals by biasing the interpretation of situations and the alternatives 
considered. Such biases may explain why interpretations of the same situation can vary 
widely. For example, Wood et al. (2008) presented participants with identical vignettes 
of a hypothetical situation in which they had been helped. Interpretations of motivation, 
costliness, and value varied widely and explained over 80% of the variance in reported 
gratitude. Fagley and Adler (2012) suggested that beliefs of scarcity may also influ-
ence appreciative functioning. In relationships, appreciative functioning is influenced 
by schemas relating to communal relationship (Simão and Seibt 2014), attachment 
(Mikulincer et  al. 2006), and suspicion (Watkins 2014). A reciprocal relationship may 
also be a possibility, in which schemas are influenced by appreciative functioning. For 
example, both Emmons and McCullough (2003) and Froh et al. (2008) have found that 
brief gratefulness exercises can increase participants’ optimism about the coming week.

Refocussing. One strategy for combating negative moods is to refocus attention on 
things to be grateful for. This process generates positive distractions, making it a promis-
ing strategy for combating negative rumination and depressive mood (Nolen-Hoeksema 
et al. 2008; Watkins 2014). Coping styles correlate with appreciative functioning (Wood 
et  al. 2007), with individuals high in appreciative functioning tending to have active, 
emotion-focused strategies for dealing with negative emotions and stress (Lin and Yeh 
2014).

Benefit finding. Benefit finding involves the consideration of benefits that have 
arisen from adverse situations. This process has also been called positive reinterpreta-
tion (Lambert et  al. 2009) and positive reframing (Lambert et  al. 2012). Research has 
linked benefit finding with appreciative functioning (e.g. Watkins et al. 2008; Wood et al. 
2007). Moreover, benefit finding and appreciative functioning more broadly have been 
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correlated with successful adaptation to traumatic life events, such as spinal cord injury 
(Chun and Lee 2012). Ruini and Vescovelli (2013) found among breast cancer patients 
that appreciative functioning correlated with reduced distress and more positive emo-
tion. Individuals high in appreciative functioning are less likely to exhibit posttraumatic 
stress (Lies et al. 2014) and Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) found that ‘appreciation of life’ 
is a factor in posttraumatic growth.

Grateful self-concept. One’s self-assessed level of appreciative functioning is termed 
grateful self-concept. Individuals high in appreciative functioning are more likely to 
have higher grateful self-concept and report that adjectives like ‘grateful’, ‘thankful’, and 
‘appreciative’ describe them accurately (Froh et al. 2011b). Participants in a study aimed 
at cultivating appreciative functioning by Proyer et  al. (2013) subsequently reported 
higher grateful self-concept at post-test. Grateful self-concept may also promote appre-
ciative functioning. For example, it may lead to a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’, whereby peo-
ple who already see themselves as highly appreciative may be motivated to act in ways 
congruent with that view by thanking others.

Grateful self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is the degree to which individuals feel capable of 
performing a particular behaviour (Bandura 1977). Grateful self-efficacy is the degree to 
which individuals believe they can feel grateful if they were to attempt to do so. Individ-
uals who feel confident they can enact a particular behaviour are more likely to attempt 
the behaviour (Armitage and Conner 2001), and this principle may be true of appre-
ciative functioning. Indeed, concepts involved in appreciative functioning have been 
correlated with general self-efficacy (Rey 2009) and enhancing or limiting self-beliefs 
(Toussaint and Friedman 2009). Individuals may be more likely to engage effortful atten-
tional and cognitive processes to cultivate gratefulness if they believe such efforts will be 
effective. Successfully cultivating feelings of gratefulness may, in turn, build gratefulness 
self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura 1977).

The Emotions Domain

The third domain in the analysis framework is the Emotions domain, which Rusk and Waters 
(2015) conceptualise as involving present-moment experiences of emotion as well as emo-
tional associations with stimuli and memories. Emotional experience has been the focus of 
much psychological research on appreciative functioning and several varieties of emotions 
or emotionally valenced cognitions associated with appreciative functioning can be distin-
guished. Five components were identified in this domain, which will be outlined below.

Affective gratefulness. The emotional experience associated with episodes of gratefulness 
is termed affective gratefulness here. Such emotions are highly correlated with components 
of appreciative functioning (Adler and Fagley 2005; Watkins et al. 2003). Positive emotions 
like affective gratefulness have been shown to influence functioning in the Attention and 
Awareness and Comprehension and Coping domains (Fredrickson 2004). Consequently, 
some have suggested that affective gratefulness may form reciprocally supportive interac-
tions that result in ‘upward spirals’ (e.g. Lambert et al. 2009; Lyubomirsky and Layous 2013).

Contentment. Finding and comprehending more benefits in one’s life is likely to 
enhance feelings of contentment or satisfaction with life, and appreciative functioning 
has been shown to correlate with life satisfaction (Fagley 2012; Wood et al. 2008). Lam-
bert et al. (2009) showed that experimentally induced appreciative functioning can lead 
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to a response of higher life satisfaction, in contrast with experimentally induced envy. 
In a cross-sectional design, Froh et  al. (2011) found that appreciative functioning was 
negatively correlated with envy. Hence, it may be that appreciative functioning both pro-
motes contentment and counteracts opposing emotions such as envy. Consistent with 
this idea, appreciative functioning has been shown to correlate negatively with negative 
affect (e.g. Watkins et al. 2003).

Acceptance and forgiveness. Watkins et  al.’s (2003) scale included several items that 
ostensibly measure regret and resentment about past situations, which are conceptu-
ally opposed to acceptance and forgiveness, respectively. Wood et al. (2009) found that 
appreciative functioning is strongly correlated with self-acceptance (r = 0.61, p < 0.001). 
Forgiveness has also been widely studied in relation to appreciative functioning and the 
two are theoretically linked constructs (Breen et  al. 2010). Dispositional appreciative 
functioning correlates with the tendency to forgive (e.g. Breen et al. 2010; Neto 2007). 
Benefit-finding, a specific component of appreciative functioning, also facilitates for-
giveness of an interpersonal transgression (McCullough et al. 2006).

Privilege. Feeling privileged or fortunate is positively correlated with appreciative 
functioning (Watkins et al. 2003). Such feelings are consistent with a tendency to com-
pare one’s situations against worse alternatives. At the other end of the spectrum, appre-
ciative functioning is negatively associated with a sense of entitlement (Exline 2012). If 
a situation is compared against a more valued alternative that one feels entitled to or 
deserving of, the resulting appraisal will not be one of benefit, but of deficit. Rather than 
prompting affective gratefulness, deficit appraisals are likely to prompt emotions relating 
to deprivation or unfairness. Feelings of deprivation or unfairness correlate negatively 
with appreciative functioning (Watkins et al. 2003).

Feelings of awe. According to Haidt and Keltner (2003), awe is an emotion arising from 
positive stimuli that are perceived as much larger than the self and difficult to fully com-
prehend. While affective gratefulness often results from reflecting on a situation, awe 
tends to involve experiential absorption (Bryant and Veroff 2007). Adler and Fagley 
(2005) showed that feelings of awe correlate with appreciative functioning and suggested 
that awe can be a direct affective manifestation of appreciation. Awe shares many of the 
attentional and comprehension processes of appreciative functioning and can be experi-
enced for particularly potent benefit appraisals.

The Goals and Habits Domain

Six components relating to appreciative functioning were identified in the fourth domain 
of the analysis framework, which concerns one’s goals and habits. Components in this 
domain focus on enduring values, rules, principles, and goals involved in guiding behav-
iour, as well as the habits and skills involved in the execution of those behaviours (Rusk and 
Waters 2015).

Simplicity. Polak and McCullough (2006) and Diessner and Lewis (2007) have shown 
that appreciative functioning is negatively correlated with materialism. Framed posi-
tively, appreciative functioning correlates with what can be termed simplicity, defined 
as a tendency to value non-material assets over material ones. Gordon et al. (2012) have 
suggested that appreciative functioning may serve to re-prioritise peoples’ goals, and 
Froh et  al. (2011a) have argued that appreciative functioning influences goal pursuit. 
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Simplicity-oriented goals may, in turn, influence appreciative functioning by increas-
ing the likelihood that non-material benefits will be considered, independently of what 
material assets one has. Hence, Watkins (2014) has suggested that simplicity and appre-
ciative functioning may support each other.

Valuing gratefulness. The degree to which individuals report that they value grate-
fulness correlates with measures of appreciative functioning (Adler and Fagley 2005; 
Watkins et al. 2003). Individuals who highly value it are presumably more motivated to 
engage in attentional and cognitive practices that promote gratitude. In a study by Selig-
man et al. (2005), several participants assigned to the “Three Good Things” intervention 
for several weeks decided to continue to practice the exercise after the intervention had 
ended, presumably because they found it valuable. Their continued practice correlated 
with higher levels of well-being. This study provides evidence that a change in the degree 
to which one values appreciative functioning and activities designed to cultivate it can 
influence the degree to which it is experienced.

Intention and motivation. Intentions are planned choices concerning future behav-
iours and reflect an individual’s motivation to perform those behaviours (Ajzen 1991). 
Findings of Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2006) demonstrate the importance of self-con-
cordant motivation for appreciative functioning. In their study, participants’ motivation 
significantly influenced the actual practice of an appreciative functioning exercise. Inten-
tion has been shown to be a predictor of future behaviour (Webb and Sheeran 2006), 
particularly when it is accompanied by implementation intentions, which are specific 
plans to engage in particular behaviours in specific situations (Gollwitzer and Brand-
stätter 1997). Hence, appreciative functioning may be more likely when one intends and 
plans to cultivate it in specific ways.

Rituals. Behaviours that are routinely practised in constant contexts can become 
rituals (or habits) because the processing that initiates and controls their performance 
becomes automatic (Ouellette and Wood 1998). Adler and Fagley (2005) found that 
certain rituals, such as expressing thanks when beginning a meal, correlate with appre-
ciative functioning. Rituals such as gratitude journaling before going to sleep help to 
cultivate gratefulness (Seligman et al. 2005). These rituals may be important for under-
standing the formation of grateful dispositions.

Co-operation. Gratitude involves an appreciation of what other people have done on 
one’s behalf. Individuals who routinely co-operate in a team environment with other 
people have increased opportunity to receive regular help than those who tend to work 
more independently. In keeping with this idea, Chen (2013) found that the perceived 
support provided from coaches and team-mates mediated the gratefulness of adoles-
cent athletes. However, this component is nuanced, since co-operation also increases the 
possibility of being taken advantage of; hence, it could also foster resentment.

Savouring. Savouring is a broad term related to a set of actions taken to generate, pro-
long, or intensify the emotional benefits from positive events that happen (Bryant 1989; 
Hurley and Kwon 2013). According to McCullough (2002), savouring makes episodes of 
appreciative functioning more likely. Methods of savouring include celebrating positive 
events and mentally replaying them later on (Quoidbach et al. 2010). Bryant and Veroff 
(2007) suggested that appreciative functioning can be cultivated by a savouring habit of 
‘thanksgiving’, in which one deliberately reflects on things to be thankful for.



Page 11 of 20Rusk et al. Psych Well-Being  (2015) 5:1 

The Relationships and Virtues Domain

Seven components were identified in the fifth and final domain in the analysis framework: 
Relationships and Virtues. This domain concerns enduring social relationships, momen-
tary social interactions, and the individual virtues and behaviour that influence their qual-
ity (Rusk and Waters 2015). Gratitude is inherently social in nature because it relies on the 
actions of other people. Hence, gratitude in particular relates to the Relationships and Vir-
tues domain. This section will outline the seven components in this domain and how they 
relate to appreciative functioning.

Agency of others. This component relates to actions benefactors take on behalf of the 
individual. At the heart of gratitude is a benefit appraisal of the agency of another (Wat-
kins 2014). Gratitude is felt when a benefit is perceived as being due to the agency of 
another (Bono and McCullough 2006; Tsang et al. 2008; Watkins 2014), but not when it 
is perceived as due to one’s own agency (Emmons and Crumpler 2000). This component 
represents a major aspect of how gratitude has been measured to date (McCullough 
et al. 2002; Watkins et al. 2003).

Cost to benefactor. Benevolent actions frequently incur some cost to the benefactor. 
Several scholars have argued that gratitude is experienced more strongly when the bene-
factor has incurred some personal cost to benefit the recipient (e.g. Gulliford et al. 2013). 
It may be that dispositionally grateful individuals are more likely to perceive benevolent 
agency as costly.

Social expression. Thanking other people through words or actions concerns the social 
expression of gratitude. Expressing gratitude motivates benefactors to engage in further 
prosocial behaviour (Grant and Gino 2010), increasing the likelihood of future benevo-
lence and, hence, future gratitude by the recipient. Expressing gratitude enhances the 
perceived communal strength of relationships (Lambert et al. 2010) and enhances mari-
tal satisfaction (Gordon et al. 2011). Emotional expression may also play a role in moder-
ating the effects of gratitude on one’s own well-being (Chen et al. 2012).

Relational impact. Individuals may be more likely to notice and be thankful for what oth-
ers do for them when there are important social consequences of doing so; that is, when 
there is significant relational impact associated with gratitude. Evidence suggests gratitude 
impacts relationships in a range of ways. For example, Lambert et  al. (2010) found that 
expressing gratitude to a relationship partner enhances the expresser’s perception of the 
communal strength of the relationship. A study by Lambert and Fincham (2011) showed 
that expressing gratitude also leads to more relationship maintenance behaviour. In two 
studies, Bartlett et al. (2012) found evidence that gratitude can promote social affiliation 
and socially inclusive behaviours. Individuals may be more likely to express gratitude when 
they perceive these relational benefits are more likely or more important.

Kindness. Lambert et al. (2009) found the terms ‘kindness’, ‘giving’, and ‘being caring’ 
are an integral part of lay-person’s conception of gratitude. Kindness may not only be 
a cause for gratitude, though, since gratitude may prompt acts of kindness. Weiner and 
Graham (1989) saw gratitude as “a stimulus to return a favor” (p. 403) and it has been 
shown to motivate people to help others (e.g. Bartlett and DeSteno 2006; Tsang 2006). 
Gratitude is positively correlated with altruism (Wood et al. 2009).

Relationships. One’s established relationships provide another potential source of ben-
efit appraisals to promote gratefulness. Indeed, Gordon et al. (2004) found that family 
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members were the most common source of gratefulness among both male and female 
children. Adler and Fagley (2005) found that one factor of gratefulness relates to an 
appreciation of people and interpersonal relationships themselves, rather than of spe-
cific benefits from others.

Supportive social norms. This component concerns social norms that support appre-
ciative functioning. According to many common models of behaviour, supportive social 
norms for a behaviour increase the likelihood that individuals will engage in it (e.g. 
Albarracín et al. 2004). Participation in groups where appreciative functioning is com-
mon thus increases the likelihood of appreciative functioning for the individual. Groups 
in which appreciative functioning is normative can also cultivate appreciative function-
ing more directly. Expressions of gratefulness can promote benevolence within a whole 
social group, which increases the likelihood that an individual will have opportunity for 
gratitude (Chang et al. 2012). Froh et al. (2010) also found that gratitude and social inte-
gration serially enhance each other among adolescents.

Discussion

Within a complex systems approach, appreciative functioning can be conceptualised not 
as a single construct, but rather as a pattern of cognition and behaviour that involves the 
interaction of awareness, comprehension, emotions, goals, and relationships. Analysis of 
the literature identified 32 components that fall under the five domains of positive func-
tioning. They are proposed as a multidimensional framework of components that com-
prise appreciative functioning. The 32 components articulate the relevant psychological 
and social processes involved in both gratefulness and gratitude. The next study will exam-
ine the degree to which these 32 components derived from the literature in Study 1 are 
also present in existing scales that measure gratefulness and/or gratitude.

Study 2
The first study investigated appreciative functioning as a system of interacting components 
that relate to the experiences of gratitude and gratefulness. The deductive thematic analysis 
of 546 papers identified 32 psychological and social components of appreciative function-
ing. However, empirical research requires empirically validated measurement instruments. 
With this need in mind, Study 2 aims to quantify the extent to which existing validated 
measurement scales cover each of the 32 components of appreciative functioning.

Selection of existing scales

Relevant English-language instruments were identified from the 462 papers relating to 
appreciative functioning sourced in Study 1 (the 84 papers from behavioural literature 
were excluded). Five instruments were identified for inclusion in the analysis, which are 
shown in Table  2. The Appreciation in Relationships scale developed by Gordon et  al. 
(2012) was excluded because of its narrow focus on gratitude within a romantic relation-
ship. These instruments are outlined briefly below.

GQ‑6

The Gratefulness Questionnaire (GQ-6) was an early unifactorial measure of gratitude 
devised by McCullough et al. (2002) for an intervention study. It consists of six statements 
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designed to measure the intensity, frequency, density, and span of gratitude (see Froh et al. 
2011b), but it does not provide a detailed view of the different aspects of appreciative 
functioning.

GRAT‑R

The Gratitude, Resentment and Appreciation Test (GRAT-R) developed by Watkins et al. 
(2003) and revised by Thomas and Watkins (2003) consists of 44 items. Exploratory factor 
analysis of the original scale found three factors. The first factor, ‘simple appreciation’, con-
cerned the appreciation of simple, present moment stimuli. A second factor concerned the 
appreciation of others, particularly for their benevolent agency. The final factor concerned 
resentment and beliefs of abundance, such as feelings of unfair deprivation or beliefs that 
good things are plentiful in life.

AI

The Appreciation Inventory (AI) developed by Adler and Fagley (2005) consists of 57 items 
that assess the frequency of events concerning appreciation and attitudes related to it. 
Exploratory factor analysis revealed several factors: a “have” focus; feelings of awe; ritu-
als associated with appreciation; appreciation of things in the present moment; self and 
social comparison; general gratefulness; dealing with loss or adversity; and interpersonal 
appreciation.

VIA‑IS Gratitude Subscale

The 240-item Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) of Peterson et al. (2005) 
contains a 10-item subscale designed to measure dispositional gratitude. The items relate 
to feelings of thankfulness, appreciation, and blessing; expressing thankfulness to others; 
routines of gratefulness; finding things to feel grateful for; and responding with strong 
emotions to stories of generosity.

GAC

The Gratitude Adjective Checklist (GAC) of McCullough et al. (2002) comprises only three 
adjectives: ‘grateful’, ‘thankful’, and ‘appreciative’. Respondents rate the degree to which 
these adjectives accurately describe them.

Methodology

A content analysis methodology (Krippendorff 2013) was used to quantify the theoreti-
cal content coverage of the existing scales. Items within the scales were used as the unit of 
analysis, and all scale items were assessed. The 32 components identified in Study 1 were 
used as the analytical constructs for Study 2. All 32 components were sequentially consid-
ered with respect to each item in each scale. An item was deemed relevant to a component 
if the process(es) or construct(s) addressed by the item at face value overlapped conceptu-
ally with those of the component.

Coding was performed by each of the three authors. Relevance was coded using one of 
three levels. The ‘strong’ level was used in cases where there was large conceptual over-
lap between the component and the item. The ‘medium’ level was used where there was 
moderate conceptual overlap, and the ‘weak’ level was used where there was only small 
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conceptual overlap. Where none of the previous three levels could be met, no entry was 
made, which indicated that the component was not relevant to the item. Inter-rater reli-
ability was assessed using a two-way mixed, consistency, intra-class correlation (ICC, 
McGraw and Wong 1996). The final relevance of each item to each component was 
taken as median relevance given by the three coders.

Results

Results of Study 2 are summarised in Table 2. This table shows the number of items in 
each scale that relate to each component of appreciative functioning identified in Study 1. 
Ranges reflect the uncertainty associated with the ‘weak’ category, with the lower numbers 
including relationships in only the strong and medium categories and the higher numbers 
including relationships in all strength categories. Within each scale, components to which 
five or more items relate are shown in italics. Inter-rater reliability was strong (ICC = 0.92 
with a 95% confidence interval of 0.91–0.93; Cicchetti 1994), indicating that coders pro-
vided consistency in their ratings of relevance across all items-component combinations.

Table 2 reveals which components are shared between scales or unique foci of particu-
lar scales. Two or more scales have items that relate to present moment attention, simple 
pleasures, affective gratefulness, privilege, and agency of others. Unique focal compo-
nents of the GRAT-R include schemas, acceptance, valuing gratefulness, co-operation, 
and social comparison. The AI encompasses a larger number of unique foci: positive 
searching, “have” focus, counter-factual thinking, impermanence, benefit finding, inten-
tion and motivation, rituals, costly benefit, social expression, and relationships. Lastly, 
gratefulness self-concept is a unique focus of the GAC.

Summary statistics of component coverage for each scale are given in Table  3. The 
GAC and the GQ-6 contain three and six items, respectively, and so they cover relatively 
few components. The 10-item subscale of the VIA-IS covers 9–13 components. The 
large scales, the GRAT-R and the AI, cover as many as 23 components. In the GRAT-R, 
4–10 components are covered by five or more items, while the AI covers 9–15 compo-
nents with five or more items. Hence, the AI is the most theoretically comprehensive 
instrument to measure appreciative functioning to date. However, it must be noted that 
there is no existing scale that measures all 32 components of appreciative functioning.

Discussion

Items in the existing scales relate to a range of components across all five domains of psy-
cho-social functioning described earlier. This result is pertinent to the development of 
integrated scales to measure appreciative functioning in detail. It suggests that such scales 
would cover all five domains, rather than focussing on only a small number of domains. 
Yet, currently, no scale measures all 32 components.

The degree to which existing scales relate to both gratitude and gratefulness deserves 
attention. Table 2 shows the hypothesised relevance of the 32 components to gratitude 
and gratefulness. Many of the focal components of the existing scales relate to grati-
tude. However, there are notable exceptions that relate much more to gratefulness than 
to gratitude, most notably: simple pleasures, “have” focus, impermanence, and accept-
ance. Hence, existing scales contain some components that relate to gratitude and others 
that relate to gratefulness. However, these scales have not explicitly separated gratitude 
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from gratefulness in their scoring. By doing so, these scales confound gratefulness with 
gratitude, making it impossible to determine the extent to which each relates uniquely to 
well-being outcomes.

The large number of components at play in gratefulness and gratitude is consistent 
with a systems-based understanding of appreciative functioning. It can be seen that 

Table 2  Component coverage of existing scales as determined in Study 2

Numbers indicate how many items in each scale are relevant to each component, with italic typeface used where five or 
more items are relevant. AF = appreciative functioning; GF = gratefulness; GT = gratitude. Existing measurement scales: 
GQ-6 = Gratefulness Questionnaire (McCullough et al. 2002); GRAT-R = Gratitude, Resentment and Appreciation Test 
(Thomas and Watkins 2003; Watkins et al. 2003); AI = Appreciation Inventory (Adler and Fagley 2005); VIA = gratitude 
subscale of the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (Peterson et al. 2005); GAC = Gratitude Adjective Checklist 
(McCullough et al. 2002).

Component Scale Type of AF

GQ-6 GRAT-R AI VIA GAC GF GT

Attention and Awareness

 Present moment – 1–5 3–7 0–1 – ✓ ✓
 Simple pleasures – 13–14 9–11 – – ✓ –

 Positive searching 1 1 5–6 2 – ✓ ✓
 Reminiscence 1 – – – – ✓ ✓
 ‘Have’ focus 1 3-4 11–16 1–2 – ✓ –

Comprehension and Coping

 Beliefs of abundance 2–3 2–3 0–1 2 – ✓ ?

 Counter-factual thinking – – 4–6 – – ✓ ✓
 Social comparison – 4–8 3 – – ✓ –

 Impermanence – 1 6–7 – – ✓ –

 Schemas 0–2 4–5 – 0–1 – ✓ ?

 Refocussing – – 2 – – ✓ –

 Benefit finding – – 2–6 – – ✓ –

 Self-concept – – – 1 3 ✓ ✓
 Self-efficacy – – – – – ✓ ?

Emotions

 Affective gratefulness 2–5 3–10 0–7 3 – ✓ ✓
 Contentment – – 2–3 – – ✓ –

 Acceptance – 0–7 – – – ✓ ?

 Privilege – 10–11 8–10 1 – ✓ ✓
 Awe – 3 2–3 0–1 – ✓ ?

Goals and Habits

 Simplicity – 2–3 0–3 – – ✓ –

 Valuing gratefulness – 5 2–3 – – ✓ ✓
 Intention and motivation – 1 1–6 2 – ✓ ✓
 Rituals – 1–2 8–9 3–4 – ✓ ✓
 Co-operation – 2–6 – – – – ✓
 Savouring – 1–2 2 – – ✓ –

Relationships and Virtues

 Agency of others 2 8–9 5–6 – – – ✓
 Costly benefit – – 4–5 – – – ✓
 Relational impact – – – – – – ✓
 Social expression 0–2 0–1 7–8 3 – ? ✓
 Kindness – – – – – ? ✓
 Relationships 0–3 2 6 0–1 – ? ✓
 Social norms – – – – – ✓ ✓
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no one component adequately represents gratefulness or gratitude. Rather, apprecia-
tive functioning appears likely to involve many components operating together to cre-
ate overall patterns of behaviour of the appreciative functioning system. Gratitude and 
gratefulness share many components in three of the domains (Attention and Awareness, 
Emotions, and Goals and Habits), reinforcing the importance of including both within a 
system of appreciative functioning. However, components in the Relationships and Vir-
tues domain relate mainly to gratitude, while components in the Comprehension and 
Coping domain relate primarily to gratefulness.

General Discussion and Conclusions
This paper has argued for a systems-based approach to gratefulness and gratitude that com-
prises five domains of positive psycho-social functioning. The five domains were used in 
Study 1 to analyse the relevant literature and identify 32 unique components of appreciative 
functioning. These components were then mapped against existing measurement instru-
ments using content analysis in Study 2. The results of these two studies have several implica-
tions for how gratefulness and gratitude can be understood and researched more effectively.

The 32 components of appreciative functioning provide a detailed insight into individ-
ual processes and influences involved in gratitude and gratefulness. Several components 
of appreciative functioning are present within each of the five domains of psycho-social 
functioning outlined by Rusk and Waters (2015), supporting the view that appreciative 
functioning can be understood as a multidimensional system.

It must be noted that conceptual overlap exists between some of the components. For 
example, present moment attention may involve the appreciation of simple pleasures, 
and finding benefits from adversity may involve a degree of positive searching. Such 
overlap is to be expected if, indeed, the multiple components operate collectively as a 
system. It is hoped that this framework will guide future research into both the unique 
effects of the components and the shared variance (i.e. overlap) of the components.

The results of both studies herein can be used to assist the design of intervention 
studies to explore the mechanisms involved in appreciative functioning. For example, 
interventions designed to cultivate a specific component may influence a range of other 
components, and this mechanism could be quantified. As another example, interven-
tions designed to cultivate not one, but multiple, components could be tested to deter-
mine whether broader, systems-based interventions are more effective. This framework 
provides a platform for the development of a new scale of appreciative functioning, 
given that many aspects of appreciative functioning outlined in the literature are not 
measured adequately in the existing scales. To move research forward, a comprehensive 
multi-component scale that assesses appreciative functioning across all five domains of 

Table 3  Summary statistics of component coverage of existing scales

Abbreviations correspond with those in Table 2.
a  Some items covered more than one component.

Scale statistic GQ-6 GRAT-R AI VIA GAC

Sum of coverage over all componentsa 9–20 67–103 92–136 18–24 3

Number of components covered by 1 or more items 6 19–21 20–23 9–13 1

Number of components covered by 5 or more items 0–1 4–10 9–15 0 0

Number of items in the scale 6 44 57 10 3
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positive functioning is needed. This scale would answer the call by Wood et al. (2008) 
for a new scale that integrates the existing instruments. Moreover, such a scale could 
address the current confusion between gratefulness and gratitude by incorporating items 
designed to measure these two aspects more independently. Factor analysis could then 
test the independence of these two aspects and identify a parsimonious factor structure 
for the 32 components.

Conclusion
In summary, the framework and analysis presented herein steps toward a multidimensional 
view of appreciative functioning as a psycho-social system. Two varieties of appreciative 
functioning, gratefulness and gratitude, span five domains of psycho-social functioning 
and are operationalised by 32 different components. Some components are shared by both 
gratitude and gratefulness (e.g. rituals), while others components pertain to only one (e.g. 
agency of others). This framework offers a means to conceptualise appreciative functioning 
with more clarity and develop refined measurement scales to explore its relationship with 
well-being. In light of the growing evidence that appreciative functioning is, indeed, impor-
tant for well-being (Watkins 2014; Wood et al. 2008), more research is needed to explore 
the role of each of the psychological and social components outlined herein.

Endnotes
aThe search string was: “(IF(gratitude OR gratefulness OR thankfulness) OR SU(gratitude 
OR grateful-ness OR thankfulness)) AND PEER(yes) AND SCHOL(yes) AND LA(English) ”.
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