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The Power of Thankfulness
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Traditional Thanksgiving with family (Shutterstock)

[bookmark: _GoBack]1 In July of 1863, the three-day Battle of Gettysburg killed or wounded more American soldiers than the Revolutionary War and the Mexican-American War combined. Lincoln's Gettysburg Address dedicated a portion of the battlefield "as a final resting place" for "these honored dead." And the war was only intensifying. How strange, then, that three months later, that same embattled president declared a national day of Thanksgiving for the third Thursday of every November. Though some would consider such a declaration at least odd if not entirely inappropriate, Lincoln deemed it, "fit and proper that [our blessings] should be solemnly, reverently and gratefully acknowledged as with one heart and one voice by the whole American People." What did Lincoln know that we do not? The power of thankfulness.
2 Recent studies have demonstrated the power of gratitude. Amit Kumar of MIT and Nicolas Epley of University of Chicago asked test subjects to write thank-you notes to people and estimate the positive impact of the notes. The researchers found that participants greatly undervalued how happy others would be to receive their thanks. Put simply, when people say, "You have no idea how much your note meant to me," they are probably speaking the truth. A similar study by Steven Toepfer and Patti Peters of Kent State asked 219 participants to write three thank-you letters over a three-week period. The letter writing improved participants' sense of happiness, life-satisfaction, and gratitude and decreased their depression. These studies go beyond simply asking people to "look on the bright side." Participants focused not just on counting blessings but on expressing thanks to another person for those blessings. Gratitude isn't just an attitude but an action. It is not just an internal state but an external, social interaction.
3 In "The Lifesaving Power of Gratitude," Richard Gunderman of Indiana University explains the power of thankfulness. He says gratitude begins by reorienting the individual's mind from negatives to positives, from inward thoughts of regret to outward expressions of appreciation. In so doing, thankfulness interrupts a downward spiral of negativity and replaces it with an upward feedback loop of positivity. It uplifts the psychology of the thanks-giver and the thanks-receiver. As a social act, thankfulness also connects the thankful person to others. Positive interactions with family members, friends, and even strangers are among the strongest remedies for depression. Thankfulness also strengthens those relationships, thereby reinforcing the social safety network that surrounds a person. And thankfulness creates an environment in which positivity becomes reciprocated. The age-old adage about karma applies: "What goes around comes around." Expressing thankfulness to others increases one's own likelihood of receiving expressions of thankfulness. Giving and receiving thanks can be "more helpful than you know."
4 Of course, expressions of thanks are not always well received. Sometimes people are embarrassed by the overture, anxious because they feel unworthy of such praise. People blush and squirm, unsure what to say. They don't like getting presents on their birthday and certainly don't want a party and wish people wouldn't make a fuss over them. The fault there does not lie with the thankful person but with the low self-esteem of the person who is thanked. Gentle, repeated overtures of genuine appreciation can help improve the person's self-esteem. Others who rebuff thankfulness do so because of too much self-esteem. They feel they deserve even more praise than they receive and sneer at the inadequate offerings presented to them. In such cases, continued thankfulness only stokes the person's sense of entitlement, and thankful people would be best counseled to direct their positivity elsewhere while the person's ego deflates. Others still might distrust the motives of the thankful person, fearing they are being manipulated somehow or put into the other's debt. In this case, the thankful person should make sure he or she is truly offering the appreciation with "no strings attached." Once the recipient realizes as much, the frigid demeanor likely will melt.
5 So, next time you crowd around the Thanksgiving table, elbow-to-elbow with squabbling siblings and uncles determined to argue over politics, remember the power of thankfulness. And when your grandmother requires each participant to name a thing he or she is thankful for, muster up your courage and blurt out something. Be thankful for turkey and stuffing. Better yet, be thankful to the people who bought and prepared the turkey and stuffing. And remember how, in the midst of the bloodiest war our nation had ever seen, a gawky failed lawyer from Illinois called on his countryfolk to give thanks for all that they had and all that they hoped to preserve. He sought to use the power of thankfulness "to heal the wounds of the nation and to restore it as soon as may be consistent with the Divine purposes to the full enjoyment of peace, harmony, tranquility and Union."
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1. Which statement best describes the article's thesis?
A. Thanksgiving elevated the American mood during our darkest hour.
B. Thanking others provides powerful health benefits.
C. Thankfulness is the act of showing gratitude.
D. Some people dislike receiving gratitude for a variety of reasons.
2. Infer why the author would begin with an anecdote about Lincoln and Thanksgiving.
A. Most readers like Lincoln and don't realize he declared Thanksgiving a national holiday.
B. The anecdote introduces the power of giving thanks even in dark times.
C. The writer wants to whet the reader's appetite for the subject.
D. The Gettysburg Address established Thanksgiving as a holiday.
3. Infer the best topic sentence for the first paragraph.
A. Abraham Lincoln showed that he understood the power of gratitude when he established the holiday of Thanksgiving during the darkest days of the Civil War.
B. In July of 1863, the three-day Battle of Gettysburg killed or wounded more American soldiers than the Revolutionary War and the Mexican-American War combined.
C. Most people associate Thanksgiving with pilgrims, but they really should credit Abraham Lincoln, instead.
D. The purpose of Thanksgiving was not to celebrate the harvest but rather to help the nation survive the Civil War.
4. In the studies referenced in the second paragraph, infer why researchers asked participants to write thank-you notes and letters instead of simply thinking thankful thoughts.
A. Writing notes and letters is an active and social process rather than a passive and solitary one.
B. Notes and letters involve both a thanks-giver and a thanks-receiver.
C. Notes and letters allowed researchers to measure psychological effects on both senders and receivers.
D. All of these were reasons for notes and letters.
5. In the third paragraph, what does the writer mean by "an upward feedback loop of positivity"?
A. Gratitude requires the thanks-receiver to be grateful in return.
B. People are happiest in a "mutual admiration society."
C. Thankfulness inspires more thankfulness.
D. People who give thanks are expecting positive feedback.
6. In the third paragraph, why is the social aspect of thankfulness crucial?
A. Social media allows people to share thankfulness.
B. Positive social interactions are a strong remedy for depression.
C. Thankfulness to others strengthens the social safety net around a person.
D. Both B and C are correct.
7. In the fourth paragraph, what type of thanks-receiver does the writer say should receive less thankfulness?
A. Those with low self-esteem
B. Those with a sense of entitlement
C. Those who distrust the motives of the thankful person
D. All of the above
8. In the fourth paragraph, infer the best definition of "no strings attached."
A. Severing ties with the recipient
B. Offered freely, without expectation of repayment
C. Done to create a sense of social indebtedness
D. Like a liberated marionette
9. What best describes the purpose of this article?
A. To explain the positive psychological effects of thankfulness
B. To convince clinicians to prescribe thank-you notes as a therapeutic intervention for depression
C. To encourage thanks-receivers to gratefully receive positive feedback
D. To introduce anecdotes that should be part of Thanksgiving celebrations
10. Which quotation would be the best alternate title for this selection?
A. "Fit and Proper"
B. "What Goes Around Comes Around"
C. "Look on the Bright Side"
D. "More Helpful Than You Know"
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