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Abstract
Over the past decades, much progress has been made in understanding the relationship 
between gratitude and well-being in adults, school-aged children, and adolescents (see 
Emmons and Mishra, in: Sheldon, Kashdan, Steger (eds) Designing positive psychology: 
taking stock and moving forward, Oxford University Press, New York, pp 248–262, 2011; 
Watkins in Gratitude and the good life: toward a psychology of appreciation, Springer, 
New York, 2014. https ://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7253-3). However, relatively little is 
known about this relationship in young children (see Park and Peterson in J Happiness 
Stud 7(3):323–341, 2006. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1090 2-005-3648-6). The aim of the pre-
sent study was to fill this gap by investigating the relationship between gratitude and hap-
piness in young children. The general propensity for gratitude, domain-specific gratitude, 
and trait happiness were measured in a group of children (N = 80, Mage = 5.04 years). The 
results revealed that children’s domain-specific gratitude predicted children’s happiness 
above and beyond a general propensity for gratitude. These findings establish the presence 
of a relationship between gratitude and happiness in children by age 5 years, and reveal the 
type of gratitude, namely domain-specific, that is associated with happiness among young 
children.
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1 Introduction

The importance of dispositional gratitude for positive functioning is well documented in 
the positive psychology literature (see Wood et al. 2010, for a review). In adults, there is 
a robust relationship between trait gratitude and subjective well-being (see Emmons and 
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Mishra 2011, for a review). In youth, ages 10–19 years, trait gratitude is also positively 
associated with subjective well-being (see Watkins 2014, for a review). The effectiveness 
of gratitude interventions (e.g., gratitude lists, grateful contemplations) for enhancing hap-
piness among adults and youth indicates that gratitude uniquely contributes to well-being 
(see Lamas et al. 2014; Wood et al. 2010). Despite the progress made in understanding the 
relationship between gratitude and well-being in adults and youth, relatively little is known 
about this relationship in young children (see Park and Peterson 2006). Thus, the aim of the 
present study is to fill this gap by investigating the relationship between gratitude and well-
being, particularly happiness in young children.

2  Conceptualizing Gratitude

There are many conceptualizations of gratitude, each varying in the emphasis placed on the 
interpersonal or intrapersonal aspect of gratitude (e.g., see Gordon et al. 2011; Wirtz et al. 
2014). Broadly, gratitude has been conceptualized as an interpersonal exchange occurring 
between people such that an individual directs appreciation towards a benefactor who has 
intentionally granted them a costly and altruistic favor or gift (e.g., Emmons 2004, 2007; 
Emmons and Shelton 2002; Emmons et  al. 2003). Gratitude has also been conceptual-
ized as an intrapersonal appreciation occurring within a person without necessarily being 
directed towards other people (e.g., Seligman et al. 2005; Wood et al. 2010). For example, 
Seligman et al. (2005) highlights the intrapersonal experience of gratitude by describing 
gratitude as becoming “aware of and thankful for the good things that happen” (p. 412).

In terms of children, several studies have documented that children understand vary-
ing aspects of gratitude-eliciting scenarios by age 5 years on average (e.g., Graham 1988; 
Graham and Barker 1990; Nelson et al. 2013; Russell and Paris 1994; Vorkapić and Šikić 
2019). For example, children understand that a controllable positive event (i.e., a team cap-
tain voluntarily choosing a new student to be a part of a team as a kind gesture) elicits more 
gratitude in a beneficiary and the likelihood that a beneficiary will reciprocate with a gift 
than an event that is uncontrollable (i.e., a team captain choosing a new student to be a 
part of a team because team rules require the selection) (Graham 1988). Additionally, chil-
dren show signs of understanding gratitude in response to vignettes representing specific 
situations in which a benefactor provides a favor to the beneficiary (e.g., an aunt helps her 
niece/nephew find a lost cat at the expense of her ability to finish making a cake). Children 
associated positive feelings to beneficiaries and reported that beneficiaries should try to 
help benefactors in return (Nelson et al. 2013). Moreover, children can complete a storyline 
about someone who is feeling gratitude (e.g., children heard that “One day, Terry was feel-
ing very, very grateful. He was feeling so grateful that everyone could tell he was grate-
ful…” and then children were asked to tell why Terry was grateful), and associate pleasure 
and arousal with this gratitude on a dimensional scale (Russell and Paris 1994).

Studies have also documented what children are thankful for based on children’s self-
reports (e.g., Gordon et al. 2004) and parents’ reports (e.g., Halberstadt et al. 2016; Hus-
song et  al. 2018a; see also Hussong et  al. 2018b, c). For example, Gordon et  al. (2004) 
identified the major themes of 5- to 11-year-old children’s gratitude by examining chil-
dren’s short essays written for a countrywide writing assignment about what they are 
thankful for in response to the September 11th terrorist attacks in the United States. 
Among the most frequently occurring themes in children’s essays were their basic needs 
(e.g., food, clothes, shelter), families, friends, pets, school, and teachers. Halberstadt et al. 
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(2016) also conducted focus groups with parents of children in the first to third grades to 
learn about how parents view gratitude in their children. Parents were asked to consider 
open-ended questions and probes such as “How do you know (gratitude) when you see 
it, particularly in your children?” Thematic analyses of responses indicated that parents 
think that children’s gratitude is inspired by what they possess tangibly or intangibly (e.g., 
toy, love), what they have been given anew (including tangibles and intangibles), and what 
exists in the world around them (e.g., sunset, birdsong).

3  The Association Between Gratitude and Happiness in Young Children

Very few studies have addressed happiness in children despite its relevance to children’s 
well-being (e.g., Holder et al. 2012). In fact, although happiness has been defined in the 
adult literature as a combination of global life satisfaction, the presence of positive affect, 
and the absence of negative affect (e.g., Diener 1984, 2016; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 
2004; see also Peterson et  al. 2005) no universally accepted definition of happiness in 
children has been established (Holder 2012). Nonetheless, research has shown that infants 
display happiness and recognize happy facial expressions in others early in development 
(see de Haan and Nelson 1998; Lewis 2008; Nelson and de Haan 1997, for a review). In 
addition, several studies have linked various factors to happiness in children and youth, 
including personality traits (see Holder 2012; Huebner 1991 for a review). Finally, cogni-
tive development research has found that children comprehend mental states underlying 
happiness such as belief and desire (e.g., Wellman and Banerjee 1991; Pons et al. 2004).

Despite these advances in models of happiness among children, we are aware of only 
one study by Park and Peterson (2006) that has explored the association between happiness 
and gratitude in young children. Park and Peterson (2006) conducted a larger study look-
ing at the association between happiness and “heart” or character strengths (e.g., gratitude, 
zest, hope, love) among young children. These researchers asked parents of 3- to 9-year-
old children to write a description of their child’s personal characteristics and individual 
qualities. The prompt was open-ended and parents were able to freely write a description 
of their choice. The content of the parental descriptions were then coded for the presence 
of 24 different character strengths, including gratitude. The degree of children’s happi-
ness as portrayed in the parental descriptions was also rated on a likert scale. The results 
revealed that although all 24 character strengths were present in the parental descriptions 
of children, some strengths were more commonly mentioned (creativity, curiosity, humor, 
kindness, and love) than others such as gratitude (as well as authenticity, forgiveness, mod-
esty, and open-mindedness). Although associations between happiness and many of the 
strengths (e.g., hope, love, and zest) were apparent even among young children, gratitude 
was not strongly related to happiness among this sample. An association between happi-
ness and gratitude was apparent only for children ages seven years and older.

4  The Present Study

Building on this foundational study by Park and Peterson (2006), we investigated the rela-
tionship between gratitude and happiness in young children by focusing on children’s self-
reports rather than parental estimates of their child’s experience. Our aim was to shed fur-
ther light on the relationship between gratitude and happiness based on children’s accounts 
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of their own gratitude and happiness. While parental descriptions of children’s gratitude 
and happiness provide valuable insight into children’s experience, recent research has 
found that there are sometimes discrepancies between child and parent reports of children’s 
well-being (e.g., Lagattuta et al. 2012; López-Pérez and Wilson 2015).

A challenge of studying gratitude in children is distinguishing between expressions of 
gratitude and politeness. When a child says “thank you” to someone else in response to a 
gift or act, it is unclear whether these words convey the child’s actual feelings of gratitude 
or conformity to politeness norms in social contexts (see Baumeister and Ilko 1995). In 
the present study, to help reduce this ambiguity, we focused solely on children’s intraper-
sonal gratitude which comprises their inner feelings of gratitude. By focusing on children’s 
intrapersonal gratitude, we wished to minimize the likelihood that children’s responses in 
our study would be influenced by social demands or contexts wherein adults often encour-
age and expect children to say thank you to express politeness and social conformity.

In this investigation we examined gratitude at two different levels of analysis in order to 
gain a comprehensive understanding of children’s intrapersonal experience of gratitude. At 
a general level, we assessed children’s tendency or disposition to be grateful with the Grati-
tude Questionnaire-6, a self-report measure (GQ-6; McCullough et al. 2002). At a specific 
level, we assessed children’s domain-specific gratitude with a measure developed in our lab 
that focuses on a variety of particular domains (e.g., living beings) that may evoke grati-
tude in children. Thus, we were interested in how gratitude might predict children’s happi-
ness both generally and/or domain-specifically. In this investigation we also operational-
ized happiness as a positive affective trait and used the Faces Scale to measure children’s 
self-perception of their own happiness (see Holder 2012).

Given the paucity of research on this topic in young children (and the fact that the only 
study examining gratitude in our age range found that it was not yet associated with happi-
ness at all), it is difficult to theoretically assert strong a priori hypotheses. Thus, the present 
investigation was designed to provide an exploratory analysis that will allow consideration 
of four distinct questions. First, is general gratitude associated with happiness in young 
children? Second, is domain-specific gratitude associated with happiness in young chil-
dren? Third, do each of these types of gratitude uniquely predict happiness among children 
above and beyond one another? Fourth, are there specific domains of gratitude that are 
most strongly associated with happiness among young children?

5  Method

5.1  Participants

As part of a larger study, a total of 80 children (Mage = 5.04 years, SDage = 1.04 years, 45 
females, 35 males) were administered the measures described below. All of the children 
were English-speakers attending preschools and schools located in a predominately White, 
middle class community within a midsize Southeastern city. All parents provided written 
informed consent for their child’s participation. Children also provided verbal assent for 
their participation in the study.
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5.2  Materials and Procedure

5.2.1  Faces Scale

The Faces Scale is a one item self-report measure of trait happiness (“Overall, how do you 
usually feel?”). Children respond by selecting one of seven drawings of faces arranged in a 
horizontal progression from very unhappy (1, illustrated with a very downturned mouth), 
to very happy (7, illustrated with a very upturned mouth) (see Holder 2012). The Faces 
Scale is adapted from the Delighted Terrible Scale, a single self-report question (“How do 
you feel about your life as a whole?”) that assesses adults’ subjective well-being on a seven 
point scale (1 = terrible, 7 = delighted) (Andrews and Withey 1976).

The Faces Scale has been frequently administered in the form of a questionnaire in 
which children ages, 9- to 12 years, read the item to themselves and respond by filling in a 
circle that corresponds to one of the choices from the 7 point likert scale (e.g., Holder and 
Coleman 2009; Holder and Klassen 2010). To accommodate our young sample of 5-year-
olds, we made two modifications to the Faces Scale. First, we truncated the 7 point scale 
to minimize the likelihood of overtaxing young children’s working memory. Thus, in the 
present study, the scale ranged from 1 (very unhappy, illustrated with a very downturned 
mouth) to 5 (very happy, illustrated with a very upturned mouth). Second, we interviewed 
children individually by reading each item and scale out loud given that our sample was 
comprised of mainly pre-readers.

5.2.2  The Gratitude Questionnaire‑Six Item Form (GQ‑6)

The GQ-6 is a six item assessment of individuals’ general tendency to experience grati-
tude in their everyday lives. The six items of the GQ-6 are: 1. “I have so much in life to be 
thankful for”; 2. “If I had to list everything that I felt grateful for, it would be a very long 
list”; 3.“When I look at the world, I don’t see much to be grateful for” (reverse scored); 4. 
“I am grateful to a wide variety of people”; 5. “As I get older I find myself more able to 
appreciate the people, events, and situations that have been part of my life history”; and, 6. 
“Long amounts of time can go by before I feel grateful to something or someone” (reverse 
scored). The original response scale ranges from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 
(McCullough et al. 2002).

Although originally developed as a self-report measure for adults, the GQ-6 has been 
previously used with children as young as 10 years of age (Froh et al. 2011). The GQ-6 has 
demonstrated sound psychometric properties across adult (McCullough et  al. 2002) and 
child (Froh et al. 2011) samples.

In the present study, we followed Froh et al.’s (2011) recommendations for how to best 
modify the GQ-6 for children under 10 years of age including simplifying the language and 
scale as well as interviewing children given their pre-reading skills. Specifically, we modi-
fied the six items of the GQ-6 in the following ways: 1. “You have so much to be thankful 
for”; 2. “You have a very long list of things you are thankful for”; 3. “You don’t see much 
to be thankful for” (reverse scored); 4. “You are thankful to many different people”; 5. “The 
more you think about it, the more thankful you are for the people and things in your life”; 
6. “You don’t feel thankful most of the time” (reverse scored). We also included a visual 
representation of a truncated response scale, ranging from 1 (not agree a lot, depicted by a 
frowning face) to 5 (agree a lot, depicted by a smiling face).
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5.2.3  Domain‑Specific Gratitude Measure

We also used a 24 item measure of children’s domain-specific gratitude that was developed 
in our laboratory. This measure covered 5 domains identified as relevant to children based 
on past research (e.g., Gordon et al. 2004): activities, basic needs, living beings, material 
things, and nature. There were four items per domain: activities (birthday parties, holidays, 
playtime, singing); basic needs (clothes, drinks, food, home); living beings (family, friends, 
pets, teachers); material things (books, crayons, games, toys); nature (plants, stars, sum-
mer, rainbows). Four control items were also included (mail, needles, soap, time-out) to 
serve as attention checks.

The items in this measure were presented in the form of statements (e.g., “You are 
thankful for birthday parties.”). This measure also used the same visual likert scale as the 
modified version of the GQ-6.

5.3  Procedure

Children were interviewed individually for approximately 20 min by a researcher in a quiet 
area of their preschool or school. Children were initially told that they would be playing a 
game that involved questions that had no right or wrong answers. Children were encour-
aged to try their best.

The researcher administered the Faces Scale, GQ-6, and the Domain-specific gratitude 
measure by reading each item and choices on the likert scale out loud in the form of a ques-
tion so that children could respond by pointing to the scale with their finger. For the Faces 
Scale, children were asked, “Overall, how do you usually feel? Very unhappy, unhappy, a 
little unhappy/happy, happy, or very happy?” For the GQ-6, children heard for example, 
“You have so much to be thankful for. Do you not agree a lot, not agree, not care, agree, or 
agree a lot?” For the Doman-specific gratitude measure, children heard for example, “You 
are thankful for birthday parties. Do you not agree a lot, not agree, not care, agree, or agree 
a lot?”

The researcher administered the Faces Scale, GQ-6, and the Domain-specific gratitude 
measure in one of two random orders. The items within the GQ-6 and Domain-specific 
gratitude measure were also presented in one of two random orders.

6  Results

6.1  Descriptive Statistics

Table  1 displays the descriptive statistics for participants’ demographics and responses 
on the Faces Scale, the GQ-6, and the Domain-specific gratitude measure. Scores for the 
Faces Scale were obtained from its single item with a maximum score of 5. After reverse 
scoring items three and six, scores for the GQ-6 were calculated by summing the item total, 
yielding a possible maximum score of 30. Scores for the Domain-specific gratitude meas-
ure were calculated by summing the item total, collapsing across the domains (excluding 
controls), yielding a possible maximum score of 100. Individual summary scores were also 
created for the 5 main domains by summing the item total for each domain (activities, basic 
needs, living beings, material things, and nature). Thus the maximum score per domain 
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was 20. A summary score was also calculated for the controls using the same technique. 
The results of a series of paired sample t-tests showed that children’s response scores were 
significantly lower for the controls compared to the other five domains, suggesting that 
children were indeed paying attention to the items, t’s(79) > 10.01, p’s < .001.

6.2  Analytic Approach

The primary goal of the analyses was to assess how children’s happiness as measured 
by the Faces Scale may be associated with gratitude as measured by the GQ-6 and the 
Domain-specific gratitude measure. First, we conducted a preliminary model focused on 
children’s demographic variables to ensure that demographic variables were not predict-
ing happiness and to identify any variables that should be controlled for in the subsequent 
models. Then, we conducted 4 models: (1) children’s happiness predicted by general grati-
tude as measured by the GQ-6; (2) children’s happiness predicted by the Domain-specific 
gratitude measure, (3) children’s happiness predicted by both the GQ-6 and the Domain-
specific gratitude measure together (thus controlling for one another and allowing a com-
parison of their relative predictive strength), and (4) children’s happiness predicted by the 5 
main domains from the Domain-specific gratitude measure.

6.3  Preliminary Analyses

We initially explored the potential association between child demographic variables and 
children’s happiness. We conducted Pearson correlation coefficients to examine the rela-
tionship between scores on the Faces Scale and the demographic variables of child age (cal-
culated in years and months) and gender. There was not a significant correlation between 
scores on the Faces Scale and age or between the Faces Scale and gender, r’s(78) = .01, 
− .04, p’s = .45, .37, respectively.

We then conducted a simultaneous multiple regression analysis that included age and 
gender as the predictor variables and scores on the Faces Scale as the outcome variable 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics for 
study variables

GQ-6 = Gratitude Questionnaire-6

M SD Range

Child age
 Female (n = 45) 4.89 years 1.05 years 3.30–6.91 years
 Male (n = 35) 5.24 years 1.00 years 3.64–6.93 years
 Total (N = 80) 5.04 years 1.04 years 3.30–6.93 years

Faces scale 4.63 .860 1–5
General gratitude (GQ-6) 21.96 3.79 12–30
Domain-specific gratitude 85.13 12.71 54–100
 Activities 17.15 2.70 9–20
 Basic needs 17.00 2.95 8–20
 Living beings 17.56 3.03 5–20
 Material things 16.62 3.95 7–20
 Nature 16.80 3.00 9–20
 Control 12.36 3.70 5–20
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(see Table  2, Preliminary). Age and gender did not account for a significant percentage 
of the variance in children’s scores, F(2, 77) = .075, p = .93. Neither age nor gender was 
a significant predictor of these scores, p’s = .85, .72. These demographic variables were 
excluded from the subsequent models given these null findings.

6.4  Primary Analyses

In order to address the question of whether general gratitude is associated with happiness 
in young children, we conducted a regression analysis that included the GQ-6 as the pre-
dictor variable and the scores on the Faces Scale as the outcome variable (See Table 2, 
Model 1). The results of this first model showed that the GQ-6 did not account for a signifi-
cant percentage of the variance in children’s scores, F(1, 78) = 1.45, p = .231.

Next, to address whether domain-specific gratitude is associated with happiness in 
young children, we conducted a regression analysis that included the Domain-specific 
gratitude measure as the predictor variable and the scores on the Faces Scale as the out-
come variable (See Table 2, Model 2). The results of this second model indicated that the 
Domain-Specific gratitude measure accounted for 8% of the variance in children’s scores, 
F(1, 78) = 6.87, p = .011.

To examine if each type of gratitude uniquely predicts happiness among young children 
above and beyond one another, we conducted a regression analysis to determine whether 
the Domain-specific gratitude measure remains a significant predictor of scores on the 
Faces Scale when controlling for GQ-6 scores (see Table  2, Model 3). Together, these 
variables accounted for 8% of the variance in scores on the Faces Scale, F(2, 77) = 3.48, 

Table 2  Predictors of children’s 
happiness on the Faces Scale

GQ-6 = Gratitude Questionnaire-6
*p < .05

Predictor Variable

B SE β t p

Preliminary  (R2 = .002)
 Child age .018 .096 .021 .184 .855
 Child gender − .073 .199 − .042 − .366 .715

Model 1  (R2 = .018)
 General gratitude (GQ-6) .031 .025 .136 1.20 .231

Model 2  (R2 = .081)
 Domain-specific gratitude .019 .007 .285 2.62 .011*

Model 3  (R2 = .083)
 General gratitude (GQ-6) .011 .026 .048 .413 .681
 Domain-specific gratitude .018 .008 .269 2.32 .022*

Model 4  (R2 = .200)
 Activities − .002 .048 − .006 − .043 .966
 Basic needs − .037 .046 − .128 − .812 .419
 Living beings .150 .043 .530 3.50 .001*
 Material things − .032 .042 − .127 − .760 .450
 Nature .023 .049 .081 .478 .634
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p = .036. Specifically, scores on the Domain-specific gratitude measure predicted scores on 
the Faces Scale above and beyond the variance associated with GQ-6 scores, p = .022.

Lastly, we conducted a simultaneous multiple regression to examine the unique contri-
butions of each of the five domains in the Domain-specific gratitude measure to scores on 
the Faces scale (See Table 2, Model 4). This fourth model indicated that the five domains 
together account for 20% of the variance in children’s Faces Scale scores, F(5, 74) = 3.64, 
p = .005. In particular, the domain of living beings (p = .001) predicted scores on the Faces 
Scale above and beyond the variance associated with the other four domains.

7  General Discussion

The present investigation was designed to explore the relationship between young chil-
dren’s happiness and gratitude. The results of the present study demonstrate that happiness 
and domain-specific gratitude are associated in young children, predicting children’s happi-
ness above and beyond a general propensity for gratitude. Thus, domain-specific gratitude 
is a key determinant of children’s happiness.

These results are in accord with previous research documenting the relationship between 
gratitude and happiness among youth and adults (see Emmons and Mishra 2011; Watkins 
2014; Wood et al. 2010). The results of the GQ-6 are also compatible with those of Park 
and Peterson (2006) who did not uncover an association between gratitude and happiness 
among the youngest group of children described by parents of 3- to 9-year-olds. Whereas 
our data corroborate the finding by Park and Peterson (2006) that general gratitude does 
not appear to associate with happiness in young children, the present study also reveals 
that taking a more nuanced approach may be important with young children. Specifically, 
it does not appear that gratitude is irrelevant to happiness among young children as previ-
ously thought, but rather that specific domains of gratitude (such as living things in the pre-
sent study) may evidence significant associations with happiness that are obscured when 
examining broad gratitude traits in young children. Of course, these divergent results could 
alternatively be attributed to differences in the self-report methodology utilized in the pre-
sent study which contrast from the parent-report approach utilized by Park and Peterson 
(2006). Further studies are needed to clarify this possibility.

A major contribution of the current investigation is that it extends the association 
between domain-specific gratitude and happiness to young children, filling a major gap in 
the existing literature. The results of this investigation reveal for the first time, to the best 
of our knowledge, the presence of the relationship between domain-specific gratitude and 
happiness in children by age 5 years. This finding suggests that this relationship is apparent 
very early on in development, and sets the stage for future research to examine its devel-
opmental trajectory from childhood through adolescence and adulthood. Further research 
will be needed to better understand why a more general propensity for gratitude begins to 
predict happiness in only older children and youth.

Another major contribution of the current investigation is that it articulates the kind of 
gratitude in young children that is associated with their happiness. While the two meas-
ures used in this investigation are extremely similar, it may be that young children need 
to be asked more specifically about their gratitude (which the domain-specific gratitude 
measure was designed to do). Children with higher scores on this more specific gratitude 
measure appear to be indeed happier. The domain of living beings is especially predictive 
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of children’s happiness, above and beyond the domains of activities, basic needs, material 
things, and nature.

The specific mechanisms relating children’s happiness to domain-specific gratitude will 
need to be explored more systematically in future research. On the one hand, it is possi-
ble that domain-specific gratitude may be related to children’s happiness through positive 
affect. Children who are grateful for the domain of living beings may be happy because 
they also experience positive affect more generally, feeling loved, nurtured, and protected 
by the living beings in their lives. In other words, domain specific gratitude may not exert 
any effect on children’s happiness above and beyond positive affective valence in children. 
This possibility is in line with early work on gratitude, which was unclear regarding the 
direction of causality in the relationship between gratitude and well-being and whether 
this relationship is merely due to the shared variance with other variables (see Wood et al. 
2010).

On the other hand, it is possible that domain-specific gratitude may be uniquely related 
to children’s happiness. Children who are grateful for the domain of living beings may 
be happy as a result of their gratitude for the living beings in their lives. This possibil-
ity is in harmony with research that has demonstrated the unique and causal nature of the 
relationship between gratitude and well-being among older children. For example, research 
by Froh and colleagues (e.g., Froh et  al. 2009a, b) has demonstrated that the relation-
ship between gratitude and well-being in youth persists even after controlling for positive 
affectivity.

Moreover, gratitude may contribute to happiness by operating as an important com-
ponent in children’s relationships. Although the present investigation was intentionally 
designed to examine intrapersonal rather than interpersonal gratitude in order to avoid 
confounds with training in social etiquette (i.e., parents teaching their children to express 
gratitude as a norm of social interaction), it remains the case that our data may also sup-
port interpersonal conceptualizations of gratitude as a central relational process in young 
children. Specifically, our finding that gratitude in the domain of living things is particu-
larly tied to children’s happiness encourages future research to explicitly explore whether 
gratitude for living things strengthens personal bonds that promote happiness in children. 
Indeed, Tudge and colleagues (e.g., Merçon-Vargas et al. 2018; Tudge and Freitas 2018; 
Tudge et al. 2015; see also Baumgarten-Tramer 1938) have described the reciprocal nature 
of connective gratitude in which the beneficiary takes into consideration the perspective of 
the benefactor. A number of studies have found evidence for the expression of connective 
gratitude in youth across cultures (e.g., Mendonça et al. 2018; O’Brien et al. 2018; Wang 
et al. 2015). Exploring the connection between young children’s gratitude for living things 
and their feeling of relatedness to others within this domain will be an interesting area for 
future research.

8  Limitations and Future Directions

In considering the contributions of the results for this study, some limitations require men-
tion. First, our investigation focused on children’s trait happiness and gratitude, the endur-
ing aspects of these constructs. We did not assess children’s state happiness or gratitude, 
the current momentary aspects of these constructs. More estimates of children’s happiness 
and gratitude would be essential in capturing the full breadth of children’s experience. 
Children’s state happiness could be tested by asking, “Right now, how do you feel at this 
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moment?” (see Holder 2012) and in response to certain themes (e.g., achievements, see 
Chaplin 2009). Children’s domain-specific state gratitude could be tested by asking chil-
dren about their gratitude in particular situations (e.g., in response to desirable and unde-
sirable gifts, Tobin and Graziano 2011; Kieras et al. 2005; see also Hussong et al. 2018a, 
b, c). Such measures would enable direct comparisons between children’s trait and state 
happiness and gratitude.

Second, assessments of children’s happiness and intrapersonal gratitude in this study 
were limited to self-report measures administered by a researcher in an interview for-
mat. Although self-report measures are useful assessment tools for youth and adults, this 
approach may not provide a comprehensive picture of younger children’s happiness and 
gratitude. Due to individual differences, some younger children may not have the emo-
tional self-awareness (see Lambie 2009; Lambie and Lindberg 2016) necessary to report 
on their own happiness and gratitude. Thus, it may be helpful to collect behavioral data 
from young children, focusing on behaviors that may be indicative of intrapersonal grat-
itude (e.g., journaling by writing or drawing things they are grateful for). For example, 
observations of children’s behaviors could be informative of children who have difficulty 
with the introspective attention required in reporting their own levels of happiness and 
gratitude, although such potential limitations in introspective attention would have led to 
null results in the present data if they were prevalent.

Thirdly, some caution is warranted when drawing conclusions from the modified ver-
sion of the GQ-6 that we administered to children in the current investigation. Although 
we took special care in following recommendations on how to apply the GQ-6 to a younger 
population (see Froh et  al. 2011) and attempted to preserve the integrity of the original 
GQ-6 with the adaptations that we made, it is crucial to keep in mind that this modified 
version has not undergone the same validity and reliability testing as the original. Further 
studies will be needed to assess the psychometric properties of this modified version of the 
GQ-6.

9  Conclusions and Implications

Within the context of these limitations, the findings from the present study begin to illu-
minate the relationship between happiness and gratitude in young children. Overall, our 
results suggest that by age 5 years, children who experience domain-specific gratitude, par-
ticularly within the domain of living beings, are happier.

The present data represent an important effort to clarify processes related to happiness 
in young children, which is an area of growing concern worldwide (The Children’s Society 
2018; UNICEF 2013, 2017). For example, over 30% of children do not feel happy most of 
the time in a survey of children from 35 countries in Europe and Central Asia (UNICEF 
2017). As an illustration, in the United Kingdom, children’s happiness is on the decline and 
is presently at its lowest since 2010 (The Children’s Society 2018). Similarly, in the United 
States, children’s well-being and life satisfaction, including happiness lags behind other 
wealthy nations, ranking number 26 out of 28 (UNICEF 2013).

Hence, a critical area for future work is to investigate methods of promoting and main-
taining happiness in children (see Holder and Weninger 2015). Although we are cautious 
to promote specific causal recommendations based on the present cross-sectional results, 
our findings provide encouragement and direction for future exploration. Studies in the 
future could take on a lifespan development approach (see Bono and Odudu 2016; Bono 
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and Sender 2018) and employ a longitudinal design that examines the developmental tra-
jectory of the relationship between happiness and gratitude. Such studies, together with the 
present cross-sectional results, could aid in the understanding of the onset and continuity 
of this relationship within the same children over an extended period of time. Studies in the 
future could also explore whether young children’s happiness may be enhanced through 
the cultivation of domain-specific gratitude for living beings such as parents, teachers, and 
pets. Research could explore potential moderating factors, especially parental engagement 
given the large role that parents play in socializing and fostering gratitude in children (see 
Hussong et al. 2018a, b, c, 2019; Rothenberg et al. 2017).

These are all promising avenues for further exploration as we continue to move forward 
in considering the benefits of teaching gratitude, specifically (e.g., see Froh et  al. 2014; 
Lamas et  al. 2014; Layous and Lyubomirsky 2014), and discovering new ways to begin 
cultivating happiness among young children more broadly.
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