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Gratitude Letter

Expressing gratitude to others can have a significant effect on well-being. Previous 
research has studied the effect of “gratitude letter”: a letter in which gratitude is expressed 
to another person. A study by Dickerhoof, Lyubomirsky, and Sheldon (2011) found that 
compared to their non-motivated counterparts, motivated participants reported improved 
overall well-being and fewer depressive symptoms at the end of the intervention. In 
addition, motivated participants also showed improved well-being at the 6-month follow-
up and reductions in depressive symptoms at the 9-month follow-up (see also Seligman 
et al., 2005). Note that improvements in well-being were found only when they were 
motivated to engage in the activity.

Goal

The goal of this exercise is to increase gratitude and a sense of well-being by writing a 
gratitude letter.

Advice

 ■ This exercise can be done just once or can be done regularly. Some studies asked 
participants to also deliver it and read it in person to the recipient, in addition to 
writing and reflecting on the letter. Although this can be a valuable experience, it 
may not be an option for all clients. For instance, a client may find it too difficult or 
uncomfortable to deliver and read the letter. This may reduce motivation. Given that 
improvements in well-being were only found in participants who were motivated to 
complete the exercise, it is important to consider this finding when doing this exercise.
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Instructions

Gratitude is a feeling of being thankful for the people and things in your life. The expression of gratitude 
brings positive emotions to those receiving and giving thanks. Yet, we do not always express our gratitude 
to the people in our lives. Here is your opportunity.

Choose someone in your life who has been helpful and kind to you, yet you have not had an opportunity 
to express your gratitude. This person can be a family member (parent, grandparent, child, spouse, etc.), a 
friend, teacher, or coach - anyone who has had a positive influence on your life but has never (or rarely) 
heard you express your gratitude. Take a moment to think about the things that this person has done that 
make you extremely grateful.

In this exercise, you are to write a letter of gratitude to this person. Take 10-20 minutes to write this letter, 
expressing your gratitude for what this person has contributed to your life. Use the following points as a 
guide to help you:

 ■ Address the letter specifically to the person (e.g., “Dear...”).
 ■ Do not worry about grammar and spelling.
 ■ Address the person directly throughout the letter.
 ■ Describe specific things that this person has done that made you grateful and how this person’s behavior 

has affected your life.
 ■ End the letter in a way that identifies you as the writer (e.g., Sincerely..., or Love..., etc.).
 ■ If possible, deliver the letter personally and ask the person to read the letter in your presence or read it 

aloud to him/her during your visit.


