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Isn’t this a little woo-woo, a little self-helpy, a little 
too trite? Is this really the path to happiness?

A GRATITUDE 
JOURNAL? REALLY?
IT’S NOT ENOUGH TO SAY THANK YOU–
NOW I HAVE TO WRITE IT DOWN IN A BOOK?

If you’re looking for a way to develop a more positive attitude, to be happier, 
healthier, and more at peace in your life, you’re certainly not alone. As 
many have discovered before you, a gratitude journal is an effective way 
to start. No matter how cheesy it sounds, a gratitude journal is truly good 
for your mental and physical health. There’s even a lot of science behind it. 
It is good to be grateful, but it’s even better to write it down. 

The Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley has made an extensive 
study of gratitude, and is a big promoter of gratitude journals. “As 
we’ve reported many times over the years, studies have traced a range of 
impressive benefits to the simple act of writing down the things for which 



can help with consistency.

Approach it gradually; no one can become Pollyanna in a day (or really 
wants to be Pollyanna, ever). Don’t feel you have to go overboard. Write 
a sentence or two if that is all you can muster. Use the quotes inside this 
journal as a jumping-off point for observations and explorations. Write 
whatever comes, and don’t criticize it; journaling is a means of self-
reflection, not a structured composition. In other words, spew. 

Positive is good. Think of the beautiful and kind things you experienced 
during your day: the delicious, the fragrant, the sensual. If need be, you 
can also approach gratitude from a negative perspective. “I’m grateful that 
I didn’t shove my shopping cart into the idiot taking up all that room in 
the gluten-free section” is still gratitude. You can even curse! In fact, there 
may be a day when swearing is what you’re most grateful for. Can’t think 
of anything? Go with the basics. You’re alive. Your brain works. There may 
be something good in the fridge. There’s something decent on TV. These 
may not be exciting, but they are important. Sometimes, you may even be 
grateful for gratitude, à la Pablo Neruda in “Ode to Thanks”: 

 Thanks to the word that says thanks! 
 Thanks to thanks,  
 word 
 that melts 
 iron and snow!

Reread past entries when you’re feeling particularly ungracious. It will 
help you recall the things you were grateful for and re-experience them. 
You could even pair up with a friend and exchange gratitudes. It’s a nice 
way to learn about each other and get more ideas. Finally, determine a 
home for your journal where you will find it easily. Keep it by your bed, 
and write when you first wake up to give your day a positive start. Or 
keep it in the kitchen so that you can record how grateful you are for the 
blessing that is coffee. 

The goal is to pay more attention and find gratitude across the spectrum 
of your daily life, the tiny things and the major events. As the folks at 
the Greater Good Science Center observe, “keeping a gratitude journal—
or perhaps the entire experience of gratitude—is really about forcing 
ourselves to pay attention to the good things in life we’d otherwise take 
for granted.” 

we’re grateful—benefits including better sleep, fewer symptoms of illness, 
and more happiness among adults and kids alike.” More specifically, the 
benefits of gratitude cited include “stronger immune systems and lower 
blood pressure, higher levels of positive emotions, more joy, optimism, 
and happiness, acting with more generosity and compassion, feeling less 
lonely and isolated.” That all sounds pretty darn good. 

The American Psychological Association published a report showing 
evidence that expressing gratitude can result in “improved mental, and 
ultimately physical, health in patients with asymptomatic heart failure.” 
According to lead author Paul J. Mills, PhD, “It seems that a more grateful 
heart is indeed a more healthy heart, and that gratitude journaling is an 
easy way to support cardiac health.” The New York Times also gets into 
the discussion, reporting on a study that showed, among other things, that 
expressing gratitude can make you less aggressive when provoked. Suffice 
it to say, the benefits of gratitude, and of expressing it in a journal, are 
very real. Not woo-woo at all. 

As fans of journals, we like this method to express thanks for the little 
things and the big things. The science behind gratitude journals dovetails 
nicely with the science behind journaling in general. As Deepak Chopra 
claims, “Journaling is one of the most powerful tools we have to transform 
our lives.” In addition to helping put one’s mind at ease, journal writing 
has been shown to aid physical health. According to a widely cited study 
by James W. Pennebaker and Janel D. Seagal, “Writing about important 

personal experiences in an emotional way . . . brings about improvements 
in mental and physical health.” Proven benefits include better stress 
management, strengthened immune systems, fewer doctor visits, and 
improvement in chronic illnesses such as asthma.

It’s not entirely clear how journaling accomplishes all this. Catharsis is 
involved, but many also point to the value of organizing experiences into 
a cohesive narrative. According to Newsweek, some experts believe that 
journaling “forces us to transform the ruminations cluttering our minds 
into coherent stories.” So, journaling is healthy and gratitude journaling 
is healthy. You’re going to live forever!

Clearly, you’re no stranger to a journal’s value, or you wouldn’t be reading 
this now. But how best to journal your gratitude? Specialists agree that 
in order to reap the benefits of journaling you have to stick with it, 
quasi-daily, for as little as five minutes at a time (at least fifteen minutes, 
however, is best). Finding regular writing times and comfortable locations 



DATE

TODAY’S GRATITUDE LEVEL:

WHY I’M GRATEFUL TODAY, MORE OR LESS:

My expectations were 
reduced to zero when 
I was 21. Everything 
since then has been  
a bonus. 
STEPHEN HAWKING



DATE

TODAY’S GRATITUDE LEVEL:

WHY I’M GRATEFUL TODAY, MORE OR LESS:

All sanity depends on this: that it should be 
a delight to feel the roughness of a carpet 
under smooth soles, a delight to feel heat 
strike the skin, a delight to stand upright, 
knowing the bones are moving easily under 
the flesh. 

DORIS LESSING



DATE

TODAY’S GRATITUDE LEVEL:

WHY I’M GRATEFUL TODAY, MORE OR LESS:

In the midst 
of winter, 
I finally 
learned that 
there was 
in me an 
invincible 
summer. 
ALBERT CAMUS


