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Abstract

As a character strength, gratitude is linked with positive emotions and can potentially provide many benefits to children 
and adolescents. Yet little is known about how and why children typically experience gratitude, and how to promote 
its development. We conducted 10 focus groups and written exercises with 38 Colombian fifth-graders (19 girls and 19 
boys), from one public school and two private schools, to explore different components of their gratitude experiences, 
namely, the benefactors, benefits, feelings, and behavioral expressions associated with gratitude, using a theoretical/
deductive thematic analysis. There were many commonalities in the themes of the gratitude elements found in both 
girls’ and boys’ answers, and in both public and private schools. One element of gratitude not anticipated in the analysis 
was the degree of effort that children saw benefactors (particularly family members) investing in them. These findings 
can be used to inform educational interventions, making them more relevant to children in Colombian and other Latin 
American contexts.

Keywords: Benefactors, children’s emotions, family, gender, gratitude expression, type of schooling.

“La Gratitud es Agradecer a Alguien, y la Felicidad es 
Mostrarlo”: 
Un Estudio Cualitativo de las Perspectivas de Niños 
Colombianos Sobre la Gratitud

Resumen

La gratitud como fortaleza del carácter está relacionada con las emociones positivas y potencialmente puede brindar 
muchos beneficios a los niños y adolescentes. Sin embargo, se sabe poco sobre cómo y por qué los niños suelen experi-
mentar la gratitud y cómo promover su desarrollo. Realizamos 10 grupos focales y ejercicios escritos con 38 estudiantes 
colombianos de quinto grado (19 niñas y 19 niños), de una escuela pública y dos escuelas privadas, para explorar dife-
rentes componentes de sus experiencias de gratitud: los benefactores, los beneficios, los sentimientos y las expresiones 
comportamentales asociadas a la gratitud, mediante un análisis temático teórico/deductivo. Hubo muchos puntos en 
común en los temas de los elementos de gratitud que se encuentran en las respuestas de las niñas y los niños, y en las 
escuelas públicas y privadas. Un elemento de gratitud que no se anticipó en el análisis fue el grado de esfuerzo que los 
niños vieron que los benefactores (particularmente los miembros de la familia) invertían en ellos. Estos hallazgos pue-
den usarse para informar intervenciones educativas, haciéndolas más relevantes para los niños en contextos urbanos de 
Colombia y otros contextos latinoamericanos.

Palabras clave: benefactores, emociones infantiles, expresión de gratitud, familia, género, tipo de escolaridad.



35

REVISTA COLOMBIANA DE PSICOLOGÍA  VOL. 32 N.º 2  JULIO-DICIEMBRE 2023  ISSN 0121-5469 IMPRESO  |  2344-8644 EN LÍNEA  BOGOTÁ  COLOMBIA  -  PP. 33-50 

“GRATITUDE IS  THANKING SOMEONE,  AND HAPPINESS IS  SHOWING IT” :  A  QUALITATIVE STUDY OF COLOMBIAN. . .

Gratitude in human beings is a complex 
concept that can be theorized in multiple ways, 
including as an emotional state, a moral virtue, 
and a character strength. According to Watkins 
(2014), gratitude as a positive emotion is experien-
ced when a beneficiary recognizes that something 
good has happened to them and that another 
person (the benefactor) is largely responsible for 
providing this benefit. This definition highlights 
the social character of gratitude, which promotes 
positive relationships by motivating individuals 
who experience it to reciprocate benefits to people 
who provided them (Algoe et al., 2008). The social 
and moral functions of gratitude were explored by 
McCullough et al. (2001), who integrated several 
theories that conceptualized gratitude as a moral 
emotion. They argued that since feeling gratitude 
stimulates behaviors in favor of a benefactor’s 
wellbeing, it helps us build societies based on 
the common good. McCullough & Tsang (2004) 
extended this theory by arguing that gratitude 
fulfils the function of a “moral barometer” and 
depends on social-cognitive processing. That is, 
people are more likely to experience gratitude when 
they receive a benefit highly valued by them, when 
they recognize that the benefactor has invested 
a high effort or cost to provide that benefit, and 
when they notice that the effort invested by the 
benefactor was intentional rather than accidental.

In addition to being experienced as a transi-
tory moral emotion based on social cognitive skills, 
the moral aspect of gratitude has been viewed in 
positive psychology as a lasting character strength 
that promotes various virtues (Peterson and Selig-
man, 2004). These authors linked gratitude with 
the virtue of “transcendence,” which they related 
to seeking meaning in life and promoting holistic 
connections with the universe. More recently, the 
relationship of gratitude to the concept of virtue 
has been further elaborated by several other re-
searchers. For example, Merçon-Vargas et al. (2018) 
proposed a definition of gratitude as a “moral 
virtue” including, in addition to the beneficiary, 
a benefit and a benefactor, the positive feelings 

related to the benefactor’s action, and the desire to 
freely return the benefit received to the benefactor. 
Hence, the virtue of gratitude encourages positive 
emotions by raising our consciousness of a benefit 
that has been granted to us (McCullough et al., 
2001; Ruch et al., 2021).

A consequence of the conceptualization of 
gratitude as a character strength linked to the promo-
tion of virtues is the recognition that such strengths 
can (and should) be cultivated during childhood, 
adolescence, and youth, leading to interest in the 
development of educational interventions for this 
purpose. Research has shown positive effects of 
gratitude on young people’s wellbeing. For example, 
Froh et al. (2011) observed that expressing gratitude 
improved the social interactions of US adolescents, 
their emotional functioning, and wellbeing. Gratitude 
has also been shown to promote prosocial behavior 
and generosity in US undergraduates and high school 
students (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; Bono et al., 2019); 
the latter study also found that it was important for 
the maintenance and strengthening of close social 
relationships. Other authors linked higher levels of 
gratitude with better academic and psychosocial 
adjustment, and hence with the emotional wellbeing 
of school-aged children (Furlong et al., 2013; Tian et 
al., 2015). Likewise, in general, it has been shown that 
social skills training in fifth graders is maintained 
over time and has an impact on the reduction of 
behavioral problems and improvement in academic 
performance (De Souza et al., 2022).

Given these demonstrated benefits of grati-
tude for young people, the developmental prere-
quisites for experiencing gratitude in childhood 
have been an important puzzle for researchers to 
solve. As early as the 1960s, Tesser et al. (1968) 
indicated that gratitude depends on three spe-
cific aspects of the beneficiary’s perceptions: 
the perceived intentions of the benefactor, the 
perceived costs accruing to the benefactor, and 
the perceived value to the beneficiary. Poelker & 
Kuebli (2014) examined the development of US 
elementary schoolchildren’s abilities to appreciate 
the intentions and efforts of benefactors in giving 
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them a desirable or an undesirable gift. Their re-
sults indicated that fourth and fifth graders could 
recognize a benefactor’s effort independently of 
the value they placed on the benefit received. On 
the other hand, while children’s gratitude may 
still be influenced by a representation of the costs 
as perceived by the beneficiary, Australian and 
British adolescents tended to accurately identify 
the benefactor’s intentions in providing a benefit 
(Morgan & Gulliford, 2017). In a longitudinal 
study with Chinese elementary schoolchildren, 
Wu et al. (2020) found an upward trajectory in the 
development of gratitude: that is, older children 
were better able to recognize good acts that other 
people performed for them and to value such acts 
as positive influences in their lives.

Another important development takes place in 
the ability to recognize the value of benefits received. 
Tudge et al. (2015) review the tendency in younger 
children (7-10 years old) to focus on more immediate 
material benefits and to express their appreciation 
through tangible objects. However, as they mature 
into adolescence (11-14 years old), children display 
a greater capacity to consider the context of the 
benefactor’s situation when expressing their grati-
tude for benefits of low material value. Along these 
lines, several studies carried out in Latin America 
have reported differences in the type of benefits 
that children from different sociocultural contexts 
identify, in Brazil (Freitas et al., 2011; Palhares et al., 
2018), Argentina (Cuello & Oros, 2016; Oros et al., 
2015), and Guatemala (Poelker & Gibbons, 2018). 
A common finding was that participants from 
low-income families tended to be grateful for more 
material benefits than their peers from better-off 
families, who expressed gratitude for more abstract 
benefits, such as feelings or social connections. 
This represents a potential target for educational 
interventions, as in that of Froh et al. (2011), who 
showed that promoting gratitude in an educational 
setting decreased the levels of materialism in North 
American adolescents.

Increasing understanding of the emotions 
associated with gratitude has been another focus 

for interventions in young people. Such emotions, 
including joy, pride, enjoyment, and hope, have 
also been linked with educational achievement 
in Filipino children (Magno & Orillosa, 2012). 
According to these authors, a corollary of the links 
with positive emotions is that when young people 
experience more gratitude, they tend to feel lower 
levels of negative emotions such as anger, grief, or 
boredom. Similarly, Poelker et al. (2019) reported 
that promoting perspective-taking in Guatemalan 
children increased their feelings of gratitude and 
decreased feelings of envy.

Additionally, emotion comprehension can be 
linked to gratitude, in the sense that children develop 
an ability to recognize that expressing gratitude can 
foster positive emotions in their benefactors and 
others. Freitas et al. (2011) established that expres-
sions of gratitude differ substantially according to 
age (see also Freitas et al., 2021; Oros et al., 2015; 
Palhares et al., 2018). Children first express gratitude 
verbally (saying thank-you), a form of expression 
that was present across the entire age range of Freitas 
et al.’s (2011) study with US children aged 7 to 14 
years. On the other hand, concrete expressions of 
gratitude (giving a gift of one’s own preference to 
a benefactor) occurred more often in 8-year-olds 
than in younger children. Likewise, from the age of 
12, as they got better at understanding a benefactor’s 
point of view, children began to express gratitude 
in connective ways, which implied being useful 
and kind to someone who helped them or showed 
generosity. Finalistic expression of gratitude (which 
means trying to improve permanently as a person 
in response to a benefactor’s good deed) did not 
appear until adolescence.

Research on gratitude in young people indi-
cates that both the expression and the experience 
of gratitude can vary according to gender, but 
not always in systematic ways. In Argentina, 
Oros et al. (2015) encountered differences in the 
reasons for which middle-income girls and boys 
experienced gratitude. Boys felt more gratitude 
for material goods and prosocial behavior (favors 
and help given), while girls experienced it more 
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for friendship, school, and affection. These diffe-
rences were not found between girls and boys in 
more vulnerable socioeconomic conditions. Guse 
et al. (2019) found that adolescent South African 
girls experienced gratitude more frequently than 
boys, and showed higher levels of satisfaction 
with school, friends, and self. Froh et al. (2009) 
likewise showed that 11–13-year-old girls in the 
US tended to report slightly more gratitude than 
boys. In line with these results, Tian et al. (2015) 
found that 4th-to-6th-grade Chinese girls reported 
significantly greater gratitude than boys. On the 
other hand, Freitas et al. (2011) did not identify 
gender differences in 7–14-year-old Brazilian boys’ 
and girls’ expressions of gratitude. It is also worth 
noting that many of the above authors who did 
find gender differences explicitly recognized that 
their results were exploratory and inconclusive.

As this literature review has shown, there is 
an academic consensus that gratitude is a character 
strength whose development can bring about many 
positive effects in young people’s lives. However, 
there is still much uncertainty on how and why 
experiences of gratefulness vary between indi-
viduals and cultural contexts. The current study 
addresses this uncertainty by defining gratitude as 
a character strength marked by certain necessary 
elements, including both a benefit (an object, favor 
or experience positively valued by a person) and 
a benefactor (the person or entity who provides 
the benefit). To gain a greater understanding of 
Colombian children’s experience of these different 
elements of gratitude, our study was guided by the 
following research questions:

RQ1. To whom are Colombian girls and boys 
grateful?

RQ2. For what kinds of benefits do they 
experience gratitude?

RQ3. Which emotions do they associate with 
experiences of gratitude?

RQ4. How do they express gratitude?
RQ5. What are the particularities and com-

monalities in gratitude experiences by gender and 
socioeconomic conditions?

Answering these questions can help identify 
differences and similarities in how the elements 
of gratitude are understood and characterized in 
preadolescence, enabling us to design culturally 
and individually sensitive interventions that can 
harness the power of gratitude to enhance children’s 
positive social development. We addressed our 
research questions through a deductive thematic 
qualitative analysis of focus group discussions 
between fifth-grade children at public and private 
schools in Bogotá, Colombia. Fifth-grade children 
were targeted because this age group (around 10-12 
years) stands on the cusp of important social and 
emotional changes between childhood and ado-
lescence (Ingram, 2019), making them, in theory, 
particularly receptive to interventions that can 
enhance their social and emotional development 
in positive ways. In Colombia, fifth grade is also 
the last grade of elementary education before the 
transition to secondary education, which con-
fronts children with new situations and academic 
and social challenges that will require the use of 
various socio-emotional skills. On the one hand, 
using focus groups, we hoped to identify discussion 
elements of a shared culture surrounding gratitude 
practices that could be used to create interventions 
that would have a broad appeal for many Colom-
bian children, as well as points of disagreement 
on the nature of gratitude. On the other hand, 
the use of “gratitude books” (described below) 
served to concretize and particularize individual 
children’s gratitude experiences. The results of the 
focus group and gratitude book analysis helped 
inform the design and evaluation of an educational 
program to strengthen and promote gratitude in 
school contexts, a process that will be reported in 
later publications.

Method

Participants
The sample comprised 38 fifth-grade students 

(19 girls and 19 boys), aged 9-14 years (M = 10.53, 
SD = 0.91), from two private schools and one public 
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school in inner Bogotá, Colombia. Of these, 32 
participants were Colombian, 2 Venezuelan and 1 
from the USA, while nationality information was 
not provided for the remaining 3 participants. The 
public school provides education for families of 
low socioeconomic status, while the two private 
schools are mainly attended by students of inter-
mediate socioeconomic status.

Procedure
Data was collected in two sessions in May 

2019. In the first session, that lasted about half an 
hour, children were introduced to the concept of 
gratitude. The research team gave the participants 
a notebook called The Gratitude Book and asked 
them to draw people, things, places, and moments 
that made them feel grateful, and record their 
reasons for feeling gratitude in these contexts. 
Gratitude books were given to all members of 
the classes in which we worked and were filled in 
as part of their normal class activities. (Further 
analysis of all the children’s books, rather than 
only those belonging to the subset of children 
who participated in the focus groups, will be the 
subject of a future publication.)

In the second session, focus groups with 
3-6 children each, lasting 30-40 minutes, were 
implemented in each school, with a subset of 
participants chosen by their class teachers as 
likely to give rich responses. Ten focus groups 
were carried out: four in private schools (two 
with boys and two with girls) and six in the public 
school (three with boys and three with girls, one 
separately for each gender in each campus of the 
school). These were conducted by two teams of 
2-3 principal investigators (PIs) and research 
assistants (RAs; an all-female team for the girls’ 
groups and an all-male team for the boys’). The 
PIs were mainly responsible for delivering and 
following up on the questions, while the RAs 
helped maintain all the children’s attention and 
recorded their answers.

At the start of each focus group, participants 
were given a few minutes to review their own 

Gratitude Book, to remind them of what they had 
recorded in it. The conversation script followed 
in all focus groups included the following issues 
to be discussed:

1) Someone whom children had named in 
their Gratitude Book, what made them feel grateful 
towards them, and why.

2) An experience of gratitude described in 
the book, including to whom they felt grateful in 
the situation, and what they were thinking and 
feeling at the time.

3) Someone whom the participant could think 
of at that moment, to whom they felt grateful but 
had not included in the book.

4) How they typically expressed gratitude to 
the people they had named.

All focus groups were audio-recorded and 
transcribed by one of four undergraduate RAs. In 
addition to the transcripts of the 10 focus group 
discussions, 22 of the focus group participants 
gave permission for their gratitude books to be 
included in the study, for a total of 32 items forming 
the data set on which the analysis was performed 
to answer the five research questions. The study 
was approved by the Ethics Committee of the 
Universidad de los Andes, Colombia. All parents 
or guardians signed a consent form authorizing 
the participation of their children, the recording 
of the sessions, and the use of the information 
collected for research purposes.

Analysis
The transcripts and gratitude books were 

analyzed using NVivo 12. A theoretical-deductive 
thematic analysis was used to identify themes across 
the data set (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Four analytical categories (benefactors, benefits, 
feelings associated with gratitude, and expressions 
of gratitude) were previously established based on 
the theoretical framework of gratitude elements 
that guided the research questions. Analysis was 
conducted independently by two RAs (postdoctoral 
assistants who joined the project after data was 
collected) in three moments of analysis. In the first 
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moment the RAs reviewed the 32 items included in 
the analysis to familiarize themselves with the data, 
since they had not participated in data collection. 
In the second moment, initial codes were generated 
with three one-to-one discussions between RAs, 
to reach consensus on coding (Boyatzis, 1998). In 
a third moment, three meetings were held with 
a PI, who had participated in data collection, to 
reach consensus on the themes.

The second analytical moment (the generation 
of initial codes) consisted of three rounds. In the 
first round of analysis, the transcripts of the pu-
blic school’s focus groups for both girls and boys 
were independently coded by the two RAs. In this 
round, the main codes were identified for each of 
the four pre-established theoretical categories of 
gratitude. Later, there was a meeting to discuss the 
coding of the material and reach consensus on the 
content and definition of the codes identified. In 
this first round, the percentage of agreement was 
93.3% across 393 elements. In the second round, 
the researchers independently analyzed the private 
schools’ focus groups for both girls and boys, and 
met again to discuss the coding and adjust the 
codes identified. In this round, the proportion 
of agreement was 99.2% across a further 217 ele-
ments. In the third and final round of analysis, the 
researchers independently analyzed the content 
of all the gratitude books and met to discuss the 
coding and readjust the codes with the additional 
information provided by the books. In this round, 
the proportion of agreement was 99.7% across a 
further 823 additional elements, for a total of 1433 
elements spread over 32 primary sources. In this 
third meeting round, the first proposal for themes 
within the pre-established theoretical scheme of 
gratitude was discussed with the PI. All codes were 
considered regardless of their frequency, with the 
intention of capturing the presence of the wider 
spectrum of issues mentioned by the children 
regarding the elements of gratitude that could be 
identified in the data. Two subsequent meetings 
were held to review and define the themes based 
on the theoretical framework until consensus 

was reached on the identification of the themes, 
whereupon NVivo 12’s coding outputs were used 
to build the thematic tree.

Once the themes had been defined, two types 
of differences were explored to identify possible 
particularities and commonalities by creating 
cases with the NVivo tool for each condition and 
comparing them as follows: 1) girls and boys, to 
identify the characteristics of the coded material 
disaggregated by gender; 2) public and private 
schools, to identify the characteristics of the 
material disaggregated by a proxy for socioe-
conomic status. Then, using the data reporting 
tools of NVivo 12, diagrams were constructed to 
represent commonalities and particularities in 
the distribution of the extracts in the dataset by 
gender and type of school. Finally, the results of 
all these analyses and the process of producing 
the report were discussed and prepared jointly 
with the entire research team (including all the 
authors of the current article).

Results
We first report the various themes and subthe-

mes belonging to the pre-established, theoreti-
cally derived elements of our gratitude analysis: 
benefactors, benefits, feelings, and expressions 
of gratitude. During analysis, a fifth category not 
included in the pre-designed list was identified: the 
effort that children recognized in their benefactors. 
In parentheses we give the percentage of extracts 
for each element that belonged to each theme, fo-
llowed by examples of the most prevalent themes. 
Examples of textual extracts from the focus group 
discussions are presented in tables, while illustra-
tions and writing from the participants’ gratitude 
books for the most salient themes relating to the 
Benefits element are shown in Figure 1. Finally, we 
present the results of the comparative analysis by 
gender and type of school.

Benefactors to Whom Children Were Grateful
For the analytical element of benefactors, 

two themes were identified: interpersonal (six 
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sub-themes) and personifications (three sub-
themes), for a total of nine types of identified 
benefactors. In the interpersonal theme, members 
of the nuclear family predominated (48.8% of all 
benefactors mentioned). Different nuclear family 
members were mentioned: mother, siblings, and 
father or stepfather. This theme also included 
members of the extended family (17.1%), namely 
grandparents, cousins, and aunts and uncles, as 
well as deceased family members (1.5%). At the 
interpersonal level outside the family, some par-
ticipants identified peers as benefactors (7.5%), 
especially those with whom they interacted in 
the school context, including both personal 
friends and fellow students in general. They also 

recognized their teachers (7.5%). Children only 
occasionally recognized other adults who were 
part of their community as a source of benefits 
(2.09%): specifically, service providers such as 
shopkeepers, security personnel, and health 
workers.

The second theme corresponded to children’s 
personification of animals, institutions, and abs-
tract entities as sources of benefits (and therefore 
targets of gratitude). Subthemes included God, life, 
and nature (15.33%); as well as the institutions that 
children belonged to (4.19%), such as the church, 
community organizations and their school; and 
their pets (3.89%). See Table 1 for example quotes 
from some of the subthemes.

Table 1 
Example Quotations for Salient Themes of Benefactors

Theme:  
Interpersonal

Example extracts

Nuclear family “I am grateful to my mother because she supports me and also makes my life happy, and 
she gave me my sisters, whom I play with and have fun.” (GF1Aa)

Peers Researcher: “A, you said ‘friends’: what makes you feel grateful towards your friends?”
Boy A: “Because they accompany me at recess, because I play games with them.”
Boy B: “They are always with us, so we don’t feel alone.” (GF1Ao)

Teachers

Boy C: “My teachers.”
Researcher: “C, why would you feel grateful to the teachers?”
Children: “Because they teach us!” [Everyone laughs]
Researcher: “But why is it good to be taught?”
...
C: “They teach us things we must learn to get ahead, to be someone in life.”
D: “To be a professional.” (GF1Ao).

Theme:  
Personification

God, life and nature Boy: “Thanks to life we can be where we are, at school and studying, we can continue with 
our life, we can grow old, we can have fun.” (GF1Ca)

Benefits for Which Children 
Experienced Gratitude

The element of benefits showed the most 
richness in terms of the different themes (13) that 
were identified in children’s gratitude experiences. 
Thirteen different reasons for which children felt 
gratitude were identified. The most common the-
mes included material living conditions (24.45%)—
having a house, a room to sleep in, and food to 

eat; the opportunity to have pleasant experiences 
(21.26%) such as going for a walk, going on a trip, 
or celebrating special moments; and receiving life 
(10.68%) associated with their mother and father, 
God, or health workers. Children also recognized 
as a benefit other people’s caring behaviors towards 
them (9.80%), e.g., taking them to the doctor or 
cooking for them (see Figure 1 for examples of 
these four benefits).
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Figure 1

Examples of Drawings for Some Benefit Themes

Children also mentioned the benefit of being 
taught something (7.71%), whether this was aca-
demic, playful (such as new video games) or life 
lessons. This benefit was particularly associated 
with teachers, family, and friends. Other bene-
fits included behaviors by which affection was 

expressed to children (7.27%), through loving 
words and physical contact such as hugs; certain 
gifts that they received (7.16%), including clothes, 
toys, or musical instruments; behaviors by which 
people expressed solidarity (5.40%), by supporting 
them in difficult times or giving them advice; 
and opportunities for personal growth (3.41%), 
through support in the development of academic 
or recreational activities. Consistent with the 
personification of abstract benefactors described 
above, a few participants also expressed gratitude 
for what nature provided them (2.53%), including 
water, plants, and oxygen. One boy was grateful 
for God’s compassion in resolving the pain of a 
loved one who had died. A girl was grateful for the 
job opportunities her parents had thanks to wider 
family support, while a boy was grateful because 
an unpleasant experience no longer occurred (a 
classmate who had been bothering him was no 
longer at that school).

Feelings that Children Associated 
with Gratitude Experiences

Children identified various feelings associated 
with their gratitude experiences. Five feelings were 
coded in the focus groups: joy/happiness (73.33%), 
a general experience of feeling good (10%), nos-
talgia (6.67%), desire to return a benefit (6.67%), 
and love (3.33%). These feelings were divided into 
two themes: feelings experienced when receiving a 
benefit, and feelings experienced when expressing 
gratitude (see Table 2).

Table 2 
Example Extracts for the two Themes of Feelings 

Element: Feelings

Theme

Example extracts

Feelings when 
receiving a benefit

Love and joy/
happiness

Girl: “I am grateful to my mother because she gave me life and 
because she was the one who helped me all this time...”
Researcher: “When you feel that gratitude what do you feel in 
your body?”
Girl: “Happiness.”
Researcher: “Do you feel anything else?”
Girl: “Nerves… and now... love!” (GF1Ba)

Emotions when 
expressing gratitude.

Joy/happiness Girl: “Gratitude is thanking someone, and happiness is showing 
it.” (GF3a)
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Table 3 
Example Extracts for Children’s Gratitude Expressions

Theme:  
Types of gratitude 
expression

Example extracts

Concrete
Boy 1: “Well, with mothers, for example, I gave her a rose. She gave me a 
kiss, gave me a hug, and was happy.”
Boy 2: “I made her a little box and wrote her a letter, and she was happy 
and hugged me.” (GF1Bo)

Verbal Researcher: “What did you do when they gave you the cellphone? Who 
gave it to you: your mommy?”
Girl: “I said thank you and hugged her.” (GF1Aa)

Connective Boy: “Well... I give [them] a hug… I also give a thousand thankyous and 
then I can do [them] a favor too.” (GF3o)

Finalistic
Girl: “To my mother. I help her cleaning the house and the kitchen... I think 
she will be grateful for having a daughter who helps her.” (GF1Aa)

Children’s Expressions of Gratitude
For this gratitude element, different expres-

sions were coded with pre-established themes 
according to the theory of increasing comple-
xity of types of gratitude expression, using the 

classification of Freitas et al. (2021) as a guide. 
In all groups, four forms of expression of gra-
titude were identified (see Table 3): concrete 
(46.46%), verbal (27.78%), connective (17.17%), 
and finalistic (8.59%).

Efforts that Children Identified in Benefactors
Effort was an element of gratitude not in-

cluded in the initial theoretical structure of the 
analysis. Nevertheless, it was found in extracts from 
both girls and boys, from both public and private 
schools. Children were not directly asked about 
this aspect of gratitude in the focus groups; rather, 
it was identified in the analysis when children 
explained the reasons for being grateful for a par-
ticular benefit. Five themes were identified in this 
analytical element, the first being the recognition 
of the benefactor’s hard work (47,62%), like valuing 
the energy demanded to make things happen on 

a daily basis or the struggle they went through to 
care for the beneficiary. A second theme was the 
effort the benefactor needed to understand the 
beneficiary’s needs (23.18%), like being patient, 
or putting themselves in the beneficiary’s shoes. 
Time investment by the benefactor was another 
theme identified (19.05%), including personal 
time or the time needed to do something. The 
use of benefactor’s financial resources (4.76%) was 
mentioned by one boy and putting the beneficiary’s 
needs above the benefactor’s (4.76%) was also men-
tioned by another one. See Table 4 for examples.

Table 4 
Example Quotations for the Effort Associated with Gratitude-Related Situations

Element:  
Effort

Example quotations

Hard work by the 
benefactor

Boy: “Even if you don’t have money, at least write a letter to your 
mother saying thank you... because mothers make a lot of effort, so 
you don’t see that your mother is struggling for you, working to at least 
give you food, have bread on the table. She is working for us to go far.” 
(GF1Co)

Time invested by the 
benefactor

Girl: “I thank her every day, when my mother hugs me and has time 
for me, because she also has time for my sisters and work, for so many 
things...” (GF1Ca)
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Particularities and Commonalities by Gen-
der and by Type of School

As indicated in the Methods section, once 
all the material had been processed, four different 
contexts were analyzed: girls, boys, public school, 
and private school. The aim was to identify the 

presence or absence of the themes within the 
gratitude element in the aforementioned con-
texts. To this end, coding tables were created for 
the percentages of themes mentioned across the 
different contexts (see Table 5).

Table 5 
Proportions of extracts belonging to each theme in every element, by gender and ses

Element Theme/Code1
Gender ses

Girls (%) Boys (%) Private (%) Public (%)

Benefactors
 

Specific person 88.8 92.8 98.8 87.6

Personification 11.2 7.24 1.18 12.4

Benefits
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The material living conditions un which 
they live 15.7 26.7 13.0 24.9

The opportunity to have pleasant 
experiences

26.0 17.5 23.8 20.6

Receiving life 7.05 8.08 3.24 9.26

Recognition of the behaviors that other 
people carried out to take care of them 8.33 10.9 10.8 9.26

The benefit of being taught something 7.05 6.13 9.73 5.35

Behaviors by which affection was 
expressed to children 8.33 6.13 8.65 6.58

Gifts that they received 9.62 5.85 6.49 8.02

Behaviors by which people expressed 
solidarity 13.8 10.6 20.0 9.05

Opportunities for personal growth 1.60 4.74 3.78 3.09

What nature provided them 2.24 2.79 0.54 3.29

God’s compassion in resolving the pain of 
a loved one who had died 0.00 0.28 0.00 0.21

The job opportunities her parents had 
thanks to wider family support 0.32 0.00 0.00 0.21

Unpleasant experience no longer occurred 0.00 0.28 0.00 0.21

Feelings 
 

Feelings experienced when expressing 
gratitude 

28.0 21.1 33.3 19.2

Feelings experienced when receiving a 
benefit

72.0 79.0 66.7 80.8

Expressions1
 
 
 

Verbal 9.89 7.78 14.6 5.84

Concrete 80.8 85.6 77.1 86.7

Connective 4.40 2.59 4.86 2.60

Finalistic 4.40 2.59 4.86 2.60

Efforts 
 
 
 
 

Recognition of benefactor’s hard work 50.0 40.0 57.1 44.4

Benefactor showing understanding of 
beneficiary 25.0 20.0 14.3 22.2

Time investment by benefactor 25.0 20.0 14.3 22.2

Benefactor’s use of financial resources 0.00 10.0 14.3 0.00

Putting beneficiary’s needs above 
benefactor’s 0.00 10.0 0.00 11.1

1 For the Expressions element of gratitude codes are reported, since these were theoretically predefined categories as mentioned earlier.
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Indeed, the elements and themes of gratitude 
were present in all groups (both girls and boys, from 
both public and private schools) in rather similar 
ways. Moreover, the differences between groups 
were small and, in our analysis, were connected 
more to particularities of children’s lives than to 

general differences in gender or social class. For 
example, students from both public and private 
schools identified trips away from the city as a fun 
activity that made them feel grateful; the differences 
came in the types of places to which they travelled 
(to the coast by airplane, or to a nearby town by car 

This analysis yielded two results. Firstly, 
differences were found in the descriptions of the 
themes of the unanticipated element of effort bet-
ween the contexts of girls and boys and private and 
public schools, due to the different types of effort 
identified. Secondly, across all 4 contexts (girls, 
boys, public education, and private education) 
the 5 elements of gratitude and 26 of the identified 
themes and subthemes were present. Specifically, 
in the analyzed material for the girls, 84.6% of 
the identified subthemes were present, while for 
the boys 96.2% were present. Grouped by type 
of educational institution, 96.2% of themes and 
subthemes were identified in public schools and 
84.6% in private schools. In all contexts, a wide 

diversity of benefits identified by girls and boys 
was observed, along with an impressive variety in 
the people and beings recognized as benefactors. 
All forms of expressing gratitude (verbal, concre-
te, connective, and finalistic) were also present. 
Two elements of gratitude showed less variety of 
examples across contexts: emotions and efforts. 
As mentioned above, the only differences in the 
presence of extracts between cases were due to 
the types of effort mentioned and certain benefits 
that were only mentioned by a single child. As can 
be seen in Figure 2, the saturation distribution of 
each element of gratitude was remarkably similar 
in each context.

Figure 2 
Saturation Distribution of Pre-established Gratitude Elements
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Figure 3

Examples of Elements Identified in Girls’ and Boys’ Gratitude Experiences in Public and Private Schools

Discussion
This study used focus groups to explore to 

whom and for what benefits Colombian children 
were grateful, along with the feelings and behaviors 
they associated with gratitude. A striking level of 
commonality occurred across all the elements of 
gratitude (benefactors, benefits, feelings, expres-
sions, and effort) between all the groups. This is 
encouraging in terms of the potential of this re-
search to inform an educational intervention based 
on gratitude that could improve the experiences 
of diverse groups of children across Colombia. 
Some diversity remained in the verbal responses 
of the participants, particularly in the element of 
effort, which may have been influenced by the 
separation of both girls and boys, and public and 
private schools, in the composition of the focus 
groups. This makes the commonalities in children’s 
responses even more remarkable, leading us to 
suspect that it may reflect certain characteristics 

of the Colombian social and cultural environments 
to which the children belonged. At the same time, 
a few subtle differences in gender and school type 
(in terms of recognition of material benefits and 
benefactor’s efforts, for example), as well as diffe-
rences in the details of children’s descriptions of 
what they were grateful for, remind us that these 
social characteristics play structuring roles in 
children’s experiences of gratitude. A future pu-
blication focusing on the mixed-methods analysis 
of over 100 Gratitude Books will attempt to clarify 
these issues using more systematic comparisons 
of differences by gender and school type.

In discussing benefactors, children in all 
focus groups mentioned family members (espe-
cially mothers) first. This mirrors the results of a 
recent article reporting a study carried out with 
Colombian children, which used visual methods 
to help children construct ‘“gratitude schemas” of 
the categories of benefactors that mattered most to 

or bus). Both girls and boys identified the nuclear 
family as a principal source of benefits. The diffe-
rences came in the people who were mentioned 
as family members, relating to differences in the 
structure of each family. For example, there were 
several participants who mentioned living with 
a female head of household, others mentioned 
the stepfathers as a source of benefits, and still 

others being raised by their grandparents or living 
with their uncles or aunts, all of which are quite 
common forms of family structures in Colombia 
(Escobar, 2019).

By way of synthesis, Figure 3 illustrates the 
connections between all these elements of grati-
tude, for the examples of nuclear family members 
and teachers.
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them, and found that ‘“family” was always placed in 
the first rank of the schemas (Carrillo et al., 2022). 
The importance of the family is unsurprising given 
its centrality in Colombian society: it is the main 
source of protection and care, the basic structure 
in which children develop and grow, and a key 
context in which they learn behaviors and values—a 
context that changed greatly over the 20th century 
but has not diminished in importance (Escobar, 
2019). Furthermore, as also found by Carrillo et 
al. (2022), the importance of family in children’s 
discussions was not limited to members of the nu-
clear family, such as parents and siblings. They also 
frequently mentioned members of their extended 
or reconstituted families, including grandparents, 
aunts, uncles, cousins, ​​and stepparents, all of whom 
can be important figures of socialization in the 
large family structures typical of Latin America 
(Escobar, 2019).

Although children generally thought of family 
members first, when asked for other examples 
of benefactors, they easily identified many other 
categories of people (friends, teachers, other school 
personnel, doctors, and other key workers) and 
even a few non-human categories (God, nature, 
institutions, and pets). The presence of pets was 
unexpected, but again converged with the results 
of the article on gratitude schemas discussed in 
the previous paragraph (Carrillo et al., 2022). 
This suggests that pets form an important source 
of companionship for many children, and that 
this could be a valuable topic for more focused 
research on the development of gratitude (and 
other social emotions) in the future. Additionally, 
the personification of abstract benefactors, such as 
God or nature, reflects the wide range of contexts 
in which preadolescents and young adolescents 
experience gratitude. This underscores that they 
experience gratitude in many aspects of their 
lives, which may help them to maintain different 
forms of social and even spiritual relationships. 
The presence of abstract benefactors also helps 
to support the theoretical conceptualization of 
gratitude as a character strength linked to the 

virtue of transcendence (Peterson & Seligman, 
2004; Steindl-Rast, 2004). As to whether feelings 
towards such abstract, transcendent benefactors 
count as gratitude or are more like appreciation 
(Watkins et al., 2003), we note that children were 
specifically asked about situations in which they 
felt “gratitude” to someone for a benefit received. 
That they did not limit their responses to strictly 
human benefactors is thus an interesting empirical 
finding, which can help broaden our understanding 
of gratitude experiences in this age group.

In terms of the benefits that children were 
grateful for, it should be noted that there was a 
wide variety of general benefits received from 
many different types of benefactors, and a slightly 
smaller set of benefits associated with particular 
benefactors. This demonstrates the flexibility and 
sophistication of pre-adolescent children’s un-
derstanding of gratitude: they are already capable 
not only of expressing gratitude for material and 
mundane things like gifts (Bausert et al., 2018), but 
also for rather far-reaching reasons (Steindl-Rast, 
2004), including natural beauty and life itself. Such 
far-reaching benefits tended to be associated with 
the transpersonal subthemes of God, nature, and 
social institutions (apart from giving life, which 
was also strongly linked to mothers). On the other 
hand, children did not always articulate explicitly 
why they were grateful for many benefits, whether 
material or immaterial. Some of them, especially 
those from poorer backgrounds, did identify 
the amount of effort that their parents and other 
benefactors had to make to provide them with be-
nefits. However, this was not universal, suggesting 
that awareness of benefactors’ efforts could be a 
good target for educational intervention. Future 
research could attempt to probe more explicitly 
children’s understanding of the effort behind the 
benefits they receive.

In contrast to the variety of benefactors and 
benefits mentioned, children did not identify a 
wide range of feelings associated with gratitude 
experiences. Almost all children focused on po-
sitive emotions such as happiness, joy, and (to a 
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lesser extent) love. The emphasis on happiness is 
congruent with the thematic analysis of conversa-
tions about gratitude between parents and children 
recently carried out by Midgette et al. (2022), who 
found that parents thought being happy was both 
a sign of gratitude and the goal of their behavior as 
benefactors towards their children. There are two 
ways of looking at the lack of diversity in feelings 
cited and the preponderance of positive emotions 
such as happiness. On the one hand, these findings 
support the idea that gratitude is a positive force 
in the life of children, whose promotion can help 
improve their wellbeing and sense of achievement 
due to its association with positive emotions (Mag-
no & Orillosa, 2012). Another possibility is that 
in the focus groups we did not probe sufficiently 
for children to reveal the full range of emotions 
(both positive and negative) that they associated 
with gratitude, which could have allowed them to 
connect gratitude more explicitly with less obvious 
but still relevant feelings, such as relief or hope. 
Gratitude-related interventions might encourage 
children to think about concrete situations in 
which they can (or should) feel gratitude, and how 
certain negative feelings—such as resentment or 
obligation—can also be triggered in such situations, 
since it is important to distinguish such feelings 
from the emotion of gratitude in adults (Gulliford 
& Morgan, 2017; Shin et al., 2020).

Although our results encompassed all the 
distinct types of expression of gratitude iden-
tified in our literature review, there were fewer 
references to more complex ways of expressing 
gratitude. Developing actions that expand and 
promote connective and finalistic expressions 
of gratitude could be another target for educa-
tional interventions, enabling children to raise 
the quality of interactions they have when they 
are grateful. In this way, it is possible that chil-
dren can enjoy more of the positive personal 
and social effects that have been identified in 
the literature as products of the expression of 
gratitude to others (Bono et al., 2019; Froh et al., 
2011; Furlong et al., 2013).

One important limitation of our study—that 
urges caution in the interpretation of the small diffe-
rences between groups—is the different dynamics 
of the conversations that took place, even though 
the same question script was used. Our data collec-
tion methodology relied on focus groups, designed 
for children to discuss gratitude collaboratively 
with peers and researchers. As such, it may have 
neglected individual differences in young people’s 
experiences of gratitude (Reckart et al., 2017), while 
also lacking power and controlled manipulations 
to uncover systematic differences. Regarding the 
lack of diversity of the feelings that were mentio-
ned by participants in connection with gratitude, 
our lack of prompting for specific situations in 
which complex feelings can be triggered may have 
led us to under-describe the emotional diversity 
associated with gratitude by the children in our 
study. Nevertheless, we consider that the linking 
of feelings to particular benefactors, benefits, and 
expressions of gratitude in our rich dataset repre-
sents a contribution to the literature in terms of 
helping to create a model of gratitude development 
that reflects the rich social and emotional worlds 
inhabited by Colombian children. Future work 
could expand on the current research by analyzing 
dyadic conversations on gratitude between Latin 
American children and their benefactors (such as 
parents or teachers) along the lines of Midgette 
et al. (2022) for American children and parents, 
to tease out commonalities and differences in 
these groups’ understanding of the elements of 
gratitude—especially, perhaps, effort—identified 
by the present study.

Conclusion
This study examined Colombian pre-adoles-

cents’ identification of the components of gratitude: 
the benefactors to whom and benefits for which 
they were grateful. Additionally, it examined the 
emotions they associated with gratitude and the 
ways in which they expressed and acknowledged 
it in others. Although family was identified by the 
participants as the main group of benefactors, and 
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accompaniment and support were highlighted 
among the benefits, a great diversity of benefac-
tors and benefits was found in the participants’ 
experiences. Compared to this diversity, the results 
showed less richness in the range of emotions and 
expressions that were mentioned in children’s 
discussions and gratitude books. Both expres-
sions and emotions could be valuable targets of 
educational interventions to increase children’s 
awareness of how gratitude relates to practical 
actions and affective states. Such interventions 
could be useful to implement for different target 
populations in various contexts, since we found 
striking similarities in understandings of gratitude 
between boys and girls and between public and 
private schools. Finally, an unexpected result was 
that participants talked spontaneously about the 
efforts made by benefactors to deliver them benefits. 
In future research, it may be worth exploring the 
relationship between gratitude and effort more 
directly, both in studies of the development of 
gratitude in children and in educational programs 
that deepen their understanding of these concepts. 
We have shown that the use of visual methods, 
such as our Gratitude Books, can be a powerful 
tool for stimulating discussions around social emo-
tions such as gratitude in children’s focus groups, 
creating rich datasets that give us a window into 
children’s worlds. This can be particularly helpful 
when working with an understudied group such 
as Colombian children. We also contributed to the 
literature on this group by showing how many of 
the children’s gratitude experiences were rooted 
in important aspects of Colombian culture.
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