By ]ehnﬁr Sullivan

It's more than an
expression fo-express
grafitude. If's an attitude
of qpbfrecio‘rion that
parents should foster

in their children —at g he coloni e

: T ‘ | pumpkin pie or Lions football, they did
ThO n kSQWlng a nd eVery : celebrate their very first Thanksgiving by feasting on a

- ~bountifal harvest and giving thanks.
Other de of the yeGr. , This month, many of us will uphold that tradition
» : when we sit down to dinner and reflect upon the
true meaning of the holiday. But is it enough to show
gratitude only during Thanksgiving? Should counting
_ our blessings be designated to a single day on the
calendar? :

In today’s fast-paced society, we all have a tendency
to get wrapped up in our day-to-day routines and take
the good things in our lives, such as our homes, our
health and even our loved ones, for granted. Butby .
doing so, expests warn, we are only doing our children
a disservice. o '

For the past 10 years, Dr. Robert Emmons, o
psychology professor at the University of Californiaat
Davis, has been studying theiconcept of grati’tudc. His
rescarch shows that cultivating an attitude of gratitude -
can actually increase a person's level of happiness, and
in his recent book Thanks! How the New Science of
Gratisde Can Make You Happier (Houghton Mifflin
Co., 2007), hie unveils scientific evidence linking-




gratitude to psyc;hologlcal physical and
1nterpersonal benefits.
“I think the biggest benefit is that
gratitude strengthens relationships with
‘others and creates a sense of obligation to
-society,” Emmons says.,
.- If we don't cultivate gratitude in our
- children, however, Emmons warns that
we risk raising kids who grow up to be
unhappy and isolated.
- “We see a lot of ungrateful kids who

become teenagers and young adults'who -

have a sense of entitlement ... because

we live in such a blessed, affluent society,” -

adds Troy-based psychotheraplst and
mother Connie Wood.
In an age of abundance and instant
gratification, teaching our children
to be grateful is no easy task, says
Paulina Multhaupt, a professor of
psychology at Macomb Community
College. Nevertheless, she says, it is our
resp0n31b111ty .
_ “Gratitude is not innate — if it was
“innate we'd all have it - so it’s definitely
a learned behavior. And if we don’t have
' anyonei.tl:here teaching us, then we're
going to miss it.”

Beyond manners

Although younger children cannot yet -
grasp the concept of gratitude, experts
agree it’s never too early to start nurturmg

S A

“As parents, we need to teach our
chlldren, first and foremost, to say thank
" you,” Multhaupr says.

Charlotte Johnson, an Oakland -
Township mother of four, stressed that
lesson early on.

Johnson had her kids carefully open
gifts one at a time, reflect on them and
thank the person who gave them the gift.

“Rather than tearing through gifts, I
slowed the process down,” Johnson says.
“I would focus on the idea that the gife
is more about someone thinking about
you and wanting to please you, and that’s

-what's important, not necessarily the
gift.”

Dr. Christopher Peterson, a psychology
professor at the University of Michigan in
Ann Arbor, says that these early lessons,
or “surface habits,” set the stage for
gratitude, but it’s up to parents to develop
it as the child matures.

“You teach the etiquette, the politeness,

.- but probably the most important thing in

-

child rearing is, you gotta walk the walk,” .
Peterson says. “If I want my kids to be
grateful, I have to be grateful in their
presence.”

He stresses that while it’s important to
talk to your children about gratitude, you
really have to model the behayior. If your
child gives you a Mother’s or Father’s Day

present, for cxample, write him or her

. a thank you note, or have your children

reflect on what they’re thankful for at.
bedtime. Just be sure you share your
gratitude with-them as well.

Experts say expressing gratitude should
not be strictly reserved for material
objects, but should also be employed for
opportunities, accomplishments or acts of
kindness, such as-a hug,

“There are little things that we can do
in our everyday lives that don’t have to do
with giving gifts, that we can point out
and model gratitude,” Multhaupt says.

Although we all juggle careers, soccer
games, band concerts and a trillion other -
things while raising a family, experts warn
we all need.to slow down and recognize-

‘the good things in life.

“As parents, we sometimes, at the end
of the day, have said many more negative
things to our children than positive,”
Wood says.- “We've said ‘don’t do that,
don’t do this, time to stop doing that,
time to do your homework.” It’s all in the
job of parenting, which is important, but
we seldom then come back and say thank
you. ‘“Thank you for not fighting with

-me today when I asked you to get off the

computer and do your homework.”

She adds that while parents need to
extend gratitude to their children, they
also need to demonstrate it by thanking
each other. If your husband voluntarily
washes the dishes, says Wood, thank him
— in front of the kids.

The risks

Just as parents can enhance the virtue
of gratitude by teaching and modeling,
we also have the dangerous ablhty to
cultivate ingratitude.

“We tend to indulge our kids with
things because we can, because we love_
them and it feels good ... but too much -
of that type of expression of love can

. lead to a sense of entitlement, rather

than gratitude,” says Wood, who warns
that by spoiling our children, we risk
inadvertently teaching them to be
ungrateful.




“ IoT of-peoplein Amenco have money, but some people in other

' countiies don't = and we should help them,”

. No, this isn't & campaign promise from any of the presrdenhol

- candidates. it's the reasona little girl from Lathrup Vlltoge gwes pon‘ of

~her allowance fo a lithe girl in Nicaragua.

. Atjust8yearsold, Darielle Sornmervile kniows oboui hunger cmd
poverfy As a consequence, however she also Undersfands The

' begq :
ongteto cheniy When Donxeﬂe was ebou’r
her Toys were going. The couple explotned
ty.— not every child has toys L

e | sor to gro’rﬁude, says Pauling Multhoup’r a
- professor of psycholog at Macomb Community College; and by

" “teaching our children to ploce Themselves in other s shoes, we con

nurture gro’ﬂ‘rude she: soys

“Teach them ’fo'opprecm’fe whot They hove KldS don. realize ©
Kids don’ thave things." Multhaupt says. “You don' ’rwom‘ {hem to feel
guilty, but remind them ‘rhey should be happy they have food i .
Dr. Jeffrey: Froh, assistant professor of psychology. aif Hofstra Unlverswy
New YorK odds ’rhcn‘ by cmng to charty-or volun‘reenng kidls
velo ’ ness of how fon‘uno’te they are, s well os

, 'eheves by )
wﬁhou’r herda gh’fer is keomnng to _”oum‘h r O\

worid Sommervﬂie beh e fruth only empowers her :
‘ . "Now shie knows you.can chonge thmgs you cons ' eke a-
. :=dlﬁerence Vmep s A

Dr. Jeffrey Froh, assistant professor recently completed a study that found a
of psychology at Hofstra University in strong link berween materialistic values
New York and a leading global expert and envy. And envy, Froh says, is a major
on gratxtude in youth, points out that in obstacle to gratitude.
today’s society, children are bombarded “Are you the one who’s putting in all
with the message that “more is better, and  these extra hours for.the bigger, faster car
what you have is not good enough.” or the bigger house?” Froh says, “Or are

But that kind of attitude, he warns, you just extremely grateful for the small
can lead to greed and bitterness toward ranch that you have, and you're able to -
others. In fact, Froh and his colleagues - focus on more intrinsic pursuits, such p
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" Thank
VOU.

as building relationships with your kids,
- friends, neighbors and family?”

While ambition is also an important
quality to instill in our children, experts
say parents have to carefully balance that
with teaching them to be thankful for
what they have, .

Emmons points out that as a society, -
although our material wealth and
conveniences have increased over the past
century, our happiness has not.

“Oneway to interpret this-is that

expectations and feelings of deservingness:

have also increased,” Emmons says.

“Therefore, we are less likely to want what

we have.”

. Oné of the keys to achieving happiness,
Emmons and other experts argue, is in
fact, gratitude. - : .

_“Grateful kids tend to be happier, they
tend to be more satisfied with their lives,

" more-satisfied with their relationships,
more optimistic and more willing to help
others,” Froh says.

The benefifs

When Danielle Sommerville
complained about not receiving a
certain toy for Christmas several years
ago, her parents used the 8-year-old’s
disappointment as an opportunity to
teach her patience, as well as something

that’s often missing in the age of credit

caids — delayed gratification.
Danielle eventually got the much-
desired toy — a pretend barbeque grill
— but her parents made her wait.
Danielle’s mother, LaJuandrea, says her
daughter shouldn’ receive everything she .
asks for, and for those items she considers
too extravagant, mom says, Danielle has
to earn them. . .
“She’s more grateful, and she even takes.
better care-of the things she buys,” the
Lathrup Village mom has noticed. .
Delayed gratification is an important
foundation of gratitude, says Wood, -
allowing kids to learn to appreciate things

" more. In addition, they’ll be better off in

the long run, such as when those credit
card offers come knocking. .

Although she knows her children are
grateful, Johnson realizes that teaching
gratitude is an ongoing process. And now
that her daughter Kaileigh is a teenager,
Johnson has found that she has to set
boundaries and reinforce the value of
gratitude now more than ever.

“1 think it’s very challenging where we
live, and the affluence that'surrounds our
area. She would like to have all the latest
fashions from all the latest stores and a
car next year when she’s 16,” Johnson

says. “I don’t think you can help your
.~ child from wanting those things, but

what you hope gets them through that
time, where they find it'most challenging,
is the recognition that they are fortunate
and so much of the world is less
fortunate.” . .
And while kids and teens may not
appreciate your efforts at the time, Wood

says, by setting limits and boandaries,

you lay the groundwork for them to
eventually come back and say “Thank you
for loving me enough to say ‘no.”

As hard as it may be to set those limits
and boundaries — whether it’s enforcing
a curfew or having them help pay for
a new video game system — by doing -
so, children will grow to reap the many
benefits of gratitude.

“Grateful people are more empathetic,
compassionate, helpful,” Emmons says.’

“And because they are motivated to

return the goodness they have been given,
they make life better for people around
them.” §
—Jennifer Sullivan is assistant editor
for Metro Parent. Reach her at
. jsullivan@mesroparent.com.



