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How do people become genuinely happy? Psychologists now know much more about that. In the past
few years, we have learned that gratitude is one skill that will increase your happiness.

People who keep a gratitude and appreciation diary generally see a rise in their happiness
within a few weeks. The idea is simple. Just write down 3 - 5 things that you appreciate, and hope to
see continue. Write a brief note about how those good things came about. Try to make an entry every
few days, or at least once or twice a week. 

As I have asked my clients to do this, I notice something interesting. It is not as hard as some
clients think. We all can find unique things each day to feel good about. From a change in the weather
to an unusually polite driver, good does happen. As you write about those things, you will begin to see
the world differently. It will seem to you that there is more good in the world than you had noticed.

I have found that some people’s gratitude is always about things outside of themselves. They
seem to be blind to what is good about themselves. If they do something that would generally make one
feel appreciative about oneself, they will discount it. “Oh, anyone would have done it,” they will say.
There is a deep-seated aversion to appreciating themselves. They have “pathological humility” we might
say. 

If you find that you are like that, you hate to say anything good about yourself, you may find
that a gratitude diary is not as helpful at raising your spirits as it should be. So you might want to reflect
on the possibility that self-criticism is an overrated habit. Certainly most people would not be so critical
of others as they are of themselves. Would you be as tough on your closest friend as you are on
yourself? You instinctively know it would be quite rude. How about applying some consideration, even
some compassion to yourself? Write about the things you did that you appreciate!

Reframing from bad to good
Lately I am asking people to write down something that day that irritated or bothered them. It doesn’t
have to be a huge tragedy. Those don’t happen all that often, thankfully. No, I simply ask them to write
down some small item that did irk them.

Now reframe that event. What I mean is, the event is what it is, but the meaning we attribute to
it is like a frame we put around a picture. The picture is the same, but the impact it has on us is changed
by the frame as well as by the picture itself. When we reframe an event, we look for something that is
actually positive about the negative event. 

So I want you to write an answer . . . or two or three . . . to this question: “And how is that also
good?”

Bear in mind that there are few unmixed blessings or tragedies in this world. Winning the lottery
doesn’t solve problems, it merely changes them. So also with bad events. John Walsh suffered the worst
imaginable experience: his child was kidnaped and murdered. I cannot think of a worse thing. But it
turned out to also be a blessing. He started a TV series, “America’s Most Wanted.” His show has
caused literally hundreds of vicious criminals to be apprehended.  So if he can make something good
come from that catastrophe, surely we can find some hidden blessing lurking in every painful event.
Paradoxically, we can actually learn to be grateful for our unpleasant and painful experiences as well as
the pleasant ones. 

Try this diary exercise for a month. At the beginning, rate how happy you are typically on a 0 -
10 scale, with 0 = despondent, 5 = neutral, and 10 equals joyful. After a month, re-rate your happiness
level. If you find that you have increased, that is a good sign that you can and should continue this
exercise. 


