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Abstract
Parent-child conversations are a widely recognized socializing mechanism, linked to children’s developing moral agency,
empathy, and emotional competence. Similarly, parent-child conversations about gratitude have been linked to growth in
children’s gratitude. However, the messages that parents and children exchange in conversations about children’s gratitude
have yet to be investigated in depth. In the current study, we investigate the types of events that parents discuss with their
children during times when they saw displays of children’s gratitude and events when the children missed the opportunity to
display gratitude, along with the messages that parents and children share during these conversations. The study involved a
thematic analysis of the gratitude conversations of 43 parent-child dyads (88% mothers, 77% European American, 51%
boys, child Mage= 10.62, SD= 1.15) living in the United States. Gratitude and missed opportunity events primarily involved
situations in which the child had the opportunity to attend an event or to receive a material gift, food, or assistance. Three
themes characterized parent and child messages. First, parents suggested that being happy was a sign of being grateful, a way
to make others happy, and the goal of benefactors’ behavior. Second, parents suggested that children should focus on what
they receive rather than on what they did not receive. Finally, children conveyed that they could not always be grateful, but
that in several cases they were able to both feel and display their excitement and gratitude. In particular, children reported
feeling grateful when they received something they thought was special or enjoyable, unique or unexpected, that they knew
would make their parent happy or that they felt lucky to have since others did not have it. Together these findings suggest the
importance of future research investigating how children and parents coordinate and prioritize the various elements of
gratitude moments in deciding how to be grateful and to socialize children’s gratitude.
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Highlights
● When talking about gratitude parents often note how the child’s gratitude affects them (e.g., makes them feel good).
● Parents encourage children to notice and appreciate what they do have, even if the child does not like some aspect of a

situation.
● Children note that they cannot always be grateful.

Although gratitude in adolescents and adults is linked with
increased prosociality, well-being, life satisfaction, opti-
mism, and happiness (Dickens, 2019, Froh et al., 2008, Ma
et al., 2017), less is known about how gratitude socializa-
tion occurs in children to help them reap these benefits as
they develop and grow (Hussong et al., 2018). Mechanisms
that support children’s gratitude include parents’ daily
scaffolding of gratitude moments (Hussong et al., 2019b),
selection of children’s activities and environments that
value and foster gratitude (Rothenberg et al., 2017), and
parent-child conversations about gratitude and even missed
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opportunities for experiencing gratitude (Hussong et al.,
2019a). Indeed, parent-child conversations are a widely
recognized socializing mechanism, linked to children’s
developing moral agency (Wainryb & Recchia, 2014),
empathy (Laible et al., 2013), and emotional competence
(Eisenberg et al., 1998, Recchia et al., 2014). However, the
messages that parents and children exchange in conversa-
tions about children’s gratitude have yet to be investigated
in depth. In the current study, we investigated what events
parents and children discuss when talking about children’s
gratitude and missed opportunities for gratitude as well as
the messages that they share with one another.

Parent-Child Conversations as a Context for
Moral Development

Prior work shows that parents care deeply about supporting
their children’s gratitude development (Halberstadt et al.,
2016) and engage in a number of socialization activities to
foster children’s gratitude (Rothenberg et al., 2017). Among
these activities, parent-child conversations are an important
context for studying parent socialization of children’s gra-
titude given that parents are often the most consistent and
long-term socializing agents in children’s lives and that
much of parent socialization, in general, occurs through
language (Nelson & Fivush, 2019, Vygotsy (1978)).

In particular, studies of parent-child conversations about
past behavior, or parent-child reminiscing, show that both
how parents talk to children and what they say to children is
related to how well children remember and interpret past
events (Fivush et al., 2006, 2014). To the extent that such
conversations provide morally-relevant messages, they
serve as a mechanism for children to learn parental values
and related actions about what is right and wrong (Fivush
et al., 2014, Recchia et al., 2014, Wainryb & Recchia,
2014), including those related to children’s gratitude
(Langley et al., 2021). Indeed, parent-child conversations
about past events may be more beneficial for socialization
than in-the-moment conversations because temporal dis-
tance may decrease the emotional intensity of events and
allow children to more successfully encode parental mes-
sages and parents to deliver more proactive, emotionally
regulated messages (Laible & Panfile, 2009, Laible &
Thompson, 2000, Reese et al., 2007).

Much of this literature has focused on the ways in which
parents engage in conversations with their children about
past events, described as parental reminiscing style. Results
show associations across a variety of developmental out-
comes with an elaborative parental style in which parents
ask open-ended questions, encourage children to share their
thoughts and feelings, link the recalled event with other
memories, and provide positive feedback such as praise

(Fivush et al., 2006). For example, parental use of an ela-
borative reminiscing style has been shown to influence
children’s autobiographical memory development, narrative
skills, early conscience development, theory of mind, and
understanding of self and emotion (Fivush, 2019, Fivush
et al., 2006, Laible, 2004a, b, Nelson & Fivush, 2019,
Reese & Cleveland, 2006).

Much less is known about the content or messages that
parents deliver in such conversations. Prior work shows that
the use of emotional words and moral messages are linked
to children’s moral development (Eisenberg et al., 1998,
Laible et al., 2019, Recchia et al., 2014, Waldron et al.,
2014). Indeed, studies of parent emotion socialization sug-
gest that the content of messages are as important or at least
interact with the style in which the message is delivered
(Hersh & Hussong, 2009). However, we lack a clear
understanding of the messages that parents provide their
children, and vice-versa, within gratitude and missed
opportunity conversations (Hussong et al., 2018). With this
knowledge, we can learn whether what is being said in
parent-child conversations (i.e., messages) is as important as
how it is being said (i.e., approaches) in supporting parents’
socialization goals regarding fostering children’s gratitude.

Parent and Child Messages in Gratitude and
Missed Opportunity Conversations

Gratitude, a construct of interest in a variety of literatures,
has been defined in different ways across research teams
and perspectives. Based on prior work, we have focused on
how gratitude unfolds in the moment, given that many
parents talk about children’s gratitude or lack thereof rela-
tive to specific events or moments in their lives (Halberstadt
et al., 2016). Specifically, we define gratitude as a prosocial
socio-emotional process that involves both a cognitive
appraisal that something has been given (NOTICE), the
recognition that the gift was based on the giver’s own
goodwill and intention to give rather than on the receiver’s
efforts (THINK), a resulting emotion of appreciation, joy, or
happiness (FEEL), and an accompanying action of expres-
sing appreciation (DO; Hussong et al., 2018).

In their self-reports about how they socialize children’s
gratitude, parents primarily focus on encouraging their
children to say “thank you” and show good manners
(arguably more about etiquette and conformity than about
gratitude) followed by messages about what children DO
(e.g., parent asking “how can you show your appreciation?”)
to express appreciation (Gleason & Weintraub, 1976, Hus-
song et al., 2019b). In turn, parents report that children
display gratitude more often through expressions of gratitude
(or what they DO) rather than by what they notice, think
or feel about gratitude moments (Hussong et al., 2019b).

1262 Journal of Child and Family Studies (2022) 31:1261–1275



It is not clear, however, whether these parent-reports of
gratitude expression messages are consistent with what
occurs during actual parent-child conversations. In addition,
the messages that parents provide in these conversations that
are beyond what children may notice-think-feel-and do
remain an area of open inquiry.

Moreover, parental messages about gratitude may differ
depending on whether the conversation is focused on
grateful versus missed opportunity events. In the only direct
study of parent-child conversations about gratitude, parents
and children used more positive emotion words than they
did in conversations about neutral topics. On the other hand,
in missed opportunity events, parents and children used
more negative emotion words and parents were more likely
to focus on behavioral correction (i.e., addressing inap-
propriate behavior and how the child should behave in the
future; Hussong et al., 2019b, Langley et al., 2021). These
differences in emotional valence are consistent with
expectations for children to meet parents’ behavioral
expectations for showing gratitude (in gratitude events) or
not (in missed opportunity events) as well as with literature
that shows that emotional valence impacts how parent-child
conversations occur as well as the impact of these con-
versations on child outcomes (Lagattuta & Wellman, 2002).
However, parents were equally likely to use messages that
facilitated gratitude understanding (i.e., describing and
defining gratitude and its importance) in both types of
conversations (Langley et al., 2021).

Moving beyond observational data and descriptive ana-
lyses of how parents approach talking about gratitude,
Hussong, Coffman, and Thomas (2019a) created and eval-
uated an online training program to help parents foster
children’s gratitude through parent-child gratitude and mis-
sed opportunity conversations. In addition to showing
changes in the ways in which parents talked about these
events, parents who completed the program showed greater
use of notice-think-feel-do messages in gratitude conversa-
tions 1 month after completing the program as compared to a
wait-list control group; however, there were no differences in
the use of notice-think-feel-do messages in missed opportu-
nity conversations. Rather, when gratitude notice-think-feel-
do messages increased without a corresponding increase in
effective communication approaches, parent report of chil-
dren’s gratitude actually decreased (Hussong et al., 2019a).

This work, however, used a limited scheme for cate-
gorizing parental messages during parent-child gratitude
and missed opportunity conversations and also did not
consider what messages the children may be providing.
Thus, less is known about whether there are qualitatively
distinct differences in the messages that parents who parti-
cipated in the training versus those who did not participate.
Further, the role of children in such conversations is
important given that such exchanges are interactional and

that children are actively engaged participants in these
conversations (Laible et al., 2013, 2019). As a result, how
children respond and the messages they contribute during
these conversations are also important factors to consider in
the socialization of children’s gratitude.

The Present Study

This study allowed for the investigation of the messages that
parents and children share with each other when discussing
what parents identify as gratitude and missed opportunity
events. Given that both conversational styles and gratitude
displays differ across cultural groups (Mendonça et al.,
2018, Wang & Fivush, 2005), the present study provides a
deep dive into the development of children’s gratitude by
focusing on a rather homogeneous cultural group rather than
investigating cultural differences. In the present study, we
focus on a mostly European American middle-class sample
from the US Southeast. European American mothers in
particular, have been found to be relatively high in terms of
elaborative reminiscing style (Fivush et al., 2006). In addi-
tion, as a relatively privileged sample, European American
middle-class parents have reported being concerned about
how to prevent their children from being entitled through
attempting to cultivate their children’s gratitude (Halberstadt
et al., 2016). In addition, as this study was exploratory, our
sample was selected to have a diversity in terms of parent
conversational training and child gratitude characteristics;
particularly, our sample included parents who did and did
not participate in a training program on conversing about
gratitude as well as children who did and did not report
growth in daily gratitude moments over a period of a month
(Hussong et al., 2019a). Therefore, an investigation into this
particular group provides initial insight into the messages
that parents and children from this particular cultural group
share about gratitude.

To better understand parent-child conversations about
gratitude and missed opportunity experiences, we used a
qualitative approach to address three key questions. First,
what are the types of events that parents consider to be ones
in which their child is grateful and ungrateful? Second, what
are the messages that parents share with their children about
gratitude? And, third, what are the messages that children
share with their parents about gratitude? By better under-
standing these conversational elements, programs to support
parents in fostering children’s gratitude may be enriched.

Method

This study drew on the Raising Grateful Children dataset that
first pioneered parent-child conversations about gratitude
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(Hussong et al., 2018). The study began when children were
aged 6–8 (wave 1) with a parent-child lab-based assessment.
Follow-ups occurred at 18 months (an online parent survey;
wave 2) and 3 years (a parent-child lab-based assessment).
Immediately following the 3 year follow-up, half of the
participants were randomly assigned to complete an online
parent training program to foster gratitude in children and the
others were in a wait-list control, with both groups com-
pleting a lab-based assessment 1 month after the 3 year
assessment. The current study focuses on parent-child con-
versations that we observed in the lab during this final
assessment after program completion by half of the sample.

Procedures

Data for the current analysis were collected between March
2017 and May 2018. Parent-child dyads had a 10 min
conversation about an event in which parents thought that
their child was grateful and an event in which their child
missed the opportunity to be grateful. The task was based
on procedures previously utilized in the reminiscing litera-
ture (Fivush et al., 2006, Haden, 1998, Reese et al., 1993).
Separated from their children, parents were asked to choose
events that were novel (out of the ordinary), one time,
parent-child shared experiences that had happened within
the past month. For the gratitude event, parents were asked
to select an event “during which you saw some form of
gratitude in your child, your child expressed gratitude, or
you talked about gratitude with your child.” Examples
presented that participants could choose included a time
when the child received something, volunteering, or other
experiences that they believed fostered gratitude. Parents
were also asked to select a missed opportunity event: “an
event during which you might have expected to see grati-
tude in your child, but instead saw ungrateful or maybe
even entitled behavior in your child.” Examples presented
to participants included an event in which the child did not
say “thank you” or did not show appropriate appreciation
for a gift they had received. In both events, the focus was on
the child’s experiences. After selecting the events, the par-
ent and child reunited to talk about the events as they would
in a typical conversation. These conversations were recor-
ded and subsequently transcribed for analysis. This study
was approved by the UNC-CH IRB (IRB#13-2640). Parents
provided consent and children provided assent at the
beginning of the testing session.

Participant Selection and Characteristics

In an attempt to capture variability in conversational mes-
sages, we selected 22 dyads where children showed growth
in self-reported gratitude from program baseline (wave 3) to
the 1 month post-test and 21 dyads where children showed

no growth (i.e., negative change score in gratitude moments
report). Moreover, 46% of dyads in which children showed
growth in gratitude, versus 38% of dyads in which children
did not show growth in gratitude, were in the online training
program (described here Hussong et al., 2019a). By
enhancing sample diversity according to changes in grati-
tude program participation, we were able to obtain a broader
range of potential messages parents and children were
providing when talking about gratitude.

Of the 43 parent-child dyads analyzed in this study, the
majority of participating parents were mothers (88%
mothers, all cisgender, one did not report) and married
(83%, one did not report). The majority of parents (77%)
were European American, 7% identified as White Latinx,
3% identified as American Indian or Alaska Native, 7%
identified as Asian American, 5% identified as Other, and
3% did not report. Moreover, family income ranged from
$30,000–200,000 or above the previous year (63% made
between $80,000–159,999). In addition, 5% had completed
some college or university coursework, 26% completed
college, 10% completed some graduate school or profes-
sional school, and 60% of parents had received a graduate
or professional degree.

The majority (75%) of parents reported following a
religious tradition or spiritual practice (e.g., Jewish, Bud-
dhist, Baptist, Catholic, Methodist, Quaker). The average
parent age was 40.40 years (N= 42, SD= 5.67, range
29–54). The average age for participating children was
10.62 years (SD= 1.15, range 8–13). Children were evenly
divided by gender (51% male, one participant was
transgender).

Analytic Plan

First, parent-selected grateful and missed opportunity events
were analyzed for both types of event and actors involved in
the event. For actors, we categorized who were described as
the benefactors in each grateful and missed opportunity
event. Actor types were categorized based on their rela-
tionship to the child (e.g., mother, parents, siblings). For
type of event, events were characterized by what the parent
described the child to have received (e.g., food or assis-
tance), or what behavior the child displayed that the parent
indicated that they found praiseworthy and a sign of grati-
tude (e.g., “that is how I knew you were grateful”) or one in
which the child was seen as engaging in challenging
behavior and what the parent preferred they should have
done instead.

In order to investigate the content of the gratitude con-
versations, we employed a thematic analytical approach that
allowed for the systematic investigation of novel patterns of
conversational messages, shared meanings, and experiences
in the data (Braun and Clarke (2006)). Following procedures
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described by Boyatzis (1998), a team of three coders and the
first author read and re-read all of the 43 transcripts and then
collaboratively developed a codebook. The codebook con-
tained the name of each code, a definition, and examples
taken from the transcripts. Codes were created and applied to
each transcript and then were added to or modified in the
codebook as each additional transcript was read—until no
new codes were needed after the reading of additional
transcripts. After all transcripts had been read, coded, dis-
cussed, and the codebook finalized, two coders indepen-
dently re-read and coded 30% of the transcripts
(N= 13) to establish reliability. Final agreement between the
two coders was 86.8%. Agreement was calculated based on
total agreement divided by total number of codes that coders
applied to all thirteen transcripts. Disagreement during the
establishment of coder agreement was resolved through
discussion in weekly meetings which included the first
author. After agreement was established, and the team dis-
cussed all disagreements, each of the two coders coded the
remaining transcripts. A third coder reviewed and double
checked the remaining 30 transcripts that had been coded
independently and any discrepancies were discussed as a
group with the first author. Any questions or challenges were
discussed in group meetings with the first author. (For final
codebook please contact the first author).

Thematic analysis focused on the three guiding research
questions. Analysis was conducted separately for parents’
and children’s coded responses (i.e., all parental code fre-
quencies analyzed together; all children code frequencies
analyzed together). Themes were created based on the fre-
quency and co-occurrence of codes (e.g., “child happiness”
co-occurring frequently with “parent feels good”) as well as
the context of how the codes were used in the transcript. For
instance, the theme of “if you are happy then show it,” was
developed as a result of the analysis of the co-occurrence
between the code “gratitude as excitement” and the code
“gratitude makes the parent feel good,” both which were
high in frequency across transcripts.

Results

Parent-Identified Gratitude and Missed Opportunity
Events

As directed, parents often opened the conversation by
talking about times when their children were grateful. We
characterized these events in terms of “to whom” and “for
what” the child showed gratitude. Out of the 43 conversa-
tions, 24 involved gratitude towards mothers, ten involved
gratitude toward both parents, eight involved other family
members (e.g., father, sister, grandparents), and one
involved non-family members (e.g., family friend).

These gratitude events often involved a situation in which
children were given an opportunity to attend an event (e.g.,
leadership summit, going to the movies, camping, vacation,
attend a birthday party), offered a material gift (e.g., birthday
present, a card, Xbox), provided with food (e.g., dinner,
snacks, doughnuts, milkshake), or received assistance (e.g.,
given a ride, taken shopping). Other gratitude events that
parents discussed included those in which children engaged
in prosocial actions, such as volunteering in the community
(e.g., food pantry), serving their parents (e.g., making dinner
for them), giving up a desirable object to someone else (e.g.,
gave younger child the backpack color they preferred), giving
a sibling a gift (e.g., buying sister ring pop with the money
they were given), showing love to a grandparent (e.g., calling
them), and helping cleaning up without being asked. In
addition, other events that parents discussed included chil-
dren appreciating that they were allowed to stay up late, being
well-behaved during a trip, receiving a compliment, and
enjoying spending time with their mother on Mother’s Day.

Missed opportunity events often involved a situation in
which children were described as acting entitled or ungra-
teful by complaining, asking for more of something, or not
doing what was expected of them when presented with an
opportunity to attend an activity or event (e.g., breakfast
with family friends, a sleepover with a friend, getting a
chance to go on vacation, attending girl scouts). Other
situations included those in which children received
opportunities to eat food (e.g., a meal, pizza, candy, snack),
were provided with assistance (e.g., helping with home-
work, helping with an assignment, parent doing things for
the child), or received material gifts (e.g., received shoes
but thought they were cheap). In addition, other events
discussed by parents included ones in which the child did
not engage in helpful behaviors or chores (e.g., not putting
their backpack away when asked, helping clean up after
dinner, or helping their mother pack).

Interestingly, parents had more difficulty raising missed
opportunities in these conversations, with three parent-child
dyads not discussing the event and one in which the child
disagreed and the parent changed their mind. Out of the
remaining 39 missed opportunity conversations, 25 descri-
bed events that involved the mother, five involved the
father, two involved both parents, two involved the whole
family, and the remainder involved non-family members
(e.g., family friends).

Parent Messages Across Gratitude and Missed
Opportunity Conversations

Parent theme 1: if you are grateful, then you show it

One of the most common themes in facilitating conversa-
tions about gratitude was that children’s happiness was both
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the goal of benefactors’ (including parents’) generosity,
expected as a result of the features of the situation, as well
as the key signal that children were indeed grateful. Parents
primarily presented gratitude as what children do and
involved saying thank you and/or showing and feeling
excitement or happiness. For instance, when a child directly
asked ‘what is gratitude’, their mother said “It-it’s thanks,
like to show thanks for something.” In addition, parents
often described having a good time and displaying happi-
ness and enjoyment as signs that children were grateful.
These were most evident in describing grateful events.

Mom [M]: … I mean I think honestly I think you
showed them your, your gratitude more by your
smiles. And by, you know, having a good time. It
sounds like you were totally- you were really engaged
with them.

M: And um like you’re really awesome about getting
super excited about stuff that’s given to you and being
like sincerely thankful for things you know um so I
was kinda like uhh um so the one I picked was that
when we gave you your 3D printer you were super
happy and excited and grateful.

M: You do. So um how do you see the difference
between saying thank you and being grateful?

Child [C]: Saying thank you is kinda like a program.
You just say it cause you basically have to

M: (nods) It is politeness.

C: Yeah. But like when, when you’re like (makes
excited noise) you know it shows you’re actually
sincere about it.

The gift behind the gift Parents often connected their
expectations for children’s happiness and gratitude to the
uniqueness of the situation as well as the effort that they or
the benefactor exerted to create the opportunity. As one
father noted, “Um, it seemed like you really appreciated just
having the opportunity to do that and recognizing that it’s
not something that, you know, every kid gets to do.” This
message was evident in both grateful and missed opportu-
nity event descriptions. Other examples of such messages
include the following:

C: It was good to have donuts for breakfast.

M: That’s right. Is it something we do all the time?

C: No.

M: No, that was pretty special right?

M: …But, you know, the adults, we took turns cooking
meals, for all the kids, and you know, and that kind of
thing. And [name] made cookies, and we took, you
know, we took you to the-we tried to get you out and
take you to different things. So, um, a lot of adults
worked hard to make that trip enjoyable. It was a
vacation for us to, but a lot of the times too, we were you
know, doing a lot of work too-to make it run smoothly.

M: Um, so that was one time when I think you maybe
missed an opportunity (pause) to show that you’re
happy that I was allowing you to make (pause) a
special occasion and allow you to play when you’re
usually not supposed to. Right?

Gratitude makes others feel good A related parental
message was that children’s displays of gratitude through
happiness and excitement made the benefactor happy and/
or was the reason for their benefactors’ actions. For
instance, a mother noted, “I wanted you to um acknowledge
—hope that you would acknowledge that that’s uhh takes
effort on our part to make that happen for you, you know.
But we want to…cause we want you to have a good time
and enjoy yourself right?” In over half of the gratitude event
conversations, parents noted how the child’s gratitude and
happiness made the parent feel good.

M: But we were both very, very impressed and it
meant so much to us. Um how you handled yourself,
how you got through being nervous, how much fun
you had, the friends you made, and you said it several
times how happy you were when you were gone. Um
that made us feel really good um with the sacrifices
that we had to make to get you there we felt really
good that you had a good time and you had fun.

M: Okay. So I appreciate that you recognize that that
was something we didn’t have to do for you. But we
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did it for you. Cuz- You gotta realize that for both
mommy and grandma that it makes us happy to make
you happy!

Conversely, when the child was described as not showing
gratitude or happiness, parents described feeling negatively,
including hurt and sad. For instance, one mother noted,
“But you didn’t say thank you for lunch out or for all the
time that we put into building force fields. That kind of
made me feel sad.” Similarly, another mother explained,
“ …I was a little hurt that you didn’t show that you were
grateful that I put all of this work into it for you.”

Gratitude and further generosity Parents also discussed
that being grateful has other benefits for children, including
fostering further generosity. One principal message was that
when gratitude is displayed, the benefactor would be more
likely to give to the child again. For example:

M: So knowing that it made you feel so good that you
wanted to call her especially to thank her, do you think
next time she’d be more likely or less likely to do things?

C: More likely?

M: That’s right! Cuz you (points at child) showed her
gratefulness. Cuz you showed her how important it
was to you. And what it meant to you. Does that
make sense?

M: Right, so when you are grateful for the things that
you have and the things that you get to do, what
happens?

C: You get uh to do more stuff.

M: You get to do more stuff, or you know when you
ask things right? People are more inclined to do that.

M: If I saw the parents come in with their kids, and
their kids are a little snots and just take stuff from me
and don’t say anything. I think, well, that’s not a very
nice kid. That’s not a very nice family. Trust me, they
think very highly of you and are going to be warm to
you if you say thank you. They’ll think what a sweet,
what a nice kid.

Summary These parental messages (i.e., the gift behind the
gift; gratitude makes others feel good; and gratitude as
fostering further generosity) each contributed to the overall
message that if you are grateful then you show it through
your happiness and excitement. These messages work
together, to describe gratitude as both what we notice and
think about the gifts we receive (the gifts behind the gift)
but also what we do to express gratitude (through our
happiness and excitement) and how that gratitude connects
us to the larger social world (by making others happy and
engendering further generosity).

Parent theme 2: appreciate what you do have

A second parental theme in gratitude and missed opportu-
nity conversations is that children should be grateful for
what they have rather than focus on what they want, expect,
or don’t have. For instance, a mother noted that “…people
who are just always grateful and don’t feel entitled and
understand the importance of being glad for what you do
have and not fussing over what you don’t have.” This
message was most common in missed opportunity con-
versations in which parents noted that children can still be
grateful even though something may happen that the child
may not want. Some examples include the following:

M: …you just gave me you know gave us s-some
grief about it and repeatedly told us how unhappy you
were about that you weren’t flying home with the
cousins and daddy and I were a little frustrated with
that because we felt like we had just you know done
this amazing trip and that you were focused on the you
know 5 h trip home or whatever.

M: Having a little more time is always nice with our
friends but umm I think if we focus too much on the
things that could have been or should have been
sometimes we miss the feel good parts about the time
you did get to spend with him, right?

Although these messages were often offered as correc-
tions to children’s behavior, some parents shared that they
understood the child’s disappointment but still encouraged
children to be grateful for what they did receive.

M: That’s good it umm it’s good that you’re thinking
through those emotions when you’re feeling disap-
pointed or frustrated because you’re right you still had
a good time with your friend umm even though you
weren’t able to go to the park you still had time to play
with him outside and spend some time together.
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M: I understand that you wanted to do it with
(person’s name), but I felt and it’s interesting, because
once we were here talking about the grateful thing,
once I put it in that context, I guess what it was, I
didn’t feel like you were being grateful. I kept saying
I’m gonna take you…we’re going to go get the stuff
and you couldn’t take that at face value. Oh, I should
be grateful that I’m getting to get it at all…

Fortunate A related message was that the children were
lucky to have what they did receive, whether it was the gift
of time or a material possession. Parents noted that despite
the negative aspect of the event (e.g., parent preventing
them from getting more) what children did receive was
something unexpected or special that they were fortunate to
have received.

M: I know, well also you got a piece of candy and
then and then you just kept asking for more after I said
we should just have one…So, um, I know it’s hard
because candy’s delicious but I guess that was the
only time I could – that was the most recent time I
could think of where there was something you didn’t
expect to get and then you got it.

M: Well good, we just need to talk about those happy
things about it, alright because I know you felt sad to
say goodbye to the old one but, and I totally
understand that and at the same time, we have to
remember that we should be grateful that we can
afford to rent a violin and you to take violin lessons
because you are really lucky and fortunate that to you
can do that.

In comparison To highlight the value of what the children
had received, some parents encouraged them to use a
comparative perspective. Parents suggested an overall
attention and attitudinal shift in which children should
notice what they had and be grateful since others did not
have the same opportunities and experiences.

M: But if you’re able to look and see things that
people have done for you and things that you have
and experiences and opportunities that you have
that other people don’t and so you don’t take them
for granted then it really reframes how you look at
life and you’re much more likely to have a happier
life. It’s about having a positive outlook;
you know?

M: Yeah. I think so too. So, I think it’s nice if—it
would be nice if we could remember that you know..
when he’s not with us. That um.. see ourselves
sometimes through other people’s eyes, you know that
uh, we have uhh we are really lucky and have a—have
a great life you know? Umm it’s kind of important to
remember that living in the moment.

Perspective taking In addition to encouraging children to
show their gratitude, and highlighting that they should be
grateful for what they had, several parents included other-
oriented prosocial messages that were often connected to
how children should develop and display gratitude. In these
messages, parents encouraged children to think about events
and situations from the perspective and needs of others. At
times these events were about children’s kind actions that
made parents happy or met their needs, something that
parents noted made them feel happy and grateful. In other
words, parents shared how children’s prosocial actions
could make others feel grateful as well.

M: I’m thinking how awesome is it though that you
have these moments where you think outside of
yourself and what’s happening.

M: Well that day I felt like my fr- my heart felt so full
and I was so happy because you thought about me and
you thought to do this nice gesture for me uhh without
expecting anything in return and you were just doing
it I feel because you love me to show to show me that
you love me-

C: And I feel like I actually do and I want to do it
every year

Thankful for the little and everyday things Parents also
encouraged children to be grateful for everyday events that
can go unnoticed. While most parents discussed “special”
events, some focused on everyday acts of care and service
(e.g., household labor), both as a source of the children’s
own appreciation and as a way for children to show their
gratitude to others.

M: (laughs) oh so we might have to work on gratitude
with the household stuff maybe right yeah yeah that’s
what I noticed yeah cause then I feel like oh gosh I do
a lot of stuff but maybe it doesn’t get noticed or then
people just expect it right.
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Father [F]: … But I think we gonna be mindful….
About what we do and uh um even for daily- um
everyday things, we should find a lot of things to be
grateful- to be thankful.

M: So, is it reasonable to expect that after somebody
cooks you a nice meal or does something nice that you
show that you are grateful for that–

C: –yeah–

M: –by helping to clean up?

C: Yes.

Summary These parental messages focused on what chil-
dren notice and how they think about events for which they
could be grateful in their lives, with the ultimate goal of
encouraging children to be grateful for what they have. As
with the first theme, these messages work together to describe
how and why children should appreciate what they do have,
including by realizing their own good fortune, comparing
themselves to less fortunate others, taking the perspective of
others, and noticing the gift of everyday or little things.

Child messages about gratitude

The primary theme to emerge in children’s messages within
parent-children conversations about gratitude and missed
opportunities was that Children Can’t Always Be Happy and
Grateful for what they Get. Whereas children were generally
receptive to parental messages (i.e., said okay), children often
provided explanations for what prevented them from being
grateful during the missed opportunity events identified by
their parents. In general, these reasons included that children
sometimes viewed these events differently from their parents
and recalled different elements as more salient. For instance,
one child noted: “ It was just that me, me and [name] were
having a lot of fun passing and kicking and I wanted a little
more time with him, it would have been nice to have a little
more time.” Children gave three primary reasons for what
prevented them from experiencing gratitude in those, mostly
missed opportunity, moments.

Unwanted context Children explained that rather than
feeling grateful or happy, they sometimes felt frustrated by
being prevented from getting what they wanted or in the way
they wanted to get it (e.g., not soon enough, or not for long

enough). In other words, aspects of the situation made it hard
for them to enjoy the positive components of the experience.

M: It was because right that minute, right then is when
you wanted to go get stuff for your slime. You were
like so—

C: –cuz you guys said like an hour before that we
would do it later…. I got angry because it seemed like
we weren’t going to do anything because they were
sitting at the table talking and that made me frustrated
because I was really excited about making slime.

F: Well it kind of changed because yeah yeah you
when we were discussing the trip to New Orleans you
didn’t- your first reaction before we went on the trip
was you didn’t want to do it you would rather go on a
Disney cruise or–

C: No. I didn’t want to go because we would stay
there for 2 days.

…I still think we should have stayed another day.

C: Yeah, that was just too many people for me.

M: I see. What about my effort?

C: I did like that effort, um, thank you for that effort. I
just- didn’t want ice-cream with that crowd.

Therefore, underlying many children’s responses was
that parents were not actually giving the child what
they wanted, but instead doing what the parent
thought the child would want or what the parent
themselves wanted.

Child is tired In other situations, children described that
their own emotional and physical state, such as that of being
tired, prevented them from being able to appreciate what
was given to them and to experience gratitude.

M: Really? But you know why I chose it? Cause you
didn’t say anything, you didn’t say like, “Oh…”
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C: I was tired after my tennis. …Yeah but I was like,
yeah I wasn’t feeling that great after I was out in the
heat so that might have been why I was kind of like a
little down and tired and not as thankful.

Everyday In some cases, during missed opportunity
event discussions, children explained that they had
received something that they did not feel warranted gra-
titude because it was mundane, expected, or not very
expensive.

C: –If I didn’t it’s probably because together it was
less than $15.

M: That is not a good reason to not be thankful.

M: Yeah so how did you feel about me putting like
helping you out with that favor?

C: Happy.

M: Yeah but then what you just didn’t wanna tell me?

C: I’m just used to you doing stuff for me.

C: You guys used to not do anything so I got in the
habit of leaving my shoes downstairs, but now you’re
telling me like I have to do it and I usually forget it
just kind of like I throw it down I don’t even, I’m not
aware of like how you guys have to clean up after my
messes and stuff… it doesn’t take that long

F: No but it doesn’t take that long for you either,
correct?

C: Yeah.

F: So why should we? You don’t think we have to
clean up after ourselves and don’t you feel that you
should have to clean up after yourself?

C: …I am a kid, that’s kind of the job of the parent.

Why grateful: desired On the other hand, similar to the
first theme of parental messages, most children explained
that they were able to feel grateful when their parent/ben-
efactor provided them with something that they wanted,
enjoyed, and were excited about. For instance, in both
examples below, the children noted how they were given
food that their parent knew their child really wanted:

C: I mean, I spend like 7 h in school and then an extra
2 h for rehearsals. And it’s just like all I need is a good
chocolate bar (M laughs). And when you’re there
with a chocolate bar I’m like “Oh my god —

M: –I know.

C: –“how did you read my mind?”

M: And you thanked me vociferously for doing that.

C: Ooooh, the dinner was certainly salubrious. We’re
using big words now.

M: So what’s your-what what are your thoughts
about that?

C: Um yeah I was just really like, you had went out of
your way and taken your time to uh, make me and
[cousin’s name] my favorite breakfast. And we didn’t
exactly help either.

Other less frequently offered reasons presented by
children for their grateful behavior reflected parental
messages described in prior themes, including the
uniqueness or unexpected nature of the situation (as
suggested by the above examples), wanting to make the
parent happy, and how lucky they were in comparison to
others:

M: But um I know that you were really happy and
grateful that you got to spend time with your friends
and you told as much–
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C: I haven’t really gotten to like see them all summer
so it…it is nice.

C: I wasn’t even expecting a card and so that’s why

C: –after pouting for a little while, it was at the
store. I just thought well, not everyone gets Friday
treats because I remember when I used—cause
sometimes I go home with my friends on Friday,
when I used to do that in elementary school I think
every once in a while. Um and they didn’t do Friday
treats. They just went home and watched TV or
something.

Summary Children shared that several factors, such as
receiving something in a condition that they considered
not ideal, not particularly wanting what they had
received, being tired, or considering what was received as
expected, prevented them from experiencing gratitude.
On the other hand, children agreed with parental char-
acterization of events for which they were grateful.
Children noted that in the cases where they received
something special and that they enjoyed, that was unique
or unexpected, which they were lucky to have what others
did not have, or that they knew would make the parent
happy, they were able to feel and display their excitement
and gratitude.

Thematic Differences by Program Participation

Although not the focus of this paper, we did see evidence
of the influence of the training program in parent-child
conversations in these qualitative results. In particular,
parents who underwent training in conversational stra-
tegies were twice as likely to report the positive feelings
that the child’s gratitude evoked (i.e., the child’s grati-
tude made the parent feel good). Moreover, across
events, parents who did not take part in the program were
more likely to describe gratitude as involving saying
thank you. On the other hand, parents from the program
were more likely to go beyond describing gratitude as
saying thank you to mentioning that the grateful event
involved the benefactor’s actions, that were not required
but freely offered, that the event was special, and that the
child was lucky to have received what they had received.
Moreover, those who were not in the program were more
likely to suggest that the missed opportunity was not a
major issue and that the child’s feelings and behavior was
understandable.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to investigate the mes-
sages present in parent-child conversations about their
experiences of children’s gratitude. Our analysis revealed
that parents often chose special events and opportunities for
both situations in which children were believed to have
been grateful and situations that children were seen as
having missed an opportunity to be grateful. Three primary
themes were present in parent-child conversations about
gratitude: (1) happiness as an indicator that the child is
grateful, and the reason for a benefactor’s actions; (2)
children should appreciate what they do have rather than
what they wish had happened instead; and (3) children
noting that they can’t always be grateful for what they do
receive. The fact that the majority of parental messages
focused on the child feeling happy in gratitude events, while
in missed opportunity events the majority of messages
focused on encouraging children to ignore the sources of
unhappiness that prevented them from feeling grateful, and
that children responded with messages indicating that they
can’t always be happy or grateful, has important implica-
tions for future research and interventions on socialization
of children’s gratitude.

Parental Messages in Light of Past Research

Many parental messages are consistent with and can help
further inform current models on parent socialization of
children’s gratitude (Hussong et al., 2018). In this study,
parents mostly emphasized messages regarding the FEEL
aspects of gratitude moments. For instance, in gratitude
events, parents often noted how children “felt” happy or
excited. In response, children noted that they couldn’t
always be happy when they did receive something. Both
parents and children engaged in messages regarding the
child’s emotional state, and how their display (DO) or how
they felt was read as being grateful. In keeping with the
moral socialization literature, parents also noted the emo-
tional consequences of the child’s behavior on others as
well as described how others in the situation were feeling or
intending to do (Laible & Murphy, 2014). In particular,
parents often highlighted how the parent intended for the
child to feel happy, and that child’s happiness resulted in
the parent feeling good.

However, an emphasis on the FEEL part of gratitude,
may explain why children reported that their lack of hap-
piness and excitement prevented them from displaying
gratitude in events that parents reported that they missed the
opportunity to be grateful. An emphasis on the FEEL
aspects of gratitude, as both the source for gratitude display
and goal of the benefactor’s behavior, may potentially
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inform children’s decision that if they don’t feel happiness
from what they receive, then the other components of gra-
titude (e.g., thinking about the intentions) are not as
important. Future research should investigate whether par-
ental messages that emphasize the feel aspects of gratitude
versus other messages (e.g., NOTICE and THINK about
why they did it), are more or less associated with children’s
gratitude growth and behaviors. Considering that some
scholars note that for gratitude to be a virtue it requires that
it “be practiced habitually and consistently,” and children
are noting that they can’t always feel grateful, it may be that
socialization that focuses on NOTICE or THINK rather than
FEEL, may engender a more habitual form of gratitude
expression (Merçon-Vargas et al., 2018, p.6).

Often paired with the FEEL messages (e.g., you were
happy), were messages regarding the gift-behind-the-gift,
that suggested recognizing that the gift was as a result of the
“costly, intentional, or voluntary action of another person”
(McCullough et al. (2008), p.281). In particular, parents
encouraged children to THINK about the fact that it took
effort for the benefactor to provide them with the gift or
opportunity. In addition, parents often noted that what was
received was special or unique in some way. In other words,
in addition to encouraging reflections on another’s actions,
parents also focused on highlighting the value of the gift.
This is in keeping with research that has found that indi-
viduals are more likely to report being grateful if they find
what they have received to be valuable or well-liked (Algoe
et al., 2008, Tesser et al., 1968).

As suggested in prior literature (e.g., Gottlieb & Froh,
2019, Halberstadt et al., 2016), another way in which par-
ents highlighted the value of what children received was
through downward social comparison, where the child was
presented as being lucky and having a privilege that others
did not possess. However, children’s messages that the
everyday nature of some gifts and opportunities prevented
them from being grateful, suggests that emphasizing the
unique and special nature of the gift may encourage chil-
dren to be potentially dismissive of everyday gifts. It may
be the case that everyday actions taken by benefactors may
be seen as less valuable, costly, or requiring effort precisely
because they occur frequently. Future research should
consider whether parental messages that encourage noticing
the value and effort required of mundane versus special gifts
and actions are associated with differences in what children
will report being grateful for receiving in their day-to-
day lives.

Moreover, in keeping with the prior literature (e.g.,
“moral reinforcer” McCullough et al., 2001), parents noted
that children’s gratitude display would encourage further
kind actions from their benefactors. However, some such
messages also presented gratitude as instrumental (i.e., if
you want $100 again, say thank you). It may be that parents

who emphasize gratitude as a means or tool by which to
further self-benefit, rather than as a form of reciprocity and/
or a natural consequence of the benefactor’s prosocial
behavior, may have children who display a different type of
gratitude expression. For instance, investigation into types
of parental messages may help explain differences in chil-
dren’s rates of verbal expression versus connective gratitude
(Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938, Mendoça et al., 2018), or
engaging in gratitude because it’s expected (manners) or
intrinsic (Layous & Lyubomirsky, 2014).

Our analysis of the messages shared in parent-child
conversations about gratitude points to several important
considerations for future research. Our findings suggest that
(1) a child’s tiredness, (2) the fact that sometimes parents
place children in situations where the goal is not always the
child’s happiness, and (3) the larger context in which the
child receives something may not be up to their expecta-
tions, among other factors, contribute to variations in chil-
dren’s gratitude moments. Our findings imply that even
in situations where children could be grateful, there are
often non-positive aspects to the situation (e.g., child is
tired, or they don’t want to be there in the first place),
suggesting the importance of investigating receipt of ben-
efits and gratitude moments within context. In particular,
future research should consider investigating how children
learn to be grateful in the context of balancing “the good
with the bad,” or the benefits and negatives of the event,
rather than as a direct response to positive and beneficial
gifts. The present study found that parents tended to focus
on FEEL and THINK messages when describing and
evaluating gratitude events and NOTICE messages when
describing missed opportunity events. Future research
should further investigate how parental frequency in types
of messages about gratitude, the events that they believe
should invoke gratitude, and children’s gratitude develop-
ment are interconnected. In addition, this study also found
that parents who participated in a training program to sup-
port children’s gratitude development, which was found to
be associated with changes in children’s gratitude (Hussong
et al., 2019a), were more likely to express messages that
focused on gratitude beyond saying “thank you.” Future
studies should consider investigating whether specific par-
ental practices, (e.g., encouraging connective rather than
verbal gratitude) is associated with differences and/or
changes in children’s gratitude display. Finally, parents who
did not participate in the program were more likely to report
finding children’s feelings understandable during the missed
opportunity event. Future interventions and training should
potentially encourage parents to consider and validate
children’s feelings in both missed opportunity and gratitude
events.

While providing greater insight into the types of mes-
sages that parents and children share about gratitude, the

1272 Journal of Child and Family Studies (2022) 31:1261–1275



present study had a few limitations. First, the study was
limited to a primarily privileged, majority European
American sample. Future research should investigate parent
and child messages about gratitude across cultural com-
munities and social classes. For example, Guatemalan youth
were found to be more likely to describe gratitude as
motivating them to do better and improve themselves based
on what they had been given (Poelker et al., 2017), whereas
American youth were more likely to emphasize the benefits
they received from the interaction (Poelker et al., 2016).
Moreover, other studies have suggested cultural differences
in how gratitude is expressed (Mendonça et al., 2018; Wang
et al., 2015). Second, the study was limited to an analysis of
one parent-child conversation of each type (missed oppor-
tunity and grateful event). Future research should investi-
gate parent-child conversations about gratitude across time
and in various settings (e.g., dinner table, car, etc.). More-
over, the events that were analyzed were chosen by the
parents in this sample rather than the children. Future stu-
dies should investigate potential agreement and disagree-
ment in the events that children report being grateful and
that parents perceive to be ones in which children were
grateful or missed the opportunity to be grateful. Finally,
considering that parents’ gratitude has been shown to be
consistently associated with children’s gratitude (Hoy et al.,
2013, Rothenberg et al., 2017), future investigations should
turn to conversations about in what types of events do
children perceive their parents to be grateful or have missed
the opportunity to be grateful as well.

Conclusion

The present study found that parents and children provided
many messages regarding why and how children were
grateful or missed the opportunity to be grateful. Messages
included noting that the happiness and joy that the child
felt and displayed both indicated they were grateful, and
also was the motivating force for the benefactor’s beha-
vior. Moreover, parents encouraged children to be grateful
in missed opportunity events, by engaging in downward
social comparison, as well as through other means, such as
emphasizing that the child should notice that they did
receive a benefit, even if it was not packaged or presented
in the way that they wanted. On the other hand, children
presented pragmatic reasons for why they could not always
be grateful, noting that their tiredness, along with other
factors prevented them from being able to be grateful.
Together, these findings suggest both the importance of
considering the various elements present in events in
which children are encouraged to be grateful, and the
importance of future research investigating how children
and parents coordinate and prioritize the various elements

of gratitude moments (NOTICE-THINK-FEEL-DO) in
deciding how to both be grateful and to socialize children’s
gratitude.
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