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Abstract

To investigate the impact of writing a gratitude letter on particular mood states, we asked students in two university classes (a research class and a positive psychology class) to complete a 15-item mood assessment survey (MAS) twice a day (once in the morning and once at night). The research students who signed up for one or two pass/fail field-study credits in a research class also completed the MAS twice a day, but they did not write the weekly gratitude letter that was expected from the students in the positive psychology class. Each mood state was averaged per each day for the participants in each group and compared between the Gratitude Group and the Control Group. No group difference occurred for some mood states like “incompetent,” but for the “unmotivated” mood state, a significant difference was found. To investigate the potential effect of weekday, we compared the average mood rating between groups for each day of the week. For the mood state of “unmotivated”, a remarkable dip occurred on Wednesday for the Gratitude group, but not for the Control group. These results indicated that writing a gratitude letter increased the benefactor’s motivation, especially on the day when it was accomplished.

1 [bookmark: Introduction]Introduction
In the middle of the semester, Virginia Tech decided to shut down the campus in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, all course work was encouraged to be made available online, which ultimately swayed students from returning to campus. Research at the Center for Applied Behavior Systems (CABS) necessarily came to a halt and additionally the Positive Psychology course needed modification for online learning. Because both classes were intended to provide students experiential learning, transitioning to online learning was inherently problematic. 

2 Methods

To ameliorate both issues, we offered a research opportunity to both sets of students, which entailed completing a 15-item mood assessment survey (MAS) twice a day (once in the morning and once at night). To investigate the impact of writing a gratitude letter on particular mood states we assigned the students in the positive psychology class to write a weekly gratitude letter—a letter to thank someone for a kind deed—every Wednesday evening. Two sample gratitude letters are provided at the end of this research summary. Students in the Gratitude group (n=21) and the Control group (n=12) completed the MAS twice on 34 consecutive weekdays. Although Figure 1 depicts the mood-scale as displayed on a smart-phone, the students could also complete the survey on a computer or laptop. 
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[image: ][image: ]Figure 1. The 15-item mood assessment survey as displayed on a smart-phone

3 Results

Each mood state was averaged per each day for the participants in each group and compared between the Gratitude group and the Control group. No group differences occurred for some mood states like “incompetent” (Figure 2), but for the “unmotivated” mood state (Figure 3) a noticeable difference was found. Figure 3 depicts the average rating for “unmotivated” across the 34 days and shows an overall increase in the “unmotivated” mood state for both groups as the quarantine progressed. Despite this similarity between both groups, the unmotivated rating was on average lower for the Gratitude group across all 34 days, and this difference between the mood-state ratings of the two groups increased as the quarantine progressed.

Figure 2. The average rating for “incompetent” across time for both groups
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Figure 3. The average rating for “unmotivated” across time for both groups

To investigate a potential effect of weekday, we compared the average mood rating between groups for each day of the week. Figure 4 depicts these daily averages per the Gratitude and Control groups for the “unmotivated” mood state. A notable dip occurred on Wednesday for the Gratitude group (i.e., an increase in motivation), but not for the Control group. The Gratitude group also shows an increase in motivation on Fridays, not found for the Control group.

Figure 4. The average “unmotivated” rating on each weekday for both groups
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4 Conclusions

These results indicated that writing the gratitude letter increased the benefactor’s motivation, especially on the day when it was due. However, writing the gratitude letter had no effect on other daily mood-states, like “incompetence.” Further statistical analysis is required to determine whether these differences are statistically significant. An exploratory factor analysis will be conducted on the MAS to determine what independent mood states were assessed with this scale. Then a 2 group (Gratitude vs. Control) x 34 days mixed-factor MANOVA will be conducted per each of the factors. This study will be refined and replicated with both CABS research students and students in the Positive Psychology course during spring semester 2021.

Figure 5. Two sample gratitude letters from anonymous students 
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Average Unmotivated Rating as a Function of the Day of the Week
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Hey Dad,

Ijust want to thank you for everything.

Everything you do for the family; you do without asking for any bit of recognition. T am
extremely lucky to have a father like you. Someone to look up to and aspire to be like.
Sometimes, I beat myself up for not giving you the props you deserve; however, our love is
something that is understood and doesn’t have to be explained so I know not to dwell for too

long.

Again, thank you for everything. I admire that during this troubling time you are
courageously on the front lines working your ass off to better the lives of every patient you meet.
Itis a shame that ever since you started working in the ICU, mom relegated you to the basement.
Tknow you weren’t so thrilled about sleeping in the cold basement on a twin bed, but, the fact
that you agreed without hesitation shows your strength and also your selflessness. T can’t wait

until this is all over and we can go back to watching TV as family.

Your loving son,
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Dear Mom,

Mothers never get the credit they deserve, and | don't think anything | do could ever make

up for what you have done for me. Hopefully this letter will make you feel appreciated.

During this strange time, you have made me feel safe. When | came back from Florida
and was staying in my apartment in Blacksburg, | was super paranoid because | thought that |
may have contracted the disease. | was all alone and | felt as if | was losing my insanity to put it
dramatically. | was thinking about quarantining myself for at least 2 weeks just in case | picked
up something while in Florida. However, when | called you, | felt much more secure and |
realized that | may have been overexaggerating my symptoms. | also realized that the best thing
for me to do is to be around my family because being isolated for even just a couple of days
made me feel quite anxious and depressed. When | moved back and gave you and dad a hug |
instantly felt better. | came in right as you guys were eating dinner on Saint Patrick’s Day and let
me tell you again; the corn beef was delicious. Anyways being home during this quarantine has
been so great. | am so glad that | chose to come back home and | am even more glad that |
didn't pick up any virus while in Florida. | know | give you  hard time about being such a
worrier. But thanks to you we are stocked up on hand sanitizer, toilet paper and food. Thank

you for making me feel comfortable in an uncomfortable time.

Your Son,
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