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Comparing Gratitude and Thankfulness 

 

 

What is the difference between Gratitude and Thankfulness? Experts can’t seem to agree. 
Some say gratitude is a feeling and thankfulness is a resulting action while others state the 
opposite. 
  
The Oxford Dictionary defines the word grateful as “showing an appreciation of 
kindness.” This is where the difference lies; being thankful is a feeling, and being 
grateful is an action. 
  
Merriam Webster states that being grateful is to be “appreciative of benefits received” and 
that being thankful is defined as being “conscious of benefits received” and also “well 
pleased.” Thankfulness, on the other hand, is a conscious act you engage in after you 
receive some sort of benefit. Thankfulness differs from gratitude in many ways, one of 
which is that it is commonly associated with materialism, which is not a characteristic of 
people who practice gratitude. 
  
Studies have shown that people who recognize themselves to have a low tendency toward 
materialistic habits also report that they’re more grateful than those who recognize their 
sense of materialism. Thankfulness is the (often fleeting) response you have 
after someone does something specific for you or gives you a specific gift 
  
If one experiences gratitude for a kind act, then the person can affect others with acts of 
thankfulness. The same is true in being thankful for something you are given. You express 
how grateful you are. In either context, the two virtues are very similar. The important 
point is that virtue changes us inside, transforming us so we express something toward 
others that reflects this change. For instance, you can be grateful for the help you needed 
on a project, then you are more likely to help someone else because you know how it felt 
to receive support. The cycle of gratitude lifts us up. Expressions of goodness are meant to 
stimulate a continuous cycle of kind acts and thoughtful gestures to those in need. That is 
the nature of virtue and reciprocal altruism is even evident among animals in the way 
some species take care of the offspring of others, such as elephants and chimpanzees.        

In Peterson & Seligman’s Character Strengths and Virtues (Oxford, 2004), gratitude is 
listed as a character strength within the category of Transcendence, defined as, “a sense of 
thankfulness and joy in response to receiving a gift, whether the gift be a tangible benefit 
from a specific other or a moment of peaceful bliss evoked by natural beauty.” 
 
Considering the fact that we can look at a beauty in nature and be filled with gratitude 
requires nothing more than to be fully present in the moment. In this season of gratitude 
with Thanksgiving in a few weeks, and particularly with the tensions around the current 
political climate, a bit of gratitude can challenge us to seek ways to express thankfulness.  

  

 


