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Abstract
Drawing on the robust literature on the benefits of gratitude, we present two preregistered studies
demonstrating the advantages of expressing gratitude in the context of high quality
relationships—namely, gratitude for people who foster feelings of being cherished, protected,
accepted (i.e., safe haven gratitude). In a longitudinal experiment conducted in 2023 (N=485),
expressing gratitude for safe haven relationships and gratitude for gifts predicted immediate
improvements in positive emotions and perceived partner responsiveness, along with reductions
in negative emotions, relative to control, which predicted greater well-being and relationship
quality one week later. Safe haven gratitude also predicted greater perceived partner
responsiveness than gift gratitude, suggesting a unique mechanism differentiating this form of
gratitude expression. Second, in a 2 (gratitude target: safe haven, gift) x 3 (gratitude expression:
safe haven gratitude, gift gratitude, control) longitudinal experiment (N=755) conducted in 2023-
2024, we found that prompting people to consider a safe haven target led them to choose
someone they perceived as more responsive than someone who gave them a gift. Further, when
expressed to a safe haven target, both forms of gratitude expression were similarly beneficial;
however, when expressed to a general target, focusing on the ways the person made participants
feel cherished, protected, or accepted led to even greater feelings of gratitude than gift gratitude
expression or control, which in turn predicted well-being and relationship quality one week later.
Taken together, these findings highlight the well-being benefits of expressing gratitude for high
quality relationships and responsive behaviors.
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From Presents to Presence: High Quality Targets Amplify the Benefits of Gratitude
Expression
Expressing gratitude is often touted as an indisputable way to improve happiness. Indeed,
studies reveal that writing gratitude letters improves well-being (see Dickens, 2017 for a meta-
analytic review), and receiving gratitude expressions from others also improves well-being and
relationship quality (Algoe et al., 2008; Algoe & Zhaoyang, 2016; Park et al., 2021). In other
words, expressing gratitude benefits individual expressers as well as gratitude targets. Yet some
forms of gratitude expression may be more effective than others. For example, gratitude targets
reported greater well-being and relationship quality following gratitude expressions that
highlighted their responsive behavior (Algoe & Zhaoyang, 2016; Park et al., 2021); however,
few studies have considered potential boundary conditions that could magnify the well-being
benefits of gratitude for expressers. In two preregistered longitudinal randomized experiments,
we investigated whether expressing gratitude to high quality targets for responsive actions (i.e.,
safe haven gratitude) would amplify well-being and relationship gains of writing gratitude letters
for expressers.
Gratitude and Well-Being
Gratitude is a social emotion that arises when people benefit from another person’s

actions (Algoe, 2012; Wood et al., 2010). Such actions might include seemingly minor acts of
kindness, such as treating a friend to a cup of coffee, as well as more substantial gestures, like
raising money to support someone coping with a chronic illness. Prior research reveals that
expressing gratitude for these acts of kindness increases well-being (Dickens, 2017; Layous et
al., 2017; Nelson-Coffey & Coffey, 2024; Regan et al., 2023). In one experiment, writing three

gratitude letters over the course of one week increased gratitude, positive and social emotions,



life satisfaction, and connectedness, and reduced loneliness compared to a control activity
(Walsh et al., 2023). Meta-analyses also indicate that gratitude interventions improve well-being
and reduce depression and anxiety (Cregg & Cheavens, 2020; Davis et al., 2016; Dickens, 2017).
Despite this evidence, gratitude may not always increase well-being. In one experiment,
expressing gratitude led to well-being declines among depressed participants (Sin et al., 2011).
Additionally, other studies have demonstrated that expressing gratitude increases feelings of
indebtedness and guilt (Layous et al., 2017; Walsh et al., 2022), and one study revealed that
gratitude expression backfired for up to 37% of participants, who reported increased negative
affect and decreased positive affect following a gratitude exercise (Vannoy et al., 2026). In light
of this evidence, some studies have explored contextual factors that strengthen or diminish the
effects of gratitude and whether certain types of gratitude expression benefit well-being more
than others (e.g., Walsh et al., 2023). One series of studies revealed that gift price was not
associated with felt gratitude (Flynn & Adams, 2009). By contrast, in another experiment,
expressing gratitude to specific people (i.e., social gratitude) led to greater well-being than
expressing gratitude for specific things (i.e., non-social gratitude; Regan et al., 2023). Moreover,
this study revealed that writing a gratitude letter to a specific person elicited greater feelings of
gratitude, elevation, and other positive emotions relative to other forms of gratitude expression.
This evidence suggests that targeting specific people may amplify effects of gratitude
expression, but which individuals should people focus on when expressing gratitude? One
approach to answering this question could involve investigating whether expressing gratitude in
the context of certain types of relationships—to parents or partners, for example—enhances the
well-being benefits of gratitude expression. We postulate that such an approach may ultimately

backfire because it could limit individual autonomy in gratitude expression, which has been



linked to the efficacy of positive activities in prior research (Nelson et al., 2015). Relatedly, not
everyone may participate in various types of relationships: Some people may be happily single or
estranged from family members and encouraging them to express gratitude to those individuals
may not be fruitful. Rather than investigating gratitude for certain types of relationship partners,
we considered the quality of the relationship as an important context for gratitude expression.
In the current studies, we contrast gratitude in the context of high quality relationships
(i.e., gratitude for people who foster feelings of being cherished, protected, or accepted; safe
haven gratitude; Nelson-Coffey et al., 2023) with another ubiquitous form of gratitude
expression (i.e., gratitude for a gift received; gift gratitude). Additionally, gifts are often shared
in the context of close relationships as a way to show love and build connection (McNeely &
Barber, 2010). When prompted to express gratitude for a gift, people are likely to choose a gift
that was personally meaningful, which may similarly improve well-being (Hallford & Mellor,
2016). Furthermore, although we postulate that safe haven gratitude expression will lead to
relatively stronger well-being improvements, gift gratitude expression may facilitate well-being
by encouraging a focus on a specific action, which may be easier for people to recall than broad
reflections on supportive behavior. Indeed, gratitude activities that are perceived to be more
effortful may undermine well-being by leading people to believe that they do not have anything
to feel grateful for (Fritz & Lyubomirsky, 2018). Thus, comparing safe haven gratitude
expression to gift gratitude expression is a stringent test of our hypothesis as it holds constant
gratitude expression but varies its focus. This approach offers insights into the framing and focus
of the gratitude letter—to supportive and responsive people for their actions rather than gifts
received—and the extent to which these subtle shifts in the focus of a gratitude letter contribute

to well-being.



Perceived Partner Responsiveness

We suggest that expressing gratitude to high quality relationship partners—to safe haven
targets—will boost the personal and relationship benefits of gratitude expression in part by
encouraging a focus on a partner’s responsive actions. Perceived partner responsiveness is an
interpersonal process by which people come to believe that their relationship partners attend to
and support their important goals, needs, dispositions, and values (Reis et al., 2004).
Furthermore, perceived partner responsiveness predicts a variety of positive outcomes, including
relationship satisfaction and security (Lemay et al., 2007; Rice et al., 2020), well-being (Selcuk
et al., 2016; Tasfiliz et al., 2018), and physical health (Stanton et al., 2019). Accordingly,
expressing gratitude for people who are perceived to be more responsive may magnify the well-
being benefits of gratitude expression.

Indeed, perceived partner responsiveness is central to the experience of gratitude (e.g.,
Algoe & Chandler, 2024). According to the find, remind, and bind theory, gratitude draws
people’s attention to particularly responsive behaviors and motivates actions to solidify bonds
with those individuals (Algoe, 2012). One of the key points of this theory is that people feel
especially grateful when their benefactors are perceived to be more responsive to their needs and
preferences when providing care. For example, after a stressful and exhausting week, someone
might feel especially grateful to their partner for picking up takeout from their favorite
restaurant, because this kind act demonstrates understanding of their need for rest. In the same
week, this person might also have received a book as a gift from a friend but may perceive that
gift as relatively generic and not responsive to their needs and preferences. According to the find,
remind, and bind theory, the first scenario would elicit stronger feelings of gratitude, in part

because the act of kindness was more responsive to the recipient’s needs. Indeed, in one study



examining gratitude and gift-giving within college sororities, participants felt more grateful for
gifts that were more thoughtful and responsive (Algoe et al., 2008). Thus, encouraging a specific
focus on responsive care may improve well-being and relationship quality more strongly than a
more general gratitude expression.

Additional research on gratitude expression and perceived partner responsiveness has
focused on the effects of receiving gratitude expressions. In one dyadic experiment, couples were
randomly assigned to have gratitude or self-disclosure conversations over the course of one
month (Algoe & Zhaoyang, 2016). In this study, expressing gratitude that highlighted a partner’s
responsive behavior improved the partner’s well-being and relationship quality. In another
dyadic study, couples were instructed to have a gratitude conversation about something their
partner did for them that made them feel thankful, which were coded for the extent to which the
gratitude expression highlighted the partner’s responsive behavior (i.e., responsive-highlighting
gratitude) and the extent to which the gratitude expression highlighted costs incurred by their
partner (i.e., cost-highlighting gratitude; Park et al., 2021). Relative to cost-highlighting
gratitude, gratitude expressions that highlight a partner’s responsive actions led to greater
positive emotions and relationship quality for partners.

Together, these studies demonstrate that focusing on a partner’s responsive behavior
when expressing gratitude is associated with greater well-being and relationship quality for
partners, but, to our knowledge, fewer studies have considered whether targeting responsive
partners and behaviors also benefits expressers’ well-being and relationship quality. Further,
prior research on perceived partner responsiveness and gratitude expression is primarily
correlational, which limits the ability to determine whether highlighting responsiveness in

gratitude expressions causes well-being and relationship improvements. For example, people in



more satisfying relationships might be more likely to highlight a partner’s responsive behavior
when expressing gratitude, potentially explaining benefits of responsive-highlighting gratitude.
Moreover, although dyadic studies suggest that expressing gratitude within the context of
specific relationships is linked to improved relationship quality (e.g., Algoe & Zhaoyang, 2016),
most experiments investigating the effects of expressing gratitude via letter do not instruct
participants to deliver their gratitude letters and only consider whether writing gratitude letters
improves personal well-being (e.g., Regan et al., 2023), neglecting potential effects on
relationship quality. Given that writing a gratitude letter is an individual practice and therefore
limits positive interpersonal dynamics that may contribute to effects on relationship quality, it
remains unclear whether expressing gratitude via letter would similarly improve relationship
quality.

In the current studies, we manipulated the focus of gratitude expression by randomly
assigning participants to express safe haven gratitude (i.e., gratitude directed to someone who
fosters feelings of being cherished, protected, or accepted; Nelson-Coffey et al., 2023) or express
gratitude for a gift received—another common form of gratitude expression. Relative to
expressing gratitude for a gift or practicing a neutral control activity, we hypothesize that
expressing safe haven gratitude would lead to greater well-being and relationship quality by
prompting people to relive experiences of responsive care and by encouraging a focus on
responsive partners. First, safe haven gratitude encourages people to recall and describe
experiences of responsive care. Thus, the gratitude expression itself might drive positive
outcomes. This possibility is consistent with evidence that people felt more grateful for gifts they
perceived to be more responsive (Algoe et al., 2008). Second, safe haven gratitude might

improve well-being and relationship quality because it leads people to express gratitude to



someone who is generally responsive. Perhaps expressing gratitude to a close, responsive target
is better for well-being than expressing gratitude to other targets, regardless of the focus of
gratitude expression. In our second study, we sought to disentangle the effects of gratitude target
and gratitude expression, along with their interaction.

Mechanisms: Perceived Partner Responsiveness, Positive Emotions, and Negative Emotions

In the current research, we tested the degree to which safe haven gratitude and gift
gratitude contribute to well-being and relationship quality for expressers over the course of one
week. We also sought to test potential mechanisms by which safe haven and gift gratitude would
improve well-being and relationship quality—namely, by increasing perceived partner
responsiveness and positive emotions and decreasing negative emotions. We hypothesize that not
only does responsive behavior prompt people to feel grateful (Algoe et al., 2020; Algoe et al.,
2008), but that reliving and expressing gratitude for those moments in which someone provided
responsive care may also increase perceived partner responsiveness. This hypothesis is consistent
with theory arguing that gratitude promotes upward spirals of perceived partner responsiveness
(Algoe & Chandler, 2024), which would in turn predict subsequent well-being and relationship
quality (e.g., Lemay et al., 2007; Selcuk et al., 2016).

We also considered increased positive emotions and decreased negative emotions as
mechanisms of the effects of gratitude expression. Prior research reveals that expressing
gratitude increases a variety of positive emotions (Layous et al., 2017; Nelson-Coffey & Coffey,
2024; Nelson-Coffey et al., 2023). Furthermore, one experiment revealed that expressing both
safe haven gratitude and general gratitude improved parents’ well-being and parent-child
relationship quality via increases in positive emotions (Nelson-Coffey & Coffey, 2024). In our

second study, we also considered a subset of positive emotions—namely, felt gratitude and
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empathic emotions—as mechanisms explaining the effects of gratitude expression, given prior
evidence that gratitude elicits a variety of positive and social emotions (Layous et al., 2017).
Evidence regarding the effects of gratitude exercises on negative emotions are somewhat less
consistent. Although some studies find no effect of gratitude expression on negative emotions
(e.g., Layous et al., 2017), meta-analytic evidence suggests that gratitude interventions reduce
depressive and anxiety symptoms (Cregg & Cheavens, 2020). Furthermore, experiencing
frequent negative emotions predicts reduced well-being (Coffey et al., 2016; Kuppens et al.,
2008). Accordingly, we investigated both positive and negative emotions as potential
mechanisms explaining why gratitude would improve well-being and relationship quality.
Current Research

In sum, evidence suggests that expressing gratitude to responsive partners and for more
responsive behavior would likely lead to greater well-being and relationship quality, although
experimental studies have not evaluated this question. In two preregistered short-term
longitudinal randomized experiments, we investigated whether expressing gratitude in the
context of high quality relationships improves well-being and relationship quality relative to
other forms of gratitude expression and a neutral control. Furthermore, we included several
indicators of well-being (i.e., emotions, life satisfaction, meaning, social connection) and
relationship quality (i.e., perceived partner responsiveness, relationship satisfaction, closeness) to
represent the multidimensional nature of these constructs (e.g., Goodman et al., 2020; lasiello et
al., 2024).

In our first study, we manipulated responsiveness of gratitude targets by randomly
assigning participants to express gratitude for someone who made them feel cherished, protected,

or accepted (i.e., safe haven gratitude; high quality target), to express gratitude for someone who
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gave them a gift (i.e., gift gratitude; general target), or to write the events of the previous week
(i.e., neutral control) to first establish whether these unique forms of gratitude expression
differentially contribute to well-being and relationship quality. Notably, however, any effects of
safe haven gratitude expression on well-being and relationship quality could be due to stable
characteristics of a target (target effects), effects of thinking about this person and expressing
gratitude to them (expression effects), or both. In our second study, we consider the possibility
that safe haven gratitude expression may lead to superior well-being and relationship quality in
part due to stable qualities of the gratitude target, independent of gratitude expression itself. In
other words, expressing gratitude to a partner who is generally responsive may lead to relatively
greater well-being, regardless of the focus of the gratitude expression (for responsive behaviors
or for a gift). We tested this possibility by first randomly assigning people to reflect on a person
who made them feel cherished, protected, or accepted (safe haven target) or who gave them a gift
(general target). Participants were then randomized to one of three expression conditions with
this person in mind: 1) a safe haven gratitude letter, 2) a gift gratitude letter, or 3) a neutral
control activity. This approach lets us consider independent roles of the gratitude target and
gratitude expression in evaluating potential effects of safe haven gratitude. In both studies, we
evaluated well-being and relationship quality immediately following the assigned activities and
one week later.
Transparency and Open Science Practices

We preregistered our hypotheses, design, and analyses for both studies and reported how
we determined our sample size and all data exclusions, manipulations, and measures for each

study. Preregistrations, data, and study materials are available at https://osf.io/v9z6w. To

promote parsimony, clarity, and focus, we report a subset of preregistered hypotheses here.


https://osf.io/v9z6w

12

Additional preregistered hypotheses, along with all associated analyses and results, are included
in the online supplement.
Study 1
Method
Participants

Participants (N=485; 73.9% women) were recruited via the department participant pool
(n=406) in exchange for course credit or via Prolific (n=79) in exchange for $8. Ages ranged
from 18 to 75 (M=26.34, SD=10.70). Most participants were non-Hispanic white, (49.9%),
followed by Hispanic/Latinx (31.7%), Asian American (11.7%), other (11.7%), Black (9.7%),
Native American (1.9%), and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (0.2%).

We estimated that we would need at least 138 participants per condition (N=414) to
achieve 90% power using the pwr package in R (k=3, f=.175, sig.level=.05, power=.90), given
small-to-medium effects of safe haven gratitude on well-being in prior research (Nelson-Coffey
et al., 2023). We rounded up to 150 participants per cell for our minimum sample (N=450). Of
the 486 participants, 166 did not complete the follow-up survey. Attrition was evenly distributed
across conditions ¢*(2)=0.09, p=.95. Participants with missing follow-up data did not differ on
any post-manipulation outcome, ts < 1.94, ps > .054. For analyses of the immediate effects of
writing safe haven and gift gratitude letters, we included all participants who completed the
initial survey, and analyses of the follow-up measures only included participants who completed
those measures (n=320), which provides 80% power to detect a small-to-medium effect (f
=.175).

Procedure

After logging into the survey and providing consent, participants were randomly assigned
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to one of three conditions: (a) to write a gratitude letter to someone who made them feel
cherished, protected, or accepted (i.e., safe haven gratitude, n=150), (b) to write a gratitude letter
to someone who gave them a gift (i.e., gift gratitude, n=171), or (c) to write about the events of
the previous week (i.e., control, n=164). Immediately following the writing activity, participants
completed well-being measures (e.g., emotions, satisfaction). Next, we prompted participants in
both gratitude conditions to think about the recipient of their gratitude letter and control
participants to think about the first person they interacted with the previous day. Participants then
reported relationship quality with that target (e.g., closeness, satisfaction). One week later,
participants completed a follow-up survey including all of these measures, except for perceived
partner responsiveness, which was included to evaluate immediate effects of the gratitude
activities.!
Measures

Gratitude Letter Coding. Participants’ safe haven and gift gratitude letters were coded
for expressions of perceived partner responsiveness, repetition, and recency. Five independent
judges blind to condition were trained on a separate sample of 50 letters to establish reliability,
which was high for each outcome: perceived partner responsiveness ICC(1,k) = .91, repetition
ICC(1,k) = .88, recency ICC (1,k) =.92. Next, each letter was randomly assigned for coding by 3
of the 5 judges. Specifically, to represent expressed responsiveness, judges rated the degree to
which the letter writer expressed feeling personally valued, cared for, or understood by the

gratitude target on a scale ranging from 1 (not present) to 5 (thematically dominant). To

! In addition to these measures, participants also completed the Twenty Statements Test along with measures of
interpersonal goals and humility. To promote cohesion, the current manuscript focuses on self-reported well-being
(i.e., emotions, perceived connectedness, meaning, satisfaction) and relationship quality (i.e., perceived partner
responsiveness, relationship satisfaction, closeness). Findings regarding the Twenty Statements Test, interpersonal
goals, and humility are included in supplemental materials (https://osf.io/v9z6w).
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represent repetition, judges rated the extent to which the experience is repeatedly experienced or
continues to affect them over time on a scale ranging from 1 (single, discrete instance) to 5
(ongoing/habitual). Finally, to represent recency, judges rated the extent to which the experience
was recent on a scale ranging from 1 (less than 2 months ago or current) to 5 (more than 5 years
ago/childhood). Interrater reliability was estimated using a linear mixed-effects model with
random intercepts for participants and coders. Reliability of the average of three coders was good
for responsiveness ICC(1,3) = .78, repetition ICC (1,3) = .83, and recency ICC (1,3) =.92.

Personal Well-Being.

Emotions. At each time point, participants reported the extent to which they were
currently experiencing 9 positive (e.g., happy, joyful), 9 negative (e.g., worried, angry), and 6
empathic (e.g., tenderness, compassion) emotions on a scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 6
(extremely; adapted from the Affect Adjective Scale to include empathic emotions; Diener &
Emmons, 1984; Lishner et al., 2011). Following our pre-registered analysis plan, we created
composites for positive emotions (oui=.94; a-.93), negative emotions (ou1=.87; a»=.88), empathic
emotions (01=.90; 0.0=.87), felt love (i.e., love, caring, affection; o1=.90; a2-.82), and felt
gratitude (i.e., grateful, appreciative, thankful; o1-.90; o2-.82).

State Satisfaction. Participants rated their life satisfaction on one item (i.e., “How
satisfied do you feel with your life right now?”, 1=not at all, 7=very much). Single-item
measures of life satisfaction are reasonably valid, correlating with a variety of other well-being
measures (Sandvik et al., 1993).

State Meaning. Participants rated their feelings of meaning in life on the two-item Daily
Meaning Scale (e.g., "How meaningful does your life feel right now?"; Steger et al., 2008) on a

scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). Participants' responses were averaged to create a
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meaning composite, which demonstrated strong reliability (c.1=.92; 02=.95).

Social Connection. Participants completed the 10-item UBC State Social Connection
Scale (e.g., "I feel close to people"; Lok & Dunn, 2023), with responses ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). We calculated composites by reverse-coding relevant items and
creating an average across items. This scale demonstrated strong reliability (a.u=.93; 0.=.94).

Relationship Quality. To explore the benefits of safe haven and gift gratitude on
relationship well-being relative to control, participants in the gratitude conditions were prompted
to think about the recipient of their letter, and participants in the control condition were prompted
to think about the first person they interacted with the previous day. We first asked participants
to indicate their relationship with the target person (e.g., friend, parent/stepparent, current
partner). The relationship types were largely similar across conditions, with the most frequent
relationship types including current partner (27.4%), parent/stepparent (24.7%), and friend
(22.2%). See Supplemental Table S1 for all relationship categories and comparisons across
conditions.

Perceived Partner Responsiveness. In the initial survey, participants completed the 18-
item Perceived Partner Responsiveness Scale (e.g., "This person sees the same virtues in me as [
see in myself"'; Reis et al., 2017), with responses ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 9 (completely
true). We averaged all items to create a composite (a=.97).

Relationship Satisfaction. Participants completed a modified version of the Relationship
Assessment Scale (e.g., "In general, how satisfied are you with your relationship?"; 1 =
unsatisfied, 5 = extremely satisfied; Hendrick, 1988), excluding the item “How much do you
love your partner?”. Scores were calculated by reverse-coding relevant items and averaging all

items, which demonstrated strong reliability (o=.84, ap=.85).
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Closeness. Participants reported how close they felt with the target person on the
Inclusion of Other in Self Scale (Aron et al., 1992), which presents people with two circles
reflecting themselves and the relationship target, ranging from not touching (1) to almost
overlapping (7), and instructs them to choose the pair that best represents their relationship.
Results

We originally intended to discuss effects at p < .05 as described in our preregistration;
however, given the number of analyses, we focus primarily on results significant at p < .01 to be
conservative, and we include results with ps < .05, which may provide insights for future
research.

Preliminary Analyses: Contextualizing Gratitude Letters

To better understand differences in content of safe haven and gift gratitude letters, we
explored differences in the extent to which these letters focused on the target’s responsive
behaviors, repeated experiences, and recent events, as rated by independent judges. Safe haven
gratitude letters included more coder-rated responsiveness (M = 3.39, SD = 0.98) than gift
gratitude letters (M =2.31, SD = 0.81), #313) = 10.71, p <.001, » = .52. Safe haven gratitude
letters also focused on more distant (M = 4.58, SD =0.76, ¢[313] = 14.45, p <.001, » = .63) and
repeated (M =4.72, SD = 0.53, #[313] = 16.46, p < .001, » = .68) experiences than gift gratitude
letters (recency: M = 2.80, SD = 1.31; repetition: M = 2.76, SD = 1.36).2
Immediate Effects of Gratitude Letters

As a manipulation check, we confirmed that participants in the two gratitude conditions

reported elevated feelings of gratitude relative to the control (Table 1).

2 Correlations between coded responsiveness, recency, and repetition and post-activity outcomes are included in the
online supplement. In ancillary analyses also included in the supplement, we did not find that these differences in
gratitude letter conditions explained other differences in outcomes.
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We tested two hypotheses regarding the immediate effects of expressing safe haven and
gift gratitude. First, we preregistered a hypothesis that safe haven gratitude and gift gratitude
would both predict immediate increases in personal and relationship well-being relative to
control. To test this hypothesis, we conducted focused contrast analyses comparing the two
gratitude conditions (each weighted + 1) to the control condition (weighted -2) on all outcomes.
Both safe haven and gift gratitude predicted greater positive emotions, empathic emotions, felt
love, state satisfaction, state meaning, and social connectedness, and lower negative emotions.
Participants in both gratitude conditions also reported greater perceived partner responsiveness
and relationship satisfaction, but not closeness. See Table 1, Contrast 1. These findings suggest
that both forms of gratitude expression predict personal and relationship well-being.

Next, we tested the exploratory hypothesis that safe haven gratitude would predict greater
well-being and relationship quality relative to gift gratitude directly. We tested this hypothesis
with a second focused contrast analysis, which compared safe haven gratitude (+1) to gift
gratitude (-1), with control weighted 0. Results of this contrast revealed that safe haven gratitude
predicted greater empathic emotions, felt love, and perceived partner responsiveness than gift
gratitude (ps < .05). See Table 1, Contrast 2.

Indirect Effects

Next, we investigated the indirect effects of expressing safe haven and gift gratitude on
follow-up well-being and relationship outcomes via immediate improvements in perceived
partner responsiveness, positive emotions, negative emotions, and connectedness (see Table 2).
We tested this hypothesis using the PROCESS Macro in SPSS (Model 4, 5,000 bootstrapped
samples; Hayes, 2018). Following our preregistration, we evaluated the indirect effects of safe

haven and gift gratitude relative to control. Although not preregistered, we also evaluated the
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indirect effects of safe haven gratitude relative to gift gratitude to better understand the
differences between these two forms of gratitude expression. We began by including all four
variables (perceived partner responsiveness, positive emotions, negative emotions, and
connectedness) as parallel mediators in our models to account for their intercorrelations. This
approach evaluates the unique effects of each mediator on each outcome, independent of the
other mediators in the model. Connectedness was not significant for any of these analyses, so we
removed this variable to present a more parsimonious model, as described in our pre-registration.
For transparency, we present the full models including all four parallel mediators in
supplemental materials.

Well-Being. Relative to control, both safe haven gratitude and gift gratitude predicted
greater perceived partner responsiveness (safe haven gratitude: b=1.35, p <.001; gift gratitude:
b=0.80, p <.001), greater positive emotions (safe haven gratitude: b=1.51, p <.001; gift
gratitude: b=1.26, p <.001), and reduced negative emotions (safe haven gratitude: b=-0.40,
p=.011; gift gratitude: b=-0.48, p=.002). Relative to gift gratitude, safe haven gratitude
predicted greater perceived partner responsiveness (b=0.55, p=.01), but not positive or negative
emotions (|bs| < 0.25, ps > .16). In turn, post-activity perceived partner responsiveness, positive
emotions, and negative emotions, were each associated with well-being one week later.
Specifically, perceived partner responsiveness predicted increased positive emotions (b=0.14, p
<.001), empathic emotions (6=0.15, p <.001), and connectedness (b=0.09, p=.043), but not
negative emotions, state satisfaction, or state meaning (|bs| < 0.11, ps > .10). The indirect effects
of safe haven and gift gratitude relative to control on positive emotions, empathic emotions, and
connectedness via perceived partner responsiveness were significant, and the indirect effects of

safe haven gratitude relative to gift gratitude via post-activity perceived partner responsiveness



19

on follow-up positive emotions, empathic emotions, and connectedness were also significant (see
Table 2 for indirect effects).

Post-activity positive emotions predicted greater follow-up positive emotions (h=.46, p <
.001), empathic emotions (h=0.34, p < .001), state satisfaction (b=0.34, p <.001), state meaning
(b=0.35, p <.001), and connectedness (b=0.20, p <.001), but not negative emotions (»b=0.01,
p=290). Indirect effects of safe haven and gift gratitude relative to control on positive emotions,
empathic emotions, satisfaction, meaning, and connectedness via positive emotions were
significant, but no indirect effects of safe haven gratitude relative to gift gratitude via positive
emotions were significant (see Table 3). Finally, post-activity negative emotions also predicted
greater follow-up negative emotions (0.55, p <.001), empathic emotions (b=0.15, p=.009), as
well as lower state satisfaction (b=-0.33, p <.001), lower meaning (b=-0.40, p <.001), and
lower connectedness (b=-0.39, p <.001), but not positive emotions (b=-.004, p=.93). The indirect
effects of safe haven and gift gratitude on empathic emotions, negative emotions, satisfaction,
meaning, and connectedness via negative emotions were significant, but none of the indirect
effects of safe haven gratitude relative to gift gratitude via negative emotions were significant.

Relationship Quality. Expressing gratitude also led to subsequent improvements in most
indicators of relationship quality via increases in perceived partner responsiveness and positive
emotions, and reductions in negative emotions. Again, both safe haven gratitude and gift
gratitude elicited greater perceived partner responsiveness (safe haven gratitude: b=1.35, p <
.001; gift gratitude: »=0.80, p <.001), greater positive emotions (safe haven gratitude: b=1.51, p
<.001; gift gratitude: b=1.26, p <.001), and reduced negative emotions (safe haven gratitude:
b=-0.40, p=.011; gift gratitude: »=-0.48, p=.002). Relative to gift gratitude, safe haven gratitude

elicited greater perceived partner responsiveness (b=0.55, p=.01), but not positive or negative
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emotions (|bs| < 0.25, ps > .16). In turn, perceived partner responsiveness predicted greater
relationship satisfaction (b=0.21, p <.001) and closeness (b=0.24, p <.001). Indirect effects of
safe haven and gift gratitude relative to control via perceived partner responsiveness on
relationship satisfaction and closeness were significant. Indirect effects of safe haven gratitude
relative to gift gratitude via perceived partner responsiveness on greater relationship satisfaction
and closeness were also significant.

Positive emotions also predicted greater relationship satisfaction (b=0.11, p <.001) and
closeness (h=0.20, p=.02). Indirect effects of safe haven and gift gratitude relative to control via
positive emotions on relationship satisfaction and closeness were significant, but no indirect
effects of safe haven gratitude relative to gift gratitude via positive emotions were significant.
Negative emotions did not predict relationship satisfaction or closeness (|bs| < 0.06, ps > .09),
and none of the indirect effects involving negative emotions on relationship quality were
significant.

Study 2

Our first study revealed that expressing gratitude to a high quality partner—someone who
makes people feel cherished, protected, or accepted—predicted greater well-being and
relationship quality than a control activity and to somewhat greater perceived partner
responsiveness, empathic emotions, and felt love than expressing gratitude for a gift. Notably, all
well-being and relationship outcomes were measured after participants completed their
respective exercises. Thus, the benefits of safe haven gratitude expression in this study could be
due to stable characteristics of the gratitude target in addition to potential mood-boosting effects
of thinking about that person. Although safe haven gratitude letters included a stronger focus on

the gratitude target’s responsive behavior as rated by independent judges, we cannot determine
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whether we are capturing pre-existing differences between safe haven benefactors or gift
benefactors or benefits of gratitude expression itself. In our second study, we sought to
disentangle the role of the gratitude target from the benefits of gratitude expression in a 2 (target)

x 3 (expression) preregistered experiment (https://osf.io/v9z6w).

Method
Participants

Participants (N=811) were recruited via the department participant pool in exchange for
course credit or from an online recruitment platform in exchange for $8. Following the results
from our first study, we anticipated that the gratitude activities would elicit small-to-medium
effects on well-being. Thus, a power analysis revealed that we would need at least 90
participants per condition (N=540) to achieve 90% power using the pwr package in R (k=6,
f=.175, sig.level=.05, power=.9). We increased this number to 130 participants per condition for
our minimum target sample N=780 given the novelty of the gratitude target manipulation and to
account for attrition. Of the 811 participants, 56 dropped out before completing any writing
activity, for a final sample of N=755 (53.5% women, 44.1% men, 1.1% non-binary). Participants
were recruited from the department participant pool (#=94), Prolific (n=224), or Connect
(n=437). Ages ranged from 18 to 79 (M=37.27, SD=15.25). Most participants were non-
Hispanic white (66.1%), followed by Hispanic/Latinx (11.5%), Black (10.1%), Asian American
(5.8%), multiracial (4.4%), other (0.4%), and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (0.1%).

Of the 755 participants, 105 did not complete the follow-up survey. Attrition was
comparable across conditions y%(5)=5.57, p=.35. Participants with missing follow-up data did
not differ on any post-manipulation outcome, s < 1.51, ps > .133. For analyses of the immediate

effects of writing gratitude letters, we included all participants who completed the initial survey,
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and analyses of the follow-up measures only included participants who completed those
measures (n=650), which provides >90% power to detect a small-to-medium effect.
Measures and Procedure

This study follows a 2 (target prompt: safe haven, gift) x 3 (gratitude expression: safe
haven, gift, control) experimental design. After logging into the survey, participants were
randomly assigned to one of two target prompt conditions: (a) a safe haven target condition, in
which they were instructed to consider someone who made them feel cherished, protected, or
accepted, or (b) a gift target condition, in which they were instructed to think about someone
who gave them a gift. After this target manipulation, participants responded to a 3-item measure
of the target person’s perceived partner responsiveness (e.g., “This person tries to make me feel
valued as a person;” 1=not at all true, 9=completely true; a=.93; Rice et al., 2020). Then,
paralleling the method from Study 1, they were randomly assigned to one of three writing
activity conditions, while considering this person: (a) safe haven gratitude expression, (b) gift
gratitude expression, or (c) a control activity. This design resulted in six distinct conditions: (a)
expressing gratitude to a safe haven target for the ways in which they make them feel cherished,
protected, or accepted (safe haven target; safe haven gratitude expression; n=128); (b)
expressing gratitude to a safe haven target for a gift (safe haven target; gift gratitude expression;
n=122) (c) identifying a safe haven target and writing about the events of the prior week (safe
haven target; control; n=122); (d) expressing gratitude to someone who gave them a gift for the
ways in which they make them feel cherished, protected, or accepted (gift target; safe haven
gratitude expression; n=125); (e) expressing gratitude to someone who gave them a gift for a gift
(gift target; gift gratitude expression; n=127) (f) identifying someone who gave them a gift and

writing about the events of the previous week (gift target; control; n=121).
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After completing the writing activity, participants completed the same measures as Study
1, aside from perceived partner responsiveness, which was again measured using the 3-item
scale. One week later, participants completed a follow-up survey including all of these measures.
In the post-manipulation survey, participants were prompted to report how they currently feel,
and in the follow-up survey, they were prompted to think about how they felt over the course of
the past week. Specifically, participants reported their emotions (positive emotions: a1=.95,
=96, negative emotions: a=.85, app=.90, empathic emotions: a=.91, app=.92, gratitude:
o1=.94, ap=.94, felt love: au=.91, 0x=.89), perceived connectedness (o1=.95, ax=.96),
meaning (o1=.93, 0x=.97), and satisfaction. Next, we prompted participants to continue thinking
about the target they identified at the beginning of the survey. Participants then reported their
current or past-week perceived partner responsiveness (a.1=.94, 0=.95), relationship

satisfaction (01=.85, 0p=.88), and closeness about that person®. Preregistration, data, and

materials for this study are available at (https://osf.io/v9z6w).
Results

As with our first study, we originally intended to discuss effects at p <.05 as described in
our preregistration; however, given the number of analyses, we focus primarily on results
significant at p < .01 to be conservative, and we include results with ps < .05, which may provide
insights for future research.
Are Safe Haven Targets Perceived as More Responsive than Gift Targets?

To evaluate our pre-registered hypothesis that safe haven targets would be perceived as

more responsive than gift targets, we conducted a focused contrast analysis comparing all safe

3As with Study 1, this study also included the Twenty Statements Test along with measures of interpersonal goals
and humility. Findings regarding these measures are presented in the online supplement to retain cohesion and focus
on well-being and relationship quality in the current manuscript.
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haven target conditions (each weighted +1) with all gift target conditions (each weighted -1) on
post-target manipulation (prior to the gratitude expression manipulation) perceived partner
responsiveness. Consistent with our hypothesis, participants in the safe haven target condition
(M=8.03, SD=1.78) perceived these targets to be more responsive than participants in the gift
target condition (M=7.64, SD=1.63), tcontrast(752)=3.65, p <.001, r=.13.

We also explored whether the target manipulation (safe haven vs. gift) led to greater
well-being and relationship quality after the gratitude expression manipulation. Regardless of
their gratitude expression conditions, people in the safe haven target conditions also reported
greater perceived partner responsiveness, fcontrast(743)=3.91, p <.001, r=.14 and relationship
satisfaction, fcontrast(743)=3.54, p <.001, r=.13 after completing their writing activity. No other
comparisons on post-activity outcomes were statistically significant, s < 1.23, ps > .22.

Does Expressing Gratitude Improve Well-Being and Relationship Quality?

To evaluate our hypothesis that both safe haven gratitude and gift gratitude would elicit
greater well-being and relationship quality relative to control, we conducted a contrast analysis
comparing both gratitude expression conditions (each weighted +1) to control conditions (each
weighted -2). Regardless of their target prompt, people who expressed safe haven and gift
gratitude reported greater positive emotions, gratitude, empathic emotions, satisfaction, meaning,
connectedness, and less negative emotions. They also reported greater perceived partner
responsiveness and relationship satisfaction, but not closeness. See Table 3.

Next, we evaluated the exploratory hypothesis that safe haven gratitude expression would
elicit greater well-being and relationship quality relative to gift gratitude expression directly. To
test this hypothesis, we conducted a contrast analysis comparing safe haven gratitude expression

conditions (weighted +1) to gift gratitude (weighted -1) with control weighted 0. None of these
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comparisons were statistically significant. See Table 3.
Does Target Quality Moderate the Effects of Safe Haven and Gift Gratitude Expression
Relative to Control on Post-Activity Well-Being and Relationship Quality?

We tested our hypothesis that gratitude target (safe haven vs. gift) would moderate the
effects of safe haven gratitude and gift gratitude expression on immediate well-being and
relationship quality using the PROCESS Macro (Model 1) in SPSS with 5,000 bootstrapped
samples (Hayes, 2018). These analyses revealed that gratitude target condition moderated the
effects of gift gratitude expression on felt gratitude (b=-0.58, SE=0.23, p=.013), felt love (b=-
0.56, SE=0.25, p=.029), and empathic emotions (marginally; »=-0.48, SE=0.25, p=.053). In
addition, gratitude target (safe haven vs. gift) moderated the effects of safe haven gratitude
expression on reported connectedness (h=0.61, SE=0.25, p=.016). Gratitude target did not
moderate the effects of gratitude expression on any other outcome. See Figure 1 for a depiction
of significant moderation effects.

Simple slopes analyses revealed that for safe haven targets, both safe haven gratitude
expression and gift gratitude expression had similar effects on felt gratitude (safe haven
expression: b=1.78, SE=0.16, p <.001; gift gratitude expression: b=1.80, SE=0.16, p <.001),
felt love (safe haven gratitude expression: b=1.78, SE=0.18, p <.001; gift gratitude expression:
b=1.75, SE=0.18, p <.001), and empathic emotions (safe haven gratitude expression: b=1.53,
SE=0.17, p <.001; gift gratitude expression: b=1.47, SE=0.18, p <.001). Conversely, for gift
targets, safe haven gratitude expression elicited a relatively stronger effect on felt gratitude (safe
haven expression: b=1.38, SE=0.16, p < .001; gift gratitude expression: b=1.22, SE=0.16, p <
.001), felt love (safe haven gratitude expression: b=1.47, SE=0.18, p < .001; gift gratitude

expression: b=1.20, SE=0.18, p <.001), and empathic emotions (safe haven gratitude



26

expression: b=1.32, SE=0.17, p <.001; gift gratitude expression: »=0.99, SE=0.17, p <.001).

Moderation results for connectedness followed a slightly different pattern. For safe haven
targets, gift gratitude expression, but not safe haven gratitude expression, led to greater feelings
of connectedness (gift gratitude: »=0.31, SE=0.18, p=.09; safe haven gratitude: b=-0.01,
SE=0.18, p=.95). However, for gift targets, both safe haven gratitude (h=0.60, SE=0.18,
p=.0009) and gift gratitude (b=0.54, SE=0.18, p=.003) led to greater connectedness.

Does Target Quality Moderate the Effects of Safe Haven and Gift Gratitude Expression
Relative to Control on Follow-Up Well-Being and Relationship Quality via Post-Activity
Gratitude and Empathic Emotions?

Next, we explored whether target quality moderated the effects of safe haven and gift
gratitude expression relative to control on follow-up well-being and relationship quality via post-
activity gratitude and empathic emotions*. Gratitude and empathic emotions were included
simultaneously as parallel mediators in our models, allowing estimation of each mediator’s
unique indirect effect on the outcome while controlling for the other mediator . Target quality
(safe haven vs. gift) moderated the effects of gratitude expression on felt gratitude (h=-0.59,
SE=0.25, p=.02) and empathic emotions (b=-0.54, SE=0.26, p=.043). Participants in the gift
target condition reported significantly greater gratitude and empathic emotions after expressing
safe haven gratitude than gift gratitude, whereas the effects of safe haven gratitude expression
and gift gratitude expression were similar for participants in the safe haven target condition. In
turn, felt gratitude predicted greater positive emotions (h=0.33, SE=0.05, p <.001), gratitude

(b=0.45, SE=0.06, p <.001), felt love (b=0.15, SE=0.06, p=.009), satisfaction (6=0.44,

4 We also evaluated our pre-registered moderated mediation hypothesis including perceived partner responsiveness,
positive emotions, and negative emotions as mediators; however, because we did not find that target quality
significantly moderated the effects of gratitude expression on any of these mediators, none of the moderated
mediation results were significant. We present the full results from those models in supplemental materials.
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SE=0.08, p <.001), meaning (b=0.39, SE=0.07, p < .001), and less negative emotion (h=-0.23,
SE=0.05, p <.001), as well as greater connectedness (h=0.22, SE=0.07, p=.001), perceived
partner responsiveness (b=0.26, SE=0.08, p=.001), and relationship satisfaction (6=0.11,
SE=0.03, p=.001), but not empathic emotions or closeness (|bs| < 0.06, ps > .12).

Empathic emotions predicted greater follow-up positive emotions (b=0.22, SE=0.05, p <
.001), negative emotions (b=0.16, SE=0.05, p=.003), gratitude (»=0.20, SE=0.06, p=.001),
empathic emotions (6=0.50, SE=0.50, p <.001), felt love (b=0.40, SE=0.06, p < .001), as well
as perceived partner responsiveness (h=0.28, SE=0.07, p <.001), but not satisfaction, meaning,
connectedness, relationship satisfaction, or closeness (|bs| < 0.12, ps > .10).

Indices of moderated mediation revealed differences in the conditional indirect effects for
gift gratitude expression in the safe haven target relative to control via greater gratitude (ps <
.05), but not empathic emotions, on follow-up positive emotions, gratitude, negative emotions,
satisfaction, connectedness, meaning, perceived partner responsive responsiveness, and
relationship satisfaction, but not follow-up empathic emotions or closeness. See Table 4 and
Table 5 for indices of moderated mediation and conditional indirect effects.

Discussion

Across two longitudinal pre-registered randomized experiments, we discovered that the
effects of gratitude expression depend on to whom and how it is expressed. Specifically,
expressing gratitude to high quality relationship partners and for responsive actions boosts the
relationship and well-being benefits of gratitude expression. In our first study, participants who
expressed safe haven gratitude—to someone who made them feel cherished, protected, or
accepted—reported greater well-being and relationship quality relative to those who practiced a

control activity. These gains were largely mediated by elevated perceived partner responsiveness
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and positive emotions and reduced negative emotions. Our second study disentangled the role of
gratitude target and type of gratitude expression. In this study, both safe haven gratitude
expression and gift gratitude expression elicited greater felt gratitude, felt love, and empathic
emotions when expressed to a high quality target. By contrast, when focused on a general target,
safe haven gratitude expression elicited even greater gains in gratitude, felt love, and empathic
emotions than expressing gratitude for a gift. Furthermore, the immediate boosts in felt gratitude
predicted well-being and relationship quality one week later. Taken together, these findings
suggest that expressing gratitude in the context of high quality relationships and for high quality
behaviors contributes to well-being and relationship quality without engaging with the
benefactor.
Contributions to the Science of Gratitude

These findings offer several insights regarding the benefits of gratitude expression. First,
this research informs the contexts in which expressing gratitude may be beneficial or costly for
well-being (e.g., Vannoy et al., 2026). For example, one prior experiment indicated that gratitude
expressed to people led to greater well-being than gratitude expressed for things (Regan et al.,
2023). Our findings indicate that even within social gratitude expression, focusing on responsive
behaviors led to greater well-being and relationship quality than focusing on gifts. These findings
are also consistent with evidence indicating that receiving gratitude expressions that highlight
one’s own responsive behavior is associated with well-being and relationship quality (Algoe &
Zhaoyang, 2016; Park et al., 2021). To our knowledge, however, the current studies are the first
to demonstrate the unique causal benefits of responsive-highlighting gratitude for expressers.

Second, our second study is among the first to causally demonstrate the role that

gratitude targets play in the benefits of gratitude for expressers. We found that asking people to



29

focus on someone who made them feel cherished, protected, or accepted led them to select
gratitude targets who they perceived to be responsive and to include a stronger focus on
responsive behavior in their gratitude letters. Subsequently, expressing either safe haven
gratitude or gift gratitude to these high quality targets led to greater empathic emotions, felt love,
and felt gratitude compared to control. Conversely, participants who were instructed to focus on
someone who gave them a gift selected people who they perceived to be relatively less
responsive, even though participants largely selected the same types of relationships across
conditions (with parents, partners, and friends among the most frequent choices). Furthermore,
when choosing these somewhat lower quality partners, they benefitted more from gratitude
expression that focused on their responsive behaviors than when they focused directly on the
gift. Taken together, these findings suggest that the well-being benefits of gratitude expression
depend on the relational context in which it occurs and, in turn, gratitude expression amplifies
differences between higher- and lower-quality relationships: In high-quality relationships,
multiple forms of gratitude expression improve well-being and relationship quality, whereas in
lower-quality relationships, safe haven gratitude expression elicited stronger well-being gains.
We would note, however, that the gratitude expression manipulation in our second study was
robust even beyond somewhat subtle differences across gratitude targets.
The Role of Perceived Partner Responsiveness, Positive Emotions, and Negative Emotions
Our findings suggest that gratitude improves well-being and relationship quality in part
by increasing perceived partner responsiveness and positive emotions and reducing negative
emotions. Across studies, both forms of gratitude expressions increased positive emotions and
reduced negative emotions, which were in turn associated with greater well-being and

relationship quality one week later. The indirect effects of gratitude expression via increased
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positive emotion is consistent with prior research demonstrating that gratitude elicits a range of
positive and social emotions (Layous et al., 2017), as well as evidence that the immediate boosts
in positive emotions following gratitude expression predict parents’ well-being and family
functioning (Nelson-Coffey & Coffey, 2024). Our second study pointed to a specific positive
emotion—namely, felt gratitude—as particularly relevant in the context of safe haven gratitude.
Specifically, when expressed to a safe haven target, any form of gratitude expression elicited
similar levels of gratitude, but in the context of a gift target, expressing safe haven gratitude led
to even greater levels of gratitude. These findings are consistent with the find, remind, and bind
theory of gratitude, which suggests that gratitude is elicited most strongly to those who are
perceived to be more responsive (Algoe, 2012).

Our finding that expressing gratitude reduced negative emotions was consistent across
our two studies; however, prior research has less consistently demonstrated a reduction in
negative emotions following gratitude. Indeed, some prior studies revealed that expressing
gratitude increases feelings of guilt and indebtedness (Armenta et al., 2017; Layous et al., 2017),
but not negative emotions more generally (Layous et al., 2017; Nelson-Coffey & Coffey, 2024).
Yet our research suggests that expressing gratitude reduces momentary negative emotions, which
was linked with well-being and relationship quality one week later. This finding is consistent
with other studies showing that experiencing frequent negative emotions is associated with poor
well-being (Kuppens et al., 2008). Thus, expressing gratitude may be one method to disrupt this
cycle; however, additional research on the effect of expressing gratitude on negative emotions is
warranted, given the inconsistency of prior literature.

Although both safe haven gratitude and gift gratitude improved positive emotions and

reduced negative emotions, perceived partner responsiveness appeared to play a unique role in
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the effect of safe haven gratitude. In our first study, safe haven gratitude letters included a
stronger focus on the gratitude target’s responsive behaviors and elicited greater perceived
partner responsiveness relative to both gift gratitude and control. In turn, post-activity perceived
partner responsiveness predicted greater positive emotions, empathic emotions, and
connectedness one week later, along with improved relationship quality with the target of their
gratitude letter. Our second study revealed that simply thinking of someone who fostered
feelings of being cherished, protected, or accepted led people to choose gratitude targets who
they perceived as more responsive. Thus, some of the benefits of safe haven gratitude expression
may result from focusing on higher quality gratitude targets. Indeed, prior research reveals that
perceived partner responsiveness is associated with greater relationship quality and well-being
(Lemay et al., 2007; Selcuk et al., 2016), along with greater willingness to express gratitude
(Kumar & Epley, 2018).
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

The strengths of this research include the use of well-powered, preregistered, longitudinal
experimental designs across two studies providing converging evidence. Indeed, relatively few
investigations of the well-being benefits of positive activities, including gratitude, have been
preregistered or well-powered (Folk & Dunn, 2024). In their systematic review of the literature
on well-being interventions, Folk and Dunn (2024) highlighted that only two gratitude
experiments conducted to date were well-powered and pre-registered. Thus, the current studies
contribute important knowledge to the reestablishment of the well-being benefits of gratitude
practice using transparent and open scientific methods. In addition, our rigorous experimental
design compared safe haven gratitude to another form of gratitude expression—gratitude for a

gift received—thus demonstrating unique benefits of safe haven gratitude.
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Despite these strengths, our findings should be considered alongside a few limitations,
which offer ideas for future research. First, participants in each study were instructed to complete
a single gratitude exercise and report well-being and relationship quality immediately and at a
one-week follow-up. This approach provided a snapshot of the immediate benefits of gratitude
and the indirect effects over the course of one week but does not provide information about the
durability of these effects over longer periods of time. We opted for this approach to prioritize
sample size and maximize power for detecting between-person differences and to provide
insights regarding potential causal mechanisms that may confer benefits over time, yet additional
research is needed to determine the sustainability of these effects. Prior research has revealed
that practicing gratitude weekly for several weeks contributes to improvements in well-being
over the course of 6 months (Bohlmeijer et al., 2021). To date, however, safe haven gratitude has
only been investigated as a single gratitude exercise (Nelson-Coffey et al., 2023).

Relatedly, the effect sizes of safe haven gratitude relative to gift gratitude and control
were relatively small. Given these small effects, some of our findings were significant at p < .05,
but not at the more conservative p < .01—particularly, the moderated mediation analyses in
Study 2. These findings bear replication and ought to be interpreted with some caution.
Moreover, these small effects are unsurprising given that gratitude exercises are relatively “light
touch” approaches to improving well-being and relationship quality, and many of our analyses
compared two positive experiences, which provides a conservative test of our hypotheses.
Notably, theorists argue that an effect-size » of .30—which is comparable to the effects of safe
haven gratitude relative to control presented here—may be powerful in both short and long-term
(Funder & Ozer, 2019). Additional research on the long-term effects of safe haven gratitude

following repeated practice would be illuminating.
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Moreover, our studies only considered the effects of safe haven gratitude expression for
expressers, although prior research revealed that receiving gratitude expressions highlighting
one’s own responsive behavior benefits well-being (Park et al., 2021). Additional research
employing dyadic methods to evaluate how expressing safe haven gratitude contributes to both
expressers’ and targets’ well-being and relationship quality would be informative. Such studies
could randomly assign one person to express safe haven gratitude to a partner and consider well-
being and relationship quality for both individuals. Additionally, although our analytic approach
accounted for overlap in parallel mediators, it did not account for intercorrelations in outcomes.
Future studies using similar methods could evaluate these effects using a multivariate approach,
such as structural equation modeling, to account for correlated outcomes.

In the current studies, we compared safe haven gratitude to gift gratitude to isolate safe
haven gratitude from another common form of gratitude expression; however, more research is
needed to compare safe haven gratitude to other positive activities. Studies could consider
whether focusing on responsive partners also enhances the benefits of other positive activities,
such as prosociality. In addition, people may draw on many experiences when expressing safe
haven gratitude whereas gift gratitude may rely on a single instance. We would note, however,
that although a gift may seem like a solitary act, many gifts are given with the intent of repeated
use over time. Future research evaluating the effects of considering repeated actions within
gratitude letters would be informative. Additional research could also account for potential
temporal differences across these activities by instructing participants across conditions to reflect
on gifts received or instances of feeling cherished, protected, or accepted in the prior year.
Constraints on Generality

The findings presented here demonstrate the effects of safe haven and gift gratitude
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among young adults living in the United States. Although we included people across a variety of
backgrounds, more than half of our samples were white and identified as women. Future research
could explore the effects of safe haven and gift gratitude, along with the role of perceived partner
responsiveness, across more diverse racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds. In one study, the
effects of expressing gratitude on emotional well-being differed across cultures (Shin et al.,
2020), and another study revealed that European Americans reported higher levels of perceived
partner responsiveness than East Asians (Choi & Oishi, 2022). Thus, the effects of safe haven
gratitude on well-being and relationship quality may differ across cultures.
Implications and Conclusion

This research provides insights into methods of maximizing the gains of gratitude
expression—namely, by focusing on high quality targets and responsive behavior. Prior research
indicates gratitude expressions highlighting a partner’s responsive behavior improves well-being
and relationship quality for targets (Algoe et al., 2013; Park et al., 2021), and the findings of our
studies demonstrate that these forms of gratitude expression also improve well-being and
relationship quality for expressers. Given that expressing gratitude is often undervalued, in part
due to concern about recipients’ reactions (Kumar & Epley, 2018), encouraging people to
express gratitude to someone who makes them feel cherished, protected, or accepted may guide

people to more effectively express gratitude, with benefits for themselves and the recipients.
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Descriptive statistics, contrast tests, and effect sizes for post-activity well-being and relationship quality (Study 1)
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Experimental Conditions

Safe Haven Gift Gratitude Control Contrast 1 Contrast 2
Gratitude
Contrast 1: + 1 Contrast 1: +1  Contrast 1: -2
Contrast 2: +1 Contrast 2: -1 Contrast 2: 0
M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) Leontrast pP r Leontrast P r
[95% CI] [95% CI]
Well-Being
Gratitude 5.50(0.07) 5.28 (0.09) 3.86 (0.14) 12.03*** < .001 .48 1.46 145 .07
[.41,.55] [-.02, .16]
Positive Emotions 4.74 (0.08) 4.54 (0.10) 3.29(0.12) 10.92*** < 001 .45 1.42 157 .07
[.38, .52] [-.02, .16]
Negative Emotions 1.22 (0.09) 1.09 (0.08) 1.59 (0.10) 3.91%** <.001 -.18 1.04 299 .05
[-.27,-.09] [-.04, .14]
Empathic Emotions  4.64 (0.08) 4.34 (0.07) 2.72 (0.12) 13.88*** <001 .53 2.06%* .040 .09
[.46, .59] [.001, .18]
Felt Love 5.21 (0.08) 4.86 (0.10) 3.19(0.14) 13.55%** < .001 .52 2.19%* .029 .10
[.45, .58] [.01, .19]
Meaning 5.40 (0.12) 5.21(0.12) 4.74 (0.14) 3.69%** <.001 .17 1.10 273 .05
[.08, .26] [-.04, .14]
Satisfaction 4.90 (0.13) 4.79 (0.13) 4.34 (0.14) 3.13%* .002 .14 0.59 553 .03
[.05, .23] [-.06, .12]
Connectedness 4.75 (0.12) 4.77 (0.11) 4.37 (0.12) 2.74%* .006 12 -0.16 876  -.01
[.03, .21] [-.10, .08]
Relationship Quality
Perceived Partner 7.78 (0.10) 7.39 (0.12) 6.47 (0.16) 7.08%** <.001 .31 2.13%* .034 .10
Responsiveness [.23, .39] [.01, .19]
Relationship 4.42 (0.05) 4.28 (0.03) 4.02 (0.07) 4 58*** <.001 .21 1.70° .091 .08
Satisfaction [.12, .29] [-.01, .17]
Closeness 3.63 (0.16) 3.73 (0.14) 3.53 (0.15) 0.81 42 .04 -0.45 657 .02
[-.05, .13] [-.07, .11]

*p <.05, ** p<.01, ***p <.001



Table 2

36

Summary of indirect effects and 95% confidence intervals of safe haven gratitude and gift gratitude on well-being and relationship
quality via perceived partner responsiveness, positive emotions, and negative emotions (Study 1)

Safe Haven Gratitude v. Control

Gift Gratitude v. Control

Safe Haven Gratitude vs. Gift Gratitude

PPR PE NE PPR PE NE PPR PE NE
Follow-Up
Well-Being
Positive  0.18%* 0.69* 0.002 0.11% 0.58%* 0.002 0.07* 0.11 -0.0004
Emotions [0.07,0.31] [0.48,0.91] [-0.04,0.05] [0.03,0.21] [0.38,0.80] [-0.04,0.05] [0.15,0.02] [-0.02,0.25] [-0.02,0.02]
Negative -0.03 0.01 -0.22% -0.02 0.01 -0.26* -0.01 0.002 0.04
Emotions [-0.14,0.08] [-0.15,0.17] [-0.41,-0.04] [-0.09,0.05] [-0.13,0.14] [-0.44,-0.09] [-0.06,0.03] [-0.03,0.04] [-0.11,0.19]
Empathic  0.20* 0.52%* -0.06* 0.12%* 0.43* -0.07* 0.08* 0.08 0.01
Emotions [0.07,0.33] [0.31,0.75] [-0.14,-0.01] [0.03,0.22] [0.24,0.65] [-0.15,-0.01] [0.02,.16] [-0.01,-0.20]  [-0.03, 0.06]
Satisfaction 0.12 0.51%* 0.13* 0.07 0.42%* 0.15% 0.05 0.09 0.02
[-0.04,0.31] [0.27,0.79] [0.02,0.28] [-0.03,0.20] [0.22,0.66] [0.04,0.31] [-0.02,0.15] [-0.01,0.22]  [-0.13,0.07]
Meaning 0.08 0.53* 0.16* 0.05 0.44* 0.19* 0.03 0.09 0.02
[-0.09,0.25] [0.28,0.82]  [0.03,0.32] [-0.06,0.16] [0.23,0.69] [0.06, 0.35] [-0.04,0.11] [-0.01,0.22]  [-0.14, 0.08]
Connectedness  0.12* 0.31%* 0.15% 0.07* 0.26* 0.18* 0.05* 0.05 -0.03
[0.004,0.27] [0.13,0.50]  [0.03,0.29] [0.002,0.17] [0.11,0.42] [0.06,0.32] [0.002,0.12] [-0.01,0.14]  [-0.14, 0.08]
Follow-Up
Relationship
Quality
Relationship  0.28%* 0.16* 0.02 0.17* 0.13* 0.03 0.11% 0.03 -0.004
Satisfaction [0.17,0.40]  [0.06,0.26] [-0.01,0.06]  [0.08,0.28] [0.05,0.23] [-0.01,0.06] [0.03,0.20] [-0.004,0.07] [-0.02,0.01]
Closeness  0.32%* 0.30%* -0.01 0.20%* 0.25% -0.01 0.12%* 0.04 0.002
[0.13,0.54] [0.04,0.56] [-0.09,0.07] [0.06,0.39] [0.04,0.49] [-0.11,0.08] [0.03,0.24] [-0.01,0.13]  [-0.03, 0.04]

*p<.05



Table 3

Descriptive statistics, contrast tests, and effect sizes for post-activity well-being and relationship quality (Study 2)

Experimental Conditions

Safe Haven Gift Gratitude  Control
Gratitude Expression
Expression

Contrast 1: +1
Contrast 2: +1

Contrast 1: +1
Contrast 3: -1

Contrast 1: -2 Contrast 1
Contrast 3: 0

Contrast 2

M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) Lcontrast P r Leontrast P r

[95% CI] [95% CI]
Positive Emotions  4.63 (0.07) 4.59 (0.07) 3.32(0.11) 12.54*** < 001 .42 0.30 .766 .01

[.36, .48] [-.06, .08]
Gratitude 5.28 (0.06) 5.20 (0.07) 3.70 (0.11) 15.39*** <001 .49 0.68 .728 .02

[.43, .54] [-.05, .09]
Empathic 4.45 (0.07) 4.25 (0.08) 3.02 (0.11) 12.37*%** <001 .41 1.59 112 .06
Emotions [.35, .47] [-.01, .13]
Felt Love 4.93 (0.07) 4.78 (0.08) 3.31(0.11) 14.00*%** <001 .21 1.21 228 .04

[.14, .28] [-.03, .11]
Negative 0.99 (0.06) 0.90 (0.06) 1.35(0.08) 5.07%** <.001 -.18 1.09 277 .04
Emotions [-.25, -.11] [-.03, .11]
Satisfaction 4.97 (0.10) 5.06 (0.11) 4.51 (0.12) 3.72%** <.001 .14 -0.62 .535  -.02

[.07,.21] [-.09, .05]
Meaning 5.25(0.10) 5.27(0.10) 4.88 (0.11) 2.98%* .003 A1 -0.18 .857 -.01

[.04, .18] [-.08, .06]
Connectedness 4.57 (0.09) 4.70 (0.05) 4.27 (0.10) 3.25%* .001 12 -1.05 294 .04

[.05,.19] [-.03, .11]
Perceived Partner  8.06 (0.09) 8.01 (0.09) 7.58 (0.11) 3.88%** <.001 .14 0.31 754 .01
Responsiveness [.07, .21] [-.06, .08]
Relationship 4.47 (0.04) 4.38 (0.04) 4.20 (0.05) 4 25%%* <.001 .15 1.52 128 .06
Satisfaction [.08, .22] [-.01, .13]
Closeness 3.62 (0.13) 3.58 (0.13) 3.50 (0.13) 0.66 .507 .03 023 .821 .01

[-.04, .10] [-.06, .08]

*p <.05 ** p<.01 *** p<.001
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Indices of moderated mediation and Conditional indirect effects of safe haven gratitude expression and gift gratitude expression

relative to control via felt gratitude and empathic emotions on follow-up well-being (Study 2)

Safe Haven Gratitude 2>
Gratitude = Follow-Up Well-

Safe Haven Gratitude -2
Empathic Emotions = Follow-

Gift Gratitude = Gratitude 2>
Follow-Up Well-Being

Gift Gratitude - Empathic
Emotions - Follow-Up Well-

Being Up Well-Being Being
SH Gift Index of SH Gift Index of SH Gift Index of SH Gift Index of
Target Target Moderated Target Target Moderated Target  Target Moderated Target Target Moderated
Mediation Mediation Mediation Mediation
Positive 0.57*  0.46*  -0.11 0.31* 0.29* -0.03 0.59* 0.39* -0.20* 0.32%* 0.20%* -0.12
Emotions [0.34, [0.27, [-0.30,0.08] [0.14, [0.13, [-0.16,0.11] [0.36, [0.22, [-0.40, - [0.15, [0.08, [-0.28,0.01]
0.82] 0.68] 0.51] 0.47] 0.86] 0.62] 0.01] 0.52] 0.34]
Gratitude 0.77¢  0.62*  -0.15 0.28* 0.25* -0.02 0.80* 0.53* -0.26* 0.28* 0.17* -0.11
[0.49, [0.39, [-0.42,0.10] [0.09, [0.09, [-0.15,0.10] [0.52, [0.31, [-0.53, - [0.09, [0.06, [-0.27,0.01]
1.09] 0.91] 0.49] 0.45] 1.11] 0.80] 0.01] 0.50] 0.33]
Empathic 0.07 0.06 -0.01 0.70%* 0.65* -0.06 0.08[- 0.05[- -0.02 0.72% 0.44* -0.27
Emotions [-0.11, [-0.09, [-0.08,0.03] [0.46, [0.43, [-0.35,0.22] 0.11, 0.07, [-0.11,0.04] [0.48, [0.24, [-0.59, .003]
0.26] 0.21] 0.97] 0.88] 0.27] 0.19] 0.98] 0.66]
Felt Love 0.27*  0.22*  -0.05 0.56* 0.51%* -0.05 0.28%* 0.18%* -0.09 0.56* 0.35% -0.21
[0.05, [0.04, [-0.17,0.03] [0.35, [0.32, [-0.28,0.18] [0.06, [0.03, [-0.22, [0.36, [0.18, [-0.47,
0.49] 0.40] 0.80] 0.73] 0.51] 0.36] 0.0001] 0.81] 0.54] 0.004]
Negative -0.40*  -0.32*  0.08 0.22* 0.20* -0.02 -0.41*  -0.27*  0.13* 0.22* 0.14* -0.08
Emotions [-0.62, [-0.51, [-0.05,0.22] [0.06, [0.05, [-0.12,0.07] [-0.65, [-0.45, [0.01,0.30] [0.06, [0.04, [-0.22,
-0.19] -0.15] 0.41] 0.37] -0.19] -0.13] 0.41] 0.27] 0.005]
Satisfaction 0.76*  0.61*  -0.16 0.07 0.06[- -0.01 0.78%* 0.52%* -0.26* 0.07[- 0.04[- -0.03
[0.46, [0.36, [-0.40,0.08] [-0.14, 0.13, [-0.07,0.05] [0.47, [0.29, [-0.53, - 0.14, 0.09, [-0.14, 0.06]
1.10] 0.90] 0.29] 0.27] 1.12] 0.79] 0.02] 0.29] 0.19]
Meaning 0.69*  0.55* -0.14 0.16 0.14[- -0.02 0.71* 0.47* -0.24* 0.16[- 0.10[- -0.06
[0.38, [0.31, [-0.38,0.08] [-0.05, 0.05, [-0.11,0.06] [0.40, [0.25, [-0.50, - 0.06, 0.04, [-0.20, 0.02]
1.03] 0.83] 0.40] 0.36] 1.06] 0.74] 0.02] 0.40] 0.26]
Connectedness ~ 0.38*  0.31*  -0.08 0.13 0.12[- -0.01 0.40%* 0.27* -0.13* 0.13[- 0.08[- -0.05
[0.16, [0.12, [-0.22,0.05] [-0.04, 0.04, [-0.09, 0.05] [0.16, [0.10, [-0.30, - 0.04, 0.03, [-0.15, 0.02]
0.64] 0.51] 0.31] 0.29] 0.66] 0.46] 0.001] 0.31] 0.21]

*p <.05



Table 5

Indices of moderated mediation and Conditional indirect effects of safe haven gratitude expression and gift gratitude expression
relative to control via felt gratitude and empathic emotions on follow-up relationship quality (Study 2)
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Safe Haven Gratitude 2>
Gratitude > Follow-Up

Safe Haven Gratitude—>
Empathic Emotions—>Follow-

Gift Gratitude—> Gratitude
—>Follow-Up Relationship

Gift Gratitude—> Empathic
Emotions = Follow-Up

Relationship Quality Up Relationship Quality Quality Relationship Quality

SH Gift Index of SH Gift Index of SH Gift Index of SH Gift Index of

Target Target Moderated  Target Target Moderated Target Target Moderated  Target Target Moderated

Mediation Mediation Mediation Mediation

Perceived 0.46* 0.37* 0.40%* 0.36* -0.04 -0.04 0.47* 0.32%* -0.16* 0.40%* 0.25% -0.15
Partner [0.18, [0.14, [0.18,0.64] [0.16, [-0.21, [-0.21,0.12] [0.18, [0.12,  [-0.36,- [0.19,  [0.10, [-0.34,
Responsiveness  0.77] 0.62] 0.58] 0.12] 0.79] 0.55] 0.01] 0.64] 0.42] 0.01]
Relationship 0.20* 0.16* -0.04 0.03 0.03 -0.003 0.20%* 0.14* -0.07* 0.03[- 0.02[- -0.01
Satisfaction [0.08, [0.06, [-0.12, [-0.05, [-0.05, [-0.03, [0.08, [0.05, [-0.15,- 0.05, 0.03, [-0.06,

0.33] 0.27] 0.02] 0.12] 0.11] 0.02] 0.34] 0.24] 0.003] 0.12] 0.08] 0.02]
Closeness -0.02 -0.01 0.004 -0.18 -0.16 0.02 -0.02 -0.01 0.01 -0.18 -0.11 0.07

[-0.32, [-0.36, [-0.08, [-0.42, [-0.39, [-0.07,0.11] [-0.33, [-0.22, [-0.11, [-0.42, [-0.28, [-0.02,

0.30] 0.23] 0.09] 0.05] 0.04] 0.30] 0.20] 0.13] 0.05] 0.03] 0.21]

*p <.05 ** p<.01 *** p<.001
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Figure 1. Gratitude target moderates the effects of gratitude expression on felt gratitude,
empathic emotions, felt love, and state connection in Study 2. Key differences emerged in the
gift gratitude expression condition, such that expressing gratitude for gifts to safe haven targets
improved well-being more than expressing gratitude for gifts to gift targets. Both forms of
gratitude expression similarly improved well-being when expressed to safe haven targets.
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