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“Ever heard the one about being able to catch more flies with honey than vinegar? If you want to eliminate many of the negatives of daily stress and better deal with the realities of your day, then read on. Deborah Norville may have found the real secret to happiness. You’ll find the answer inside.”

—Dr. Mehmet Oz 
Vice Chairman and Professor of Surgery, 
Columbia University; and Author, You series

“Deborah Norville has proven that resilience is a big part of success. Success is power—and Thank You Power is aptitude and attitude at their most efficient and, therefore, most effective. Deborah has done a wonderful job with a subject that is important for all of us.”

—Donald J. Trump

“We should all be grateful that Deborah Norville wrote the inspiring, practical Thank You Power. Imagine a self-book that will actually help its readers! She takes academic research on gratitude out of the ivory tower and into the world, doing it justice and adding considerable value to it with compelling stories and realistic advice. Her voice shows through—a smart, sincere, and gracious voice. I recommend this book most highly.”

—Christopher Peterson 
Professor of Psychology, University of Michigan

“We’ve all heard it before—count your blessings, concentrate on the positive, say thank you—but actually putting it in to practice and becoming a more grateful person can be easily pushed aside in this hurried world. Deborah Norville, in her latest book, Thank You Power, clearly lays out easy steps to put you on the path to a more positive lifestyle.”

—Anthony Robbins 
Best-Selling Author, Awaken the Giant Within and Unlimited Power

“What a timely message! Deborah Norville has done a masterful job of making a solid case for restoring the character quality of gratitude to American society—and not a moment too soon! I encourage the reading of this book to every man, woman, and young person who desires a richer, more fulfilling life—either personal or professional.” 

—Zig Ziglar 
Author and Motivational Teacher

“People who never complain, groan, or worry don’t need this book. (They do need a lesson on honesty.) The other 99 percent of us will benefit from Deborah’s practical and hopeful words. We need this message.” 

—Max Lucado 
Pastor, Oak Hills Church; and Best-Selling Author, 3:16

“Thank you Deborah Norville for offering proof positive of the immense power of gratitude. Thank You Power shows each of us that the road to happiness and fulfillment begins with just two simple words and that life is a journey well worth taking.”

—Linda Kaplan Thaler 
CEO, the kaplan thaler group; and 
Coauthor with Robin Koval, The Power of Nice

“Your mother was right! You should say thank you about almost everything! Why? Because as Deborah Norville’s new book proves, being positive and grateful leads to a happier, healthier, more successful life. And by the way, thank you for reading this, and thank you, Deborah, for writing this book.”

—Joan Rivers 
Entertainer

“This book beautifully illustrates how the depth of our gratitude stems from the depth of our understanding of the people who surround and bless our lives. A remarkable work from a remarkable woman who lives what she teaches.”

—Stephen R. Covey 
Author, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People and
The 8th Habit: From Effectiveness to Greatness

“Manners aren’t ever out of fashion . . . even living on a fast track, we need to take time each day to slow down and be people of grace and gratitude. In Thank You Power Deborah Norville explains how taking time to be grateful and acknowledging others with gratitude can be the most important thing you do each day.”

—Robert L. Dilenschneider 
Chairman and Founder, The Dilenschneider Group, Inc. 

“Who wouldn’t want to be more optimistic and energetic? Who doesn’t want to think more clearly and bounce back from adversity? Who knew feeling grateful could make those things happen? Deborah Norville’s new book offers proof of what most of us suspected—our expressions of gratitude are as much a gift to ourselves as they are to those we bestow them upon.”

—Nancy G. Brinker 
Founder, Susan G. Komen for the Cure

“My mother used to say that the world would be a much better place if people would say thank you more often. Drawing on uplifting stories of people from all walks of life, Deborah Norville shows that an attitude of gratitude not only makes for a nicer world but also makes you a happier person.”

—Ken Blanchard 
Coauthor, The One Minute Manager and Lead Like Jesus

“What a refreshing, positive read! Thank You Power makes me want to do everything I can to be grateful for not only the big things but also the sometimes hard details of my life. This is a formula that can make the whole world a happier place in which to live!”

—Harold G. Koenig, MD 
Professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences and 
Associate Professor of Medicine, Duke University Medical Center

“It seems no one wants to say thank you these days. Instead, we live with a sense of entitlement—from the child who expects an A on his report card, without the test scores to back it up, to the office worker who wants a promotion despite lackluster performance. In Thank You Power Deborah Norville proves that gratitude—plain, simply saying thank you—is at the root of happiness. Following the specific steps she outlines will help you be able to cultivate this power and begin to put it to work in your own life.” 

—Jake Steinfeld 
Chairman and CEO, Body by Jake Global; 
Founder, Major League Lacrosse; and Founder, Exercise TV
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For Momma and for Daddy,

who taught me thank you firs

and

for Niki, Kyle, Mikaela, and Karl,

who give me reason

to say it every day.

Thank you.
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If you enjoy feeling frustrated on a 

regular basis, if you prefer to look at life 

as a series of days simply strung together 

and then you die, then please don’t waste 

your time or money on this book.




But . . . if you are looking to tap into 

your personal power to savor life, enjoy 

the moment, and effortlessly handle 

the challenges that inevitably will 

come your way . . . read on.




You’ll say, “Thank you,”

and

your life will never be the same.
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Introduction

THIS BOOK WAS BORN OF COMMON SENSE. NOT THAT I claim to have more of it than anyone else. But it just seemed common sense to me—a hunch, really—that if you want to be happy, focus on what you’ve got—not what you’ve not. The benefits of doing just that read like the claims of some too-good-to-be-true infomercial:

[image: a]

You’ll be more optimistic.

[image: a]
You’ll exercise more.

[image: a]
You’ll think more creatively.

[image: a]
You’ll bounce back from adversity faster.

[image: a]
You’ll be less intimidated by challenges.

[image: a]
You’ll have higher immune response.

[image: a]
You’ll be more alert and interested.

[image: a]
You’ll be more adventurous.

[image: a]
You’ll live longer.

[image: a]
You’ll be more likely to help others.

[image: a]
You’ll be more likable.

[image: a]
You’ll be more tolerant.

[image: a]
You’ll be a better boss or team leader.

[image: a]
You just might do better on a test.

These outcomes, reported in the country’s top psychology journals, are the findings of some of the nation’s foremost researchers in a newly emerged field called positive psychology. For nearly two years, I have been digesting this scientific literature, trying to discover if my hunch had any basis in fact. Did it ever!

Man has been searching for happiness since the beginning. It’s one of our inalienable rights, isn’t it? Right there in the Declaration of Independence, just after life and liberty. Goodness knows we’ve been pursuing it long enough: from Eve’s first taste of the apple to the conquistadores’ quest for golden treasure and the modern-day prowl for a mate, the end game of most of man’s endeavors has been fulfillment.

On Wall Street, people in pinstripes rush madly for money and power. Park Avenue plastic surgeons’ offices (and plenty of them elsewhere in America) are jammed with ladies, all hoping the latest potion or procedure will make them younger looking and, therefore, happy. A teen races to score the most points and win the MVP trophy. But trophies tarnish; someone else will always have a bigger bank account; and as the poets pointed out long ago, beauty fades. Here we are, two hundred-plus years after beginning the American pursuit of happiness, still chasing it, wondering what the secret is to finding it.

What if—just as in The Wizard of Oz, when Dorothy learned that the ability to get home to Kansas had been hers all along—the secret to lasting happiness was within each of us? What if a lasting sense of completion, an enduring feeling of contentment, was possible—simply by changing the lens through which we viewed daily life? Nothing dramatic, nothing painful—no calories expended: just a conscious alteration of the way we look at our own little corner of the world.

Here’s the good news: you’ve got the power right now. Regardless of your age, religion, financial circumstances, or any other classification society might dream up, you have within you the tools to allow you to live the life of satisfaction, security, and optimism you long for. That power begins with two words: thank you. 

When I was a child, my parents were constantly carping at me, “Debbie, say thank you.” Yours probably did likewise, and now, as a parent, I do the same—constantly reminding my children to be polite. I want them to say, “Thank you,” and “Oh no, you first” and to act as well-brought-up, mannerly children. It’s what one does in a civilized society.

But society these days seems uncivilized. A sense of entitlement is found everywhere, from the child who expects an A on his report card, without the test scores to back it up, to the office worker who wants a promotion despite lackluster performance. Manners are regarded as a relic of the old days. Who hasn’t been annoyed by the loudmouth with the cell phone on the commuter train or shocked when a guest forgets to say thank you?

It’s not that we don’t have plenty to be thankful for. Americans enjoy an unprecedented standard of living: in the last fifty years, the average family has acquired more and fancier cars, better houses, and more stuff. But more doesn’t mean happier. The number of Americans who say they are “very happy” has dropped a bit from 35 to 30 percent,1despite all the getting we’ve been doing.

Americans on average do have more money than they did fifty years ago, but after financial stability has been achieved, more money doesn’t equal greater happiness. According to a report in Money magazine, if you make $50,000, you’re about twice as likely to say you’re very happy as someone who makes less than $20,000. But from $50,000 in income to $90,000, there is virtually no increase in happiness level. Forty-two percent of those earning between $50,000 and $89,999 say they are very happy while 43 percent of those earning more than $90,000 also rate themselves as very happy.2 Divorce, suicide, and depression rates, however, do rise. Is there a connection?

I’m a collector of quotes and often ask people if they have a line or two that has special meaning. Steve Forbes, scion of the Forbes magazine family, told me that his favorite quote is the one that appears on his editorial page in his family’s business publication: 

With all thy getting get understanding.

—PROVERBS 4:7 (KJV)

Get understanding. How interesting that a man behind a magazine focused on wealth accumulation is really just trying to make sense of our world. I think that’s probably what pushed me down the career path I chose.

As a television reporter for nearly three decades, I’ve been sharing the stories of ordinary Americans, trying to make sense of the situations in which my story subjects have found themselves. It’s not always easy: The mother of the brain-damaged accident victim. The family of the teen killed by a drunk driver. The woman battling a life-threatening disease. But I have always marveled that certain people, even in the face of heart-stopping obstacles and the most difficult of circumstances, are able to go forward with smiles on their faces and optimism in their outlooks.

As a reporter, you look for the anomaly: the fact that seems a bit off, the story that just doesn’t fit. And it didn’t make sense to me that, over and over again, people in absolutely the worst imaginable situations seemed relentlessly optimistic. They looked for the better day to come and expected it with certainty.

How was this possible? In each instance, it ultimately came down to the same answer: they were grateful. In each of their sometimes heartbreaking situations, they had found something for which they could be thankful, because being thankful was a long-held habit.

Those “Debbie, say thank you” admonitions from my mom and dad resonated in my memory. Mom was always awfully nice to me when I’d hand to her my birthday thank you notes to mail. “Good girl,” she’d say as she ruffled my hair. I would bask in the praise, knowing that I was in Mom’s good graces for the rest of the day. It was a good place to be. As a child, I spent plenty of time in the doghouse, so I treasured those good days.

Frankly, saying thank you, mentally as well as verbally, was probably a better way to go through life than barreling through the days as a crabby old grouch (though I have plenty of those days too!). We all heard it growing up: “You catch more flies with honey than vinegar.” But it wasn’t just that other people appreciated hearing me say thank you. I was different. I was better. I just always seemed to feel happier on those days when I actually made a point of savoring the aroma of the coffee vendor’s cart as I walked past or noticing how beautiful the flowers in the garden were.

Of course, you have to see the flowers first.

Most of us blast through each day, virtually unaware of what goes on around us. Think about your daily commute to work. If you are the average American, you spend 24.3 minutes a day getting to your job. Double your trip in and you’ve spent close to an hour or more each day in transit. I don’t know any average Americans, I guess, because everyone I know spends much more time than that getting to work. Before I moved, my commute was an hour and a half one way. My sister spends thirty minutes in the car just to get her kids to school, then turns around and goes the other way to get to work.

Quick—ten minutes into your daily commute, what do you see outside the window? Come on. You pass by that spot every day! It’s not that you aren’t aware of the shops and homes along your route. You just don’t notice them. Maybe you should.

Common sense was telling me that one aspect to feeling good about life is noticing certain things about your life—and acknowledging the good stuff. To the skeptic in me, that ac-cen-tu-ate the positive seemed more like a motto for some Dr. Feelgood guy on daytime TV rather than a meaningful standard for a life marked by contentment. Oprah’s been talking about her gratitude journal for ages, so it wasn’t really anything new. But it did seem like the perfect topic for one of those motivational speakers who have plenty of platitudes about attitudes. Like those late-night infomercial salespeople, they get you all revved up, but in truth, it’s just a bunch of hot air. Me, skeptical? That was an understatement.

Still, that hunch about injecting conscious appreciation into my daily routine made sense. But journalists don’t go on hunches alone. They act on their instincts and follow up on their hunches with investigation to see where their research leads them. I was stunned by what I found when I started snooping. Turns out, I wasn’t the only person with this hunch. I discovered a new field of dispassionate, scientific research investigating the impact that mind-set and positive emotions play in our lives. The influence is quantifiable—both physically and emotionally: Practicing gratitude, acknowledging the blessings in your life, and making it a point to recognize those good things, will positively change your life. You will be happier, healthier, and better able to handle the stresses of daily life simply by saying thank you.

For years, science has looked at what happens to human beings when things go wrong. We know how bad stress is for us. The negative effects of stress and anger on the cardiovascular system, among other body systems, are well documented. Less is known about what happens when all is right with your world. Turns out the opposite of stress—that is, experiencing positive situations and recognizing them as such—can result in a host of encouraging outcomes, from fewer illnesses and higher immune response to more expansive thinking and creative problem solving. That’s not a hunch. It’s laboratory proven. As I lost myself in my research, I found myself asking, is it possible that the key to real-life happiness can be found in just two words?

Before I took the first step in starting my research, I conducted a little experiment to test-drive my hypothesis. What happened during my experiment knocked me out.

AN EXPERIMENT IN GRATITUDE

Sometimes luck comes when you need it. Every now and then, I mess up on the finances. My mother used to call it having too much month at the end of the money. It happened in college when I ran out of money and lived on cornflakes through exams. It happened when I got my first apartment and bounced a rent check. More recently, school tuitions were due, but I was still paying off construction bills on our new house. The only reason I hadn’t bounced a check was because I was smart enough not to write one.

I had one of those desperate conversations with God about “How will I get out of this financial pickle?” God answered in the form of a last-minute call to give a speech in place of a network news friend who was stuck on assignment. Fortunately, I had the day off and was able (and grateful) to say yes.

The sun was shining, the sky a brilliant blue, and the speech and subsequent question-and-answer session went off without a hitch. I made it to the airport for the trip home with plenty of time to spare.

I was feeling pretty good. Thank You, Lord! I silently prayed, grateful that my money worries had been lessened. I looked out the window at the West Virginia mountains. They were the same mountains that had been there when I arrived a few hours earlier, but I hadn’t noticed them then. The rounded tops of the Appalachians looked like an undulating green carpet. It reminded me of the mountains where I grew up in north Georgia. I felt an overwhelming, truly physical wave of emotion pass over me. You have no idea how thankful I was for that fill-in work.

Thank You for it all! I silently intoned. In my mind, I heard an old song that we used to sing at camp: The Lord is good to me, and so I thank the Lord . . . for giving me the things I need, the sun and the rain and the apple trees. The Lord is good to me.

The Lord has been good to me, I thought as I boarded the plane. 

I guess I jinxed it.

I don’t know about you, but the way it seems to work in my life is, when things are good—something happens. Usually not good. There I was, on the first leg of my flight home; everything was right with my world. Then the storm clouds moved in. Literally. I had just sat down on my connecting flight to New York City when—BAM!—roaring thunder and menacing black clouds appeared out of nowhere. The sky grew dark. The winds picked up. The airport shut down. People’s true nature came out, and it wasn’t pretty.

Airport personnel herded us off the plane. Angry mobs surrounded harried gate agents, who simply had no answers to the questions fired their way: “When is the next flight?” “What time will the airport open?” “How will I make my connection in Chicago?”

IN EVERY THING GIVE THANKS

As I stood in line (more of a crush of people than a line, really), trying to retrieve my ticket for the flight that wasn’t going anywhere, a verse from the Bible kept echoing in my head. “Say thank you, Deb,” it seemed to insist. Creeping forward in line, I was simultaneously trying to book an alternate flight on my cell phone. In front of me was a group of business types who’d been seated near me on the plane. They looked as if they, too, were experienced at dealing with these kinds of frustrations. We smiled at one another and chuckled, saying, “Could be a long day!”

To say that the lined inched forward would be overstating it. The line didn’t budge. About the only thing that was moving was my blood pressure, which began to rise as I listened to the annoying music the airlines play as you languish on hold. Yet very clearly over that canned music, over the rumble of frustrated travelers, I heard again the words of 1 Thessalonians 5:18: “In every thing give thanks . . .” (KJV).

Man, God is playing mind games with me! I thought.

Not much to be thankful for right about now, but, what the heck? Say thank you, I admonished myself. Thank you for what? I pursed my lips and thought. What on earth can you possibly say thank you for right now? For Pete’s sake, you’re stuck in Pittsburgh, the airport is shut down, and ain’t nobody going anywhere anytime soon! It took a couple of moments of thinking to come up with something. I’d already said thank you for the financial life preserver, so that didn’t count.

OK: Lord, thank You for not letting my flight take off. I could’ve been killed. I’d covered my share of plane crashes and knew the deadly power of wind shears, so Thanks, God, for not rushing my obituary seemed good enough for the moment.

I came to the front of the line. A now-grounded flight attendant was pinch-hitting alongside the gate agents. She looked absolutely wiped out. I felt bad for her and said, “Well, look at it this way: when the plane finally does take off, those passengers will be so happy, no one will give you any grief.”

She flashed an appreciative smile and said, “That’s what I’m hoping,” as she handed my ticket back to me. Not that I’d be using it soon. The TV monitor was showing a huge line of thunderstorms that had shut down much of the Northeast. I optimistically booked myself on a later flight.

On my way to the gate (naturally, the farthest possible), I passed the group of advertising people, having a beer and a hamburger. I smiled their way, and they waved me over to join them. “We’ve just reserved a private jet to get us up to Teterboro” (a private airport outside of New York City), one of them said.

“Want to join us?” offered another.

I was floored. It’s not every day you are offered a ride on a private jet.

“Gosh,” I stammered. “That’s incredibly nice of you, but my company would never authorize that.” All right, I wasn’t there on TV business, but even if I had been, the studio would never OK travel on a private plane.

“No problem,” said the first fellow as he took a sip of beer. “Our clients need us back, and the seat would be empty otherwise. Just come on and join us.”

This had never happened to me before. I wondered if this amazing offer had anything to do with my conscious effort to be nice and grateful during the airport chaos.

“You know what? I’d love to!” I accepted. “But there’s a rumor there might be a flight down the corridor that’s headed to LaGuardia, which is closer to where I need to be. I was just headed down there to check it out.” I pulled out my notebook and pen. “Let me get your cell number and let you know if it’s for real. If it is, maybe you want to grab seats on that one?”

The one who seemed to be the boss replied, “Naw, we’re on the hook for the jet either way. But if it doesn’t work out, just let me know, and we’d be happy to have you ride up with us.” He handed me his business card before we said good-bye.

I walked—floated, really—down the corridor. How astonishing was this? In the madness, a group of total strangers had offered to help me. For no reason, nothing expected in return. All I’d done was be a bit pleasant. One more thing to be grateful for. One more quick conversation with the man upstairs.

“That was really cool, God. Thanks for the ride.” I actually said it out loud. So what if I looked crazy, talking to myself?

By the time I got to the gate, I was exhausted. It was a lot farther than I’d expected, and—surprise!—the flight didn’t exist after all. But this time, I wasn’t grumpy.

Friendly, gratitude-filled Deborah paused a moment. “Figures the flight wouldn’t really be leaving,” I said as I rubbed my aching feet, “because you are practically the last gate here!” I put my shoe back on and started to leave. “Well, I needed the exercise anyway,” I said cheerfully as I turned.

“Hey, wait!” the airline lady called after me. “It’s not posted, but there’s a flight they’ve added that’s headed up to Westchester Airport. It’s not LaGuardia, but it’s close.”

I have so many frequent-flier miles that the airline sends me mixed nuts at Christmastime. But this has never happened to me. A second time I’m getting unsolicited help at an airport? I was starting to get a little freaked.

“You are kidding,” I said incredulously.

“Nope,” she said, “and if you hurry, I think you can make it. I’ll call to the gate and let them know you’re coming.”

She shooed me off in such a hurry that I didn’t get her name. Whenever someone goes out of his or her way for me during travels, I try to write a letter to the airline. Someone told me once that the person being complimented gets free tickets or something for his or her family. Anyway, it’s a nice thing to do.

I hustled to the gate and, sure enough, the secret flight was about to take off. There was only one seat left—which I got, thanks to the gate person’s advance call. I handed my ticket over and received a boarding card for seat 33D. You know the one: last row on the aisle, next to the stinky bathroom! I was thrilled to sit there! At last—I was headed home.

The flight attendant at the back commented, as I stowed my stuff in the overhead compartment, “Your travel agent must really hate you. You’ve got the smelly seat that doesn’t recline!” She was smiling as she spoke.

“Are you nuts?” I countered. “I am overjoyed to be sitting here. Heck, I’d sit on the toilet if it had a seat belt. I’ve run all over this airport to find anything that was headed anywhere close to New York!” 

She then went on to assist other passengers, one of whom was a woman who was so rude and dismissive to her that I felt as though I should apologize—which I did.

“I am so sorry she acted that way,” I said as the angry passenger huffed into her seat. “She must be an amateur. A regular flier would never have been like that.” The rude battle-ax seemed to hold the flight crew responsible for the hideous weather. “You don’t deserve that,” I said to the harried flight attendant. I didn’t know what else to say, but it really ticked me off to see the attendant being so verbally abused.

“Thanks.” She shrugged it off. “It goes with the territory. We know to expect it on days like this.”

I don’t think I could do this job, I thought. I would never be able to deal with people like that passenger.

Then I began to daydream about the good fortune—blessings, really—I’d had that day, both big and small. From the speech that came just when I needed it, to the nice people from the ad agency, to the gate agent’s inside information, to the pleasant flight attendant who would make sitting in the smelly back row bearable. What could have been an awful day had turned out incredibly well. 

The flight attendant interrupted my thoughts. “I’m not asking you; I’m telling you: get your stuff and come with me.” She then lowered her voice to a whisper, “There’s a free seat up in first class.” And she proceeded to take me to it.

She never knew I was holding a first-class ticket the whole time. To think, it all started with “thank you.”

In terms of the power of those two words, it was just the tip of the iceberg.
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THANK YOU POWER
Make a point to say thank you
to someone today.



one

The Power of 
Thank You

Reflect on your present blessings—

of which every man has many—

not on your past misfortunes,

of which all men have some. 

—CHARLES DICKENS

SOME DAYS YOU WANT TO JUST STAY IN BED, PULL THE covers over your head, and hope the world forgets you ever existed. David Patrick Columbia was having one of those days. New to New York City, he was completely worn down by the hustle and bustle of the city that never sleeps. The excitement and pride he’d felt when he relocated to Manhattan several weeks earlier was gone. He’d imagined himself the hot young talent about to take the magazine world by storm. The reality was he was a low-level assistant, mostly assigned to grunt work on stories about vacuous celebrities with meaningless lives. He couldn’t afford a place of his own and knew he was lucky to have a friend on the Upper East Side who didn’t seem to mind how long he was a guest in the extra room.

“I was rethinking everything about my move to New York,” he recalled. “My ability as a writer, my choice of career—everything.” He knew when he relocated to town that it would be a struggle, but he never imagined it would be this hard. That salary that had seemed so attractive when he accepted the job didn’t go nearly as far as he’d thought it would. And as nice as his friend was about his extended stay, David couldn’t help but feel as if he was sponging off his pal. He felt like Blanche Dubois in Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire: dependent on the kindness of strangers. The only difference was that he knew the people who were being kind to him.

Against this depressing backdrop, all David wanted to do this Saturday morning was stay in bed and hope it would just get better. But no. This Saturday morning, he had to get out of bed and go pick up a photograph that was needed for the next issue. Low man on the roster, it was David’s job to hike across town and get it.

It was cold, gray, and damp when David walked out of his friend’s apartment building and headed across town. “To this day, I don’t know what possessed me to do this, but I decided to start counting things I passed along the way that made me smile,” he says. “Maybe it was something someone had told me from an Al-Anon session or something, but for whatever reason, I just told myself I was going to see how many pleasing things I came across as I walked over to Fifth Avenue.”

The first thing on David’s list: a mother walking her baby, all bundled up in a stroller. “I have always had a soft spot for babies, and that little face just made me smile.” Then after that, a movement in the sky caught his eye. It was a jet passing over Manhattan. “Something about flying has always captivated my imagination, and to this day, every time I see a plane in the sky, I just get excited.”

And so it went. From the smells of the bistros to the displays in the store windows, each block of David’s compulsory crosstown trip found him acknowledging something that brightened his mood. By the time he’d delivered the photo as required, he says he was feeling pretty good—and thankful that he’d made the intimidating move to the Big Apple.

“That walk reminded me that I lived in a place that was exciting and interesting and invigorating,” he told me. “I often do this whenever I’m feeling down—for some reason, it just makes me feel better.” It’s been more than twenty years since David took that walk of thanks across Manhattan. Today he’s a successful entrepreneur in the media business. His gratitude stroll continues to help him stay focused.1

It’s easy to say thank you when you’ve just won the lottery. The words just roll off your tongue when you’ve been given a big raise or a promotion. Get an incredible piece of jewelry or a new golf club? Thank you. And that second helping of a sinfully delicious, totally calorie-free dessert? Thank you. We live in a society in which the spectacle of saying thank you attracts more than a billion television viewers. That’s really what the Academy Awards, the Emmys, and all those other awards shows are, aren’t they? Just one big, teary thank you after another, intertwined with an occasional memorable speech or gaffe.

Saying thank you is one of the first things a cooing mother teaches a baby. When times are good, we’re good at saying it. We know we are supposed to acknowledge what we’re given. When a person knows that thank you is going to seen by others, he makes an extra effort to say it.2

The other day, my son was buried in the sports section at breakfast as I poured the milk on his cereal. He mumbled, “Thanks,” and I am quite sure he had no idea he was saying it. Gracias, merci, tack, obrigado, danke, asante—you probably can say thank you in a zillion languages that you don’t speak.

But have you tried feeling it, embracing it? You know you embrace all the stuff for which you aren’t thankful. If you’re like most people, you probably grab hold of life’s negatives like a pit bull, and won’t let go. “Oh, not me,” you say. Really? Keep reading. 

Chances are something didn’t go the way you planned it today. Perhaps something even went hideously wrong. A cross word over breakfast stays with you all day. Your morning starts off on the wrong foot, and the bad feelings just won’t leave. Like a bad penny, that unpleasant exchange at breakfast keeps popping up in your mind. Your stomach tightens at the thought; your lips purse. You think of all those things you were too angry or not smart enough to say over the breakfast table. You’re much more assertive in those fantasy conversations, and—man!—you’re letting him have it, saying all the things you wished you’d said.

Aside from breakfast—how was the rest of your day? Not the best, huh? Actually pretty awful? Do you think, just maybe, that your no-good, very bad, terrible, awful day might have had something to do with your holding on to that morning mix-up like a dog to a piece of meat? The crashing dominoes of things that went wrong all began with that spat over the Cheerios, a spat on which you fixated all day.

What if you’d focused on something else? Instead of letting the argument at breakfast dominate your thoughts, what if you’d reminded yourself instead of that automotive magic that got you smoothly to work this morning? Every single light on that usually backed-up four-lane you take daily was green. You sailed through traffic—the most stress-free drive you’ve had in ages.

How would you have felt at the end of the day if you had let your thoughts be dominated by the memory of the office assistant’s face when she received her surprise birthday cake? She was so pleased. It was nice that the lady who does so much for everyone else at work was on the receiving end of something sweet herself. 

Did you notice that letter you got from a long-lost friend? Filled with news, tidbits about her life, genuine interest in what you’ve been doing—reading that letter was like having your friend right there in the same room with you. Reflecting on it, you can’t help but feel a smile growing at the corners of your mouth. 

Yet you’ve let yourself plod through the day, ticked off, mad at the world, and probably short-tempered with people who didn’t deserve it. All because you just won’t stop thinking about that silly dispute at breakfast. Snap out of it!

If you’d spent the day relishing the magic of the easy ride, acknowledging your good fortune to work with such kind and caring people, and being valued by a dear friend, you’d feel pretty good right now. Literally. You’d feel good. There they are: three things today that were positives in life’s ledger book. Had you focused on them, you would be happier.

But, nah, you opted to let a squabble over . . . what was that argument about, anyway?—wreck your day. You’ve come home in as foul a mood as you left it.

Fifty years ago, scientists discovered that female silkworm moths put out a powerful sex attractant. “The minutest amount of it [makes] male moths beat their wings madly in a ‘flutter dance’” that proves their attraction.3. Humans may not work the same way, but a few studies seem to indicate that there’s a similar chemical-attractant effect in people. What is quite clear is that certain human behaviors can cause predictable outcomes. Science has proven it.

Spend just a few minutes each day focusing on the good things that happened, the incidents and situations that you’d put in the plus column if you were noting plusses and minuses. You’ll be healthier. You’ll sleep better and exercise more. You’ll feel more optimistic. Take just a moment to note the day’s blessings and you’ll sense that you have more energy. You will feel more alert and active. Do this for a period of time, and you’ll realize you are making progress toward your goals in life. You may even discover you’re less of a mess, more organized, less possessive—the clutter that used to collect around you seems to disappear.

BLESSINGS COUNT

The hardest arithmetic to master is
that which enables us to count our blessings.

—ERIC HOFFER

Remember David Patrick Columbia from earlier in the chapter? What he discovered in his own life, Robert Emmons proved in his laboratory. A professor of psychology at the University of California–Davis, Emmons has long been interested in the role gratitude might play in one’s physical and emotional well-being. As a scientist, his world revolves around proving what others accept on faith. Gratitude proponents, like Oprah Winfrey, preach that it’s a good thing to keep a journal, to take note of your blessings. With a fortune estimated by Forbes magazine at $1.4 billion, certainly Oprah’s got plenty to be grateful for. But if noting your blessings is a good thing, how much of a good thing is it?

The short answer? More than you’d ever believe.

“There was a whole lot of better stuff going on!” Speaking from his office at the University of California–Davis’s psychology department, Robert Emmons’s enthusiasm has an almost hurricanelike force. His career has been devoted to trying to understand what it is that makes people happy.

“I wanted to see if we could actually make people more grateful,” Emmons recalled during our interview. He said, “There are a lot of ideas floating around in the self-help literature about how to be happier and how to live an optimal life, but until it’s been established scientifically, it means nothing.”4

The experiment I did during my storm-induced layover at the Pittsburgh airport, Professor Emmons, along with psychology professor Michael McCullough of the University of Miami, conducted in an organized fashion, putting into place the controls and variables that make a study trustworthy. It was brilliant in its simplicity. 

The professors took three groups of volunteers and randomly assigned them to focus on one of three things for a week: hassles, things for which they were grateful, or ordinary life events. Group A focused on everything that went wrong or was irritating, such as “The battery was dead on my car” or “That jerk cut me off on the highway.” Group B volunteers honed in on situations that they felt enhanced their lives, e.g., “My boyfriend is so kind and caring; I am lucky to have him” or “That was the most spectacular sunrise; I’m glad I got up early.” Group C just remembered events: “I cleaned my closet,” or “I went shoe shopping.”

Participants were asked to list five examples in their respective categories and then quantify how they felt about what they’d listed: irritated, ashamed, stressed, joyful, grateful, forgiving, calm, proud, etc. They were also asked specific lifestyle questions: How much time do you spend exercising? What physical symptoms do you experience—are you sick, suffering from allergies? Do you feel particularly energetic? If they had received assistance from someone, participants were asked how they felt about it: grateful? annoyed? embarrassed? appreciated? Finally, they were asked how they felt overall, both as they looked back at the past week and as they looked forward to the week ahead.

The people who focused on gratitude were just flat-out happier. They saw their lives in favorable terms. They reported fewer negative physical symptoms, such as headaches or colds, and they were active in ways that were good for them: they spent almost an hour and a half more per week exercising than the people who focused on their hassles. In addition, those who’d been on the receiving end of someone else’s kindness rated higher in joy and happiness than the others. In short, those who focused on what they were grateful for felt a higher level of gratitude. Life just seemed better for them.5

People around them recognized that. Professor Emmons says, “They noticed that the people had more joy, more energy. They could see that they were becoming more optimistic. They even seemed to be perceived as more helpful, you know, going out on a limb to help people.” Emmons was surprised by this result. “This is not just something that makes people happy like a positive thinking/optimism kind of thing, but really gets people to do something, that is, to become more prosocial or more compassionate or more optimistic.”6 This didn’t happen in the other two groups.

Emmons and McCullough took their study further. Rather than focus on hassles, blessings, or events on a weekly basis, they rounded up some volunteers—college students, who received course credit for their participation in the experiment—to do it every day. Along with the focus on life events, the researchers asked for specifics: how many alcoholic drinks volunteers had, how many aspirin or other pain relievers they took, the quantity and quality of their sleep—and they wanted folks to compare themselves to others: Are you better or worse off?

If you were going to have dinner with anyone from the study, you’d want someone from the gratitude group at your table. Right off the bat, Emmons and his team recognized that there was something especially impactful about a regular gratitude check. A follow-up study found the effect even more powerful when the gratitude exercises were done on a daily basis. Those who found something to appreciate every day were less materialistic, that is, they were less apt to see a connection between life satisfaction and material things. They were more willing to part with their possessions. The bumper sticker that reads “The one with the most toys, wins” was unlikely to be found on any of their cars.

The grateful people were less depressive, envious, and anxious, and much more likely to help others, a fact not lost on those around them. When other people were asked their impressions of the daily-gratitude students, they generally judged them as empathetic, helpful, and prosocial. That is, they felt the members of the gratitude group were more likely to put themselves out for others.

Here’s a laundry list of the study’s conclusions about test subjects who were consciously grateful:

[image: a]They felt better about their lives as a whole.

[image: a]They were more optimistic.

[image: a]They were more energetic.

[image: a]They were more enthusiastic.

[image: a]They were more determined.

[image: a]They were more interested.

[image: a]They were more joyful.

[image: a]They felt stronger about handling challenges.

[image: a]They exercised more (nearly an hour and a half more per week!).

[image: a]They had fewer illnesses.

[image: a]They got more sleep.

[image: a]They made progress toward important personal goals.

[image: a]They were more likely to have helped someone else.

[image: a]They were perceived by others as more generous and helpful.

[image: a]They were less envious of those with more possessions.

[image: a]They were less cluttered.7

Related studies have found additional benefits, all of which could arguably be linked to a grateful mind-set:

[image: a]Clearer thinking—more creativity and openness to ideas8

[image: a]Better resilience during tough times9

[image: a]Higher immune response10

[image: a]Less likelihood of being plagued by stress

[image: a]Longer lives11

[image: a]Closer family ties

[image: a]Greater religiousness12

Along with thinner thighs and six-pack abs, this is a fairly comprehensive list of what most of us would wish for in life.

“I have studied a lot of topics in the nearly twenty-five years since I’ve been in graduate school, but there is no topic that has gotten more interest from people than this—and it’s exciting,” study coauthor Robert Emmons told me. In fact, Emmons says he was pretty jazzed about the research results himself. “From the very beginning, when I first started this research, I was so excited that I couldn’t sleep.” Emmons is eager to see others begin the practice he studied in the lab. “The challenge,” he warns, “is not to make it sound too corny or simplistic or superficial.”13

Study participants did not know why they were doing these exercises. Any changes that were observed were simply conditions the participants noticed as different. I’ll explain why that is noteworthy in a moment.

So how does one begin? It is surprisingly and deceptively simple. In fact, if you are over the age of six, you can do it. (Researchers say anyone younger than that is simply incapable of experiencing gratitude.14) Thank You Power costs you nothing but a few minutes of your time. But it requires two things of you: consistency and an open mind. (It’s OK if you are skeptical about this.)

Professor Emmons also advises dedication. He says, “I think gratitude is a very demanding quality, a rigorous quality we need to work on. It is a discipline, an exercise, and it doesn’t come easily to most people.” He speaks from experience: “It never came easily to me, either.”15

THE 3 RS: REST, REFLECT, WRITE

Take a moment during the day—most people find those last minutes just before retiring to be best—to jot down three things that happened today for which you are grateful. Buy yourself a simple spiral-bound notebook or a fancy journal—what you write on doesn’t matter. What matters is what you write. Use the Thank You Power Checklist on the next page to help you get started. What merits inclusion in your notebook? Anything that uplifted you at the time it happened, that brought a smile to your face or your heart. Put another way—something you’re glad about, that made you happy today or will contribute toward your future happiness. 

After each situation or event for which you feel thankful, write why this was good for your life. Perhaps today you received a letter or e-mail from an old school friend who hadn’t been in touch for years. Why was this a good thing? Well, it reminded you of the good times you had together way back when. It forced you to realize that people think of you even though you’ve had no contact with them—which must mean you are a pretty special person. It prompted you to think of other long-lost chums and planted the seed that a reunion with the old gang would be really fun to organize. That message from your friend reminded you that it is the people in your life that really give it meaning.

[image: 078522193X_ePDF_0040_001]
Thank You Power Checklist

1. Thank you for ________________________________

_______________________________________________

because ________________________________________

_______________________________________________

and (name here) ______________________ is important

because________________________________________

_______________________________________________


2. Thank you for ________________________________

_______________________________________________

because ________________________________________

_______________________________________________

and (name here) ______________________ is important

because________________________________________

_______________________________________________


3. Thank you for ________________________________

_______________________________________________

because ________________________________________

_______________________________________________

and (name here) ______________________ is important

because________________________________________

_______________________________________________

[image: 078522193X_ePDF_0040_024]
Finally, make a note of who, if anyone, played a role in what you’ve recalled for the day and how that person impacted your life. In the case of the letter from the old friend, the who is easy. Maybe you got pulled over by a police officer on the way home from work, but instead of giving you a ticket, he just gave you a warning. Perhaps this evening you are grateful you got off with a warning and that your insurance rates won’t be going up. And it’s all due to that officer who decided to give you a break.

None of this sounds hard, does it? Given the choice between this exercise and fifty sit-ups plus twenty-five push-ups, you’re much more inclined to pick up a pen, aren’t you? The reason this works is multifold:

[image: a]It forces your focus onto what went right today, versus the inevitable things that went wrong.

[image: a]It brings you into the present—no more of the woulda-coulda- shoulda looking at life but rather a positive, concrete look at your life as it is.

[image: a]It reminds you of the interconnectedness of life. In today’s fast-paced world, one can literally go for days without human contact, thanks to ATM machines, which allow us to avoid the bank teller; Internet grocery shopping, which keeps us from standing in line; Web-based bill paying, which helps us avoid the post office; and e-mail, which allows us to connect with people without actually having to talk to them. But though eliminating the human element may make transactions go more smoothly, it also eliminates the rich, emotional aspect of living. This exercise reminds you how much others add to the quality of your life.

[image: a]It enhances self-esteem. Human nature tells us that good things should happen to good people. If the good things on your daily list happened to you, it goes without saying that you deserved them. The old L’Oreal hair color commercial always ended with “. . . and I’m worth it.” Indeed, you are!

Studies done after Emmons and McCullough’s initial experiment have replicated the positive results that come from counting one’s blessings. Some suggest, though, that less may not only be more, but it may also be better. A study conducted at the University of California–Riverside found that people who counted their blessings just once a week showed more improvement in well-being than those who did it three times a week.16 It could be that participants counting more frequently just got tired of it, making the practice less meaningful.

SHORT-CIRCUITING THE POWER

Experts also say that your frame of mind when engaging in the practice is also important. The power of thank you is mitigated if you use it simply to achieve the benefits I’ve just detailed. Real gratitude is an others-focused emotion in which the emphasis is on the giver, not one’s own betterment or psychic improvement. A what’s-in-it-for-me attitude will probably leave you disappointed with what one could call a Thank You Power outage. Evidence for that comes from one study in which participants were asked to listen to Igor Stravinsky’s “Rite of Spring.” One group was ordered to cheer themselves up by listening to it. Others were asked to take note of how happy they felt listening to the music. The third group was told just to listen. The only people who felt happier listening to the song were the people who simply listened. The suggestion that the song might alter one’s mood evidently eliminated any possibility that it could.17

There are other limits to Thank You Power. It does not make you immune to the cares and perplexities of daily life. Emmons and McCullough found that the people in the gratitude group did not have less pain or experience fewer hassles of daily living. Nor were they less angry, depressed, sad, or otherwise negative. It’s just that those things didn’t bother them as much.

In other words, they got over their hassles faster, thanks to the strengths they’d developed through Thank You Power. The psychologists suggest that simply focusing on those things for which they were grateful broadened their mind-sets and allowed them to draw on the positives they’d singled out as a source of support while distressed. You’ll learn more about how that works in chapter 4. 

 Niagara Falls has enough waterpower to generate 4.4 million kilowatts of electricity. Left alone, the Niagara is just a spectacular natural wonder. But collected and channeled, the waters of the Niagara River are enough to light 1.7 billion homes. Your daily routine of acknowledging what’s good in your life is the beginning of gathering the power you possess but aren’t using. As you read on, you’ll discover the ways other people have taken Thank You Power and made it an incredible force in their own lives.

Men are disturbed not by things, but by the view which they take of them.

—EPICTETUS

POWER TEST

Jim Boyles, a financial consultant in Georgia, agreed to give Thank You Power a try. From this exercise, it wasn’t unprecedented strength that he first noticed but an unexpected patience with his employees. “I’m not an ogre or anything, but in my business any mistake can cost my clients money. The people who work with me have got to get it right. What I discovered while doing this was that I was a lot less quick to blow up when something went wrong or something wasn’t done as quickly as I wanted it done.”

Married to his college sweetheart, Jim has one son in college, while the other has recently joined his firm. Jim enjoys showing his son the ropes of the finance business and proudly tells friends how quickly his son passed the required SEC and other necessary exams. Jim’s gratitude sheets predictably refer to his appreciation for his wife, his pleasure at having his eldest follow in his footsteps, and his delight in his younger son’s academic progress. To his surprise, focusing on his immediate family also gave him a greater appreciation for the people at his office—his work family if you will.

“I realized that I was probably more impatient with them than I needed to be,” Jim mused. “Truth be told, it really didn’t matter with every single task that every single thing be done that day. I’ve noticed that I myself have become a lot more easygoing about the less important stuff.” Then, as if to point out that he can still be a drill sergeant when it counts, he hastened to add, “But we’ll all stay till midnight if we have to to make sure we’ve got things right for our clients.”18

Consider how Jim’s observations might have positive and lasting consequences in his life. Being less quick on the trigger with his employees can reasonably be expected to result in happier workers. Happier employees are more likely to stay on the job and, as you’ll see elsewhere in this book, are apt to be better employees because their work environment is pleasing to them. They are also prone to perform better because they know they are valued within the organization.

With Jim always cognizant of his life’s blessings, his wife has noticed his increased appreciation of his family. She liked the old Jim just fine, she says, but the new, grateful Jim is a jewel.19

After just a few days of keeping a gratitude list, Jim thinks he just might make it a habit.
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THANK YOU POWER

List three things for which you are thankful.





End of sample
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