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Appreciation 
 
The feeling of gratitude, really appreciating a wonderful moment or a gesture of kindness, can 
undo a negative emotional state and reset the stress response system. Intense appreciation 
triggers the nervous system to restore the body to an emotional and physiological state of 
calm and well-being. The vagus nerve, the largest nerve in the body, runs this process. Your 
feelings of gratitude stimulate the vagus nerve, which quiets the stress response, calms the 
system, and returns the body to a state of homeostasis. Connecting with your feelings of 
gratitude and expressing appreciation is an evidence-based, resilience-enhancing behavior 
and this can be cultivated in your family. 
  
If you can increase your attention to what you appreciate throughout your day (but it isn't as 
easy as it sounds to go through the day being mindful of what you appreciate most), you will 
achieve higher levels of calm during your day, and your stress response will be less over 
reactive. The more frequently you engage in the practice of appreciating, the greater the 
benefit and the more you're actually changing your brain's ability—teaching your brain—to 
find and remember things worth appreciating. This takes practice, at first, and commitment, 
but it's one of the best things you can do to lower your baseline stress.  
 
Keep in mind, this is not about trying to make more "good" happen in your day, it's about 
helping your brain get better at noticing the good that's already occurring. That will shift the 
neurochemistry in your brain and calm your stress response. 
 
The feeling of gratitude also has the vagus nerve activating the body's social engagement 
system, making it easier for your brain to use eye gaze and voice tone to convey and read 
emotion—making it easier to use and read facial expressions. People use the social 
engagement system to bond, to feel safe, secure, protected, and connected to feel cared for, 
and this is especially important when we're stressed. Your brain on gratitude makes social 
engagement easier, and social support is a primary modulator of the stress response. 
Positive emotional states, especially the feeling of gratitude, can create the optimal 
neurological and hormonal conditions for engaging with others. 
 
The family is the perfect place to cultivate a practice of gratitude, to teach your children how 
to notice things worth appreciating, and how to express that appreciation—small moments in 
the day as well larger gestures. It will do great things for your children's stress recovery when 
they can do this routinely.  
 
Start by using yourself as an example.  Set an intention—there's that phrase again from an 
earlier article—to express thanks and appreciation to the people you're close to, but also with 
people that you casually encounter throughout your day. This is your chance to interrupt and 
reset your own stress response while showing your children how to do the same. Here's an 
example of modeling appreciation in your own home. 
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I really appreciate how patient you are with your little brother. He likes playing with you, 
and even though he doesn't know how to play the game the right way, you still try to 
make it work. I just wanted you to know I noticed how patient you are and I appreciate it. 

 
Or it could sound something like this. 
 

The family room is completely neat and picked up. Thank you so much for helping. I really 
appreciate how good you are at organizing things and making things neat. 

 
Setting an example of "appreciating" is not done as a lesson in manners, or because people 
should be obligated to say thank you. Don't get me wrong, teaching good manners is 
important, but appreciating something or somebody, in the context of this article, is about 
changing your own brain, training your brain to recognize more things worth appreciating, so 
that you can experience more moments of gratitude—instead of missing them—and so you 
can benefit from the way that gratitude modulates the stress response.  
 
This practice will also help you shift the narrative of your day. The story you tell yourself at 
the end of the day has a lot to do with what you're looking for when you start your day. Go 
into each day with an intention to look for what you appreciate, and ask this question 
throughout the day—without any need to come up with an answer—who or what do I 
appreciate the most right now? Just periodically asking that question creates a space in your 
brain for the experience to be noticed, when it does happen. Noticing what you appreciate as 
it is happening is so much more powerful than trying to recall later and writing it in a gratitude 
journal. When you recall later (if you can recall later) will do nothing for your stress resilience 
earlier in the day when the event actually occurred. There's nothing wrong with gratitude 
journals, but what we want to increase is your ability to appreciate in the moment. That's the 
most powerful, and your ability to recall later will increase substantially if you get better at 
noticing in the moment. Explain to your children how this is done. We see everything, our 
eyes work fine, but not so much do we truly notice. Help your child become a "noticer" of the 
good, and more mindful of the moment itself. 
 
It might be helpful to establish a family definition of what is kind and compassionate, to put 
words to what you want your children to start noticing.  
 

In this family, people will be kind and giving, they will help each other, do things for each 
other, listen to each other, try to understand each other, compliment each other, 
appreciate each other, be patient with each other, and encourage each other. 

 
Ask your children to notice when others throughout their day are kind or helpful or caring and 
thoughtful. Give them an opportunity to tell you about a moment like this, or about something 
wonderful that they noticed or appreciated in their day. This could be a topic at meal time or 
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bed time or when children are riding with you in the car. What you notice that you appreciate 
can become a common theme as you and your children tell about your day. 
 
When children sharpen their skills in recognizing kindness, when their brains get better at 
appreciating small wonderful moments, children start seeing "the good" all around them and 
this has a profound settling effect on their stress. Here are some examples of what your 
children might notice and appreciate in their day, just to give you the sense of how significant 
small things can be.  
 Someone really listened to you and took you seriously when you had something to say 
 Someone gave you a "shout out" or compliment 
 A hummingbird stayed right next to the spot where you were standing 
 Another person helped you with one of your jobs for the family 
 Someone was super patient in showing you how to do something 
 Someone asked for your help, or needed your expertise 
 The most colorful dragonfly rested on the bench next to you 
 The air was the perfect temperature today 
 The sky was the most amazing color 
 Your pet greeted you with a warm and friendly look 
 Another child let you borrow something 
 Someone took time to show you how to make something 
 A parent made a snack that they knew you would really like 
 The apple you had in your lunch was perfectly juicy and crisp 
 Someone picked up and put away your toys for you 
 Your homework took so much less time 
 You just mastered something you've been trying to learn  
 
During a stressful time, it's natural for us to focus on problems, on what's wrong, what's 
lacking, what is bothersome, what's irritating, what's not working. That's how our brains are 
built, and that's what raises our baseline stress all day long. We collect more easily collect 
what offends us and discard what pleases us. That's why we have to work on shifting our 
default focus to more of what we appreciate, so we notice more "good" in the day and so we 
can quiet the stress response when we don't need it to be active. There won't be more "good" 
in the day, but your brain will get better at noticing the good that's already there. 
 
Some people naturally search for the positives in the day, but most of us have to make an 
effort to train our focus in that way. It's easy for positive experiences to be overshadowed by 
negative experiences, so it's easy for positive experiences to be forgotten, or to go by 
unnoticed all together, but we can't afford that after dealing with the stress of the day. 
 
Throughout the day, ask yourself—and prompt your children to do the same—one or more of 
the following Daily reflection questions.  
 
 What obstacles did you overcome today? 
 
 What was an experience that made you feel proud?   
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 What were some heartwarming moments you experienced? 
  

What have you learned and what do you continue to learn? 
 
 Who or what do you appreciate in your life today? 
 
 In what ways are you a little better or a little stronger from your experience today? 
 
 Remember an act of kindness.  
 
 Remember your acts of compassion, the times you reached out and offered support. 
 

Remember when someone was kind to you, showed you compassion or reached out to 
you. 

 
Maybe pick one or two questions or intentions to take into the day, things you will be looking 
for that will give you a memory of a positive experience. Don't try to focus on too many things, 
just one or two at a time. 
 
Some negative thinking can't be avoided, but too much of this type of thinking throughout the 
family can create a culture of negativity, and a buildup of chronic or toxic stress when people 
are home together. The more you ask some of these reflection questions the more you are 
creating the space in your brain to recognize uplifting experiences when they happen. These 
experiences create a sense of balance, a feeling of control, and a sense of well-being. They 
turn down or turn off the stress response. Don't worry about the answers to the questions, 
repeatedly asking the question is the critical part of this brain training exercise. 
 
Positive Actions 
 
Helping out others is another way to reset the stress response. When you help someone who 
really needs it, when you feel like you're part of the greater good, you are more likely to 
experience a state of calm and well-being. This experience of elevation—just like with the 
feeling of gratitude—stimulates the vagus nerve and that engages the parasympathetic 
nervous system to create the feeling of calm and well-being. 
 
Think about what can each member of the family can do to help out the family. This could be 
called their Family Contribution. Try to match people to their strengths, to what they like to do, 
what they do well; and instead of assigning "chores" and commanding children to do them, 
establish a culture of community service, community service within the family, where 
everyone is appreciated for what they can contribute, and everyone is expected to have a 
helping role. 
 
Make a list of some examples of helping out the family and then ask your children what they 
want to add and what they think they could do to help out, what they could contribute. 
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Sometimes children can think of things that the adults would never think of. Here are just 
some examples.  
 
 Keeping specific areas neat and picked up 
 Setting up for dinner 
 Putting together music playlists for the family 
 Researching movies to watch 
 Reading to a younger sibling 
 Organizing the games that others might like to play 
 Helping to cook a meal or make a dessert 
 Making a lunch 
 Playing a game with a younger sibling 
 Showing others how to use or access electronics 
 Folding clean clothes 
 Sweeping an area that collects dirt 
 Wiping off counters 
 Decorating 
 Yard work 
 Taking out the trash 
 Taking care of a garden, growing vegetables 
 Exercising the family dog 
 
Conclusion 
 
This is the point I've been trying to make in this article on gratitude and appreciation. All day 
long, small stressors enter our brains and take up residence in our bodies.  
 Maybe there's a little traffic on your way to work, or  
 a test was just announced in class, or  
 your dad packed a snack that you definitely don't like, or  
 you just remembered that you don't have anything to make for dinner tonight, or  

you've been thinking ahead to the afternoon, when you have to go to the dentist 
instead of playing with your friends after school or 

 your friend is sitting with someone else at lunch or 
 you have to work on your report instead of hanging out with your friends. 
 
Little stressors pile up all day long and live in the body. They increase our irritation, 
impatience and moodiness, unless we have experiences that reset the stress response. By 
increasing our ability to notice what we appreciate in the day and by actively helping out 
others, we can get better at resetting the stress response, more often restoring ourselves to a 
calm and settled state. 
 
 
 


