How to become more grateful

Gratitude often requires mental discipline, says psychology professor
Robert Emmons of the University of California, Davis. But as neuroscien-
tist Christina Karns explains, it's possible, with practice, to strengthen
connections in the brain to become more grateful.

Document it. Journaling is the easiest and best evidence-based tactic to
cultivate gratitude. Think about things you're grateful for, write them
down and share them with others, including via social media.

Choose your words. Grateful people tend to speak differently. They're
more likely to use words such as "blessed," "lucky" and "fortunate." A
concept called the Whorfian hypothesis suggests what you say influ-
ences how you think and what you do, so using a vocabulary of grateful-
ness may, in time, make you feel more grateful, too.
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Staying Optimistic Might Lengthen Your Life

By Alan Mozes, HealthDay Reporter

An upbeat view of life may increase your odds for living to a ripe old

age, new research suggests. The finding stems from a look at optimism
and longevity among nearly 70,000 women and 1,400 men. It builds on
earlier research linking higher levels of optimism to lower risks of chronic
illness and premature death.

"This study took us further by suggesting that optimistic people are more
likely to achieve 'exceptional longevity,' which we defined as living to
age 85 or older," said study lead author Lewina Lee, a clinical research
psychologist with the U.S. National Center for Posttraumatic Stress Dis-
order at the Veterans Affairs Boston Healthcare System.
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Compared to their least optimistic counterparts, the most optimistic men
and women studied were 50% to 70% more likely to reach that advanced
milestone, Lee said. They were also 11% to 15% more likely to live
longer overall, the study found. The findings held up even after account-
ing for other influences, such as educational background, marital status,
friendships, chronic health problems, and depression, Lee said. Opti-
mism was also a powerful predictor of longevity regardless of a person's
habits when it came to tobacco and alcohol use, exercise, eating well or
getting routine medical care.

"Most studies have focused on deficits or problems that increase the risk
of dying," Lee noted. "Our study is novel in that we considered the bene-
fits of a psychological asset -- optimism -- in promoting longevity." The
study team suggested that the findings could point the way towards new
interventions that might foster optimism and thereby extend life, such as
meditation and certain psychotherapy programs.

Lee and her colleagues discuss their findings in the Aug. 26 issue

of Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. They concluded
that optimism matters after analyzing data from the Nurses' Health
Study, which focused on women, and the Veterans Affairs Normative
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Aging Study, which focused on men. The women were 58 to 86 years
old (average age: 70) when their health habits, overall health and opti-
mistic outlook were first assessed. They were followed for 10 years. The
men were 41 to 90 years old (average age: 62) when they had a similar
assessment and a physical exam in 1986. They were followed for 30
years. At the end of the tracking periods, researchers found that results
for women and men were roughly the same: the more optimistic the indi-
vidual, the greater the chances for living longer -- and the greater the
chances for reaching an "exceptional" age. But that doesn't necessarily
mean that Debbie Downers are doomed to shorter lives, Lee said. Her
team only found an association and not a cause-and-effect link. "The
association between optimism and exceptional longevity was independ-
ent of depression," Lee said. "This suggests that the presence of opti-
mism is more than just the absence of depression," so that even among
those who struggle with depression, a little optimism might still work lon-
gevity wonders.

Kit Yarrow, a consumer psychologist at Golden Gate University in San
Francisco, said there are many reasons why optimism breeds longevity.
"Optimists experience less stress because they don't tend to dwell on
negatives and feel more empowered to overcome hurdles," said Yarrow,
who wasn't involved with the study. "They are less likely to give up, and
they bounce back more quickly from problems and setbacks. Stress is a
killer and wreaks havoc on our bodies." Optimists also are less likely to
experience depression, feelings of hopelessness and negativity -- fac-
tors often linked to poorer health and higher rates of disease, she added.
On top of that, Yarrow said, optimists tend to take better care of them-
selves and have an easier time making and keeping friends, "a well-
documented source of health and longevity." She acknowledged that
access to money, good food and education and, of course, genetics can
also have a big impact on longevity. But unlike good genes, Yarrow
said, "optimism and her powerful sister, gratitude, can be learned."



