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Abstract
We examined social class (measured by attendance in public or private schools), gender, and age-related variations in the expres-
sion of  wishes and gratitude of  430 7- to 14-year-olds (181 male, 62.1% from public schools).  Chi-square analysis indicated 
that students from private schools expressed significantly more social-oriented wishes and connective gratitude, whereas those 
from public schools expressed significantly more self-oriented wishes.  Girls in the public schools expressed significantly more 
self-oriented wishes and verbal gratitude than did boys.  Regression analysis (curve estimation) indicated that verbal gratitude, 
self- and social oriented wishes increased and concrete gratitude decreased significantly with age, but connective gratitude 
tended to increase.  These findings support the idea that gratitude and wish types involve the development of  cognitive aspects, 
such as taking others into account and thinking about the future, but it is also influenced by the social contexts in which children 
live, such as their social class.   
Keywords: gratitude, wishes, social class, gender, child and adolescent development

Os Desejos e a Gratidão de Estudantes do Ensino Público e Privado

Resumo
Foram examinadas variações na expressão de desejos e gratidão de 430 participantes (7 a 14 anos) de acordo com classe social 
(ensino público ou privado), gênero e idade (181 meninos, 62.1% da escola pública).  Análises de Qui-quadrado indicaram que 
estudantes da escola privada expressaram mais desejos orientados para os outros e gratidão conectiva enquanto os da escola 
pública expressaram mais desejos orientados para si.  As meninas na escola pública expressaram mais desejos voltados para si 
e gratidão verbal do que os meninos.  As análises de regressão (estimação de curva) indicaram que gratidão verbal, desejos para 
si e para os outros aumentaram, e gratidão concreta diminuiu com a idade.  A gratidão conectiva tendeu a aumentar.  Esses 
resultados apoiam a ideia de que os tipos de desejos e gratidão envolvem o desenvolvimento cognitivo (levar em conta os outros 
e uma perspectiva futura), mas também são influenciados pelos contextos sociais (classe social). 
Palavras-chave: gratidão, desejos, classe social, desenvolvimento de crianças e adolescentes

Deseos y Agradecimiento de Estudiantes de Enseñanza Pública y Privada

Resumen
Fueron examinadas variaciones en la expresión de deseos y agradecimientos de 430 estudiantes (7a14 años) con relación a la 
clase social (enseñanza pública o privada), sexo y edad (181 niños, 62,1% de escuelas públicas).  Análisis de Chi-cuadrado 
indicaron que estudiantes de escuelas privadas expresaron más deseos orientados hacia los otros y agradecimiento conjuntivo, 
mientras que los de escuelas públicas expresaron más deseos enfocados hacia su propio bienestar.  Las niñas de escuelas públi-
cas expresaron más deseos de bienestar propio y agradecimiento verbal que los niños.  Los análisis de regresión (estimación de 
curva) indicaron que el agradecimiento verbal, los deseos para sí y para los demás aumentaron, la gratitud concreta disminuyó 
con la edad, mientras que el agradecimiento conjuntivo  tendió a aumentar.  Estos resultados apoyan la idea de que los tipos de 
deseos y agradecimiento involucran el desarrollo cognitivo (tener en cuenta a los otros es una perspectiva futura), pero también 
están influenciados por el contexto social (clase social).
Palabras-clave: agradecimiento, deseos, clase social, desarrollo de niños y adolescentes

The Wishes and Gratitude of  Students from Private and Public 
Schools

Tudge (2008) defined a cultural group as any group 
of  individuals who share a set of  values, beliefs, and 
practices (and intend to communicate those to other 
generations), who share a common sense of  identity, 

and who have access to similar resources and institu-
tions. An entire society as well as sub groups within 
a society may be considered as cultural groups to the 
extent to which they ascribe to different values and 
practices (Kasser, Ryan, Zax, & Sameroff, 1995; Tudge, 
2008). Among things that are likely to impact people’s 
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values and beliefs are their socioeconomic backgrounds. 
As in many emerging countries, social-class differences 
are also evident in Brazil. 

According to Guzzo and Filho (2005), social-class 
differences have been for many years reproduced in the 
educational system in Brazil. The low quality of  public 
schools reflects the level of  socioeconomic status of  the 
students who attend them; parents who have the finan-
cial resources to pay for a private school (middle-class 
parents) typically do so, believing that the educational 
quality of  private schools is superior (Vargas, 2009; 
Zago, 2006). Based on that contextual characteristic, 
private and public schools can be seen as a marker of  
different socioeconomic status in the Brazilian context, 
which is influenced by different experiences, life expec-
tations, resources, etc. 

Kağıtçıbaşı’s (2007) perspective is that cultural val-
ues involve two orthogonal dimensions: one related to 
agency (autonomy-heteronomy) and the other to con-
nectedness (separation-relatedness). Along one axis, 
some cultural groups may value and encourage youth 
to follow the traditions and obey the rules of  the group 
(heteronomous) whereas other cultural groups may 
raise children to do or decide something with little or 
no help from others (autonomous). On the other axis, 
cultural groups either value and encourage connections 
with the group (related) or value separation with oth-
ers (separate). Brazil, an emerging economy, should be 
similar to Turkey, much studied by Kağıtçıbaşı (2007; 
Kağıtçıbaşı & Ataca, 2005), in that urban and well edu-
cated families should be found in the autonomy-related 
quadrant whereas poorly educated and urban families, 
like their rural counterparts, should be found in the 
heteronomy-related quadrant. 

Following Kağıtçıbaşı (2007) we believe that the 
examination of  within-society heterogeneity is crucial 
to the understanding of  differences in people’s val-
ues, beliefs, and behaviors. Cultural values are likely 
to influence differences in the expression of  moral 
virtues, such as gratitude (Kristjánsson, 2013; McCon-
nell, 1993), given that gratitude, as we define it, involves 
both autonomy (both benefactor and beneficiary need 
to act autonomously for gratitude to be relevant) and 
relatedness (beneficiaries expressing gratitude towards 
benefactors strengthens links between them). Similarly, 
cultural values are likely to be associated with one’s 
wishes for the future. Thus, the present study aimed to 
investigate the differences in the expression of  wishes 
and gratitude of  Brazilian 7- to 14-year-olds from dif-
ferent socioeconomic backgrounds. We also examined 

whether there were gender differences and age-related 
changes in children’s and adolescents’ wishes and their 
expression of  gratitude to those who would grant them 
their wishes. 

Gratitude
The study of  gratitude has increasingly attracted 

scholars’ attention in the field of  psychology and human 
development. From our theoretical and developmen-
tal standpoint, an important aspect of  gratitude is its 
interpersonal character, as well as the cognitive abilities 
involved in the expression of  gratitude (such as under-
standing others’ viewpoints and intentions), which is 
consistent with the notion that gratitude is influenced 
by both cognitive development and social values. From 
this perspective the focus is on gratitude toward other 
people and not toward other entities, such as nature or 
God, and it involves, whenever possible, reciprocity. 
This is aligned with the positions of  McConnell (1993) 
and Piaget (1965/1995, 1954/1981) who argued that 
gratitude is a moral sentiment. Gratitude occurs when 
one person (the beneficiary) receives a freely given 
benefit (a gift, favor, help, etc.) from another (the bene-
factor), recognizes the intentionality of  the benefactor, 
and freely wishes to repay with something of  benefit 
to the benefactor—that is, taking into account the oth-
er’s point of  view (Gulliford, Morgan, & Kristjánsson, 
2013; McConnell, 1993; McCullough, Kimeldorf, & 
Cohen, 2008; Tudge & Freitas, 2015). 

Although Piaget (1932, 1965/1995) only briefly 
mentioned gratitude as a moral value, his ideas about 
moral development are clearly relevant to the under-
standing of  how gratitude develops with age. He called 
attention to two poles of  morality that develop with 
age—whereas a heteronomous moral orientation is 
linked to the idea of  obedience and unilateral relations 
(such as in the unilateral respect a young child may feel 
toward a parent), the notion of  an autonomous moral 
sense is linked to the idea of  mutuality and coopera-
tion (such as occurs in cases of  mutual respect among 
peers). Castro, Rava, Hoefelmann, Pieta, and Freitas 
(2011), based on this Piagetian view of  moral develop-
ment, argued that only children who have developed an 
autonomous moral sense can be considered as feeling 
(and then expressing) gratitude as a moral virtue. 

From Piaget’s perspective, an autonomous moral 
sense is to some extent linked to cognitive matura-
tion. Children’s egocentrism (centering on the self  and 
being unable to take others’ perspectives into account) 
develops to a decentration of  the self, and the ability to 
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coordinate different viewpoints becomes increasingly 
possible, enabling individuals to engage in more recip-
rocal relationships. Nelson et al. (2013) also pointed to 
some cognitive skills necessary to the understanding of  
gratitude, such as the recognition of  emotions and the 
understanding of  others’ mental states. In a longitudinal 
study with young children, they found that both better 
understanding of  emotions and of  others’ mental states 
at age 3 served as precursors to some understanding of  
gratitude at age 5. Therefore, a more developed form 
of  gratitude is cognitively complex and requires spe-
cific social-cognitive abilities, such as the recognition 
of  others’ intentions and the ability to choose to repay 
autonomously (freely), aspects that develop throughout 
childhood and adolescence (Freitas O’Brien, Nelson, & 
Marcovitch, 2012; Nelson et al., 2013). 

The idea that there are different levels of  com-
plexity in the expression of  gratitude that develop as 
children age was first addressed empirically in the pio-
neering study conducted by Baumgarten-Tramer (1938) 
in Switzerland. She found three main (and increas-
ingly complex) ways in which children and adolescents 
expressed gratitude: (a) verbal (e.g., “thank you”); (b) 
concrete (repayment with things important to them-
selves rather than to the benefactor); and (c) connective 
(taking the benefactor’s wishes or needs into account). 
A fourth type of  gratitude (finalistic, or, for example, 
being an excellent student in return for a scholarship 
to a good university) was rarely found and only among 
14- and 15-year-olds. The frequencies of  these differ-
ent types of  gratitude varied according to the age of  
the participants – younger children were more likely to 
show concrete gratitude, adolescents to express con-
nective gratitude, and although Baumgarten-Tramer did 
not report any linear change with age in verbal grati-
tude, older adolescents were the most likely to express 
gratitude in this way. Replications of  Baumgarten-Tra-
mer’s study in Brazil (Freitas, Pieta, & Tudge, 2011) and 
in the United States (Tudge, Freitas, Mokrova, Wang, 
& O’Brien, 2015) provided further support for her 
hypothesis that there are age-related variations in the 
way children and adolescents express gratitude. 

If  understanding others’ intentionality, being able 
to take another’s perspective into account, and auton-
omously wishing to repay are essential features of  
gratitude, connective gratitude is the most developed 
form of  gratitude. The concrete form of  gratitude 
(which may include the understanding of  intentionality, 
but shows no evidence of  taking the benefactor’s needs 
or wishes into account – that is, it exhibits egocentrism) 

is a less sophisticated type. Verbal gratitude, being some-
thing that parents often try to encourage even in their 
very young children (Freitas et al., 2011) may involve 
an understanding of  intentionality and/or an apprecia-
tion of  the benefactor’s wishes or needs; however, it 
may indicate mere politeness, as when young children 
are taught to say “thank you” for a gift. Based on this 
idea and on previous evidence, in the present study we 
hypothesized an overall linear increase in the expression 
of  connective gratitude, a decrease of  concrete grati-
tude, and no change in verbal gratitude with age. 

Furthermore, Piaget (1965/1995) stated that 
stages of  development (including moral development) 
are not simply a manifestation of  internal maturation, 
but also depend (among other factors) on the children’s 
social environment. Thus, how children and adoles-
cents express gratitude is also likely to be influenced by 
their sociocultural context. In this sense Kağıtçıbaşı’s 
orthogonal treatment of  cultural differences may also 
be relevant in understanding variations in the expres-
sion of  gratitude by children and adolescents from 
different socioeconomic backgrounds. It is possible 
that groups that encourage people to think and act in 
a more self-directed way (autonomously), as well as 
encourage people to think and act taking into account 
the social group (related), will be more likely to encour-
age youth to express the connective form of  gratitude. 
These assumptions are based on the idea that the more 
sophisticated type of  gratitude (connective) requires 
both autonomous thinking and acting and a sense of  
connection with others. No study so far has analyzed 
how groups from different social classes may differ-
ently express gratitude. Given that middle-class groups 
in developing societies are more likely to value auton-
omy-relatedness, in the present study we hypothesized 
that students enrolled in private school (middle class) 
will be more likely to express connective gratitude than 
will children enrolled in public schools (working class). 

Beyond that, personal characteristics, such as 
gender, may also be implicated in different forms of  
expression of  gratitude. Some research has suggested 
that females are raised to be more “affiliative” than are 
males; affiliation is associated with a desire to establish 
and maintain close relationships (such as being sup-
portive or wanting to please) (Bassen & Lamb, 2006; 
Strough & Berg, 2000). These affiliative characteristics 
may influence girls’ expression of  gratitude. However, 
results regarding gender differences in gratitude have 
been mixed. Gordon, Musher-Eizenman, Holub, and 
Dalrymple (2004) and Kashdan, Mishra, Breen, and 
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Froh (2009) suggested that North American females 
expressed greater levels of  gratitude than did males in 
samples with school-aged children and college students 
respectively. On the other hand, Freitas and collabora-
tors (2011, 2012) and others (Freitas, Tudge, Palhares, 
&  Prestes et al., 2015; Tudge et al., 2015) found no 
gender differences in samples of  Brazilian and North 
American children for any of  the types of  gratitude 
proposed by Baumgarten-Tramer. Nonetheless, in the 
present study we hypothesized that girls will express 
more connective gratitude than will boys. 

Wishes
Baumgarten-Tramer (1938) asked children what 

their greatest wish was and what they would do for the 
person who granted them their wish. This approach is 
important because children’s expression of  gratitude is 
considered in the context of  something that they actu-
ally wish for, towards someone who they think could 
grant them this wish. Even though Baumgarten-Tra-
mer only analyzed the second question and reported 
the different types of  gratitude discussed above, the 
analysis of  wishes is also interesting, as these may vary 
according to individuals’ age and gender, as well as 
by their cultural values. Although few scholars have 
focused on the links between what children most wish 
for and how they would respond to their benefactor, 
some researchers have addressed related topics, such 
as materialistic values and aspirations in life. Specifi-
cally, materialistic values are closely related to wishing 
for hedonistic things (the desire for something plea-
surable or of  value immediately, such as desires for 
toys, a car, or money), whereas non-material aspira-
tions include wishes for one’s own future such as 
success, happiness, academic achievement, etc., or 
wishes for others’ success or happiness.

Regarding materialistic values, there is no agree-
ment as to whether they increase or decrease as children 
age. Goldberg, Gorn, Peracchio, and Bamossy (2003) 
found no difference in materialism between younger 
(9 - to 11-year-olds) and older youths (12 - to 14-year-
olds) whereas Achenreiner (1997) and Cardoso (2006) 
found a linear trend in materialism that increased with 
age in 7- to 16-year-old North American children and 
adolescents and 6 - to 11-year-old Portuguese children, 
respectively. Chaplin and John (2007) found a curvilin-
ear development in materialism, increasing from middle 
childhood to early adolescence and then decreasing by 
late adolescence, although age differences were medi-
ated by changes in self-esteem. Other scholars (Freitas 

et al., 2015; Tudge et al., 2015), in replicating Baumgar-
ten-Tramer’s study, analyzed the changes in the type 
of  wishes in 7- to 14-year-olds both in Brazil and in 
the U. S. These authors found that hedonistic wishes 
decreased with age whereas future-oriented wishes for 
the self  (e.g., career success and academic achievement) 
and social-oriented wishes (e.g., family happiness and 
less community violence) increased with age. Based on 
these findings, we hypothesized a change of  wish type 
with age from a focus on hedonism to a focus on self-
oriented future wishes or social-oriented wishes.

Some differences in materialistic values and life 
aspirations have been found related to social class. For 
instance, Kasser et al. (1995) investigated self-accep-
tance, affiliation, community feeling, and financial 
success, using their Aspiration Index, and found that 
North American teens from less advantageous socio-
economic circumstances valued financial success 
significantly more than self-acceptance, affiliation, or 
community feeling. Likewise, Goldberg et al. (2003) 
found that North American youths with the highest 
levels of  materialism tended to be drawn from fami-
lies with lower incomes. Dittmar and Pepper’s (1994) 
data also indicated that British working-class adoles-
cents endorsed materialistic values more strongly than 
did middle-class adolescents. However, suggesting that 
social class may not have the same impact on values 
in all societies, Cardoso (2006) found, in a sample of  
6- to 11-year old Portuguese children that materialistic 
values positively correlated with their parents’ income. 
Based on the socioeconomic differences found in some 
of  these studies, we hypothesized greater expression of  
hedonistic wishes among working-class students (those 
from public school) than among middle-class students 
(those from private school).

Some gender differences in materialistic values 
have also been found. Goldberg et al. (2003) and Kasser 
(2005) found that North American adolescent girls were 
less materialistic than same-aged boys. Cardoso (2006) 
found no gender differences in materialistic attitudes 
of  Portuguese children. Freitas et al. (2015) and Tudge 
et al. (2015) found that girls expressed more social-
oriented wishes than did boys, but no difference was 
found in relation to hedonistic and self-oriented wishes. 
These findings are also aligned with the idea that ado-
lescent girls are more affiliative than are boys (Bassen & 
Lamb, 2006), and therefore would take the social group 
into account more than would boys. Based on that, we 
hypothesized in the present study a greater expression 
of  social-oriented wishes among girls than boys.
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Method

Participants
A total of  430 children and adolescents aged 

from 7 to 14 (mean age = 10.35, SD = 2.09) enrolled 
in schools from a city in southern Brazil participated in 
the study. More of  the sample were female (249, 57.9%) 
than male (181, 42.1%). The sample was one of  con-
venience drawn from two public schools (267, 62.1%) 
and two private schools (163, 37.9%). The participat-
ing classrooms were drawn at random in schools where 
there was more than one class for each grade (Pieta, 
2009). In the present study, the types of  school were 
used as marker of  social-class differences, in which 
working-class students were represented by those from 
the public schools, whereas middle-class students were 
represented by those from private schools. 

Procedures and Instruments 
The following questions were posed in the class-

rooms to children and adolescents who returned the 
signed parental consent and who themselves agreed to 
participate: “What is your greatest wish?” and “What 
would you do for the person who granted you this 
wish?” (Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938). The answers to the 
first question were coded according to the categories 
previously used by Freitas et al. (2015) and Tudge et 
al. (2015): (a) hedonism, (b) self-oriented, (c) social-ori-
ented wishes, and (d) other (missing, unreadable, etc., 
almost 3% of  the responses). One small, but important, 
change to the method that had been used previously 
(Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938; Freitas et al., 2015; Tudge 
et al., 2015) was that participants were allowed to pro-
vide many wishes rather than just their “greatest” wish. 
The answers to the second question were coded using 
Baumgarten-Tramer’s gratitude types: (a) verbal, (b) 
concrete, (c) connective, and (d) other (including finalis-
tic, missing, don’t know, and unreadable, approximately 
11% of  the responses). For reliability purposes, 20% 
of  the responses to the first question and 25% of  the 
responses to the second question were coded indepen-
dently by two judges; kappas ranged from .78 to .88 for 
types of  wishes and from .92 to 1 for types of  gratitude. 

Data Analysis
We used contingency-table analysis in SPSS 

(Version 20) to check whether there were signifi-
cant differences in the types of  wishes and gratitude 
between students from private and public schools, and 
between girls and boys. We also conducted post-hoc 

analyses to assess possible interactions between gender 
and type of  school and to further explore sub-catego-
ries of  the wishes (such as monetary, material, career, 
and academic oriented wishes). Subsequently, we used 
Regression (Curve Estimation) to analyze whether 
there were linear patterns by age in the wish and grati-
tude types—that is, we wanted to know whether the 
expression of  the different types of  wishes and grati-
tude would linearly increase or decrease with age. In 
order to do that we first calculated the percentage of  
children expressing each type of  wish and gratitude by 
age (across schools), then we used Curve Estimation 
to test whether a linear model would fit the data well 
(age was used as the predictor of  the percentage of  
children expressing each type of  wish and gratitude). 
Descriptive results for the frequency of  wishes and 
gratitude types by school and age are found in Tables 
1 and 2.

Results

Social-Class Differences in the Expression of  Wishes and 
Gratitude

Type of  Wishes. Contrary to our hypothesis, 
there were no significant differences in the expression 
of  hedonistic wishes between students from private and 
public schools. However, although not hypothesized, 
we found that students from private schools expressed 
significantly more social-oriented wishes (e.g., “my fam-
ily to be happy”) than did those from public schools 
(35.6% vs. 19.9%, χ2 [1] = 13.08, p = .000). On the 
other hand, students from private schools expressed 
significantly fewer self-oriented wishes (e.g., “to have 
success in life” and “to be a soccer player”) than did 
those in public school (62.6% vs. 75.3%, χ2 [1] = 7.85, 
p = .004) (Figure 1). We conducted a post-hoc analysis 
of  the sub-categories of  wishes in order to understand 
the nuances in the different types of  wishes expressed 
by students from public and private schools. We found 
that students from public schools had more career 
ambition than did those from private schools (40% vs. 
25.8%), and although students from the different types 
of  school did not differ regarding hedonistic wishes, 
overall, students from public schools were more likely 
to wish for money than were those from private schools 
(18% vs. 8%). 

Types of  Gratitude. There were no significant 
differences between public and private school students 
in relation to verbal and concrete gratitude. As hypoth-
esized, students from public and private school differed 
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significantly in the expression of  connective gratitude 
(χ2 [1] = 5.95, p = .01), with 47.9% of  the students 
from private school expressing connective gratitude 
compared with 36% of  students from public schools 
(Figure 2).

Gender Differences in the Expression of  Wishes and 
Gratitude 

Types of  Wishes. Contrary to our hypothesis, 
there were no significant differences between boys and 
girls in relation to social-oriented wishes. However, 
and unexpectedly, girls provided significantly more 

self-oriented wishes than did boys (χ2 [1] = 3.35, p = 
.043; 73.9% of  girls compared with 64.8% of  boys). 
As with the analysis of  types of  schools, we conducted 
a post-hoc analysis of  the sub-categories of  wishes in 
order to understand the nuances of  these gender dif-
ferences. Overall, we found that girls were more likely 
to wish for academic achievement than were boys 
(26.9% vs. 14.9%), but boys and girls did not differ in 
their career ambitions. When gender differences were 
analyzed separately for public and private schools, the 
gender difference in self-oriented wishes was found 
only for students in public schools (χ2 [1] = 10.03, p 

Table 1 
Response Frequency (and Percentage of  Children) for Types of  Wishes, by Age and School 

Public School Private School
Age HED SELF SOCIAL N HED SELF SOCIAL N N (Total)
7 11 (57.9) 10 (52.6) 3 (15.8) 19 17 (73.9) 9 (39.1) 2 (8.7) 23 42 (9.8)
8 18 (48.6) 21 (56.8) 2 (5.4) 37 14 (66.7) 8 (38.1) 5 (23.8) 21 58 (13.5)
9 27 (71.1) 17 (44.7) 9 (23.7) 38 15 (62.5) 12 (50) 8 (33.3) 24 62 (14.4)
10 22 (66.1) 30 (83.3) 6 (16.7) 36 16 (50) 22 (68.8) 16 (50) 32 68 (15.8)
11 17 (51.5) 28 (84.8) 7 (21.2) 33 13 (52) 15 (60) 11 (44) 25 58 (13.5)
12 30 (75) 32 (80) 10 (25.0) 40 9 (50) 16 (88.9) 6 (33.3) 18 58 (13.5)
13 22 (59.4) 36 (97.3) 6 (16.2) 37 13 (76.5) 17 (100) 8 (47.1) 17 54 (12.6)
14 17 (63) 27 (100) 10 (37.0) 27 0 (0) 3 (100) 2 (66.7) 3 30 (7)
Total 164 (61.4) 201 (75.3) 53 (19.9) 267 97 (59.5) 102 (62.6) 58 (35.6) 163 430 (100)

Note. HED = Hedonism; SELF = Self-oriented wishes; SOCIAL = Social-oriented wishes.

Table 2 
Response Frequency (and Percentage of  Children) for Types of  Gratitude, by Age and School

Public School Private School
Age VB CC CV N VB CC CV N N (Total)
7 5 (26.3) 12 (63.2) 3 (15.8) 19 8 (34.8) 11 (47.8) 3 (13) 23 42 (9.8)
8 17 (45.9) 18 (48.7) 10 (27) 37 5 (23.8) 10 (47.6) 8 (38.1) 21 58 (13.5)
9 18 (47.4) 14 (36.8) 12 (31.6) 38 9 (37.5) 9 (37.5) 13 (54.2) 24 62 (14.4)
10 20 (55.6) 8 (22.2) 17 (47.2) 36 18 (56.3) 8 (25) 12 (37.5) 32 68 (15.8)
11 18 (54.5) 6 (18.2) 15 (45.5) 33 12 (48) 4 (16) 19 (76) 25 58 (13.5)
12 26 (65) 6 (15) 10 (25) 40 15 (83.3) 1 (5.6) 10 (55.6) 18 58 (13.5)
13 13 (35.1) 6 (16.2) 17 (45.9) 37 10 (58.8) 3 (17.6) 12 (70.6) 17 54 (12.6)
14 20 (74.1) 2 (7.4) 12 (44.5) 27 2 (66.7) 0 (0) 1 (33.3) 3 30 (7)
Total 137 (51.3) 72 (27) 96 (36) 267 79 (48.5) 46 (28.2) 78 (47.9) 163 430 (100)

Note. VB = Verbal Gratitude; CC = Concrete Gratitude; CV = Connective Gratitude
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= .001), with 82.7% of  girls reporting self-oriented 
wishes compared with 65.8% of  boys. Also, only for 
public school students, boys were more likely to wish 
for money (23.1% vs. 14%) and material things (47% 
vs. 34.7%) than were girls. 

Types of  Gratitude. As expected, there were no 
significant differences between the expression of  con-
nective and concrete gratitude between girls and boys. 
Nonetheless, and unexpectedly, girls expressed more 
verbal gratitude than did boys (χ2 [1] = 5.42, p = .013; 
55% of  girls compared to 43.6% of  boys). However, 
this difference was only significant for students in pub-
lic schools (χ2 [1] = 4.97, p = .018); 57.3% vs. 43.6%. 

Age-related Changes in Wishes and Gratitude 
The results of  the Curve Estimation partially 

supported our hypotheses. We found a linear increase 
with age in self-oriented wishes (β = .964, p = .000) 
and social-oriented wishes (β = .797, p = .018). Con-
trary to our hypothesis, however, hedonistic wishes 
did not decrease significantly with age (β = -.123, p = 
.771). As hypothesized there was a significant linear 
decrease in concrete gratitude (β = -.953, p = .000) 
and connective gratitude tended marginally to increase 
with age (β = .668, p = .07). However, although not 
hypothesized, verbal gratitude increased significantly 
with age (β = .764, p = .027). 

Figure 2. The percentages of  children at each type of  school expressing each type of  gratitude.

Figure 1. The percentages of  children at each type of  school expressing each type of  wish. 



Merçon-Vargas, E. A. & cols.   Students’ Wishes and Gratitude

Psico-USF, Bragança Paulista, v. 21, n. 3, p. 651-662, set./dez. 2016

658

Discussion

Although a number of  researchers have examined 
the development of  gratitude in both the United States 
and Brazil, the present study makes a significant con-
tribution by considering both social class and gender 
differences, as well as variations with age, in the expres-
sion of  wishes and gratitude. This is particularly relevant 
to Kağıtçıbaşı’s (2007) claim that one should find more 
evidence of  autonomy-relatedness in the children of  
relatively well-educated (i.e., middle-class) parents but 
more heteronomy-relatedness among the children 
of  less educated working-class parents. Considering 
that gratitude requires both autonomy and related-
ness, we found that middle-class students expressed 
more connective gratitude than did their working-class 
counterparts. Admittedly, this evidence is only indirect 
support for Kağıtçıbaşı’s position and future research 
on the expression of  gratitude would do well to include 
a measure designed to assess autonomy and related-
ness directly. We also found that students from private 
schools expressed significantly more social-oriented 
wishes whereas students from public schools expressed 
significantly more self-oriented wishes. These findings 
do not support Kağıtçıbaşı’s position, as one might 
have expected that greater autonomy would be linked 
with more self-oriented than social-oriented wishes. 

It may be the case, however, that some social fac-
tors in the Brazilian context could explain these findings. 
One possibility for the latter finding is that working-
class youth may need to think of  and to depend more 
on their own achievements for their future well-being 
than their middle-class counterparts with more financial 
resources. Further support for this idea came from our 
analysis of  the sub-categories of  self-oriented wishes, 
which indicated that public school students had more 
career goals than did those from private schools. These 
findings are in accord with studies about youths’ future 
perspectives in Brazil, which demonstrate that students 
from public schools are more likely to expect an imme-
diate insertion into the labor market after school (which 
is related to career oriented wishes) (Ribeiro, 2003). This 
is a reflection of  the Brazilian reality, in which higher 
education is more accessible to students from private 
schools, whereas students from lower socioeconomic 
status cannot equally compete for a place at universities, 
as they do not have the money to invest in basic educa-
tion (Oliveira, Pinto, & Souza, 2003). 

Unlike earlier findings that girls expressed more 
social-oriented wishes than did boys (Freitas et al., 

2015; Tudge et al., 2015), in this sample girls from pub-
lic schools expressed significantly more self-oriented 
wishes than did boys. Post-hoc analyses showed that 
girls were more likely than boys to wish for academic 
achievement in both types of  school, which is contrary 
to findings of  no gender differences in academic expec-
tations in Brazil (Oliveira et al., 2003). When examining 
the sub-categories of  hedonistic wishes we found that, 
in public schools at least, boys were more likely to wish 
for money and material things than were girls; this is in 
accord with previous research in the United States that 
suggested that boys are more materialistic than are girls 
(Goldberg et al., 2003; Kasser, 2005). Finally, regarding 
gender differences in the expression of  gratitude, the 
findings of  this study suggest that public school girls 
expressed somewhat more verbal gratitude than did 
their male counterparts, a finding in keeping with those 
who suggest that females may be more likely to say 
“thank you” than are males (Becker & Smenner, 1986; 
Gordon et al., 2004; Kashdan et al., 2009). It is interest-
ing that some gender differences were more prominent 
among students from public schools in comparison to 
students from private schools. This may be related to a 
greater gender stereotyping among the former. 

Regarding age-related changes in the expression 
of  wishes, the results found here were partially aligned 
to previous findings using a similar methodology in 
both the United States (Tudge et al., 2015) and Brazil 
(Freitas et al., 2015). As expected, we found a linear 
increase with age in self- and social-oriented wishes. 
However, a linear decrease in hedonistic wishes with 
age was not replicated in the present study. This dif-
ference may be due the fact that these participants 
were allowed to report as many wishes as they wanted 
rather than their greatest wish (contrary to what was 
done in the other studies using a similar methodology). 
This fact is confirmed by a high percentage (67.9%) of  
youth who reported more than one type of  wish, which 
may explain the high number of  hedonistic wishes 
expressed by all ages. An alternate explanation for these 
findings would be the fact that hedonism seems to 
be growing in Brazilian society (O’Dougherty, 2002), 
including among urban adolescents (Martins, Trindade, 
& Almeida, 2003). In general, these findings on age-
related changes of  types of  wishes showed an increased 
propensity with age to think about the future (self-ori-
ented wishes) as well as to think of  others’ well-being 
(social-oriented wishes). 

Our findings regarding age-related changes in 
the expression of  gratitude partially support previous 
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results (Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938; Freitas et al., 2015; 
Tudge et al., 2015), suggesting that the frequency in the 
expression of  both concrete gratitude and the most 
sophisticated type of  gratitude (connective gratitude) is 
related to age, although only marginally significant (p 
< .07) in the latter case. Contrary to previous findings, 
however, verbal gratitude increased significantly with 
age. Baumgarten-Tramer (1938) stated that although 
this type of  gratitude was “equally frequent [between 
30% and 48%] with children of  the various ages” 
(p. 59), 72% of  her oldest (15-year-old) participants 
expressed it. If  she had statistically analyzed her data 
she might have found a significant increase of  verbal 
gratitude by age. 

Conclusion and Limitations

The present study contributes greatly, for this 
is the first study to address how moral virtues (grati-
tude) and children’s wishes are in some ways similar 
but also vary in different socioeconomic and gender 
groups within a single Brazilian city. We explored these 
issues by showing that youth from well educated fami-
lies seemed indeed to be more autonomy-related, as 
they expressed more connective gratitude and more 
social-oriented wishes. On the other hand, participants 
from less advantageous socioeconomic backgrounds 
showed more self-oriented wishes especially related to 
career ambitions. This finding is relevant taking into 
consideration the local reality, in which social-class dif-
ferences are maintained by imposing barriers to lower 
socioeconomic-status children accessing high quality 
basic education. These barriers, in turn, impact their life 
expectations and their moral values. 

This study also contributes to knowledge about 
the developmental aspects of  gratitude. As shown 
by earlier research (Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938; Frei-
tas et al., 2015; Tudge et al., 2015), the expression of  
different types of  gratitude varies with age. Wishes 
regarding one’s own future, wishes for others’ well-
being, and gratitude of  the most sophisticated type 
require not only cognitive development (at a mini-
mum having a theory of  mind and being able to take 
others’ perspectives into account) but also encourage-
ment to feel and express gratitude as we have defined 
it. Thus, the findings from this study support the idea 
that gratitude and wish types involve the develop-
ment of  cognitive aspects, but it is also influenced by 
the social context in which children live, such as their 
social class. 

Although the findings presented here contribute 
greatly to the comprehension of  the differences and 
similarities in the expression of  gratitude and wishes in 
different contexts, as well as to support findings indicat-
ing age-related changes in the expression of  gratitude 
and types of  wishes, this study has some limitations. 
First, the data here were cross-sectional and thus only 
allow inferences about the development of  gratitude 
and wishes orientation. Future research should analyze 
the changes in types of  gratitude and wishes longitudi-
nally in order to better understand how they develop 
over time. Moreover, social class was measured based 
only on the different types of  schools, which may 
confound the effect of  educational differences with 
social-class differences. Thus, the inclusion of  other 
variables indicative of  socioeconomic status, such as 
family income and parents’ education and occupation 
may help to better understand the ways in which dif-
ferent contexts and values impact the expression of  
gratitude and wish types. Moreover, autonomy-related-
ness was not directly assessed and was used only as a 
tool to guide our ideas and analyses. We recommend 
that future research into the development of  grati-
tude include direct measures of  these values in order 
to understand in which ways values impact the expres-
sion of  gratitude and wishes. Finally, the present study’s 
sample was drawn from just one city and one region of  
Brazil, and we would therefore not wish to generalize 
our findings to other regions of  the country. 
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