
Positive Psychology
The Science of Wellbeing

Instructor: Adam Siler



Brief History of Psychology

Psychology: scientific study of behavior & mental processes 



What is positive psychology?

• Psychology: scientific study of behavior and 
mental processes

• Positive Psychology: scientific study of the 
behavior and mental processes associated 
with human flourishing 



What is positive psychology?

• New sub-field 

• Still “under construction”  

• Definition: scientific study of how to…

• theoretically define

• empirically measure

• practically grow
} wellbeing



Comparative Analysis

Traditional Psychology
Focus on illbeing

Psychiatry
Psychoanalysis

---
Fight disease

Reduce suffering
Identify problems

Positive Psychology
Focus on wellbeing
Using positive interventions
Humanistic therapy
---
Promote thriving
Make life worth living
Identify strengths 



Brief History of Psychology

Therapy Approach #1 Therapy Approach #2

Combat disease by 
“putting out fires”

Promote health by 
“growing gardens”



Brief History of Psychology

“Wellbeing is not merely 
the absence of disease.”

- Dr. Martin Seligman



Brief History of Psychology

“Wellbeing is not merely 
the absence of disease. 
It involves something 
more. And that ‘more’ is 
P.E.R.M.A.”

- Dr. Martin Seligman



What is wellbeing?

According to Dr. Martin Seligman of the 
University of Pennsylvania, wellbeing involves:

1. Positive Emotion

2. Engagement

3. Relationships

4. Meaning

5. Accomplishment 

P.E.R.M.A.



What is wellbeing?

1. Positive Emotion

2. Engagement

3. Relationships

4. Meaning

5. Accomplishment 

P.E.R.M.A.

Each of these elements is definable, measureable, 
and growable using science.  



Course Overview

Class Topic Key Questions

Class #1 Overview What is positive psychology? 

Class #2 Positive Interventions How do you define/measure/increase wellbeing?

Class #3 Positive Emotions How can you authentically change your mood?

Class #4 Engagement/Meaning What is your profile of character strengths?

Class #5 Resilience How can you think more optimistically? 

Class #6 Positive Health How can meditation/exercise help you? 



Key Questions (Class #2)

How do you measure your wellbeing?

How & to what extent can you change 
your wellbeing? 



Key Take-Aways (Class #2)

1. Your wellbeing (i.e. happiness) is not static. It is 
possible for you to increase/decrease it.

2. Changing your circumstances (e.g. wealth, job, 
looks) will not yield deep, lasting wellbeing. 

3. Changing your behavior (i.e. consistently trying 
“positive interventions”) will yield deep, lasting, 
and measurable increases in your wellbeing.



Class #2 Learning Goals (reframed) 

1. Your wellbeing (i.e. happiness) 
is not static. It is possible for 
you to increase/decrease it.

2. Changing your circumstances
(e.g. wealth, job, looks) will 
not yield deep, lasting 
wellbeing. 

3. Changing your behavior (i.e. 
consistently trying “positive 
interventions”) will yield 
deep, lasting, and measurable 
increases in your wellbeing.

1. You can increase your 
wellbeing through effort.

2. The things our culture 
suggests will help are 
shallow, short-term fixes. 

1. Wellbeing is not 
accidental; you need to 
engage in the right effort 
for you as an individual.



“The Journey” by Mary Oliver
One day you finally knew
what you had to do, and began,
though the voices around you
kept shouting
their bad advice--
though the whole house
began to tremble
and you felt the old tug
at your ankles.
"Mend my life!"
each voice cried.
But you didn't stop.
You knew what you had to do,
though the wind pried
with its stiff fingers
at the very foundations,
though their melancholy
was terrible.

It was already late
enough, and a wild night,
and the road full of fallen
branches and stones.
But little by little,
as you left their voices behind,
the stars began to burn
through the sheets of clouds,
and there was a new voice
which you slowly
recognized as your own,
that kept you company
as you strode deeper and deeper
into the world,
determined to do
the only thing you could do--
determined to save
the only life you could save.



Why choose wellbeing? Happiness?

Primary benefit: Wellbeing feels good!

Fringe benefits:
• More sociable 
• More energy
• More charitable
• More cooperative
• Longer marriages
• More friends
• More creative 

• More productive
• Better leader
• Better negotiator
• Higher salary
• More resilient
• Better health
• Longer lifespan



Subjective Happiness Scale

7            6            5           4            3            2             1



Subjective Happiness Scale

How do I calculate my score?
• Add up numbers circled for each question

• Question 4 is reverse-coded 

• Divide by 4

How does my score compare to others?
• Everyone has a “set point” (i.e. starting point)

• Average score is between 4.5 - 5.5

• College kids: 4.9

• Retired adults: 5.6



What determines wellbeing?



What determines wellbeing?

• Intuitive 

• Counterintuitive

• Nature matters

• Circumstances don’t

• Intentional activities are the 
x-factor

• Happiness is not “out there” 
to find but “in you” to 
construct



What determines wellbeing?

If Dr. Lyubomirsky is 
right, then 40% of your 
wellbeing is readily in 
your control. 

But, where did she 
come up with those 
numbers?



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #1: Genetics

• 50% of the differences in 
wellbeing between you and 
everyone else is genetically 
determined

• How do we know? Twin studies

• By measuring the degree to which twins are similar 
in their happiness levels, we can infer how much of 
their happiness is rooted in genes



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #1: Genetics

• “The average happiness 
level of your identical twin is 
a much more powerful clue 
to your happiness today 
than all the facts and events 
of your life.”

• “Whether or not your fraternal twin (or any other 
sibling) is happy or unhappy implies nothing about 
how happy or unhappy your might be.” 



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #1: Genetics

• You have a starting point or an 
inherited “set point”

• Evidence suggests that your set 
point does not change

• Evidence suggests that your 
overall wellbeing – regardless 
of set point – can be changed 



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #2: Circumstances

• “All life circumstances and 
situations put together 
account for only about 10% 
in how happy different 
people are.” 

• So, the following only explain 10% of your wellbeing: 
money*, beauty, relationship status, job, babies, 
house, weight, success of child, parents, disability 
status, cure from illness, clarity of life purpose. 



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #2: Circumstances Money



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #2: Circumstances Money



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #2: Circumstances Money



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #2: Circumstances Money



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #2: Circumstances

• What explains why our 
circumstances are so limited in 
their effect on our wellbeing?

• Hedonic adaptation: tendency to become rapidly 
accustomed to sensory or physiological changes

• Adaptation good  you “get used” to cold pool water
• Adaptation bad  your new BMW rewards less and less



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #2: Circumstances

• A study by Drs. Phil Brickman 
and Dan Coats was conducted 
comparing lottery winners and 
quadriplegic-accident victims

• Happiness levels of lottery winners initially spikes;     
after a few months, it returns to pre-winning levels

• Happiness levels of lottery winners is the same as non-
winners and only slightly better than accident victims 



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #3: Intentional Activities

• If 50% of your wellbeing is 
explained by genetics…

• and if 10% is explained by your 
circumstances…

• Then that leaves a remainder of 
40%: what we choose to do. 



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #3: Intentional Activities

“God, grant me the serenity to 
accept the things I cannot 
change, the courage to change 
the things I can, and the wisdom
to know there difference.” 

- Reinhold Niebuhr (1934)



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #3: Intentional Activities

• Evidence suggests that there is 
no one magic strategy that will 
work for everyone, all the time 

• Aristotle wrote: “Different men 
seek after happiness in different 
ways and by different means, 
and so make for themselves 
different modes of life.” 



What determines wellbeing?

Answer #3: Intentional Activities

Intentional Activities =   
Happiness-Increasing Choices = 
Positive Interventions

Three ways strategies can fit you
1. Fit the sources of your unhappiness (e.g. if pessimistic)
2. Fit with your strengths (e.g. if sociable, if spiritual)
3. Fit with your lifestyle (e.g. if busy, if physically injured)



How do I grow my wellbeing?

You can benefit from any 
“positive intervention.”

Dr. Sonja Lyubomirsky has 
developed a self-diagnostic 
test that uses an empirically-
tested approach to determine 
which “positive interventions” 
are best for you. 

And we are going to take the 
test now to maximally impact 
your growth in wellbeing.  





Person-Activity Fit Diagnostic



Person-Activity Fit Diagnostic



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

The Person-Fit Diagnostic 
suggests four of these 
positive interventions. All 
of them should increase 
your wellbeing. However, 
the four provided are 
more likely to boost your 
wellbeing in addition to 
being more enjoyable
and sustainable. 



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

HOMEWORK
Select one of the 12 
interventions listed. 

Using the strategies 
provided in the 
forthcoming slides +   
Lyubomirsky’s ideas in 
The How of Happiness +  
suggestions online + 
whatever else your 
head/heart 
devise…attempt the 
positive intervention this 
week!



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Counting your blessings: 
Expressing gratitude for 
what you have (either 
privately – through 
contemplation or 
journaling – or to a close 
other) or conveying your 
appreciation to one or 
more individuals whom 
you’ve never properly 
thanked



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Cultivating optimism: 
Keeping a journal in 
which you imagine and 
write about the best 
possible future for 
yourself, or practicing to 
look at the bright side of 
every situation



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Avoiding overthinking 
and social comparison: 
Using strategies (such as 
distraction) to cut down 
on how often you dwell 
on your problems and 
compare yourself to 
others



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Practicing acts of 
kindness: Doing good 
things for others, 
whether friends or 
strangers, either directly 
or anonymously, either 
spontaneously or 
planned



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Nurturing Relationships: 
Picking a relationship in 
need of strengthening, 
and investing time and 
energy in healing, 
cultivating, affirming, and 
enjoying it



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Developing strategies for 
coping: Practicing ways to 
endure or surmount a 
recent stress, hardship, 
or trauma



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Learning to forgive: 
Keeping a journal or 
writing a letter in which 
you work on letting go of 
anger and resentment 
towards one or more 
individuals who have hurt 
or wronged you.



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Doing more activities 
that truly engage you: 
Increasing the number of 
experiences at home and 
work in which you “lose” 
yourself, which are 
challenging and 
absorbing.



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Replaying and savoring 
life’s joys: Paying close 
attention, taking delight, 
and going over life’s 
momentary pleasures 
and wonders – through 
thinking, writing, 
drawing, or sharing with 
another.



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Committing to your 
goals: Picking one, two, 
or three significant goals 
that are meaningful to 
you and devoting time 
and effort to pursuing 
them. 



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Practicing religion and 
spirituality: Becoming 
more involved in your 
church, temple, or 
mosque, or reading and 
pondering spiritually-
themed books.



12 Positive Interventions

1. Expressing gratitude

2. Cultivating optimism

3. Avoiding over-thinking

4. Practicing acts of kindness

5. Nurturing social relationships

6. Developing strategies for coping

7. Learning to forgive

8. Increasing flow experiences

9. Savoring life’s joys

10. Committing to your goals

11. Practicing religion

12. Taking care of your body

Taking care of your body:
Engaging in prolonged 
aerobic activity, playing a 
sport, meditating, yoga.



Resources

Adam Siler

804.310.7222

acsiler@gmail.com

www.ThePositiveEducator.com
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