
Positive Psychology
The Science of Wellbeing

Instructor: Adam Siler



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? 
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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. 
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:

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

1. Positive Emotion
2. Engagement
3. Relationships
4. Meaning
5. Accomplishment 

} P.E.R.M.A.
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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



Subjective Happiness Scale
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Subjective Happiness Scale
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Subjective Happiness Scale

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

• Divide by 4 

• Question 4 is now “reverse coded”

• Adam screwed up the coding last week but 
fortunately y’all caught it. My bad, team!



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. 
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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

DEBRIEF

• Find a neighbor

• Describe which
positive intervention 
you chose

• Describe why you 
chose it

• How did you feel
doing it? How do you 
feel now?
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Key Questions (Class #3)

What are positive emotions? How do they 
differ from negative emotions?

What are the benefits of experiencing 
more positive emotions? 

How do you increase positive emotions?



Key Take-Aways (Class #3)

1. Your positivity is not static. It is possible (and 
important) to deliberately cultivate positive 
emotions.  

2. Experiencing positive emotions broadens your 
awareness/exploration now and builds your 
skills/health/resources in the future.

3. Human beings are negatively biased. A negative 
event psychologically effects us more than a 
positive event of equal intensity. 



What are positive emotions?

Examples of positive emotions:

Joy

Gratitude

Serenity

Interest

Hope

Pride

Amusement

Inspiration

Awe

Love



Positive vs. Negative Emotions 1.0

Traditional psychology has regarded emotions as 
a four-part process:

1. Physiological arousal

2. Subjective feeling

3. Cognitive interpretation 

4. Behavioral expression 



Positive vs. Negative Emotions 1.0

Traditional psychology has regarded negative
emotions like ANGER as a clean four-part process:

1. Physiological arousal  HR, pupils, muscles 

2. Subjective feeling  Grrrrr…

3. Cognitive interpretation Boundary was crossed

4. Behavioral expression  Fight



Positive vs. Negative Emotions 1.0

Traditional psychology has regarded positive
emotions like JOY as a messier four-part process:

1. Physiological arousal        Energy, awareness

2. Subjective feeling  Yippee!

3. Cognitive interpretation Things are good

4. Behavioral expression  ??? 
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2. Subjective feeling  Yippee!

3. Cognitive interpretation Things are good

4. Behavioral expression  ??? 

No Specific Action Tendency Vague indicators
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Positive vs. Negative Emotions 1.0

1. Negative emotions are 
associated with specific 
action tendencies.

2. Negative emotions are 
associated with predictable 
physiological changes. 

3. Negative emotions are 
experienced in life-threating
scenarios. 

1. Positive emotions are not

2.    Positive emotions are not

3.    Positive emotions are not
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1. Negative emotions are 
associated with specific 
action tendencies.

2. Negative emotions are 
associated with predictable 
physiological changes. 

3. Negative emotions are 
experienced in life-threating
scenarios. 

1. Positive emotions are not

2.    Positive emotions are not

3.    Positive emotions are not

We know what positive emotions are not. But what are they?  
We need a NEW theory of positive emotions…



“Broaden and Build” Theory
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“Broaden and Build” Theory

• Negative emotions narrow
people’s ideas of possible 
actions AND deplete
resources

• Positive emotions 
broaden people’s ideas of 
possible actions AND  
build resources 



Positive vs. Negative Emotions 2.0

Negative Positive

Subjective Feeling Anger, fear, disgust Joy, interest, serenity

Physiological Arousal Restrict Broaden

Cognitive Interpretation Something is wrong Everything is fine

Behavioral Impulse Anger fight
Fear  flight
Disgust  vomit

Joy  play, create
Interest  explore, learn
Serenity  savor

Effect Deplete resources + 
Downward spirals

Build resources +
Upward spirals



Benefits of Positive Emotions

1. Builds psychological strengths
 Optimism, resilience, openness, acceptance, drive

2. Builds physical health
 Enhanced immune functioning 

 Lower blood pressure

 Less pain

 Fewer colds

 Better sleep

 Lower risk of disease (e.g. stroke, diabetes, hypertension)

 Longer lives



Benefits of Positive Emotions

“The Nun Study” 

• Researchers examined 2-3 page autobiographies 
that 180 nuns wrote upon entering their 
convents in the 1930’s.

• The number of positive, neutral, and negative 
emotions were counted 

• The researchers divided the nuns into four 
categories from most to least cheerful.

• Each category was tracked to study relationship 
between emotions and mortality



1. For every 1% increase in the number of positive 
sentences, there was a 1.4% decrease in mortality rate

2. Cheerful nuns lived 10 years longer than the least 
cheerful nuns

1. Of cheerful nuns 80% reached age 85; of the least 
cheerful nuns only 54% reached age 85

2. Of cheerful nuns 65% reached age 90; of the least 
cheerful nuns only 30% reached age 90 

3. Of cheerful nuns 54% reached age 94; of the least 
cheerful nuns only 15% reached age 94

Benefits of Positive Emotions

Results of “the Nun Study”



Negativity Bias

• A negative stimuli will have a 
greater psychological effect than a 
positive stimuli of equal intensity

• The whole is experienced as more 
negative than the sum of its parts

• Our minds will characterize things 
as net negative, if your 
positive/negative ratio is near 
equal

• Negativity is more powerful than 
positivity 



Negativity Bias
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Negativity Bias + Saturated



Negativity Bias + Saturated



Positivity Prescription

• Negativity is more potent than 
positivity; humans are biased 

• The secret is to monitor your 
positivity/negativity ratio (P/N ratio)

• Below a certain ratio, people fall into 
downward spirals 

• A P/N ratio of 3/1 is the tipping point 



Positivity Prescription

• Negativity is more potent than 
positivity; humans are biased 

• The secret is to monitor your 
positivity/negativity ratio (P/N ratio)

• Below a certain ratio, people fall into 
downward spirals 

• A P/N ratio of 3/1 is the tipping point 

The precision of this ratio has come 
under academic scrutiny as of late. 

For our purposes, think spirit not letter
of the law.



Positivity Self Test

Take the 20-question survey now.

It should take about 3-5 minutes



Scoring the Positivity Self Test

Positivity Ratio Number

Count the number of 
scores of 2 or higher for 

questions related to 
positive emotions:

1, 4, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 
16, 19 

Negativity Ratio Number

Count the number of 
scores of 2 or higher for 

questions related to 
negative emotions:

2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 17, 
18, 20

Your positivity ratio divided by your negativity ratio = P/N Ratio  



Interpreting the Positivity Self Test

According to Dr. Fredrickson…

3:1  flourishing

2:1  languishing 

1:1  suffering

80% of Americans have a P/N Ratio 
less than 3/1

Consider taking the survey each day 
for a two-weeks 



Boosting positive emotions

“Three Blessings Exercise” 
• Positive intervention

• Instructions: “Write down three things 
that went well each day every night for 
one week. In addition, provide a causal 
explanation for each good thing.”

• It can be small (e.g. I like this class)

• It can be big (e.g. I really like this class)



Boosting positive emotions

Effects of “Three Blessings Exercise”…



Homework + Extra Credit

1. Homework: Complete the 
“Three Blessings Exercise” 
each night this week. 
(instructions on handout)

1. Extra Credit: Complete the 
VIA Character Strengths 
survey                
(instructions on handout)



Resources

Adam Siler

804.310.7222

acsiler@gmail.com

www.ThePositiveEducator.com
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