
 

 
 
Introduction to Positive Psychology 

 
 
What is Positive Psychology? 
 
Positive psychology is the scientific study of human flourishing and an applied approach to 
optimal functioning. 
 
At its heart positive psychology is a radical idea. Most of us spend at least a portion of 
each day worrying about what could go wrong, complaining about what did go wrong, 
beating ourselves up for opportunities missed or feeling frustrated with life’s many set-
backs and disappointments. This makes sense…there is much to worry about and 
complain about, the economy is unstable, commutes to work are tiresome, organisational 
culture can be frustrating and our clients, employees, colleagues and managers can be a 
challenge. In fact there is a body of research evidence that shows that we are ‘hard wired’ 
to pay attention to threats and problems.  
 
From an evolutionary perspective being vigilant for all that could go wrong made sense, 
the people who were better able to adapt quickly and respond to threats were better able 
to survive and function. Being alert could have helped certain people distinguish between 
sticks and snakes on the ground or given precious time to escape when seeing a predator 
approach. 
 
In many ways being “negative” is normal, and evolutionarily optimal. But what might seem 
logical in the case of poisonous snakes or sabre toothed tigers is unlikely to hold true for 
your current career. Missed deadlines, communication difficulties, productivity issues etc 
are not matters of life and death, even though they feel pressing. The same vigilance that 
might be so important to pre-industrial tribal people living in inhospitable places may not 
translate well to the average worker today and can lower well being and performance.  
 
It makes sense then, to take a step back and ask yourself:  
 
How is my vigilance for problems helping me?  
 
Perhaps more importantly, is paying attention to what does and could go wrong the best 
route to accomplishing my goals? 
 
This is not about advocating only a positive approach to life. There is wisdom in accurately 
predicting problems and being aware enough to see troubles in their early stages. Too 
often however, downside risk, setbacks and pitfalls take up the lion’s share of our 
attention. There is much to be gained by expanding our focus to include what is going well 
in addition to what is not. 
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The Purpose of Emotions 
 
Increasing our awareness of what is going well as well as what is not requires paying 
attention to our emotions. Emotions serve many vital purposes. They are linked to our 
ability to remember, our ability to learn and our ability to communicate with others, they are 
even implicated in the process of morality with felt sentiments offering an affective guide to 
what we think is right or wrong. One of the most basic functions of emotions is to act as a 
tracking system for our lives. As we go about daily life the interactions, circumstances, 
behaviours and decisions of our day are accompanied by a wide range of emotional 
consequences. Emotions when looked at in this way can be seen as information or 
feedback. When you are feeling badly, that is your emotional tracking system alerting you 
to the fact that something is wrong in your life and needs to be attended to and perhaps 
corrected. When you are feeling good, your tracking system is sounding the all clear, and 
you are free to relax and enjoy yourself. These tracking systems are not perfect, all of us 
have experienced misreading our environment, misinterpreting what somebody says and 
getting angry, feeling threatened by an empty dark street when there is no cause, or 
feeling down in the dumps for no particular reason at all. So moods, do not give us 
flawless feedback, but they are correct, the vast majority of the time. 

 
  

The Power of Positive Emotions 
 
It is worth understanding emotions especially the power of positive emotions— they can be 
harnessed for success in all walks of life. Positive emotion is one of the greatest resources 
we have available to us. 
 
Barb Frederickson from the University of North Carolina has shown how negative feelings 
tend to narrow our thoughts and actions and positive emotions broaden them. From an 
evolutionary perspective negative emotions are designed to help us deal with threats and 
problems in the present whilst positive emotion and feeling good broadens our interests 
and helps build our capabilities for the future. Positive emotions make us more curious and 
interested and more likely to try new activities and develop new skills. Positive emotions 
also make people more creative and better problem solvers. Positive emotions further 
make people more sociable, and it is when we are feeling good that we seek out others, 
cultivate relationships and help people. Finally positivity appears to ‘undo’ the effects of 
negative emotions, such as helping people return to normal pulse rates and blood 
pressure after feeling stressed.  
 
Unresolved or negative information is like ‘velcro’ (our attention sticks to it) It is more 
easily and vividly processed than positive information. Resolved and positive information is 
like ‘teflon’, and our attention slides away. Consequently our experience of positive 
emotions is often far milder than negative emotions, but they are the key to rebounding 
from adversity and building resilience. Because of their Teflon like quality a ratio of 
positivity to negativity of 3 to 1 is the tipping point that predicts whether people flourish. 
 
So positive emotions are beneficial. Highly beneficial. Dozens of studies all converge on 
this same point, See the table at the end of the document for a sample of the many 
benefits of positive emotion. 
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The Fundamental Question: How do we Increase Positivity? 
 
 The good news is that according to Sonja Lyubomirsky, the author of ‘The How of 
Happiness: A Scientific Approach to Getting the Life you Want, 40% of our wellbeing is 
within our power to change: 
 

 50% is a genetically determined set point. We each have a set point that originates 
from our biological mother or father or both. A baseline or potential for wellbeing to 
which we are bound to return even after major setbacks or triumphs. 

 10% is explained by differences in life circumstances or situations, whether we are 
rich or poor, healthy or unhealthy, beautiful or plain, married or divorced etc. 

 40% is as a result of intentional behaviour. 
 
Thus the key to wellbeing is not in changing our genetic makeup or changing our 
circumstances but in our intentional activities  - what we do and how we think. Where we 
direct our focus has a powerful impact and reversing our inbuilt focus to include negative 
AND positive is often more of a choice than we realise. 
 
 
 

Positive Interventions 
 
Positive interventions are unique in that they are aimed at optimal functioning rather than 
just functioning. 
 
Imagine a person recovering from surgery and visiting a physiotherapist. The 
physiotherapist engages the client in physical activity with the goal of recovering ‘normal’ 
functioning. In other words moving along a scale from say a -3 to a zero. Now think about 
a person visiting a personal trainer at the gym. The trainer engages in many of the same 
activities, running the client through repetitive physical exercise, but this time with the aim 
of taking an already healthy body and making it perform even better. For example this time 
moving from +3 to +8. 
 
The good news is that whilst positive psychology is a new field, as a science it is built on a 
foundation of careful study and empirical evidence.  Research results suggest that there is 
as much, or more to be gained from capitalising on strengths and positivity as there is from 
trying to overcome weaknesses. The field has produced a number of tried and tested 
positive interventions which when combined with intentional behaviour by individuals, 
teams and organisations provide some much needed power for increasing optimal well 
being, performance and effectiveness. 
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A Sample of the Benefits of Positive Emotion 
 
 

Health o Positive people are less likely than negative people to develop a cold, and when 
o they did the symptoms were far less severe 
o Positive people live longer 
o Depression linked to smoking, drinking, drug abuse, suicide, stroke, slower 

recovery rates from illnesses, and more emergency room visits. 
o Positivity linked to less pain, physical symptoms, fewer hospital visits. 
o People in a good mood have faster cardiovascular recovery times. 

Social o Good relationships associated with better health and mental health. 
o Happiest 10% are more sociable, have stronger friendships, and romantic 
o relationships. 
o Positive people volunteer more and are more willing to help others. 
o Positive people are more extroverted, have better club attendance, and are less 
o selfish. 

Work Positivity is associated with: 
o higher salaries; 
o better supervisor evaluations; 
o better customer evaluations; 
o less absenteeism; 
o less employee turnover; 
o better organisational behaviour; 
o better relationship with colleagues. 

Personal o Positive emotions increase interest and curiosity  
o Positive emotions are associated with feeling more meaning in life. 
o Positive emotion leads to more creativity. 

 


