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WHAT IS POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY? 
 

Some starting points… 



An influential movement within psychology 
in the early 21st century, driven by two 
dissatisfactions:  

 
 

1. Psychology is obsessed with dysfunction 
 

2. Economics is obsessed with money 



 Psychology’s  dark  obsessions… 
Mental illness 

Personal/emotional problems 

Crime and deviance 

Abnormal development 

 

 

 

 

 

Clinical psychology 

Counselling psychology 

Forensic psychology 

Psychopathology 

 

Abraham Maslow was a rare  
mid 20th century exception 



Some psychologists became  
interested in happiness… 

Ed Diener 

Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi 

Martin 
Seligman 

Michael 
Argyle 
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Gross national product counts air 
pollution and cigarette advertising, 
and ambulances to clear our 
highways of carnage. It counts 
special locks for our doors and the 
jails for the people who break 
them. It counts the destruction of 
the redwood and the loss of our 
natural wonder in chaotic sprawl. It 
counts napalm and counts nuclear 
warheads and armored cars for the 
police to fight the riots in…and the 
television programs which glorify 
violence in order to sell toys to our 
children. 

 

Robert Kennedy 

http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/File:Robert_F._Kennedy_1964.jpeg


 

Yet the gross national product does not allow for 
the health of our children, the quality of their 
education or the joy of their play. It does not 
include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of 
our marriages, the intelligence of our public 
debate or the integrity of our public officials. It 
measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither 
our wisdom nor our learning, neither our 
compassion nor our devotion to our country, it 
measures everything in short, except that which 
makes life worthwhile. 

 



Money only makes you happy up to a point… 

Individuals  Nations 



Some economists in the UK have been 
influenced by positive psychology… 

 



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY AND CAREERS:  
THE CONCEPTUAL OVERLAP 

Questions that arise when we bring them together… 



Does matching people to jobs make them happy? 

Job satisfaction is moderately related to 
choosing work congruent with interests 

 

Job satisfaction seems to be positively related to 
life satisfaction and to mental health 
Faragher, Cass & Cooper (2005);  Erdogan et al.( 2012).  

But the notion of ‘matching’ people to 
occupations is much criticised by 
recent career theorists… 



Does career success make you happy? 
Lyubomirsky, King and Diener, (2005); 
Boehm & Lyubomirsky (2008) 



What kind of well-being relates to careers? 

Hedonia = enjoyable life Eudaimonia = meaningful life 

Happiness means play,  
and exploration: which gets 
positive results 



Flow 

 
 

means being absorbed in an  
activity, losing all sense of 
time… 
 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2002).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Mihaly_Csikszentmihalyi.jpg


“Work can be prime time for flow because unlike 
leisure, it builds many of the conditions of flow into 
itself. There are usually clear goals and rules of 
performance. There is frequent feedback about 
how well or poorly we are doing. Work usually 
encourages concentration and minimises 
distraction, and in many cases it matches the 
difficulties to your talents and even your strengths. 
As a result people often feel more engaged at work 
than they do at home.” 

 
(Seligman 2002: 175)  

 



More than just an interest… 

• Transient interest/flow experience is a positive 
experience – a kind of (hedonic) well-being 
 

• But interests pursued regularly can grow to be 
an integrated part of personality 
 

• Enduring interests form a basis for eudaimonic 
well-being – a more sustainable form of 
happiness 

 

 



Should work be a calling? 

Not just for money…or advancement 
 
A quasi-spiritual drive for meaning and purpose 
 
Does it have to be pro-social work? 

e.g. Biswas-Diener & Dean(2007).  



POSITIVE CAREER COUNSELLING 
What happens when we try to apply positive psychology to practice?   



Does this mean coaching? 

Positive psychology is one of a number of recent 
theoretical perspectives underpinning coaching 
practice.  It seems to be a good fit with coaching 
(Yates 2013), because a focus on the positives:  

  

• Motivates and encourages the client 

• Reduces client resistance to change 

• Career choice often means identifying and 
building on strengths 

 

 



 
Character strengths 

 Peterson & Seligman (2004) 
classified twenty-four specific 
strengths under six broad 
virtues that consistently emerge 
across history and culture 

 

This has lead to assessment 
tools:  

Values in Action 

http://www.viacharacter.org/www/
http://www.viacharacter.org/www/


Setting goals 

A goal focus is related to positive well-being 
 
Approach goals better than avoid goals 
 
Goals better if they relate to personal values, and 
meaningful in context of life story 
 
Need to be persistent but not rigid in their pursuit 
 
Happy people more likely to strive for goals  



A CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE 
Why we shouldn’t go crazy for career happiness 



Is positive psychology 
promoting a wholesome 
puritan version of American 
values:  work, family, & 
religion…  
 
served with apple pie? 
 
 

 

 

 
A cross cultural critique 



A critique from psychotherapy 

Does relentless positivity 
mean avoidance of 
negative issues that a 
healthy personality 
should tackle? 

 



A socio-economic critique 

Is ‘a calling’ unrealistic 
for many people who 
have to find money & 
make difficult trade 
offs with other life 
objectives? 
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Chat to your neighbour for 4 minutes and 
see what questions or comments come to 
mind, while we play the Workshop theme 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y6Sxv-sUYtM


CONCLUSION 
So what has positive psychology done for us? 



Pros and cons 

Good fit with career coaching  
 
Source of ideas, based on 
empirical evidence 
 
Valuable to emphasise interests 
 
Focus on values and strengths 
assessment  
 
Realistic approach to goal setting 
 

Cultural fit to UK not ideal  

 

Calling is not realistic for many 

 

Ignores difficult social & labour 
market realities 

 

Not a complete theory of career 
choice & development 

 
Promising but rather limited research 
on career outcomes and happiness 

 



HOW TO FIND OUT MORE… 



Martin Seligman's TED talk on Positive Psychology 

 

CAPP: Centre for Applied Positive Psychology 

 

Journal of Career Assessment, 2008, vol.16:  Special issue on career theory 
and subjective well-being.     

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9FBxfd7DL3E
http://www.cappeu.com/
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