
Evaluation of the positive approach 

D – Determinism vs free will:

Free will

The positive approach suggests that humans have 
the free will to develop their signature strengths 
and have control over their own well-being. This 
can be seen in the use of therapies like mindfulness 
and quality of life therapy, where individuals are 
encouraged to become more aware of their own 
feelings and emotions.

This is both a strength and weakness of the 
approach. As a strength, it makes people feel 
empowered and able to improve their well-being. 
However, placing too much responsibility on 
individuals for their happiness could mean that 
people end up feeling worse (e.g., Held, 2002).

R – Reductionism vs holism:

Holistic

Researchers like Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) suggest 
that genetics are an important factor in our 
happiness levels. As well as acknowledging these 
more low-level factors, in Myers and Diener’s (1997) 
research they found evidence for the role of higher 
level factors like relationships, faith and personality 
traits.

Taking a holistic view is both a strength and 
weakness of the approach. The benefit is that it 
offers a more complete explanation of complex 
concepts like well-being. However, it does make 
identifying causes and treatments more difficult, as 
well as carrying out research.

A – Applications:

Successful applications

Therapies like mindfulness are used by many 
individuals informally through apps like Headspace. 
More formal mindfulness programmes like MBCT 
(Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy) are also 
used in healthcare settings. Positive psychology 
interventions are also becoming widely used in 
schools and the workplace.

This is a strength of the approach as it has 
benefited society across a range of areas (e.g. health, 
education, and the workplace). It also provides 
support for the assumptions of the approach.

I – Idiographic vs nomothetic:

Idiographic and nomothetic

In therapies like mindfulness, an idiographic 
approach is taken where the individual is encouraged 
to reflect on their own thoughts and use this to 
improve their well-being. In addition, research like 
Myers and Diener (1997) aims to develop a theory 
of ‘Who is happy?’ that could be applied to everyone 
(nomothetic).

Considering both idiographic and nomothetic 
elements is a strength of the approach. The 
positive approach is recognising the role of individual 
differences in behaviour. In addition, by also 
developing nomothetic theories of human behaviour, 
the approach benefits from being potentially more 
useful in applying to more people. 

N – Nature vs nurture:

Interactionist

The positive approach recognises a role for different 
factors in influencing our levels of happiness. For 
example, Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) suggested that 
50% of the variance in happiness is due to genetics 
(nature). Myers and Diener (1997) also identified the 
role of relationships in increasing people’s sense of 
subjective well-being (nurture).

Taking into account the role of both innate and 
environmental factors in affecting happiness is 
a strength of the approach. It is offering a more 
complete explanation of behaviour, particularly 
useful with a complex concept like well-being.

S – Scientific nature:

Scientific

The approach uses features of the scientific method 
to investigate its ideas. For example, Seligman et 
al. (2005), randomly allocated participants to five 
different exercises that aimed to improve well-being. 
They also completed a placebo control version. The 
impact of this on happiness was measured.

This is a strength of the approach as the use of the 
scientific method adds credibility and support to the 
key concepts of the approach. This also means they 
are likely to get more funding for research and be 
adopted more widely in society.


