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Abstract 

Positive psychology has the potential to become a prominent research area in SLA. The field is 

focused on positive emotion, positive character traits, and institutions that enable individuals to 

flourish, all of which are major concerns in language learning. The present chapter identifies key 

trends, such as the move toward studying positive emotions, flow, and learner strengths in SLA, 

as well as novel conceptual framework called EMPATHICS developed by Rebecca Oxford. The 

paper also addresses some of the fair and unfair criticism of positive psychology based on the 

tendency to separate positive and negative emotion, a failure to study individuals in sufficient 

depth, measurement issues, and an over-reliance on cross-sectional research designs. Two issues 

in particular, the health benefits of positive emotion and the critique of the 3:1 positivity ratio, 

are considered in some detail. In several notable respects, the development of positive 

psychology within SLA already is addressing these issues creatively and proposing solutions. 

The paper concludes that research into positive psychology in SLA is off to a good start, and is in 

some ways already ahead of positive psychology more generally. 
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1. Introduction 

One might say that the arrival of Positive Psychology (PosPsy) in the field of Second 

Language Acquisition (SLA) is overdue. The topics of PosPsy fit like a glove within the zeitgeist 

of modern language pedagogy with its dual emphasis on successful communication among 

people, along with the development of the language learner as a person. The emphasis in PosPsy 

is on the empirical study of the good things in life and the techniques that can be shown to 

promote living well (Peterson, 2006). The goal of the first part of this paper is to provide an 

overview of PosPsy with an eye toward applications within SLA that already are happening, 

along with future possibilities. The second section of this paper considers some of the criticism 

of PosPsy and what SLA might draw from the critiques. 

2. A Brief History of PosPsy 

PosPsy can be said to have a short history and a long past (Peterson, 2006). The narrative 

of modern PosPsy most often originates in 1998 when Martin Seligman was elected president of 

the American Psychological Association. His focus during his year as president was on 

“prevention” (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 7) and the ideas that formed the pillars of 

PosPsy began to take shape. The millennial issue of American Psychologist featured 16 papers 

that served to introduce PosPsy as a subfield. In their seminal article, Seligman and 

Csikszentmihalyi (2000) outline the core issue: 

(…) psychologists know very little about how normal people flourish (...). Psychology 

has, since World War II, become a science largely about healing. It concentrates on 

repairing damage within a disease model of human functioning. This almost exclusive 

attention to pathology neglects the fulfilled individual and the thriving community. The 
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aim of positive psychology is to begin to catalyze a change in the focus of psychology 

from preoccupation only with repairing the worst things in life to also building positive 

qualities (p. 5). 

Defined in this way, PosPsy represents a form of “rebirth” for humanistic psychology 

(Funder, 2010). Indeed, the term Positive Psychology was first used by the eminent humanistic 

psychologist Abraham Maslow. Maslow (1954) noted, as Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi did 

later, that psychology has “(…) voluntarily restricted itself to only half its rightful jurisdiction, 

the darker, meaner half” (p. 354). Maslow’s career-defining concern was with the positive 

qualities that make humans successful, fulfilled, and self-actualized. However, the humanistic 

tradition in psychology, compared to other subfields, tended to discount empirical research as a 

way of building knowledge about positive human qualities (Funder, 2010). Perhaps for this 

reason more than any other, the humanistic tradition did not build a cumulative knowledge base 

on which to support itself. The founders of PosPsy have emphasized that scientific grounding is 

required to advance knowledge. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) concluded their seminal 

article with a prediction for the future: 

We believe that a psychology of positive human functioning will arise that achieves a 

scientific understanding and effective interventions to build thriving in individuals, 

families, and communities (…) psychologists will learn how to build the qualities that 

help individuals and communities, not just to endure and survive, but also to flourish (p. 

13). 

Perhaps the most straightforward definition of positive psychology was offered by the 

late Peterson (2006) who said that positive psychology is “The scientific study of what goes right 
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in life”. This definition succinctly captures two of the main elements of positive psychology, the 

study of what goes right or the good things in life and a reliance on a scientific perspective. 

Psychology is not just a branch of medicine concerned with the illness or health; it is 

much larger. Is about work, education, insight, love, growth, and play. And in this quest 

for what is best, positive psychology does not rely on wishful thinking, faith, self-

deception, fads, or hand-waving; it tries to adapt what is best in the scientific method to 

the unique problems that human behavior presents to those who wish to understand it in 

all its complexity (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 7). 

The proponents of positive psychology emphasized that scientific methods are required in 

this field, a stance that helps to define the procedures of positive psychology differently from its 

humanistic cousins (Waterman, 2013). 

The emphasis on the scientific method has been softened somewhat in recent years as the 

diversity of rigorous research methods appropriate to study PosPsy has been expanded. The 

value placed on diverse research methods and the expanded range of possible research questions 

they bring might be one area where SLA actually is ahead of mainstream PosPsy (MacIntyre, 

Gregersen, & Mercer, 2016). 

3. SLA and the Subject Matter of PosPsy 

According to Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), PosPsy was founded on three 

pillars: (1) positive experiences (including emotions), (2) positive character traits, and (3) 

positive institutions. Positive institutions have been the least well studied of the three pillars, 

with research in psychology focusing on issues such as positive emotions and character 

strengths. The second edition of the Oxford Handbook of Positive Psychology (Snyder & Lopez, 
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2009) includes an impressive 65 chapters within its more than 700 pages. Using the contents of 

the book as an index of the range of topics with which the field has engaged shows the breadth 

and depth of material available in the area (see Table 1). Many of these topics were being studied 

prior to the naming of the field, but PosPsy is serving as an umbrella under which to collect a 

wide variety of topics. In addition, the notion that deliberate and effective interventions can be 

made to increase wellbeing for both individuals and communities is a central tenet in PosPsy and 

is a defining feature of education itself, with language at the very center of the process. For this 

reason, and many others, there are connections between PosPsy and SLA that are well worth 

exploring. 

Over the past 15 years or so, there have been a number of significant contributions made 

within positive psychology. There are four key contributions of positive psychology that can be 

highlighted here to show both the development of knowledge surrounding key PosPsy concepts  

Table 1 

A Partial List of Topics in Positive Psychology (based on Snyder & Lopez, 2009) 
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and applications to SLA. By adopting a PosPsy perspective, SLA is able to move in several 

interesting research directions. We will consider four of these emerging directions below. 

3.1 From Negative to Positive Emotion 

Arguably the most significant contribution yet from PosPsy has been Fredrickson’s 

(2001, 2013) theory differentiating positive and negative emotions. Although all emotions serve 

to help persons adapt to their surroundings, Fredrickson (2003) made the valuable point that 

there is a qualitative, functional difference between positive and negative emotion. On the one 

hand, the role of negative emotion is to focus behavior and produce a specific thought-action 

tendency. For example, anger arises when one’s pursuit of goals is threatened and is 

accompanied by a focused urge to destroy the obstacle (Reeve, 2015). Another negative emotion, 

anxiety, is associated with fear which tends to produce avoidance behavior, as when anxious 

students avoid using the target language. On the other hand, the function of positive emotions is 

fundamentally different from negative emotion. The role of positive emotions is to broaden and 

build, according to Frederickson (2001). Broaden means that when we are experiencing positive 

emotions we tend to have a broader field of vision; we tend to take in more information and we 

tend to notice things that we had not noticed before. Building means that the function of positive 

emotions is to assemble various types of resources for the future, resources that help individuals 

deal with negative events and/or negative emotions down the road. One of the consequences of 

positive emotions is to undo the lingering effects of negative emotional arousal. 

Already the field of SLA has taken up the key distinction between positive and negative 

emotion. MacIntyre and Gregersen (2012) highlighted the role of positive emotions that 

accompany the imagination of future selves, as in Dörnyei’s (2005) influential L2 self-system 

theory. Two types of emotion can be identified, the first type, anticipated future emotions, reflect 
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what a person expects to feel in the future (e.g., expecting pride and satisfaction during a 

graduation ceremony). The second type, anticipatory emotions, reflects the emotions actually felt 

as one is imagining the future event (e.g., feeling excitement now at the prospect of graduating in 

the future). Both types of emotion contribute to energizing motivation, providing the positive 

energizing “kick” that is missing from the L2 self-system (Dörnyei, 2005). Dewaele and 

MacIntyre (2014) also examined the connections between positive and negative emotion when 

studying enjoyment and anxiety in an internet-based survey of language learners. They found 

only a modest correlation between anxiety and enjoyment and reported evidence that suggests 

they are not opposing ends of a seesaw, but rather two separate dimensions of experience with 

different types of effects on learning. These studies and others that are on the horizon suggest 

that emotion may become a significant topic in SLA; future studies will benefit greatly from the 

theoretical and empirical distinctions between positive and negative emotion. 

3.2 From Deficiencies to Strengths 

The second major contribution of positive psychology that can be identified as applicable 

to SLA is the model of character strengths, including the VIA inventory of character strengths 

and Seligman’s more specific concept of “signature strengths”. In mainstream psychology, the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (the DSM-5) published by the American Psychiatric 

Association is the major classification scheme for the field of mental illness used by 

psychologists, psychiatrists, and other mental health professionals worldwide. If PosPsy has 

anything similar it might be the VIA Inventory of Strengths. According to its website, to date the 

online VIA inventory has been completed by over 2.6 million people in 190 countries making it a 

highly successful web-based research project (VIA Institute, 2015). If the DSM captures what 

goes wrong, the VIA inventory captures what goes right in personal development. The list of 
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strengths in the VIA inventory can be categorized in a set of 6 broad virtues and 24 underlying 

character strengths that are widely applicable across cultures and ages. The classification scheme 

is summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2 

A Summary of the VIA Classification of Virtues and Strengths 

 

Adapted from Park, Peterson, and Seligman (2004) 

Research is beginning to undertake an examination of strengths applicable to SLA. In a 

recent paper, MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Abel (2015) consider what it means to take a strengths-

based approach to dealing with anxiety in language learning. Language anxiety has been the 

most widely studied emotion in SLA, with a long list of sources and consequences that can 

seriously disrupt both learning and communication (Gkonou, Daubney, & Dewaele, in press). 

Language anxiety is a significant concern for teachers, learners, and educational leaders because 
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it affects the quality of teaching, learning, and assessment. Traditionally, the approach to 

language anxiety has been to focus on ameliorating its symptoms, including reducing negative 

arousal, reducing distracting thoughts, countering exaggerated negative beliefs, and so on 

(Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986). MacIntyre et al. (2015) contemplate what a strengths-based 

approach might look like, using the virtue of courage as a focal point. Interventions developed 

based on a model of strengths rather than dealing with learners’ weaknesses generates a very 

different approach to education. “A strength-based approach to enhancing courage leaves anxiety 

to one side and encourages learners to acknowledge anxiety but take action in spite of it. In a 

metaphorical sense, courage provides a shield against waves of anxiety”. The authors propose 

four specific activities that are designed to facilitate the development of learner courage: putting 

on a brave face, drawing on community to persevere, imagining integrity, and zestful zeal. 

MacIntyre et al. recommend that these specific exercises be tested empirically, as would be 

required by the founding tenets of PosPsy. 

3.3 From PERMA to EMPATHICS 

The third key contribution of PosPsy is Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model. PERMA 

stands for Positive emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning in life, and Accomplishment. 

In a sense PERMA is the new “happy”. Initially, as positive psychology discussed happiness, the 

concept was so multifaceted, and generated so many different types of definitions, that the word 

happiness itself became quite difficult to deal with. Lazarus (2003b) noted that “(…) there is no 

muddier concept in the history of at least 2000 years of philosophy and psychology than the 

nature of happiness” (p. 177). PERMA on the other hand is a multidimensional concept 

with greater definitional precision. 
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Although PERMA has been around a relatively brief time, it already has been applied to 

SLA. Helgesen (2016) has developed ELT classroom interventions that are directly tied to 

PERMA, such as expressing gratitude, giving complements, and savouring the good things that 

happen. All of these activities also may serve the goals of language instruction at various levels 

and with various types of students. Oxford and Cuellar (2014) used PERMA to understand the 

personal narratives of adult learners of Chinese in Mexico, producing a rich account of the 

learners’ experiences. 

In an extraordinary chapter that makes a significant contribution to advancing PosPsy in 

SLA, Oxford (2016) reviewed the literature on relevant concepts in the area and she has 

expanded on PERMA in significant ways. The resulting theoretical model has been named 

EMPATHICS, and is composed of nine dimensions: 

1. E: emotion and empathy. 

2. M: meaning and motivation. 

3. P: perseverance, including resilience, hope, and optimism. 

4. A: agency and autonomy. 

5. T: time. 

6. H: hardiness and habits of mind. 

7. I: intelligences. 

8. C: character strengths. 

9. S: self factors (self-efficacy, self-concept, self-esteem, and self-verification). 

The elements of the EMPATHICS vision, as Oxford calls it, are not intended to be taken 

as a taxonomy or hierarchy. Rather, Oxford proposes that the concepts and their relationships are 

“nonlinear, organic, and holistic and point to the probability of higher-level aggregations or 
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constellations that deserve theorizing and research”. She advocates the use of dynamic systems 

thinking to conceptualize the ways in which the processes described by EMPATHICS operate in 

context. Indeed, Oxford notes that PosPsy itself would profit from greater attention to the roles 

of context and culture in the psychology of the learner, criticism that has been offered by other 

authors as well (including Lazarus, 2003a). 

On describing the theoretical and pedagogical vistas that are opened by this new 

theoretical orientation, Oxford (2016) notes: 

Many of the EMPATHICS themes, such as meaning, empathy, hope, optimism, time (in 

the sense of time perspective), hardiness, habits of mind, character strengths, and self-

verification, have not been addressed in our field. Certain other themes, such as resilience 

and intelligences, have rarely been discussed in relation to language learning. Even the 

familiar aspects, such as emotions, motivation, agency, autonomy, time (in the sense of 

possible selves), and three of the self factors, could benefit from further attention based 

on positive psychology (p. 11). 

Space does not permit a full explanation of EMPATHICS and its rich conceptual offerings, so 

readers are encouraged to review Oxford’s original contribution. 

3.4 Moving into Flow 

The fourth key contribution that will be highlighted here predates the naming of PosPsy 

but should be seen as one of its founding concepts. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) flow theory 

describes a state of positive well-being that ideally balances the degree of challenge with the skill 

of a person. Flow occurs when people are working at the edge of their abilities, whether it is 

when creating music, engaged in athletic competition, or even making scientific discoveries. 
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Flow is a sweet spot where challenges and abilities come together harmoniously, creating a sense 

that one is fully enmeshed with the activity at hand, not self-focused or otherwise preoccupied, 

and often participants often lose track of time. Flow has not been widely studied in SLA, but has 

been a major topic in psychology and in particular in PosPsy.  

Over the years there have been unpublished studies of flow in SLA presented at various 

conferences, but Egbert’s (2003) study ranks as the most prominent published contribution to 

date. Egbert examined 13 learners of Spanish in a fieldwork study conducted over several weeks 

of language lab experiences. Participants described similar types of experiences while in flow, 

and Egbert argued that elements of language task design contributed significantly to the 

likelihood of entering a flow state. More recently, Dewaele and MacIntyre (unpublished) 

developed a new multi-item scale to measure both flow (including feeling absorbed, fulfilled, 

happy) and anti-flow (including feeling distracted, frustrated, disengaged) in language learning. 

They administered the scale using an internet survey and found respondents reporting more 

instances of flow than anti-flow. Also, those with greater experience with languages tend to have 

had more flow experiences. In an unrelated study conducted around the same time, 

Czimmermann and Piniel (2016) studied 85 Hungarian first-year university-level students in a 

Bachelor of Arts foreign language (English). Using a questionnaire designed to measure 

classroom flow experiences, the authors found that advanced learners experienced moderate to 

high levels of classroom flow. Czimmermann and Piniel also examined task-specific flow; 

learners were asked to complete a task in which they have to arrange individual drawings into a 

coherent story. The task worked as predicted by flow theory Csikszentmihalyi (1990), and 

worked best when challenges and skills were in balance. It was interesting, however, that 
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classroom flow was not highly predictive of specific task flow, with only a modest correlation 

between them. 

3.5 Propositions for PosPsy in SLA 

These four key contributions provide a basis on which SLA can begin to adapt theories of 

PosPsy to the study of second language acquisition. There is fertile ground for future research to 

investigate many of the PosPsy concepts and theories that have been developed. As one set of 

examples, the review of concepts above allows for the following propositions that can be tested 

in future studies. 

1. We need to better understand emotions in language learning and studying both positive 

and negative emotions together will provide a richer understanding than focusing on 

negative emotions alone. To date, language anxiety has been well studied and there is 

considerable evidence of its effects on language learning and communication (Gkonou et 

al., in press; Horwitz & Young, 1991; MacIntyre, 1999). However, what does one do 

about anxiety? Already interest in positive emotions is developing that will allow teachers 

and learners to complement anxiety-reduction strategies with applications of character 

strengths, such as courage. For example, Gregersen, MacIntyre, and Meza (2016) 

examined the influence of interventions like gratitude, altruism, music, exercise, pets, and 

laughter. Although the initial evidence suggests that the interventions were well-received, 

these ideas require testing in future research studies. 

2. Understanding character strengths and how specific individual learners adapt their 

strengths to their learning will help create nuanced models that are tailored to the 

individual; this approach may be preferable to trying to make up for deficits and 

weaknesses. Generally, students would likely find it a far more rewarding experience to 
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use their signature strengths in new ways that facilitate learning than to work primarily on 

remediating their weaknesses. In this way, learners can capitalize on their individuality 

and choose when to exercise and expand their boundaries by working on weaknesses (see 

Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). A model of teaching dedicated to finding new 

applications of learners’ strengths would look very different from a model that seeks to 

remediate deficiencies. It is necessary to further develop models of strengths-based 

teaching and learning, for both the teacher and the learner. 

3. The EMPATHICS vision has the potential to capture and advance a number of important 

dimensions in language teaching, including the positive emotions that teachers want to 

see, such as engagement among students, positive relationships between teachers and 

students, and interaction between native speakers and second language speakers. Using 

EMPATHICS as a guide allows for an emphasis on the accomplishments in the language 

that may enhance the meaning of the learning. Some of the elements of EMPATHICS 

have been well studied in SLA while others have not yet been studied. EMPATHICS has 

the potential to guide novel questions and pedagogical activities for years to come, 

especially when taken from the dynamic approach that Oxford (2016) advocates. 

EMPATHICS might also be applied to teacher training and the process of discovering 

one’s capabilities as a teacher. 

4. Flow theory has strong potential to be relevant to the learning and communication 

processes in the target language. For many learners there comes a time when they don’t 

even notice that they are using the new language. This also is that the heart of flow as a 

concept. When the sense of self disappears and even the sense of time passing is 

distorted, the borderline between high engagement and a state of flow has been crossed. 
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One contribution from positive psychology would be to better understand how the state 

of flow and language fluency work together. The blending of research with learning 

interventions is a potentially rich field to be explored. 

4. Critiques of Positive Psychology 

Every scholarly endeavor has its critics; the value of well-thought out critique for 

advancing knowledge in an area cannot be overestimated. PosPsy has been criticized along a 

number of dimensions, at times fairly and at other times unfairly. The field also has been 

inappropriately characterized by some prominent critiques in both the academic arena and the 

popular press. Let us consider various types of critiques here, each of which offers a note of 

caution to the research and practice of PosPsy in SLA. 

One of the most prominent scholarly critiques of PosPsy was offered by Lazarus (2003a, 

b) in what would be two of the last articles he wrote before he died in 2002. The journal 

Psychological Inquiry dedicated an entire issue to a debate that began with Lazarus (2003a) 

asking “Does the Positive Psychology Movement Have Legs?” Lazarus has been an influential 

figure in psychology for his description of appraisal and coping processes, and the role of 

emotion in those processes. However, he was no fan of positive psychology, taking it to task for 

several reasons, some of which are worthy of close consideration. In fairness, Lazarus 

recognized that many of his criticisms apply to psychology more generally, and not only to 

PosPsy. Lazarus’ (2003a) critique is focused on four issues, each of which is summarized below. 

One issue Lazarus raised is the idea that positive and negative emotions are inseparable, 

and the labels themselves can be misleading given that the function of all emotions, even 

unpleasant ones, is to aide adaptation to the present situation. This means that there is a positive 
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side to negative emotion and vice versa—they are best viewed as two sides of the same coin. To 

take an example from SLA, a student with high language anxiety likely thinks of it as a negative 

experience but the information provided by the anxiety reaction itself (for example, that one is 

not communicating successfully in the TL) can positively contribute to adaptation (for example, 

by repairing the language, code switching, or asking for help). As noted above, the SLA field is 

recognizing that positive and negative emotions are complex phenomena that can lead to feelings 

of ambivalence (MacIntyre, 2007), and is taking seriously the impact of emotion on learning and 

communicating in the TL. 

In a second line of argument, Lazarus (2003a) noted that psychology rarely studies the 

individual in any depth and that even studies of individual difference factors (e.g., personality 

traits) are based on group averages or patterns of relative standing within a group described by 

correlation. Lazarus (2003a) suggests that psychology research in general makes too much of 

modest differences between group means and fails to adequately consider both the variation 

within groups and overlap between groups. He argues that 

(i)n the desire to be scientific, which in the eyes of most scientists calls for making broad, 

elegant generalizations from observations, those who do research stubbornly display a de 

facto denial of the importance of individual variation and the value of detailed description 

in science (p. 103). 

The studies already in the literature on PosPsy in SLA have displayed a diversity of 

methodologies that are beginning to help to address this criticism. For example, Hiver (2016) 

examined the development of hope and resiliency among novice teachers in a context that 

presented significant difficulties. Another author, Ibrahim (2016), examines long-term patterns of 

engagement under the heading of “Directed Motivational Currents” (Henry, Davydenko, & 
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Dörnyei, 2015). Ibrahim’s study provides some of the detailed description that Lazarus’ critique 

suggests is missing in PosPsy. A third example is Oxford and Cuellar’s (2014) analysis of the 

personal narratives of adult learners, work that helps to underscore the tenets of PosPsy in SLA. 

It seems clear that the type of depth that Lazarus and others seek will best be found in SLA by a 

triangulation of a diverse collection of rigorous research tech�niques from quantitative, 

qualitative and mixed-methods epistemologies. 

In a third line of critique, Lazarus also identified an emotion measurement problem 

whereby “(…) checklists and questionnaires that are administered only once per participant (…) 

are inadequate for the purpose of providing accurate and full descriptions of the flow of emotions 

that have been experienced or displayed” (p. 96). It is obvious that the measurement approach 

used by any study must match its research questions, and every method has its strengths and its 

limitations for particular types of research questions. The value of questionnaire measures of 

emotion lies in their ability to collect information efficiently across a large sample and to make 

statistical comparisons that address meaningful questions. Questionnaire measures of emotion in 

themselves are not a problem but drawing inappropriate conclusions from studies that use such 

measures would be a problem. Lazarus’ concern is well-founded when the measurement of 

emotion is mismatched with the research question, as when a simple cross-sectional design is 

used to answer a research question about developmental processes. In SLA, there has been 

attention in recent years to the development of complex dynamic systems theory and its 

applications to language development (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008). For example, 

researchers examining motivation have started to address various types of research questions 

using a diversity of methods, including two-stage qualitative interview design, longitudinal 

qualitative interview design, qualitative interviews on multiple timescales, qualitative 
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comparative analysis, cluster analysis, Q-methodology, retrodictive qualitative modelling, latent 

growth modelling, change point analysis, variability analysis, trajectory equifinality model, and 

the idiodynamic method (MacIntyre, Dörnyei, & Henry, 2015). Although many of these methods 

are not yet well known in SLA, their presence in the field and future refinement points to a 

triangulation of methods that may sensitively address the problem of measuring emotion and 

motivations, as well as other concepts that have been advanced in PosPsy. 

Although the three lines of criticism above are relevant to SLA and in some respects 

already are being addressed, Lazarus’ major criticism concerns the quality of research methods 

that are common in PosPsy and in psychology more generally. He questions the over-reliance on 

cross-sectional research designs that are not well-suited to demonstrate either causality or 

fluctuations in the processes they study. It already has been noted that SLA features an eclectic 

set of methods that will allow for great diversity of research questions now and in the future. 

More recently, the journal Annals of Behavioral Medicine dedicated issue 39 (vol. 1, 

February 2010) to examining the health implications of PosPsy particularly with respect to 

oncology. The issue captured a debate that in many ways is similar to the Lazarus critique, but 

with a more specific focus on physical health. The journal editors acknowledge that research into 

the positive aspects of heath has been expanding rapidly but they expressed concern about the 

“(…) level of hyperbole and misrepresentation in the popular press; and the potential adverse 

effects on patients, who may feel ill-served by injunctions to discern positive experiences while 

confronting harrowing health threats” (p. 2). The target article in the issue (Aspinwall & 

Tedeschi, 2010a) outlined ways in which concepts generally considered within the purview of 

PosPsy might be linked to improved health outcomes. The critique (Coyne & Tennen, 2010) 

challenges the idea that positive character traits, and accompanying thoughts and emotions such 
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as having a fighting spirit and finding benefit in negative events, have a causal role to play in 

health outcomes and specifically in prolonging the life of cancer patients. Results from large 

scale studies with strong statistical controls are not consistently showing evidence for claims of 

improved mortality from positive states such as optimism. The counter position by Aspinwall 

and Tedeschi (2010b) suggest that some key studies were overlooked by the critics, and that 

narrow health outcomes such as mortality rates do not capture important variables such as quality 

of life, social support, and reduced anxiety. 

The debate over health-related outcomes centers on a key issue that offers difficulty for 

the scientific study of social phenomena: the need to statistically control for preexisting 

differences among treatment groups. Using optimism as an example, Aspinwall and Tedeschi 

(2010b) argue that prior analyses “(…) controlled for some of the very pathways—namely, 

health behaviors and psychological distress— through which optimism is thought to be related to 

health outcomes (p. 29)”. The essence of the problem is that the prototype of the experimental 

method requires random assignment to experimentally-controlled conditions. In cases such as 

health and education, experimental control and random assignment to conditions often are not 

possible. In such cases a researcher can attempt to control for extraneous factors statistically. 

However, such a process risks artificially removing factors that are correlated with the process of 

most interest. For example, optimists tend to be younger, better educated, more often employed, 

and less likely to have diabetes, be overweight, and to smoke. These same factors are widely 

acknowledged to reduce the risk of mortality—so what does it mean to statistically remove the 

things that optimists tend to do from the correlation between optimism and health outcomes? 

Issues such as these must carefully be considered in the research process; the difficulty inherent 

in dealing with them has produced more than its fair share of scholarly conflict. 
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One of the reasons that PosPsy has come under fire for overstated claims about its 

supposed benefits is that the iterative nature of research, the back-and-forth between studies that 

demonstrate a particular finding and other studies that attempt to replicate it, is not well captured 

by the popular press. It takes time for knowledge in a specific area to accumulate that shows the 

reliability of a phenomena and its boundaries; all research results must be considered tentative, 

pending future research. The risk of overstating the case for PosPsy interventions in heath and 

other areas has been a concern since the outset of the field (Peterson, 2006). There is some 

concern that the popular press has simplified and overstated the results of PosPsy research. To 

take one example, Ehrenreich (2010) writes about dealing with cancer and her negative reaction 

to people who offered advice on the value of positive thinking. Ehrenreich herself is a cancer 

survivor. She describes in detail how she felt when she was given advice such as to think of 

cancer as a gift that would make her a better person. Ehrenreich acknowledges that the advice 

was intended to make her feel better but it had the opposite effect. She considers relentless 

optimism a societal problem that prevents critical thinking, using the world-wide economic crisis 

of 2008–09 as a prime example. PosPsy is treated by Ehrnreich as if it refused to acknowledge 

the complete scope of human experience, a line of argument that serves to critique a mere 

caricature of PosPsy rather than the field of research as it is. 

Other critiques of PosPsy have been directed at its key proponents and findings, including 

Fredrickson’s concept of “positivity ratios”. Fredrickson and Losada (2005) discussed the 

benefits of positive emotion, taking the uncontroversial position that there are benefits to positive 

emotion, even as they also noted that negative emotions are both appropriate and necessary for 

successful functioning. Although they acknowledged the value of negative emotion, the authors 

emphasized the survival value of positive emotion and its effects in a group setting. To support 
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that argument they drew on research that showed that couples who were headed for divorce 

tended to have a ratio of positive to negative comments of less than 5–1. Other research showed 

that successful business teams that had a ratio of positive to negative comments during group 

discussion that was approximately 2.9-1. This research was previously conducted by Losada with 

who described the 2.9:1 ratio as “The Losada Line”. 

Fredrickson and Losada (2005) drew on the above evidence to describe a specific ratio of 

positive to negative emotions that would be optimal, and they settled on an implausibly exact 

ratio of 2.9211–1. Part of the justification for this highly specific number was based on dynamic 

systems modeling using Lorenz equations. The authors noted that “(f)rom a psychological 

standpoint, this ratio may seem absurdly precise” and they were correct. To make matters worse, 

in 2009, Fredrickson published a popular book called “Positivity” in which she promoted the 

notion of approximately 3–1 ratio of positive to negative emotions. Indeed, the cover of the book 

contains the following line: “Top notch research reveals the 3–1 ratio that will change your life”. 

But there was a problem. Brown, Sokal, and Friedman (2013) countered with a paper 

called “The complex dynamics of wishful thinking”. The paper was a scathing critique of the 

mathematics behind the 2.9:1 positivity ratio. Brown et al. argued that the Losada line is “(b)ased 

on a series of erroneous and, for the most part, completely illusory ‘applications’ of 

mathematics”. Fredrickson (2013) responded to the critique by retracting the part of the paper 

that dealt with the mathematical proof of positivity ratio, but shoes to retain the core idea that the 

ratio of positive to negative emotion is important for psychological health. She wrote: 

Research on the full value of positivity ratios remains in its infancy. Although in the wake 

of Brown et al. (2013) work, this infant may seem a bit sullied… in my estimation a good 

scrubbing reveals a healthy baby well worth letting grow up. Losada’s mathematical 
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work, which to date he has elected not to defend, may well be the smudge that needs 

removing (p. 820). 

Perhaps this is the type of example that Peterson (2006) was suggesting as his concern for 

PosPsy: the popular press account of the research got ahead of the science, and Brown et al. 

(2013) provided a correction. It is important for proponents for PosPsy in SLA to keep such 

criticism in mind as future research results turn into recommendations for teaching and learning 

languages. 

4.1 Further Propositions for PosPsy in SLA 

These critiques of PosPsy provide a basis on which SLA can proceed with applications of 

PosPsy concepts and methods, and hopefully avoid some of the known pitfalls. 

1. Develop and test language activities that are informed by prior research.  

One proposition emerging from the critiques is the need to balance the desire to develop 

interventions with the practicalities of language pedagogy. There is more than minimal risk that 

pedagogical applications of PosPsy in SLA will get ahead of the research support. Already there 

have been several activities adapted for use in SLA that are inspired by published research in 

PosPsy, including those offered by Belnap et al. (2016), Fonseca-Mora & Machancoses (2016), 

Fresacher (2016), Gregersen et al. (2016), Gregersen and MacIntyre (2014), and Helgesen 

(2016). From a teacher’s point of view, implementing a PosPsy activity or intervention as part of 

an in-classroom or extra-curricular exercise based on prior research might seem to be well-

justified. But it would be impossible to predict with precision the outcomes of classroom 

activities with even the best research support because of the number of variables interacting 

among the learners operating within their context (see Dörnyei, MacIntyre, & Henry, 2015). It 
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would be a tremendous asset to the field if teachers and researchers commit to systematically 

collecting data on PosPsy interventions, including classroom-based research that employs the 

best available measures and is sensitive to both the contexts and individuals involved. The close 

ties between language and culture suggest that interventions in SLA that are based on PosPsy 

must also take cultural similarities and differences into account. 

2. Pay close attention to definitions and measurement of concepts while considering also the 

cultural dimensions that impact research and teaching. 

One key lesson emerging from the above critiques is to pay close attention to the definition and 

measurement of concepts, and to avoid over-generalizing the results of a single study or data 

from a single context. This is especially important considering the close ties between language 

and culture, and the risks inherent in adapting psychological concepts cross-culturally. Even as 

we consider common, ubiquitous, and possibly universal attributes of living well and the various 

specific concepts of PosPsy, we must remain sensitive to the potential for cultural dimensions in 

those concepts and explicitly test assumptions about how they operate in any specific context. 

For example, Seligman (2002) prefers to describe the character strengths and virtues described 

above (see Table 2) as ubiquitous and possibly universal because cultural variation must be taken 

into account. 

3. Allow for a diversity of rigorous empirical methods. 

A final lesson emerging from the intersection of the above critiques is the need to expand the 

notion of a scientific basis for PosPsy to include a triangulation of rigorous empirical methods 

that address ubiquitous processes, specific contexts, and individual trajectories of development. 

Several examples have been noted above where a diversity of methods allows for a more 
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nuanced understanding of the role of common and unique factors to the language learning 

process. Given the openness to triangulating various research methods, MacIntyre and Mercer 

(2014) suggest that we might be working “(…) at an optimal time for a wide ranging research 

program devoted to study the role of PosPsy in SLA from both the individual and group 

perspectives”. To do this work, however, requires appropriate research questions and methods to 

answer them. 

5. Conclusion 

The principles of positive psychology suggest that the focus on previously neglected 

positive traits, emotions, and institutions is well worth pursuing. The positive attributes of people 

are at least as worthy of rigorous research attention as their negative attributes, and together 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of teaching and learning processes than either can 

alone. PosPsy is helping to balance the focus on both addressing problems that people encounter 

and ways in which they flourish. The field of SLA can benefit a great deal from carefully 

considering the contributions of PosPsy, keeping in mind the need to balance theory, research, 

and practice as we move forward along this potentially exciting path. 
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