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Chapter

Positive Psychology and Healthy
Lifestyles for Health and Happiness

Liana Lianov

Abstract

Positive psychology in combination with a healthy lifestyle has the potential to
enhance health and well-being at a level beyond that achieved by healthy lifestyle
habits alone—a state of health termed positive health by Martin Seligman, the
founder of the positive psychology field. This chapter covers how positive psychology
interventions and positive emotions with healthy physical habits play a vital role in
health. The mechanism is twofold: 1. positive emotions as powerful drivers of behavior
change and 2. direct physiologic benefits of positive emotions. Health professionals
need to consider how to integrate this science and practice of positive psychology into
their patient assessments and recommendations. An overview will be provided about
the scientific studies that show the reinforcing, reciprocal relationship between posi-
tive psychology activities and physical healthy lifestyles. Strategies to apply in clinical
practices outside of behavioral health and research recommendations are reviewed.
Future research is needed to transform these research-informed approaches into
evidence-based practice and address a major research gap on how different cultures
and populations form positive psychology interventions.

Keywords: positive psychology, positive health, health care, total well-being, lifestyle
medicine, positive psychology interventions

1. Introduction

Positive psychology is the scientific study of human flourishing and the strengths
and virtues that enable individuals, communities, and organizations to thrive and
stated more broadly. The field studies conditions and processes contribute to optimal
functioning [1]. Positive psychology-based interventions impact physical health as
well as mental and emotional health, and hence, they align with and advance the
objectives of health and medical practitioners, who seek to impact health and quality
of life.

The relevance and importance of positive psychology approaches to health care
are especially highlighted for practitioners of lifestyle medicine, which uses lifestyle
interventions to, not only prevent diseases, but also treat chronic diseases and, in
some cases, reverse these conditions. By combining healthy lifestyle and positive
psychology in the health care, we can promote positive health—a state of health over
and above what can be achieved when we address solely traditional risk factors, such
as eating patterns, physical activity, and sleep [2]. In this chapter, we will review how

1 IntechOpen



Happiness - Biopsychosocial and Anthropological Perspectives

positive psychology approaches and interventions impact health and how they can

be incorporated in health care for achieving positive health. Although consensus on
terminology is not yet well-established, we’ll refer to positive health, flourishing and
thriving interchangeably in this chapter as a state of total well-being, including physi-
cal, mental, emotional, social, and spiritual health that allows an individual to remain
in a healthy state even during traumatic times. This construct is more inclusive than
the term happiness, and it highlights the reinforcing, reciprocal nature of positive
emotions, healthy lifestyles, and physical health. By contrast, well-being is a broad
term used variably in the literature to describe positive physical and emotional states.

2. The essential link between healthy lifestyles and positive psychology

Achieving positive health relies on both physical health habits and positive
mindsets and activities. Health practitioners can prescribe these positive psychol-
ogy interventions along with traditional healthy habits, including a predominantly
plant-based diet, physical activity, restorative sleep avoidance of risky substances,
and managing stress.

Positive activities represent a pillar of a total healthy lifestyle prescription and also
lead to positive emotions, the key driver for healthy behavior changes. Hence, positive
psychology has an essential role in helping individuals achieve and sustain healthy
behaviors. Moreover, positive psychology-based activities have direct physiologic
benefits, such as boosts in the parasympathetic nervous system.

The reinforcing nature between healthy lifestyles and positive emotions produces
a powerful effect. As positive emotions are experienced in association with the health
behaviors, individuals are more likely to repeat the healthy behaviors in a noncon-
scious manner. The more we do healthy behaviors, the more likely we are to achieve
positive health. A number of studies are reviewed here showing the link between key
healthy lifestyle behaviors and boosts in mood, treatment depression, and increased
happiness.

Many questions remain about how to apply positive psychology interventions for
which the evidence has been built within behavioral health settings into primary care
and medical specialty health care settings. The evidence base for these traditional
healthcare settings is being built by a few leading researchers, including Judith
Moskowitz at Northwestern University in Chicago, Illinois. Her team is looking at
the feasibility and impact in settings, such as oncology clinics. Other researchers and
practitioners are asking how can health practitioners prescribe these interventions
for different populations of patients? What is the appropriate “dosing” and timing of
these prescriptions? In the meantime, the healthcare field can be “research-informed”
and benefit by acknowledging the role of a positive activities as part of a healthy
lifestyle and starting discussions with patients about this element of health that
encompasses total well-being and positive health and encouraging patients to explore
what positive activities work for them, giving them a sense of vitality.

In addition to promoting quality of life, positive health, and increasing longev-
ity among patients, these activities can boost the well-being of health practitioners.
By personally practicing a total healthy lifestyle with positive psychology activities,
practitioners can achieve personal well-being and produce a better work-life balance,
especially in the context of a workplace environment that prioritizes a culture of well-
being, practitioners can help prevent burnout, serve as effective role models for their
patients, and develop effective and satisfying medical practices.
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3. Positive psychology and healthy lifestyles: what the science shows

Research exploring the impact of healthy lifestyle practices on mental and
emotional well-being and vice versa is growing. We’ll cite a few examples. Research
suggests that healthy nutrition can impact mood. An association between depressive
symptoms and poor nutrition has been found in several studies, with the mediating
role of gut microbiota posited as one mechanism of action. In a study by Jacka and
colleagues [3], moderately to severely depressed individuals were randomly assigned
to two groups—those who ate a Mediterranean style eating pattern with social
support and those who received social support only. A depression remission rate of
32% occurred among the participants in the dietary and social support intervention
group as compared with only 8% of the participants who received the social support
only.

The research team of Parletta [4] observed reductions in depression when study
participants adhered to the Mediterranean style eating pattern and consumed a vari-
ety of nuts and vegetables. These studies suggest that diets high in plants are essential
in treating depression and decreasing negative effect. Additional studies show that
predominantly plant-based diet can increase positive affect [5-8].

A large epidemiologic study of over 80,000 individuals in the United Kingdom
demonstrated a dose-response relationship between consuming fruits and vegetables
and happiness even after controlling for numerous confounding factors known to
influence emotional well-being [7]. In a longitudinal study, participants who con-
sumed eight or more servings of fruits and vegetables every day had the highest levels
of subjective well-being [9]. Although more research is needed, these kinds of studies
provide initial evidence that nutritional interventions should be considered essential
when looking at achieving not only physical health, but also mental and emotional
health.

Regular physical activity has also long been strongly associated with better mood
and preventing and treating depression [10-13]. In fact, exercise is comparable to
antidepressant medications for relieving depression [14]. Some of the mechanisms
by which physical activity can be mood enhancing include boost in endorphins
and other neurotransmitters, regulation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal
axis, increased neurogenesis psychological distraction, and improved self-efficacy
[15-17]. Even a walk as short as 10-15 min has been shown to be sufficient to boost
positive effect [18].

Higher intensity aerobic exercise and resistance exercise may confer additional
mood enhancing benefits [19, 20]. More research is needed to better understand the
influence of different forms of exercise and different dosing and durations on mental
health and the achievement of total well-being or positive health.

Sleep is another pillar of a total healthy lifestyle with 7-9 h of high-quality sleep
per night recommended [21]. Lack of sleep has been shown to make individuals be
more sensitive to negativity [22]. Sleep-deprived individuals were more than twice
as likely to remember words with negative connotations in a memory task. Chronic
insomnia can be a predictor of depression in subsequent years [23, 24] showed that
sleep deprivation is also associated with anxiety disorders. Hence, getting adequate
sleep is an important intervention for addressing mood disorders.

The reinforcing reciprocal link between these healthy activities and mood has
been demonstrated by additional studies that show healthy lifestyles boost mood and
positive emotions are associated with greater achievement and adherence to healthy
activities. Positive effect drives positive lifestyle choices [25, 26].
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Positive emotions can be fostered through a variety of positive psychology
interventions, such as savoring, expressing gratitude supporting others, nurturing
a sense of meaning and purpose. Moreover, positive emotions experienced during
healthy activities prompt engagement in healthy eating and physical activity [26] and
have been associated with increased utilization of preventive services [27]. Positive
emotions can even forecast behavioral engagement and healthy lifestyle practices
15 months later [28, 29].

The upward spiral theory describes this reinforcing phenomenon through
which pleasant intrinsic and natural emotions increase motivation and positive
health behaviors by activating thought action repertoires that lead to explor-
ing new things, building on an individual’s physical, psychological, and social
resources [26, 30, 31]. For example, when an individual experiences positive
emotions by engaging in physical activities, he is driven to go back and re-engage in
those activities over and over again. This upward, reinforcing nature is enhanced
by associated benefits, called vantage resources. A happier person, for example,
may be able to make more friends and expand social connections. These social sup-
ports further drive healthy, positive behaviors that increase health and happiness.
Hence, an upward, outward spiral of health and happiness occurs.

Positive psychology-based activities, when prescribed in healthcare and coun-
seling settings, have been used for managing stress and lessen negative emotions.
Advancing the integration of positive psychology into health care is also essential for
boosting positive emotions to enhance health and well-being. Proposed mechanisms
of action for positive affect and happiness leading to improved health and longevity
include improved cardiovascular health, better endocrine regulation, lower inflam-
mation, bolstered immune system, and increased telomere length [32].

Medical practitioners can prescribe activities such as hobbies that produce a sense
of flow, mindfulness practices, meaningful activities such as volunteering acts of
kindness and social connection.

Although further research is needed about how prescribing these kinds of activi-
ties in a healthcare setting can impact ultimate outcomes, integration of a few these
practices into medical practice warrants attention.

4. Key positive psychology interventions

One framework posited by the founder of the field of positive psychology Martin
Seligman is the PERMA framework—P for positive emotions, E for engagement, R for
relationships, M for meaning, and A for accomplishment [33]. These five elements in
the PERMA model summarize different kinds of positive psychology-based activities
that can be prescribed for achieving well-being and happiness. In addition, mindful-
ness, which is commonly defined as paying attention to present moment experience
with an attitude of acceptance or nonjudgement [34], can also be prescribed for
patients who are interested.

Mindfulness practice of self-regulation, attention to the immediate experience,
and an orientation of nonjudgmental openness [35] can have a number of positive
health effects. The mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) program developed
by Jon Kabat Zin [36] has been widely studied, particularly in reducing stress result-
ing from chronic pain. Mindfulness is an umbrella term that refers to a variety of
practices that promote control one’s attention and breath, including various medita-
tion practices.
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In addition to triggering beneficial physiologic effects, such as lowering blood
pressure, mindfulness practices have been associated with improvements in a variety
of mental health disorders, including anxiety and depression, managing physical
pain, supporting substance use recovery, reducing stress in general, and promoting
well-being [37-39].

When recommending mindfulness, as with any positive psychology-based inter-
ventions, practitioners need to keep in mind the patient’s preferences, culture, and
spiritual and religious beliefs. In some cases, negative outcomes have been reported,
such as worsening depression, especially among people with a history of substance
use or psychiatric illness [40].

4.1 PERMA

P—positive emotions can be triggered through activities such as gratitude
practice, acts of kindness, forgiveness, and savoring. These activities not only boost
positive emotions, but also positive thoughts, positive behaviors, and need satisfac-
tion [41]. Engaging in such activities serves as a protective factor to reduce the impact
of stressors and risk factors, such as rumination and loneliness and allow for adaptive
coping.

E—engagement, also termed flow, occurs when one is engaged in a task with a
balance of the perceived challenge and the personal skills in conducting that activity.
Individuals who achieve this flow state have reported some of the highest levels of
happiness [41]. This flow experience is intense involvement in the activity moment-
to-moment with the potential to function at once fullest capacity [42, 43]. Examples
of being in flow are creating art, playing a musical instrument, working on crafts,
gardening, doing physical activity.

R—relationships and social connections represent the element of PERMA with
the most robust longitudinal studies showing the link between relationships social
connections and health and well-being [44]. Even short moments of connection with
strangers can lead to positive interactions, called micro-moments of connectivity,
which have been associated with positive health benefits [45]. Social support has
been shown to help individuals maintain a healthy body mass index, control their
blood sugar, decrease depressive symptoms, mitigate post-traumatic stress disorder,
and improve their overall mental wellbeing. The Harvard development study [44], a
cohort study of over eight decades, concluded that the single most important factor in
physical health, happiness, and longevity is social connections.

M—meaning is the element in the PERMA model with significant health and well-
being benefits. Research shows that having a purpose in life has a positive influence on
biological, psychological, and behavioral outcomes and has a protective role in heart
disease [46]. In fact, those with a higher sense of purpose use preventive healthcare
services more regularly and experience fewer nights spent in the hospital [27]. Higher
levels of meaning had been associated with decreased likelihood of negative health
outcomes and increased positive health outcomes [46].

A—accomplishment is an essential human need. Individuals strive for goals and
those who experience feelings of accomplishment by using their skills and realizing
their goals feel successful and contribute to their overall sense of well-being [33].

Meaningful self-directed goals that can be feasibly achieved and provide that sense
of accomplishment are essential for the overall approach to flourishing and well-
being. Health care can facilitate positive psychology interventions by asking questions
during the medical encounter about the patient’s activities that boost their positive

5



Happiness - Biopsychosocial and Anthropological Perspectives

emotions, their social connections, and their sense of meaning. Practitioners can
demonstrate the essential role of positive psychology-based activities on one’s health
by showing that they are taking these interventions just as seriously as prescribing
medications.

5. Positive psychology in health care

During the clinical encounter, the practitioner can start a dialog about positive
activities and ask the patients to consider exploring resources and trying different
ones to see what best aligns with their interests and situation. Practitioners who
would like to fully integrate positive psychology approaches into their practice for
facilitating positive health might consider a structured redesign of their practice to
include formal positive psychology assessments and prescriptions. A number of vali-
dated assessments of positive emotions and life satisfaction, such as the Satisfaction
with Life Scale developed by Ed Diener [47], can be used. While standard of practice
includes routine assessments of depression, anxiety, and stress, the emotional and
mental health assessments can be expanded to also assess positive affect.

After an assessment of negative and positive emotions, the practitioner can
include in the treatment or health maintenance plan, not only recommendations for a
healthy diet, physical activity, sleep, and activities to manage stress, but also posi-
tive activities. Primary care and specialty settings may only have the bandwidth to
conduct brief discussions of positive well-being activities—although showing that the
practitioner takes positive activities as seriously as other healthy lifestyles is essential.

Positive psychology topics for discussion during the clinical encounter can
vary widely. A few common ones include harnessing optimism, personal character
strengths, practicing gratitude, finding meaningful activities. As time is shortina
busy clinical practice, patients can be encouraged to consider doing a few exercises on
their own. They can be asked to write down their vision of optimal health and hap-
piness and the steps and activities they could do to achieve that vision. Patients could
be prompted to consider their strengths and how they have successfully applied their
strengths to achieve goals in the past. Keep a gratitude journal with entries of three
good things in their lives once or twice a week could be another exercise. Dedicating
some time to identify what is meaning in one’ life or remembering recent positive
events and writing them down can also enhance positive affect. Providing a handout
or webpage number of options, encouraging the patients to choose at least one, and
following up at the next visit along with other medical updates could be an easy strat-
egy for integrating these approaches into the patient action plans. Acknowledging
that individuals from different cultures, personalities, interests, and past experiences
may benefit differently and emphasizing the need to explore various activities can
help patient’s comfort level for pursuing them [2].

Patients can also be referred to other members of the healthcare team or external
behavioral health professionals, health coaches, and spiritual counselors for assess-
ments, discussions, and follow-up. They can be referred to community and digital
resources. A number of digital apps designed to help individuals track and boost their
positive emotions, their personal strengths, and positive activities. In addition, various
mindfulness and stress management classes in the community, hobby groups, volun-
teer organizations, and senior centers can provide opportunities for PERMA activities.

Health professionals can also bring positive interactions into the examining room,
shifting the conversation during those encounters to build positive emotions. These
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interactions can be as simple as asking the patients what has gone well in their lives
since they were last seen and also ending encounters with a question about what went
well during the encounter.

A few examples of questions that can be asked include: What happened in the past
week that made you smile. What in your life brings you joy? What’s a favorite activity
that you have done recently? What’s something that you are looking forward to in the
coming week? Is there something fun youd like to do in the near future?

Coaches have been integrating positive psychology techniques into healthy
behavior counseling for over two decades, such as combined positive psychology and
motivational interviewing practices. Health professionals who are counseling for
health behavior change can learn from these practices. Both motivational interview-
ing and positive psychology coaching have their roots in person-centered theory.
Integrating positive psychology into coaching harnesses the upward spiral theory we
introduced earlier. Positive visioning is another method to help engage patients to
look at a positive future when they make their changes, during that positive visioning,
they are already boosting their positive emotions.

Positive interactions with patients create positivity resonance for both the patient
and for the health practitioner. The work of Barbara Fredrickson and colleagues
[48] shows that positivity resonance leads to physiologic benefits, such as boosts of
the parasympathetic nervous system, when a synchrony of positive emotions occurs
between individuals or within a group.

Another essential aspect of positive psychology is character strengths. Health
practitioners and individuals can identify their individual strengths either informally
by making an assessment of family and friends and what they notice as the individu-
al’s strengths or more formally, through a validated questionnaire at viacharacter.org.
Making a concerted effort to identify one’s strengths and use them on a regular basis
can boost one’s well-being. Health practitioners can encourage patients to identify
their character strengths and build them into their action plans for health behavior
change and positive health.

A coach or health practitioner can bring these strengths out by asking questions
such as: Tell me about your past achievements. How did you make it happen? Think
back over the previous week or month; when were you at your best? Among your
family or friends what are you most famous for?

6. Positive psychology for practitioner well-being

Health practitioners can personally and professionally use the PERMA model for
well-being by intentionally having experiences designed to elicit positive feelings
and engagement—becoming immersed in health behavior activities and worthwhile
pursuits to the point where one has that sense of flow. They can especially be mindful
of developing strong connections by doing healthy activities together, such as healthy
cooking with family and friends and walking together in groups, increasing positivity
resonance and work-life balance. They can find personal meaning in pursuing healthy
behaviors to build their own vitality to serve as role models for patients, teach stu-
dents, and boost their capacity to achieve meaningful life goals. Lastly, setting health
behavior goals and achieving them through small steps to ensure success can lead to a
sense of accomplishment, which boosts a sense of well-being.

Health professionals can apply positive psychology techniques both at home and
at work. Opportunities throughout the workday arise for contributing to a culture of
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well-being in the healthcare workplace. For example, the health team can maintain a
gratitude jar—a positive and invigorating practice. Gratitude notes from coworkers
are collected throughout the week, and at the end of the week, the team reads through
them. Such practices, not only bonds the team, but also can boost positive emotions
for greater work engagement.

Health professionals can intentionally look for opportunities throughout the
workday to get into flow, while doing medical procedures, for example, to comple-
ment the flow they find outside of work when involved with hobbies. Seeking
positive interactions with coworkers and patients throughout the day is also essen-
tial, adding to the well-being benefits—positivity resonance—of relationships with
family and friends.

In addition, being mindful of what they find meaningful at work and how their
work aligns with their values further can contribute as a well-being promoter.
However, health professionals need to avoid overemphasizing work as their main
source of meaning, which may lead to overwork and burnout. Hence, finding mean-
ing outside of the work brings greater work-life balance. Setting short-term goals
throughout the workday and achieving them, as well as advancing toward exciting
professional long-term goals can help prevent burnout. Taking a class to learn a new
professional skill or taking skills-based examinations to advance one’s career brings
that healthy sense of accomplishment when achieving one’s goals. Such positive
activities can have short and long-term positive effects on well-being and happiness
[49-51]. Practicing core healthy lifestyle modifications with positive activities is key
to medical practitioners’ well-being, enable modeling of positive health for patients,
coworkers, and students.

7. Future research

Much of the research cited here comes from positive psychology and mental
health behavioral health settings. Translational research in healthcare settings can test
the feasibility and impact on patients’ health outcomes and provide satisfaction of
positive psychology approaches conducted in these settings. Cross-discipline research
with positive psychology researchers and medical practitioners will advance the
necessary translational research.

Medical practitioners can partner with research societies and local universities,
attend conferences to learn more about research gaps, and consult published meta-
analyses about the current scope of positive psychology research and evidence to date.
Practitioners can contribute by helping to conduct small tests of feasibility for making
changes in their practices that harness positive psychology. Testing various practice
redesign frameworks that support positive psychology interventions serves an essen-
tial step before committing to larger-scale translational research that study health out-
comes. While the evidence base is being built for positive psychology integration into
healthcare practice, practitioners can apply the techniques summarized in this chapter
and build leading-edge research-informed practices that promote positive health.

Examples of translational research questions that need to be addressed include:
What specific positive psychology interventions can influence which mental and
physical health conditions? What positive psychology interventions work best for
mental and physical health outcomes in different populations? What is the feasibility
and acceptability of clinical positive psychology to patients and other health profes-
sionals in non-mental health/behavioral health settings? Do these positive psychology
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strategies impact outcomes in real-world healthcare settings improve quality of life
and boost health behaviors? Can these positive psychology strategies be implemented
into medical practice? In meaningful effective and efficient ways?

8. Resources

Credible positive psychology resources are available on the websites of academic
institutions with positive psychology centers, such as the University of Pennsylvania.
Useful digital apps include those that leverage positive psychology for stress manage-
ment, track current life stressors, measure progress toward happiness, and provide
how-to audio and guides. Health coaches, articles, weekly assignments grounded in
kind of behavioral techniques, identification of character and personality strengths,
and tracking of positive habits and social interactions are just a few of the ever-
expanding offerings. A key criterion for choosing resources is verifying the apps and
websites are offered by credible, science-based teams. Check out the “about” section
to learn the background of the teams.

Writings by key thought leaders in the field of positive psychology provide
another useful resource to advance one’s knowledge, skills, and clinical practice for
positive health. Look for the extensive work on flow by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.
Angela Duckworth leads the thinking and research on personality traits and success.
Sonia Lyubomirsky focuses her research on happiness practices, including gratitude
practice. Ed Diener is one of the most cited positive psychology researchers in well-
being and flourishing assessments. Barbara Fredrickson has spearheaded the work
on positive emotions, positivity resonance, the broaden and build theory, and the
upward spiral theory—theories that frame how positive emotions broaden thinking
and influence behavior change. Martin Seligman, considered the founder of positive
psychology, has written widely on flourishing and PERMA and coined the term posi-
tive health, as we have defined in this chapter.

Academic and professional organizations serve as essential resources for building
research, services, and education in positive psychology and health. A few of these
institutions include the University of Pennsylvania’s Positive Psychology Center, the
Stanford University Center for Altruism Research and Education, the Yale University’s
Center for Emotional Intelligence, the Benson Henry Institute for Mind Body
Medicine, Stanford University’s Center for Compassion Cultivation Training, and
the University of Pennsylvania’s Positive Psychology Center and Master’s in Applied
Positive Psychology. The extensive work at the Harvard Center for Health and
Happiness conducts cutting-edge research on a variety of topics in positive psychol-
ogy and health and well-being.

Healthcare programs that integrate positive psychology into health promotion
and treatment lead the transformation of care to emphasize this well-being element.
Examples are the Veterans Health administration’s Whole Health for Life program,
Stanford University’s WELL for Life program, Kaiser Permanente Medical group’s
Thrive campaign program, and the Massachusetts General Hospital’s cardiac psychia-
try program that offer positive psychology interventions for cardiovascular disease,
diabetes, and metabolic syndrome.

Scientific publications serve as the core resource for the growing evidence base
behind positive psychology and happiness research and health and well-being. Key
journals in this subject area include the Journal of Positive Psychology, Journal of Positive
Psychology and Wellbeing, and the Journal of Happiness Studies.
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Community-based programs, such as Australia’s Act-Belong-Commit, which pro-
motes individual and community action and the Action for Happiness movement sup-
port and bring people together to engage in activities for happiness and well-being.
These programs, along with educational organizations, such as the Global Positive
Health Institute, facilitate the adoption and practical application of the expanding
scientific and application resources.

9. Conclusion

The relatively new field of positive psychology offers powerful science and tools
essential for promoting total well-being and positive health. The healthcare field is
starting to harness the science of positive health, as we test and develop feasible and
impactful approaches that can be integrated into healthcare systems informed by
studies from behavioral health. Much more research is needed to translate this science
into the evidence base for traditional healthcare settings. In the meantime, research-
informed and simple lessons and tools can be applied for promoting both practitioner
and patient well-being. As the field of positive psychology and health, perhaps to
be called “positive health” as a standard term, grows in scientific research, practical
implementation, training, and dissemination, we have much to gain for achieving and
sustaining the highest levels of well-being in the public domain, as well as in health
care.
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