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R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource intends to develop the knowledge of other perspectives of 
psychology, especially one you wouldn’t currently find in the curriculum for A Level 
psychology (or, mostly, at undergraduate psychology).

Positive psychology is the study of positive emotions, thoughts and experiences. 
The overall aim of the field is to complement existing fields, such as cognitive, neuro 
and behavioural, to provide further additions to therapies and theories.

The basic understanding is that most existing fields study the removal of negative 
factors (for example, the removal of depressive symptoms from someone with 
depression) and achieve an emotional level one might describe as ‘flat’.

Positive psychology aims to identify ways to encourage positive feelings in an 

individual, so that they don’t just feel ‘flat’, they feel happy. For this specific 
resource, it looks at these differences between positive psychology and traditional 
psychology.

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
Activity 1 is a short writing piece that should consolidate the knowledge of the 
students. It intends to be a way for them to confirm their understanding by writing it 
in their own words.

Activity 2 is a piece that students may find interesting as many of them may have 
an interest in clinical psychology. This is a clinical-style exercise for them to identify 
how positive psychology may assist different people in different situations.

A Short Introduction to Positive 
Psychology in Comparison to 
Traditional Psychology

Link to curriculum
Issues and debates in
psychoology
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The role of positive emotions in 
the alleviation of stress

Link to curriculum
Stress

R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource covers one of the more complex parts of positive psychology – the theoretical 
underpinning of the broaden-and-build theory.

The broaden-and-build theory was developed by Barbara Fredrickson in 2001, just two 

years after the beginning of the positive psychology movement and is used often today 
after many studies empirically tested it.

It suggests that the emotions we feel are capable of broadening or narrowing our cognitive 

abilities. If there are negative emotions present due a stressor, we focus solely on the 

stressor, ignoring everything else around us. This limits our attention, and therefore limits 
how much we engage in the surroundings. This cuts down on our social interaction, and 

other positive experiences. It also limits our ability to draw on higher-level psychological 
resources (such as emotional regulation/self-regulation), as our attention is narrowed, and 

we would not have the cognitive capability to use a higher-level psychological resource.

This means that generally, negative emotions can lead to self-isolation, inability to cope 

with further negative situations, and we therefore cut down our resilience to negative 
emotions. This can lead, eventually, to a depressive state. This is called a downward spiral.

In contrast, positive emotions mean that we have an abundance of attention, engaging in 

everything around us including social interaction and other positive experiences. We have 
the capability to draw on higher-level psychological resources, and we increase our 

resilience to negative emotions. This can lead, eventually, to an optimal psychological state 

of flourishing. This is called an upward spiral.

In short, upward spirals of positive emotion lead to resilience against negative emotion 

through the broadening of our cognitive scope and the subsequent building of 

psychological resources.

This resource explains that and the relevance it has to the field. You can emphasise the 
importance of this in many different ways – resilience is good for acting against stress, 

positive emotions are good at guarding against a depressive state which is good for many 
mental illnesses, positivity is good for productivity, etc. The resources are designed 

specifically to link to stress, but there are many ways this could be useful.
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The role of positive emotions in 
the alleviation of stress

Link to curriculum
Stress

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
Activity 1 is a short writing piece that should consolidate the knowledge of the students. It 
intends to be a way for them to confirm their understanding by writing it in their own words.

Activity 2 is a piece that students may find interesting as many of them may have an 

interest in clinical psychology. This is a clinical-style exercise for them to identify how 
positive psychology may assist different people in different situations. It also includes more 

of a visual-style exercise in matching up boxes.
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Character strengths and how 
they can be used against stress

Link to curriculum
Stress

R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource covers one of the major concepts of positive psychology – character 
strengths. Character strengths are a series of 24 strengths divided into 6 categories:

Wisdom: Creativity, curiosity, judgement, love of learning, perspective

Courage: Bravery, perseverance, honesty, zest

Humanity: Love, kindness, social intelligence

Justice: Teamwork, fairness, leadership

Temperance: Forgiveness, humility, prudence, self-regulation

Transcendence: Appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope, humour, 
spirituality

These strengths are displayed by everyone to a certain extent, but the top five strengths 

that a person shows are considered to be ‘signature strengths’. These are important parts 
of self-identity. For example, my signature strengths are love, humour, love of learning, 

perspective, and perseverance. These are key to my self-identity and if I didn’t use them 

frequently, my self-esteem and happiness would begin to suffer.

From these character strengths, positive psychology created the Positive Psychology 

Intervention (PPI). These are divided into two areas in my opinion. The first one identifies 

everyone’s signature strengths and gets the participants to work on using them more 
frequently to encourage positive emotion. The second one identifies a particular strength 

and gets the participants to work specifically on that strength – this is usually based on 

research linking the strength to well-being. The most popular of the second kind are on 
gratitude and hope.

This resource explains this and the relevance it has to well-being. You can emphasise the 

importance of this in many different ways – encouraging positive emotions can improve 
mental well-being, relieve stress, and encourage resilience to negative emotions.
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Character strengths and how 
they can be used against stress

Link to curriculum
Stress

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
Activity 1 is a fun interactive piece where students can go online and identify their own 
character strengths list, including their top five which make up their signature strengths. This 

is a great exercise as it gets them thinking about the ease of access to positive psychology 

resources. It’s also great at making sure they are engaged with the subject and can see the 
applicability to themselves.

Activity 2 is a piece that students may find interesting if they have an interest in clinical 

psychology. This is a clinical-style exercise for them, as a ‘psychologist’, to create an 
intervention based on one of their signature strengths. This requires creativity, and will 

stretch their ability to think as a ‘real life’ psychologist. It will also be useful for them to share 

their ideas with other people, as many of them will have different signature strengths so 
there will be a diverse collection of ideas.
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Managing daily hassles 
with PPIs

Link to curriculum
Stress

R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource covers positive psychology in relation to stress, specifically daily hassles. This 
should follow when the students have already learned about daily hassles, as this provides 

another perspective on it.

Character strengths are a major area for positive psychology, a series of 24 strengths that 
cover a person’s personality, from humour, to creativity, to spirituality. From these character 

strengths, positive psychology created the Positive Psychology Intervention (PPI). In my 

opinion these are divided into two areas. The first one identifies everyone’s signature 
strengths and gets the participants to work on using them more frequently to encourage 

positive emotion. The second one identifies a particular strength and gets the participants 

to work specifically on that strength – this is usually based on research linking the strength 
to well-being. The most popular of the second kind are on gratitude and hope.

The resource discusses the effects of PPIs on stress, and specifically how they can be useful 

for daily hassles. This resource will focus less on learning new chunks of information, but 
more about how to apply different aspects of psychology onto their already existing 

knowledge of daily hassles. This resource will also go nicely with resource 5, which discusses 

positive psychology in relation to life changes, the other type of stress in the syllabus.

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
Activity 1 is a short writing piece that should aim to consolidate their knowledge of positive 
psychology in relation to their existing knowledge of daily hassles. This should be followed 

by a class discussion to emphasise that many areas of psychology are applicable to the 

things they learn, and that psychology is often an inter-connected discipline.

Activity 2 is a piece that students may find interesting if they have an interest in clinical 

psychology. This is a clinical-style exercise for them, as a ‘psychologist’, to match 

interventions to ‘real life’ situations. This is a good exercise for them to be aware of the 
types of PPIs that exist, although there are many more than what is listed here (you can 

encourage them to search for other PPIs online, if you have time left over).
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Managing life changes with PPIs Link to curriculum
Stress

R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource covers positive psychology in relation to stress, specifically life changes. This 
should follow when the students have already learned about life changes, as this provides 

another perspective on it.

Character strengths are a major area for positive psychology, a series of 24 strengths that 
cover a person’s personality, from humour, to creativity, to spirituality. From these character 

strengths, positive psychology created the Positive Psychology Intervention (PPI). In my 

opinion these are divided into two areas. The first one identifies everyone’s signature 
strengths and gets the participants to work on using them more frequently to encourage 

positive emotion. The second one identifies a particular strength and gets the participants 

to work specifically on that strength – this is usually based on research linking the strength 
to well-being. The most popular of the second kind are on gratitude and hope.

The resource discusses the effects of PPIs on stress, and specifically how they can be useful 

for life changes. This resource will focus less on learning new chunks of information, but more 
about how to apply different aspects of psychology onto their already existing knowledge 

of life changes. This resource will also go nicely with resource 4, which discusses positive 

psychology in relation to daily hassles, the other type of stress in the syllabus.

It may be useful for the students to compare the groups experiencing life changes and the 

groups experiencing daily hassles. Positive psychology more often researches groups that 

are experiencing stress in the form of daily hassles, specifically stress in the workplace. It is 
much less common for groups experiencing life changes to be researched, as in general it is 

a much smaller population to consider. The aim of positive psychology was always to help 

everyone and it is fair to say that everyone experiences daily hassles.
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
Activity 1 is a short writing piece that should aim to consolidate their knowledge of positive 
psychology in relation to their existing knowledge of life changes. This should be followed by 

a class discussion to emphasise that many areas of psychology are applicable to the 

things they learn, and that psychology is often an inter-connected discipline.

Activity 2 is an interactive piece that includes two links to more information about cognitive-

behavioural therapy and accepted and commitment therapy. Students must combine 

these and PPIs in order to create an intervention therapy for bereaved spouses. This is 
directly applicable to the research that positive psychologists are doing now, as we are 

looking at ways to combine existing therapies with PPIs to make more well-rounded 

interventions.

Managing life changes with PPIs Link to curriculum
Stress
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R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource covers the complex subject of ethics. In the syllabus, many ethical issues are 
covered but they are often the smaller, study-level ethical issues that one might face when 

doing an experiment. This resource should aim to get students thinking about the bigger 

picture of psychology as a discipline and where it should be heading in order to help 
everyone.

At its core, psychology is a field of study that should be geared entirely towards the best 

ways of helping people. In the last 70 years, research has given us medication, therapies, 
and theoretical understandings of the mechanisms in mental illness. It hasn’t, however, 

given us anything for everyone outside of the clinical population.

This resource should demonstrate how positive psychology is aiming to guide existing 
therapies towards being more accessible and being useful for everyone. Positive 

psychology interventions (PPIs) are being tested on clinical populations, including in my own 

research where they are delivered to groups of people with anxiety problems. However, the 
main interest of positive psychology is to make their interventions useful for everyone.

The slides and resource booklet should guide students into thinking more broadly about 

ethics and help them to realise that ethical implications are in everything they do, not just in 
the experiments they do. This should help them to write more confidently in essays about 

the ethical issues that psychologists face.

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
Activity 1 is a few questions that should encourage students to think like a real psychologist 
about the future of psychology and where positive psychology specifically might be 

heading. It also may make them more comfortable with the concept of there being no ‘right 

answer’, as ethics is such a complex subject. 

Activity 2 looks at ‘real life’ situations and asks the students to think about the ethical 

considerations researchers may have to take into account at different points.

I would suggest that both of these activities have a classroom discussion during/after them 

because ethics can be a very grey area and students might need to have some 
clarification and debate.

A moral contract with society Link to curriculum
Ethical implications
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