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 UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHAMPTON  

ABSTRACT 

FACULTY OF SOCIAL AND HUMAN SCIENCES 

Doctorate in Educational Psychology 

EFFECTS OF A POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTION ON THE 

SUBJECTIVE WELLBEING AND EFFICACY BELIEFS OF TEACHING STAFF  

 Francesca Nagle   

A variety of interventions have been developed based on the positive psychology 

principle of building positive emotion and subjective experience. Specifically, 

interventions designed to promote reflection on positive experiences have been cited as an 

effective way to increase one’s subjective wellbeing. A systematic review of the existing 

literature was conducted to examine the efficacy of such interventions within non-clinical 

populations. Findings demonstrated a range of positive outcomes, including increases in 

positive affect, decreases in negative affect and improved life satisfaction. However, the 

review identified a number of methodological limitations within the current evidence base, 

including variation in intervention methods and aspects of implementation, which make it 

difficult to draw firm conclusions regarding the efficacy of such interventions in improving 

wellbeing. Consideration was also given to a number of factors which may moderate 

intervention efficacy, including participant motivation, continued effort and preference for 

specific interventions. Research has also begun to identify a range of individual difference 

factors which may influence the effectiveness of such interventions. Directions for future 

research include improvements to existing methodologies, as well as a need for systematic 

exploration of how features of both the individual and intervention may interact to 

influence wellbeing outcomes. 

The empirical paper evaluated the effects of a positive psychology intervention on 

the subjective wellbeing and efficacy beliefs of teaching staff. Primary and secondary 

teaching staff (N= 49) were assigned at the school level to a daily ‘Three Good Things’ 

intervention (Seligman et al., 2005) or a neutral events diary control condition. 

Components of subjective wellbeing (positive and negative affect, satisfaction with 

teaching), self-reported efficacy in teaching and work-related burnout were assessed at pre 

and post-intervention. Contrary to previous findings, no significant differences were 



 

 

observed between the two intervention conditions in relation to the identified outcome 

measures, and results were not in the expected direction. Changes in positive affect were 

associated with changes in efficacy beliefs. Findings extend the evidence base regarding 

the application of positive psychology interventions in educational contexts and outcomes 

in relation to self-efficacy. Future research directions and relevant implications for practice 

are considered. 
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Chapter 1. Noticing and appreciating the good in life: Can positive 

interventions enhance individual wellbeing in non-clinical populations? 

In recent years, the positive psychology movement (Seligman, 2003; Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) has offered an emerging conceptual approach to intervention, 

shifting the emphasis from alleviating distress to enhancing positive aspects of wellbeing 

through promoting positive subjective experience, individual traits and institutions 

(Peterson, Park & Seligman, 2005). Within the positive psychology literature, 

psychological wellbeing is viewed as not only the absence of mental disorder but also the 

presence of positive psychological resources, including components of hedonic or 

subjective wellbeing, such as positive affect, life satisfaction, and happiness (Diener, 

2000), and eudaimonic or psychological wellbeing, such as autonomy and purpose in life 

(Ryan, Huta & Deci, 2008; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). 

A central principle underpinning positive psychology interventions is that 

individuals can facilitate cognitions and behaviours to improve their own wellbeing 

through regularly engaging in simple, intentional practices (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon & 

Schkade, 2005).  Recent meta-analyses have highlighted that such positive psychological 

interventions can be effective in enhancing subjective and psychological wellbeing and 

reducing depressive symptoms among both clinical and non-clinical populations (Bolier et 

al., 2013; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). The current review will examine the existing 

evidence base, with a particular focus on evaluating the efficacy of such interventions in 

enhancing individual wellbeing within non-clinical populations.  

Positive Emotions and Subjective Wellbeing 

One major area of research in positive psychology is the study of happiness, or 

‘subjective wellbeing’ (Diener, 2000). It is generally accepted that subjective wellbeing 

involves the subjective evaluation of one’s current status in the world (Snyder & Lopez, 

2007). Specifically, Diener (1984; 2000) defines subjective wellbeing as a construct with 

three components comprising both cognitive and affective aspects: life satisfaction; 

positive affect (the frequent experience of pleasant emotions); and a relative absence of 

negative affect (unpleasant emotions). This tripartite structure has received empirical 

support (Arthaud-Day, Rode, Mooney & Near, 2005; Diener, Lucas & Oishi, 2002).  

Subjective (or hedonic) wellbeing has been distinguished from psychological 

(eudaimonic) wellbeing, which refers to the components of self-acceptance, personal 



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTIONS 

2 

growth, purpose in life, positive relations, environmental mastery and autonomy (Ryan et 

al., 2008; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Within the positive psychology literature, Seligman (2002) 

proposed a definition of happiness comprising three elements: 1) positive emotion and 

pleasure (the pleasant life); 2) engagement (the engaged life); and 3) meaning (the 

meaningful life). The pleasant life is concerned with the pursuit of positive emotions, and 

thus can be paralleled with hedonic wellbeing, however the pursuits of engagement and 

meaning are considered to relate to eudaimonic wellbeing. In the current review, wellbeing 

is conceptualised in the former, hedonic sense, as the interventions of interest are primarily 

concerned with the aim of promoting positive emotion and subjective experience. 

In their model of sustainable happiness, Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) propose that 

three factors contribute to individual levels of subjective wellbeing: a dispositional ‘set 

point’ (which is genetically determined and tends to be stable over time); life 

circumstances (such as income, marital status and education); and positive, cognitive or 

behavioural activities. Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) report that the dispositional set point has 

been shown to account for approximately 50% of the variance in individual differences in 

wellbeing, and attribute a further 10% of the variance to life circumstances. The model 

suggests that the remaining factor, intentional activities, has the potential to account for up 

to 40% of individual differences in wellbeing. As it would be difficult to influence one’s 

genetic influences or life circumstances, Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) suggest that this latter 

component offers potential for promoting sustainable increases in subjective wellbeing via 

specific types of intentional activities.  

Much of the literature linking positive emotions with subjective wellbeing has 

focused on the construct of gratitude. Gratitude has been conceptualised at both the 

emotional (state) and dispositional (trait) level. As an emotion or state, gratitude can be 

defined as a subjective feeling of appreciation for outcomes received from another 

(Emmons, 2004). However, research evidence (e.g. Lambert, Graham & Fincham, 2009) 

has indicated that this interpersonal definition is too narrow, due to its neglect for feelings 

of gratitude which may arise from other events or experiences which do not involve the 

direct transfer of benefits. This has led to the development of a broader definition which 

conceptualises gratitude as “the emotion or state resulting from an awareness or 

appreciation of that which is valuable and meaningful to oneself” (Lambert et al., 2009, 

p.1194). 

At the dispositional level, gratitude has been defined as part of a wider orientation 

toward a “habitual focusing on and appreciating the positive aspects of life” (Wood, Froh 
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& Geraghty, 2010, p.890). The authors argue that this orientation should be considered as 

distinct from other emotions such as optimism (which represents an orientation towards 

expecting positive future outcomes; Carver et al., 2010) and hope (incorporating this 

expectation of positive future outcomes coupled with a tendency to view the pathways 

through which these can be reached; Geraghty, Wood & Hyland, 2010b). This latter 

definition (Wood et al., 2010) will be adopted for the purposes of the present review. 

 Whether defined at the emotional or dispositional level, cross-sectional research has 

demonstrated that gratitude is associated with multiple aspects of wellbeing, including 

positive affect (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Froh, Kashdan Ozimkowski & Miller, 

2009), optimism (McCullough, Tsang & Emmons, 2004), and life satisfaction (Park, 

Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Froh, Sefick & Emmons, 2008), as well as negatively 

associated with aspects such as burnout (Chan, 2010), stress and depression (Wood, 

Maltby, Gillet, Linley & Joseph, 2008).  

Theoretical Mechanisms  

A number of working mechanisms have been proposed to account for the 

associations between gratitude, positive emotions and subjective wellbeing. According to 

the ‘broaden and build’ theory (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002), the 

experience of positive emotions broadens individuals’ thought and action capabilities, 

which over time enhances personal resources, such as greater optimism and improved 

relationships. Furthermore, it has been argued that positive emotions are incompatible with 

negative emotions, and therefore gratitude may serve to inhibit feelings of envy, bitterness, 

anger or greed (McCullough, Emmons & Tsang, 2002).  

The ability to appreciate one’s life circumstances has also been considered as an 

adaptive coping strategy by which people may positively reinterpret problematic life 

experiences (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). Additionally, it has been 

proposed that gratitude may promote wellbeing through increasing the accessibility and 

recollection of pleasant life events (Watkins, 2004). In this way, gratitude may directly 

counteract the effects of ‘hedonic adaptation’ in which people typically adapt to positive 

change (Brickman & Campbell, 1971; Kahneman, 1999), thereby preventing habituation to 

positive experiences and prolonging the experience of associated positive emotions 

(Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). 
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Positive Interventions  

Due to the established associations with wellbeing, a growing evidence base has 

begun to focus on experimental studies of positive psychological interventions in which 

gratitude or positive emotion is manipulated and effects on wellbeing are observed. In the 

broadest sense, positive psychology interventions may be defined as “intentional activities 

aimed at cultivating positive feelings, positive behaviours, or positive cognitions” (Sin & 

Lyubomirsky, 2009, p. 467).  

A variety of interventions have been developed based on positive psychology 

principles of building positive emotions, character strengths and meanings (Seligman, 

Steen, Park & Peterson, 2005; Seligman, Rashid & Parks, 2006). Specifically, 

interventions designed to promote reflection on positive experiences have been cited as an 

effective way to increase one’s subjective wellbeing (Seligman et al., 2005). However, 

research has demonstrated mixed findings regarding the efficacy of such interventions. 

This may be in part due to differences in intervention methodologies or how gratitude has 

been defined. Consequently, researchers have begun to distinguish between the various 

types of interventions which have been employed. In a theoretical review of the gratitude 

literature, Wood et al. (2010) identify three broad categories into which gratitude 

interventions may be classified:  

1) Gratitude lists, for example asking participants to keep a journal of things for 

which they are grateful on a regular basis (e.g. Emmons & McCullough, 2003; 

Froh et al., 2008) 

2) Grateful contemplation, involving thinking or writing about global aspects for 

which they are grateful (e.g. Watkins, Woodward, Stone & Kolts, 2003) 

3) Behavioural expressions of gratitude, including gratitude visits or writing a 

gratitude letter to a benefactor (e.g. Froh et al., 2009).  

In addition to the use of both cognitive and behavioural interventions within the 

gratitude literature, Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013) note that positive interventions may 

differ in their time orientation, for example through a focus on the past (e.g. gratitude), the 

present (e.g. savouring the moment), or the future (e.g. thinking optimistically). For the 

purposes of the current review, exploration will focus on the evaluation of interventions 

which retain a specific focus on past experience. 

 Interventions may also operate at different levels of analysis. For example, a 

related intervention, entitled the ‘Three Good Things’ exercise, involves recording positive 
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daily events and reflecting on the causes of these (Seligman et al., 2005). As highlighted by 

Parks and Biswas-Diener (2013), gratitude diaries tend to focus on ongoing areas of 

gratitude (e.g. relationships, career) whereas the three good things intervention requires 

individuals to focus on events which take place during a given day, therefore this activity is 

less susceptible to becoming repetitive if practised regularly. It is debatable whether the 

three good things exercise can be considered a gratitude intervention, due to a limited 

understanding of the precise mechanisms by which such interventions may operate. For 

example, interventions may operate through directly influencing levels of gratitude, or by 

influencing positive affect more generally. This will be explored further in the discussion 

section, however both intervention types are considered within the current review due to a 

shared focus on fostering a practice of noticing and appreciating the positive aspects of 

life, as identified in the adopted definition of gratitude (Wood et al., 2010). 

The interventions considered within the present review focus specifically on the 

promotion of positive emotion and subjective experience, thus interventions focusing on 

building character strengths or meanings are beyond the current scope for analysis. The 

aim of the present review is therefore to examine whether positive psychology 

interventions which specifically focus on noticing and appreciating the positives in past 

experience can be effective in enhancing subjective wellbeing outcomes in healthy 

individuals. 

Review Methodology 

Search Strategy 

Studies included in this review were retrieved through a systematic search of the 

published literature. Searches were conducted through two electronic databases: PsycINFO 

via EBSCO, and Web of Science. Search terms were generated using key terms from the 

review question and key articles (Appendix A). Further studies were identified through 

reference list searches and forward citations of retrieved articles. Although initially included 

within the combined search terms, the terms ‘teaching’, ‘teacher’ and ‘education’ were 

subsequently removed in order to broaden the inclusion criteria beyond an initially limited 

number of retrieved studies which were specific to this population. Participants of all ages 

were included in order to widen the scope and potential generalisability of findings within 

the already identified boundaries of a non-clinical population. Although only a small number 

of retrieved studies involved child or adolescent populations, these were included due to 

their application within, and relevance to, educational contexts. 



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTIONS 

6 

Study Selection  

 Retrieved studies were screened for relevance to the identified review question 

according to the following criteria (Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

 

Study Characteristic Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

 

Article Type Empirical papers using 

primary data. 

 

Review articles. 

Design Intervention designed to 

increase positive emotions. 

 

Empirical studies without 

intervention, e.g. cross-sectional or 

longitudinal designs. 

 Control or comparison 

condition (active or passive, 

alternative intervention). 

Within-subjects design with no 

comparison condition. 

Participants Participants of all ages. 

 

Non-clinical populations. 

 

 

Participants selected for research 

purposes on the basis of identified 

clinical symptoms or presence of 

specific psychosocial problems, or 

receiving additional clinical 

intervention (see Appendix B for 

examples). 

Intervention Discrete intervention 

approach. 

Multi-component intervention 

approach targeting a range of 

positive psychology constructs. 

 

 Intentional, self-directed 

activity. 

Individual or group therapy context. 

Publication 

requirements 

Published in English. 

 

 

Published only in a language other 

than English. 

 Full text access, articles 

published in peer reviewed 

journals. 

Book chapters, conference 

presentations, dissertations.  

 

The systematic search yielded a total of 33 studies. The systematic search procedure is 

illustrated in Figure 1. 



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTIONS 

7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Flow diagram to illustrate application of inclusion and exclusion criteria and 

resultant outcomes. 

Data Extraction 

 The following data was extracted from the final selection of included studies: a) 

participant characteristics; b) recruitment strategy; c) intervention method (including 

comparison/ controls); d) study design; e) outcome measures; f) significant results/ 

interactions; and g) study limitations (Appendix C). 

Studies identified from 

electronic databases: 

PsychINFO = 88 

Web of Science = 128 

N = 216 

Number of studies screened: 

N = 169 

Exclusion of duplicates 

between databases: 

N = 47 

Number of full text articles 

retrieved: 

N = 55 

Number of articles excluded 

after screening titles and 

abstracts (Appendix B): 

N = 114 

Number of articles excluded 

after examining full text 

(Appendix B): 

N = 36 

Number of articles included 

in systematic review: 

N = 33 

Number of studies identified 

through reference lists: 

N = 14 
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 Literature Review Results 

Summary of Methods 

Participants 

The majority of studies were conducted with adult participants. Three studies 

involved child or adolescent samples, and one study focused specifically on older adults 

(50-79 years). Fifteen studies relied on university or college student samples, and there was 

a higher representation of female participants overall (23 studies > 70% female). 

Recruitment Strategy 

Thirteen studies did not report how studies were described to participants. Eight 

studies were advertised as investigating methods to improve wellbeing, while a further 

eight were described as relating to aspects of wellbeing with no objectives or hypotheses 

specified. In four studies, the purpose of the research was deliberately concealed or an 

alternative rationale was provided (e.g. investigating spatial orientation/ cultivating 

character strengths). 

Design 

Twenty five studies used an experimental design involving random allocation of 

participants to condition. Eight studies adopted a quasi-experimental design, in which 

students were allocated by class groups or stratified matching processes were used.  

Intervention Methods 

Interventions included those with an explicit focus on promoting gratitude, as well 

as interventions promoting reflection on ‘good things’. Journaling techniques were the 

most common type of intervention, with 14 studies employing a gratitude diary (based on 

the instructions developed by Emmons & McCullough, 2003) and eight studies including 

the ‘Three Good Things’ exercise (based on the instructions of Seligman et al., 2005), or a 

novel variation on this which has been less widely replicated (‘Three Funny Things’; two 

studies). Interventions differed in their frequency and duration, ranging from daily for one 

week, to weekly for up to eight weeks. The number of items per diary entry ranged from 

one to six.  

Eleven studies involved asking participants to write a gratitude letter, three in 

which letters were posted to the recipient, and three in which these were delivered by the 
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participant through a gratitude visit. Letters were not sent to recipients in two studies and a 

further two did not state whether or not letters were sent or shared. A further two studies 

included a behavioural component in which participants were asked to share their gratitude 

diary or express gratitude to a friend.  

Three studies involved a grateful contemplation intervention, and three studies 

required participants to engage in further reflection on associated feelings or meaning 

attached to positive events. One study used a novel variation on a gratitude exercise which 

involved the use of drawing to ensure that this was accessible to a younger age group.  

Control Condition 

Seven studies employed a no activity (passive) control group, and two used a 

waitlist control condition, whilst the remainder used an active control group or comparison 

intervention. The most common active control was a neutral event diary (10 studies) 

whereas four studies used a hassles diary (recording negative events), and two studies 

included both hassle and neutral event diary conditions. Other control groups included 

writing about early memories (five studies), downward social comparison (recording ways 

in which better off than others; one study), and a neutral writing task (layout of living 

room; one study).  

Eighteen studies included comparisons with alternative interventions, including 

writing about ‘Best Possible Selves’ or using ‘Signature Strengths’, three of which 

included a single comparison condition without an additional control group.  

Outcome Measures 

A wide range of outcome measures were adopted, including measures relating to 

subjective wellbeing (positive affect, life satisfaction, happiness), negative affect and 

depressive symptoms. Other outcome measures included physical symptoms, health 

behaviours, prosocial behaviours and social connectedness. Fourteen studies included a 

measure of gratitude (trait/state). All studies used published self-report measures and only 

one adopted an additional observer report method.  

Six studies included measures of intervention adherence and five studies included a 

measure of participant motivation or effort. Seventeen studies obtained follow-up 

measures, ranging from one week to six months post intervention. Only seven studies 

examined the content of participant responses (e.g. written letter/ diary entries, content of 

drawings). 
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Summary of Findings 

The following section will review outcomes from the above studies, primarily in 

relation to the aforementioned components of subjective wellbeing. To further evaluate the 

extent to which positive interventions may be effective in promoting wellbeing in non-

clinical populations, consideration will then be given to the range of additional measures of 

psychological wellbeing which have been examined in the literature. The review will 

conclude with a consideration of participant and methodological variables which may 

moderate the efficacy of such interventions, in order to inform implications for future 

research. 

Subjective Wellbeing Outcomes 

 The majority of studies included an aspect of subjective wellbeing as an outcome 

measure. This was typically assessed through the specific components of positive and 

negative affect and life satisfaction, although a number of studies did not assess these 

outcomes individually, instead focusing on more global constructs such as happiness 

(Gander, Proyer, Ruch & Wyss, 2013; Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012; Proyer, 

Gander, Wellenzohn & Ruch, 2014; Seligman et al., 2005; Sergeant & Mongrain, 2011), or 

utilising composite measures of subjective wellbeing encompassing both cognitive and 

affective domains (Layous, Lee, Choi & Lyubomirsky, 2013; Lyubomirsky, Dickerhoof, 

Boehm & Sheldon, 2011). 

Components of Subjective Wellbeing  

Positive Affect 

A number of studies found no significant impact of a gratitude or three good things 

journal on positive affect compared with a passive or neutral control group (Chan, 2013; 

Odou & Vella-Brodrick, 2013; Rash, Matsuba & Prkachin, 2011; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 

2006) and/or alternative intervention (Owens & Patterson, 2013; Seear & Vella-Brodrick, 

2013).  

Replicating findings by Emmons and McCullough (2003), Martínez-Martí, Avia and 

Hernandez-Lloreda (2010) reported an increase in positive emotions following a gratitude 

diary, however this was only significant in comparison to a hassles diary condition, and not 

a neutral control. Both studies reported a decrease in positive affect within the hassles 

condition, which may have accounted for these group differences. A further study by Froh 
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et al. (2008) found no significant difference in positive affect in a gratitude diary condition 

compared with either a hassles diary or passive control group.  

In contrast, some studies have demonstrated an impact of such interventions on 

positive affect. Watkins et al. (2003) reported an increase in positive affect across three 

gratitude conditions (thinking, letter or essay) relative to a neutral control group. Analysis 

of change scores indicated that the strongest effects were demonstrated in the grateful 

thinking condition, followed by the essay and letter conditions. Further research has 

demonstrated increased positive affect within a specific life domain. Kaplan et al. (2014) 

reported a significant increase in job-related affective wellbeing following a work-related 

gratitude diary, and found this to be more effective in relation to an intervention to promote 

social connectedness.  

Further research has investigated the impact of including a behavioural component to 

the intervention. In this way, Lambert et al. (2013) demonstrated increased positive affect 

in a gratitude diary condition relative to a neutral events diary, but only when this was 

shared with a partner. In the shared condition, positive affect demonstrated a trend towards 

significance, however the unshared gratitude diary condition did not increase positive 

affect in comparison to controls.  

Negative Affect  

A number of the studies outlined above failed to demonstrate intervention efficacy in 

relation to promoting increases in positive affect, but did report significant reductions in 

negative affect. Despite no significant increase in positive affect, Rash et al. (2011) found 

that a gratitude diary produced reductions in negative affect relative to an active control 

condition (writing about memorable events). Similarly, Chan (2013) reported significant 

decreases in negative affect in the gratitude diary condition (counting blessings) relative to 

a coping journal (counting misfortunes), however this study is limited by the lack of a 

neutral control condition. Using the three good things intervention, Odou and Vella-

Brodrick (2013) found negative affect at post-intervention to be significantly lower 

compared to passive control group, when controlling for negative affect scores at baseline. 

In addition to an impact on positive affect, Kaplan et al. (2014) reported a within 

subjects decrease in job-related negative affective wellbeing which approached 

significance in the work-related gratitude diary condition. In an adolescent sample, Froh et 

al. (2008) found that participants in the gratitude diary condition reported significantly less 

negative affect at post-intervention and three week follow-up relative to a hassles diary 
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condition, but not a passive control group. Consequently it has been argued that hassles 

conditions may inflate between group differences by producing negative affect, thereby 

failing to constitute an adequate control condition (Froh et al., 2009). 

A number of studies found no significant intervention impact on negative affect 

when compared with neutral or passive controls. This was the case across a variety of 

intervention types, including gratitude diaries (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Martínez-

Martí et al., 2010), gratitude letters (Froh et al., 2009) and the three good things exercise 

(Seear & Vella-Brodrick, 2013). Watkins et al. (2003) found that none of the three 

gratitude interventions investigated were effective in producing significant changes in 

negative affect.  

Life Satisfaction  

 A number of studies reported positive outcomes for life satisfaction, for example 

when comparing a gratitude diary intervention to counting misfortunes (Chan, 2013) or a 

neutral memorable events control (Rash et al., 2011). Using a gratitude letter intervention, 

Boehm, Lyubomirsky and Sheldon (2011) found a significant increase in life satisfaction 

relative to a neutral control group (event diary) at post-intervention and one month follow-

up. 

Other studies found a linear increase in life satisfaction scores over time, but no 

significant group differences compared with controls following a gratitude diary (Peters, 

Mevissen & Hanssen, 2013) or gratitude letter (Toepfer & Walker, 2009). However, in a 

replication of the latter study with an increased sample size, Toepfer, Cichy and Peters 

(2012) reported a significant increase in life satisfaction in the gratitude condition relative 

to a passive control group.  

 Exploring the application of a gratitude diary in an adolescent sample, Froh et al. 

(2008) highlighted a specific positive impact on students’ satisfaction with school 

experience, in comparison to both hassles and control conditions at both post-test and three 

week follow-up. Lambert et al. (2013) also demonstrated the benefits of a shared gratitude 

diary intervention in increasing life satisfaction relative to an unshared gratitude diary or 

event diary. 

General Measures of Subjective Wellbeing  

Two studies used a composite measure of subjective wellbeing including 

aggregated measures of affect and life satisfaction (Layous et al., 2013; Lyubomirsky et 
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al., 2011), which limits the potential to draw conclusions about the relative influence of 

interventions on the specific components of subjective wellbeing. In a sample of college 

students from the USA and South Korea, Layous et al. (2013) found that practising a 

gratitude letter intervention predicted greater changes in wellbeing than practising a control 

activity (listing activities completed in the past 24 hours). No significant differences were 

found in comparison to an alternative positive psychology intervention (performing acts of 

kindness). Conversely, Lyubomirsky et al. (2011) reported no significant differences 

between a gratitude letter, optimism intervention or neutral control condition at immediate 

post-intervention, however a trend towards greater increases in wellbeing was observed in 

the gratitude and optimism conditions relative to controls at six month follow-up.  

Emmons and McCullough (2003) included two individual scaling items to assess 

concurrent and prospective wellbeing as a global appraisal measure. Findings showed that 

participants in the gratitude diary condition provided significantly more favourable ratings 

on both items compared with those in a hassles and event diary condition. A subsequent 

study failed to replicate these findings using participants’ own self-report ratings, however 

use of an additional observer report measure revealed that individuals in the gratitude 

condition were perceived by observers to have significantly higher global subjective 

wellbeing than participants in the hassles condition at a two week follow-up (Martínez-

Martí et al., 2010).  

 Several other studies included measures of self-reported happiness as a primary or 

additional outcome variable. Sergeant and Mongrain (2011) found that participants in a 

gratitude diary condition demonstrated significantly greater increases in happiness relative 

to a control condition (early memories). Three internet based studies investigated the 

impact of both a gratitude visit and three good things intervention on happiness (Gander et 

al., 2013; Proyer et al., 2014; Seligman et al., 2005). In a seminal study, Seligman et al. 

(2005) demonstrated that a gratitude visit intervention led to significant increases in 

reported happiness at immediate post-test, which were maintained at one week and one 

month follow-up. In the three good things intervention, increases in happiness were not 

observed at immediate post-test, however these were apparent at one month post-

intervention and maintained at both three and six month follow-up, suggesting the potential 

for delayed intervention effects, as well as sustained improvements in wellbeing.  

In an attempt to replicate these findings, Gander et al. (2013) found that happiness 

was elevated in both intervention conditions compared with an early memories placebo 

control group. For the gratitude visit, significant increases were found at one and three 
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months post intervention, with a trend towards significance at immediate post-intervention. 

Findings demonstrated that practising a three good things intervention for one week was 

effective in increasing happiness relative to the placebo controls at one and three months 

follow-up. The third of these studies (Proyer et al., 2014), reported that a gratitude visit 

intervention led to a marginally significant increase in happiness relative to a placebo 

control group at one month follow-up. Participants in a three good things intervention 

demonstrated significantly increased happiness in relation to controls at post-test only. This 

study also tested a novel variation entitled ‘three funny things’, which was found to result 

in increased happiness compared with controls at six months post-intervention.  

In a further replication of Seligman et al. (2005), a three good things intervention 

was found to significantly increase happiness at one week, three months and six months 

post-intervention relative to an expectancy control group (early memories), but not in 

relation to an additional ‘positive placebo’ condition (positive early memories) (Mongrain 

& Anselmo-Matthews, 2012). 

Psychological Wellbeing Outcomes 

A number of studies included outcome measures relating to aspects of 

psychological wellbeing, including depressive symptoms, worry and stress. A small 

number of studies reported no significant effects of condition on depressive symptoms 

following the implementation of a gratitude diary (Sergeant & Mongrain, 2011) or three 

good things intervention (Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012). Conversely, Toepfer 

et al. (2012) reported a significant decrease in depressive symptoms in a gratitude letter 

condition compared with a passive control group. 

 In line with this finding, Seligman et al. (2005) found that the three good things 

exercise led to significant decreases at one, three and six month follow-up, and that the 

gratitude visit significantly decreased depressive symptoms at immediate post-test, as well 

as one week and one month follow-ups. Similar findings were reported by Gander et al. 

(2013) and Proyer et al. (2014), who found that a gratitude visit intervention significantly 

reduced depressive symptoms relative to a placebo control group. These effects were 

maintained at one month (Proyer et al., 2014), or one and three month follow-ups (Gander 

et al., 2013). The three good things intervention demonstrated significant reductions at 

post-test (Proyer et al., 2014) and three month follow-up (Gander et al., 2013). In both 

studies, a novel intervention (three funny things) was the most effective in reducing 

depressive symptoms across time points.   
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 In a further study, application of a work-related gratitude diary was found to 

contribute to significant reductions in reported stress at post-intervention, and decreases in 

both stress and depressive symptoms at three month follow-up in comparison to both a 

hassles diary condition and no intervention controls (Cheng, Tsui & Lam, 2015). In one 

study, participants who completed a gratitude journal demonstrated significant increases in 

self-esteem compared with those who wrote about memorable events (Rash et al., 2011). 

Examining a further wellbeing outcome, Geraghty, Wood and Hyland (2010a) found that 

both a gratitude diary and worry diary significantly reduced worry relative to a waitlist 

control group, however there were no significant differences in the efficacy of these two 

interventions. 

 One further study investigated outcomes in relation to efficacy beliefs. In a sample of 

primary school teachers, findings demonstrated significant increases in the efficacy beliefs 

of staff who participated in a three good things intervention, in comparison to staff in 

another school who did not receive the intervention (Critchley & Gibbs, 2012). This study 

adopted a mixed methods approach, involving a pre and post-intervention questionnaire in 

addition to thematic analysis of interview and focus group data, to explore qualitative 

changes in staff perspectives as well as changes within the wider school community. 

Positive changes were found to relate to a number of identified themes, specifically in 

relation to taking the lead, presenting, evaluating, giving and receiving feedback and 

managing change. In this way, the authors argued for a need for further research to employ 

qualitative methodologies to explore changes at the subjective, individual and 

organisational level. 

However, this study included a number of methodological limitations. Firstly, 

changes in efficacy beliefs were the only outcome measure. As these were assessed using a 

questionnaire developed on the basis of themes identified from the focus group data, 

findings may not be easily generalisable to other contexts. Secondly, the study included a 

limited sample size drawn from only two primary schools, and schools were not matched 

for comparability in relation to demographic or dependent variables. Furthermore, 

participants in the experimental condition were given a presentation about positive 

psychology prior to commencing the intervention, which may have led to the potential for 

participant expectancy effects to have influenced findings. The study is further limited by 

the lack of follow up measures in order to assess the extent to which the observed positive 

effects were maintained post-intervention. 
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Other Outcomes  

 Although the primary variable of interest was subjective wellbeing, this was not pre-

specified in the search terms of the present review so as not to limit the range of outcomes 

identified. Accordingly, a number of additional outcomes were identified, including those 

relating to social, physical and health behaviours. 

 Five studies evaluated the impact of a gratitude intervention on social outcomes. Two 

of these reported no significant difference in relation to prosocial behaviour (Froh et al., 

2008) and self-reported social connectedness (Kaplan et al., 2014). In a further study 

investigating outcomes for prosocial behaviour, Emmons and McCullough (2003) reported 

that participants in a gratitude diary condition were significantly more likely to report 

offering emotional support to others in comparison to those in a hassles diary or downward 

social comparison condition. In a replication of this study in a Spanish sample, Martínez-

Martí et al. (2010) found a trend toward significance in participants’ reported quality of 

relationships with a significant other, in comparison with a hassles or event diary. This 

study also included an additional observer report of sensitivity to others’ needs at follow-

up, which, in line with participants’ self-reports, indicated no significant differences 

between groups. 

 In a further study, Lambert, Clark, Durtschi, Fincham and Graham (2010) 

investigated the impact of expressing gratitude to a friend on perceived communal 

strength, the degree of felt responsibility for a partner’s welfare. This intervention was 

compared with one of three control conditions: thinking grateful thoughts about a friend; 

thinking about daily activities or having positive interactions with a friend. Perceived 

communal strength was found to be higher in the expression of gratitude condition 

compared with all three controls at post-intervention, however this was the only outcome 

measure included, which limits analysis of the potential mechanisms underpinning such 

effects.  

 A number of studies additionally investigated intervention impact on physical 

symptoms and health behaviours. In two related studies, Emmons and McCullough (2003) 

demonstrated that participants in a weekly gratitude diary condition reported significantly 

fewer physical symptoms than those in a hassles or event diary condition, and significantly 

greater time spent exercising than those in the hassles condition. A second study involving 

a daily gratitude diary method included an additional measure of health behaviours 

(including types of exercise, alcohol consumption), however no significant group effects 
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were found for this measure and results were not replicated for the outcomes reported in 

the first study. Three further studies reported no significant effects of a gratitude diary on 

measures of physical symptoms (Froh et al., 2008; Martínez-Martí et al., 2010; Sergeant & 

Mongrain, 2011). 

 In one of few studies examining more distal outcome variables, Kaplan et al. (2014) 

demonstrated that both a work-related gratitude diary and social connectedness 

intervention were associated with a within-subjects decrease in employee absence due to 

illness. A limitation of this study is the lack of an additional control group and reliance on 

comparison only with an alternative intervention. Two further studies found that a 

gratitude diary had no significant impact on sleep quality compared with a hassles or event 

diary (Martínez-Martí et al., 2010) and a constructive worry or imagery distraction 

condition (Digdon & Koble, 2011), however the latter study also lacked a neutral control 

group and comparisons were limited due to a lack of power.  

 In an internet-based study, Geraghty et al. (2010b) demonstrated that a gratitude 

diary was as effective as a thought monitoring and restructuring intervention based on CBT 

principles, and significantly more effective than a waitlist control, in reducing body 

dissatisfaction. In a further study, Homan, Sedlak and Boyd (2014) demonstrated that a 

grateful reflection intervention was effective in decreasing body dissatisfaction in response 

to exposure to thin-ideal media, compared with reflection on life hassles.  

Discussion 

Mediators of Intervention Effectiveness 

Several studies which included a gratitude-based intervention did not assess whether 

levels of gratitude changed post-intervention, meaning that it is difficult to ascertain 

whether such interventions may operate through the mechanism of increased gratitude. A 

number of studies which assessed changes in gratitude found that gratitude diaries were 

effective in increasing measures of state gratitude in comparison to a hassles diary 

condition, but not in comparison to a neutral event diary or no intervention control at both 

post-intervention (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Martínez-Martí et al., 2010) and three 

week follow-up (Froh et al., 2008).  

Other findings provide mixed evidence as to whether such interventions are effective 

in increasing gratitude. Chan (2013) found a marginally significant within-subjects 

increase in state gratitude within a gratitude diary condition, but no significant between 
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groups differences were reported when compared with a hassles diary. Kaplan et al. (2014) 

found that a work-related gratitude diary led to increased gratitude in relation to work in 

comparison to an intervention designed to foster social connectedness. Further regression 

analyses indicated that increases in wellbeing were not related to changes in gratitude. 

However, neither of these studies included a neutral control condition in order to enable 

further comparison. 

In addition to state gratitude, a number of studies included measures of dispositional, 

or trait, gratitude. Using a gratitude letter intervention, Toepfer and Walker (2009) reported 

significant increases in trait gratitude, however this study did not control for the potential 

confound of positive recipient feedback prior to completion of the intervention, as letters 

were sent to recipients during this phase. A subsequent study failed to replicate this finding 

with a larger sample size and adapted methodology in which letters were sent to recipients 

following completion of the data collection phase (Toepfer et al., 2012). A number of 

further studies reported no significant effects of a gratitude intervention on measures of 

trait gratitude (Harbaugh & Vasey, 2014; Martínez-Martí et al., 2010; Sergeant & 

Mongrain, 2011). 

Statistical mediation studies are required in order to explore whether interventions 

operate through the mechanism of increased gratitude, however this was not possible for 

the majority of studies reviewed which did not assess changes in gratitude post-

intervention (Wood et al., 2010). In a notable exception using a gratitude diary 

intervention, Martínez-Martí et al. (2010) demonstrated that changes in gratitude mediated 

changes in positive affect, and additionally that positive affect mediated the effect of the 

intervention on gratitude. Consequently, the authors speculated that the intervention effects 

may operate by influencing other non-specific factors which may be common to both 

gratitude and positive affect. In this way, Martínez-Martí et al. (2010) note that their results 

support the notion of a bidirectional relationship between positive affect and gratitude (e.g. 

Watkins, 2004), and that asking individuals to reflect on positive aspects in their lives 

could raise either positive affect in general, gratitude specifically, or both simultaneously. 

Based on the finding of intervention effects in a three good things exercise relative to an 

expectancy control group (early memories) but not an additional positive placebo control 

(positive early memories), other authors have supported the hypothesis that interventions 

may operate through a common factor, specifically involving the activation of positive 

self-relevant information (Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012). 
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Seven studies examined the content of participant responses in either gratitude, 

hassle or control conditions. Findings from two studies indicated that participants in the 

control condition recorded a higher number of positive events than neutral or negative 

events (Harbaugh & Vasey, 2014; Martínez-Martí et al., 2010) and common themes in 

gratitude conditions involving an adolescent or child sample included family, friends, basic 

needs and education (Froh et al., 2008; Owens & Patterson, 2013). Only three studies 

examined comparisons between the content of gratitude and control conditions. Boehm et 

al. (2011) found that the accounts of participants in the gratitude condition were less self-

focused and more likely to focus on others than those in an optimism or event diary control 

condition. In a further study, Rash et al. (2011) reported that participants in a gratitude 

diary condition described more people-related experiences, whereas those in a memorable 

events condition described more school, events and negative-emotions related experiences, 

however there were no significant mediation effects of content on wellbeing. A further 

study found that content of participant responses in both gratitude and hassle diaries 

focused on similar themes, but with opposite valence (Cheng et al., 2015). 

Which Variables Moderate the Efficacy of Positive Psychology Interventions? 

A possible explanation for the mixed findings regarding the efficacy of interventions 

may relate to the influence of moderating factors. Research has begun to explore these 

variables with the aim of developing an understanding of whom such interventions may be 

most effective for, as well as the conditions under which they may be optimally practised. 

A number of studies in the present review gave consideration to factors which may 

influence intervention efficacy, including participant and methodological factors, which 

will be reviewed in turn in the following sections. 

Participant Characteristics 

In their study with adolescents, Froh et al. (2009) found that baseline levels of 

positive affect moderated the effect of intervention condition on gratitude and positive 

affect. Individuals low in positive affect who engaged in a gratitude letter intervention 

reported significantly higher gratitude at post-intervention, as well as increased positive 

affect at post-intervention and two month follow-up, compared with individuals who were 

high in positive affect who participated in the same intervention condition. Negative affect 

was not found to significantly moderate intervention effects.  

Conversely, Rash et al. (2011) found that levels of positive and negative affect did 

not moderate the effects of a gratitude diary on wellbeing. However, trait gratitude 



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTIONS 

20 

significantly moderated the effect on life satisfaction, such that individuals lower in trait 

gratitude benefited more from the intervention in relation to this outcome. This finding was 

supported in a subsequent study, which found that individuals low in trait gratitude and in a 

gratitude diary condition experienced less decline in positive emotions than controls 

(Harbaugh & Vasey, 2014). Furthermore, the gratitude condition decreased depressive 

symptoms among participants who were high in symptoms at baseline. Taken together, the 

above two studies suggest that gratitude interventions may be more effective for 

individuals low in trait gratitude. Harbaugh and Vasey (2014) interpreted findings in line 

with the resistance hypothesis (McCullough et al., 2004), which posits that there may be a 

ceiling effect for individuals high in trait gratitude who already experience associated 

benefits, whereas individuals who are low in trait gratitude can obtain such benefits 

through intentional activities. 

Further research has investigated the role of personality traits in moderating 

intervention efficacy. For example, in response to a gratitude diary intervention, highly 

self-critical individuals were found to demonstrate greater increases in happiness and self-

esteem, as well as reductions in physical symptoms, compared with controls (Sergeant & 

Mongrain, 2011). Research has also demonstrated an impact of cultural differences on the 

efficacy of gratitude letter interventions. Boehm et al. (2011) found that culture moderated 

the effect of condition on life satisfaction. Participants who identified as Anglo American 

in the intervention condition demonstrated larger increases in life satisfaction relative to 

those who identified as Asian American, while both cultural groups in a neutral event diary 

control condition showed little improvement. The authors speculated that results may relate 

to differences between individualist and collectivist cultures regarding the value of self-

improvement and personal agency.  

In a further study, Layous et al. (2013) found that South Korean participants 

benefited significantly less from practising a gratitude letter intervention than participants 

from the USA, but showed similar increases in wellbeing in response to a comparison 

positive psychology intervention involving performing acts of kindness. The authors 

postulated that interventions designed to enhance gratitude may be more likely to induce 

mixed emotions, such as indebtedness, in individuals from Eastern cultures which are 

influenced by dialectical philosophical traditions, thereby reducing intervention efficacy. 

However such variables were not included as outcome measures in order to examine this 

hypothesis. A further limitation of this study relates to the reliance on a single composite 
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measure of subjective wellbeing, meaning that it is not possible to examine the relative 

influence of the intervention on component outcomes. 

A number of potentially moderating participant variables have been identified within 

the current review, however findings relate to a broad range of factors which appear to lack 

clarity in relation to the theoretical rationale informing their investigation. Furthermore, the 

participant sample within the studies identified for inclusion is heavily weighted towards 

the use of student populations as well as an over-representation of female participants. It 

would therefore be important for future research to consider replication within community 

samples, to enable findings to be generalised to the wider population.  

Methodological Factors  

Findings from the present review highlight a wide range of established intervention 

methods and variation in a number of aspects of implementation. These differences make it 

difficult to draw firm conclusions regarding specific methodological considerations which 

may impact on intervention efficacy, and further research is required to systematically 

investigate the conditions under which they may be optimally practised.  

Considering the potential role of intervention frequency in influencing wellbeing 

outcomes, Emmons and McCullough (2003) compared outcomes from both a weekly and a 

daily gratitude diary intervention. Larger effect sizes were reported for the observed 

increase in gratitude in the daily diary condition, indicating that practising the intervention 

more frequently may be more effective in influencing this outcome. However, as noted 

previously, increases were only observed in relation to a hassles diary condition, which is 

largely regarded to be an ineffective control condition. Conversely, improvements in 

physical symptoms and exercise behaviours were only observed within the weekly 

intervention, indicating that intervention frequency may influence specific outcomes 

differentially. The authors speculated that the relatively short duration of the daily 

intervention may be insufficient to significantly alter behavioural habits such as exercise. 

As the second study (daily intervention) expanded the range of outcomes investigated, it 

was not possible for comparisons to be made across all outcome measures.  

A related limitation within the existing literature is limited use of follow-up 

measures, making it difficult to assess the degree to which any positive effects may be 

maintained post-intervention. Within the present review, seventeen studies obtained 

follow-up measures, ranging from one week to six months post intervention. Of these, 

some studies reported effects which were only significant at follow-up, suggesting the 
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potential for delayed intervention effects which continue beyond completion of the 

intervention (Gander et al., 2013; Peters et al., 2013; Seligman et al., 2005). However, it is 

difficult to conclude whether some interventions are more effective than others in 

demonstrating longer term effects, as a number of studies did not assess whether 

participants voluntarily chose to continue practising the intervention during this period. In 

one exception, Gander et al. (2013) found that continued practice yielded greater increases 

in happiness at three and six months follow-up, however no significant effect of 

continuation was found on depressive symptoms. Consistent with this, Seligman et al. 

(2005) found longer term benefits on happiness and depressive symptoms for participants 

who voluntarily continued the exercise beyond completion of the intervention. In a further 

study, Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2006) found that levels of positive and negative affect 

measured at four week follow-up were not influenced by participants’ continuation of a 

gratitude diary intervention, however levels of self-concordant motivation (motivation to 

engage in particular exercise which is in keeping with one’s values and interests) were 

found to interact significantly with intervention continuation to influence outcomes for 

negative affect.  

These findings promote consideration towards an important variable within the 

sustainable happiness model (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). The notion of ‘fit’ refers to the 

degree to which an intervention designed to increase positive emotions may be consistent 

with an individual’s personality, motives, strengths or needs (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 

2006). In this way, a number of studies found levels of self-reported motivation and/ or 

effort to be associated with improvements in wellbeing (Layous et al., 2013; Odou & 

Vella-Brodrick, 2013; Seear & Vella-Brodrick, 2013). Furthermore, recent meta-reviews 

have highlighted the impact of participant motivation in influencing wellbeing outcomes 

(Bolier et al., 2013; Sin & Lyubomirksy, 2009), raising the implication that knowing the 

purpose of an intervention might enhance its benefits by increasing motivation and 

commitment (Harbaugh & Vasey, 2014), although simultaneously compromising 

methodological rigour. 

However, studies within the current review included a wide range of recruitment 

strategies and several did not provide information about how the study was advertised. 

Some previous studies included rationales either explicitly within the exercise instructions 

(e.g. Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006), or by advertising the study as being designed to 

enhance wellbeing (e.g. Boehm et al., 2011; Chan, 2013), whereas others provided 

alternative rationales in an attempt to conceal the true purpose of the study (Gander et al., 
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2013; Peters et al., 2013). An additional consideration within the present review is that a 

number of studies involved the use of student samples in which participation was in 

fulfilment of course requirement or in exchange for course credit, which may have 

influenced motivation to participate or levels of engagement with the intervention. 

A limited number of studies have investigated the role of meta-factors in influencing 

intervention effects by manipulating these experimentally. To investigate whether a 

rationale may impact intervention effects, Harbaugh and Vasey (2014) manipulated the 

inclusion of a rationale as a moderator of the efficacy of a two week gratitude list 

intervention compared with a neutral events list control. Findings demonstrated that 

participants in the gratitude and rationale condition showed significantly greater increases 

in positive mood compared with a control group or those in the gratitude condition who 

were not provided with a rationale. However, no significant differences were found 

between groups over time, suggesting that inclusion of a rationale may only be effective in 

enhancing intervention efficacy in the short term. 

Further evidence suggests that interventions may be more effective when participants 

have chosen to take part with the aim of improving their wellbeing. Lyubomirsky et al. 

(2011) found that individuals who self-selected to take part in a happiness intervention 

demonstrated greater improvements in wellbeing at post-intervention relative to non-self-

selected participants who had responded to an advert to take part in a study involving 

cognitive exercises. The effect of self-selection was not observed in the control condition, 

despite the fact that all participants were informed that the aim of the study was to improve 

wellbeing following the self-selection phase, enabling the conclusion that results were not 

simply a consequence of expectancy effects. In line with previous studies, further findings 

demonstrated that effort significantly predicted wellbeing for the experimental condition 

only compared with controls. In contrast to the majority of studies which used participant 

report measures, effort was rated objectively by naïve coders. Accordingly, the authors 

concluded that optimal conditions for intervention efficacy include a requirement for both 

a ‘will’ (i.e. motivation and sustained effort to improve wellbeing) and a ‘way’ (i.e. an 

efficacious (non-placebo) positive activity). 

As previously identified, a further methodological factor which may influence 

efficacy relates to differences in intervention format. Studies have included a range of 

interventions, including those which can be regarded as cognitive (e.g. gratitude diary or 

letter) or behavioural in nature (e.g. gratitude visit). However, the literature has not directly 

investigated potential differences in the efficacy of these types of intervention, and 
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differences in implementation and participant characteristics limit comparisons between 

studies. In one study, Lambert et al. (2013) investigated the impact of including a 

behavioural component within a gratitude diary intervention. Sharing the gratitude diary 

with a partner was found to be more effective in enhancing positive affect relative to an 

unshared gratitude diary or a neutral event diary shared with a partner. However, further 

research is required to examine the mechanisms through which this additional behavioural 

component may influence intervention efficacy. 

Further research has indicated that intervention type may influence levels of 

participant engagement. In two studies (Geraghty et al., 2010a; 2010b) demonstrated that 

intervention condition was a significant predictor of attrition. Participants in a gratitude 

diary condition were more than twice as likely to complete the intervention compared with 

participants who were assigned to an alternative intervention based on CBT techniques 

(e.g. worry diary or thought monitoring and restructuring). As a possible explanation for 

this finding, the authors suggested that the positive emphasis within the gratitude diary 

may be more reinforcing, thus increasing retention. This is consistent with subsequent 

findings that preferences for different types of positive psychology interventions lead to 

higher rates of completion (Kaczmarek et al., 2015; Schueller, 2010). Accordingly, 

Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013) propose a positive-activity model, in which features of 

positive interventions (e.g. dosage and variety), features of persons (e.g. motivation and 

effort), and ‘person-activity fit’ (i.e. the overlap between activity and person features) 

moderate the effect of positive activities on wellbeing. Although the present review has 

examined a number of factors which may moderate the impact of positive activities on 

wellbeing, further research is required to systematically explore these factors and the ways 

in which they may interact to influence the efficacy of positive interventions. 

Conclusion 

 Recent research has seen an increased interest in the evaluation of positive 

psychology interventions and their potential to enhance wellbeing. This paper reviewed the 

available literature in order to examine the extent to which interventions which specifically 

focus on noticing and appreciating the positives in past experience can be effective in 

enhancing wellbeing in non-clinical populations. The review highlighted a range of 

outcomes which have been identified within the literature, including aspects of subjective 

wellbeing, as well as additional indicators, including measures of psychological and social 

wellbeing, and physical health.  
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 A number of limitations have been identified within the current evidence base, which 

make it difficult to draw firm conclusions regarding the efficacy of such interventions for 

the identified population. These include variations in intervention methods, including the 

use of both cognitive and behavioural approaches, as well as consideration of aspects 

relating to implementation, such as frequency and duration. Another key limitation relates 

to the lack of adequate control conditions, which may exaggerate between group 

differences. Furthermore, a number of studies did not include the use of follow-up 

measures, limiting the assessment of maintenance effects.  

 The present review highlighted limited investigation into the precise mechanisms by 

which interventions may operate. Several studies did not include measures of relevant 

variables such as gratitude at post-intervention, and lacked the statistical power to enable 

mediational analyses, making it difficult to establish whether interventions may operate 

through specific increases in gratitude, or by influencing other non-specific factors which 

may be common to both gratitude and positive affect.  

Research has begun to identify a number of methodological factors which may 

moderate intervention efficacy, including participant motivation, continued effort and 

preference for specific interventions. Research has demonstrated that the effectiveness of 

interventions may also be influenced by individual differences, including personality traits, 

baseline levels of affect or trait gratitude, and cultural influences. Due to the over-

representation of female participants and student populations within the present review, 

replication studies are required to explore wider applications across a range of settings, and 

to enable findings to be generalised to the wider population. 

Accordingly, the present review has highlighted a number of directions for future 

research, in order to promote further understanding of who may benefit the most from 

positive interventions, as well as the conditions in which they may be optimally practised. 

These include improvements to existing methodologies, in particular through ensuring the 

use of adequate control conditions, as well as follow-up measures of intervention efficacy 

to enable examination of the extent to which improvements in wellbeing may be sustained. 

Examination of the qualitative content of participant responses may also provide a useful 

avenue for further exploration of group differences. Recent directions highlight a need for 

systematic exploration of how features of both ‘person’ and ‘activity’ may interact to 

influence wellbeing outcomes. Future research should also consider the application of 

theoretical models to examine the psychological mechanisms responsible for change. 



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTIONS 

26 

 

 

 

 



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTIONS 

27 

Chapter 2. Effects of a positive psychology intervention on the subjective 

wellbeing and efficacy beliefs of teaching staff. 

Teacher wellbeing is an area of social and economic interest (Lauchlan, Gibbs & 

Dunsmuir, 2012). Studies indicate that teaching is considered a ‘high stress’ profession 

(e.g. Kyriacou, 2001), and evidence from the UK and USA indicates high levels of 

attrition, with approximately half of those who complete qualification not taking a post or 

leaving the profession within five years (Hayes, 2004; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). Further 

evidence suggests that teachers cannot transmit emotional and social competence and 

wellbeing effectively to their pupils if their own emotional and social needs are not met 

(Weare & Grey, 2003). Consequently, researchers have argued that the wellbeing and 

resilience of teachers is a cause for concern calling for positive interventions in schools 

which are both supportive and professionally appropriate (Gibbs & Miller, 2014; 

Robertson & Dunsmuir, 2013; Terjesen et al., 2004). 

In recent years, the positive psychology movement has offered a new conceptual 

approach to intervention through an emphasis on the study and promotion of positive 

experiences, positive character traits, and the institutions that help to cultivate them 

(Peterson, Park & Seligman, 2005). A key principle within positive psychology is the 

potential for individuals to enhance their personal wellbeing through engaging in simple, 

intentional practices (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Consequently, interest has developed in 

relation to the application of such interventions within a range of applied contexts, and the 

role of positive institutions, such as schools, in promoting individual wellbeing (Park & 

Peterson, 2003; Pluskota, 2014; Seligman, Ernst, Gilham, Reivich & Linkins, 2009).  

Positive psychology interventions may be defined as “intentional activities aimed at 

cultivating positive feelings, positive behaviours, or positive cognitions” (Sin & 

Lyubomirsky, 2009, p.467). A variety of interventions have been developed based on the 

positive psychology principle of building positive emotion and subjective experience 

(Seligman, Steen, Park & Peterson, 2005; Seligman, Rashid & Parks, 2006). Much of the 

literature in this area has focused on the construct of gratitude, however there is a lack of 

agreement in the literature about the nature of this construct. Gratitude has been 

conceptualised as both a disposition (e.g. Wood et al., 2010) and as an emotion, involving 

a subjective feeling of appreciation for outcomes received from another (Emmons, 2004). 

However, it has been suggested that gratitude involves more than an interpersonal 

appreciation of other people’s aid (Lambert, Graham & Fincham, 2009). In a theoretical 
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review, gratitude has been defined as part of a wider orientation towards a “habitual 

focusing on and appreciating the positive aspects of life” (Wood et al., 2010, p.890). 

Despite differences in how gratitude is conceptualised and defined, cross-sectional 

research has demonstrated the construct to be consistently associated with aspects of 

wellbeing (e.g. McCullough et al., 2004; Park et al., 2004). Consequently, a growing 

evidence base has begun to investigate the impact of interventions designed to increase the 

experience of gratitude or positive emotion as a way to enhance wellbeing, through 

comparisons with a control condition or alternative intervention. 

In line with the above definition (Wood et al., 2010), a systematic literature review 

identified 33 empirical studies which investigated the effectiveness of positive psychology 

interventions through a primary focus on noticing and appreciating the positives in past 

experience (Chapter 1). These have included interventions based on ‘counting blessings’ 

(Emmons & McCullough, 2003) or focusing on positive events (Seligman et al., 2005). 

Findings indicated the potential for such interventions to improve aspects of subjective 

wellbeing, including increased positive affect (e.g. Emmons & McCullough, 2003; 

Watkins et al., 2003), life satisfaction (Chan, 2013; Rash et al., 2011), and decreased 

negative affect (Odou & Vella-Brodrick, 2013). Further outcomes included reductions in 

depressive symptoms (Gander et al., 2013; Proyer et al., 2014), stress (Cheng et al., 2015) 

and worry (Geraghty et al., 2010a). Only one study investigated the impact of a positive 

psychology intervention on efficacy beliefs (Critchley & Gibbs, 2012). The present study 

aims to further explore impact in relation to this outcome, due to its theoretical links with 

positive affect and relevance to the identified population, which will be explored in the 

following section. 

A number of psychological mechanisms have been proposed to account for the 

associations between gratitude, positive emotions and subjective wellbeing. The ability to 

appreciate one’s life circumstances has been considered as an adaptive coping strategy by 

which people may positively reinterpret problematic life experiences (Fredrickson, 

Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). Additionally, it has been proposed that interventions 

may directly counteract the effects of ‘hedonic adaptation’ through increasing the 

accessibility and recollection of pleasant life events (Watkins, 2004). These hypotheses are 

consistent with the ‘broaden and build’ theory (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Joiner, 

2002), which holds that the experience of positive emotions broadens individuals’ thought 

and action capabilities, which over time enhances personal skills and resources.  
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The preceding literature review identified a number of limitations within the existing 

evidence base which make it difficult to draw firm conclusions regarding the efficacy of 

such interventions for improving wellbeing. A key limitation relates to the lack of adequate 

control conditions, as a number of studies found improvements only in relation to a 

‘hassles’ diary (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Froh et al., 2008; Martínez-Martí et al., 

2010). It has been argued that hassles conditions may increase negative affect, thereby 

inflating between-group differences (Froh et al., 2009). Additionally, variation in 

intervention methods, including the use of both cognitive and behavioural approaches, and 

differences in implementation factors, such as frequency and duration, limits the potential 

for comparison between studies. A further limitation relates to the over-representation of 

student populations within the published literature, highlighting a need for replication 

studies to investigate applications to alternative contexts and to enable findings to be 

generalised to wider populations. Accordingly, the present study aims to explore a novel 

application through investigating the effects of a positive psychology intervention on the 

subjective wellbeing and efficacy beliefs of teaching staff. 

Positive Interventions in the Workplace 

 Employee psychological wellbeing has substantial consequences for individual and 

organisational functioning (Harter et al., 2003). While research has investigated 

antecedents of a number of indices of workplace wellbeing, this has primarily focused on 

identifying contextual (e.g. environmental) and individual factors (e.g. personality traits) 

that enhance or reduce wellbeing (Kaplan et al., 2014). 

A key contribution from positive psychology is the principle that volitional actions 

can influence wellbeing. Indeed, the sustainable happiness model (Lyubomirsky et al., 

2005), suggests that intentional cognitive or behavioural activities may be at least as 

influential as contextual factors in determining individual levels of wellbeing. This paper is 

therefore concerned with the potential for individual intentional practices to influence 

wellbeing in the workplace. Whilst the role of environmental and individual difference 

factors are acknowledged, these are beyond the scope of the current study. Positive 

interventions which focus on the role of individual intentional practices may also be of 

particular relevance to promoting wellbeing in the workplace due to their relative cost-

effectiveness and ease of implementation (Kaplan et al., 2014), as well as their potential to 

reduce possible stigma associated with an emphasis on personal problems or deficits 

(Cheng et al., 2015). 
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Despite these potential applications, the literature review identified a limited 

number of studies which investigated the impact of positive interventions within 

occupational contexts. In a study involving university employees, Kaplan et al. (2014) 

investigated the impact of a work-related gratitude diary specifically in relation to job-

related affective wellbeing. Empirical evidence has indicated that effect sizes associated 

with positive interventions are larger for the components of subjective wellbeing, including 

positive and negative affect, than for other psychological outcomes such as depressive 

symptoms (Bolier et al., 2013), therefore the authors predicted similar benefits in relation 

to work-related affective outcomes. 

Findings demonstrated that participants in the work-related gratitude diary 

condition reported significant increases in job-related affective wellbeing and gratitude in 

relation to work, relative to those who engaged in an intervention designed to promote 

social connectedness. An additional within-subjects decrease in job-related negative 

affective wellbeing was observed which approached significance in the work-related 

gratitude diary condition. Furthermore, examination of more distal outcome variables 

demonstrated that both interventions were associated with a within-subjects decrease in 

employee absence due to illness. However, the study is limited by the lack of an additional 

neutral control condition in order to enable further comparisons.  

In a further study involving Chinese healthcare practitioners, the application of a 

work-related gratitude diary contributed to significant reductions in reported stress at post-

intervention, and decreases in both stress and depressive symptoms at three month follow-

up in comparison to both a hassles diary condition and ‘no intervention’ control group 

(Cheng, Tsui & Lam, 2015). However, the study did not assess positive aspects of 

wellbeing, such as positive affect or job satisfaction, therefore it is not possible to assess 

whether the intervention impacted wellbeing in both directions. Taken together, these 

studies provide initial evidence to indicate that directing practitioners’ attention to positive 

events in the workplace may be an effective approach to increasing job-related affective 

wellbeing and reducing stress and depressive symptoms. However, it is unclear whether 

findings are generalisable to education professionals due to potential differences in the 

nature of occupational stressors experienced across professions.  

Positive Interventions with Teaching Staff 

Only two studies within the literature review specifically investigated the impact of a 

positive psychology intervention (gratitude diary or three good things) on wellbeing 
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outcomes with teaching professionals. In a sample of Chinese teaching staff, Chan (2013) 

investigated the impact of a weekly gratitude journal (‘counting blessings’) in which 

participants were asked to record three good things or events and to reflect on the meaning 

these had for them. This was compared with a coping journal (‘counting misfortunes’) 

condition, in which participants were asked to record three negative events, and to reflect 

on their meanings. Findings demonstrated significant decreases in negative affect, as well 

as increases in life satisfaction in the gratitude diary condition, however these were only in 

relation to the negative control condition. As highlighted previously, the lack of an 

adequate control condition is a key limitation within the literature. The current study will 

address this methodological factor through inclusion of a neutral control condition, as 

recommended by Wood et al. (2010). 

To date, only one study has investigated the impact of a positive psychology 

intervention on teacher efficacy beliefs (Critchley & Gibbs, 2012). In this study, staff in 

one school participated in an intervention designed to cause reflection on ‘good things’ 

(Seligman et al., 2005), while a second school acted as a no intervention control group. 

Findings indicated a significant increase in efficacy for staff in the experimental group 

following the intervention, relative to controls. However, findings were based on a limited 

sample and efficacy beliefs were assessed using a questionnaire developed on the basis of 

key themes identified from staff focus groups, therefore findings may not be generalisable 

to other contexts. No additional wellbeing measures were assessed to explore intervention 

effects on other outcomes. 

Intervention Outcomes 

Subjective Wellbeing 

The present study draws on Diener’s (2000) tripartite model to explore outcomes in 

relation to cognitive and affective components of subjective wellbeing (positive and 

negative affect; life satisfaction). As identified in the literature review, a limitation in the 

existing literature is that a number of studies relied on the use of composite or global 

measures of subjective wellbeing (Layous et al., 2013; Lyubomirsky et al., 2011; Sergeant 

& Mongrain, 2011), limiting the potential to draw conclusions about the relative influence 

of interventions on specific components within this construct. 

The current study aims to address this limitation through assessing the impact of a 

positive psychology intervention on positive and negative affective components. To further 

explore applicability to a work-related context, the study will consider the cognitive 
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component of subjective wellbeing in relation to a specific domain of life satisfaction, 

through examining the impact on participants’ satisfaction with teaching, which reflects the 

extent to which teachers perceive their work to be satisfying and meeting their needs (Ho 

& Au, 2006). Research has indicated that there is a positive relationship between life 

satisfaction and job satisfaction (Judge, Locke, Durham & Kluger, 1998). Furthermore, 

previous research within an educational context has demonstrated a specific positive 

impact of a gratitude diary intervention on students’ satisfaction with school experience in 

comparison to both hassles and control conditions (Froh et al., 2008), indicating that 

positive interventions may influence satisfaction in relation to specific life domains. 

Although previous studies have investigated a range of outcomes, potential benefits 

beyond subjective wellbeing have been less widely investigated. The present study 

therefore aims to extend findings in relation to two further outcomes which are considered 

to be of particular relevance to the identified population. 

Efficacy Beliefs 

According to Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory, self-efficacy beliefs refer to 

individuals’ beliefs about their capabilities to successfully carry out a particular course of 

action, which can determine how environmental opportunities and obstacles are perceived. 

Teacher efficacy has been defined as a teacher’s ‘judgment of his or her capabilities to 

bring about desired outcomes of student engagement and learning, even among those 

students who may be difficult or unmotivated’ (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001, 

p.783). Within the identified population, efficacy beliefs were considered an important 

outcome of interest due to associations with aspects of wellbeing, including job satisfaction 

(Klassen & Chiu, 2010), as well as negative associations with outcomes such as perceived 

stress (Collie, Shapka & Perry, 2012). 

The inclusion of efficacy beliefs as an outcome variable is of further interest due to 

proposed theoretical links with positive affect. In line with the ‘broaden and build’ theory, 

(Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002), interventions that increase positive affect 

have been shown to lead to broadened cognitive and behavioural responses (e.g. 

Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek & Finkel, 2008). 

Furthermore, research has demonstrated that experimentally induced changes in positive 

affect are associated with increases in environmental mastery (Fredrickson et al., 2008).  

The concept of environmental mastery, which involves having a sense of competency 

in interacting with the environment, may be seen as a psychological resource which 
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overlaps with the concept of self-efficacy. Bandura (1997) suggested that self-efficacy 

beliefs can be influenced by affective states as well as by personal mastery and vicarious 

experience. The finding that experimentally induced changes in positive affect were 

associated with increases in environmental mastery (Fredrickson et al., 2008) suggests that 

positive affect may be one of the physiological and emotional precursors of increased self-

efficacy.  

Empirical support for the role of positive affect in enhancing efficacy beliefs has 

been demonstrated in a recent study (Schutte, 2013). Participants who were randomly 

assigned to a three week intervention designed to increase positive affect demonstrated 

significantly greater change in positive affect and self-efficacy than those in a control 

condition, and changes in affect were associated with changes in self-efficacy (Figure 2). 

In this way, evidence suggests that positive psychology interventions designed to increase 

positive affect may additionally influence efficacy beliefs, and provides initial support for 

the role of self-efficacy within the broaden and build process. 

Burnout 

‘Burnout’ may be conceptualised as a breakdown of the occupational domain of a 

person’s self-efficacy (Friedman, 2003). Research indicates that teachers are more 

vulnerable to work-related stress and burnout than many other occupational groups 

(Johnson et al., 2005). Furthermore, evidence suggests that perceived self-efficacy is an 

important stress resource factor in mitigating teacher burnout (Brown, 2012; Schwarzer & 

Hallum, 2008).  

Although positive psychology interventions are primarily concerned with promoting 

positive qualities, the existing literature has investigated associated effects on reducing 

negative symptoms, including depressive symptoms (Seligman et al., 2005; Gander et al., 

2013), worry (Geraghty et al., 2010a), and stress (Cheng et al., 2015). An earlier study 

demonstrated the effects of a gratitude intervention in promoting life satisfaction and 

reducing symptoms of teacher burnout (Chan, 2011), however evaluation was limited by 

the lack of a control group. Accordingly, the dependent variable of burnout was included 

as a secondary outcome in the present study, due to its association with self-efficacy and 

relevance to the occupational domain. 
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The Current Study 

The aim of the current study is therefore to extend the application of a brief positive 

psychology intervention to an educational context, through assessing its impact on teacher 

wellbeing, efficacy beliefs, and symptoms of burnout. In this way, the study will build on 

existing research by examining impact in relation to a broader range of psychological 

outcomes. Specifically, the study will investigate whether a daily intervention designed to 

promote reflection on positive events (‘Three Good Things’, Seligman et al., 2005) will 

contribute to improvements in the identified outcomes in comparison to control 

participants who write an event diary.  

Research has indicated that journaling techniques are preferable to other intervention 

approaches and highly acceptable to participants (Kaczmarek et al., 2015). The specific 

intervention was selected due its previous application within a teaching population 

(Critchley & Gibbs, 2012). Although referred to as a gratitude diary, a further intervention 

with teaching staff employed a similar intervention procedure by asking participants to 

record three positive events and to reflect on the meaning these had for them (Chan, 2013). 

An additional reflective component consisting of causal explanations for events was 

included in the current intervention (as described by Seligman et al., 2005), as it was 

speculated that this may influence efficacy outcomes through attributional processes 

relating to the causal inferences that individuals ascribe to events (Weiner, 2000). 

According to this theoretical framework, attributions can be classified along three 

dimensions: locus of causality, stability and controllability. Conceptualisations of the 

relationship between efficacy and causal attributions have focused on the locus of causality 

dimension (Stajkovic & Sommer, 2000). In this way, positive experiences attributed to 

internal (personal) factors are expected to contribute to increased efficacy, compared with 

those attributed to external (situational) factors. 

The study will address a number of limitations identified within the existing literature. 

Replication within a teaching population will contribute to an understanding of the 

generalisability of previous findings, which have largely involved student samples. 

Furthermore, the study will investigate outcomes in relation to both cognitive and affective 

dimensions of subjective wellbeing, enabling exploration of the relative impact on 

differing components, as well as investigation of subjective satisfaction specific to the 

work domain. Additionally, the study will address methodological concerns through the 

inclusion of neutral control condition, as many studies reported intervention effects only in 

comparison to a hassles condition.  
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 In line with previous findings, it was anticipated that participants in the intervention 

group would demonstrate significant improvements in subjective wellbeing in comparison 

to a neutral control group, as evidenced by decreased negative affect as well as increased 

positive affect and teaching satisfaction. Furthermore, it was hypothesised that the 

intervention would contribute to increased efficacy in relation to teaching and a reduction 

in self-reported burnout relative to neutral controls, and that changes in positive affect 

would be associated with changes in efficacy beliefs (Schutte, 2013). 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Conceptual model of paths between intervention intended to increase positive affect, 

changes in affect indices and changes in self-efficacy (adapted from Schutte, 2013) 
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Method 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited from 21 schools (Primary =10, Secondary =11) in five 

local authorities in England. Forty-nine participants (mean age =39.57, SD =11.88) 

provided data at baseline. The initial sample consisted of 16 males and 33 females aged 

between 22 and 59 years. Twenty-nine teachers were from the primary sector and twenty 

were from the secondary sector, with an average of 9.38 years (SD =6.55) teaching 

experience. Data for 22 participants was excluded due to lack of post-measure completion 

or insufficient intervention adherence. At post-intervention, the final sample consisted of 

27 participants aged 22-59 years (mean age =40.98, SD =11.88). Of these, 18 participants 

were female and nine were male, including 17 primary teachers and ten secondary teaching 

staff. Participants had an average of 10.39 years (SD =7.13) teaching experience. Within 

the final sample, the experimental group consisted of 15 participants, whilst the remaining 

12 participants constituted the control group (see Figure 3).  

Design 

 A between-subjects repeated measures design was employed to investigate the effect 

of intervention condition (‘three good things’ or ‘event diary control’) on levels of positive 

and negative affect, teaching satisfaction, efficacy beliefs and symptoms of burnout. To 

minimise potential confounds arising from participants becoming aware of the existence of 

two conditions, participants were allocated to condition at the school level. Schools were 

matched according to phase (primary or secondary), number of registered participants and 

gender distribution, in order to ensure comparable participant and school numbers as well 

as equivalent participant characteristics within each condition. Consequently, the 

experimental condition at pre-test consisted of 25 participants (16 female, nine male) from 

ten schools (six primary, four secondary), and the control condition consisted of 24 

participants (16 female, eight male) from 11 schools (four primary, seven secondary). 

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power Version 3 (Faul, 

Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). This indicated that a sample of at least 34 participants 

in total was required to detect a medium effect size (f =0.25) with 80% power and a 5% 

significance level when testing two conditions at two time points with repeated measures 

(within and between) ANOVAs. 
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Measures  

Subjective Wellbeing 

Assessment of subjective wellbeing followed Diener’s (1984) tripartite model, 

including a cognitive aspect of self-reported teaching satisfaction and an affective aspect 

encompassing the experience of positive and negative emotions.  

Teaching Satisfaction Scale (TSS) (Appendix D) 

The five-item TSS (Ho & Au, 2006) is derived from the Satisfaction with Life Scale 

(SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985), which assesses general life satisfaction 

as the cognitive aspect of subjective wellbeing. The TSS reflects teachers’ judgments on 

the extent to which their work is satisfying and meeting their needs, and allows teachers to 

reach a subjective judgment on job satisfaction from a variety of psychological and 

situational appraisals. Items are adapted from the SWLS to enable assessment of 

satisfaction specifically in relation to teaching. The original measure used a five-point 

response scale. This was adapted to a seven-point rating scale in line with the SWLS.  

The TSS has been validated with a sample of primary and secondary school 

teachers and found to show favourable internal reliabilities, construct validities and 

criterion-related validities (Ho & Au, 2006). In the current study, this scale showed high 

levels of reliability at pre-test (α =.87) and post-test (α =.90). 

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) (Appendix E) 

The PANAS (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988) consists of two scales: positive and 

negative affect. Each scale consists of 10 emotion adjectives which are rated on a five-

point scale to indicate participants’ perceptions of the amount of time spent experiencing 

each emotion. A total score for positive and negative affect can be obtained by summing 

the ratings on the relevant items. In the present study, participants were asked to rate their 

responses on the basis of how they had felt during the past week. The two scales are 

reported to be highly internally consistent (Cronbach’s α above .85), and have shown 

evidence of validity through associations with other measures of affect and expected group 

differences (Watson et al., 1988). In the current study, the items for the positive and 

negative affect scales respectively showed high reliability at pre-test (α =.91; α =.85) and 

post-test (α =.93; α =.81). 
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Efficacy Beliefs 

Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (TSES) – Short-Form (Appendix F) 

The TSES short-form (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001) consists of 12 

items relating to three factors of teaching efficacy: student engagement, classroom 

management and instructional strategies. Participants are asked to indicate their beliefs 

along a nine-point response scale. These items show fidelity with self-efficacy theory 

because they measure teachers’ beliefs in their capabilities to carry out particular tasks in a 

particular context. Research has demonstrated adequate reliability for the TSES, for 

example Wolters and Daugherty (2007) reported Cronbach’s alpha coefficients above .80, 

and Klassen et al. (2009) found reliabilities ranging from .71 to .94 for the individual 

subscales. In the current study, the total scale formed a reliable index at pre-test (α =.91) 

and post-test (α =.89). Acceptable reliability was also demonstrated at pre and post-test 

respectively for items on each of the subscales of student engagement (α =.87; α =.73), 

instructional strategies (α =.75; α =.81) and classroom management (α =.86; α =.85). 

Burnout 

Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI-General Survey) (Appendix G) 

The MBI General Survey (Maslach & Jackson, 1986) was selected as a measure of 

respondents’ relationship with their work on a continuum from engagement to burnout. 

The measure consists of 16 items relating to the three dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism 

and professional efficacy. The exhaustion items include reference to fatigue without direct 

reference to emotions, for example ‘Working all day is really a strain for me’. The 

cynicism items reflect indifference or a distant attitude to work, for example, ‘I have 

become less enthusiastic about my work’. The professional efficacy factor encompasses 

both social and non-social aspects of occupational accomplishments, and includes an 

explicit focus on an individual’s expectations of continued effectiveness at work. 

Participants are asked to evaluate each item according to the frequency of their feelings. 

The MBI is one of the most widely used measures for assessing the construct of burnout. 

Recent meta-analyses report average reliability coefficients of .88, .71 and .78 respectively 

for each dimension (Aguayo et al., 2011). In the current study, acceptable levels of 

reliability were demonstrated at pre and post-test respectively for items on each of the 

dimensions of professional efficacy (α =.83; α =.87), exhaustion (α =.86; α =.89) and 

cynicism (α =.83; α =.87).  
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Procedure 

 Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Southampton School of 

Psychology Ethics Committee (Appendix H). Schools were initially sent a flyer describing 

the aims and requirements of the study. These were distributed to all mainstream primary 

and secondary schools in one local authority through the Educational Psychology Service 

distribution channels, and the study was also advertised within a number of local authority 

group consultation forums. Due to a limited response rate, recruitment was widened to 

include staff in a further four local authorities by individual email invitation. Individual 

staff members or senior management co-ordinators were asked to respond by email to 

register their interest in participating in the study. Following this, an information sheet was 

sent to all interested staff members at least one week in advance of the study (Appendix I). 

Following registration, participants were matched and allocated to intervention condition at 

the school level. 

 Questionnaire measures and daily diaries were accessed online via iSurvey, a secure 

online survey tool provided by the University of Southampton. Links to the online survey 

were distributed by email to registered participants at the beginning of the study. Upon 

accessing the link, participants viewed an online consent statement and provided informed 

consent for participation before proceeding to complete baseline measures (Appendix J).  

Demographic information (age, gender, primary or secondary phase, number of years 

teaching experience) and baseline outcome measures were completed during the week 

prior to the start of the intervention. Completion of the initial measures generated a unique 

identifier code which was sent to each participant via email. Participants were asked to 

retain this code for use with each subsequent login in order to link individual responses 

over time. Participants were instructed to complete the post-intervention measures between 

three to seven days following completion of the intervention. To control for order effects, 

online questionnaire administration was randomised at both time points. All participants 

received a written debrief statement following conclusion of the study (Appendix K).  

Intervention 

Diaries were completed daily for a total of two working weeks, resulting in a 

maximum of ten diary entries per participant. Instructions were based on those of Seligman 

et al. (2005) for each condition as follows: 
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Experimental Condition 

Participants in the ‘three good things’ diary condition were given the following 

instructions: Please record three things that went well during your school day and note 

why they went well.  

Control condition 

Participants in the event diary condition were given the following instructions: Please 

record three things that have happened during your school day and note why they 

happened.  

Participants were encouraged to continue with subsequent diary entries if they missed a 

day for any reason. Participants received mid-week reminder emails each week to 

encourage maintenance, and at the conclusion of the intervention asking them to complete 

the post-measures online. Participants were given the opportunity to contact the researcher 

via email to obtain technical support. No financial incentives were offered for participation 

due to the potential for this to influence the dependent variable of subjective wellbeing. 

  



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTIONS 

41 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS software (Version 22). 

Distributions were assessed to examine the parametric assumptions of the data for both the 

intervention and control condition separately at both time points (Field, 2009). The 

Shapiro-Wilk statistic indicated that a number of variables were not normally distributed, 

including the measures of negative affect, efficacy in relation to classroom management, 

and the cynicism dimension of burnout. These variables were therefore analysed using 

non-parametric statistical techniques. A small number of outliers were identified however 

analyses indicated that their exclusion did not influence results, therefore these were 

retained within the main analysis. 

To examine whether non-random sampling affected means, intervention and 

control group comparability at baseline was checked through conducting independent t-

tests and Mann-Whitney U tests for the pre-intervention measures. Levene’s Test for 

Equality of Variances indicated that the assumption of homogeneity of variance was met 

for all variables. Results indicated no significant differences between groups at baseline for 

positive affect (t(25) = -.258, p =.799), teaching satisfaction (t(25) =.212, p =.834), teacher 

sense of efficacy (t(25) =.109, p =.914), professional efficacy (t(25) = -.262, p =.796), or 

exhaustion (t(25) = -1.235, p =.228). No significant differences were found for the efficacy 

subscales relating to student engagement (t(25) = -.244, p =.809) or instructional strategies 

(t(25) = -.425, p =.675). Non-parametric analyses indicated no significant group 

differences for negative affect (U =67, p =.260), classroom management (U =88.5, p 

=.941), and cynicism (U =66.5, p =.250), suggesting that the two groups were comparable 

on all outcome measures prior to intervention. 

Significant differences were not observed between conditions in relation to age 

(t(25) = -.059, p =.953), or number of years teaching experience (t(25) = -.773, p =.447). 

Gender was not significantly associated with intervention condition (² (1) =.675, p =.411), 

suggesting that the proportion of males and females was comparable between the two 

groups. There was also no association between phase and intervention group (² (1) =.199, 

p =.656), suggesting equal proportions of primary and secondary teaching staff in each 

condition. As both conditions showed similar sample characteristics and baseline 

measures, demographic variables and pre-test scores were not included as covariates in the 

main analyses. 
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Descriptive statistics for outcome measures across intervention condition by time 

are shown in Table 2. Initial examination of pre and post-intervention mean scores 

indicated that changes in outcome measures were not in the expected direction. 

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for outcome measures in intervention and control 

conditions at pre- and post-intervention 

 Positive event diary Neutral event diary 

 Pre Post Pre Post 

Outcome Mean (SD) 

Positive Affect 32.60 (7.27) 31.73 (7.90) 33.42 (9.21) 36.17 (6.99) 

Negative Affect 18.60 (7.37) 18.80 (6.30) 20.83 (6.98) 20.58 (6.63) 

TSS 22.87 (5.10) 21.80 (6.89) 22.33 (7.92) 23.67 (7.49) 

TSES (Total)  86.47 (10.60) 85.13 (8.65) 86.00 (11.61) 87.58 (8.59) 

   TSES (SE) 26.60 (5.25) 26.67 (3.62) 27.08 (4.93) 27.25 (3.84) 

   TSES (IS) 28.93 (3.63) 28.93 (2.94) 28.25 (4.73) 30.33 (3.11) 

   TSES (CM) 30.93 (3.45) 29.53 (3.72) 30.67 (3.08) 30.00 (2.89) 

MBI (PE) 4.72 (0.76) 4.55 (0.94) 4.81 (0.99) 4.73 (0.86) 

MBI (EX) 3.48 (1.41) 3.17 (1.35) 4.08 (1.04) 3.78 (1.06) 

MBI (CY) 2.57 (1.28) 2.84 (1.46) 2.23 (1.53) 2.33 (1.48) 

TSS = Teaching Satisfaction Scale; TSES = Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale; SE = Student Engagement; IS 

= Instructional Strategies; CM = Classroom Management; MBI = Maslach Burnout Inventory; PE= 

Professional Efficacy; EX = Exhaustion; CY = Cynicism 

Attrition 

Although 49 participants completed baseline measures and were allocated to one of 

the two conditions, attrition considerably reduced participant numbers at post-intervention. 

Eight participants were excluded from the main analyses due to insufficient intervention 

adherence and 14 did not complete post-intervention measures (see Figure 3 for participant 

flow diagram). Sufficient intervention adherence was defined as ≥ 50% completion, based 

on previous literature indicating that a five day duration could constitute an effective 

intervention (Seligman et al., 2005). A total of 27 participants (55%) completed at least 
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five out of the ten diary entries and the post-intervention measures. This is in the expected 

range for attrition rates in self-administered online interventions (Mitchell, Vella-Brodrick, 

& Klein, 2010). Completion rates for all eight participants who were excluded from further 

analyses due to insufficient adherence fell below 20%. T-tests indicated that participants in 

the two conditions did not differ significantly in the number of daily diary entries 

completed (t(25) = -.511, p =.614).  

Overall, completers and dropouts (due to a lack of adherence and/or post measures) 

did not differ in age (t(47) =.918, p =.363), number of years’ experience (t(47) =1.190, p 

=.240), primary or secondary sector (² (1) =.356, p =.551), or in the proportion of males 

or females (² (1) =.013, p =.910).  

Dropout rates did not differ significantly by condition (² (1) =.495, p =.482). 

However, to ensure that any differential attrition by condition did not affect results, non-

parametric analyses (Mann-Whitney) were conducted in order to compare completers with 

those who dropped out in each condition on all dependent variables. In the experimental 

condition, there were no differences between those who completed and those who dropped 

out of the study on baseline levels of positive affect (U =58.50, p =.359), negative affect 

(U =54.50, p =.253), teaching satisfaction (U =71.50, p =.845), teacher sense of efficacy 

(U =59.0, p =.374), or in relation to the burnout dimensions of professional efficacy (U 

=56.50, p =.303), exhaustion (U =66.0, p =.617), or cynicism (U =71.0, p =.824). 

Similarly, those who completed or dropped out in the control condition did not differ in 

relation to baseline positive affect (U =52.0, p =.247), negative affect (U =64.00, p =.643), 

teaching satisfaction (U =70.50, p =.931), teacher sense of efficacy (U =65.50, p =.707), or 

the burnout dimensions of professional efficacy (U =57.50, p =.401), exhaustion (U 

=70.50, p =.931), or cynicism (U =65.0, p =.685). 

Power was calculated using G*Power Version 3 (Faul et al., 2007). A post hoc 

analysis indicted that the final sample size of 27 participants with a 5% significance level 

resulted in limited power (53%) to detect a medium effect size (f =0.2) when testing two 

conditions at two time points with repeated measures (within and between) ANOVAs. 
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Figure 3. Participant Flow 
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Main Analyses 

A series of 2 x 2 factorial analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were used to examine 

whether there were significant differences across time on the dependent variables, with 

time (pre and post) as the within-subjects factor and intervention group (positive or neutral 

diary) as the between-subjects factor. As the data relating to negative affect, efficacy 

(classroom management) and cynicism were not normally distributed, separate non-

parametric analyses (Wilcoxon and Mann-Whitney U tests) were used to assess change 

over time and between conditions. Scores for each dependent variable by condition can be 

seen in Figure 4 below. 
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Figure 4. Outcome measures by condition at pre and post-intervention 

Positive and Negative Affect 

A repeated measures ANOVA revealed no significant main effect of time (F(1, 25) 

=1.03, p =.320, p² =.040) or condition (F(1, 25) =.821, p =.373, p² =.032) on positive 

affect, and no significant interaction between the effects of time and condition (F(1, 25) 

=3.80, p =.063, p² =.132). There was no significant difference in negative affect between 

baseline and post-intervention (Z = -1.72, p =.863) or between conditions (U =76.0, p 

=.493). 

Teaching Satisfaction 

There was no significant main effect of time (F(1, 25) =.037, p =.849, p² =.001) or 

condition (F(1, 25) =.068, p =.796, p² =.003) and no significant interaction effect (F(1, 

25) =3.004, p =.095, p² =.107) for levels of reported teaching satisfaction. 
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Teacher Sense of Efficacy 

For teacher sense of efficacy there was no significant main effect of time (F(1, 25) 

=.009, p =.923, p² =.000) or condition (F(1, 25) =.075, p =.786, p² =.003) and no 

significant interaction effects (F(1, 25) =1.291, p =.267, p² =.049). There were no 

significant effects of time (F(1, 25) =.035, p =.853, p² =.001) or condition (F(1, 25) 

=.109, p =.744, p² =.004) and no significant interaction effects (F(1, 25) =.006, p =.937, 

p² =.000) for the student engagement factor. Likewise, there was no significant effect of 

time (F(1, 25) =3.304, p =.081, p² =.117) or condition (F(1, 25) =.078, p =.782, p² 

=.003), and no significant interaction effect (F(1, 25) =3.304, p =.081, p² =.117) for the 

instructional strategies factor. There was no significant difference in efficacy relating to 

classroom management between conditions (U =88.5, p =.941), however a significant 

effect of time was found between baseline and post-intervention (Z = -2.30, p =.022). 

Burnout 

There was no significant main effect of time (F(1, 25) =1.799, p =.192, p² =.067) or 

condition (F(1, 25) =.154, p =.698, p² =.006), or significant interaction effect (F(1, 25) 

=.200, p =.659, p² =.008) for the professional efficacy dimension of burnout. The main 

effects of time (F(1, 25) =3.662, p =.067, p² =.128) and condition (F(1, 25) =1.773, p 

=.195, p² =.066) and interaction effect (F(1, 25) =.000, p =.983, p² =.000) for the 

exhaustion dimension were also non-significant. There was no significant difference in 

cynicism between baseline and post-intervention (Z = -.636, p =.524) or between 

conditions (U =63.0, p =.186). 

Associations between Positive Affect and Efficacy Beliefs 

Change scores were computed for each of the outcome variables (T2-T1) and 

correlated to examine the hypothesis that changes in positive affect would be associated 

with changes in efficacy beliefs (Schutte, 2013). Consistent with this hypothesis, changes 

in positive affect were positively associated with changes in teaching efficacy (r =.512, p 

=.006). No significant correlations were observed between change scores for any other 

dependent variables. 
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Post Hoc Analyses 

To further explore the non-significant findings within the main analysis, a series of 

additional post hoc analyses were conducted with the final sample population data (N =27) 

with no hypotheses pre-specified. Correlational analyses indicated no significant 

associations between variables. To determine whether additional variables may be 

accounting for the above findings, a series of ANCOVAs were conducted controlling for 

adherence, age, and years of teaching experience. No significant effects were found, 

indicating that none of these factors significantly influenced results. 

Change scores for each of the outcome variables (T2 – T1) were correlated with 

adherence to examine whether intervention dosage was associated with change. Adherence 

was found to be positively associated with changes in the student engagement factor of 

teaching efficacy (r =.415, p =.031) and negatively associated with changes in the 

professional efficacy dimension of burnout (r = -.440, p =.022). Change scores were not 

associated with age or number of years teaching experience for any of the dependent 

variables. 

Eight participants were not included in the main analysis due to insufficient 

intervention adherence (< 20%) however these participants provided data at post-

intervention, thereby creating the opportunity to explore comparisons between the main 

intervention and control conditions, and a further unplanned, naturally occurring ‘no 

intervention’ control group. Non-parametric analyses (Mann-Whitney U) were used due to 

the small group sizes. These indicated that no significant differences existed between 

conditions at pre or post-intervention. 

Further correlational analyses were conducted to consider the association between 

key variables for the whole data set at baseline. Teacher sense of efficacy was found to be 

associated with the professional efficacy dimension of burnout (r =.315, p =.028), 

indicating that the specific construct of teaching-related efficacy may be related to 

professional efficacy more generally. A significant association was also found between 

levels of teaching satisfaction and positive affect (r =.457, p =.001). This association may 

be expected due to the theoretical link between affect and aspects of life satisfaction as 

components of subjective wellbeing (Diener, 2000). Number of years teaching experience 

was associated with overall teacher sense of efficacy (rs =.307, p =.032) and with the 

individual efficacy factors relating to student engagement (r =.387, p =.006) and 

instructional strategies (r =.314, p =.028). 
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 Diary Content 

 In order to further illuminate findings, the content of participant diaries (N =27) was 

analysed to explore whether differences existed between conditions in relation to the types 

of experiences recorded. In line with Rash et al. (2011), diary entries were open-coded for 

common themes. This process drew on a basic conventional content analysis approach 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). An inductive approach to category development was employed 

with no theoretically preconceived categories to ensure that the categories were strongly 

linked to the data (Kondracki & Wellman, 2002). The researcher initially read the entire 

data set prior to coding, and noted ideas of interest to inform potential categories (Tesch, 

1990). Categories were generated according to aspects of the data which formed the basis 

of repeated patterns and demonstrated sufficient supporting items across the data set. 

A total of five categories were identified and coded for positive, negative or neutral 

content. Examples of diary entries relating to each category can be seen in Appendix L. 

Missing entries due to lack of adherence were not included within the analysis. This 

resulted in a total of 381 coded diary items within the intervention condition and 316 items 

in the control condition. It was not possible to analyse causal explanations provided for 

events, as examination indicated that the majority of respondents omitted this aspect of the 

instructions. In line with Cheng et al. (2015), frequencies of items related to each category 

were calculated by condition and can be seen in Table 3.  

Consistent with instructions, individuals in the intervention condition wrote about 

more positive experiences (92%) than neutral (7%) or negative events (1%), indicating that 

these had been understood and followed well. In line with previous studies (Harbaugh & 

Vasey, 2014; Martínez-Martí et al., 2010), findings indicated that participants in the 

control condition recorded a higher proportion of events which were neutral (39%) or 

positive in nature (37%) than negative responses (24%). 

Findings identified some differences between conditions in relation to the 

categories of experiences recorded. Participants in the intervention condition described a 

higher proportion of experiences relating to student progress, colleague relationships and 

involvement with parents compared with those in the control condition. In contrast, 

participants in the control condition recorded a higher proportion of events relating to 

working responsibilities and student behavioural or emotional needs. 
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 Table 3. Proportion of diary items by category as a function of condition 

 Condition 

 Intervention (N = 15) Control (N = 12) 

Event category Frequency % Frequency % 

Colleague relationships/ interaction 

       Positive 67 17.6 19 6.0 

       Negative 0 0.0 16 5.1 

       Neutral 4 1.1 13 4.1 

       Total 71 18.7 48 15.2 

Student engagement/ progress 

       Positive 149 39.1 50 15.8 

       Negative 1 0.3 10 3.2 

       Neutral 2 0.5 9 2.8 

       Total 152 39.9 69 21.8 

Student behaviour / emotional needs 

       Positive 23 6.0 16 5.1 

       Negative 0 0.0 16 5.1 

       Neutral 2 0.5 5 1.6 

       Total 25 6.5 37 11.8 

Parental involvement/ communication 

       Positive 29 7.6 4 1.3 

       Negative 0 0.0 10 3.2 

       Neutral 2 0.5 5 1.6 

       Total 31 8.1 19 6.1 

Workload, roles and responsibilities 

       Positive 81 21.3 27 8.5 

       Negative 2 0.5 24 7.6 

       Neutral 19 5.0 92 29.1 

       Total 102 26.8 143 45.2 

Total items 

       Positive 349 91.6 116 36.7 

       Negative 3 0.8 76 24.1 

       Neutral 29 7.6 124 39.2 

       Total 381 100 316 100 
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Discussion 

The aim of the current study was to evaluate the effects of a positive psychology 

intervention on the subjective wellbeing and efficacy beliefs of teaching staff. Secondary 

outcomes in relation to symptoms of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism and professional 

efficacy) were also considered. Contrary to previous findings, results indicated that a ‘three 

good things’ intervention specific to school experiences (based on Seligman et al., 2005) 

was not effective in improving outcomes in comparison to a neutral control group who 

completed an events diary. 

A significant effect between pre and post-intervention was found only in relation to the 

classroom management factor of teaching efficacy, however the effect of time approached 

significance for the exhaustion dimension of burnout. No significant effect of condition 

was found for any of the dependent variables. Furthermore, no significant interaction 

effects of time and condition were found for any of the outcome variables, although the 

interaction effect for positive affect approached significance. 

Although effects were not significant over time, examination of mean pre and post-

intervention scores indicated that changes in a number of outcome measures were not in 

the expected direction for either the intervention or control condition. In contrast to 

previous findings, participants in the positive intervention condition appeared to 

demonstrate a decrease in subjective wellbeing, as evidenced by a decrease in positive 

affect and teaching satisfaction, as well as increased negative affect. Conversely, 

participants in the neutral control condition reported increases in subjective wellbeing 

following the intervention, as indicated by increased positive affect and teaching 

satisfaction, and decreased negative affect. 

Findings for efficacy outcomes were also not in the expected direction. Participants in 

the positive intervention condition demonstrated an overall decrease in efficacy in relation 

to teaching. Within this condition, findings indicated a slight increase in efficacy scores 

relating to student engagement, however a decrease in efficacy was seen for the classroom 

management factor, and no changes in efficacy were observed in relation to instructional 

strategies. In contrast, participants in the control condition demonstrated an overall 

increase in teaching efficacy. Findings for the individual subscales of efficacy 

demonstrated an increase in efficacy for the student engagement and instructional 

strategies factors, however a decrease was observed in efficacy relating to aspects of 

classroom management. The finding that both conditions experienced a small increase in 
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efficacy specifically in relation to student engagement, as well as a decrease in relation to 

classroom management efficacy, suggests that the intervention may be more likely to 

influence particular aspects of efficacy than others. 

In relation to the secondary outcome of burnout, findings were again contrary to 

expectations, indicating that scores for the dimensions of professional efficacy decreased, 

whilst scores for cynicism increased at post-intervention in both conditions. Decreases in 

the dimension of exhaustion in the intervention condition were in the expected direction, 

however these did not reach significance, and a non-significant decrease was also observed 

in the control condition. 

Results from the present study are not consistent with previous findings demonstrating 

a positive impact of such interventions on measures of wellbeing in comparison to a 

neutral control condition (e.g. Kaplan et al., 2014; Seligman, et al., 2005). However, 

previous findings within the literature review were mixed, with interventions impacting 

various facets of wellbeing differentially (Martínez-Martí et al., 2010; Odou & Vella-

Brodrick 2013; Rash et al., 2011). A number of theoretical and methodological 

explanations may be considered in relation to the current findings. Firstly, it is possible that 

findings were influenced by the limited sample size, which reduced the statistical power of 

the study. Furthermore, a number of previous studies reported delayed intervention effects 

which were only significant at follow-up and not at immediate post-test (Gander et al., 

2013; Peters et al., 2013, Seligman et al., 2005). In line with the ‘broaden and build’ 

theory, the building of personal resources may only take place following an initial 

broadening effect of positive emotions (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). However, as the 

present study did not assess outcomes at a follow-up time point, it was not possible to 

assess for the possibility of delayed intervention effects. 

Differences in findings may also relate to methodological differences between studies. 

In the present study, participants were allocated to condition and were not informed of the 

study purpose or hypotheses in order to strengthen internal validity. However, in a number 

of previous studies (Gander et al., 2013; Seligman et al., 2005), interventions were 

advertised as a method to improve wellbeing, thereby raising the possibility that results 

may have been positively influenced by participants having self-selected to take part in the 

intervention. Evidence suggests that interventions may be more effective when participants 

have chosen to take part with the aim of improving their wellbeing. For example, 

Lyubomirsky et al. (2011) found that individuals who self-selected to take part in a 

happiness intervention demonstrated greater improvements in wellbeing at post-
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intervention relative to non-self-selected participants who had responded to an advert to 

take part in a study involving cognitive exercises. In this way, the authors concluded that 

optimal conditions for intervention efficacy include a requirement for both a ‘will’ (i.e. 

motivation to improve wellbeing) and a ‘way’, through an efficacious positive activity. 

Further replication with larger samples is therefore required to investigate whether 

findings may be an artefact of methodological factors, or alternatively whether these may 

relate to valid theoretical reasons associated with aspects of the intervention format or 

implementation. For example, one possible explanation is that the intervention duration or 

frequency was not sufficient to produce immediate post-test effects. Considering the 

potential role of intervention frequency in influencing wellbeing outcomes, Emmons and 

McCullough (2003) compared outcomes from both a weekly and a daily gratitude diary 

intervention. Larger effect sizes were reported for increases in gratitude in the daily diary 

condition, indicating that practicing the intervention more frequently may be more 

effective in influencing this outcome. Conversely, improvements in physical symptoms 

were only observed within the weekly intervention, indicating that intervention frequency 

may influence specific outcomes differentially. 

Findings from the present study also indicated that adherence was positively associated 

with changes in the student engagement factor of teaching efficacy and negatively 

associated with changes in the professional efficacy dimension of burnout. This is 

consistent with previous findings which demonstrated an association between adherence 

and increases in global measures of mental wellbeing (Seear & Vella-Brodrick, 2013). 

Although levels of adherence did not significantly differ between conditions, it is possible 

that variations may have influenced the impact of the intervention in the present study. 

Further post hoc analyses indicated no significant differences between the positive and 

neutral diary conditions, and a third, naturally occurring ‘no intervention’ group in which 

participants demonstrated minimal adherence. However, this analysis was based on a 

restricted sample size, therefore replication studies involving multiple control conditions 

are likely to be beneficial (Wood et al., 2010).  

To further explore the unexpected direction of changes between conditions, the content 

of diaries was examined and coded for the frequency of positive, negative or neutral 

events. In line with previous findings (Harbaugh & Vasey, 2014; Martínez-Martí et al., 

2010), results indicated that participants in the control condition recorded a higher number 

of positive or neutral events compared with the number of negative events, which may 

have influenced findings by reducing between-group differences. Findings identified some 
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group differences in relation to the types of experiences recorded. Exploration of diary 

content was based on a rudimentary content analysis approach as appropriate to the amount 

of data available and purpose of the present study, however the use of such methodologies 

may constitute a valuable direction for future research. 

 Further examination of diary content highlighted that the majority of respondents in 

both conditions did not complete the second part of the diary instruction, which 

encouraged them to reflect on a causal explanation for each event. Consequently, it was not 

possible to analyse the possible influence of participant attributions (i.e. internal or external 

causal explanations for events), however it may be useful for future studies to examine this 

aspect. It is possible that this compromise to intervention fidelity may have negatively 

influenced the potential impact of the intervention. However, intervention fidelity was not 

assessed in the original study by Seligman et al. (2005) and this would therefore constitute 

an important consideration for future research.  

Researchers (e.g. Kaczmarek et al., 2014; Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) have 

suggested that positive psychology exercises may also improve wellbeing by satisfying 

basic psychological needs, including autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000; 2008). Feelings of need satisfaction have been associated with increased 

positive affect and decreased negative affect (Sheldon, Elliot, Kim & Kasser, 2001), and 

shown to predict subsequent increases in subjective wellbeing (Niemiec, Ryan & Deci, 

2009). 

Consequently, research has begun to investigate the role of need satisfaction in positive 

psychology interventions. In one study, participants who engaged in autonomy-fulfilling 

activities demonstrated greater increases in wellbeing than participants who focused on life 

circumstances (Sheldon et al., 2010). In a further study, Nelson et al. (2014) demonstrated 

that participants who received autonomy support during a positive psychology intervention 

experienced greater improvements in wellbeing (increased happiness and decreased 

negative affect) than those who did not receive this. These results suggest that increases in 

feelings of need satisfaction, such as autonomy, might precede increases in wellbeing. In 

this way, it is possible that the neutral condition, which provided less direction in relation 

to the type of experiences participants should reflect on, provided greater opportunity for 

perceived autonomy or choice, which in turn influenced increases in positive affect and 

decreases in negative affect. 
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In line with previous findings (Schutte, 2013), the hypothesis that changes in positive 

affect would be associated with changes in teaching efficacy was supported in the present 

study. This may provide support for the role of efficacy within the ‘broaden and build’ 

process, however further mediational analyses with larger samples are required in order to 

investigate this relationship. 

Limitations 

This study explored the application of a positive psychology intervention within an 

educational context to investigate effects on the subjective wellbeing and efficacy beliefs 

of teaching staff. To date, little research has investigated the impact of such interventions 

within this population, therefore this represents a gap in the available literature. 

However, a number of limitations exist within the present study which require 

consideration when interpreting the present findings. Firstly, the sample size was limited 

and as such statistical power was reduced, potentially influencing the nature of the results. 

Reduced participant numbers also limited the use of parametric tests and the range of 

analyses employed, and results may be more likely to be influenced by outliers or skewed 

distributions. This was largely due to difficulties in participant recruitment, however 

attrition considerably reduced participant numbers at post-intervention. Of those who 

responded to the initial baseline questionnaires, 55% completed the diary intervention and 

post-intervention measures. A potential reason for the high rate of attrition may relate to 

the fact that all stages of study participation were completed via the internet. Previous 

research has indicated that online administration can increase attrition, however attrition 

rates were comparable to those reported for other self-administered online interventions 

(Mitchell et al., 2010). Furthermore, findings indicated that no significant differences 

existed between those who completed the intervention and post-measures and those who 

dropped out of the study, and that attrition rates did not differ between conditions, 

suggesting that attrition is unlikely to have led to any bias in the results.  

A further consideration is that participants were assigned to an intervention condition 

in order to strengthen internal validity. Recent directions indicate that features of both 

person and intervention and the resultant ‘person-activity fit’ may moderate the 

effectiveness of positive activities on wellbeing (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) and that 

preferences for types of positive psychology interventions lead to higher rates of 

completion (Kaczmarek et al., 2015; Schueller, 2010). Thus, allocating participants to a 
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particular condition may have potentially contributed to increased attrition and attenuated 

the strength of any effects.  

A further limitation is that allocation to condition was not randomised. The study 

employed a quasi-experimental design in which participants were allocated to intervention 

condition at the school level, in order to minimise potential confounds arising from 

participants becoming aware of the existence of two conditions. This resulted in a higher 

proportion of secondary schools within the control condition. However, analyses indicated 

no significant differences between groups, suggesting that these were comparable on all 

demographic and outcome variables and that non-random sampling effects are unlikely to 

have influenced results. The sample included a higher proportion of female participants 

overall (67%) which may limit generalisability, however this limitation was identified 

within the review of the existing literature and is likely to be reflective of the unequal 

gender distribution within the teaching profession in England (DfE, 2014). 

The present study was also limited by the lack of a follow-up period due to practical 

considerations and lack of participant retention. This limits the potential for conclusions to 

be drawn regarding the impact of the intervention over time. Indeed, previous studies have 

reported effects which were only significant at follow-up (e.g. Gander et al., 2013; Peters 

et al., 2013, Seligman et al., 2005), therefore it would be important for future research to 

employ longer follow-up periods to assess for any emergent effects over time. 

Conclusions, Implications and Future Directions for Research and Practice 

The present study is one of few to examine the application of a positive psychology 

intervention within a teaching population and to investigate impact in relation to efficacy 

beliefs. Contrary to previous findings, results of the current study did not support the 

efficacy of the intervention in improving outcomes in comparison to a neutral control 

group. Findings were based on a limited sample size, therefore further research is required 

to ensure replication with more representative samples, and to systematically explore 

factors which may moderate intervention efficacy. 

For example, research should investigate the optimal duration and frequency of 

intervention implementation (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013), as well as the impact of 

participant variables, including motivation and preferences for specific interventions. 

Within the present study, analysis of diary content indicated that participants in the control 

condition recorded a greater proportion of neutral or positive events than negative. This is 

consistent with previous studies in which the content of participant responses was analysed 



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTIONS 

57 

(Harbaugh & Vasey, 2014; Martínez-Martí et al., 2010), and raises further considerations 

about the development of adequate control conditions which are identical to the 

intervention in all aspects apart from the specific aspect of interest (Wood et al., 2010). 

Examination of the qualitative content of participant responses may also provide a useful 

avenue for further exploration of group differences which has currently been under 

investigated in the literature. Findings from the current study indicate that it may be 

beneficial for future research to consider the influence of intervention fidelity on enhancing 

or inhibiting efficacy. Furthermore, future research may benefit from investigating 

intervention factors (such as face-to-face or online delivery methods) which may enhance 

participant adherence and reduce attrition, as well as examination of participant 

characteristics to enhance understanding of whether individual differences, such as 

personality traits or baseline wellbeing levels, may moderate intervention effectiveness 

(Mitchell et al., 2010). 

The present study highlights the need for future research to employ longer follow-up 

periods to investigate the impact of the intervention over time. Although the current study 

evaluated subjective outcomes through self-report measures, research investigating the 

application of positive psychology interventions within applied contexts such as 

educational settings may benefit from the inclusion of additional outcome measures, such 

as the use of observer reports, and more objective measures such as workplace absences 

(Kaplan et al., 2014). Furthermore, some researchers have called for a greater use of 

qualitative methodologies to explore changes at the organisational level (Critchley & 

Gibbs, 2012). 

 A further contribution of the current study was to investigate outcomes relating to the 

cognitive component of subjective wellbeing through examining intervention impact on 

participants’ satisfaction with teaching. In line with previous studies (Froh et al., 2008), 

and to support the appropriate application of interventions to relevant contexts, it would be 

beneficial for future research to examine cognitive and affective outcomes in relation to 

specific domains of life experience. 

In line with findings from the literature review, the present study highlighted a need for 

further research to investigate mechanisms by which positive interventions may influence 

wellbeing. The current study identified a significant association between changes in affect 

and changes in efficacy in relation to teaching, however conclusions were limited due to 

the correlational nature of these findings. Future research should include measures of 

intervening variables (e.g. gratitude, affect) and employ statistical mediational analyses to 
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investigate psychological mechanisms responsible for change. In line with the positive 

activity model (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) a further direction for future research could 

include investigation into the role of autonomy as a mediator of intervention effectiveness, 

to examine whether particular positive activities may be better suited to fulfilling particular 

needs. 

Educational Psychologists (EPs) have a key role in supporting schools to identify 

appropriate, evidence-based interventions. Whilst recent national agendas have focused on 

promoting the emotional wellbeing of young people, evidence suggests that teachers 

cannot transmit emotional and social competence effectively to their pupils if their own 

emotional and social needs are not met (Weare & Grey, 2003). In supporting schools to 

promote positive outcomes for children and young people, EPs are therefore well placed to 

communicate psychological perspectives relating to the wellbeing and efficacy of teaching 

staff, and to support schools to recognise the ways in which these factors may contribute to 

creating and sustaining positive educational contexts. 

Findings from the current study have raised a number of necessary directions for future 

research in order to further explore the extent to which positive psychology interventions 

may be considered an evidence-based and professionally appropriate method for 

supporting the professional wellbeing of teaching staff. EPs are in a strong position to 

carry out applied research in this area to extend findings into educational contexts. The 

present research highlights the need for consideration to be given to relevant approaches 

for supporting the practical implementation of positive psychology interventions within 

such contexts. This may include examination of factors such as the timing and duration of 

interventions, as well as the appropriateness of different intervention delivery formats, for 

example the use of online methods to enhance the potential for accessibility and 

sustainability compared with more traditional approaches (Mitchell et al., 2010). Such 

research may also benefit from focusing on the acceptability of such interventions within 

applied contexts, whilst acknowledging that individual preferences for different types of 

positive psychology exercises may impact on their efficacy, in line with a requirement for 

both a ‘will’ and a ‘way’ in promoting optimal outcomes (Lyubomirsky et al., 2011).  

In their wider work with schools, EPs may draw on theoretical principles suggesting 

that individuals can facilitate cognitions and behaviours to improve their wellbeing through 

simple, intentional practices, which may be as effective in enhancing wellbeing as focusing 

on contextual or individual factors (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). This may inform EP 

practice when working with school staff through consultation or supervision (Akin-Little, 
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Little & Delligatti, 2004; Terjesen et al., 2004) in order to enhance the capacity of schools 

to respond to a range of professional demands. 

Findings from the present study indicated a relationship between an individual’s level 

of teaching experience and associated efficacy beliefs. Accordingly, a relevant role for EP 

practice may be in promoting an understanding of positive psychological principles and 

their relationship with wellbeing for new entrants to the profession, for example through 

the delivery of training. This is likely to be of particular relevance given evidence which 

indicates a high rate of attrition within the first five years of entering the profession 

(Hayes, 2004). In line with the principles of positive psychology, EPs are in a key position 

to work in a preventative and systemic way within educational settings to promote 

wellbeing at the subjective, individual and organisational level.
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Search Terms 

The following search terms and limiters were applied in line with the identified inclusion 

and exclusion criteria. 

1. PsycINFO via EBSCO  

Search terms: 

(TI Positive Psychology OR Gratitude OR Counting Blessings) AND DE 

Intervention 

Limiters: 

Publication Year: 2000-2015 

Language: English 

Source Type: Academic Journals 

Exclude: Dissertations 

 

2. Web of Science 

Search terms: 

(TITLE: Positive Psychology OR Gratitude OR Counting Blessings) AND TOPIC: 

Intervention* 

Limiters: 

Timespan: 2000-2015 

Languages: English 

Document Types: Article 

 

 

 

 





Appendices 

63 

 

Appendix B: Application of Exclusion Criteria 

A systematic search of the electronic databases identified 216 articles. 47 articles were 

excluded due to duplicates between databases. 114 articles were excluded following the 

screening of titles and abstracts. A further 36 articles were excluded following examination of 

the full text. Numbers of articles and reasons for exclusion are listed below: 

 

1. Article not published in a peer reviewed journal, e.g. book chapter or conference 

presentation (n = 32) 

2. Article presents a systematic review or meta-analysis of published studies (n = 5) 

3. Theoretical paper/ integrative review of the literature (n = 35) 

4. Study did not include an intervention (e.g. cross-sectional/ longitudinal/ case study)  

(n = 28) 

5. Multi-component intervention or intervention not related to positive subjective 

experience (e.g. character strengths) (n = 16) 

6. Study did not include a control or comparison group (n = 2) 

7. Clinical population/ application (e.g. spinal cord injury, Type 1 diabetes, cancer 

patients, suicidal inpatients, brain injury rehabilitation) (n = 32)
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Appendix C: Data Extraction Table 

Authors / Study Participant 

characteristics 

 

Recruitment 

Strategy 

Intervention  Design/ methods 

 

Outcome 

measures 

Significant results/ 

interactions  

Limitations 

Boehm, 

Lyubomirsky & 

Sheldon (2011) 

Community 

sample. 

N = 220 (53% 

female) 

Ethnicity: 

49% identified as 

Asian American; 

51% Anglo 

American 

Age range: 20-71 

Mean age (SD): 

35.6 (11.36) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

None reported 

Advertisements 

on community-

based websites, 

fliers and Chines-

language 

newspaper 

advertisement. 

 

Study described 

as potentially 

improving mental 

and physical 

health. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude letter to 

friend or family 

member  

 

Comparison: 

Optimism journal 

(write about best 

possible future 

self) 

 

Control: 

Event diary (list 

past week’s 

experiences)  

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

10 minutes once a 

week for 6 weeks 

 

Follow up: 

1 month 

 

Experimental 

design. 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre- and post- 

intervention plus 

follow up 

measures. 

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

Life 

Satisfaction: 

Satisfaction 

with Life Scale 

(SWLS) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Essay content: 

Coded using 7-

point Likert 

scale to rate 

extent of 

expressed 

optimism, 

Significant increase in 

gratitude (p < .01) and 

optimism condition (p < .05) 

relative to controls at post-

intervention and follow up. 

Effect of condition qualified 

by cultural background (p 

= .057).  

Anglo Americans in the 

intervention conditions 

demonstrated larger increases 

in life satisfaction relative to 

Asian Americans. Asian 

Americans benefited 

marginally more from 

gratitude intervention (trend 

towards significant change 

over time, p = .09) than 

optimism (ns change over 

time). 

 

Gratitude condition accounts 

less self-focused and more 

other focused than optimism 

and control condition (p 

< .0001). 

No significant differences in 

ratings when examining 

Heterogeneous 

Asian American 

sample due to 

relatively small 

sample sizes for 

specific groups. 

 

Self- report 

methodology- 

possibility of 

social 

desirability and 

response biases. 

 

Single 

subjective 

wellbeing 

measure. 



Appendices 

66 

gratitude, self/ 

other focus, 

future/past 

orientation and 

overall effort. 

interaction between condition 

and cultural background. 

 

Chan (2013) Chinese school 

teachers receiving 

training for 

postgraduate 

degrees through 

attending 

university 

evening courses. 

N = 78 (81% 

female) 

Age range: 

22-58  

Mean age (SD): 

33.73 (7.15) 

No of years 

teaching 

experience: 

Range = 1-32 

years  

Mean (SD) = 9.18 

(7.80) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 3 

participants 

 

 

 

Participants 

recruited through 

author’s teaching 

webpage. 

 

Study described 

as an 8 week self-

improvement 

project to enhance 

wellbeing through 

self-reflection. 

 

Intervention: 

Gratitude journal 

(Counting 

blessings)- list 

three good things/ 

events and reflect 

on the meanings 

these had for 

them using 

Naikan 

meditation 

questions. 

 

Comparison: 

Coping journal 

(Counting 

misfortunes)- list 

three bad things/ 

events and reflect 

on benefits from 

the negative 

events using 

Naikan 

meditation 

questions. 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Experimental 

design. 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre- and post- 

intervention 

measures. 

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

Gratitude: 

GAC 

 

 

Life 

Satisfaction: 

SWLS 

 

Positive and 

Negative 

Affect: 

PANAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Significant increase in 

gratitude condition (p < .05, d 

= -.38) 

 

Significant increase in 

gratitude condition (p < .001, 

d = .85). 

 

Positive affect: ns increase for 

gratitude or coping condition. 

 

Negative affect: Significant 

decrease in gratitude condition 

(p < .01, d = .51). 

 

 

Lack of neutral 

control group 

(no-treatment or 

waitlist). 

 

Overrepresentat

ion of females 

in sample.  
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Once a week for 8 

weeks 

 

Follow up: 

None 

 

Cheng, Tsui & 

Lam (2015) 

Full time Chinese 

health care 

practitioners. 

N= 102  (% 

female: control, 

gratitude, hassle = 

47%, 59%, 59%) 

Age: 21+ 

Years of 

professional 

experience, mean 

(SD): control = 

8.11 (4.80) 

gratitude = 5.72 

(3.93) 

hassle = 4.37 

(3.74)  

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

None 

 

Participants 

recruited from 5 

public hospitals in 

Hong Kong. 

 

Participants 

informed that 

study about the 

wellbeing of 

health care 

workers, without 

further details 

about the research 

objective or 

hypothesis. 

Intervention: 

Work-related 

gratitude diary 

(record at least 

one event that 

thankful for in 

working day)  

 

Control: 

-Work-related 

hassle diary 

(record at least 

one event that 

annoyed/ angry 

about) 

 

-No diary 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Twice a week for 

four consecutive 

weeks. 

 

Follow up: 

3 months 

Double-blind 

randomised 

controlled trial. 

 

Pre- and post- 

intervention plus 

follow up 

measures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Depression: 

CES-D 

 

 

 

 

Stress: 

Perceived 

Stress Scale 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analysis of 

diary content 

Reported depression 

significantly lower in gratitude 

condition than controls at 

follow up (p = .048, d = -

0.49). 

 

Perceived stress significantly 

lower in gratitude condition 

than controls at post-

intervention (p = .004, d = -

0.70) and follow up (p < .001, 

d = -0.95). 

 

Significant treatment x time 

interaction effects for 

gratitude condition compared 

with hassle and controls (p 

<.001), with decline in 

reported stress and depression 

over time. 

No significant differences 

between hassle and control 

condition. 

 

Content of gratitude and 

hassle diaries focused on 

Demographic 

differences 

between groups 

following 

randomisation. 
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Coded by two 

independent 

raters 

 

similar themes, but with 

opposite valence. 

Critchley & 

Gibbs (2012) 

Teaching staff in 

two primary 

schools in North 

West England. 

N = 70 (% female 

not reported) 

Age range: Not 

reported 

Mean age (SD): 

Not reported 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

None 

Schools recruited 

through 

discussion with 

headteachers. No 

information 

provided about 

how individual 

staff members 

recruited. 

 

Presentation 

about principles 

of positive 

psychology and 

intervention 

process given to 

staff in 

intervention 

group. 

 

No information 

on how study 

described to 

control group. 

 

Intervention: 

Three good things 

(Seligman et al., 

2005) 

 

Control: 

No intervention 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for one 

week 

 

Follow up: 

None 

Mixed methods 

approach- 

interview and 

focus group data 

informed the 

development of a 

questionnaire 

used to gather pre 

and post-

intervention data 

relating to 

efficacy beliefs. 

Efficacy 

beliefs 

14 item Likert-

scale 

questionnaire 

developed 

from focus 

group 

responses 

 

Efficacy beliefs significantly 

increased in intervention 

group in comparison to 

controls (p = .007, r =.58) 

 

Significant change in 

intervention group scores in 

relation to themes derived 

from focus group data (p 

< .05). 

Schools not 

well matched 

and small 

sample limiting 

generalis-

ability.  

 

Lack of follow 

up measures. 

Digdon & Koble 

(2011) 

Undergraduate 

students at a 

Canadian 

Participants 

recruited through 

posters and 

Intervention: Parallel groups 

design to enable 

comparison of 3 

Sleep Quality: 

Sleep Quality 

Scale 

Non-significant change. 

 

 

Results 

restricted to 

baseline / 
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university with 

self-reported poor 

sleep due to 

disruptive 

thoughts and 

worries. 

N = 41 (78% 

female) 

Age range: 

Not reported 

Mean age (SD): 

23.22 (6.11) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

20/41 completed 

post-intervention 

questionnaires 

 

electronic 

newsletters. 

 

Participants 

informed that 

intervention may 

or may not have 

positive impact on 

sleep. 

Gratitude diary 

(write about a 

positive event) 

 

Comparison: 

1) Constructive 

worry (setting 

aside 15 mins to 

record worries 

earlier in day) 

2) Imagery 

distraction 

(imagine 

interesting and 

relaxing situation) 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for 7 days 

 

Follow up: 

None 

interventions 

compared to no-

treatment 

baseline. 

 

Random 

assignment of 

participants to 

condition, 

stratified by 

gender.  

 

1-week baseline 

(daily sleep log- 

continued during 

intervention) plus 

post-intervention 

measures. 

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

Pre-Sleep 

Arousal  
Pre-Sleep 

Arousal Scale 

 

Daily sleep log 

(Sleep onset 

latency and 

total sleep 

time) 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-significant change. 

Pre-sleep arousal and worry 

decreased across interventions 

( p < .01, d = 0.63) 

 

Non-significant change in 

sleep onset latency.  

Total sleep time increased 

across all interventions (p 

< .001, d = .60) 

intervention 

comparisons 

due to a lack of 

power. 

 

No control 

group (no-

treatment/ 

placebo). 

Emmons & 

McCullough 

(2003) 

Study 1 

Undergraduate 

Health 

Psychology 

students in USA 

N = 201 (73% 

female) 

Age range/ mean: 

Not reported 

Drop 

out/incomplete 

Students 

participated to 

fulfil course 

requirements. 

 

Not informed that 

study purpose 

relating to 

gratitude and 

wellbeing. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude diary 

(record up to 5 

things that 

grateful or 

thankful for) 

 

Control: 

-Hassles diary 

(record up to five 

Experimental 

design. 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

during 

intervention 

measures. 

Positive and 

Negative 

affect 

27 adjectives 

(PANAS) 

 

Gratitude 

Gratitude-

related 

adjectives 

(GAC) 

No significant difference 

between conditions 

 

 

 

 

Gratitude condition 

significantly higher than 

hassles (p < .05, d = 0.56) 

 

 

Lack of follow 

up to examine 

maintenance 

effects. 
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data: 9 

participants 

hassles that have 

occurred)  

 

-Events diary 

(record 5 events 

that had an impact 

on you) 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Weekly for 10 

weeks 

 

Follow up: 

None 

 

 

Data reduction- 

aggregate scores 

for affect. 

Physical 

symptoms 

Checklist 

 

Time spent 

exercising 
 

 

Reactions to 

aid 

Checklist of 

coping 

behaviours 

 

 

Global 

appraisals 

Concurrent and 

prospective 

wellbeing (two 

individual 

scaling items) 

Gratitude significantly fewer 

symptoms than hassles or 

events (p < .05) 

 

Gratitude significantly greater 

than hassles condition (p 

< .005) 

 

Grateful emotions 

significantly associated with 

higher ratings of joy and 

happiness, favourable life 

appraisals and optimism for 

upcoming week (p < .01). 

 

Gratitude significantly more 

favourable ratings on both 

items compared with hassles 

and events (p < .05) 

 

Emmons & 

McCullough 

(2003) 

Study 2 

Undergraduate 

Health 

Psychology 

students in USA 

N = 166 (75% 

female) 

Age range/ mean: 

Not reported 

Drop 

out/incomplete 

Students 

participated to 

fulfil course 

requirements. 

 

Not informed that 

study purpose 

relating to 

gratitude and 

wellbeing.  

Intervention: 

Gratitude diary 

(record up to 5 

things that 

grateful or 

thankful for) 

 

Control: 

-Hassles diary 

(record up to five 

Experimental 

design. 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

during 

intervention 

measures. 

Positive and 

Negative 

affect 

27 adjectives 

(PANAS) 

 

 

 

Gratitude 

Gratitude-

related 

Gratitude condition 

significantly more positive 

affect than hassles (p < .05) 

 

No significant difference in 

negative affect between 

conditions. 

 

Gratitude condition 

significantly higher than 

hassles (p < .05, d = 0.88) 

Lack of follow 

up to examine 

maintenance 

effects. 
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data: 9 

participants 

hassles that have 

occurred)  

 

-Downward social 

comparison 

(record ways in 

which better off 

than others) 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for 2 

weeks) 

 

Follow up: 

None 

 

Data reduction- 

aggregate scores 

for affect. 

adjectives 

(GAC) 

 

Physical 

symptoms 

Checklist 

 

Time spent 

exercising 
 

Health 

behaviours 

Type of 

exercise, 

alcohol/caffein

e/painkiller 

consumption, 

sleep quantity 

and quality 

 

Prosocial 

behaviours 

Helping 

behaviours/ 

emotional 

support 

(frequency) 

 

 

 

 

No significant difference  

 

 

 

No significant difference 

 

 

No significant difference 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gratitude condition more 

likely to offer emotional 

support than hassles or social 

comparison (p < .05).  

Marginally higher frequency 

of helping behaviour 

compared with hassles 

condition (p = .08) 

Froh, Kashdan, 

Ozimkowski & 

Miller (2009) 

Students from a 

religious school in 

USA. 

N = 89 (51% 

female) 

Parental consent 

and student 

assent. 

 

Intervention: 

Gratitude letter 

(deliver to 

recipient) and 

Quasi-

experimental 

design. Students 

matched by grade 

and randomly 

Gratitude 

GAC 

 

 

 

No significant main effect of 

time. 

 

Positive affect moderated 

effects of condition > 

Limited power 

 

Additional 

differences 

between 
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Age range: 8-19 

years 

Mean age (SD): 

12.74 (3.48) 

Drop out: None 

 

No information 

on how study 

described to 

participants. 

reflect on 

experience. 

 

Control: 

Write about 

events from 

previous day and 

associated 

feelings. 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Five 10-15 minute 

sessions during 2 

week period. 

 

Follow up: 

1 and 2 months 

 

 

assigned to 

condition. 

Pre- and post- 

intervention plus 

follow up 

measures. 

 

Measures 

counterbalanced 

to control for 

order effects. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Positive and 

negative affect 

PANAS-C 

 

 

Individuals low in PA and in 

gratitude condition reported 

significantly higher gratitude 

(p < .01) compared with low 

PA controls (immediately 

post-intervention). 

 

No significant differences at 1 

or 2 month follow up. 

 

Positive affect moderated 

effects of condition > 

Individuals low in PA and in 

gratitude condition 

demonstrated higher positive 

affect compared with low PA 

controls at post-intervention (p 

=.04) and 2 month follow up 

(p = .03). Trend towards 

significance at 1 month follow 

up (p = .06). 

 

No significant difference in 

negative affect across 

conditions. NA did not 

significantly moderate effects. 

 

conditions, i.e. 

social contact. 

Froh, Sefick & 

Emmons (2008) 

Middle school 

students in USA. 

N = 221 (41% 

female) 

Age range: 11-13 

11 classes 

enrolled in 

mandatory 

curriculum asked 

to participate (to 

obtain 

Intervention: 

Gratitude diary 

(list up to 5 

things) 

 

Control: 

Quasi-

experimental 

design. 11 classes 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

Gratitude 

GAC 

 

 

 

Gratitude condition greater 

than hassles at post-test (p 

= .01) and follow up (p < .01). 
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Mean age (SD): 

12.17 (0.67) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

None reported 

 

representative 

sample). 

 

Participants 

informed that 

study about ‘how 

kids think and 

feel’. 

-Hassles diary 

-No treatment 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for 2 weeks 

 

Follow up: 

3 weeks 

 

 

 

Pre-, post- and 

during 

intervention 

measures plus 

follow up. 

 

Use of aggregate 

scores / 

composites for 

affect and life 

satisfaction. 

Positive and 

negative affect 

PANAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Global 

appraisals 

Concurrent and 

prospective 

wellbeing (two 

individual 

scaling items) 

 

 

Life 

Satisfaction 

Brief 

Multidimensio

nal Students’ 

Life 

Satisfaction 

Scale 

(BMSLSS) 

 

 

 

Physical 

symptoms 

No significant difference in 

positive affect across 

conditions. 

 

Gratitude condition and 

controls reported significantly 

less negative affect compared 

with hassles condition at post-

test and follow up (p < .01). 

 

Concurrent: Gratitude 

condition trend towards 

significance compared with 

hassles at post-test (p = .063) 

Prospective: Gratitude 

condition rated upcoming 

week more favourably than 

hassles at follow up (p < .05)  

 

No significant difference on 

total BMSLSS score at post-

test or follow up. 

 

Gratitude condition 

significantly higher 

satisfaction with school 

experience (subscale) than 

either hassles or control 

condition at post-test and 

follow up (p < .05). 

 

No significant difference 
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Checklist 

 

Reactions to 

aid 

Checklist of 

coping options 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prosocial 

behaviours 

Helping 

behaviours/ 

emotional 

support 

(frequency) 

 

Examination 

of written 

themes 

 

 

Significantly more grateful 

emotion in response to aid in 

gratitude condition and 

controls compared with 

hassles condition at follow up 

(p < .01). No significant 

differences at post-

intervention. 

 

Gratitude in response to aid 

mediated the relationship 

between condition and 

gratitude in general at follow 

up. 

 

No significant difference 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Patterning of most common 

gratitude themes (in order): 

family, friends, material 

goods/ basic needs, teachers/ 

education. 

Gander, Proyer, 

Ruch & Wyss 

(2013) 

German-speaking 

convenience 

Participants 

recruited through 

an article in a 

Intervention:  
I1) Gratitude visit 

Internet based 

randomised 
Happiness 

Authentic 

Happiness 

All interventions except I3 

associated with increase in 

happiness over time.  

Sample not 

gender 

balanced. 
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sample in 

Switzerland. 

Intervention: N= 

1598 (95% 

female) 

Age range: 19-79 

Mean age (SD): 

44.87 (10.07) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

622 completed all 

four follow up 

assessments 

women’s 

magazine / online 

advertisement 

(forums/mailing 

lists). 

 

Study advertised 

as an online 

training 

programme for 

cultivating 

character 

strengths, so as 

not to suggest the 

existence of 

beneficial effects. 

I2) Three good 

things 

Variations: 

I3) Three good 

Things (2 weeks) 

I4) Gratitude visit 

and Three good 

things 

I5) Three funny 

things 

 

Comparison: 

-Signature 

strengths 

-Counting 

kindness 

-Gift of time 

-One door closes 

 

Placebo control: 
Early memories 

 

Duration and 

frequency: 

Daily for 1/ 2 

weeks 

 

Follow up: 

1, 3 and 6 months 

 

placebo-

controlled study. 

 

Men randomly 

allocated to 

replication and 

control group due 

to small numbers. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

measures. 

Inventory 

(AHI) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Depressive 

symptoms 

CES-D 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Continued 

practice 

Time x group interaction for 

I3 approached significance (p 

< .10) at post-test. 

 

Compared with placebo 

control, happiness elevated in 

at least one time point in all 

interventions except I3. 

Depressive symptoms 

decreased in all groups over 

time, including placebo 

control. 

 

Post-intervention: Reduction 

compared with placebo 

control for I4 (p < .01), and I5 

(p < .001). 

 

1 month: 

Reduction compared with 

placebo control for I1, I3, I4 

(p < .05) and I5 (p < .001). 

 

3 months: 

Reduction compared with 

placebo control for I1 (p 

< .05) and I5 (p < .01).  

 

Continued practice yielded 

higher increases in happiness 

at 1 month (p =.063), 3 

months (p =.042) and 6 

months (p =.002) follow up. 

 

Only one global 

measure of 

wellbeing 

(happiness). 
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No effect on depressive 

symptoms. 

Geraghty, Wood 

& Hyland 

(2010)a 

Convenience 

sample in UK 

aged over 18 and 

not currently 

undergoing 

psychological 

treatment.  

N = 247 (86% 

female) 

Age range: 18-72 

Mean age (SD): 

37 (not reported) 

Drop out: 111 

participants 

Information 

advertised in local 

newspapers and 

on radio in South 

West England. 

 

Study described 

as opportunity to 

take part in 

internet 

administered self-

help study to 

reduce worry. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude diary 

(list up to 6 things 

felt grateful for) 

 

Comparison: 

Worry Diary 

(Recording and 

challenging 

worries- CBT 

technique) 

 

Control: 

Waitlist for each 

condition 

 

Frequency and 

duration:  

Daily for 14 days 

 

Follow up: 

None 

Experimental 

design. 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition or 

waitlist control. 

 

Pre- and post-

intervention 

measures. 

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

Worry 

Penn State 

Worry 

Questionnaire 

(PSWQ) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anxiety 

Brief 

Generalised 

Anxiety 

Disorder Scale 

(GAD-7) 

 

 

Depression 

Patient Health 

Questionnaire 

(PHQ-9) 

 

Hope  

Adult Hope 

Scale (AHS) 

 

 

 

 

Both gratitude diary (p < .001, 

d = 1.8) and worry diary (p 

< .001, d = 1.2) significantly 

reduced worry relative to 

controls. No significant 

differences between 

intervention- intention to treat 

analysis revealed that both 

produced equivalent reduction 

in worry. 

 

Non-significant predictor of 

attrition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-significant predictor of 

attrition. 

 

 

 

Two hope components 

significantly predicted 

attrition in opposite directions; 

Agency predicted completion 

(p =.004) and pathways 

predicted dropout (p = .003). 

 

No follow up. 
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Dispositional 

Optimism 

Life 

Orientation 

Test – Revised 

(LOT-R) 

 

Expectancy 

Single-item 

scale 

 

Self-control 

Brief Self-

Control Scale 

(BSCS) 

 

Attrition 

Non-

completion of 

post-measures 

 

Non-significant predictor of 

attrition. 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-significant predictor of 

attrition. 

 

 

Non-significant predictor of 

attrition. 

 

 

 

Group = significant predictor 

of attrition (p < .05) (gratitude 

condition 2.24 times more 

likely to complete than worry 

condition). 

Geraghty, Wood 

& Hyland 

(2010)b 

Convenience 

sample in UK 

aged over 18 and 

not currently 

undergoing 

psychological 

treatment. 

N = 479 (96% 

female) 

Age range: 18-76 

Mean age (SD): 

36 (10) 

Study information 

and website 

advertised 

through local 

newspapers in 

South West of 

England, and on 

weight loss 

websites. 

Study described 

as free 

opportunity to 

Intervention: 

Gratitude diary 

(list up to 6 things 

felt grateful for) 

 

Comparison: 

Thought 

monitoring and 

restructuring 

(completing 

Automatic 

Experimental 

design. 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition or 

waitlist control. 

 

Pre- and post-

intervention 

measures. 

 

Body dis-

satisfaction 

Multi-

dimensional 

Body-Self 

Relations 

Questionnaire 

(MBSRQ-AS): 

- Appearance 

Evaluation 

subscale (AE) 

 

AE: 

Gratitude diary significantly 

reduced body dissatisfaction 

compared with waitlist control 

(p < .001, d = .71). 52% 

clinically significant change. 

 

Thought monitoring 

significantly reduced 

compared with waitlist control 

(p < .001, d = .48). 46% 

clinically significant change. 

Largely female 

sample. 

 

No follow up 

measure. 
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Drop out/ 

incomplete data: 

297 participants 

(62%) 

receive internet-

administered self-

help techniques 

for body 

dissatisfaction. 

 

Thought Records- 

CBT technique) 

 

Control: 

Waitlist for each 

condition 

 

Frequency and 

duration:  

Daily for 2 weeks 

 

Follow up: 

None 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

-Body Areas 

Satisfaction 

Scale (BASS) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Expectancy of 

intervention 

efficacy  
Single-item 

scale 

 

Locus of 

control 

Multidimensio

nal Health 

Locus of 

Control Scale 

(MHLC) 

 

Attrition 

Non-

completion of 

post-measures 

 

 

BASS: 

Gratitude diary significantly 

reduced compared with 

waitlist control (p < .001, d 

= .62). 50% clinically 

significant change. 

 

Thought monitoring 

significantly reduced 

compared with waitlist control 

(p < .001, d = .74). 59% 

clinically significant change. 

 

Higher expectancy predicted 

completion (p < .05). 

 

 

 

 

Higher internal health locus of 

control predicted completion 

(p < .05). 

 

 

 

 

 

Intervention condition 

significantly predicted 

attrition (p < .05). Gratitude 

condition 2.13 x more likely 

to complete intervention than 

monitoring condition.  
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Adherence 

and difficulty 

2 single-item 

scales 

 

Attrition not significantly 

predicted by age, gender or 

baseline severity. 

 

No significant difference in 

adherence between conditions. 

No significant relationship 

with body dissatisfaction 

outcome measure. 

 

Difficulty not significantly 

related to attrition. 

Harbaugh & 

Vasey (2014) 

Undergraduates at 

a large university 

in the USA.  

N = 164 (70% 

female) 

Age range: 18-54 

Mean age (SD): 

19.53 (3.52) 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 3 

participants 

 

Not reported Intervention: 

Gratitude list 

(with / without 

rationale) 

 

Control: 

Events list  

 

Frequency and 

duration:  

Daily for 2 weeks 

 

 

Follow up: 

None 

 

CESD 

administered to 

large pre-

screening sample 

of undergraduate 

students, similar 

numbers of 

participants who 

scored in each 

quartile randomly 

assigned to each 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

during 

intervention 

measures. 

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

 

Happiness 

Subjective 

Happiness 

Scale (SHS) 

 

Depressive 

symptoms 

CESD 

 

 

Positive and 

negative 

emotions 

-Adapted 

Differential 

Emotions 

Scale (ADES) 

 

-Single item 

mood rating 

 

Individuals low in trait 

gratitude and in gratitude 

condition maintained their 

level of happiness relative to 

controls. 

Gratitude exercise decreased 

depressive symptoms among 

participants high in symptoms 

at baseline. 

 

Individuals low in trait 

gratitude and in gratitude 

condition experienced less 

decline in positive emotions 

over time than controls. 

Negative emotions- non 

significant 

 

Gratitude + rationale 

condition showed significantly 

larger increases in immediate 

Use of largely 

Caucasian and 

young 

convenience 

sample may 

limit generalis-

ability. 

 

Conditions not 

equivalent in 

timeframes 

(daily events 

last 24 hours, 

gratitude 

unspecified). 



Appendices 

80 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gratitude 

GQ-6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analysis of 

diary content 

positive mood than Gratitude 

+ no rationale (p = .03) and 

control condition (p < .01), 

but no significant difference 

between groups over time, 

suggesting that a rationale 

may only be effective in 

enhancing efficacy in the short 

term. 

 

Gratitude exercise not 

associated with increased 

gratitude (regardless of 

baseline trait gratitude or 

depressive symptoms) 

 

Baseline trait gratitude not 

associated with changes in 

happiness, daily positive 

emotions or depressive 

symptoms in gratitude 

condition. 

 

Control condition events 

predominantly positive 

(66.9%), however not 

associated with immediate 

improvement in mood (p 

= .40). 

Homan, Sedlak 

& Boyd (2014) 

Female 

undergraduates 

N = 67 

Participants 

recruited from 

undergraduate 

psychology 

Intervention: 

Grateful 

reflection and 

Experimental 

repeated measures 

design.  

 

Body dis-

satisfaction 

Eating 

Disorders 

Significant increase in body 

dissatisfaction in hassles/thin 

images condition, compared 

Lack of neutral 

control 

condition. 

 



Appendices 

81 

Age range: Not 

reported 

Mean age (SD): 

19.96 (0.90) 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 5 

participants 

 

courses, offered 

course credit for 

participation. 

 

Participants 

informed that 

study about media 

exposure and life 

satisfaction. 

viewing thin 

images  

 

Control: 

- Reflection on 

life hassles and 

viewing neutral 

images 

- Reflection on 

life hassles and 

viewing thin 

images 

 

Duration and 

frequency: 

5 minutes once 

per week 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to order 

of administration 

(counterbalanced)  

 

All participants 

completed 3 

experimental 

conditions one 

week apart. 

Inventory 

(EDI; BD 

subscale) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Body Mass 

Index  
BMI 

with hassles/neutral images (p 

=.003). 

 

Significant decrease in body 

dissatisfaction in 

gratitude/thin images 

condition, compared with 

hassles/thin images condition 

(p =.044). 

No significant difference 

between hassles/neutral 

images and gratitude/thin 

images (p > .999). 

 

Magnitude of decrease in 

body dissatisfaction greater in 

individuals with higher BMI 

in gratitude condition (p 

=.048). 

Limited 

generalisability 

due to all 

female sample. 

 

Potential 

demand 

characteristic. 

Kaplan et al. 

(2014) 

University 

employees 

N = 67 (87% 

female) 

Age range: Not 

reported 

Mean age (SD): 

42.93 (12.25) 

Drop out/ 

incomplete data: 

45 / 112 

participants 

(40%) 

 

Staff members 

from two large 

public universities 

in USA invited to 

participate in 

study about 

workplace 

wellbeing.  

 

Recruitment 

email with link to 

initial measures. 

Intervention: 

Work-related 

gratitude diary 

 

Comparison: 

Social 

connectedness 

(engage in and 

describe attempts 

at fostering social 

connectedness) 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Experimental 

design. 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre- post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

Gratitude at 

work 

GAC 

 

 

Social 

connected-

ness 

Social 

connectedness 

subscale from 

published 

measure of 

belongingness 

Gratitude increased in 

gratitude condition relative to 

social connectedness 

condition (p < .01). 

 

No significant difference 

between conditions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Statistical 

power limited 

due to sample 

size and high 

attrition rates. 

 

Nature of 

interventions 

differed (i.e. 

behavioural/ 

cognitive 

emphasis). 



Appendices 

82 

3 days a week for 

2 weeks 

 

Follow up: 

1 month 

Positive and 

Negative 

affective 

wellbeing 

Job-Related 

Affective 

Wellbeing 

Scale (JAWS) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Absence due 

to illness 

 

 

 

Adherence 

Number of 

completed 

entries 

Significant increase in PAWB 

in gratitude condition, relative 

to social connectedness (p 

< .05) 

 

Within-subjects decrease in 

NAWB approached 

significance in gratitude 

condition (p = .055).  

 

Changes in wellbeing not 

associated with changes in 

gratitude (p = .271).  

 

Significant reduction in both 

gratitude (p < .05) and social 

connectedness condition (p 

< .01). 

 

Higher for gratitude condition 

but non-significant difference 

(p = .36). 

 

Adherence not significantly 

associated with outcomes. 

Lambert et al. 

(2013) 

Study 4 

Undergraduate 

students in USA. 

N = 137 (85% 

female) 

Age range: 17-31 

Median age: 20 

(Mean (SD) not 

reported) 

Course credit 

awarded for 

participation. 

 

No information 

on how study 

described to 

participants. 

Intervention: 

-Gratitude diary 

(shared with 

partner) 

-Gratitude diary 

(not shared)  

 

Control: 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Happiness 

SHS 

 

 

 

Satisfaction 

with Life 

SWLS 

Higher in shared gratitude 

condition than unshared (p 

< .05, d = .30) and event diary 

(p < .01, d = .35) 

 

Higher in shared gratitude 

condition than unshared (p 
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Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

21 /158 

participants 

(13%) 

Event diary 

(shared with 

partner) 

 

Duration and 

frequency: 

Daily for 4 weeks, 

shared with 

partner 2x per 

week 

 

Follow up: 

None 

Pre- and post- 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

 

 

 

Positive Affect 

PANAS 

 

 

 

Vitality 

7-item scale 

 

= .03, d = .38) and event diary 

(p < .05, d = .48) 

 

Increased in shared gratitude 

diary condition compared with 

unshared (p = .06, d = .38) and 

event diary (p < .04, d = .38). 

 

Higher in shared gratitude 

condition than unshared (p 

< .05, d = .44) and event diary 

(p < .01, d = .67) 

Lambert, Clark, 

Durtschi, 

Fincham & 

Graham (2010) 

Undergraduate 

students enrolled 

on introductory 

family 

development 

course in USA. 

N = 75 (80% 

female) 

Age range: 18-23 

Median age: 19 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 22/97 

participants 

Participants 

offered course 

credit for 

participation. 

 

No information 

on how study 

described to 

participants. 

Intervention: 

-Express gratitude 

to a friend 

-Think grateful 

thoughts about a 

friend 

 

Control: 

-Pay attention to 

daily activities 

-Positive 

interactions with a 

friend  

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Twice a week for 

3 weeks 

 

Follow up: 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition.  

 

Pre- and post- 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

 

 

 

Perceived 

communal 

strength 

(degree of felt 

responsibility 

for a partner’s 

welfare) 

 

 

Significant main effect of 

condition on communal 

strength post intervention (p 

= .01). 

 

Higher in expression of 

gratitude condition compared 

with thoughts of gratitude 

condition (p = .01, d = 0.34), 

neutral condition (p = .05, d = 

0.48), and positive interaction 

condition (p < .001, d = 0.67). 

 

 

 

 

Exclusive use 

of college 

student 

samples- 

restricts 

generalisability 
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None 

 

Layous, Lee, 

Choi & 

Lyubomirsky 

(2013) 

College students 

from USA and 

South Korea 

N = 520 (61% 

female) 

Age range: not 

reported 

Mean age (SD): 

Not reported 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 4/520 

participants 

 

No information 

on how study 

advertised/ 

described to 

participants. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude letter 

Comparison: 

Perform 3 kind 

acts 

 

Control: 

List what did in 

past 24 hours/ 

keep track of 3 

locations visited 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Once a week for 6 

weeks 

 

Follow up: 

1 month 

 

 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition.  

 

Intervention and 

comparison 

participants 

swapped activity 

half way through 

intervention. 

 

Baseline, mid-

point, post-test 

and follow up 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

 

Wellbeing 

composite: 

 

-Life 

Satisfaction 

SWLS 

 

-Emotions 

Modified 

Differential 

Emotions 

Scale (mDES) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Effort 

(Single item 

scale) 

Across cultures, practising the 

gratitude (p = .03) and 

kindness activities (p = .056) 

predicted greater changes in 

wellbeing than practising the 

control activity.  

The effect of practising 

gratitude or kindness was 

moderated by culture.  

US participants increased in 

WB in both gratitude (p 

= .0006) and kindness 

conditions (p = .03) compared 

with controls. 

South Korean participants 

showed similar increased in 

WB as US participants in the 

kindness condition, but 

benefited significantly less 

from practising gratitude than 

US participants (p = .002).  

 

All significant trends 

remained at least marginally 

significant at follow up.  

 

Greater self-reported effort 

predicted gains in WB across 

the sample (p =.0001). 

However the strength of this 

effect varied by culture; 
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greater effort trended towards 

less benefit for South Korean 

participants (p = .13).  

Lyubomirsky, 

Dickerhoof, 

Boehm, & 

Sheldon (2011) 

Undergraduate 

students in USA 

N = 330 (71% 

female) 

Age range: 18-46 

Mean age (SD): 

19.66 (2.91) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

25/ 355 

participants 

Students 

participated in 

exchange for 

course credit. 

 

Self-selection into 

‘low’/ ‘high’ 

motivation group- 

participants 

offered the option 

to take part in one 

of two studies: 

one advertised as 

a happiness 

intervention and 

the other as a 

study involving 

cognitive 

exercises. 

 

Once allocated to 

condition, all 

participants told 

that the aim of the 

study was to 

improve well-

being. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude letter 

(not sent) 

 

Comparison: 

Expressing 

optimism (Best 

possible selves) 

 

Control: 

List previous 

week’s activities 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Once a week for 8 

weeks 

 

Follow up: 

6 months 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition.  

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures 

obtained.  

Study conducted 

via internet with 

initial face-to-face 

introduction 

session.  

Overall 

wellbeing 

composite: 

 

-Affect  

Pleasant and 

unpleasant 

adjectives 

 

-Life 

Satisfaction  

SWLS 

 

-Happiness 

SHS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post-test: 

No significant differences 

between conditions at 

immediate post-intervention. 

 

Self-selected students reported 

greater increases in wellbeing 

relative to non-self-selected 

participants at post-test (p 

= .02). 

 

Self-selected students in 

optimism or gratitude 

condition reported greater 

increases in wellbeing relative 

to those in these conditions 

who were non-self-selected, 

and those in the control group 

(p = .03).  

 

Follow up: 

Trend towards greater 

increases in wellbeing in 

gratitude and optimism 

conditions relative to controls 

(p = .16). 

 

Trend towards greater 

wellbeing increases in self-

Self-report 

measures- 

possibility of 

social 

desirability and 

response bias.  

 

Convenience 

sample. 
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Effort 

Single item 

scale (assessed 

by naïve 

coders) 

 

selected students relative to 

non-self-selected (p = .11).  

 

Self-selected students who had 

participated in gratitude or 

optimism condition continued 

to report greater increases in 

wellbeing than those who 

practised these activities but 

had not self-selected, and 

those in control groups 

(p= .05).   

 

Effort significantly predicted 

wellbeing (p = .03) 

Effect of effort was significant 

for experimental conditions (p 

=.004) but not for controls (p 

= .95).  

Martínez-Martí, 

Avia &  

Hernandez-

Lloreda (2010) 

Spanish 

undergraduate 

Psychology 

students 

N = 105 (90% 

female) 

Age range: Not 

reported 

Mean age (SD): 

20.7 (1.48) 

Drop 

out/incomplete 

data: 

Voluntary 

participation, 

course credit 

awarded for 

participation. 

 

Participants 

informed that 

taking part in a 

study about 

mood. 

 

 

Intervention: 

Gratitude diary 

(list 5 things 

grateful for) 

 

Control: 

-Hassles diary 

-Event diary 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for 14 days 

 

Follow up: 

Replication of 

Emmons & 

McCullough 

(2003). 

Experimental 

prospective 

design.  

 

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

State 

gratitude 

GAC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Significantly increased in 

gratitude condition compared 

with hassles condition (p 

= .035, d =.61). 

 

State gratitude mediated effect 

of intervention on positive 

affect. 

 

Inclusion of pre-test and 

follow up measures: non-

significant 

 

Translation of 

GAC 
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54 /159 

participants  

2 weeks 

 

Pre-, post- and 

during 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Data reduction- 

use of aggregate 

scores for 

gratitude and 

affect. 

 

Positive and 

negative affect 

PANAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Global 

appraisals of 

subjective 

wellbeing 

Concurrent and 

prospective 

scales 

 

Positive affect: Significantly 

increased in gratitude 

condition compared with 

hassles condition (p = .011, d 

=.69). 

 

Inclusion of pre-test and 

follow up measures:  

Effect of intervention on 

positive affect remained (p 

= .011). 

Difference not significant at 

follow up. 

Decrease in positive affect in 

hassles group (p = .05) and no 

significant increase in 

gratitude condition from pre- 

to post-test. 

 

Positive affect mediated effect 

of intervention on state 

gratitude. 

Negative affect: Non-

significant 

 

Non-significant. 

Pre-test levels not significant 

moderator of positive affect at 

post-test. 
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Physical 

symptoms 

Checklist 

 

Pain relief 

Single item 

 

Sleep Quality 

Checklist 

 

Quality of 

relationship 

with 

significant 

other 

4-item scale 

 

Sensitivity to 

others’ needs 

Single item 

 

Trait  

gratitude 

GQ-6 

 

 

Observer 

report at 

follow up 

-Global SWB 

(GSW) 

 

 

Non-significant 

 

 

 

Non-significant 

 

 

Non-significant 

 

 

Trend: Gratitude group scored 

higher than other two groups 

(p =.072) 

 

 

 

 

Non-significant 

 

 

 

Non-significant. 

Pre-test levels not significant 

moderator of positive affect at 

post-test. 

 

Higher SWB in gratitude 

group than hassles (p =.007, d 

= .76) 

 

Trend: Significant others’ 

ratings higher than 
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-Gratitude 

(single item) 

 

-Sensitivity to 

others (single 

item) 

 

Analysis of 

diary entries 

 

participants’ own in gratitude 

group (p = .05) 

 

Non-significant 

 

 

Non-significant 

 

 

 

Participants in control 

condition recorded more 

positive events than neutral or 

negative. 

Mongrain & 

Anselmo-

Matthews (2012) 

Canadian sample, 

social media users 

aged over 18. 

N = 1447 (83% 

female) 

Age range: 18-72 

Mean age: 33 (SD 

not reported) 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 344 

(24%) completed 

all requirements 

of study up to 6 

month follow up 

Advertisements 

on Facebook, 

stating: ‘Feel 

better: Participate 

in Project HOPE’ 

Intervention: 

Three good things 

 

Comparison: 

Using signature 

strengths 

 

Control: 

-Expectancy 

control (write 

about an early 

memory) 

 

-Positive placebo 

(write about an 

early positive 

memory) 

 

Replication of 

Seligman et al. 

(2005). 

 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

 

Happiness 

Steen 

Happiness 

Index (SHI) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Expectancy control group: 

Increase in happiness at 1 

week (p = .07, d = .10) but 

returned to baseline at 1, 3 and 

6 month follow up. 

 

Positive placebo group: 

Significant increases in 

happiness at 1 month (p 

< .001, d = .27), 3 months (p 

= .001, d = .25) and 6 months 

(p = .01, d = .20). 

 

Three good things: Happiness 

increased significantly at 1 

week (p = .004, d = .15), 3 

months (p = .001, d = .22) and 

6 months (p = .02, d = .16). 
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Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for 1 week 

 

Follow up: 

1, 3 and 6 months 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Depressive 

Symptoms 

CES-D 

 

 

Attrition 

 

 

Using signature strengths: 

Happiness significantly 

increased at 1 week (p < .001, 

d = .29), 1 month (p = .03, d 

= .16), and 6 months (p = .01, 

d = .24). 

 

Significant decreases in 

depressive symptoms over 

time (p = .001) but no time by 

condition interaction effect. 

 

Those who dropped out by 6 

months were more depressed 

(p = .04) and less happy (p 

< .001) at baseline. Did not 

differ significantly by 

condition. 

Odou & Vella-

Brodrick (2013) 

Australian sample 

of adult 

volunteers  

N = 210 (75% 

female) 

Age range: 18-74 

Mean age (SD): 

34 (13.99) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

36% completion 

rate at Time 1; 

18% at Time 2 

Participants 

recruited from the 

general public 

through online 

discussion 

forums, a local 

newspaper 

advertisement and 

posters and fliers.  

No information 

on how study 

described. 

 

Intervention: 

Three Good 

Things 

 

Comparison: 

Best Possible 

Selves 

 

Control: 

No activity 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for 7 days 

 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures.  

Study conducted 

via internet. 

 

Positive and 

negative affect 

PANAS 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental 

Wellbeing  

Warwick-

Edinburgh 

Mental 

Wellbeing 

Negative affect at Time 2 

significantly lower in TGT 

and BPS groups compared to 

control, when controlling for 

Time 1 NA (p = .02) 

 

Positive affect: non-significant 

 

Non-significant at post-test 

and follow up (High MIA did 

not increase efficacy of 

intervention on wellbeing) 

 

High attrition 

and lack of 

power due to 

insufficient 

group sizes. 
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Follow up: 

2 weeks 

Scale 

(WEMWBS) 

 

 

Mental 

Imagery 

Ability 

-Vividness 

(Shortened 

Questionnaire 

Upon Mental 

Imagery –

SQMI) 

 

-Controll-

ability (Test of 

Visual Imagery 

Control-TVIC) 

 

Gratitude 

GQ-6 

 

Hope 

Trait Hope 

Scale 

 

Motivation 

Single-item 

scale 

 

 

 

 

High MIA positively 

associated with wellbeing at 

baseline. 

 

Non-significant at post-test 

and follow up 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No significant differences 

across groups at baseline. 

 

No significant differences 

across groups at baseline. 

 

 

Motivation significantly 

associated with increased 

mental wellbeing and PA at 

Time 2 and mental wellbeing 

at Time 3 (p < .001). 
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Effort 

Frequency and 

duration 

Frequency significantly 

associated with increased 

mental wellbeing and 

decreased NA (p < .001). 

Owens & 

Patterson (2013) 

Elementary 

school-aged 

children in USA 

N = 62 (52% 

female) 

Age range: 5-11 

Mean age (SD): 

7.35 (1.73) 

Drop out/ 

incomplete data: 

18/ 80 

participants 

Participants 

recruited from 

after school care 

and summer day 

camp 

programmes. 

 

Recruitment 

letters and 

consent forms 

distributed to 

parents/ guardians 

and participant 

assent obtained. 

 

No information 

on how study 

described. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude (draw a 

picture of 

something 

grateful for that 

day) 

 

Comparison: 

Best Possible 

Selves (draw a 

future version of 

themselves as 

happy and 

engaged) 

 

Control: 

Draw a picture of 

something did 

that day 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Once per week 

for 4-6 weeks 

 

Follow up: 

None 

Quasi-

experimental 

design.  

 

After school-

centres randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre- and post-

intervention 

measures.  

 

Positive and 

negative affect 

PANAS-C 

 

Life 

satisfaction 

Brief 

Multidimensio

nal Students’ 

Life 

Satisfaction 

Scale 

(BMSLSS- 

modified 

version) 

 

Self-esteem 

Perceived 

Competence 

Scale for 

Children 

(global 

subscale) 

 

Content 

analysis of 

pictures 

No significant main effects or 

interactions for PA or NA. 

 

 

Marginally significant gender 

x time interaction (p  = .056) –

girls increased over time, boys 

decreased over time across all 

conditions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Significant increase in BPS 

condition compared with 

gratitude or controls (p 

= .004). 

 

 

 

 

Gratitude: Most frequently 

occurring categories – 

activities, people, animals; no 

significant relationship 

Reduced 

sample size due 

to attrition.  

 

Lack of 

validated 

gratitude 

measure for 

children. 
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between content and age/ 

gender. 

BPS (realistic/ unrealistic)- 

significant effects of age and 

gender, no significant effect 

on outcome variables. 

Peters, Mevissen 

& Hanssen 

(2013) 

Graduate students  

N = 82 (84% 

female) 

Age range: 18-65 

Mean age: 22.8 

(SD not reported)  

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

8/90 participants 

Flyers distributed 

across university 

premises.  

 

Participation 

remunerated with 

gift voucher or 

partial fulfilment 

of credit points.  

 

Participants 

informed that they 

would practice 

imagery for one 

week in order to 

improve their 

spatial orientation 

abilities (reduce 

demand effects) 

Intervention: 

Gratitude with 

imagery task (List 

things grateful for 

in life- personal, 

relational and 

professional) 

 

Comparison: 

Best Possible 

Selves with 

imagery task 

(write about best 

possible future 

self- personal, 

relational and 

professional 

domains) 

 

Control: 

Record typical 

daily activities 

with imagery task 

(spare time, social 

and professional) 

 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Bogus spatial 

orientation test 

administered pre- 

and post-

intervention to 

support credibility 

of the rationale. 

 

Two change 

scores computed 

(Week 1 and 

Week 2) 

Life 

Satisfaction 

SWLS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dispositional 

optimism 

Revised Life 

Orientation 

Test (LOT-R) 

 

 

 

 

Optimistic 

explanatory 

style 

BPS: Significant increase 

compared with controls at 1 

week (p = .01) and trend 

towards significance at 2 

weeks (p =.057). 

 

Gratitude: No significant 

difference compared with BPS 

or controls at either time 

point, however significant 

linear increase in SWLS 

scores across time points (p 

= .029). 

 

No difference between 

conditions at immediate post-

test, but trend towards 

increase in BPS condition at 

one week follow up relative to 

gratitude condition (p = .055) 

or controls (p= .057) (delayed 

effect). 

 

Only BPS differed 

significantly from controls at 

1 week (p =.024) and 2 week 

(p = .043). 

Modest sample 

size. 

 

Small positive 

effect in control 

condition- 

expectancy 

effect/ active 

mechanism 

(e.g. effect of 

imagery)? 
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Duration and 

Frequency: 

Daily for one 

week 

 

Follow up: 

1 week 

Attributional 

Style 

Questionnaire 

(ASQ) 

 

Adherence 

Motivation and 

focus 

 

 

 

 

 

No significant group 

differences.  

No significant change over 

time. 

Proyer, Gander, 

Wellenzohn & 

Ruch (2014) 

Swiss 

convenience 

sample, aged >50 

years not 

undergoing 

psychological 

treatment 

N = 163 (100% 

female) 

Age range: 50-79 

Mean age (SD): 

55.58 (5.16) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

347/ 510 

participants (32% 

completed 

intervention and 

all 4 follow ups) 

Advertised in 

German magazine 

with 

predominantly 

female readers, 

described as part 

of a series of 

articles on 

resilience.  

 

Participants 

registered at free 

website affiliated 

with a higher 

education 

institution in 

German speaking 

region of 

Switzerland. 

Intervention: 

-Three Good 

Things 

-Gratitude visit 

-Three funny 

things 

 

Comparison: 

-Using signature 

strengths 

 

Placebo control: 

Early memories 

 

Duration and 

frequency: 

Daily for 1 week 

 

Follow up: 

1, 3 and 6 months 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Reanalysed data 

available from 

earlier study 

(Gander et al. 

2013) 

 

Study conducted 

via internet. 

 

Happiness 

Authentic 

Happiness 

Inventory 

(AHI) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Depressive 

symptoms 

CES-D 

Gratitude visit marginally 

significant increase relative to 

control group at 1 month 

follow up (p = .07, ƞ² = .03). 

 

TGT significantly higher than 

control group at post-test only 

(ƞ² = .09) 

 

TFT increased happiness at 6 

months (ƞ² = .04) 

 

SS most effective in 

increasing happiness 

(differences at all time points 

and largest effect of all 

interventions at 1 month 

follow up: ƞ² = .12) 

 

Gratitude visit significantly 

lower than control group at 1 

month follow up (p = .07, ƞ² 

= .03). 

 

Entirely female 

sample. 

 

Low statistical 

power due to 

sample size. 
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TGT significantly lower than 

control group at post-test only 

(ƞ² = .02) 

 

TFT most effective in 

reducing depressive symptoms 

at all time points (consistent 

with Gander et al., 2013) 

 

SS reduced depressive 

symptoms at post test (ƞ² 

= .04) and 1 month follow up 

(ƞ² = .02). 

Rash, Matsuba 

& Prkachin, 

2011 

Adults from small 

urban area in 

Canada. 

N = 56 (46% 

female) 

Age range: Not 

reported 

Mean age (SD): 

22.5 (3) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 9 

/56 participants 

Advertisements 

on city radio, 

posters distributed 

at university and 

sports complex. 

 

Study advertised 

as the ‘HEW’ 

study (Health, 

Emotions and 

Wellbeing) 

intended to 

examine impact 

that emotions 

associated with 

past events have 

on physical and 

psychological 

health and 

wellbeing.  

Intervention: 

Gratitude 

contemplation 

and journal  

(Bring to mind 

people, items or 

moments for 

which grateful 

during past week 

and maintain 

grateful feelings)  

 

Control: 

Memorable 

events and journal 

(Bring to mind a 

memorable event 

from past week 

and sustain 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

during 

intervention 

measures.  

 

Gratitude  

GQ-6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Positive and 

negative affect 

PANAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Life 

Satisfaction  

Trait gratitude moderated 

effect on life satisfaction (p 

= .02) (Individuals lower in 

trait gratitude benefited more 

from intervention) 

 

Did not moderate effect on 

self-esteem. 

 

Gratitude condition 

significantly lower NA than 

memorable events (p  < .01, ƞ² 

= .21) 

Positive affect: non-significant 

PA and NA did not moderate 

effects of intervention on 

wellbeing.  

 

Significantly higher in 

gratitude condition compared 

Small sample 

size. 
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associated 

emotions) 

 

Duration and 

frequency: 

Laboratory visit 

then twice a week 

for 4 weeks (8 

entries) 

 

Follow up: 

None 

 

SWLS 

 

 

Self-esteem 

Rosenberg 

Self-Esteem 

Scale (RSE) 

 

Cardiac 

coherence 

Physiological 

measure 

 

 

Analysis of 

diary content 

with memorable events (p 

< .05)  

 

Significantly higher in 

gratitude condition compared 

with memorable events (p 

< .05) 

 

Coherence significantly higher 

in gratitude condition than 

memorable events (p < .05), 

which was marginally higher 

than baseline (p = .08). 

 

Participants in gratitude 

condition described more 

people-related experiences 

compared with memorable 

events condition (p < .01) 

Memorable events condition 

described more school, events 

and negative emotions-related 

experiences relative to 

gratitude condition (p < .05). 

 

No significant mediation 

effects of content on 

wellbeing. 

 

Seear & Vella-

Brodrick (2013) 

Self-selected 

adults who were 

part of a wider 

Participants 

recruited through 

local 

advertisements, 

Intervention: 

Three good things 

 

Comparison: 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

Wellbeing  

Warwick-

Edinburgh 

Mental 

No significant differences 

between conditions at post-

intervention or follow up.  

 

Predominantly 

female sample. 
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wellbeing study in 

Australia. 

N = 211 (75% 

female)  

Age range: 18-74 

Mean age (SD): 

34 (13.97) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

N = 73  (Time 2), 

N = 37 (Time 3) 

poster displays in 

public areas, 

distribution of 

flyers and online 

discussion 

forums. 

 

No information 

on how study 

described. 

 

Best Possible 

Selves 

 

Control: 

No activity 

control group 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for 7 days 

 

Follow up: 

2 weeks 

 

 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Participants 

divided into 

higher or lower 

dispositional 

mindfulness by 

median split. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures.  

 

 

Study conducted 

via internet.  

Wellbeing 

Scale 

(WEMWBS) 

 

Positive and 

negative affect 

PANAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dispositional 

mindfulness 

Mindful 

Attention 

Awareness 

Scale (MAAS) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Motivation 

and 

adherence 

 

 

 

 

Post intervention: NA 

significantly lower for BPS 

condition compared with 

controls (p = .032, ƞp² = .099). 

 

No significant differences 

between Three Good Things 

condition and controls. 

PA- no significant effects. 

 

Only participants with lower 

initial mindfulness 

experienced a significant 

increase in PA in the BPS 

condition, relative to the 

control group (p = .046, ƞp² = 

0.180). 

 

Dispositional mindfulness did 

not moderate intervention 

effect on PA at post-

intervention, or mental 

wellbeing and NA at post-

intervention or follow up.  

 

Adherence (r = .534, p< .01) 

and motivation (r =.495, 

p< .01) associated with greater 

increases in mental wellbeing. 
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Two single 

items 

Seligman, Steen, 

Park & Peterson 

(2005) 

Convenience 

sample in USA 

N = 577 (58% 

female) 

Age range: Not 

reported 

Mean age (SD): 

Not reported 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 411 

participants 

(71%) completed 

all follow up 

assessments 

 

Participants 

recruited via 

Positive 

Psychology 

website. 

 

Study described 

as an opportunity 

to help test new 

exercises 

designed to 

increase 

happiness.   

 

Participants 

informed that 

exercises not 

guaranteed to 

make them 

happier and that 

they might 

receive an inert 

(placebo) 

exercise. 

Intervention: 

-Three Good 

Things (record 

three things that 

went well and 

their causes) 

-Gratitude visit 

(write and deliver 

gratitude letter) 

 

Comparison: 

-You at your best 

-Identifying 

signature 

strengths 

-Using signature 

strengths in a new 

way 

 

Placebo control: 

Write about early 

memories 

 

Frequency and 

duration: Daily 

for one week 

 

Follow up: 

1 week, 1, 3 and 6 

months  

Randomised, 

placebo 

controlled internet 

study. 

 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures. 

Happiness 

Steen 

Happiness 

Index (SHI) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Depressive 

symptoms 

CES-D 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TGT: Significantly increased 

at 1 month (p < .05, ƞ² = .21), 

3 month (p < .05, ƞ² = .36), 

and 6 month (p < .05, ƞ² = .50) 

follow up.  

 

Gratitude visit: Significantly 

increased at immediate post-

test (p < .05, ƞ² = .49), 1 week 

(p < .05, ƞ² = .39), and 1 

month (p < .05, ƞ² = .06), 

follow up. 

 

Using SS: Significantly 

increased at 1 month (p < .05, 

ƞ² = .42), 3 month (p < .05, ƞ² 

= .33), and 6 month (p < .05, 

ƞ² = .42) follow up.  

   

TGT: Significantly decreased 

at 1 month (p < .05, ƞ² = .31), 

3 month (p < .05, ƞ² = .30) and 

6 month (p < .05, ƞ² = .28) 

follow up.  

 

Gratitude visit: Significantly 

decreased at immediate post-

test (p < .05, ƞ² = .36), 1 week 

(p < .05, ƞ² = .29) and 1 month 

(p < .05, ƞ² = .32) follow up.  

 

Selection bias 

(motivated 

participants). 
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Reported 

adherence 

and 

continuation 

of exercise 

Using SS: Significantly 

decreased at 1 month (p < .05, 

ƞ² = .29), 3 month (p < .05, ƞ² 

= .27), and 6 month (p < .05, 

ƞ² = .26) follow up.  

 

Happiness: Significant 

interactions for adherence and 

continuation at all time points.  

Depression: Significant 

interaction for adherence and 

continuation at 1 month 

follow up. 

Sergeant & 

Mongrain (2011) 

Nationwide 

community 

sample in Canada. 

N = 772 (81% 

female) 

Age range: 18-72 

Mean age: 34 (SD 

not reported) 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 82% 

completion rate at 

1 month follow 

up, 60% at 3 

month follow up 

and 37% at 6 

month follow up. 

Newspaper 

advertisements 

and postings on 

Facebook. 

 

No information 

on how study 

described. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude diary 

(recall 5 things 

grateful for that 

day) 

 

Comparison: 

Listen to uplifting 

music 

 

Control: 

Write about early 

memories 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Daily for 7 days 

 

Follow up: 

1, 3 and 6 months 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures. 

Study conducted 

via internet.  

 

Personality traits 

as moderators 

(Individuals 

identified as 

having self-

Depression 

CES-D 

 

Depressive 

Experiences 

Questionnaire 

(DEQ) 

 

Gratitude 

GQ-6 

 

Physical 

symptoms 

Physical 

Symptoms 

Measure (PS) 

 

 

 

 

No significant effects for time 

or time x condition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-significant intervention 

effect 

 

Decrease over time across 

participants. 

No significant effect of 

condition or personality. 

 

Self-critics: Significant 

decreases in gratitude and 

music condition compared 

with controls (p < .01) 
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 critical/ needy 

personality styles) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Self-esteem 

Rosenberg 

Self-Esteem 

Scale (RSE) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Happiness 

Steen 

Happiness 

Index (SHI) 

‘Needy’ individuals (reliance 

on others to meet their needs): 

Greater decrease in control 

condition, no change in either 

intervention condition. 

 

No significant effect for time. 

Time x condition effect 

approached significance. 

 

Highly needy individuals in 

music condition experienced 

reduction in self-esteem 

compared with controls.  

 

Self-critics: Gratitude 

condition (p = .09) and music 

condition (p = .07) 

increased self-esteem relative 

to controls. 

 

Gratitude (p = .022) and music 

conditions (p = .01) greater 

increases in happiness over 

time than controls.  

 

Self-critical participants 

experienced a greater increase 

in gratitude condition 

compared with music 

condition or controls (p < .05). 
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Sheldon & 

Lyubomirsky 

(2006) 

Psychology 

students in USA. 

N = 67 (75% 

female) 

Age range: Not 

reported 

Mean age: Not 

reported 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 3 

participants 

Participants 

signed up online.  

 

Study described 

as investigating 

positive mood and 

the factors that 

sustain it. 

Participants 

informed that they 

would be asked to 

do something 

which might 

affect their mood, 

and had been 

shown to have 

positive effects on 

people’s lives.  

Intervention: 

Gratitude diary 

(outline things 

grateful for in as 

much detail as 

possible)  

 

Comparison: 

Best Possible 

Selves 

 

Control: 

Daily details 

(outline typical 

day in as much 

detail as possible) 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

2-4 weeks. 

Instructed to try 

to complete at 

least twice. 

 

Follow up: 

2 and 4 weeks 

 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Pre-, post- and 

follow up 

intervention 

measures. 

Initial small group 

laboratory 

session, followed 

by online survey 

at 2 and 4 weeks. 

Positive and 

negative affect 

PANAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Self-

concordant 

motivation 

4 item scale 

(external, 

introjected, 

identified and 

intrinsic 

motivation) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PA: Gratitude and BPS 

condition increased relative to 

controls (p < .05) 

 

BPS condition significantly 

higher than controls (p < .01) 

 

No significant difference 

between gratitude and controls 

(p < .20). 

 

NA: Significant main effect of 

time in all conditions (p 

< .01). Interactions non-

significant. 

 

Gratitude and BPS reported 

greater SCM than controls (p 

< .05). 

 

Significant difference between 

BPS and controls (p < .01). 

 

No significant difference 

between gratitude and controls 

(p < .25). 

 

SCM predicted exercise 

performance (p < .02). More 

strongly associated with 

exercise performance in 

gratitude and BPS condition 

(p < .15) than control.  

Mood only 

dependent 

variable. 
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Exercise 

performance 

2 items: How 

many times 

completed 

exercise during 

2 weeks; 

Whether still 

doing exercise 

at 4 weeks. 

 

 

 

Significant effect of exercise 

performance on PA (p < .05). 

Marginally significant 

interaction between BPS and 

exercise performance (p 

= .057) (continuing to perform 

BPS exercise had stronger 

effect on sustained increases 

in positive mood than other 

two exercises). 

 

SCM and exercise 

performance interacted 

significantly to influence final 

NA (p < .05). 

Toepfer & 

Walker (2009) 

Student 

participants from 

3 campuses in 

USA university 

system. 

N = 85 (75% 

female) 

Age range: 18-52 

Mean age (SD): 

26.7 (8.44) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

None 

Experimental 

condition 

consisted of a 

class assignment 

which resulted in 

a grade for 

participation. 

 

No information 

on how study 

described. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude letter 

(typed or hand-

written, sent to 

recipient) 

 

Control: 

No letter (passive 

control) 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

3 letters over 8 

week period.  

 

Follow up: 

3 weeks 

6 classes 

randomly 

allocated to 

condition. 

 

Measurements 

taken at baseline 

(T1) and 

following letter 

writing (T2, 3 and 

4) 

Happiness 

Subjective 

Happiness 

Scale (SHS) 

 

 

 

 

Life 

Satisfaction 

SWLS 

 

 

Gratitude 

GQ6 

 

 

Significant time x group 

interaction- gratitude greater 

than controls across all time 

points (p < .05). 

Gratitude greater than controls 

at time 4 (p < .01), T2 and 3 

non-significant.  

 

Significant effect of time (p 

< .05). 

Non- significant time x group 

interaction. 

 

Significant time x group 

interaction- gratitude greater 

than controls across all time 

points (p < .05) 

 

Homogenous 

sample (gender, 

educational 

level, initially 

high scores on 

happiness and 

life satisfaction) 
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Toepfer, Cichy 

& Peters (2012) 

Students in USA. 

N = 219 (86% 

female) 

Age range: 18-65 

Mean age (SD): 

25.7 (11) 

Dropout/ 

incomplete data: 

None 

Randomly 

selected from a 

research pool 

across three 

university 

campuses. 

 

Course credit 

received for 

completion. 

 

No information 

about how study 

described to 

participants. 

Intervention: 

Gratitude letter 

(sent to recipient 

following 

completion of 

data collection 

phase) 

 

Control: 

No letter (passive 

control) 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

3 letters during 3 

week period 

 

Follow up: 

None 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

Measurements 

taken at baseline 

(T1) and 

following letter 

writing (T2, 3 and 

4) 

Gratitude 

GQ-6 

 

Happiness 

Subjective 

Happiness 

Scale (SHS) 

 

Life 

satisfaction 

Satisfaction 

with Life Scale 

(SWLS) 

 

Depressive 

symptoms 

CESD-10 

 

 

No-significant effect of time 

or condition.  

 

Significant increase in 

gratitude condition relative to 

controls (p < .01).  

 

 

Significant increase in 

gratitude condition relative to 

controls (p < .001). 

 

 

 

Significant decrease in 

gratitude condition relative to 

controls (p < .01).  

Lack of follow 

up. 

Watkins, 

Woodward, 

Stone & Kolts 

(2003) Study 4 

Undergraduate 

Psychology 

students in USA. 

N = 157 (% 

female not 

reported) 

Age range: Not 

reported 

Mean age (SD): 

Not reported 

Dropout/incomple

te data: 1 

participant 

Partial course 

credit received for 

participation.  

 

No information 

on how study 

advertised/ 

described. 

Intervention: 

-Grateful thinking 

-Grateful letter 

(not sent) 

-Grateful essay 

 

Control: 

Write about 

layout of living 

room. 

 

Frequency and 

duration: 

Experimental 

design.  

Participants 

randomly 

assigned to 

condition. 

 

 

Positive and 

negative affect 

-PANAS 

-8 bi-polar 

affect scales 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gratitude conditions increased 

in positive affect relative to 

controls (p < .05, ƞp² = .119).  

 

PANAS change scores: 

Grateful thinking condition 

showed strongest effect, 

followed by grateful essay 

then grateful letter. 

 

Negative affect: non-

significant 

 

 



Appendices 

104 

Single time point 

(five minutes) 

 

Follow up: None 

Gratitude 

Gratitude and 

Resentment 

Appreciation 

Test (GRAT) 

Correlational analyses: GRAT 

scores reliably predicted 

increases in positive affect for 

3 gratitude conditions. 
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Appendix D: Teaching Satisfaction Scale (TSS; Ho & Au, 2006) 

Below are five statements with which you may agree or disgree. Please use the scale below to 

indicate your level of agreement with each item. Please be open and honest in your responding. 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Neither 

Agree 

or 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

In most ways, being a 

teacher is close to my ideal. 
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

The conditions of being a 

teacher are excellent. 
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

I am satisfied with being a 

teacher. 
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

So far I have got the 

important things I want in 

teaching.  

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

If I could choose my career 

over, I would change 

almost nothing. 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 
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Appendix E: Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988) 

This scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions. 

Please read each item and use the scale next to each word to indicate to the extent to which you 

have felt this way over the past week. 

 Very slightly 

or not at all 

A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 

Interested ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Distressed ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Excited ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Upset ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Strong ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Guilty ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Scared ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Hostile ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Enthusiastic ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Proud ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Irritable ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Alert ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Ashamed ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Inspired ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Nervous ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Determined ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Attentive ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Jittery ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Active ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Afraid ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

 

 



Appendices 

107 

Appendix F: Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale- Short Form (TSES; Tschannen-Moran & 

Woolfolk Hoy, 2001) 

This questionnaire is designed to help gain a better understanding of the kinds of things that create 

difficulties for teachers in their school activities. Please indicate your opinion about each of the 

statements below. 

 

N
o

th
in

g
 

 

V
er

y
 

L
it

tl
e 

 

S
o

m
e
 

In
fl

u
en

ce
 

 

Q
u

it
e 

A
 

B
it

 

 

A
 G

re
a
t 

D
ea

l 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

How much can you do to control 

disruptive behaviour in the 

classroom?  

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How much can you do to motivate 

students who show low interest in 

school work? 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How much can you do to get students 

to believe they can do well in school 

work? 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How much can you do to help your 

students value learning? 
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

To what extent can you craft good 

questions for your students? 
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How much can you do to get children 

to follow classroom rules? 
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How much can you do to calm a 

student who is disruptive or noisy? 
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How well can you establish a 

classroom management system with 

each group of students? 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How much can you use a variety of 

assessment strategies? 
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

To what extent can you provide an 

alternative explanation or example 

when students are confused? 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How much can you assist families in 

helping their children do well in 

school? 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  

How well can you implement 

alternative strategies in your 

classroom? 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○  
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Appendix G: Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI; Maslach & Jackson, 1986) 

Below are 16 statements of job-related feelings. Please read each statement carefully and 

decide if you ever feel this way about your job. If you have never had this feeling, please 

select this option next to the corresponding statement. If you have had this feeling, indicate 

how often you feel it by choosing the statement that best describes how frequently you feel 

that way. 

Copyright © 1986 by CPP, Inc. All rights reserved in all mediums. 

Published by Mind Garden, Inc., www.mindgarden.com 

Example Questionnaire Items: 
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v
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 d
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Working all day is 

really a strain for me. 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

I can effectively solve 

the problems that arise 

in my work. 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

I have become less 

enthusiastic about my 

work. 

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.mindgarden.com/
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Appendix H: Ethics Committee Approval 

Subject: Your Ethics Submission (Ethics ID:12254) has been reviewed and approved 

From: ERGO [ergo@soton.ac.uk] 

To: fn4g12@soton.ac.uk  

Date:  07 October 2014 11:24 

Submission Number: 12254 
Submission Name: Establishing the effects of a positive psychology intervention on the subjective 
wellbeing and efficacy beliefs of teaching staff 

This is email is to let you know your submission was approved by the Ethics Committee. 
 
You can begin your research unless you are still awaiting specific Health and Safety approval (e.g. 
for a Genetic or Biological Materials Risk Assessment) 
 
Comments 
1.not an approval comment, but in ethics form you say you are asking the control group to record 
neutral events, this is not the instruction given to them, which simply asks them to record 3 
events. 
Click here to view your submission 
------------------ 
ERGO : Ethics and Research Governance Online 
http://www.ergo.soton.ac.uk 
------------------ 
DO NOT REPLY TO THIS EMAIL  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.outlook.soton.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=78D34jP0k0ueEmqnCsxkKZEFu1HreNIIFiNyrB9DjOqggEdCmNHE0mFv03hpgmNUuNXSgh6fQf8.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.ergo.soton.ac.uk
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Appendix I: Participant Information Sheet 

21/11/14 – V4 

Participant Information Sheet 

Study Title: Investigating subjective wellbeing and efficacy beliefs in teaching staff 

Researcher: Francesca Nagle 

Ethics number: 12254 

Please read this information carefully before deciding to take part in this research. If 
you are happy to participate you will be asked to sign a consent form. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of completing a daily reflective diary on 
levels of teacher wellbeing and self-efficacy. This study is being conducted as part of a doctoral 
research project supported by the University of Southampton. 

Why have I been invited? 

You have been invited to take part in this study as this research specifically aims to investigate 
methods for supporting the wellbeing of teaching professionals. We have invited teachers 
working in both primary and secondary schools to participate, in order to ensure that the study is 
representative across both sectors. 

What will happen to me if I take part? 

If you consent to take part in this study, you will be invited to take part in an online survey. This 
will involve completing a set of four short questionnaires about your self-efficacy beliefs, 
satisfaction with teaching, experience of positive and negative emotions and responses to work-
related stress.  

Following this, you will be invited to complete a daily online diary through recording 3 events 
which have occurred each day and reflecting on what has caused these. This will require 
approximately 5 minutes at the end of each day, for a period of two working weeks (a total of 10 
diary entries).  

You will be contacted by email one week and one month following this period to repeat the same 
wellbeing questionnaires.  

What are the benefits of taking part? 

Your participation in this study will contribute to research developments in understanding 
teachers’ experience of stress and of effective methods for supporting wellbeing within the 
profession. Your school will receive a written summary of the research findings. 

Are there any risks involved? 

Completion of the reflective diary will require a minimal daily time commitment, however this is 
designed to be brief and easy to complete at the end of the school day, thereby minimising 
possible inconvenience to your working commitments. 
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We have tried to ensure that the questions in this study do not cause any distress. However, it is 
not uncommon to experience some anxieties or concerns when completing questionnaires about 
your personal and professional wellbeing and support is available. If participating in this study 
raises any issues for you, we recommend that you contact one of the following resources:  

Teacher Support Network 

Website: www.teachersupport.info 

Phone: 08000 562 561 

Email: support@teachersupport.info 

Mind UK 

Website: www.mind.org.uk 

Phone: 0300 123 3393 
email: info@mind.org.uk 

What will happen to the information that I provide? 

This research aims to investigate the impact of completing a daily reflective diary on levels of 
teacher wellbeing and self-efficacy. This will involve the analysis of a range of completed 
questionnaire measures. As part of the analysis, the researcher may also wish to access the 
content of diary entries to complete further qualitative analyses. You will be given the 
opportunity to provide consent for the use of your questionnaire and diary responses through 
completing the online consent form provided at the beginning of the survey. 

Will my participation be confidential? 

All questionnaire responses and diary entries will be accessed via a secure, password protected 
online survey. Any information that you provide will be remain confidential and will not be shared 
with any other participant or member of school staff. All information collected will be held in 
accordance with the Data Protection Act 1988. All data will be anonymised and will be stored 
securely on a password protected computer for ten years before it is destroyed. The results of this 
study will not include your name or any other identifying characteristics. 

What happens if I change my mind? 

Your participation is voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at any time without your 
legal rights being affected. 

What happens if something goes wrong? 

If you wish to report a concern or complaint about this research, please contact the Chair of the 
Ethics Committee, School of Psychology, University of Southampton, Southampton, SO17 1BJ. 

Email: fshs-rso@soton.ac.uk 

Tel: 02380 593856 

Where can I get more information? 

If you have any questions about this research please feel free to contact Francesca Nagle (email: 
fn4g12@soton.ac.uk) by email, or at the University of Southampton, School of Psychology, 
Shackleton Building (B44), Highfield Campus, Southampton SO17 1BJ (Tel: 02380 595321).  

 

mailto:support@teachersupport.info
mailto:info@mind.org.uk
mailto:fshs-rso@soton.ac.uk
mailto:fn4g12@soton.ac.uk


Appendices 

113 

Appendix J: Online Statement of Consent 
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Appendices 

115 

Appendix K: Debrief Statement 

 

 

Establishing the effects of a positive psychology intervention on the 
subjective wellbeing and efficacy beliefs of teaching staff  

 
Debriefing Statement (V1, 12.09.14) 

                                 
The aim of this research was to investigate the impact of completing a daily reflective 
diary on levels of teacher wellbeing and self-efficacy.  
 
Participants were randomly allocated to one of two conditions in which they were asked 
to specifically reflect on either positive or neutral events within the school day. It was 
necessary that participants were not informed of which condition they would be taking 
part in prior to commencing the study, as this may have influenced the results of the 
study.  
 
Previous studies have indicated that interventions designed to promote reflection on 
positive events can be effective in increasing levels of self-reported wellbeing (Emmons & 
McCullough, 2003; Seligman et al., 2005). Furthermore, recent studies with teaching staff 
have demonstrated significant effects of such interventions in promoting life satisfaction, 
positive emotions and self-efficacy, and in reducing symptoms of teacher burnout (Chan, 
2010; 2011; Critchley & Gibbs, 2012). 
 
It is therefore expected that the application of a positive psychology intervention 
designed to promote reflection on positive events will lead to an increase in the reported 
wellbeing and efficacy beliefs of teaching staff, compared with reflection on neutral 
events.  
 
Your participation in this study will contribute to important research developments in 
understanding teachers’ experience of stress and of effective methods for supporting 
wellbeing within the profession.   
 
We have tried to ensure that the questions in this study do not cause any distress. 
However, it is not uncommon to experience some anxieties or concerns when completing 
questionnaires about your personal and professional wellbeing and support is available. If 
participating in this study raises any issues for you, we recommend that you contact one 
of the following resources:  
 
Teacher Support Network 
Website: www.teachersupport.info 
Phone: 08000 562 561 
Email: support@teachersupport.info 
 
 
 
 

mailto:support@teachersupport.info
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Mind UK 
Website: www.mind.org.uk 
Phone: 0300 123 3393 
email: info@mind.org.uk 
 
Once again results of this study will not include your name or any other identifying 
characteristics. All participating schools will receive a written summary of the research 
findings which you will be able to access if you wish.  
 
If you have any further questions about this research please feel free to contact Francesca 
Nagle (email: fn4g12@soton.ac.uk) by email, or at the University of Southampton, School 
of Psychology, Shackleton Building (B44), Highfield Campus, Southampton SO17 1BJ (Tel: 
02380 595321).  
 
If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this research, or if you feel that 
you have been placed at risk, you may contact the Chair of the Ethics Committee, 
Psychology, University of Southampton, Southampton, SO17 1BJ. Phone: +44 (0)23 8059 
4663, email slb1n10@soton.ac.uk  
 
Thank you for your participation in this research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:info@mind.org.uk
mailto:fn4g12@soton.ac.uk
mailto:slb1n10@soton.ac.uk
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Appendix L: Examples of diary items by event category 

Event category Example 

Colleague relationships/ interaction  

       Positive Had a nice chat with colleagues from other 

departments- that 10 or 15 minutes makes all 

the difference. 

 

       Negative TA not happy with something. Did not want 

me there when trying to scan and save on 

new copier. Was uncomfortable but I don’t 

understand why it became an issue.  

 

       Neutral Met with my year group partner to plan 

some lessons for next week. 

 

Student engagement/ progress  

       Positive One of my key worker children achieved 

their writing target. She was incredibly 

proud of her work and read it back to me. I 

took her to see the head teacher and she 

was praised there also. Job satisfaction. 

 

       Negative Spoke to 6th form students about deadlines. 

Many very behind with deadline 

approaching and results not looking good. 

Students just don’t seem bothered.  

 

       Neutral Meeting with student over lunchtime to 

review content missed in revision lesson. 

 

Student behaviour / emotional needs  

       Positive Unstructured art activity with outstanding 

behaviour. 

 

       Negative Year 10- demotivated and disengaged in the 

work set. A real behaviour battle. 

 

       Neutral Student not in school so attendance officer 

chasing me up...No criticism of her she had 

to do it. 
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 Parental involvement/ communication 

       Positive Parents Evening. A chance to talk to 

parents and give praise which is always 

really positive. Reminds me why I do this 

job. 

 

       Negative Having a battle with a parent… she feels we 

are blocking and is angry that we won’t 

take this further forward. 

 

       Neutral Parents meetings were scheduled for today. 

Management have requested that we offer a 

late slot for appointments… This is so 

parents with siblings can attend 

appointments near each other and to allow 

opportunity for working parents to attend. 

  

Workload, roles and responsibilities  

       Positive Managed to do lots of jobs I normally don’t 

have time for. That was such a bonus- so 

good to feel well organised. 

 

       Negative Doubted if teaching a good job- I work hard 

but still can’t keep on top of marking…. I 

would like a night off this week. Don’t see 

that happening… Another night not spent 

with my wife. It’s just not right.  

 

       Neutral Attended weekly staff meeting and led phase 

group meeting within that about consistency 

of rewards and marking.  
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