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Clinical Psychology has traditionally focused on psychological deficits and disability. It has 

rarely privileged clients’ resilience and resourcefulness. The critical psychology tradition in 

the UK has highlighted the shortcomings of this approach (Johnstone, 2000; Newnes, 

Holmes, & Dunn, 1999, 2001). The new positive psychology movement aims to develop a 

knowledge base focusing on human strengths to complement deficit based approaches 

(Snyder & Lopez, 2002). This message of positive psychology is an optimistic one. The 

results of scientific research point to three reliable ways to find happiness (Carr, 2004). 

1. Cultivate relationships which involve deep attachment and commitment.  

2. Involve yourself in absorbing work and leisure activities in which you exercise your 

strengths, talents and interests.  

3. Cultivate an optimistic, future-oriented perspective on life in which you expect the best 

and value the future more than the present.  
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If you are affluent enough to be reading this article, then it is unlikely that winning the 

lottery will have any lasting impact on your overall long-term level of happiness. Do not work 

exclusively for material gain because this will probably make you unhappy.  

Because the set-point for happiness is largely genetically determined (Lykken,1999), it 

is unrealistic and indeed may be depressing to continually expect that someday you will be 

ecstatically happy. So aim to cruise along just above your happiness set-point.  

These simple conclusions have huge implications for government policy. Governments 

should make it attractive for people to do the following: 

• To make and maintain long-term friendships and family relationships including marriages, 

parent-child relationships, and kinship relationships  

• To work in jobs that fit with people’s strengths, talents and interests 

• To pursue absorbing leisure activities where people’s strengths, talents and interests can 

find expression 

• To value the future more than the present. 

Governments should not create policies which encourage an excessive focus on 

working long hours to increase wealth at the expense of important family relationships. They 

should develop flexible policies which support and reward people for maintaining high quality 

long term marriages, looking after children and older members of the extended family, and 

fostering long-term friendships, which are often eroded by social mobility and pressure of 

work.   

Governments should develop policies relevant to educational, occupational and leisure 

settings that promote an ongoing life-long matching of people’s strengths and talents to their 

educational, occupational, and leisure roles.  

 Governments should legislate against advertisements which inaccurately convey that 

long-term happiness will come from acquiring more and more material products.  
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Governments should develop national incentive systems which encourage valuing the 

future as a way or reducing accidents, rather than putting limited resources into trying to 

engineer a safer environment.  

From a clinical perspective, positive psychology offers a strengths-based approach 

from which to practice. Many specific suggestions are outlined in Carr 2004. For example, 

clinicians may help clients identify their talents and explore ways to use these frequently to 

generate flow experiences. Flow experience occur when we become engaged in controllable 

but challenging tasks or activities that require considerable skill and which are intrinsically  

motivating such as reading, sports, involvement in creative arts and music, rituals and 

certain kinds of work. (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). Clinicians may also help clients recognize 

and extend arenas within which they exert control of events that matter to them; judge 

themselves against their immediate local reference groups rather than false images in the 

media; explore the future from an optimistic perspective; develop positive skills for self-

regulation such as meditation and maintaining long term friendships; and develop skills for 

managing relationship challenges such as empathy and forgiveness. A strengths-based 

approach will complement the deficit-oriented models in which most clinician’s have been 

trained and give patients and clients access to services in which their resilience rather than 

their shortcomings is privileged. 

From a scientific perspective, positive psychology is a field full of possibilities for future 

research. There are huge opportunities for young scientists to modify old and build new 

complex biopsychosocial theories about aspects of well-being. There are endless 

opportunities to empirically test hypotheses derived from these theories about the 

relationships between large sets variables and well-being. For the young scientists, in the 

field of positive psychology, here are Nobel prizes waiting to be won.  

_____________ 
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