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Abstract Positive psychological interventions (PPIs) are approaches, methods, and
intentional activities that cultivate positive behaviours, cognitions, and emotions.
PPI’s are proven to be effective and valuable, also to complement traditional inter-
ventions. Nevertheless, they are largely ignored in the context of unemployment.
This chapter first contends that PPIs should be developed for and implemented in the
unemployment context. PPIs arewarranted in this context because theymay facilitate
the well-being—and therefore also indirectly alleviate the suffering—of a vulnera-
ble population. Second, we argue that the effectiveness of PPIs can be enhanced by
using theoretical frameworks, such as the self-determination theory (SDT). As an
influential motivational theory, SDT provides a comprehensive framework for the
mechanisms (i.e. basic psychological need satisfaction) through which well-being
can be enabled. Satisfaction of the needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness
could therefore serve as key foci of PPIs, but they may also provide guidance on how
PPIs can be implemented to facilitate client adherence, engagement, and intervention
outcomes. This chapter aims to theorise on the use of SDT and basic psychologi-
cal need satisfaction to inform the content and delivery of PPIs. In doing so, the
chapter contributes to the limited literature incorporating SDT principles into PPI
interventions, in general, but also more specifically in the unemployment context.
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1 Introduction

Some things in life are bad

They can really make you mad

Other things just make you swear and curse

When you’re chewing on life’s gristle

Don’t grumble, give a whistle

And this’ll help things turn out for the best

Always Look on the Bright Side of Life

Eric Idle

Positive psychological interventions (PPIs) are intentional and simple initiatives, that
could be practised regularly to mimic the myriad healthy thoughts and behaviours
associated with naturally happy people (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013). These
initiatives foster positive emotions, thoughts and behaviour (Sin & Lyubomirsky,
2009), enhance well-being and could therefore—indirectly—alleviate suffering
(Duckworth, Steen, & Seligman, 2005). PPIs are also preventative, non-stigmatising,
easily accessible (Bolier et al., 2013) and their well-being message highly resonates
with people (Bolier & Abello, 2014).

We see PPIs as well-suited interventions to enhance people’s well-being, also
for vulnerable populations such as the unemployed. Unemployment is a problem-
atic issue around the globe: it not only has important economic and societal costs
(e.g., criminality, poverty and substance abuse), it is also a burden for unemployed
individuals themselves as they suffer from various physical (e.g. stomach aches
and headaches) and psychological ailments (e.g. depression and anxiety) (Paul &
Moser, 2009; Wanberg, 2012). Unemployed individuals could therefore use some
assistance in maintaining their well-being. Interventions for the unemployed, how-
ever, typically focus more on re-employment (Koopman, Pieterse, Bohlmeijer, &
Drossaert, 2017) or employ cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), that traditionally
aims to addressmental disorders by identifying and countering negative thoughts (see
Koopman et al., 2017). Hence, these interventions aim to directly alleviate suffering
by fostering reemployment or removing a barrier (i.e., negative thoughts) to well-
being (Duckworth et al., 2005). Although problem-based interventions are effective
(Koopman et al., 2017), individuals want more than just the absence of suffering
(Duckworth et al., 2005) and PPIs may assist the unemployed in maintaining mental
health. This in turn is also likely to support them in (keeping on) engaging in job
search behaviour. Despite the proven effectiveness of PPIs (see Bolier et al., 2013;
Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009), only one study previously used and showed the valid-
ity of the positive approach in the context of unemployment (Dambrun & Dubuy,
2014). So, more PPIs are needed in psychologically vulnerable populations, such as
the unemployed.

However, such an approach warrants a sound theoretical framework as a basis.
As a second contribution, this chapter argues that self-determination theory (SDT)
is valuable in providing such basis. This is because SDT takes a positive meta-
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theoretical approach by theorising that human beings will move towards thriving and
well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017), which is much in line with the premises of positive
psychology. SDT furthermore explains the mechanisms through which well-being is
achieved (Vansteenkiste & Mouratidis, 2016) and also supports calls from positive
psychology to investigate change mechanisms (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013; Shin
& Steger, 2014). More specifically, SDT holds that the basic psychological needs
are the nutrients required for healthy functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2017) which is
supported by recent meta-analyses (Ng et al., 2012; Van den Broeck, Ferris, Chang,
& Rosen, 2016). Although the positive activity model acknowledges that the basic
needs explain the effect of PPIs on outcomes (Lyubomirsky&Layous, 2013), a more
detailed analysis of how SDT provides a theoretical background to explain both the
effect of and the context in which PPIs succeed is needed.

In the current chapter, the strategic integration of the positive activity model of
PPIs and SDT provides a nuanced understanding of the psychological processes
through which PPIs may influence people’s well-being, specifically here: the unem-
ployed. The theoretical framework of SDT is described as the theoretical back-
bone of positive interventions to provide suggestions for positive activities aimed at
enhancing basic psychological need satisfaction among unemployed. Specifically,
the chapter extends the mediating role of need satisfaction in the positive activity
model, by positioning it as a contextual pre-requisite for effective PPIs (i.e. a mod-
erating role). In doing so, it allows shifting the focus away from problem-based
psychological interventions which mar the current body of knowledge in the unem-
ployment context to a more positive point of view.

2 Positive Psychology Interventions and the Positive
Activity Model

Positive psychology is seen as the “science of positive subjective experience, posi-
tive individual traits, and positive institutions” (Seligman &Csikszentmihalyi, 2000,
p. 5). Hence, any approach, method, or intentional activity that cultivate positive
behaviours, cognitions, and emotions can be referred to as a PPI (Sin&Lyubomirsky,
2009). PPI’s come in different kinds. Using card sorting procedures, Gorlin, Lee, and
Otto (2018) broadly categorised PPIs into six domains (with several sub-domains)
according to the conceptual overlap of the intervention content: (1) positive process-
ing of past and present events, (2) positive processing of future events, (3) gratitude,
(4) acts of kindness, (5) strength identification, and (6) goal pursuit domain. The first
two sets of strategies centre around positive processing of past, present and future
events. In these strategies, clients are tasked with talking, thinking and/or writing
about positive events that happened, is currently happening, or that they could imag-
ine happening in the future. The third and fourth sets centre around expressing grat-
itude and performing acts of kindness (Gorlin et al., 2018). These two domains are
combined in the current chapter because of its joint ability to satisfy the need for
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relatedness. While the fifth set of strategies centres around identifying and utilising
personal strengths, the final set centres around pursuing goals (Gorlin et al., 2018).

Two meta-analyses of randomised controlled studies demonstrated the capabil-
ity of PPIs in promoting well-being and alleviating depressive symptoms (Bolier
et al., 2013; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009) among various groups (i.e., clinical patients,
employees, elderly, teachers, students) in a variety of settings (i.e., campus, commu-
nity, clinic, lab, home, online, work) (Hone, Jardin, & Schofield, 2015).

Despite the proven efficacy and effectiveness of PPIs, limited studies are available
on PPIs for the unemployment setting. This is unfortunate given the need for effective
psychological interventions for this vulnerable group. One published intervention
study ventured into this domain using a positive psychology approach. Specifically,
Dambrun andDubuy (2014) tasked participants with five exercises: performing altru-
istic tasks, writing down three good things and their causes, writing and delivering
(if they wished to) a gratitude letter, identifying their strengths and using it in a
new way, and reflecting on new opportunities that transpired from others that ended.
Results showed that PPI significantly increased well-being (e.g., life satisfaction,
self-esteem) and significantly decreased psychological distress (e.g., depression, anx-
iety) (Dambrun &Dubuy, 2014). The positive psychology approach of Dambrun and
Dubuy (2014) stands in contrast to the more traditional focus of interventions try-
ing to improve chances of re-employment and/or the well-being of the unemployed
(Koopman et al., 2017). Such traditional interventions improving the skill levels of
the unemployed or the way the unemployed communicate or sell their skills may
increase the self-efficacy or employability, while interventions based on cognitive
therapy (i.e., cognitive restructuring negative thoughts into rational thoughts, avoid-
ing thinking errors, reframing active problem-solving or relaxation skills) may help
to alleviate negative thoughts. A positive approach to improving people’s well-being
may thus be complementary to a focus on avoiding suffering, particularly among
unemployed.

Although studies show that PPIs may increase well-being and decreases psycho-
logical distress, little or no information is provided about the processes through (i.e.,
how) or the conditions under which (i.e., when) these positive activities work. Sev-
eral researchers in the domain of positive psychology stressed the importance of
understanding change mechanisms as they enable the design of even more effective
interventions (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013; Shin & Steger, 2014; Smith, Harrison,
Kurtz, & Bryant, 2014). Given that current PPIs have only small to moderate effects
immediately after cessation of the intervention and small (for well-being) and non-
significant (for ill-being) over the longer term (see Bolier et al., 2013), increasing
the effectiveness of PPIs would be helpful.1

1“A composite moderate and statistically significant effect size (Cohen’s d) was observed for sub-
jective well-being d= 0.34 (95% CI [0.22, 0.45], p < .01). For psychological well-being, Cohen’s d
was 0.20 (95% CI [0.09, 0.30], p < .01) and for depression d= 0.23 (95% CI [0.09, 0.38], p < .01),
which can be considered as small. For those studies examining effects from three to six months
(short-term follow-up), the random-effects model demonstrated small but significant effects in com-
parison with the control groups for subjective well-being (Cohen’s d 0.22, 95% CI [0.05, 0.38], p
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In an attempt to address the concern about mechanisms, Lyubomirsky and Layous
(2013) developed the positive activity model. This model postulates that “positive
activities are positive for an individual only to the extent that they stimulate increases
in positive emotions, positive thoughts, positive behaviours, and need satisfaction,
which in turn increase happiness” (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013, p. 60). The role
of need satisfaction as an explanatory mechanism for the effects of PPI was echoed
by Van Zyl and Rothmann (2014) in the development of a conceptual model for
happiness interventions. Furthermore, Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013) argue that
features of the positive activity (e.g., dosage, variety), features of the person (e.g.,
personality, effort) and the person-activity fit impact on the degree to which the
engagement in PPIs increase people’s well-being. This chapter wants to go one step
further and suggest that the basic psychological needs as defined in SDT,maynot only
the crucial mechanism in explaining why PPIs have a positive impact on people’s
well-being (i.e., mediation effect) but also when this is the case (i.e., moderation
effect). In doing so, a deeper and more elaborate understanding of the effectiveness
of PPIs is provided through elaborating on the role of need satisfaction—as defined
in self-determination theory—in the positive activity model.

3 Need Satisfaction in Self-determination Theory

Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000), is a motivation theory that
builds on a positive organismic dialectic meta-theory. Specifically, SDT starts from
the assumption that people have the propensity to be active (rather than re-active)
organisms who want to grow and develop and interact with their environment (rather
than beingmere controlled by it) (Deci&Ryan, 2000; Ryan&Deci, 2017). However,
despite this positive propensity, according to SDT, people may also become passive
and/or counterproductive (Ryan & Deci, 2000). People’s natural growth-orientation
may thus not be taken for granted; it requires fundamental nutrients. Just like plants
need water, sunshine and minerals to flourish, SDT advances that people need to be
satisfied with their basic psychological needs to thrive (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Based on the accumulation of empirical research (Deci&Ryan, 2000), three needs
are considered to be essential: the needs for autonomy, the need for competence
and the need for relatedness.2 The need for autonomy is defined as individuals’
inherent desire to act with a sense of choice and volition, that is, to be the author of
one’s actions and to feel psychologically free (Deci & Ryan, 2000). For example,
when feeling satisfied in the need for autonomy, the unemployed would experience

< .01) and for psychological well-being (0.16, 95% CI [0.02, 0.30], p = .03). The effect was not
significant for depression (0.17, 95% CI [−0.06, 0.39], p = .15)” (Bolier et al., 2013, p. 11).
2In order to be classified as a psychological need, a need must consistently promote psychological
growth, internalisation, and well-being across different cultures—beyond the variance explained by
other proposed needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Thus far, empirical research provided evidence for the
essential role of the three needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness (Sheldon, Elliot, Kim,
& Kasser, 2001; Van den Broeck et al. 2016).
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a sense of control over decisions to apply for a job such that their decisions reflect
their wishes. However, on average, the unemployed may be more prone to low need
satisfaction. Their daily activitiesmay feelmore like a chain of ‘musts’ and ‘shoulds’,
undermining their need for autonomy (Vansteenkiste & Van den Broeck, 2018). The
need for competence is the desire to feel capable of mastering the environment and to
bring about desired outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Actively seeking out challenges
helps people to develop their skills and adapt to complex and changing environments.
For example, when they would feel competent, the unemployed experience a sense
of confidence and feel capable and energised to pursue an activity (e.g., going for an
interview). However, constantly facing rejections, the unemployed may experience
rather low levels of competence satisfaction (Vansteenkiste&Van denBroeck, 2018).
Finally, the need for relatedness is the inherent propensity to feel connected to others,
that is, to be a member of a group, to love and care and be loved and cared for
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). The need for relatedness is satisfied if people experience
a sense of communion and maintain close and intimate relationships. For example,
unemployedwhowould experience a sense of closeness and being connected to those
who support them in coping with the frustrations accompanying unemployment,
would feel related. However, after a while, most unemployed feel isolated from
external networks and may experience little satisfaction of their need for relatedness
(Vansteenkiste & Van den Broeck, 2018).

According to SDT, the basic needs are universal propensities (Deci&Ryan, 2000).
As all individuals are endowed with these needs, rather than focusing on differences
in need strength, SDT pays particular attention to the degree in which one can satisfy
the basic needs and argues that satisfaction of the basic needs is beneficial for all
individuals. Further, although some individuals may report desiring far less of a par-
ticular need than other individuals, all individuals will suffer when any of the needs
are thwarted. Two recent meta-analyses already provided robust evidence of the pos-
itive relationship between basic need satisfaction and well-being (e.g., less anxiety,
more engagement) and behavioural (e.g., exercising, performance) outcomes among
health-care patients and employees (Ng et al., 2012; Van den Broeck et al., 2016).
Cross-cultural research supported that basic need satisfaction associates positively
with well-being outcomes such as subjective well-being and lower symptoms of
psychopathology across diverse cultures (e.g. Chen et al., 2015; Church et al., 2013;
Sheldon, Abad & Omoile, 2009; Sheldon et al., 2004).

Some studies already provide the first evidence that satisfaction of the basic needs
also supports unemployed individuals’ well-being, job search and the quality of
the jobs they find. A qualitative study among people with mental health problems,
participating in greenwork on care farms to become re-employed, showed that people
benefitted from having choices and from pursuing personal interests when picking
daily tasks (i.e. satisfying the need for autonomy), being challenged and finding
solutions to the problems they encounter (i.e. satisfying the need for competence)
and being understood and acknowledged by the farmer and the inclusion of a group
of workers (i.e. satisfying the need for relatedness). In short, feeling supported in
their needs and experiencing need satisfaction resulted in improved well-being and
new found motivation and aspirations for the future (Ellingsen-Dalskau, Morken,
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Fig. 1 Theoretical model of positive psychology interventions and basic needs satisfaction

Berget, & Pedersen, 2016). Quantitatively it was also shown that unemployed people
who experience autonomy, become more autonomously motivated, which in turn
increases their job search intensity, self-regulation and exploration (Koen, Klehe,
Van Vianen, Zikic, & Nauta, 2010). Although more research is warranted, to further
establish the importance of basic needs for the unemployed, initial research thus
shows the value of need satisfaction in improving their functioning.

4 The Role of Positive Psychology Interventions to Satisfy
Basic Psychological Needs

In this chapter, as outlined in Fig. 1, we advance that SDT’s basic needs serve as an
underlying mechanism (i.e., ‘why’) of the different sets of strategies of PPIs, but that
SDT’s notion of need support also sheds light on the conditions under which (i.e.,
‘when’) this is the case.

First, building on previous suggestions (e.g., Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013), it is
agreed that PPIs have a need supportive function such that the engagement in PPIs
helps individuals to satisfy the basic needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness.
While the positive activity model depicts the satisfaction of the basic needs (as one
mechanism) next to the experience of positive emotions, thoughts and behaviours (as
alternative mechanisms), based on SDT, it is argued that positive emotions, thoughts
and behaviours both leads to (and transpire from) experiences of need satisfaction
rather than need satisfaction being parallel to them in the psychological process. For
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example, developing optimistic thoughts (i.e. positive thoughts about your compe-
tence) leads to the satisfaction of the need for competence, which in turn leads to
more mastering thoughts. In short, engaging in the different types of PPIs provides
individuals, such as the unemployed, not only with the opportunity to enhance pos-
itive emotions, thoughts and behaviours but also with opportunities to satisfy their
needs for autonomy and—perhaps most importantly—the need for competence and
the need for relatedness.

Second, although all PPIs are designed to bring about positive changes, it is
contended that they may have no or even unintended effects when they are delivered
in a wrong way: the (interpersonal) context in which people engage in PPIs plays a
big role. People can engage in PPIs themselves, but often they are also guided by
a counsellor. In the latter case, it is important for counsellors to be need supportive
and should deliver the PPIs in a need supporting way. In the following section, how
the different types of PPIs have the potential to satisfy people’s basic psychological
needs are described and continue to argue how the (interpersonal) contexts in which
PPIs are implemented may further help or hinder the need supporting nature of PPIs.

5 Need Satisfaction in Explaining the Impact of Different
PPI Strategies

5.1 Need Satisfaction in Positive Processing of Past, Present,
and Future Events PPIs

A popular PPI in the set of strategies around the positive processing of past, present,
and future events participants is to list positive events and attribute causes to it (“three
good things”) (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). Unemployed clients, for
example, are asked to write down three positive things that happened to them on
a particular day and to link each of these events with one or more causes. Instruc-
tions could include that they specifically indicate how they influenced these positive
outcomes. Keeney (2009) refers to this as “basking in achievement” (i.e. attribut-
ing personal achievement to internal causes). So, if the unemployed submitted job
applications, they could indicate how they chose the job and how their CV-writing
or IT-skills enabled them to submit the application or how their competencies fit the
vacancy which means that they possess sought-after characteristics. By noticing and
appreciating (i.e., savouring) these positive mastery experiences the need for auton-
omy and competence is satisfied. Clients could also link the events with external
relational causes. In this way they acknowledge the role of others in enabling them
to experience positive events (Keeney, 2009) and satisfy the need for relatedness.

Whereas in the previous activities, participants practised savouring strategies in
which they noticed and appreciated past positive experiences, they could equally
be encouraged to savour present or (imagined) future positive experiences (Smith
et al., 2014). For example, clients are asked to savour these experiences as and when
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they happen (Hurley & Kwon, 2012) as well as to actively ‘look for’ these moments
to savour during the day (Bryant & Veroff, 2007). One future-focused savouring
activity is the best possible self (Seligman et al., 2005) activity. In the context of
unemployment, clients are asked to write about a time when they are at their best
(e.g., being a good student or being employed) and then to reflect on the strengths they
display during that time (e.g., curiosity or learning-orientation). They are encouraged
to frequently review thiswritten narrative and the strengths displayed,which provides
them with a sense of competence.

Similarly, unemployed clients may be asked to imagine their best-possible life in
the future: a moment where everything turned out as planned and things are going
as well as it possibly could because the individual has worked hard to, and achieved,
their goals. They can write about this best-possible future self (King, 2001) and may
write down goals to help them achieve this outcome (Shin & Steger, 2014). Such
challenges are key to satisfying the need for competence. Imagining a future, they
would like to achieve, also satisfies the need for autonomy and depending on with
whom a future is imagined, it could also satisfy the need for relatedness.

Different other interventions exist to help people positive process past, present,
and future events. For example, in slightly different versions of acknowledging posi-
tive events (Lyubomirsky, Sousa,&Dickerhoof, 2006), unemployed clients are asked
to re-experience one or more positive events that occurred (e.g., being invited to an
interview or making a new friend at job seeker events) as vividly as possible in their
minds (i.e. mental imagery). Alternatively, positive thinking with hope-based cogni-
tive restructuring (Rashid, 2008) clients are asked to reflect on a situation in which a
negative event (e.g., an unsuccessful job interview) led to unanticipated positive out-
comes (i.e., being more confident in interviews or creating a new network for future
job leads), with subsequent rehearsal of this memory. Depending on the content of
the instructions or the counselling conversations, these activities have the potential
to satisfy the needs for competence and relatedness or both. Another strategy is to
be fully ‘present’ in the moment, while developing some positive statements about
themselves. Once again, one could be encouraged to develop statements reflecting
mastery of their environment (e.g., “I can develop the skills required by a prospective
employer”) or (e.g., “I am a valued member of my community”) to satisfy the needs
for competence and relatedness or both.

5.2 Expressing Gratitude and Performing Acts of Kindness

Gratitude is an emotion that transpires from one person acknowledging that (s)he
received something valuable from another person. Gratitude serves to build, regulate
and strengthen relationships (Algoe & Stanton, 2011) and plays a valuable role in the
satisfaction of the need for relatedness (i.e., being loved and cared for). So, strategies
encouraging the expression of gratitude to others (Lomas, Froh, Emmons, Mishra,
& Bono, 2014) contributes to need satisfaction. In the context of unemployment,
clients may be asked to write a letter to someone whom they feel gratitude is due, but
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never expressed this gratitude to. The counsellor can then afford them the opportunity
to deliver this letter, if (s)he wanted to, to the intended recipient. Relatedness also
reflects a need to love and care for others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). So, strate-
gies encouraging acts of kindness or altruistic activities (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, &
Schkade, 2005; Magyar-Moe, 2009) also contribute to perceived need satisfaction.
Unemployed clients may, for example, be encouraged to perform acts of kindness
(e.g., volunteering) frequently and to record these acts as a means of savouring.

5.3 Need Satisfaction in Identifying and Utilising Personal
Strengths PPIs

Strength-based interventions are commonly used by positive psychology practition-
ers (Louis & Lopez, 2014, Seligman et al., 2005). In such interventions, clients iden-
tify perceived strengths and are encouraged to either use their top strengths more
(or instead more effectively), or in new or different ways (Louis & Lopez, 2014).
In the case of unemployment, counsellors can for example encourage unemployed
clients to use their strength of perseverance in job applications to also persevere
in improving their qualifications. In this way, a difficult task is approached using
what people are good at which enhances perceived mastery and provides them with
the opportunity to build new skills, which again satisfies the need for competence.
Similarly, the counsellor can encourage clients to use, for example, their kindness
strength to demonstrate love and care for others more often satisfying the need for
relatedness.

5.4 Need Satisfaction in Pursuing Goals PPIs

The last set of PPIs centre around goals, which may satisfy the need for competence.
This involves setting clear expectations, creating a detailed step-by-step plan and pro-
viding desired assistance, guidance, information and feedback as a way to guide the
goal-setting and goal-achievement process (Vansteenkiste &Van den Broeck, 2018).
Competence is herein also nurtured by the provision of structure and using action
coaching. This is a positive approach to coaching in which clients create realistic
goals and action plans, monitor and evaluate progress towards goals achievement,
and make adjustments as necessary with the support of the coach (Gorlin et al.,
2018). Some of these coaching initiatives include the identification and utilisation
of strengths (e.g., Madden, Green, & Grant, 2011; Van Zyl & Stander, 2013) in a
way that strengths supported the achievement of goals (Linley & Harrington, 2006)
and satisfied the need for competence. Working together with the coach could also
contribute to relatedness satisfaction (Table 1).
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Table 1 Overview of needs supportive PPI strategies

Positive psychology
intervention

Application in unemployment and need satisfaction

Positive processing of
past, present, and future
events PPIs

Write down good things: submitted a job application for a job one
wants (i.e. autonomy) and how one’s skills enabled one to apply and
matches the sought-after skills (i.e. competence). Acknowledge
support of significant other/s in the process (i.e. relatedness)

Write about a time when one was a good student or employed and
reflect on the strengths one displayed during that time (e.g., curiosity
or learning-orientation) (i.e. competence)
Imagine one’s best-possible life in the future: for example, a
moment where one achieved the desired goal of being employed
(i.e. autonomy) because one worked hard to this challenging goal
(i.e. competence)

Re-experience positive events as vividly as possible in their minds:
for example, being invited to an interview (i.e. competence) or
making a new friend at job seeker events (i.e. relatedness)

Expressing gratitude and
performing acts of
kindness

Write a letter to someone to whom gratitude is due, but never
expressed. Deliver this letter to the intended recipient if one wishes
to do so (i.e. relatedness)
Frequently perform acts of kindness (e.g. volunteering in the
community) and record these acts (i.e. relatedness)

Identifying and utilising
personal strengths PPIs

Use one’s strength of perseverance in job applications to also
persevere in improving one’s qualifications (i.e. competence)
Use kindness strength to demonstrate love and care for others more
often (i.e. relatedness)

Pursuing goals PPIs Set clear expectations, create a detailed step-by-step plan (i.e.
competence) and accept assistance, guidance, information and
feedback from a career coach (if desired) (i.e. relatedness)

However, as outlined in Fig. 1, not only the engagement in the PPIs in and of itself,
but also the context in which PPIs are provided may matter for need satisfaction to
occur. The authors argue that a need supporting context is essential for PPIs to be able
to satisfy the basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness.

5.5 Need Satisfaction in the Context in Which PPIs Take
Place

In their positive-activity model, Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013) argued that the
degree to which PPIs increase people’s well-being, depends on several features of
the activity, of the person engaging in PPIs and on the fit between the person and
the activity. For example, PPIs are said to be more effective when people not only
engage in one, but a variety of PPIs (i.e. features of the activity), when they put effort
into it (i.e. features of the person) and when people enjoy the PPIs (i.e. an indication
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of fit). Many of these influencing features can be understood from the perspective of
autonomy support or—termed more broadly—need support.

Narrowly defined, autonomy support includes (a) the acknowledgement of peo-
ple’s feelings, (b) the provision of a rationale for rules and demands, and (c) the offer-
ing of choice and opportunities for initiative taking (Mageau et al., 2015). Autonomy-
supportive counsellors, for example, would give the unemployed as much choice as
possible (e.g. on which types of jobs they would apply), provide a rationale when
necessary (e.g. explain that the unemployed individual needs to look for at least some
type of job in order not to lose unemployment benefits) and engage in the interac-
tion in a warm, empathic and compassionate way such that the unemployed can be
themselves as much as possible. Autonomy support is not only suggested to satisfy
the need for autonomy, but also the needs for relatedness and competence. There-
fore it is also termed more broadly as need support (e.g., Rocchi, Pelletier, Cheung,
Baxter, & Beaudry, 2017; Standage, Duda, &Ntoumanis, 2005). Counsellors can for
example also support the need for relatedness when they respect and have an interest
in the unemployed and build a warm relationship. They may also support the need
for competence among unemployed by guiding them through activities of increasing
difficulty that the unemployed can do, but also allow them to grow and improve.

The perspective of need support fits very well with the features of the activity and
person that may moderate the well-being effects of PPI as outlined in the positive
activity model (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013). Moreover, a need-supportive per-
spective may also extend the number of potentially moderating features. First, when
discussing the effects of dosage, Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013, p. 59) argue that
“perhaps when people are free to choose their happiness-increasing activities, they
do not view the activities as cumbersome and gladly perform them for longer and
more often”. Moreover, they also note that when people deliberately chose particular
PPIs (i.e. an aspect of the personal characteristic of motivation), they experience high
levels of well-being. Both these aspects tap into the provision of choice, which is
a key aspect of autonomy support. Providing choice in the offering of PPIs may be
particularly beneficial in interventions among unemployed as they may experience
few opportunities to choose what they want to do, for example because they have to
complywith different rules and regulations to keep their employment benefits or fit in
their social environment. The inclusion of PPIs may therefore maximise the opportu-
nities to make choices in interventions among unemployed (Deci, Connell, & Ryan,
1989;Wehmeyer, 2014). Specifically, autonomy-supportive counsellorsmay provide
information about different PPIs and encourage clients to make a choice and to initi-
ate actions (Su&Reeve, 2011). Clients could for example choose between the type of
activity (i.e., savouring or using strengths), the mode (i.e., thinking/talking/writing),
frequency (i.e., daily/weekly) and duration (i.e., weeks/months) of engaging in PPIs.

It is important to balance choice within the larger framework of the interven-
tion goals. For example, the client may prefer shorter interventions but studies have
shown that PPIs are more effective when longer in duration (i.e. eight weeks or
longer) (Bolier et al., 2013; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009; Chakhssi, Kraiss, Sommers-
Spijkerman, & Bohlmeijer, 2018). Achieving a balance may be possible when coun-
sellors providemeaningful rationales for requests during the interventions. For exam-
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ple, counsellors may explain why longer interventions could be better. Similarly, as
some clients may perceive interventions as uninteresting or unappealing, providing
rationales why these activities can be useful or valuable likely enhances their success
(Hadré & Reeve, 2009).

Autonomy-supportive counsellors may also take people’s perspective and nurture
inner motivational resources. They become aware of the interests and preferences
of clients and take these into account as much as possible. Positive psychology
literature also emphasises the importance of person-activity fit and personalising
PPIs to enhance effectiveness (Scheuller, 2014; Sin &Lyubomirsky, 2009; Sin, Della
Porta, & Lyubomirsky, 2011). In a similar vein, counsellors also need to listen to,
rather than ignore, negative feelings (e.g., complaints or disagreement), about the
activities and acknowledge that these are valid reactions to doing something that is
difficult or less enjoyable (Hadré & Reeve, 2009; Su & Reeve, 2011).

Apart from supporting the need for autonomy, the PPIs may also be presented in
a way or context supporting the need for relatedness. According to Lyubomirsky and
Layous (2013) social support is an essential aspect of the positive-activity model,
both as a feature of the activity and the person. Peers and broader social environment
are imperative to bring about the positive effects of PPIs: people surrounding the
unemployed may support the unemployed in seeking their strengths and celebrate
with them when they perform the gratitude exercise, or support them in engaging in
PPIs (Lyubomirsky&Layous, 2013). As such, peers, friends and familymay provide
a relatedness supporting context for the unemployed. Counsellors toomay encourage
unemployed to seek social support in engaging in PPIs and may support the need
for relatedness themselves too. This may stand in sharp contrast to the conditional
regard unemployment counsellors may use towards the unemployed in threatening
with sanctions or induce guilt when they don’t search (hard enough) for a job (Van
Parys, 2016).

Finally, counsellors may implement PPIs in a way that maximises the satisfaction
of the need for competence. Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013) argue that people
benefit most if they practice of multiple activities, potentially because this provides
them with different challenges and a myriad of experiences of being effective in
different ways, which add to competence satisfaction. Lyubomirsky and Layous
(2013) furthermore noticed that some activities serve as better starter activities than
others. For example, based on the research of Layous, Lee, Choi, and Lyubomirsky
(2013), they concluded that starting with bigger exercises such as writing a gratitude
letter may be more beneficial than starting with doing acts of kindness, because
expressing gratitude to someone may show a bigger impact and therefore provide
peoplewithmore competence at the start of PPIs than several smaller acts of kindness.
Hence, including PPIs in interventions may be highly beneficial for the unemployed,
who often lack feelings of self-efficacy and effectance. Being able to engage in small
activities as planned and seeing the immediate results of these activities that are
challenging at first may particularly nurture their needs, which then allows them to
thrive.
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6 Conclusion

The current chapter aimed to argue for the introduction of PPIs in the interventions
among unemployed, using SDT as a theoretical framework. First, it was argued that
PPIs might be particularly welcome in complementing the interventions focused on
re-employment or the few interventions that aim to improve unemployed people’s
well-being byminimising their suffering. PPIs such as the gratitude exercise, thinking
about one’s strength, adopting goals, and performing acts of kindness may directly
satisfy the need for competence, the need for relatedness and—perhaps also to a lesser
degree—the need for autonomy. Moreover, the (social) context in which PPIs are
enactedmay further stimulate thewell-being effects of PPIs by being need supportive.
Although several scholars have touched theoretically on the role of need satisfaction
and need support (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) and initial empirical studies have
provided first evidence for their role in PPIs (Nelson et al., 2014), it is hoped that
this chapter may further stimulate researchers and practitioners alike to adopt SDT
in studying and implementing PPIs among unemployed.

References

Algoe, S. B., & Stanton, A. L. (2011). Gratitudewhen it is neededmost: Social functions of gratitude
in women with metastatic breast cancer. Emotion, 12, 163–168.

Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal attachments
as a fundamental human motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117(3), 497–529.

Bolier, L., & Abello, K. M. (2014). Online positive psychological interventions: State of the art
and future directions. In A. C. Parks, & Schueller, S. M. (Eds.), The Wiley Blackwell handbook
of positive psychological interventions (pp. 286–309). West Sussex, England: Wiley.

Bolier, L., Haverman, M., Westerhof, G. J., Riper, H., Smit, F., & Bohlmeijer, E. (2013). Positive
psychology interventions: Ameta-analysis of randomized controlled studies.BMCPublicHealth,
13(119), 1–20.

Bryant, F. B., & Veroff, J. (2007). Savoring: A new model of positive experience. Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Chakhssi, F., Kraiss, J. T., Sommers-Spijkerman, M., & Bohlmeijer, E. T. (2018). The effect of
positive psychology interventions on well-being and distress in clinical samples with psychiatric
or somatic disorders: A systematic review and meta-analysis. BMC Psychiatry, 18(1), 211.

Chen, B., Vansteenkiste, M., Beyers, W., Boone, L., Deci, E. L., Van der Kaap-Deeder, J., …
Verstuyf, J. (2015). Basic psychological need satisfaction, need frustration, and need strength
across four cultures.Motivation and Emotion, 39(2), 216–236.

Church, A. T., Katigbak, M. S., Locke, K. D., Zhang, H.-S., Shen, J., Vargas-Flores, J. D., …
Ching, C. M. (2013). Need satisfaction and wellbeing: Testing self-determination theory in eight
cultures. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 44, 507–534.

Dambrun, M., & Dubuy, A. (2014). A positive psychology intervention among long-term unem-
ployed people and its effects on psychological distress and well-being. Journal of Employment
Counselling, 51, 75–88.

Deci, E. L., Connell, J. P., & Ryan, R. M. (1989). Self-determination at work. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 7(4), 580–590.



Self-determination and Positive Psychology Interventions … 65

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The ‘what’ and ‘why’ of goal pursuits: Human needs and the
self-determination of behavior. Psychological Inquiry, 11(4), 227–268.

Duckworth,A. L., Steen, T.A.,&Seligman,M.E. P. (2005). Positive psychology in clinical practice.
Annual Review of Clinical Psychology, 1, 629–651.

Ellingsen-Dalskau, L. H., Morken, M., Berget, B., & Pedersen, I. (2016). Autonomy support and
need satisfaction in prevocational programs on care farms: The self-determination theory per-
spective.Work, 53(1), 73–85.

Gorlin, E. I., Lee, J., & Otto, M. W. (2018). A topographical map approach to representing treat-
ment efficacy: A focus on positive psychology interventions. Cognitive Behavior Therapy, 47(1),
34–42.

Hadré, P. L., & Reeve, J. (2009). Training corporate managers to adopt a more autonomy-supportive
motivating style toward employees: An intervention study. International Journal of Training and
Development, 13(3), 165–184.

Hone, L. C., Jarden, A., & Schofield, G. M. (2015). An evaluation of positive psychology interven-
tion effectiveness trials using the re-aim framework: A practice-friendly review. The Journal of
Positive Psychology, 10(4), 303–322.

Hurley, D. B., & Kwon, P. (2012). Results’ self-of a study to increase savoring the moment: Dif-
ferential impact on positive and negative outcomes. Journal of Happiness Studies, 13, 579–588.

Keeney, J. (2009). Savoring success: Effects of basking and acknowledgment of others in response
to achievement. Unpublished master’s thesis. Michigan State University, East Lansing, MI.

King, L.A. (2001). The health benefits ofwriting about life goals.Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 27, 798–807.

Koen, J., Klehe, U.-C., Van Vianen, A. E. M., Zikic, J., & Nauta, A. (2010). Job-search strategies
and reemployment quality. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 77(1), 126–139.

Koopman, M. Y., Pieterse, M. E., Bohlmeijer, E. T., & Drossaert, C. H. C. (2017). Mental health
promoting Interventions for the unemployed: a systematic review of applied techniques and
effectiveness. International Journal of Mental Health Promotion, 19(4), 202–223.

Layous,K., Lee,H.,Choi, I.,&Lyubomirsky, S. (2013).Culturematterswhendesigning a successful
happiness-increasing activity: A comparison of the United States and South Korea. Journal of
Cross-Cultural Psychology, 44(8), 1294–1303.

Linley, P. A., &Harrington, S. (2006). Strengths coaching: A potential-guided approach to coaching
psychology. International Coaching Review, 1(1), 37–46.

Lomas, T., Froh, J. F., Emmons, R. A., Mishra, A., & Bono, G. (2014). Gratitude interventions: A
review and future agenda. In A. C. Parks, & S.M. Schueller (Eds.), TheWiley Blackwell handbook
of positive psychological interventions (pp. 3–19). West Sussex, England: Wiley.

Louis, M. C., & Lopez, S. J. (2014). Strengths interventions: Current progress and future directions.
In A. C. Parks, & S. M. Schueller (Eds.), TheWiley Blackwell handbook of positive psychological
interventions (pp. 66–89). West Sussex, England: Wiley.

Lyubomirsky, S., & Layous, K. (2013). How do simple positive activities increase well-being?
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 22(1), 57–62.

Lyubomirsky, S., Sheldon, K. M., & Schkade, D. (2005). Pursuing happiness: The architecture of
sustainable change. Review of General Psychology, 9, 111–131.

Lyubomirsky, S., Sousa, L., & Dickerhoof, R. (2006). The costs and benefits of writing, talking,
and thinking about life’s triumphs and defeats. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90,
692–708.

Madden, W., Green, S., & Grant, A. M. (2011). A pilot study evaluating strengths-based coaching
for primary school students: Enhancing engagement and hope. International Coaching Review,
6(1), 71–130.

Mageau, G. A., Ranger, F., Joussemet, M., Koestner, R., Moreau, E., & Forest, J. (2015). Validation
of the perceived parental autonomy support scale (P-PASS). Canadian Journal of Behavioural
Science, 47(3), 251–262.

Magyar-Moe, J. L. (2009). Therapist’s guide to positive psychological interventions. San Diego,
CA: Elsevier Academic Press.



66 L. van der Vaart and A. Van den Broeck

Nelson, S. K., Della-Porta, M. D., Bao, K. J., Lee, H. C., Choi, I., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2014). ‘It’s
up to you’: Experimentally manipulated autonomy support for prosocial behaviour improves
well-being in two cultures over six weeks. Journal of Positive Psychology, 10(5), 1–14.

Ng, J. Y. Y., Ntoumanis, N., Thogersen-Ntoumani, C., Deci, E. L., Ryan, R. M., Duda, J. L., et al.
(2012). Self-determination theory applied to health contexts: A meta-analysis. Perspectives on
Psychological Science, 7(4), 325–340.

Paul, K. I., & Moser, K. (2009). Unemployment impairs mental health: Meta-analyses. Journal of
Vocational Behavior, 74(3), 264–282.

Rashid, T. (2008). Positive psychotherapy. In S. J. Lopez (Ed.), Positive psychology: Exploring the
best in people (Vol. 4, pp. 187–217). Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers.

Rocchi, M., Pelletier, L., Cheung, S., Baxter, D., & Beaudry, S. (2017). Assessing need-supportive
and need-thwarting interpersonal behaviours: The interpersonal behaviours questionnaire (IBQ).
Personality and Individual Differences, 104, 423–433.

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic moti-
vation, social development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68–78.

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-determination theory: Basic psychological needs in moti-
vation, development, and wellness. New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

Scheuller, S. M. (2014). Person-activity fit in positive psychological interventions. In A. C. Parks,
& S. M. Schueller (Eds.), The Wiley Blackwell handbook of positive psychological interventions
(pp. 385–402). West Sussex, England: Wiley.

Seligman,M.E. P.,&Csikszentmihalyi,M. (2000). Positive psychology:An introduction.American
Psychologist, 55(1), 5–14.

Seligman, M. E. P., Steen, T. A., Park, N., & Peterson, C. (2005). Positive psychology progress:
Empirical validation of interventions. American Psychologist, 60, 410–421.

Sheldon, K. M., Abad, N., & Omoile, J. (2009). Testing self-determination theory via Nigerian and
Indian adolescents. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 33(5), 451–459.

Sheldon, K. M., Elliot, A. J., Kim, Y., & Kasser, T. (2001). What is satisfying about satisfying
events? Testing 10 candidate psychological needs. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
80(2), 325–339.

Sheldon, K. M., Elliot, A. J., Ryan, R. M., Chirkov, V., Kim, Y., Wu, C., … Sun, Z. (2004). Self-
concordance and subjective well-being in four cultures. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology,
35(2), 209–223.

Shin, J. Y., & Steger, M. F. (2014). Promoting meaning and purpose in life. In A. C. Parks, &
S. M. Schueller (Eds.), The Wiley Blackwell handbook of positive psychological interventions
(pp. 90–110). West Sussex, England: Wiley.

Sin, N. L., Della Porta, M. D., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2011). Tailoring positive psychology interven-
tions to treat depressed individuals. In S. I. Donaldson, M. Csikszentmihalyi, & J. Nakamura
(Eds.), Applied positive psychology: Improving everyday life, health, schools, work, and society
(pp. 79–96). New York, NY: Routledge.

Sin, N. L., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2009). Enhancing well-being and alleviating depressive symptoms
with positive psychology interventions: A practice friendly meta-analysis. Journal of Clinical
Psychology, 65, 467–487.

Smith, J. L., Harrison, P. R., Kurtz, J. L., & Bryant, F. B. (2014). Nurturing the capacity to savor:
Interventions to enhance the enjoyment of positive experiences. In A. C. Parks, & S.M. Schueller
(Eds.), The Wiley Blackwell handbook of positive psychological interventions (pp. 42–65). West
Sussex, England: Wiley.

Standage, M., Duda, J. L., & Ntoumanis, N. (2005). A test of self-determination theory in school
physical education. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 75(3), 411–433.

Su,Y.-L.,&Reeve, J. (2011).Ameta-analysis of the effectiveness of intervention programs designed
to support autonomy. Educational Psychology Review, 23(1), 159–188.

Van den Broeck, A., Ferris, D. L., Chang, C.-H., & Rosen, C. C. (2016). A review of self-
determination theory’s basic psychological needs at work. Journal of Management, 42(5),
1195–1229.



Self-determination and Positive Psychology Interventions … 67

Van Parys, L. (2016). On the street-level implementation of ambiguous activation policy: How
caseworkers reconcile responsibility and autonomy and affect their clients’ motivation (Doctoral
dissertation). Retrieved from Lirias. LIRIAS1873197.

Van Zyl, L. E., & Rothmann, S. (2014). Towards happiness interventions: Construct clarification
and intervention methodologies. Journal of Psychology in Africa, 24(4), 327–341.

VanZyl, L. E.,&Stander,M.W. (2013). A strengths-based approach towards coaching in amulticul-
tural environment. In J. Cornelius-White, R.Motschnig-Pitrik, &M. Lux (Eds.), Interdisciplinary
handbook of the person-centered approach. New York, NY: Springer.

Vansteenkiste, M., & Mouratidis, A. (2016). Emerging trends and future directions for the field of
motivation psychology: A special issue in honor of Prof. Dr. Willy Lens. Psychologica Belgica,
56(3), 317–341.

Vansteenkiste, M., & Van den Broeck, A. (2018). Understanding the motivational dynamics among
unemployed individuals: Refreshing insights for the self-determination theory perspective. In U.
Klehe & E. A. J. van Hooft (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of job loss and job search. Oxford,
England: Oxford University Press.

Wanberg, C. R. (2012). The individual experience of unemployment. Annual Review of Psychology,
63(1), 369–396.

Wehmeyer, M. L. (2014). Self-determination: A family affair. Family Relations, 63, 178–184.

Leoni van der Vaart (Ph.D.) completed both her Ph.D. and Master’s degrees in Human Resource
Management and Industrial/Organisational Psychology. She is a lecturer and researcher at the
North-West University and has a passion for understanding employee/job seeker attitudes and
behaviour from a motivational perspective. Leoni is an active researcher with publications in peer-
reviewed journals and presentations at international conferences and has experience in the tertiary
education environment, both as lecturer and researcher. She is a registered psychological counsel-
lor (category: independent practitioner) a registered intern psychologist (category: organisational
psychology) with the Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA), and human resource
professional (category: learning and development) with the South African Board of People Prac-
tices (SABPP). She also serves on the higher education committee of the SABPP.

Anja Van den Broeck is a work and motivation psychologist. She obtained her PhD in work and
organizational psychology from the KU Leuven in 2010. She is currently an associate professor
at the Faculty of Economics and Business at the KU Leuven. Her research goal is to examine
how, and under which circumstances individuals may thrive at work. In her research, she unravels
the interplay between job design, well-being and motivation. She successfully attracted research
grants at the national (FWO, BOF) and international (Vlir-Uos) level. She has published over 40
articles in international journals such as Journal of Management, Journal of Vocational Behavior,
Work & Stress and the Academy of Management Annals. She presents her work at several con-
ferences, including a showcase symposium at the 2014 AOM Conference on job design. She is
a member of the editorial boards of Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology and
European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology. She frequently serves as a reviewer
for other journals such as Journal of Applied Psychology and Journal of Organizational Behavior,
as well as conferences such as SIOP and AOM, where she got awarded as a best reviewer award
in 2014. Apart from her scholarly interest, Anja engages in sharing her knowledge with a broader
audience, for example by developing a manual for motivational HR-practices for older employees,
newspaper contributions on burnout and her blog: anjavandenbroeck.wordpress.com.


	Self-determination and Positive Psychology Interventions: An Extension of the Positive Activity Model in the Context of Unemployment
	1 Introduction
	2 Positive Psychology Interventions and the Positive Activity Model
	3 Need Satisfaction in Self-determination Theory
	4 The Role of Positive Psychology Interventions to Satisfy Basic Psychological Needs
	5 Need Satisfaction in Explaining the Impact of Different PPI Strategies
	5.1 Need Satisfaction in Positive Processing of Past, Present, and Future Events PPIs
	5.2 Expressing Gratitude and Performing Acts of Kindness
	5.3 Need Satisfaction in Identifying and Utilising Personal Strengths PPIs
	5.4 Need Satisfaction in Pursuing Goals PPIs
	5.5 Need Satisfaction in the Context in Which PPIs Take Place

	6 Conclusion
	References




