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Benefits of positive emotions 
Positive emotions are important signals that life is going well. In 
addition to being indicators of a good life, there is evidence that 
positive emotions have a casual influence on important outcomes. 
For example, a meta-analysis of 293 cross-sectional, longitudinal, 
and experimental studies1 found that positive emotions lead to:  

 More social support and richer social interactions.  

 Important work outcomes such as greater productivity and 
reduced absenteeism.  

 Personal outcomes including increased creativity, energy, and 
resilience.  

 Good physical health2. 

 Broadened focus, creativity, and flexible behavior, relative to 
negative and neutral emotions3-4. 

Broaden-and-build theory 

Evolutionary science suggests that emotions such as fear and 
anger draw our attention to threat and danger in our environment 
and prepare us for action (e.g., fight or flee), thus contributing to our 
ongoing survival. So, if negative emotions contribute to human 
survival, what do positive emotions do? 

Professor Fredrickson and her team provide an explanation of the 
role of positive emotions5, called the broaden-and-build theory. This 
theory has two key parts, first, that positive emotions broaden 
attention and focus. Second, broadened attention leads to 
increased engagement with the environment helping to build 
resources over time.  

- Broaden attention and focus 

Negative emotions such as fear, anger, and sadness narrow our 
attention, and tune in us in to threat and danger. In contrast, 
positive emotions widen focus and lead to broad, creative, and 
flexible thinking. Moreover, they lead to a wider range of cognitive 
and/or behavioural options or thought-action repertoires. See Box 1. 

 

 
 

 

Books 
Positivity, by Barbara Fredrickson 

Thanks, by Robert Emmons 

Savoring, by Fred Bryant 

Websites 
www.positivityratio.com 

www.iamthankful.com 

Mobile Apps 
Gratitude Journal, Happy Tapper 

Buddhify: Meditation on the go. 

Live Happy, Signal Patterns 

Online Videos 
TED Talks, Ron Gutman on the 
hidden power of smiling. 
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- Build personal resources  

The build part of the theory states that broadened attention leads to 
increased interaction with the environment. Overtime this helps 
build enhanced psychological, social, intellectual, and physical 
resources. For example, feeling curious may lead to exploration and 
in turn to the acquisition of information and knowledge. See Box 1. 

 

Cultivating positive emotions  
Fredrickson and colleagues discovered that a 3:1 ratio of 
positive:negative emotions leads to greater wellbeing, resilience to 
adversity and flourishing in life. There are many ways that you can 
cultivate positive emotions in your life but two extensively 
researched and supported strategies are savouring and gratitude.  

Savouring involves intentionally maximising or intensifying the 
impact of positive emotions and experiences6-7. Savouring can be 
directed towards:  

 The past: Reminiscing, sharing experiences with others, looking 
at photos, remembering past successes.  

 The present: Being mindful, focusing attention on enjoyable 
experiences happening right now, or just taking the time to 
enjoy life’s simple pleasures.  

 The future: Anticipating future events. 

Gratitude is another way of increasing positive emotions8, by 
taking stock of the people, places and experiences that we 
appreciate in our life. Grateful people tend to be more optimistic, 
demonstrate more pro-social behavior, and have less stress and 
greater wellbeing. Gratitude can be cultivated and a simple way to 
start is by regularly and intentionally attending to things for which 
one is grateful. See Action 1. 
 

 

Questions 
? Have you noticed the broaden-
and-build effect of positive 
emotions? 

? How do you cultivate positive 
emotions in your own life? 

 

Action 

1. Take the positivity ratio test at 
www.positivityratio.com 

2. Each day for the next week write 
down 2-3 moments that you are 
grateful for or appreciated. Make 
sure you make it recent (last 24 
hours) and specific (e.g., went 
jogging vs. my health), such as: 

• Cup of tea in bed 
• Walk with friend 

 
3. Try out the different temporal 

forms of savouring i.e., past, 
present or future. 

 

Box 1: Positive Emotions can lead to… 

Joy è Play è Social support & connectedness 

Curiosity è Explore è Knowledge 

Excitement è Anticipate è Learn to plan and prepare   

Contentment è Savouring è Personal growth 

Trust è Give & receive help è Practical/emotional support  
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