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Understanding Human Thriving and Sustainable
Happiness: The Vital Role of the Right Goal

Prof. Kennon Sheldon, Department of Psychology
University of Missouri, Columbia

In this address | will start with an overview of positive psychology, explaining
how it emerged and how it differs from past research and theory on positive
functioning. In a nutshell, positive psychology is consistent with much
prior humanistic theorizing, but it also addresses topics (such as personal
strengths and gratitude) not addressed by humanistic psychology, and more
importantly, it applies top-quality research and statistical methodologies,
rather than shying away from such methodologies as did humanism. In
discussing positive psychology | will also explain why trying to improve
positive experience may be a better route to adaptive change than trying
to eliminate negative experience, the focus of traditional psychotherapy.

I will then present the basic tenets of Self-Determination Theory, a
comprehensive theory of human motivation which provides an excellent
foundation for much of positive psychology’s agenda given its grounding
in rigorous empirical research. This theory focuses on basic psychological
need-satisfaction, showing how need-satisfaction is affected by socio-
contextual factors (i.e., organizational practices, authority demeanor),
and how need-satisfaction in turn influences a host of positive outcomes,
including high-quality motivation, performance, creativity, happiness, and
well-being. Crucial to the theory is the concept of contextual autonomy-
support, in which authorities with power are most effective when they
downplay that power, instead supporting subordinates’ sense of self-
determination as they engage in the behavior promoted by the authority. In
this way, subordinates internalize the prescribed behavior into their sense
of self, such that they better perform the behavior and are also willing to
perform it even when the authority is not present.

| will then consider my own self-concordance model of positive goal-
functioning, showing how it builds from self-determination theory but goes
further by considering peoples’ own self-generated personal initiatives, not
just social contexts, as determinants of need-satisfaction. This research
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examines in detail the longitudinal consequences of pursuing concordant
versus non-concordant goals, showing that proper goal selection is crucial
if people are to attain sustainable new levels of happiness and thriving. |
will talk briefly about the broad question of whether people can permanently
improve their levels of well-being, or whether we are each tied to a “happiness
set-point” determined by our genetics and temperament. The answer seems
to be, “it is very hard to become happier — it takes effort and energy, but it
can be done.”

| will conclude by discussing some of the themes emerging in our edited
book, “Designing the future of positive psychology: Taking stock and moving
forward” (Oxford University Press). We (Sheldon, Kashdan, and Steger)
invited various positive psychology luminaries to weigh in on where the field
should go, and the chapters (now coming in) are providing many intriguing
thoughts and directions, which | will selectively share with the audience.
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