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focus on individuals’ strengths, thereby failing 
to credit psychologists for addressing positive 
variables. For example, understanding subjective 
perceptions of health and happiness, through the 
examination of quality of life, has been a 
cornerstone of health psychology for decades 
(Fitzpatrick, 2000). Further, the importance of 
social relationships and support for physical 
health have been documented since at least the 
1970s (Cassell, 1976; Cobb, 1976) and research-
ers have been examining self-efficacy and health-
related outcomes for at least 20 years (Holden, 
1991). Thus, it may be premature to call for the 
new discipline of positive health without first 
exploring how health psychologists have previ-
ously incorporated optimal human functioning in 
their empirical research.

On the other side of the coin, recent com-
mentary in health psychology has pointed to a 
surge of interest in positive psychology, result-
ing in research claims and conclusions that may 
be premature and misleading (Aspinwall and 
Tedeschi, 2010; Coyne and Tennen, 2010). 
Research examining how variables such as 
hope, optimism, and positive emotions may 
influence physical health outcomes and disease 
prognosis is very alluring and has attracted the 
attention of the general media and lay audi-
ences. Thus, proponents of the science of posi-
tive psychology insist that the allure of this 
developing field not outpace its empiricism 
(Peterson, 2009).

If we are to clearly define what constitutes a 
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Although positive psychology was explicitly 
defined in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
research examining prevention and positive 
aspects of human functioning has been con
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health psychology to (1) determine the extent 
to which health psychology researchers have 
begun to define what constitutes positive health, 
(2) establish a list of constructs related to posi-
tive health psychology, determining those that 
have been well established, and those that are in 
need of further delineation, and (3) provide 
future directions for the field of positive health 
psychology research.

Method

Journal selection

Since the focus of the content analysis was on 
positive psychological concepts published in 
the health psychology literature, we began by 
exploring which publications in health psychol-
ogy would be appropriate to examine. We deter-
mined that it would be important to include 
journals that had a broad focus (i.e. not limited 
to a specific illness or topic area), a wide read-
ership, and a high impact rating (> 1.0) within 
the field of health psychology. Further, we 
included only journals that addressed the impor-
tance of psychological factors in physical 
health, and included within their scope an 
examination of a wide range of biopsychosocial 
factors that likely would include positive health 
variables. Based on these criteria, we decided to 
examine the Journal of Health Psychology 
(JHP), Health Psychology (HP), and the 
International Journal of Behavioral Medicine 
(IJBM). The Journal of Health Psychology was 
first published in 1996 by SAGE and includes 
eight issues a year. With its impact rating of 
1.686 according to the Journal Citation Report, 
this journal presents a broad health focus that 
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health’, ‘general strengths’, and ‘optimal human 
functioning’ were deemed too broad to be 
operationalized in isolation from other search 
terms that were selected; it was assumed that 
articles that might include these general posi-
tive terms would also incorporate another 
positive construct that was selected in the cur-
rent study. After selecting the most relevant 
variables from the list generated by Lopez 
et al. (2006), we then scanned multiple sources 
relevant to positive and health psychology, 
including Seligman’s (2008) review of posi-
tive psan <</Lang (EMC O/Span <</Lang (ang (en-GB)50 (o)DC O18.62611 0 0 (r)-10 (c)-10 (e)-10 (s )35)-298623)-5 (Ch)ng (EMC O/Span <<27)-10 (35)-196 (r)-10 (e)-10t.uiz ( )-298 (h)-10 (e)-10 (a)-10 (l)T1_10 (a) (e)-10 4Tf7 (r)-10 (c)-10 (e)-10 (s )3 -uiz ( )-298 (h)-10 (e)-10 (a)-10 (l)T1_10 (a) (\023)-10 (m)-10830
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Table 1.  Positive constructs investigated in JHP, HP, and IJBM

Positive construct/process Category 1
(114 articles)

Category 2
(199 articles)

Total
313 articles

N % N % N %

Adaptation 24 21.1 41 20.6 65 20.8
Adjustment 40 35.1 43 37.7 83 26.5
Altruism 0 0 0 0 0 0
Appraisal 19 16.7 35 17.6 54 17.3
Authenticity 0 0 1 .5 1 .3
Benefit-finding 23 20.2 7 3.5 30 9.6
Body image (positive) 4 3.5 13 6.5 17 5.4
Compassion 0 0 4 2.0 4 1.3
Competence 10 8.8 14 7.0 24 7.7
Coping 68 59.6 92 46.2 160 51.1
Courage 1 .9 0 0 1 .3
Creativity 3 2.6 0 0 3 1.0
Curiosity 5 4.4 0 0 5 1.6
Emotion-focused coping 10 8.8 17 8.5 27 8.6
Emotional creativity 1 .9 0 0 1 .3
Emotional expression 15 13.2 9 4.5 24 7.7
Empathy 6 5.3 4 2.0 10 3.2
Engagement 8 7.0 4 2.0 12 3.8
Flow 1 .9 0 0 1 .3
Forgiveness 2 1.8 0 0 2 .6
Goal/goal setting 23 20.0 36 18.1 59 18.8
Happiness 13 11.4 9 4.5 24 7.7
Hope 21 18.4 4 2.0 25 8.0
Humility 1 .9 0 0 1 .3
Humor 5 4.4 6 3.0 11 3.5
Leadership 0 0 0 0 0 0
Life meaning/meaning in life 24 21.1 5 2.5 29 9.3
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analysis shed light onto the attention already 
given to positive constructs in health psychol-
ogy research, and illuminated constructs from 
positive psychology yet to be incorporated into 
health psychology research.

In the first phase of the analysis, the search 
for the positive constructs identified by the 
researchers in the Journal of Health Psychology 
(JHP), Health Psychology (HP), and the 
International Journal of Behavioral Medicine 
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improved mental and physical health. The field 
of positive health psychology would benefit 
from examining a wider range of constructs that 
illuminate personal strengths and how they 
impact our physical health. Further, health psy-
chology can be enhanced by borrowing ideas 
from positive psychology research, where the 
effects of variables such as gratitude have been 
shown to relate to greater psychological well-
being (Wood et al., 2009), and thus, the link to 
physical well-being appears logical, but has not 
been investigated. The field of positive psychol-
ogy is growing rapidly, and more research is 
needed on how positive psychological health 
relates to positive physical health.

While the idea of expanding on various posi-
tive psychological constructs in the health litera-
ture is exciting, we also need to build upon the 
areas that have received a great deal of attention. 
Recent critics of empiricism in positive psychol-
ogy point to how little we actually understand 
about the variables of greatest interest to research-
ers and the public alike. For example, Coyne and 
Tennen (2010) discuss how claims regarding ben-
efit-finding in the face of a cancer diagnosis have 
been vastly overstated, given conflicting research 
findings and difficulties in defining benefit- 
finding as a construct. They call on researchers in 
positive psychology to use restraint in their claims 
and spend more time in developing and defining 
the variables of interest. More attention needs 
to be focused on developing instruments that 
accurately define and measure the constructs of 
interest. While social support has over 30 years 
of scale development under its belt (Sarason 
and Sarason, 2006), constructs such as self- 
compassion are just beginning to be defined 
(Neff, 2003), and benefit-finding, which has gar-
nered much attention in the research literature 
and popular press, is plagued with problems 
related to definition and measurement (Lechner 
et al., 2009). Taking a step back even further, to 
expanding on the theoretical development of pos-
itive health, is also necessary (Coyne and Tennen, 
2010). Seligman (2008) described the strong con-
nections, both theoretical and empirical, found 
between positive psychological constructs (over 

and above the absence of mental illness) and 
enhanced well-being, life satisfaction, and 
decreased incidence of mental disorders. The link 
between positive psychology and enhanced psy-
chological health lays a strong theoretical ground-
work for its links to physical health, which has 
begun to be supported by empirical literature, 
mostly within the past decade. The overarching 
theory that subjective well-being can promote 
physical health is in its infancy, however, and 
needs further elaboration. Thus, it will be useful 
for scientists embarking on the development of 
the field of positive health to carefully examine 
what we think to be true, what we know to be 
true, and what needs further definition and under-
standing before making claims about the links 
between specific psychological variables and 
their relationship to physical health.

In the present study, the researchers gathered 
further information regarding populations and 
health status of participants in the studies 
included in the second round of the analysis. Of 
the 313 studies identified to have a positive psy-
chological construct as either the primary or 
secondary focus, 40.3 percent included healthy 
individuals, 47.6 percent specified a medical 
condition of participants (i.e. patients), 3.5 per-
cent studied caregivers, 5.8 percent included 
both patients and caregivers, 1.6 percent 
included healthy individuals and patients, and 
1.3 percent included healthy individuals and 
caregivers. Further, 42.5 percent of studies 
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adults (0–65 years). Finally, 15 percent of the 
articles in the second round of analysis included 
some examination of disparities in health care 
and dissemination of resources (e.g. differential 
effects of social support for individuals with 
low and high income, nutritional programs in 
low-income communities, etc.). No other con-
tent analysis or meta-analysis of health psy-
chology research could be located that reported 
similar statistics in terms of population (e.g. 
medical condition), age, and health disparities. 
As we move forward in the development of the 
field of positive health, understanding the popu-
lations that have historically been examined 
within this framework will help to frame the 
types of questions to be investigated.

The balance between studying healthy popu-
lations and individuals with a medically diag-
nosed disease, impairment, or disability is one 
area of strength within health psychology. 
Slightly less than half (42.5%) of the studies 
that were considered to have a positive psycho-
logical focus studied healthy populations, with 
a slight majority focusing on individuals with a 
diagnosis. Equally important to learning how to 
enhance health in the context of illness is under-
standing what contributes to optimal health for 
individuals without diagnoses. Although a mul-
titude of studies have examined healthy popula-
tions, many remain focused on the experience 
of deficits, such as responses to stress (Park and 
Adler, 2003), potential health deterioration 
(Uchino et al., 1995), unhealthy behaviors (e.g. 
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