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Abstract

Background: Positive psychology interventions have been shown to increase
happiness and well-being, and researchers are beginning to speculate on the
mechanisms through which these interventions may be effective. People are also
naturally attuned to the things that will make them happier in their daily lives, and
there is a case for considering how more naturalistic, everyday activities may also
increase positive affect, happiness and well-being.

Methods: Study 1 involved 89 participants who completed a gratefulness activity
while eating an ice cream for two days, following baseline measurement for two
days. Participants completed the PANAS (Positive and Negative Affect Scale) twice
per day, in the afternoon and in the evening, with the activity between these two
times on the activity days. Study 2 involved 280 participants who formed four
groups (gratefulness activity; ice cream consumption; gratefulness activity and ice
cream consumption; control group), which undertook the relevant activity for two
days. Participants completed baseline and follow-up measures, including the PANAS
and the GQ-6 (Gratitude Questionnaire-6) on the day before and day following the
two activity days. On the activity days themselves, participants completed the PANAS
before and after their activity.

Results: In Study 1, we found that the combination of the gratefulness activity and
eating ice cream led to increased positive affect. In Study 2, we explored this finding
further, and found that any combination of the gratefulness activity and eating ice
cream (together or alone) led to increased positive affect. The same pattern of results
was observed for affect balance and the ratio of positive to negative emotions. The
gratefulness activity only also led to increased gratitude as measured by the GQ-6.
Results showed that even simple, naturalistic everyday activities can lead to increases
in positive affect. This experience of positive affect may be one mediating pathway
through which positive psychology interventions, and indeed everyday activities, are
effective in enhancing happiness and well-being.

Conclusions: Researchers should consider the role of everyday activities in
enhancing happiness and well-being, in addition to investigating the operational
mechanisms of more formal positive psychology interventions.
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The advent of positive psychology as a distinctive research discipline has led to a sig-

nificantly increased focus on the psychology of well-being. It is well-established that

people want to be happy, and to this end researchers have turned their attention to de-

veloping interventions that are designed to help people become happier.

Notwithstanding early happiness-increase researchers (e.g., Fordyce 1977), the pre-

vailing view of much of psychology until the advent of positive psychology interven-

tions had been that happiness is fleeting and ephemeral, and in any event, subject to

the hedonic treadmill (Brickman & Campbell 1971, but see also Diener et al. 2006). In

recent years, however, the evidence is building that happiness can be increased sustai-

nably (e.g., Sheldon & Lyubomirsky 2006). With it now being more readily accepted

that happiness can be increased, researchers have been turning their attention to un-

derstanding more about what works for whom, and how and why and when, in relation

to positive psychology interventions (Layous & Lyubomirsky in press).

Example positive psychology interventions reported to date include, amongst others,

counting one’s blessings (Emmons & McCullough 2003), writing letters of gratitude

(Boehm et al. 2011), writing about positive experiences (Burton & King 2004),

performing acts of kindness (Sheldon et al. in press), using signature strengths in new

and different ways (Seligman et al. 2005), and writing about one’s best possible self

(Lyubomirsky et al. 2011).

Reviewing the effectiveness of positive psychology interventions, a meta-analysis of

51 studies by Sin and Lyubomirsky (2009) showed that they significantly enhanced

well-being (mean r = .29) and also alleviated depression (mean r = .31). As such, there

is clear evidence that positive psychology interventions work.

The mechanisms, by which they work, however, remain more open to investigation,

and it is to this that researchers are now turning their attention. For example, Layous

and Lyubomirsky (in press) have hypothesized four potential pathways for the impact

of positive psychology interventions. They suggest that positive interventions may be

effective through their influence on positive emotions, positive behaviors, positive

thoughts and need satisfaction. Their hypothesis is that the positive intervention in-

creases one or more of these four mediating variables, which in turn then influence

happiness and positive affect as outcomes. The role that may be played by positive

emotions in this process is a key one, as we explore next.
Positive emotions as a Key process in positive psychology interventions
Positive emotions research has been galvanized and inspired by Fredrickson’s (1998)

seminal broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions. The broaden-and-build model

has subsequently led to the development of an understanding of the role, process and

outcomes of positive emotions. Indeed, in the last decade or so, researchers have

established that positive emotions are an active ingredient in resilience (Fredrickson

et al. 2003), increase the experience of happiness and emotional well-being

(Fredrickson & Joiner 2000), speed recovery from negative events (Fredrickson &

Levenson 1998), broaden cognitive repertoires (Fredrickson & Branigan 2005) – in-

cluding eliminating the own-face bias in cross-race facial recognition (Johnson &

Fredrickson 2005), and build sustainable positive resources in terms of relationships

(e.g., Fredrickson et al. 2008; Waugh & Fredrickson 2006) as well as psychological
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assets (e.g., Cohn & Fredrickson 2010; see Fredrickson in press, for an up-to-date re-

view of these extensive findings).

Positive emotions clearly have an important role to play across a range of outcomes,

as originally proposed by Fredrickson’s (1998) broaden-and-build theory and now borne

out by the many studies supporting its key principles. Based on this evidence, it is quite

possible that at least one ‘active ingredient’ in positive psychology interventions is the

triggering of positive emotion.
Naturalistic approaches to increasing positive emotions and happiness
Human beings have been naturally focused on doing things that increase their positive

emotion, and have their own naturalistic understanding of what it takes to do so

(McMahan & Estes 2011). For example, in one of the few studies to date to take a natu-

ralistic approach to enhancing happiness, Parks et al. (2012) found that, on average,

people performed their chosen happiness increasing strategies several times a week for

at least an hour each time. Clearly, then, people are generally inclined towards increas-

ing their levels of positive emotion and happiness, whether this is through the formal

practice of positive psychology interventions, or the more informal practice of more

everyday, naturalistic activities that people believe will increase their happiness.

One of these naturalistic, everyday activities that typically increases positive emotion

and happiness is eating. Eating provides an everyday source of happiness for most

people (Macht et al. 2005; Wrzesniewski et al. 2003). Indeed, in free report, people will

readily identify eating as an activity that gives them pleasure (Berenbaum 2002). The

literature on taste as one of the sensory sources of pleasure (Rozin 1999; Veldhuizen

et al. 2010) also suggests happiness may be derived from the taste of consuming spe-

cific foods.

People naturally employ everyday strategies to improve their well-being such as the

consumption of specific ‘mood foods’ that are usually highly desirable. Although ice

cream is a well-known example of a mood food in the popular media, only a few stud-

ies have investigated the effects of ice cream on mood scientifically. Walla et al. (2010)

compared the effects of ice cream with those of yoghurt and chocolate. Modulation of

the startle response (a sudden involuntary movement in response to an intense and un-

expected stimulus) was used as a measure of appetitive motivational state. Particularly

in males, the amplitude of the startle response was lower after consumption of ice

cream as compared to after consumption of yoghurt or chocolate, indicating that ice

cream consumption enhanced the appetitive motivational state.

Another line of evidence stems from an fMRI study by Burger and Stice (2012). Ice

cream consumption activated the oral somatosensory brain areas reflecting perception

of taste, temperature, and texture more when compared to a tasteless solution. Ice

cream also activated brain areas related to reward and motivation, and the magnitude

of this activation was positively associated with lower habitual ice cream consumption.

This indicates that ice cream is a pleasurable experience when consumed in modera-

tion. However, although perhaps obvious from a consumer point of view, there is no re-

search on whether people actually consciously experience that ice cream makes them

happy. Therefore we set out to investigate the effect of eating ice cream on well-being,

given its prevalence in popular culture as a ‘mood food’.
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In early experimental studies of emotion induction, food was used as a method for in-

creasing positive emotions, most notably Isen and Levin (1972) who gave individuals

cookies as a means of inducing positive affect. More recently, Martin et al. (2012) ex-

amined the impact of eating dark chocolate, milk chocolate and crackers with cheese

spread on anxiety, energy and emotions. They found different effects for anxiety and

energy across participants and food types, but no impact on emotions, suggesting that

different foods may impact on emotions in different ways. This was one reason why we

were interested to investigate the impact of ice cream consumption on affect, and to

compare this with a simple gratitude activity.
The current studies: combining and comparing eating and gratefulness
activities
In the current study, we were focused on simple everyday interventions that could be

completed quickly and with the minimum of additional props, but which would still be

able to demonstrate increases in positive affect. In doing so, this would allow us to

combine and compare eating ice cream as a naturalistic mood induction with a simple

gratitude activity. A simple gratitude activity appeared to meet both of these criteria.

Within the positive psychology intervention literature, two broad types of gratitude

activities have been described: listing things to be grateful for (including ‘counting your

blessings’, (Emmons & McCullough 2003), as well as grateful contemplation in a more

global fashion (Watkins et al. 2003), and behavioral expressions of gratitude (writing a

gratitude letter, Seligman et al., 2005)). The gratitude activity often used involves

writing a list of things for which one is grateful on a regular basis. Emmons and

McCullough (2003) described this activity in experimental settings. Their studies

showed that people who write down a list of things they are grateful for on a daily basis

for two weeks reported more positive affect and less negative affect compared to people

listing daily hassles for two weeks.

In another set of studies, Watkins et al. (2003) described the effects of a single grati-

tude intervention across two studies. In the first study, students were asked to recall

things they did over the previous summer they felt grateful for. The gratitude group

reported less negative affect than the control group whereas positive affect was not

influenced. In the second study, participants were either asked to think or write about

someone to whom they were grateful, or to write a letter to someone whom they were

grateful to, or to write about the layout of their living room (neutral condition). All

gratitude conditions increased positive affect as compared to the control condition;

negative affect was reduced as well but not significantly.

For the current studies, we set out to do two things. First, we combined a simple

gratitude activity (writing down three things for which one was grateful that day) with

the naturalistic act of eating an ice cream. Our intention in doing so was to tap into

the reflective, savoring experience that often accompanies eating an ice cream, by com-

bining this specifically with the reflection required for the gratitude activity. In our se-

cond study, we designed an independent-groups study with four groups to explore any

differential effects for eating ice cream on its own, completing the gratefulness activity

on its own, eating ice cream while completing the gratefulness activity (as per Study 1),

together with a control group who undertook a neutral but naturalistic control activity.
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Study 1
Participants

Participants were 89 undergraduate students from a UK University, of whom 13 were

male and 76 were female. The mean age of participants was 20.05 years (SD = 0.10 years,

range = 19–23 years). Participants were typically from a Caucasian background (72%),

with other predominant ethnic backgrounds being Indian (16%) and Black (7%). Ethical

approval was obtained from the University's Ethics Committee.

Design and measures

There were four days in study 1: two (Monday & Tuesday) with no activity and two

days (Wednesday & Thursday) with the activity. We chose only two days for the acti-

vity because we were focused on simple, brief and naturalistic activities, rather than ac-

tivities that would be a considerable deviation from people’s usual daily lives, as might

be the case with more traditional positive psychology interventions.

During these four days, participants recorded levels of positive and negative affect

using the 10-item version of the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson

et al. 1988) twice a day - once in the afternoon and once in the evening - as an indica-

tor of momentary feelings of well-being. During the latter two days of the main part of

the study, all participants received a gratefulness activity which they were asked to carry

out whilst eating an ice cream.

Participants were instructed: “Please think about three things that you have in your

life today and for which you are grateful. Please provide brief details of these below.”

The page then continued “Today I am grateful / thankful for:” and went on to provide

spaces for completion, numbered 1, 2 and 3. Participants were instructed to write about

these three things for which they were grateful whilst consuming an ice cream

(Cornetto Classico ice cream or Cornetto Strawberry ice cream) obtained with a vou-

cher. Participants were free to make their own choice from these ice creams. After this,

they completed the PANAS.

At the end of the day, the participants completed the PANAS again. Once completed,

these questionnaires were posted in a drop box at the university, which was emptied at

the conclusion of each relevant time point. For all study measures, participants also

recorded their time of completion using the 24-hour clock. This time was checked to

ensure it was accurate for the questionnaire that should have been completed for this

time of the study. Participants received a payment of £40 (c. USD $60) in compensation

for their time at the conclusion of the study.

On separate days before and after the study (the Wednesday of the week before the

study and the Wednesday of the week after the study), positive and negative affect were

measured with the 20-item version of the PANAS (Watson et al. 1988).

Data analyses

The data were examined for normality; the negative affect scores were positively

skewed and a Box-Cox transformation with λ=−1 was used to correct this before fitting

the ANCOVA. Estimates of the means and standard error terms from this model are

shown below back-transformed to the original units. The positive affect and negative

affect scores collected on the third and fourth day of the study following the activity

were analyzed using a two-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with Day and
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Time-of-Day as within-subjects factors and the pre-study score as covariate. The effect of

the activity was obtained by comparing the overall means on the first two days of the

study with the overall means on the latter two days of the study. The post-study data col-

lected the Wednesday after the week of the study were analyzed using a one-way ANOVA

with Day (pre-study, post-study) as within-subjects factor. For all analyses, only main and

interaction effects involving the activity are reported.

Results and discussion
There was a main effect of the Day for positive affect (t (88) = 2.49, p =.015). Positive

affect was on average 6.2% higher on the latter two study days on which the partici-

pants received the gratefulness-and-ice-cream activity, both during the afternoon as

well as in the evening (average score 13.3 ± 0.4; range 5–25) as compared to the pre-

ceding two study days (average score 12.5 ± 0.3; see Figure 1). In addition, there was a

main effect of Day for negative affect (t (88) = 3.11, p =.003). Negative affect was on

average 7.6% lower on the latter two study days on which the participants received the

gratefulness-and-ice-cream activity, both during the afternoon as well as in the evening

(average score 6.7 ± 0.2 ; range 5–25) as compared to the preceding two study days

(average score 7.2 ± 0.2; see Figure 2).

Regarding the pre- and post-study measures, a significant main effect of the com-

bined activity was observed on positive affect (F (1, 88) = 34.0, p <.001). Positive affect

was 17% higher on the day following the four study days as compared to the pre-study

day (see Figure 3).

Study 1 demonstrated that a brief, simple, everyday activity (writing about three

things for which participants were grateful whilst consuming an ice cream) was able to

change positive and negative affect during the afternoon of the study days, an effect

that carried over into the evening (note that there were no interactions with the factor

Time of Day). To our knowledge, this is the first study investigating changes in affect

during the day as moderated by a naturalistic activity. The effect of the combined acti-

vity on positive affect even persisted until a week after the study, suggesting that even
Figure 1 Positive affect on activity and non-activity days. Positive affect was greater on the days
during which the participants received the combined gratitude-and-ice-cream activity as compared to the
preceding two days (Study 1).
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simple and short term naturalistic activities may influence positive emotion in a rela-

tively sustainable way.

In Study 1, our focus was on the combination of an everyday eating activity with a

simple gratefulness activity, which showed that the two together led to increases in

positive affect. Hence, in Study 2 we sought to explore the effects of these two activities

both combined once again, as well as independently from each other, together with

comparing these to a neutral but naturalistic control activity.
Study 2
Participants

Participants were 280 undergraduate students from a UK University, of whom 126

were male and 154 were female. The mean age of participants was 18.95 years
Figure 3 Positive affect on the day before and day after activity days. Positive affect was greater on
the post-study day following the four study days as compared to the pre-study days (Study 1).
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(SD = 1.11 years, range = 18–26 years). Participants were typically from a Caucasian back-

ground (63%), with other predominant ethnic backgrounds being Black (13%) and Indian

(10%). Ethical approval was obtained from the University's Ethics Committee.
Design and measures

Study 2 had a randomized controlled design with four parallel groups. Group 1 com-

pleted the same gratefulness activity as described in the first study (writing about three

things for which they were grateful), group 2 consumed an ice cream, group 3 com-

pleted the gratefulness activity while consuming an ice cream, and group 4 completed a

neutral writing task. The neutral writing task involved writing about that day’s weather,

serving as a naturalistic control activity, given that the weather is a frequent topic of

conversation in this culture. There were two study days in study 2 (Tuesday & Wednesday)

during which the participants received one of the activities above depending on the

group to which they were randomly allocated.

During these days, participants recorded levels of positive and negative affect using

the 10-item version of the PANAS twice a day – before and after the activity - as an in-

dicator of momentary feelings of well-being. Once completed, the questionnaires were

posted in a drop box at the university, which was emptied at the conclusion of each

relevant time point. For all study measures, participants also recorded their time of

completion using the 24-hour clock. This time was checked to ensure it was accurate

for the questionnaire that should have been completed for this time of the study. Par-

ticipants received a payment of £40 (c. USD $60) in compensation for their time at the

conclusion of the study.

On separate days before and after the study (the Monday immediately before and the

Thursday immediately after the two study days) positive and negative affect were mea-

sured with the 20-item version of the PANAS (Watson et al. 1988). Participants also

completed the GQ-6 (McCullough et al. 2002) to allow consideration of any changes in

their gratitude level as a result of the activities.
Data analyses

The data were analyzed using 2-way and 3-way analyses of covariance (ANCOVA). The

data were examined for normality and kurtosis and deemed acceptable for parametric

analyses. The positive affect and negative affect scores collected after the activity on the

two study days were analyzed using a 3-way ANCOVA with Day as a within-subjects

factor, ice cream and gratefulness activity as between-subjects factors. The affect scores

collected before the activity on the two study days were used as a covariate to control

for pre-activity levels of positive affect and negative affect. The post-study data col-

lected on day 4 were analyzed using a 2-way ANCOVA with ice cream and gratefulness

activity as between-subjects factors and the corresponding baseline measure collected

on day 1 as the covariate.

In order to explore the data further, affect balance scores were calculated by

subtracting negative affect from positive affect for each of the pre and post data col-

lected on the two study days. The affect balance scores collected after the activity on

the two study days were then analyzed using a 3-way ANCOVA with Day as a within-

subjects factor, ice cream and gratefulness activity as between-subjects factors. The
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affect balance scores collected before the activity on the two study days were used as a

covariate to control for pre-activity levels of affect.

In addition, to allow consideration of the positive to negative emotion ratios

highlighted by Fredrickson and Losada (2005), emotion ratio scores were calculated by

dividing positive affect by negative affect for each of the pre and post data collected on

the two study days. The emotion ratio scores collected after the activity on the two

study days were then analyzed using a 3-way ANCOVA with Day as a within-subjects

factor, ice cream and gratefulness activity as between-subjects factors. The emotion ra-

tio scores collected before the activity on the two study days were used as a covariate

to control for pre-activity emotion ratios. Only main and interaction effects involving

either activity are reported.
Results and discussion
On the activity days (Days 2 and 3), significant main effects of gratefulness activity

(F (1, 274) = 10.5, p =.001, partial η2 = .037) and ice cream (F (1, 274) = 8.4, p =.004,

partial η2 = .030) were observed for positive affect. Positive affect was on average 22%

greater in the gratefulness-activity and ice cream groups (average score 14.7 ± 0.4;

range 5–25) as compared to the control group (average score 12.0 ± 0.4; see Figure 4).

The interaction between ice cream and gratefulness activity was also significant

(F (1, 274) = 11.8, p = .001, partial η2 = .041), indicating that the increase in posi-

tive affect was similar to that following either the gratefulness activity or eating ice

cream, and that the effects of the two activities were not additive. There were no

main or interaction effects involving the factor Day, indicating that the effects were

similar on both activity days.

For negative affect on the activity days (on average 8.7 ± 0.3; range 5–25), main and

interaction effects of ice cream and gratefulness activity were not significant (all Fs < 0.5;

all ps > .48; see Figure 5), indicating that neither activity influenced negative affect.

On the post-study day (Day 4), a significant main effect of the gratefulness activity

was observed on self-reported gratefulness as measured with the GQ-6 (F (1, 275) = 14.3,
Figure 4 Positive affect following activity days. Positive affect (corrected for baseline) was greater in the
groups that had received the gratitude and / or ice cream activity as compared to the control activity (Study 2).
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p < .001, partial η2 = .049). Self-reported gratefulness was 5% higher in the groups that

had received the gratefulness activity on the two previous days as compared to the other

groups (see Figure 6).

On the activity days (Days 2 and 3), significant main effects of gratefulness activity

(F (1, 274) = 7.5, p =.007, partial η2 = .027) and ice cream (F (1, 274) = 7.9, p =.005,

partial η2 = .028) were observed for affect balance, indicating higher levels of affect bal-

ance (that is, higher positive affect) in the gratefulness-activity and ice cream groups.

The interaction between ice cream and gratefulness activity was also significant

(F (1, 274) = 10.1, p =.002, partial η2 = .035), indicating that the increase in affect

balance was similar to that following either the gratefulness activity or eating ice

cream, and that the effects of the two activities were not additive. There were no

main or interaction effects involving the factor Day, indicating that the effects were

similar on both activity days.
Figure 6 Gratitude levels after the activity days. Self-reported gratitude (corrected for pre-activity level)
was greater in the groups that had received the gratitude activity as compared to the other groups (the ice
cream activity had no effect) (Study 2).
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On the activity days (Days 2 and 3), significant main effects of gratefulness activity

(F (1, 274) = 6.5, p = .012, partial η2 = .023) and ice cream (F (1, 274) = 8.9, p = .003,

partial η2 = .031) were observed for emotion ratio, indicating higher emotion ratios

(that is, higher levels of positive emotion relative to negative emotion) in the

gratefulness-activity and ice cream groups. The interaction between ice cream and

gratefulness activity was also significant (F (1, 274) = 7.0, p = .009, partial η2 = .025), in-

dicating that the increase in emotion ratios was similar to that following either the

gratefulness activity or eating ice cream, and that the effects of the two activities were

not additive. There were no main or interaction effects involving the factor Day, indi-

cating that the effects were similar on both activity days.

General discussion
Across two studies, results showed that completing the simple, naturalistic activities of

writing down three things for which one is grateful and eating an ice cream led to sig-

nificant increases in positive affect. In study 1, we found this effect for the combined

activity of eating an ice cream while writing down three things for which one was grate-

ful/thankful. In study 2, we extended this research design to include three experimental

groups, separating out the gratefulness activity from the ice cream consumption, as well

as again combining the two together, and comparing all three against a neutral but nat-

uralistic control condition of writing about the weather (a popular topic of conversa-

tion). For each experimental group, we found that positive affect increased – although

notably there was no additive effect for combining the gratefulness activity with eating

ice cream – results for this were comparable to doing either one on its own.

Whereas other studies have shown the effects on positive affect of more sustained

gratitude activities (e.g., Emmons & McCullough 2003; Watkins et al. 2003), in this

study we were more interested to take a more naturalistic, everyday approach to exam-

ining the impact on positive affect of more typical activities that people may undertake.

We chose eating an ice cream as there is some evidence to suggest that eating ice

cream in moderation increases mood (Burger & Stice 2012; Walla et al., 2010) and also

because ice cream is recognized as a typical ‘mood food’ in popular culture. We chose

the gratefulness activity because it was very simple and very short, allowing it to be

completed with the minimum of additional props, in the minimum time, while simul-

taneously eating an ice cream. This allowed us to tap into the opportunity for reflection

and savoring that this ice cream consumption may allow, and which again is part of its

image in popular culture as a ‘mood food’, while considering this both separately and

together with the gratefulness activity.

Our results also showed that the gratefulness activity had a significant effect on self-

reported gratitude, with scores on the GQ-6 increasing significantly for the group who

had undertaken the gratefulness activity. This suggests that the gratefulness activity

specifically not only increased positive affect, it also increased gratitude, a finding which

has interesting implications for the underlying theory of how positive psychology inter-

ventions may operate.

Layous and Lyubomirsky (in press) have proposed that positive psychology interven-

tions may work through four mediating pathways: positive emotions, positive thoughts,

positive behaviors, and need satisfaction. Our findings suggest that the gratefulness ac-

tivity that we employed led to both increased positive affect (the positive emotions
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mediating pathway) and also positive thoughts (increased gratitude and gratefulness).

While the current study cannot attest this directly, one might hypothesize that these in-

creases in positive emotions and positive thoughts may also lead to enhanced positive

behaviors (e.g., being more grateful and prosocial towards others). Taken together, these

positive mediating pathways may then lead to longer term positive outcomes, such as

the increased happiness that is found in positive psychology interventions that are

maintained for an extended period of time (e.g., Seligman et al. 2005, reported that

their 6-month effects were fully explained by whether the participant continued with

the activity after the 1-week intervention period).

This study also speaks to the role of positive emotions in everyday life, and specific-

ally the positive emotions that may be triggered by naturalistic, everyday activities.

Whereas positive psychology interventions have tended to be relatively non-natural

(that is, inviting people to undertake activities they would not normally do, such as

writing a gratitude letter, performing a random act of kindness, or writing about their

best possible self ), our focus in the current studies was to be more naturalistic. Hence,

participants consumed an ice cream of their choice in a setting of their choosing, while

reflecting on and noting down three things for which they were grateful (the one

slightly less natural element of our activity, but which nonetheless was very simple and

short to complete). Our results suggest that even simple, everyday, naturalistic activities

such as this can reliably influence and increase positive affect.

Given that these simple activities are things that people may do every day of their

own accord, our findings speak to the potential role of normal, everyday activities in

generating small amounts of positive emotion that may nonetheless accumulate over

time and influence longer term happiness and well-being. With the extensive research

base that now exists for the importance and impact of positive emotions (see

Fredrickson in press, for review), research attention should also take account of how

people generate positive emotions for themselves through the small things they do as

part of everyday life. This is especially important when one recognizes that we found

the same pattern of results for positive affect when comparing results for affect balance

(the balance between positive affect and negative affect) and also the ratio between

positive and negative emotions. Fredrickson and Losada (2005) showed that for individ-

uals to flourish, they needed to experience positive to negative emotion ratios in excess

of 3:1. Our studies show that even simple everyday activities can be one route to

achieving better affect balance and an improved ratio of positive to negative emotions.

Of course, this study is not without its limitations, and future research is re-

commended to address some of these, as well as exploring new questions which have

arisen as a result. First, notwithstanding ice cream’s position in the popular culture as a

‘mood food’, future studies could monitor whether the initial positive impact of eating

ice cream is sustained over time or gives way to negative emotions later. The inclusion

of implicit measures of mood, or physiological indicators, would help to address this.

Further, it is possible that demand characteristics of the study meant that people con-

sumed ice cream when they would not otherwise have chosen to do so. Future research

might consider settings that are even more naturalistic than we managed to achieve

here, in order to address this.

Second, while researchers have considered the psychological mechanisms through

which everyday activities or indeed positive psychology interventions may impact on
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positive emotions and happiness, there is also a need to explore the neural pathways

and brain structures that may be operational in the neuroscience of these processes

(e.g., Berridge & Kringelbach 2011).

Third, while we recorded participants’ time of completion on their questionnaires

and checked these against the relevant times for the emptying of the drop box, there

remains the possibility that these may have been inaccurate, or that, despite using a

voucher to receive a free ice cream, participants may not have consumed it. Future

studies may wish to address this by using smartphones or palm pilots to record this in-

formation in real time.

Fourth, there is an opportunity for research to focus on more of the everyday, typical

and naturalistic experiences of people, and the particular decisions that people make at

numerous points throughout each day, that are designed, implicitly or explicitly, to en-

hance their well-being (McMahan & Estes 2011). Research into positive psychology in-

terventions to date has tended to focus on particular interventions that have been

developed by researchers, rather than a more naturalistic consideration of people’s

everyday activities that would allow a battery of simple happiness-enhancing activities

to be built ‘from the ground up’. Positive psychology and the advent of positive psy-

chology interventions research have undoubtedly increased the sum total of our know-

ledge about human happiness, but it would be a huge missed opportunity if, in doing

so, researchers lost sight of the everyday routes to happiness that people are using

according to their own naturalistic, implicit theories and experiences.
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