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1. Critique of positive psychology as championed by Seligman 











There’s More to Flourishing Than Individual Tips

• A new study suggests psychological tips aren’t enough. 
Policies need to address structural inequities. 



Poverty, inequity, and racism get in the way

• For people who 
face inequity in 
their own lives, 
the links between 
adversity and 
flourishing were 
crystal clear.



2. Adler’s contribution to positive psychology



Alfred Adler (1870-1937)

• A physician, psychotherapist, and founder of Adlerian psychology, or individual 
psychology. 

• He is considered the first community psychologist, who emphasized prevention 
and community health and wellbeing. 

• Adler held equality, civil rights, mutual respect, and the advancement of 
democracy as core values. 

• He taught social interest as a way to improve individual and community well 
being through social responsibility, social justice and community engagement. 

• Social interest means that our wellbeing or mental health resides within our 
community life and connections. 

• He favored a psycho-social approach. Saw the self as a socially-embedded entity, 
a part of the whole. 

• His approach to psychotherapy focused on making sense of life and making 
contributions through interpersonal relationships. 



Adler’s contribution to positive psychology

• He sought to awaken people’s social concerns and encouraged 
cooperation, social equality, and democracy. 

• He focused on the relational aspects of meaning in life regarding 
the three major life tasks: work, love, and society,

• He saw courage as a social function. Courage is always needed in 
cultivating social interests and making useful contributions to 
others.

• The will to power is a process of activating creative energy to 
overcome life problems, leading to either normal self-
enhancement in the interest of others, or endlessly striving for 
the fictional goal perfection. 



The main motivational force is striving to overcome 
inferiority though social interest

• An individual’s social interest is key to his or her success in 
solving the problems of life and experiencing meaning 
through relationships. Social interest is the cornerstone of 
mental health 

• All human beings are driven by the need for significance and 
belonging in order to overcome inferiority and alienation. 

• Mental health depends on Connectedness,  Cooperation, 
Contribution, Community feeling, and Striving for 
significance on the useful side.



The main motivational force is the striving to overcome 
inferiority though social interest (continued)

• The importance of community feeling or social interest: 
Feeling accepted can reduce one’s inferiority complex and 
alienation; feeling rejected can contribute to anxiety and 
inferiority complex.

• Adler’s school focused on exploring this motivating force in 
the development of human behavior.

• A central premise of Adlerian psychology is that the 
unconscious works to convert feelings of inferiority into 
feelings of superiority.



3. Adler’s contribution to positive education

• An educator's most important task is to encourage each 
child, so children can hopefully and joyfully look forward to 
the future

• “Every pampered child becomes a hated child…There is no 
greater evil than the pampering of children.” – Adler

• Individual psychological education focuses on appealing to 
the student’s creative power to embark upon a journey of 
both intellectual growth and cooperative character 
development.



3. Adler’s contribution to positive education (continued)

• Individual psychology is anything but an individualist psychology. 
The term individual was chosen in order to stress the indivisibility 
of the human being as a whole. 

• Responsibility falls on the educator to appeal to the creative 
power of the pupil (Adler, 1979, p. 306).

• Education is a process of engaging students to ensure that they 
orient themselves ever outward toward the world, and other 
people.

• Education is responsible for two outcomes: intellectual and 
character development.



Figure 1. The iceberg analogy, from www.positivediscipline.com.

• First in the family, and then in their 
very first school experiences, children 
wonder “do I belong?” and “am I 
significant in meaningful ways?” 

• When children feel safe and 
connected, they feel a sense of 
belonging and significance.

• When children do not feel a sense of 
belonging, they adopt survival 
behaviors or misbehaviors.



Figure 2 shows the child's attention getting behavior, when 
they feel ignored

• We find a job to do 
together, we connect, and 
we shift from that 
challenging behavior to 
building a life skill.



Figure 3 shows that the third goal of misbehavior is revenge. 

• "I do not belong and that hurts, 
so I will get even by hurting 
others." The adult feeling is 
usually disbelief or hurt. The 
coded message is, "I am hurting. 
Validate my feelings." 



Figure 4: The coded message on the cap is, "Do not give up 
on me. Show me small steps."

• Breaking things down, using 
encouragement, and focusing 
on the direction of growth and 
moving forward will help these 
children.



These lifestyles are rooted in childhood.



Summary of Adlerian psychology’s 
contribution to positive psychology 

• The Adlerian perspective on the tasks of life is a strongly 
relational one. 

• These tasks of life address intimate love relationships, 
relationships with friends and fellow beings in society, our 
relationships at work, our relationship with the self, and our 
relationship with God or the universe 

• Adlerian psychology is a growth model that emphasizes the 
holistic, phenomenological, teleological, and socially embedded 
aspects of human functioning. 

• It is an optimistic perspective that views people as unique, 
creative, capable, and responsible. 



Summary of Adlerian psychology’s 
contribution to positive psychology (continued) 

• Adlerians are not about “curing” anything; therapy is a process of 
encouragement. 

• Adlerian therapists focus on developing a respectful, egalitarian, 
optimistic, and growth-oriented therapeutic alliance that emphasizes 
clients’ assets, abilities, resources, and strengths. 

• “Mankind has variously made the attempt to imagine this final goal of 
human development. The best conception gained so far of this ideal 
elevation of mankind is the concept of God.” (Jahn and Adler).

• The historical development of mankind was possible only because 
mankind was a community and strove for an ideal community.

• Those who have already developed in themselves a strong social feeling 
constantly endeavor to ameliorate the hardships of anyone who 
proceeds erroneously.



Selfishness is the main source of suffering



From selfishness to self-transcendence



A complete model of self-transcendence



Existential 
positive 

psychology 
as a new 
paradigm





Flourishing depends on overcoming suffering



4. Wong’s 
existential positive 
psychology (PP2.0)















Thank You 
for your 
attention

You may find out more about 
my work on my website 
(www.drpaulwong.ca)

If you want to learn more 
about meaning therapy, 
become a student member of 
the INPM (www.meaning.ca)


