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Across historical periods, nations, and cultures, people have desired happiness and pursued it in a 

variety of ways (Bergsma, 2008; Diener, 2000). This preoccupation is not surprising, because 

happiness is associated with numerous tangible benefits, such as stronger physical health, improved 

interpersonal relationships, higher work productivity, and even longer life (Lyubomirsky, King, & 

Diener, 2005). Accordingly, the question of how to become happier has become a topic of growing 

scientific interest (for reviews, see Bolier et al., 2013; Layous & Lyubomirsky, 2014; Lyubomirsky, 

Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005). Today, hundreds of studies present evidence for a wide array of 

ostensibly distinct happiness-increasing strategies—from meditation to savoring to strengthening 

relationships—but few have considered what these activities have in common (e.g., see Dolan, 2014, 

for an exception).  

In sum, positive activities have been shown to effectively boost positive emotions and/or alleviate 

negative emotions in multiple ways (Bolier et al., 2013; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). These 

empirically-supported activities include, but are not limited to, writing letters of gratitude (Layous 

et al., 2017; Lyubomirsky, Dickerhoof, Boehm, & Sheldon, 2011; Seligman, Steen, Park, & 

Peterson, 2005); performing acts of kindness (Dunn, Aknin, & Norton, 2008; Nelson et al., 2015; 

Nelson, Layous, Cole, & Lyubomirsky, 2016); practicing optimism (Layous, Nelson, & 

Lyubomirsky, 2013; Lyubomirsky et al., 2011); counting one’s blessings (Emmons & McCullough, 

2003; Froh, Sefick, & Emmons, 2008; Seligman et al., 2005); affirming one’s most important values 

(Nelson, Fuller, Choi, & Lyubomirsky, 2014); and meditating on positive feelings towards oneself 

and others (Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, & Finkel, 2008). 

By increasing positive emotions, thoughts, and behaviors, as well as satisfying basic 

psychological needs (e.g., autonomy, competence, connectedness), each positive activity has been 

shown to provide unique benefits (Layous & Lyubomirsky, 2014). For instance, people who 

practiced optimism and gratitude construed their memories of neutral experiences more positively 

and optimistically (Dickerhoof, 2007). A meditation activity fostered participants’ personal 

resources such as social relationships and health (Fredrickson et al., 2008). Finally, an intervention 

combining instructions to practice acts of kindness with autonomy-supportive messages from peers 

boosted participants’ perceived sense of choice (Nelson et al., 2015). At first glance, these 

activities—and their associated benefits—appear to be quite distinct from one another, but could 

there be a common mechanism that underlies their success?  

In this paper, we argue that the shared mechanism driving the well-being-improving benefits of 

most positive activities is redirection of attention. For example, by practicing gratitude, people are 

redirecting their thoughts toward what is “right” with their lives instead of what is wrong. By 

practicing kindness, people are encouraged to take the focus off of themselves and turn it onto other 

people. And, by practicing optimism, people are directed to think about the future in a positive rather 

than an anxious, fearful, or depressive way. We believe there are an endless variety of ways in which 

one can redirect attention that will lead to enhanced well-being. 

Prior research has shown that attention—especially selective attention to positive information—

may be a valuable tool for regulating emotion (Wadlinger & Isaacowitz, 2011). Several emotion 
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regulation strategies involve the deployment of attention and have been identified as effective. They 

include distraction (shifting attention from one aspect of a situation to another or away from the 

situation altogether), concentration (fully utilizing cognitive resources within an activity), and 

positive “rumination” or savoring (directing attention selectively inward towards positive feelings) 

(Gross, 1998). These emotion regulation strategies have been incorporated into different types of 

attention training methodologies, such as auditory attention training used in clinical psychology, 

which have been shown to affect alerting, orienting, and executive control attentional processes with 

repeated practice (Watson & Purdon, 2008). These attentional processes, in turn, regulate emotional 

experience, emotional expression, and the neurobiology of emotions (Wadlinger & Isaacowitz, 

2011). In other words, after individuals undergo an attention training period, what they learn is 

presumed to transfer to situations that involve emotional regulation in their daily lives. 

Although such lab-based training interventions have effectively modified patterns of attentional 

deployment to regulate emotion, they require an extensive or onerous training period, are only 

distally related to well-being outcomes in daily life, and are often designed for clinical populations. 

Could laypeople learn to monitor and refocus their own attention more directly—that is, precisely 

during the situation in which this action is needed rather than during a distal “training” period that is 

expected to transfer to daily life? We propose that learning how to redirect one’s attention when 

naturalistically entrenched in negative patterns of thinking, emotion, or behavior could be a simple, 

direct, concrete, feasible, and effective way to sustainably boost well-being. 

The current study served as a preliminary test of whether people who learn to become cognizant 

about where their attention (“spotlight”) is—and when it is prudent to divert it— become happier 

over time. To this end, we developed a novel positive activity intervention, which we labeled the 

“spotlight activity,” that taught participants how to become mindful of where their attention is and 

to redirect it as needed. We also pilot tested the spotlight activity over 4 weeks to examine its 

feasibility and acceptability for community participants. Although the primary aim of the spotlight 

activity pilot was to examine its feasibility rather than to draw definitive inferences about its 

effectiveness, we also expected that those who practiced the activity would increase in life 

satisfaction, subjective happiness, positive affect, psychological need satisfaction (i.e., 

connectedness, competence, autonomy), meaning in life, and daily uplifts—as well as decrease in 

negative affect and daily hassles—compared to those assigned to a waitlist control group. Because 

the redirection of attention is proposed to be the shared key mechanism driving the positive activities 

that have been reliably established to improve well-being (e.g., Dunn et al., 2008; Emmons & 

McCullough, 2003; Froh et al., 2008; Layous et al., 2013, 2017; Lyubomirsky et al., 2011; Nelson 

et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2014, 2016; Seligman et al., 2005), we expected that the spotlight activity 

would similarly enhance well-being.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

One hundred-eight adults worldwide were recruited online for the study via posts on the third 

author’s Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter profiles. Out of this group, 61 participants failed to 

complete at least one of the follow-up surveys, leaving a total of 47 complete cases. No significant 

differences, however, emerged between those who remained in the study until the end and those who 

dropped out with respect to age, gender, ethnicity, education, income, and marital status. 

Demographic predictors of attrition from the study at any major assessment wave were examined 

using logistic regression models. No significant differences emerged between those who remained 

in the study until the end and those who dropped out with respect to gender, ethnicity, education, 

income, and marital status. Age was significantly associated with increased retention, b = .032, χ2 

(1, N = 108) = 3.88, p = .049, although the association was only marginally significant using a Wald 

test, z = 1.93, p = .054. Because of the relatively small effect size, and because of the low base rate 

of retention, we will not consider the role of age in completing the study further in this paper. (See 

Results section for a complete description and discussion of the psychological predictions of 

participant attrition.)  

Participants who completed any portion of the study ranged from ages 22 to 77 (Mage = 45.3 SD = 

12.4), with 75% female. Sixty-seven percent self-identified as White, 15% as Latino(a), 5% as Asian, 

2% as Black, 2% as Middle Eastern, 5% as more than one ethnicity, and 3% as other ethnicities. The 

three most common countries where participants completed the survey were the United States, 

Mexico, and Canada. The participants were generally highly educated: 61% had post-baccalaureate 

or graduate education, 30% were college graduates, 5% of people had attended some college, and 

2% had graduated from high school. The participants’ modal income was $100,000 to $149,000, 

ranging between less than $20,000 to over $200,000. (Fifteen percent chose not to respond to this 

question). Fifty-four percent of participants were married, 26% were single, 17% were 

separated/divorced, and 1% were widowed.  

 Participants’ weekly affect and life satisfaction were 

measured with the items, “How have you been feeling in the past week?” and “How satisfied with 

your life have you been in the past week?” (Jacobs Bao, 2012; α = .80 to .93). A 100-point sliding 

scale with increments of 10 points was used, with endpoints of the scale marked with a graphical 

frowning face at 0 and a graphical smiling face at 100. 

 Global life satisfaction was assessed with the Satisfaction With Life Scale 

(SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; α = .87). The SWLS consists of five items (e.g., 

“In most ways my life is close to my ideal”) rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 

strongly agree). Reliability of the scale in this sample was excellent (Cronbach’s α = .90 at Day 1; 

α = .94 at Day 35). 

 Participants’ happiness was measured with the Subjective Happiness Scale 

(SHS; Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999; α = .79 to .86). All items were rated on a 7-point Likert-type 

scale. The items asked participants how generally happy they are, how happy they are relative to 
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their peers, and the extent to which a description of a “very happy” person characterized them (1 = 

not at all, 7 = a great deal). The fourth item from the SHS was dropped because it had low reliability 

and did not hang together with the other items. Cronbach’s α coefficients were .92 at Day 1 and .95 

at Day 35. 

 Participants’ affect was assessed using the Affect-Adjective Scale 

(AAS; Diener & Emmons, 1985; α = .89 to .84 for positive and negative affect, respectively), which 

includes four positive affect items (happy, pleased, joyful, enjoyment/fun; α = .92 at Day 1, α = .96 

at Day 35) and five negative affect ones (worried/anxious, angry/hostile, frustrated, depressed/blue, 

unhappy; α = .86 at Day 1, α = .92 at Day 35). Participants rated the extent to which they felt each 

emotion in the past week using a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = a great deal). 

The degree to which participants’ core needs were met was 

assessed with the Balanced Measure of Psychological Needs (BMPN; Sheldon & Hilpert, 2012). 

The BMPN consists of 18 items, with six representing autonomy (e.g., “I felt free to do things my 

own way”; α = .78), six representing connectedness (e.g., “I felt a sense of contact with people who 

care for me, and whom I care for”; α = .78), and six representing competence (e.g., “I felt that I was 

taking on and mastering hard challenges”; α = .79). Participants rated the extent to which they agreed 

with each statement for the past week on a 5-point scale (1 = no agreement, 5 = much agreement). 

Results were analyzed by separately examining autonomy (α = .76 at Day 1 and .62 at Day 35), 

connectedness (αs = .75 and .78, respectively), and competence (αs = .74 and .85, respectively). 

 A four-item scale assessed participants’ meaning in life (Nelson et al., 2014; α = 

.73 to .79). The items were designed to be sensitive to weekly changes in felt meaning (e.g., [during 

the past week] “I have felt a sense of purpose in my daily life”) and were rated on a 7-point scale (1 

= not at all, 7 = very much). Reliability of the scale was good in this sample (α = .86 at Day 1; α = 

.87 at Day 35). 

Daily hassles (i.e., things that irritate or annoy) and uplifts (i.e., events 

that make one feel good) were assessed using a short version of the Hassles and Uplifts Scale 

(Delongis, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1988). Participants rated the extent to which 14 items in the areas 

of family, friends, work, health, housework, and recreation were a hassle and an uplift over the past 

week on a 4-point scale (0 = none or not applicable, 3 = a great deal). Reliability of both the hassles 

and uplifts scales was adequate (hassles: α = .69 at Day 1, α = .70 at Day 35; uplifts: α = .79 at Day 

1 and Day 35.) 

 Participants’ effort put forth towards the spotlight activity was measured with three Likert-

type items. The items asked, “How much effort did you put into the spotlight activity?” (1 = no effort 

at all, 9 = a great deal of effort); “How hard did you try monitoring and redirecting your attention?” 

(1 = not hard at all, 9 = extremely hard); and “How often did you practice the spotlight activity 

because you wanted to do it for yourself (as opposed to for the study)?” (1 = never, 9 = often).   

 Participants took part in a 5-week online feasibility study in which they were randomly 

assigned either 1) to keep track of their attention (their “spotlight”) on daily experiences, as well as 

how positive or negative they felt (i.e., their affect), and then to divert their attention as needed or 2) 



 

 

to serve in a waitlist control group. All participants began the study on a Monday, with 6 waves of 

participant start dates starting in May through June 2015. Participants completed the online study in 

the course of their normal lives.  

To orient participants to the practice of attending to 

their activities, attention, and affect, we designed a 3-day tracking activity to be completed after 

baseline measures. During this trial period, we asked participants to track 4 times per day over the 

course of 3 days what they were doing, where their attention was focused, how much attention they 

were paying to this activity, and how they positive or negative they felt about it, without attempting 

to alter their attention or behavior. (See Appendix A for the full 3-day tracking activity instructions 

that participants were shown.) 

 After the 3-day tracking activity, participants were asked not 

only to keep track of what their attention was on, but also to redirect or shift their attention when 

they deemed it necessary. Prior research has shown that providing autonomy and choice in exercising 

a positive activity enhances the impact of the intervention on people’s subjective well-being (Nelson 

et al., 2015). Accordingly, we gave participants the choice of whether to redirect their attention, 

when to redirect their attention, and if they did choose to redirect, what strategy to use during the 

spotlight activity intervention. Because this was a feasibility study, we also offered participants the 

opportunity to describe their experiences, to list insights gained, and to provide their feedback on 

ways to improve and tailor the spotlight activity to different types of people and situations.  

Figure 1 displays the flow diagram and participant enrollment for the study. At baseline 

(Day 1), participants gave informed consent and completed all measures (demographic information, 

weekly affect and life satisfaction, global life satisfaction, happiness, positive and negative affect, 

psychological need satisfaction, meaning in life, and hassles and uplifts). They also chose one of 

three mood-color grids that indicated what colors they typically associated with different (e.g., high 

and low) moods. (See Appendix B for one example of a mood-color grid consisting of green for high 

moods, orange for neutral moods, and red for low moods.) Participants completed this and all 

subsequent measures through the Qualtrics online survey platform at any location convenient to them 

(e.g., computers or mobile phone in their home or workplace).  

 Participants then read instructions for an exercise tracking their attention 

and corresponding affect 4 times per day for 3 days. Over the next 3 days (Days 2 through 4), 

participants were asked to monitor and record the following four times each day (at times of their 

choosing): 1) what they were doing (e.g., changing a diaper or remembering last night’s party), 2) 

what their attention (or spotlight) was directed to (e.g., how cute my baby is or the awkward 

conversation I had); 3) how much attention they were paying to it (from 0% to 100%, in increments 

of 10%), and 4) how they felt about the activity right now (0 = extremely negative; 50 = neutral, 100 

= extremely positive, in 10-point increments).  

After finishing the 3-day tracking activity, participants chose a time during the subsequent 3 days 

(Days 4 through 7) to complete questionnaires about their weekly affect and life satisfaction, as well 

as their positive and negative affect, and to enter their results from the 3-day exercise. To this end, 

they were presented with a figure displaying their 3-day exercise results using their preselected 
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mood-color grid (see Appendix B for a sample 3-day exercise figure). Participants were asked at this 

time to reflect upon their personal activity record by writing a paragraph about what patterns they 

noticed in their levels of attention, insights about their daily life and moods as a result of the 3-day 

activity, what activities or events made them happiest, and how they could modify their daily 

activities to flourish. Experimental participants who did not complete the 3-day activity follow-up 

were not allowed to proceed to the rest of the study, including the next step, the spotlight activity, 

because the 3-day activity served as a “training period” for the spotlight activity. 

 On Day 8, after completing the 3-day activity, participants received instructions 

for the experimental spotlight activity, in which they were asked to continue to monitor their daily 

experiences, but instead of writing them down or rating them, they were encouraged to redirect or 

shift their attention when they thought it was necessary or beneficial to do so (e.g., if their attention 

was focused on something distressing, anxiety-provoking, irritating, etc.) over the next week. 

Participants were presented with a written document and an audio recording of the third author 

describing the activity. Both the document and audio file were available for participants to download 

for later access. (See Appendices C and D for the written instructions and full transcript of the audio 

file of the spotlight activity instructions, respectively.) 

Participants completed the spotlight activity over the next 7 days (Days 8 through 14). Each evening, 

they received a link to a survey that prompted them to report how often they attended to their 

experiences, how many times they decided to redirect their attention, how many times they 

successfully redirected their attention, when and why they did not redirect their attention, and their 

reflections and thoughts about redirecting their attention. (See Appendix E for the full daily 

questionnaire.) 

At the end of the week (Day 14), participants completed questionnaires about how much effort 

they put into the spotlight activity, as well as the same questionnaires completed at baseline 

measuring their weekly affect and life satisfaction, global life satisfaction, happiness, positive and 

negative affect, psychological need satisfaction (i.e., connectedness, competence, and autonomy), 

meaning in life, and daily hassles and uplifts. They were also given an opportunity to describe any 

insights or suggestions they gained from engaging in the spotlight activity. Finally, participants were 

instructed to continue the spotlight activity (monitoring and redirecting their attention on daily 

experiences) over the next 3 weeks (Days 15 through 35), but they did not receive end-of-day 

prompts about their experiences during the rest of the spotlight intervention.  

At the end of the three weeks (Day 35) of engaging in the spotlight activity, participants 

again completed the same questionnaires they completed at baseline (weekly affect and life 

satisfaction, global life satisfaction, happiness, positive and negative affect, psychological need 

satisfaction, meaning in life, and daily hassles and uplifts), including a measure of effort towards the 

spotlight activity. At this time, participants could also provide any insights or suggestions they 

gained from engaging in the spotlight activity. After participants completed the post-test 

questionnaires, they were debriefed about the purpose of the study. 

 At baseline (Day 1), participants gave informed consent and completed 

the same baseline measures as the experimental group—namely, demographic information, weekly 



 

 

mood and life satisfaction, global life satisfaction, happiness, positive and negative affect, 

psychological need satisfaction, meaning in life, and hassles and uplifts.  

Control participants did not complete the 3-day exercise, 

but did complete questionnaires about their weekly affect and life satisfaction, as well as positive 

and negative affect, between the end of Day 4 and Day 7, to match the behavior of the experimental 

group.  

Control participants also did not complete the spotlight activity 

from Day 8 through Day 14, but did complete the same questionnaires they completed at baseline 

(except demographics).  

 At the end of Day 35, like the experimental participants, control 

participants again completed the same questionnaires filled out at baseline (except demographics). 

Finally, if they wished, the control participants were given the opportunity to complete the 

experimental positive activity (the spotlight activity) at the end of the study (starting on Day 35).  

We first explored descriptive indicators of participant attrition from the study. To understand 

participants’ reactions to the spotlight activity, we then evaluated descriptive statistics and 

qualitative data regarding spotlight participants’ daily attention redirection, effort towards the 

spotlight activity, self-reported change in well-being, and overall responses to the spotlight activity. 

To test the feasibility of the spotlight activity as a happiness intervention, we examined the 

Cohen’s d effect sizes of the differences between the spotlight and waitlist control conditions on 

each outcome at Days 1, 7, 14, and 35. Because the spotlight condition imposed more stringent 

requirements on participants to remain in the study than did the waitlist control condition, these 

analyses included only participants who completed all of the Days 1, 7, 14, and 35 surveys. 

Finally, to evaluate the effects of condition on change in well-being over the course of the study, 

we conducted a set of ANCOVA regression models (using complete-case participants only) 

predicting scores on each dependent variable at Day 35 from spotlight condition, controlling for 

scores on the variable at Day 1. Condition was dummy coded with the waitlist condition as the 

comparison group, and outcome and covariate scores were standardized within each time point. All 

data analyses were conducted using SPSS 24 and R. 

Figure 1 displays participant enrollment for the study by day and condition. The considerable 

attrition in the spotlight condition suggests that fewer than one in two individuals who began to 

engage in the positive activity did not complete it—a rate very similar to the proportion of people 

who sustain New Year’s resolutions (Norcross, Ratzin, & Payne, 1989). Because our study examined 

feasibility, we aimed to achieve naturalistic conditions, which involved no material compensation or 

incentives. Accordingly, the rate of attrition represents a notable finding in itself.  

Additionally, one pattern we found in the 3-day tracking activity open-ended responses was that 

participants who practiced the intervention through the end of the experiment also wrote that they 
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derived pleasure from working or being productive whereas individuals who dropped out during the 

spotlight activity tended to write that they did not enjoy their work. Therefore, we believe the high 

attrition was not due to the infeasibility of attention redirection (spotlight activity) but due to self-

selected characteristics (e.g., not self-motivated, their dislike of work) of those who dropped out. 

To understand participants’ reactions to the spotlight activity, we 

examined responses to the daily reports that spotlight participants completed during the second week 

of the study, when they first started completing the spotlight activity. 

 

 



 

 

 

As shown in Table 1, participants monitored their experiences approximately 3 to 4 times per day 

over the first 7 days of the spotlight activity (Days 8-14 of the study). They subsequently decided to 

redirect their attention approximately 1 to 2 times per day (or 40 to 50 percent of  

occasions in which they monitored their experiences) and successfully shifted their attention on most 

of the occasions (68-70%) in which they decided to redirect their attention. 

 Furthermore, spotlight participants who completed the Day 35 

survey (n = 15) reported exerting moderate to high effort towards the spotlight activity over the 

course of the study on average (M = 5.33 out of 9, SD = 1.88; mode = 7). These participants also 

generally reported that they tried moderately hard to redirect their attention during the study (M = 

5.27 out of 9; SD = 1.83; mode = 7) and that they performed the spotlight activity for their own sakes 

(rather than for the study) at least some of the time during the study (M = 6.20 out of 9; SD = 1.93; 

mode = 6). Finally, they reported experiencing moderately more positive emotions (M = 5.47 out of 

9; SD = 2.23; mode = 6 and 7) and fewer negative emotions (M = 5.53 out of 9; SD = 2.33; mode = 

5) after they started practicing the spotlight activity. Taken together, these findings suggest that 

participants—at least those who remained in the study after the 3-day tracking exercise—actively 

engaged in the spotlight activity of their own volition and experienced at least some improvement in 

their well-being after completing the activity.

 Each day after the first week of the spotlight 

activity, participants were asked to describe instances in which they decided not to redirect their 

attention and why, as well as instances in which they did attempt to redirect their attention, reasons 

for redirecting, strategies used in redirecting, their perception of successfully redirecting, and what 

they learned from the experience (see Methods section for specific questions). We qualitatively 

examined participants’ open-ended written responses for themes and patterns. Participants reported 

redirecting their attention most from work-related activities (e.g., “I had an issue at work, in which 

someone misunderstood a request I had provided via email”) and second most from social activities 

(e.g., “My son disrespected me”). While redirecting, people were most likely to be alone (but usually 

thinking about other people—e.g., “Caught up thinking about sad situation related to the family”), 

distantly followed by interacting with a child or significant other. 

     The redirecting strategy participants were most likely to use was changing what they were doing 

(e.g., “I turned off my phone ringer and focused on my work”), followed by changing what they 
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were thinking about (e.g., “To get through the few minutes of pain I focus on another part of my 

body that isn't hurting and the pain subsides”), and lastly by changing how they thought about the 

activity they were doing (e.g., “…decided to exercise self-compassion and forgive myself instead of 

beating myself up about it”). Among instances in which participants chose not to redirect, the most 

common reason was that they did not want to (i.e., they were happy doing what they were doing), 

followed by external pressures (e.g., something about the situation compelled them to keep their 

attention on what they were doing), and, lastly, because they felt incapable of redirecting their 

attention. In summary, the typical redirecting attempt was done alone by changing what one was 

doing. 

Participants were also asked for overall feedback 

regarding the spotlight activity, and two overall themes emerged. One was that happiness is in one’s 

control, that it is one’s own responsibility, and that it is not dependent on external events. A 

representative quote: “At 25 I looked for happiness outside of my mind in my work, in my friends, 

and in my ambitions and dreams. At 50 I’m finding happiness by looking into my mind which I have 

learned is still eager to help me discover what true happiness really means.” The other theme was 

that people realized that there were more positive events in their lives than negative ones: “I 

confirmed that I have a really great life and so much to be grateful for. My hassles are very few 

compared with others.” 

Although not intended to test hypotheses so much as to show that the intervention is feasible, Table 

2 reports means and standard deviations for each dependent variable by day and condition, as well 

as effect size estimates (Cohen’s ds) for the differences between the spotlight and waitlist control 

conditions over time. 

     Notably, the spotlight condition imposed more stringent requirements on participants to remain 

in the study than did the waitlist control condition. For example, spotlight participants could not 

continue the study past Day 7 if they did not submit their results from the 3-day exercise. The 

participants in the spotlight condition who completed the entire study may therefore have been 

naturally more motivated, and perhaps happier, than participants in the control condition who 

completed the entire study. As such, the baseline differences between conditions in the entire sample 

may not accurately reflect differences between conditions when considering only those participants 

who did not leave the study. As shown in Table 2, participants in the spotlight condition were, in 

fact, significantly happier than control participants at Day 1. In conjunction with the results for the 

entire sample as reported in Appendix F, this finding suggests that spotlight participants (but not 

control participants) who were relatively happier at the start of the study were more likely to 

complete the entire study than were less happy participants. We therefore examined the effects of 

the spotlight condition over time using only those participants (N = 47; 11 spotlight, 36 control) who 

completed the surveys on all of Days 1, 7, 14, and 35. 

     At post-test (Day 35), participants in the spotlight condition reported significantly higher life 

satisfaction (both weekly and global), meaning in life, subjective happiness, general weekly affect, 

and positive affect, as well as significantly lower negative affect, than participants in the waitlist 



 

 

control condition. Furthermore, between-condition differences were stronger—and in the expected 

direction—at Day 35 than at any earlier time points for weekly life satisfaction, meaning in life, 

subjective happiness, general weekly affect, and positive affect, as well as significantly lower 

negative affect, each of the well-being variables, with strong effect sizes at post-test. In other words, 

consistent with findings using the entire sample, participants in the spotlight condition were 

consistently happier at the end of the study than participants in the control condition. Nevertheless, 

the possibility of study completion differences among groups challenges the assumption of random 

assignment and compels restraint in drawing causal conclusions from these data. Because our 

primary goal was simply to test whether this attention-redirection intervention can potentially 

increase well-being—rather than to establish that it does increase well-being—this limitation on 

causal inference should not be a major cause of concern. 

Because all our well-being variables were highly correlated with one another (absolute value rs 

between .49 and .92 at Day 1), we created a well-being composite variable to assess the effect of the 

spotlight activity on overall psychological well-being. All seven well-being variables (positive 

affect, negative affect [reversed], global life satisfaction, weekly affect, weekly life satisfaction, 

meaning in life, and subjective happiness) were first z-scored within each major time point (Days 1, 

7, 14, and 35). The z-scored positive variables were then averaged for each participant at each time 

point to create the composite well-being variable. (The Day 7 composite variable used only positive 

and negative affect and weekly affect and life satisfaction.) Consistent with our findings for the 

individual well-being variables, participants in the spotlight condition reported higher composite 

well-being at Day 35 than did participants in the control condition, even though the groups did not 

differ at the beginning of the study. 

No significant differences in need satisfaction (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) between 

the spotlight and control conditions were found at any time point. In contrast with our findings for 

well-being, the effect sizes for need satisfaction at Day 35 were weak, although they were stronger 

than the effect sizes at Day 1 for all three need satisfaction variables. Finally, participants in the 

spotlight group reported significantly less intense hassles than control participants at Day 35, but not 

at Day 1; the groups did not differ consequentially in perceived intensity of uplifts at any time point. 
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To evaluate these increases in the effect 

of condition over the course of the study, we conducted a set of regression models (using complete-

case participants only) predicting scores on each dependent variable at Day 35 from spotlight 

condition, controlling for scores on the variable at Day 1. That is, did the spotlight activity lead to 

improvements in well-being, need satisfaction, and perceived hassles and uplifts above and beyond 

participants’ initial statuses? Condition was dummy coded with the waitlist condition as the 

comparison group, and outcome and covariate scores were standardized within each time point. The 

results of these models are shown in Table 3. 
 

β

β

 

Controlling for Day 1 scores, participants who engaged in the spotlight activity experienced 

significantly greater weekly mood and meaning in life at Day 35 than did control participants. In 

addition, experimental condition had marginally significant effects on positive affect, global life 

satisfaction, weekly life satisfaction, composite well-being, and intensity of hassles; these dependent 

variables may have achieved significance with a larger sample size. The effect of condition was 

notably in the expected direction, but nonsignificant, for all other dependent variables 
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This paper presents the background, rationale, methodology, and preliminary proof-of-concept 

results for an intervention targeting our proposed common mechanism underlying nearly all 

successful happiness-boosting strategies—namely, the redirection of attention. As an easy, simple 

alternative to burdensome attention training methodologies (Gross, 1998; Watson & Purdon, 2008), 

the spotlight activity was designed with the goal of offering immediate and direct control over 

laypersons’ well-being in naturalistic day-to-day settings.  

Participants who engaged in the spotlight activity successfully redirected their attention most 

(approximately 70%) of the time. Participants were also generally highly intrinsically motivated, as 

shown by the effort put forth towards the activity as well as their motivation to do the activity for 

their own sakes (e.g., even though spotlight activity participants were not compensated in any way, 

a number of them still completed the intervention). Spotlight activity participants who chose not to 

redirect most commonly reported that they chose not to because they were happy with what they 

were doing (rather than because they felt incapable), underscoring the feasibility of attention 

redirection without formal training. 

When compared with control participants, those who practiced the spotlight activity reported 

significantly higher life satisfaction (both weekly and global), meaning in life, and general weekly 

affect, as well as significantly lower negative affect, after the intervention ended. The between-

condition effect sizes at post-test were moderate to strong for each of the well-being variables. 

Participants in the spotlight condition also reported experiencing less intense hassles than did control 

participants at post-test. Although spotlight (but not control) participants who were happier at 

baseline were also more likely to complete the study, consistent with our findings using the entire 

sample, when analyzing complete cases, our effect sizes indicating between-group differences 

increased between baseline and post-test for all well-being variables and were significant at post-

test. Finally, controlling for baseline scores, spotlight activity participants experienced significantly 

greater improvements in weekly affect and meaning in life at post-test than control participants and 

marginally greater improvements in positive affect, global life satisfaction, weekly life satisfaction, 

composite well-being, and intensity of hassles. 

Notably, participants who practiced the spotlight activity did not feel more connected, competent, 

or autonomous than those in the control group at any time point. One reason participants may not 

have experienced a boost in their psychological needs is that the spotlight activity did not directly 

require participants to engage in a specific positive activity after their redirection attempts. In other 

words, although participants were encouraged to redirect their attention away from negative events 

such as rumination, upsetting experiences, or unproductive behaviors, no alternative positive 

activities such as kindness, meditation, or gratitude were suggested or required to participate in the 

study. Moreover, the strategies that our participants used to redirect might have varied greatly in 

how positive they were from participant to participant and from situation to situation; hence, 

although some strategies (e.g., goal pursuit) may have led participants to feel more autonomous, 

others (e.g., strengthening a friendship) may have had a null or inverse impact on autonomy.  



 

 

Despite the small sample size of the study, this proof-of-concept study provides encouraging 

preliminary evidence for the feasibility of an attention redirection intervention to increase positive 

affect, life satisfaction, and meaning in life, as well as to reduce negative affect and hassles. The 

findings are not only consistent with prior studies of attention training methodologies that have been 

linked with emotion regulation, but also advance this program of research by showing that 

community participants in their naturalistic settings generally report feeling able and motivated to 

redirect their attention without an extensive training period (such as the ones used in Wadlinger & 

Isaacowitz, 2011). Participants were also able to monitor and autonomously select an appropriate 

redirection strategy among a number of strategies, including but not limited to distraction, 

concentration, and savoring. 

Although our results are encouraging, we did not have a large enough sample size (n = 11 complete 

cases in the spotlight condition at post-test) to make a definitive determination about the spotlight 

activity’s effects on well-being. As a consequence of the small sample size, most of the well-being 

effects were in the expected direction but not statistically significant. The high level of attrition in 

the spotlight activity condition also limits causal conclusions from our findings to people who 

consciously choose to practice the spotlight activity. As such, although our results show the 

feasibility of such an activity as a means of boosting happiness, they do not, by themselves, 

definitively demonstrate the effects of the activity. Future studies should refine our design—for 

example, by streamlining participant activities, offering incentives to participate in the study through 

post-test, or sending friendly text message reminders during the spotlight activity. These changes 

might increase engagement with the activity and minimize attrition so that more conclusive 

statements about the effects of the spotlight activity can be drawn. Additionally, although 4 weeks 

was a relatively long period of time, future investigators will need to follow participants for longer 

periods, such as 6 months to a year, to test whether the effects of the spotlight activity are durable.  

Another limitation of the present study is that the control condition was a waitlist control group 

rather than an active control group comparable to the spotlight condition. That is, participants in the 

control group did not complete an alternative neutral activity but rather continued their daily 

activities as usual. As such, our findings cannot rule out the possibility that the spotlight activity’s 

effects were merely due to participants’ expectations or a placebo effect (though still an important 

finding, as people may not care how they become happier as long as they do). A hypothesis-testing 

study—one that goes beyond exploring feasibility—thus requires an active control group, preferably 

one that is comparable to the spotlight activity but without its attention-redirection element. 

Another limitation of our design was that we did not directly examine participants’ abilities to 

redirect attention at pre-test and post-test. Ideally, we would have included these measures for both 

the control and spotlight participants to examine whether the redirection abilities of participants in 

the spotlight condition had grown as a result of their participation in the spotlight activity. Relatedly, 

the spotlight condition participants tracked their attention on specific tasks only during the 3-day 

activity and not during the spotlight activity itself; future studies could have participants track and 

enter their attention on specific tasks (rather than in general), although this could increase attrition.  
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Because participants were most likely to be alone when redirecting their attention but thinking 

about other people, we also recommend that future studies offer more specific directions to 

participants about how to redirect or restructure thoughts about others (e.g., conflict resolution 

strategies). Moreover, as the redirecting strategies participants used most were essentially shifting 

what they were doing and thinking about, future interventions should test under what conditions it 

is most valuable for participants to change what they are doing versus to change what they are 

thinking about. 

Finally, the volunteer participants in this study were primarily upper middle class Caucasian 

individuals; therefore, the present study’s results may not generalize to lower-income earners and 

people of diverse ethnic backgrounds. For example, individuals with low socioeconomic status may 

face more frequent daily stressors and therefore have less capacity, flexibility, or resources to redirect 

their attention at any time they wish. Further studies are needed to test the effects of the spotlight 

activity on well-being in more diverse samples.  

The present study was the first, to our knowledge, to develop and test the feasibility of an explicit 

attention-redirection well-being intervention. The initial results are consistent with the notion that 

redirecting attention could be the mechanism underlying the well-being benefits of a variety of 

positive activities, such as practicing gratitude, kindness, or optimism. Although further research is 

needed to understand the strength of the spotlight activity’s effects, and the conditions (e.g., 

redirection situations, strategies to redirect, redirection frequency) under which it operates most 

successfully, our findings present an exciting new direction for well-being intervention research..    
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