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INTRODUCTION: THE EVOLUTION
OF WELL-BEING BEYOND
HAPPINESS

For decades, the field of psychology
focused predominantly on mental illness,
treating disorders like depression and
anxiety. The goal was simple: move a
person from a negative state to a neutral
one. However, a profound shift occurred
in the late 1990s when Dr. Martin
Seligman, then president of the

American Psychological Association,
called for a new science that would
investigate what makes life worth living.
This marked the birth of positive
psychology. While many associate
Seligman with the concept of learned
helplessness, his later work on Martin
Seligman Flourish represents a far
more ambitious vision. Instead of merely
chasing happiness, Seligman proposed a
multi-dimensional model of well-being
known as PERMA. This article explores
the depth of this model, explaining how
it redefines mental health and provides a
practical framework for anyone seeking
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a richer, more fulfilling life.

THE SHIFT FROM HAPPINESS TO
FLOURISHING

In his earlier work, Seligman emphasized
the pursuit of happiness as the central
goal of positive psychology. Yet, he soon
realized that happiness was too narrow
a concept. People often pursue things
that do not make them instantly happy,
such as raising children or engaging in
demanding careers, yet they report a
deep sense of fulfillment. This led
Seligman to develop the concept of
flourishing.

To flourish means to grow, thrive, and
live within an optimal range of human
functioning. It is not merely the absence
of mental illness but the presence of
something greater. Seligman’s book,

Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding
of Happiness and Well-being, introduced
the world to this expanded framework.
The core idea is that well-being is a
construct, not a single emotion, and it
must be measured by multiple factors.
This is where the Martin Seligman
Flourish model becomes a revolutionary
tool for personal development,
education, therapy, and organizational
leadership.

UNDERSTANDING THE PILLARS
OF THE FLOURISHING LIFE

Seligman identified five essential pillars
that constitute well-being. These are
often remembered by the acronym
PERMA. Each pillar is pursued for its
own sake and contributes to a flourishing
life. Let us break down each component.
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Positive Emotion:
The Pleasant Life

The first pillar, Positive Emotion, is
what most people think of when they
consider happiness. It includes feelings
of joy, gratitude, hope, inspiration, and
love. While this pillar is important,
Seligman cautions that it is the most
transient. Our genetic set point for
happiness accounts for about 50% of our
positive emotions, and circumstances
only account for about 10%. However,
we can influence the remaining 40%
through intentional activities.

Strategies to boost positive emotion
include:

 Cultivating gratitude: Keeping a
journal of things you are thankful
for.

e Savoring: Taking time to fully
enjoy a positive experience.

e Mindfulness: Being present in
the moment without judgment.

While vital, a life built solely on positive
emotion is fragile. If you rely only on
feeling good, you will struggle when life
inevitably brings sadness or pain. This is
why the other pillars are crucial for a
robust well-being.

Engagement:



The Flow State

The second pillar, Engagement, refers
to being completely absorbed in an
activity. Psychologist Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi described this as
flow—a state where time stops, self-
consciousness disappears, and you are
fully immersed in the task at hand. This
could occur during work, a hobby,
sports, or deep conversation.

Engagement differs from pleasure
because it requires effort and skill. It is
the feeling of using your highest
strengths to meet a challenge. Seligman
argues that engagement is a stronger
predictor of long-term satisfaction than
passive pleasure. To increase
engagement, identify your signature

strengths (via the VIA Character
Strengths survey) and find ways to use
them in your daily life, whether at work,
home, or in your community.

Relationships:

The Social
Connection

Humans are inherently social creatures.
The third pillar, Relationships, is
perhaps the most powerful driver of
flourishing. Seligman cites extensive
research showing that people who have
strong, supportive relationships are
healthier, live longer, and report higher
levels of life satisfaction. Connection to
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others provides a buffer against stress
and adds meaning to our experiences.

Positive relationships are built on:

e Active constructive
responding: Celebrating others'
successes with genuine
enthusiasm.

e Kindness: Performing acts of
generosity without expecting a
return.

e Vulnerability: Allowing yourself
to be seen and known by others.

In the context of Martin Seligman
Flourish, relationships are not just a
nice addition; they are a fundamental
requirement. Isolation is a pathway to
languishing, while connection is a
pathway to thriving.

Meaning:
Belonging to
Something
Bigger

The fourth pillar, Meaning, involves
having a sense of purpose and direction.
It is the feeling that your life matters and
is part of a larger narrative. Meaning can
be found in religion, spirituality, family,
work, or social causes. It is distinct from
pleasure because it often involves
sacrifice and service to others.

Seligman emphasizes that meaning does
not have to be grand. A teacher who



finds purpose in educating children, a
parent who dedicates their life to their
family, or a volunteer who helps the
homeless are all living a meaningful life.
The key is that the individual feels their
actions contribute to something beyond
themselves. Purpose provides resilience
during difficult times because it offers a
reason to keep going.

Accomplishment:
The Drive to
Achieve

The fifth pillar, Accomplishment, refers
to the pursuit of success, mastery, and
achievement. This includes setting goals

and working toward them, even when
the process is not fun. Seligman notes
that people often pursue achievement
for its own sake—the desire to win, to
finish a marathon, or to master a skill.
This is the achieving life.

Accomplishment is about competence
and self-efficacy. It builds confidence
and provides evidence of our
capabilities. However, Seligman cautions
that accomplishment alone, without the
other pillars, can lead to burnout and a
hollow sense of victory. When balanced
with positive emotion, engagement,
relationships, and meaning,
accomplishment becomes a healthy
driver of growth.

APPLYING THE PERMA MODEL IN
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DAILY LIFE

Understanding the theory of Martin
Seligman Flourish is one thing;
applying it is another. The beauty of this
model is that it is actionable. Here are
practical steps to implement each pillar:

1. For Positive Emotion: Start a
daily practice of writing down
three good things that happened
today. This rewires your brain to
scan for positivity.

2. For Engagement: Identify one
activity that frequently puts you in
a flow state. Schedule it into your
week as a non-negotiable
appointment.

3. For Relationships: Reach out to
a friend or family member you
have not spoken to in a while.

Make a plan to spend quality time
together without distractions.

4. For Meaning: Volunteer for a
cause you care about.
Alternatively, write a short version
of your eulogy to clarify what you
want your life to stand for.

5. For Accomplishment: Set a
specific, challenging, but
attainable goal. Break it into small
steps and celebrate progress along
the way.

FLOURISHING VERSUS
LANGUISHING

A critical concept in Seligman’s work is
the distinction between flourishing and
languishing. Languishing is a state of
emptiness and stagnation. You are not
depressed, but you are not thriving



either. You feel flat, unmotivated, and
disconnected. The COVID-19 pandemic
highlighted this phenomenon, as millions
of people reported feeling stuck.

The Martin Seligman Flourish model
offers a roadmap out of languishing. By
deliberately working on all five pillars,
you can move from merely surviving to
truly thriving. This is not about toxic
positivity or ignoring negative emotions.
Rather, it is about building a life that is
resilient enough to handle the inevitable
challenges while still experiencing
growth and satisfaction.

CRITICISM AND EVOLUTION OF
THE MODEL

No framework is without critique. Some
researchers argue that the PERMA model
is too individualistic, focusing on the

person rather than the social and
economic systems that influence well-
being. Others question whether the five
pillars are truly independent or if they
overlap too much. For example,
achieving a meaningful goal can
simultaneously provide meaning,
positive emotion, and accomplishment.

Seligman himself has continued to
evolve his thinking. He later expanded
the model to PERMA+, which includes
physical health, optimism, and nutrition.
Despite the criticisms, the core insight
remains revolutionary: mental health
is not just the absence of illness. It is
the presence of positive emotion,
engagement, relationships, meaning,
and accomplishment. This shift has
influenced education (through the Penn
Resiliency Program), the military
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(Comprehensive Soldier Fitness), and
corporate wellness programs around the
world.

WHY MARTIN SELIGMAN'S VISION
MATTERS TODAY

In a world facing increasing rates of
anxiety, depression, and loneliness, the
message of Martin Seligman Flourish
is more relevant than ever. We need a
science that tells us not only how to heal
but how to grow. We need a framework
that honors the complexity of human
experience. We need permission to
pursue pleasure, but also to work hard,
build bonds, find purpose, and strive for
excellence.

Seligman’s legacy is not just a theory; it
is a toolkit for living. By understanding
and applying PERMA, individuals can

take charge of their own well-being.
Organizations can create environments
where employees thrive. Schools can
educate children not just for grades, but
for life satisfaction. The potential is
transformative.

CONCLUSION: THE ONGOING
JOURNEY OF FLOURISHING

Martin Seligman Flourish is not a
destination but a continuous process.
Well-being is not a fixed state; it requires
ongoing attention and effort. The PERMA
model provides a compass, not a map. It
tells you which directions to explore, but
you must walk the path yourself. By
nurturing positive emotions, seeking
engagement, investing in relationships,
pursuing meaning, and celebrating
accomplishments, you build a life that is
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not just happy, but full, rich, and aspire to more than just feeling good. It
resilient. The science of positive has given us a vision of what it means to
psychology has given us permission to truly thrive.
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