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Article

People are confronted with daily challenges that threaten 
their happiness and self-image. Accordingly, they must nav-
igate difficulties, manage potentially threatening informa-
tion, and maintain a rosy outlook about themselves and their 
worlds. Two distinct, but congruent, literatures have devel-
oped to understand how people maintain their positive self-
images (i.e., self-affirmation theory; see Sherman & 
Hartson, 2011, for a review) and their happiness (i.e., theo-
ries of subjective well-being and positive activity interven-
tions; see Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2009; Lyubomirsky & 
Layous, 2013, for reviews). Despite undeniable parallels, 
however, no studies to date have married these two lines of 
research to demonstrate the well-being benefits of practic-
ing self-affirmation.

Self-Affirmation

Self-affirmation theory is rooted in the premise that people 
are motivated to maintain a view of the self that is “adap-
tively and morally adequate, . . . competent, good, coherent, 
unitary, stable, capable of free choice, [and] capable of con-
trolling important outcomes” (Steele, 1988, p. 262). One 
way to maintain such a favorable self-image is to affirm 
one’s important values, attributes, and actions. Affirming 
core values promotes a positive self-image because it 

provides a means by which individuals can secure a sense of 
being competent, good, and self-determining in the face of 
life’s challenges (Sherman & Cohen, 2006; Steele, 1988).

Numerous studies have demonstrated the benefits of self-
affirmation practices in multiple domains, including health 
risk perception and health behavior change (Epton & Harris, 
2008; Logel & Cohen, 2012; Sherman & Cohen, 2006), 
physiological responses to stressful situations (Creswell et 
al., 2005; Sherman, Bunyan, Creswell, & Jaremka, 2009), 
and academic outcomes in response to stereotype threat 
(Cohen, Garcia, Apfel, & Master, 2006; Cohen, Garcia, 
Purdie-Vaughns, Apfel, & Brzustoski, 2009). Thus, affirm-
ing core values appears to protect one’s self-image from the 
stresses and threats of everyday life.

Although self-affirmation has been associated with 
numerous benefits, the majority of the studies described 
above were conducted with participants facing a threatening 
situation (e.g., African American students confronting 
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stereotype threat; Cohen et al., 2006; Cohen et al., 2009). 
Indeed, theory suggests that self-affirmation operates as part 
of a psychological immune system, which, like the physical 
immune system, functions primarily to protect individuals 
from impending threats (Gilbert, Pinel, Wilson, Blumberg, & 
Wheatley, 1998; Sherman & Hartson, 2011). Yet, it remains 
unclear whether individuals who are not experiencing threat 
would also benefit from self-affirmation. For example, one 
study found that self-affirmation diminishes information 
processing and raises confidence in non-threatening situa-
tions (Briñol, Petty, Gallardo, & DeMarree, 2007), but no 
research has investigated how self-affirmation might influ-
ence well-being in non-threatening situations.

Although the primary function of the body’s immune sys-
tem is to respond to threats as they occur, this system does 
not lie dormant when the individual is out of harm’s way. 
Indeed, people can actively fortify their abilities to fight off 
disease by engaging in healthy behaviors, such as maintain-
ing a balanced diet and exercising regularly. Similarly, self-
affirmation may serve as one means to strengthen the 
psychological immune system in non-threatening situations 
to protect against potential future threats (Sherman & 
Hartson, 2011). Supporting this notion, self-affirmation has 
been found to boost one specific resource—namely, self-
control (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009). Specifically, after par-
ticipants’ self-resources were depleted, those who affirmed 
their most important values demonstrated higher levels of 
self-control (by holding their hands in cold water longer) 
than those who did not practice self-affirmation, and per-
formed just as well as those who were not depleted. This 
work suggests that self-affirmation may be one means by 
which people can stretch their resources. Yet, to our knowl-
edge, no studies to date have tested whether affirming core 
values can boost psychological resources, like psychological 
well-being, under non-threatening situations.

Hedonic and Eudaimonic Well-Being

Compatible with people’s motivation to maintain a positive 
self-image is their motivation to be happy (Diener, 2000). 
Researchers posit two types of well-being—hedonic and 
eudaimonic. Hedonic well-being encompasses the experi-
ence of frequent positive emotions and infrequent negative 
ones (i.e., affect balance), whereas eudaimonic well-being 
represents living life in accordance with a “true self,” includ-
ing the fulfillment of psychological needs, the experience of 
meaning and purpose in life, and engagement in flow experi-
ences (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Despite theoretical interest in 
eudaimonic well-being, however, very little research has 
focused on methods to enhance it. To understand the effects 
of self-affirmation on the full range of human emotional 
experience, we investigated both hedonic and eudaimonic 
well-being.

Because affirming core values is thought to foster a posi-
tive self-image—a construct strikingly close to hedonic 

well-being (Lyubomirsky, Tkach, & DiMatteo, 2006)—we 
predicted that it would promote more positive emotions and 
fewer negative emotions. Although previous self-affirmation 
studies have had mixed results regarding the influence of 
self-affirmation on emotions (McQueen & Klein, 2006), the 
majority of these studies were short-term lab experiments. 
We predicted that self-affirmation would lead to increases in 
positive emotions, and decreases in negative ones, when per-
formed over a longer period of time (i.e., 4 weeks).

The current study examined three aspects of eudaimonic 
well-being. First, we measured the fulfillment of three inher-
ent psychological needs—autonomy (feeling in control of 
one’s own choices), relatedness (feeling close and connected 
to others), and competence (feeling effective and skilled; 
Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008). Self-affirmation theory (Steele, 
1988) also positions competence and autonomy as important 
components of self-image, and self-affirmation has been 
found to increase feelings of love, compassion, and connect-
edness (Cook, Purdie-Vaughns, Garcia, & Cohen, 2012; 
Crocker, Niiya, & Mischkowski, 2008). Yet, to our knowl-
edge, no studies have tested whether self-affirmation 
increases competence and autonomy.

Second, other research has noted the importance of mean-
ing and purpose in life as vital aspects of eudaimonic well-
being (Ryff, 1989; Steger, 2009). However, despite the 
connections between meaning and well-being, research on 
ways to improve meaning is scant (Shin & Steger, in press). 
Supporting the relationship between personal values and 
meaning, one study found that, to the extent that individuals 
pursue goals that fit with their values, they also experience 
higher levels of life meaning (McGregor & Little, 1998). 
Accordingly, we explored whether focusing on one’s core 
values increases the meaning component of eudaimonic 
well-being.

Finally, because self-affirmation prompts people to reflect 
on the values and experiences most important to them, it may 
also encourage them to engage in activities that are congru-
ent with those values—activities that are absorbing and 
enjoyable, also known as flow activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1990). Flow experiences are rated as intensely positive, and 
people who frequently experience flow report relatively 
more life meaning and more positive states overall 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Rogatko, 2009). Little is known 
about methods to enhance flow experiences, but one experi-
ment found that practicing optimism successfully increased 
flow (Layous, Nelson, & Lyubomirsky, 2013). Accordingly, 
we predicted that self-affirmation would boost the flow com-
ponent of eudaimonic well-being.

Positive Activity Interventions

Early investigations comparing happy and unhappy people 
demonstrated that happy people are more likely to view 
themselves and their worlds in positive ways (Lyubomirsky, 
2001). They are relatively less influenced by information 
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that could deflate their self-image (Lyubomirsky & Ross, 
1997, 1999), recall identical events more positively 
(Lyubomirsky & Tucker, 1998), and are less likely to dwell 
on failures (Lyubomirsky, Boehm, Kasri, & Zehm, 2011). In 
other words, happy people exhibit processes that maintain a 
positive self-image.

Building on this research, many studies have investigated 
strategies to improve individuals’ happiness (Sin & 
Lyubomirsky, 2009). Indeed, practicing kindness 
(Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005), penning grati-
tude letters (Boehm, Lyubomirsky, & Sheldon, 2011), and 
expressing optimism (Layous et al., 2013) have all been 
found to promote hedonic well-being. Notably missing, 
however, is the practice of self-affirmation. Furthermore, 
despite this promising evidence that people can improve 
their hedonic well-being, to our knowledge, few studies have 
investigated whether simple positive activities can improve 
eudaimonic well-being.

In sum, it appears that motives to be happy and motives to 
maintain a positive self-image are congruent, such that meth-
ods to promote a positive self-image should also promote 
well-being, and vice versa. In addition, a number of studies 
have revealed multiple benefits of practicing self-affirma-
tion, yet none have extended these benefits to well-being. 
Finally, although substantial evidence supports multiple 
ways to pursue hedonic well-being, the current study is one 
of the first to investigate whether it is possible to improve 
eudaimonic well-being.

Present Studies

We conducted two studies to examine whether the benefits of 
self-affirmation extend to well-being. Study 1 tested the 
effects of a 2-week self-affirmation intervention among 
South Korean students on hedonic and eudaimonic well-
being. Study 2 sought to broaden these findings to a different 
sample (U.S. students), to determine whether self-affirma-
tion improves well-being when practiced over a longer 
period of time (4 weeks, mirroring typical well-being inter-
ventions). In both studies, we explored whether participants’ 
initial status impacts the effect.

Culture

Few self-affirmation studies have been conducted with non-
Western samples. In one study, after being exposed to a dis-
sonance-inducing threat, Canadian participants responded to 
a self-affirming activity, but Japanese participants did not 
(Heine & Lehman, 1997). It is unclear, however, whether 
Japanese individuals were insensitive to self-affirmation or 
simply failed to experience dissonance (cf. Hoshino-Browne 
et al., 2005).

By contrast, a growing literature suggests that culture 
shapes how people conceptualize and experience well-being 
(Suh, Diener, Oishi, & Triandis, 1998). For example, research 

indicates that members of Asian cultures are more likely to 
feel comfortable with emotional complexity (i.e., with expe-
riencing a mix of positive and negative emotions), but 
Westerners are highly motivated to maximize positive emo-
tions and minimize negative ones (Bagozzi, Wong, & Yi, 
1999; Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000). Moreover, 
members of Western cultures demonstrate a remarkably high 
need for positive self-regard, but this need to perceive and 
maintain positive views of the self is not apparent in East 
Asian cultures (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999). 
Similarly, self-esteem has been found to play a larger role in 
the well-being of people in individualist than collectivist cul-
tures (E. Diener & Diener, 1995). These findings suggest that 
people may respond differently to happiness-increasing 
interventions based on their cultural background. 
Individualists may respond more positively to self-focused 
activities (e.g., affirming personal values or expressing opti-
mism; for preliminary evidence, see Boehm et al., 2011), 
whereas collectivists may respond better to other-focused 
activities (e.g., doing acts of kindness; for preliminary evi-
dence, see Layous, Lee, Choi, & Lyubomirsky, in press).

Because classic self-affirmation exercises are focused pri-
marily on boosting self-image (Steele, 1988), and self-image 
is more closely linked to hedonic well-being in Western cul-
tures, we predicted that self-affirmation would be more 
strongly tied to hedonic well-being in U.S. than Asian par-
ticipants. Moreover, Americans’ positivity biases may lead 
them to recall primarily positive aspects of their core values 
(e.g., good times with family), whereas Asians’ comfort with 
emotional complexity may promote a focus on both positive 
and negative elements (e.g., the disappointments as well as 
the joys of close relationships), thus magnifying and dimin-
ishing the hedonic benefits of self-affirmation for Americans 
and Asians, respectively. By contrast, we predicted that the 
self-affirmation activity would be associated with increases 
in eudaimonic well-being in both cultures, as considering the 
most cherished aspects of an individual’s life reminds her 
that she is fulfilling those values. Moreover, it is possible for 
the experience of eudaimonic well-being to be independent 
of the experience of hedonic well-being (Frankl, 1963).

Vulnerability

An important emerging line of research on happiness-
increasing activities is examining the conditions that impact 
their success (see Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013). One poten-
tial boundary condition is the happiness seeker’s baseline 
well-being prior to beginning an activity. For example, more 
depressed participants show bigger boosts in happiness in 
response to a positive activity than less depressed ones 
(Layous & Lyubomirsky, 2011). Furthermore, research on 
self-affirmation indicates that vulnerable individuals (e.g., 
African Americans with low grade point averages [GPAs]) 
demonstrate the greatest benefits from affirming core values 
(Cohen et al., 2006; Cohen et al., 2009; Sherman et al., 
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2009). To better understand the factors that contribute to the 
biggest benefits to well-being, and to test the notion that 
more vulnerable individuals benefit more from self-affirma-
tion, we examined whether initial status in eudaimonic well-
being (i.e., meaning, need satisfaction, and flow) and hedonic 
well-being (i.e., affect balance) predicted increases in both 
types of well-being.

Activity Duration

Performing a positive activity with the appropriate dosage 
and timing is an important predictor of its success (Cook 
et al., 2012; Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013). A related ques-
tion concerns activity duration. Standard happiness interven-
tions instruct participants to practice a positive activity for 4 
to 6 weeks (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009); by contrast, self-
affirmation manipulations are typically very short, with one 
to two sessions at most (McQueen & Klein, 2006). To our 
knowledge, only one published study used a longer duration. 
In this study, seventh-grade students who performed a self-
affirmation activity three to five times over the course of the 
academic year demonstrated substantial academic improve-
ments (Cohen et al., 2009). To build on prior happiness inter-
vention and self-affirmation research, we implemented 
self-affirmation once a week at two durations: 2 weeks 
(Study 1) and 4 weeks (Study 2).

Study 1

Method

Participants. Students (n = 70; 74% male) were recruited from 
a psychology course at a large university in South Korea and 
were paid US$10 for their participation. All participants were 
Asian, aged 18 to 25 years (M = 20.67, SD = 1.70).

Procedure. Participants volunteered to participate in an 
online study involving happiness-enhancing activities. They 
were directed to a website and randomly assigned to either a 
self-affirmation (n = 35) or control (n = 35) condition. Stu-
dents participated in the study once a week for 3 weeks as 

part of a larger project. During the first week, they completed 
baseline measures of well-being. During the remaining 2 
weeks, participants completed their assigned activity fol-
lowed by well-being measures (see Figure 1 for timeline). 
Twenty participants completed only one time point and were 
not included in subsequent analyses, resulting in a final sam-
ple of 50 participants (self-affirmation n = 22; control n = 
28). Participants who completed only one time point did not 
differ from participants who completed two or more time 
points in age, gender, or baseline eudaimonic or hedonic 
well-being (ts < .60, ps > .58).

Activity instructions. Participants in both conditions were told 
that they would be engaging in activities for the next few 
weeks designed to improve their well-being. Participants in 
the self-affirmation condition were instructed to focus on their 
most important values. They were invited to choose a value 
from a list of 15 (e.g., independence, music/art, honesty, rela-
tionships with family/friends), to write about why the value is 
important to them, including personal experiences demon-
strating its significance (adapted from Cohen, Aronson, & 
Steele, 2000; Harris & Napper, 2005). Participants predomi-
nantly chose to write about either belonging to a social group, 
or relationships with family and friends each week (46% and 
53%, respectively). After the first week, participants were told 
that they would continue to focus on their most important val-
ues, and, that if they chose to write about the same value as the 
previous week, to try to focus on different aspects of that 
value. Participants in the control condition were instructed to 
write about their activities from the previous day—a “positive 
exercise” ostensibly designed to improve their organizational 
skills (see Burson, Crocker, & Mischkowski, 2012; Lyubomir-
sky, Dickerhoof, Boehm, & Sheldon, 2011).

Measures

Hedonic well-being. The Modified Differential Emotions Scale 
(Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003) asked partici-
pants to rate the degree to which they felt a variety of positive 
emotions (e.g., “I have felt amused, fun-loving, silly”) and 
negative emotions (e.g., “I have felt angry, irritated, annoyed”) 

T1 T2 T3 
Week 1 Week 3 Week 2 

B A S E L I N E  
I N T E R V E N T I O N  P E R I O D  

Study 1:  

Study 2:  

T2 T3 T4 T5 T6 

B A S E L I N E  I N T E R V E N T I O N  P E R I O D  F O L L O W - U P  

Week 1 Week 3 Week 2 Week 4 Week 5 

T1 
Week 7 

Figure 1. Study 1 and Study 2 timelines.
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during the past week (1 = never, 5 = most of the time). Cron-
bach’s alphas ranged from .84 to .89 across time points. In 
this sample, positive and negative emotions were negatively 
correlated with one another (rs ranging from −.21 to −.40 
across study measurements). After calculating the means for 
positive emotions and negative emotions (reverse scored) for 
each participant, these two scores were averaged to create a 
composite of affect balance. Affect balance represents the 
emotional component of subjective well-being (Diener, 
1984), with higher scores reflecting the experience of fre-
quent positive emotions and infrequent negative ones.

Eudaimonic well-being. Participants completed measures of 
need satisfaction, meaning, and flow (described below). 
Scores on each of these scales were averaged to create a com-
posite representing eudaimonic well-being.1 This composite 
demonstrated strong reliability, with Cronbach’s alphas rang-
ing from .90 to .92 across measurements in this study.

To assess the degree to which their core needs were being 
met (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 
2001), participants were asked to rate their experience during 
the past week of nine need satisfying feelings (1 = not at all, 
7 = very much), representing autonomy (e.g., “I felt free to 
do things my own way”), competence (e.g., “I felt very capa-
ble in what I did”), and relatedness (e.g., “I felt close and 
connected to other people who are important to me”). An 
overall need satisfaction composite was created, comprising 
all nine items (Cronbach’s αs from .83 to .86).

We developed a four-item scale for the current study to mea-
sure meaning in life (e.g., “I have felt a sense of purpose in my 
daily life”).2 Participants rated their responses to each item on a 
7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). Whereas other 
measures of meaning in life (e.g., Meaning in Life Questionnaire 
[MLQ]; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006) tap stable aspects 
of life meaning, these items were designed to be sensitive to 
weekly changes in felt meaning with questions focusing on 
participants’ feelings of meaning in the past week, rather than 
their global sense of meaning in life. Meaning scores on this 
measure are strongly correlated with MLQ scores (r = .56). 
Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .73 to .79.

To assess flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), participants 
rated how they felt during the past week on five items (e.g., 
“I felt unaware of myself; I was only aware of the task at 
hand”; Cronbach’s αs from .81 to .87) on a 7-point scale (1 = 
not at all, 7 = very much). This scale has successfully been 
used in past research (Layous et al., 2013); in the current 
sample, flow was significantly associated with positive emo-
tions, r(67) = .53, p < .001; subjective happiness, r(67) = .32, 
p = .008; and presence of meaning, r(67) = .39, p = .001, and 
marginally related to negative emotions, r = −.22, p = .08.

Results

Overview of analyses. To test our hypothesis that both types of 
well-being would increase across the three time points in 

response to self-affirmation, we used multilevel growth 
curve modeling to account for repeated measurements nested 
within individuals. We started with an unconditional growth 
model and then compared hypothesis-testing models with 
the unconditional growth model:

Composite model Time Time1 1: ,Yij ij ij oi i ij= + + + +( )γ γ ε ζ ζ00 0

Level 1 model Time1: ,Yij i i ij ij= + +π π ε0

Level 2 models i oi 1i 1 1i: , .π γ ζ π γ ζ0 00 0= + = +

Time was centered around baseline, and a variable repre-
senting condition (dummy coded, control group as reference) 
was entered as a between-subjects predictor at the second 
level of the models.

Initial analyses revealed that participants in the self-affir-
mation condition reported lower affect balance at baseline, 
t(48) = 3.29, p = .002. No differences were detected between 
the self-affirmation and control condition on eudaimonic 
well-being. See Table 1 for means and standard deviations of 
hedonic well-being (affect balance) and eudaimonic well-
being at each time point.

Changes in well-being. Relative to the control group, self-
affirmation led to greater improvements in eudaimonic well-
being, γ

11
 = 0.25, SE = 0.11, t(80) = 2.17, p = .03, d = 0.823 

(see left panel of Figure 2, as well as Table 2 for parameter 
estimates and model fit indices). However, tests of our 
unconditional model for affect balance revealed no signifi-
cant variation in changes over time, σ1

2  = 0.004, p = .49. 
This statistic indicates that, across participants in the self-
affirmation and control conditions, everyone demonstrated 
similar rates of change over time, indicating no between-per-
son (e.g., condition) differences in slope (Singer & Willett, 
2003). Accordingly, we did not pursue any hypothesis-test-
ing models with this variable.

Moderator analyses. Next, we sought to determine whether 
baseline hedonic and eudaimonic well-being moderated the 
influence of practicing self-affirmation on eudaimonic well-
being. Baseline eudaimonic well-being moderated improve-
ments in eudaimonic well-being in response to practicing 
self-affirmation, γ

13
 = −0.43, SE = 0.14, t(78) = −2.99, p = 

.004, but baseline hedonic well-being did not, γ
13

 = −0.09, 
p = .67. Only participants with low eudaimonic well-being at 
the outset who practiced self-affirmation demonstrated well-
being gains (see Figure 2, right panel).

Discussion

Our first study demonstrated that affirming core values over 
2 weeks led to increases in eudaimonic well-being, but not 
hedonic well-being, among South Korean students. In addi-
tion, these improvements in eudaimonic well-being were 
qualified by a moderating effect of vulnerability—only 
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participants who practiced self-affirmation and were already 
low in eudaimonic well-being to begin with demonstrated 
well-being gains. One possible explanation for this modera-
tor effect is that individuals low in baseline eudaimonic well-
being were demonstrating regression to the mean. If so, then 
participants low in eudaimonic well-being should have 
reported well-being improvements in both conditions, yet we 
did not observe an increase in the control condition.

Whereas past research on self-affirmation has focused 
primarily on its benefits for responding to threat, our Study 1 
results suggest that affirming core values is one way to 

achieve eudaimonic well-being for vulnerable individuals. 
These findings are limited, however, by both culture and 
duration. Accordingly, we conducted a second study with 
U.S. students, who affirmed their core values for 4 weeks.

Study 2

Method

Participants. Students (N = 65; 72% female) at a public U.S. 
university were recruited from the psychology department’s 

Table 1. Means (Standard Deviations) for Dependent Variables at Each Time Point in Studies 1 and 2.

T
1

T
2

T
3

T
4

T
5

T
6

Study 1
 Control
  Hedonic well-being 3.90 (0.65) 4.14 (0.70) 3.69 (0.81) — — —
  Eudaimonic well-being 4.16 (0.84) 4.14 (0.89) 3.93 (0.89) — — —
 Self-affirmation
  Hedonic well-being 3.61 (0.48) 3.66 (0.35) 3.65 (0.63) — — —
  Eudaimonic well-being 4.10 (0.69) 4.13 (0.38) 4.27 (0.69) — — —
Study 2
 Control
  Hedonic well-being 3.56 (0.41) 3.46 (0.49) 3.22 (0.60) 3.36 (0.53) 3.41 (0.40) 3.43 (0.44)
  Eudaimonic well-being 5.13 (1.01) 4.58 (1.06) 4.54 (1.15) 4.45 (1.10) 4.64 (1.04) 4.80 (0.86)
 Self-affirmation
  Hedonic well-being 3.44 (0.45) 3.50 (0.52) 3.48 (0.43) 3.43 (0.49) 3.60 (0.45) 3.54 (0.39)
  Eudaimonic well-being 4.77 (0.90) 4.78 (1.11) 4.90 (1.01) 5.13 (1.14) 4.81 (1.12) 4.68 (1.02)
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Figure 2. Model-predicted changes in EWB by condition (left panel) and by condition and baseline EWB (panel) through posttest for 
Study 1. High (low) baseline EWB is presented as one standard deviation above (below) the mean.
Note. EWB = eudaimonic well-being.
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participant pool to complete our study in exchange for partial 
course credit and US$5 payment. The majority were Asian 
American (66%), followed by White (11%), Latino(a) 
(11%), African American (3%), and Other (9%). Their ages 
ranged from 18 to 24 (M = 19.21; SD = 1.42).4

Procedure and measures. The procedure and measures for this 
study were the same as Study 1, except that participants 
engaged in activities for 4 weeks after baseline measures 
were collected (see Figure 1). In addition, we conducted a 
2-week follow-up, yielding a total of six time points. Three 
participants completed only one time point, and four partici-
pants did not complete all of the baseline measures. These 
seven participants were removed from subsequent analyses, 
resulting in a final sample of 58 participants (self-affirmation 
n = 33; control n = 29). Participants who only completed one 
time point did not differ from those who completed two or 
more time points in age, gender, or baseline hedonic or 
eudaimonic well-being (all ts < .65, ps > .50). During the 
first week, a plurality of participants (45%) chose to write 
about belonging to a social group or relationships with fam-
ily and friends.5 During the remaining weeks, however, par-
ticipants’ selection of values were approximately evenly 
dispersed across the categories.

Results

Overview of analyses. To determine whether self-affirmation 
yielded well-being benefits when performed for only 2 

weeks, we used parallel analyses as Study 1—namely, mul-
tilevel modeling using data from the first 3 weeks of the 
study. As in Study 1, we started with unconditional models, 
and then compared the baseline unconditional growth model 
with hypothesis-testing models. For these analyses, time was 
centered at baseline and a dummy-coded variable represent-
ing condition (control group as reference) was entered as a 
between-subjects predictor at the second level of the 
models:

Composite model    Time  

  Time

1 j

1

: Yij i

ij oi i ij

= + +

+ +(
γ γ

ε ζ ζ
00 0

)) ,

Level 1 model    Time  1: ,Yij i i ij ij= + +π π ε0

Level 2 models     and   1 1 1: , .π γ ζ π γ ζ0 00 0 0i i i i= + = +

Next, we used multilevel modeling using all six time points 
to assess the entire intervention period. The inclusion of sev-
eral more measurement occasions in Study 2 allowed us to test 
more complex statistical models that we were unable to test in 
Study 1. For example, theory suggests that as people adapt to 
positive experiences over time, they garner fewer emotional 
benefits (Lyubomirsky, 2011). Accordingly, as people contin-
ued to perform the self-affirmation exercise, they may have 
demonstrated diminishing rates of return on their well-being 
improvements. This pattern would result in quadratic changes 
in well-being over time. Indeed, exploratory analyses revealed 
that changes in well-being in this study may be non-linear (see 

Table 2. Model Parameters (Standard Errors) and Goodness of Fit for Linear Changes in EWB Through Posttest for Study 1.

Effect Parameter
Model 1: Unconditional 

Linear Growth
Model 2: Self-Affirmation 

vs. Control
Model 3: Baseline 

EWB as Moderator

Fixed effects
 Status at Baseline, π

oi
Intercept γ

00
4.14*** (0.09) 4.18*** (0.13) 4.14*** (0.04)

 Self-Affirmation γ
01

−0.08 (0.19) −0.01 (0.05)
 Baseline EWB γ

02
1.04*** (0.04)

 Self-Affirmation × 
Baseline EWB

γ
03

−0.09 (0.07)

 Rate of Change, π
1i

Time γ
10

−0.03 (0.06) −0.14† (0.08) −0.16* (0.07)
 Self-Affirmation γ

11
0.25* (0.11) 0.23* (0.10)

 Baseline EWB γ
12

−0.16* (0.08)
 Self-Affirmation × 

Baseline EWB
γ

13
−0.43** (0.14)

Goodness of Fit Deviance 289.97 284.84 61.59
 Δχ2 5.12† 223.25***
 Δdf 2 4

Note. In Model 1, the intercept parameter estimate (γ
00

) represents the average eudaimonic well-being (EWB) score at baseline across the sample. In 
Models 2 and 3, this parameter represents the average EWB score at baseline for the control group, and γ

01
 represents the difference between the self-

affirmation and the control condition at baseline. In Model 3, γ
02

 represents the additional effect of baseline EWB in the control group, and γ
03

 represents 
the additional effect of baseline EWB in the self-affirmation condition at baseline. In Model 1, γ

10
 is the estimate of the slope (rate of linear change in 

EWB over time) across the sample. In Models 2 and 3, γ
10

 shifts to represent the slope of the control group, whereas γ
11

 represents the additional effect 
of being in the self-affirmation condition on slope. In Model 3, γ

12
 and γ

13
 represent the additional effect of baseline EWB on the slopes of the control 

condition and the self-affirmation condition, respectively. In all models, the intercept (baseline EWB) and slope (Time) were free to vary.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 (all p-values are two-tailed).
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Table 1). Thus, we tested both linear and quadratic changes 
over time. We started with unconditional models (including 
both a linear and a quadratic effect of time), and then com-
pared the baseline unconditional quadratic model with hypoth-
esis-testing models:

Composite model Time Time

Ti

1 2
2

1

:Yij ij ij

ij oi i

= + + +

+ +

γ γ γ

ε ζ ζ

00 0 0

mme Time1
2

ij i ij+( )ζ ,

Level 1 model Time Time1 2
2: ,Yij i i ij i ij ij= + + +π π π ε0

Level 2 models      

 and  

i i 1i

1 1i 2i 2

: ,

,

π γ ζ π
γ ζ π γ

0 00 0

0 0

= + =
+ = +   2iζ .

Time was centered around the third time point (interven-
tion midpoint).6 A variable representing condition (dummy 
coded, control group as reference) was entered as a between-
subjects predictor at the second level of the models.

Finally, no pre-manipulation differences were found 
between the self-affirmation and control groups on any of 
our outcome variables (all ts < 1.51, ps > .13). See Table 1 for 
means and standard deviations for hedonic well-being (affect 
balance) and eudaimonic well-being (need satisfaction, 
meaning, and flow) at each time point.

Changes in well-being
Mid-intervention. After 2 weeks, relative to the control 

condition, the self-affirmation condition demonstrated sig-
nificant increases in hedonic well-being, γ

11
 = 0.26, SE = 

0.09, t(109) = 2.96, p = .004, d = 1.32, and marginal increases 
in eudaimonic well-being, γ

11
 = 0.37, SE = 0.19, t(110) = 

1.85, p = .07, d = 0.79 (see Table 3 for parameter estimates 
and model fit indices; see Figure 3).

Follow-up. Next, we examined the effect of condition on 
weekly outcomes over the full intervention period. Self-
affirmation led to bigger linear increases in hedonic well-
being than control, γ

11
 = 0.09, SE = 0.04, t(245) = 2.54, p = 

.01, d = 0.90, as well as a quadratic effect that was significantly 
more negative than control, γ

13
 = −0.04, SE = 0.02, t(245) = 

−2.17, p = .03. For eudaimonic well-being, the self-affirma-
tion condition also demonstrated a quadratic trend that was 
significantly more negative relative to the control condition, 
γ

13
 = −0.10, SE = 0.04, t(235) = −2.30, p = .02 (see Table 4 

and Figure 4), but no significantly different linear changes 
in eudaimonic well-being relative to control, γ

11
 = 0.14, SE 

= 0.09, t(235) = 1.53, p = .13, d = 0.49. Simple effects analy-
ses for both hedonic and eudaimonic well-being did not reveal 
any significant linear or quadratic changes over time in the 
self-affirmation condition alone, |γs| < 0.03, ps > .18. Together, 
these findings suggest that self-affirmation improved well-
being relative to a neutral activity, but that these effects were 
not long-lasting.

Moderator analyses. As in Study 1, we explored whether ini-
tial status in hedonic or eudaimonic well-being impacted the 
effectiveness of self-affirmation at both the 2-week period 
and the full intervention period.

Mid-intervention. At the 2-week period, baseline levels of 
hedonic (affect balance) and eudaimonic well-being did not 
moderate increases in hedonic or eudaimonic well-being in 
resposne to the self-affirmation activity (all ps > .17).

Follow-up. Next, using four additional models, we tested 
whether baseline levels of hedonic or eudaimonic well-
being independently moderated the impact of practicing 

Table 3. Model Parameters (Standard Errors) and Goodness of Fit for Linear Changes in HWB and EWB Through Mid-Intervention 
(Week 3) for Study 2.

Hedonic Well-Being Eudaimonic Well-Being

 Effect Parameter

Model 1: 
Unconditional 
Linear Growth

Model 2:  
Self-Affirmation 

vs. Control

Model 1: 
Unconditional 
Linear Growth

Model 2:  
Self-Affirmation  

vs. Control

Fixed effects
 Status at 

Baseline, π
oi

Intercept γ
00

3.50*** (0.05) 3.58 (0.07) 4.88*** (0.11) 5.04 (0.15)
Self-Affirmation γ

01
−0.16 (0.10) −0.30* (0.21)

 Rate of 
Change, π

1i

Time γ
10

−0.04 (0.04) −0.17** (0.06) −0.10 (0.10) −0.29* (0.14)
Self-Affirmation γ

11
0.26** (0.08) 0.37† (0.20)

Goodness of Fit Deviance 217.62 209.36 477.42 473.86
Δχ2   8.26   3.55
Δdf 2 2

Note. In Model 1, the intercept parameter estimate (γ
00

) represents the average well-being (WB) score at baseline across the sample. In Model 2, this 
parameter represents the average WB score at baseline for the control group, and γ

01
 represents the difference between the self-affirmation and the 

control condition at baseline. In Model 1, γ
10

 is the estimate of the slope (rate of linear change in WB over time) across the sample. In Model 2, γ
10

 shifts 
to represent the slope of the control group, whereas γ

11
 represents the additional effect of being in the self-affirmation condition. In all models, the 

intercept (baseline WB) and slope (Time) were free to vary.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 (all p-values are two-tailed).
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Figure 3. Model-predicted changes in HWB (left panel) and EWB (right panel) by condition through mid-intervention for Study 2.
Note. HWB = hedonic well-being; EWB = eudaimonic well-being.

Table 4. Model Parameters (Standard Errors) and Goodness of Fit for Linear and Quadratic Changes in Hedonic Well-Being and 
Eudaimonic Well-Being Through Follow-Up for Study 2.

Hedonic Well-Being Eudaimonic Well-Being

 Effect Parameter

Model 1: 
Unconditional 

Quadratic 
Growth

Model 2:  
Self-Affirmation 

vs. Control

Model 3: 
Baseline EWB as 

Moderator

Model 1: 
Unconditional 

Quadratic 
Growth

Model 2:  
Self-Affirmation 

vs. Control

Fixed effects
 Status at Mid-

Intervention, 
π

oi
  

Intercept γ
00

3.42*** (0.06) 3.30*** (0.09) 3.29*** (0.09) 4.72*** (0.14) 4.53*** (0.19)
Self-Affirmation γ

01
0.24† (0.13) 0.23† (0.13) 0.38 (0.28)

Baseline EWB γ
02

0.07 (0.09)  
 Baseline EWB 

× Self-
Affirmation

γ
03

−0.17 (0.14)  

 Linear Rate of 
Change, π

1i
 

 
 

Time γ
10

−0.01 (0.02) −0.06* (0.03) −0.06* (0.02) −0.03 (0.05) −0.11 (0.07)
Self-Affirmation γ

11
0.09* (0.04) 0.07* (0.03) 0.14 (0.09)

Baseline EWB γ
12

−0.02 (0.02)  
Baseline EWB 

× Self-
Affirmation

γ
13

−0.09** (0.04)  

 Quadratic 
Rate of 
Change, π

2i
 

 
 

Time2 γ
20

0.01 (0.01) 0.04** (0.01) 0.04* (0.01) 0.02 (0.02) 0.08* (0.03)
Self-Affirmation γ

21
−0.04* (0.02) −0.04† (0.02) −0.10* (0.04)

Baseline EWB γ
22

0.01 (0.01)  
Baseline EWB 

× Self-
Affirmation

γ
23

0.03 (0.02)  

Goodness of Fit Deviance 288.28 281.91 255.82 717.17 711.38
 Δχ2 6.37† 26.09*** 6.40†

 Δdf 3 6 3

Note. In Model 1, the intercept parameter estimate (γ
00

) represents the average WB score at Week 3 across the sample. In Models 2 and 3, this 
parameter represents the average WB score at Week 3 for the control group, and γ

01
 represents the difference between the self-affirmation and the 

control condition at Week 3. In Model 3, γ
02

 represents the additional effect of baseline EWB in the control condition at Week 3, and γ
03

 represents 
the additional effect of baseline EWB in the self-affirmation condition at Week 3. In Model 1, γ

10
 is the estimate of the linear slope and γ

20
 is the estimate 

of the quadratic slope across the sample. In Model 2, γ
10

 and γ
20

 shift to represent the linear and quadratic slopes, respectively, of the control group, 
whereas γ

11
 and γ

21
 represent the additional effects of being in the self-affirmation condition for linear and quadratic change, respectively. In Model 3, γ

12
 

and γ
22

 represent the additional effect of baseline EWB for linear and quadratic changes for the control condition, and γ
13

 and γ
23

 represent the additional 
effect of baseline EWB for linear and quadratic changes in the self-affirmation condition. In all models, the intercept (Week 3), linear slope (Time), and 
quadratic slope (Time2) were free to vary. WB = well-being; EWB = eudaimonic well-being.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 (all p-values are two-tailed).
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self-affirmation on linear and non-linear changes in hedonic 
and eudaimonic well-being through follow-up. Neither vari-
able moderated the impact of self-affirmation on linear or 
non-linear changes in eudaimonic well-being (all |γ s| < 
0.20, ps > .18).

Notably, however, baseline eudaimonic well-being mod-
erated linear increases in hedonic well-being (affect bal-
ance), γ

13
 = −0.09, SE = 0.03, t(241) = −2.62, p = .009. 

Parallel to the moderator findings from Study 1, only par-
ticipants who were low in baseline eudaimonic well-being 
at the outset demonstrated improvements in hedonic well-
being in response to practicing self-affirmation.

Discussion

Building on Study 1, our second study provided further evi-
dence for the beneficial role of self-affirmation. First, to 
make plain the similarities between the two studies’ findings, 
we examined changes in well-being over the course of only 
the first 2 weeks. These analyses revealed that, relative to the 
control activity, self-affirmation led to increases not only in 
eudaimonic well-being but also in hedonic well-being. 
Interestingly, these improvements in well-being remained 
strong when the activity was performed over 4 weeks, but 
this pattern was qualified by a non-linear effect, whereby the 
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Figure 4. Model-predicted changes in HWB by condition (top left panel), HWB by condition and baseline EWB (top right panel), and 
EWB by condition (bottom panel) through follow-up for Study 2.
Note. HWB = hedonic well-being; EWB = eudaimonic well-being.
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effects of the self-affirmation activity plateaued by the fourth 
week, remaining stable at the follow-up. In a similar pattern 
to Study 1, the improvements in hedonic well-being at the 
4-week period (but not the 2-week period) were only 
observed for one class of vulnerable individuals—those with 
already low eudaimonic well-being (i.e., low in meaning, 
autonomy, competence, connectedness, and flow).

General Discussion

Marrying two lines of research, our two interventions dem-
onstrated that self-affirmation increased well-being over 2 to 
4 weeks, for both South Koreans and North Americans. 
Affirming important values successfully improved eudai-
monic well-being among South Korean participants, and it 
improved both eudaimonic and hedonic well-being among 
U.S. participants. Moreover, some analyses suggested that 
affirming core values was only advantageous among partici-
pants who were already vulnerable.

Culture

Although we could not directly test cultural differences in 
the current studies, two noteworthy cultural patterns emerged. 
The affirmation activity improved both hedonic and eudai-
monic well-being among U.S. students, but it only improved 
eudaimonic well-being among South Korean students. This 
pattern of results could be due to cultural differences in con-
ceptualizations and experiences of well-being—and hedonic 
well-being in particular. For example, given that members 
of Asian cultures are accustomed to experiencing—and 
perhaps even desiring—emotional complexity (Uchida, 
Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004), we suspect that, while 
engaging in the self-affirmation activity, our Asian partici-
pants considered their values through both a positive and 
negative lens. By contrast, given the positivity biases (Heine 
et al., 1999), preference for high arousal positive emotions 
(Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006), and motivations to maxi-
mize positive emotions (Bagozzi et al., 1999; Kitayama et 
al., 2000) prevalent among North American cultures, our 
U.S. participants likely only focused on the positive aspects 
of their values and reported higher levels of positive affect. 
As a result, we observed self-affirmation boosting hedonic 
well-being among U.S. participants, but not among South 
Korean participants.

On the other hand, it is not surprising that considering 
core values would promote eudaimonic well-being—that 
is, need satisfaction, meaning, and flow—in both cultural 
groups. First, self-determination theory posits that auton-
omy, connectedness, and competence are universal human 
needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000), pointing to their importance 
across all cultures. Second, research suggests that people 
have the capacity to find meaning in both positive and 

negative experiences (Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, & King, 
2008; Park, 2010); thus, South Koreans may be able to 
experience a stronger sense of meaning after affirming 
their values, even if that exercise leads them down both 
dark tunnels and sunny paths.

We also found that baseline levels of eudaimonic well-
being moderated increases in eudaimonic well-being for 
South Korean students (after 2 weeks), but they only moder-
ated increases in hedonic well-being for U.S. students (after 
for 4 weeks). In both cultures, however, participants in the 
self-affirmation condition who were low in baseline eudai-
monic well-being demonstrated the greatest improvements. 
This pattern of results may also reflect varying well-being 
motives among North Americans and South Koreans. 
Consistent with the cultural values of each nation, vulnerable 
individuals in the United States may be particularly motivated 
to maximize their experience of positive emotions (and mini-
mize negative ones), whereas vulnerable individuals in South 
Korea may be particularly motivated to bolster their sense of 
meaning and control, competence and connectedness with 
close others, and absorption in their daily activities.

Activity Duration

The results of the current studies offer several tentative 
insights into the importance of duration for the effectiveness 
of self-affirmation exercises. In both studies, participants 
demonstrated benefits for eudaimonic well-being when they 
engaged in self-affirmation for 2 weeks, and U.S. students 
additionally showed benefits for hedonic well-being. In our 
second study, however, when students continued to affirm 
their core values for an additional 2 weeks, these increases in 
hedonic and eudaimonic well-being were qualified by a non-
linear effect, whereby well-being tapered off or declined 
after 4 weeks. Perhaps a self-affirmation exercise loses its 
potency, becomes dull, or even begins to backfire when per-
formed for 4 versus 2 consecutive weeks. Given the choice, 
the majority of our participants wrote about a new value each 
week. As a result, the self-affirmation activity may have been 
less effective over time as participants wrote about a less per-
sonally important value each week than the week before. 
Notably, however, we cannot disentangle the effects of activ-
ity duration from the frequency of measurement, as partici-
pants reported on their well-being more frequently in Study 
2 than in Study 1. Despite these limitations, however, we can 
learn something about the immediate well-being benefits of 
self-affirmation after 2 versus 4 weeks. In short, although 
activity duration was confounded by culture and frequency 
of measurement, we learned something about duration by 
focusing on the pattern of results in the 4-week U.S. study. 
To wit, we observed that self-affirmation improved two types 
of well-being after 2 weeks but showed diminished and com-
plex effects after 4 weeks.

 by guest on July 12, 2014psp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psp.sagepub.com/


Nelson et al. 1009

Vulnerability as Moderator

Our findings that, in some cases, individuals initially low in 
eudaimonic well-being demonstrated the only well-being 
benefits after affirming their core values are consistent with 
past work on both self-affirmation (e.g., Cohen et al., 2009) 
and positive activities (Froh, Kashdan, & Ozimkowski, 
2009; Layous & Lyubomirsky, 2011), which has shown that 
vulnerable individuals (e.g., low in academic standing or 
well-being) may benefit more from such activities. 
Combined with our findings with respect to culture, the cur-
rent research suggests that experiencing low eudaimonic 
well-being—that is, low levels of meaning, need satisfac-
tion, and flow—may prompt individuals to strive to improve 
their culturally relevant form of well-being after considering 
their paramount values. For example, after writing about the 
importance of family and friends, members of both cultures 
may have realized that their low state is detracting from 
their relationships, and that they should strive to experience 
more enthusiasm and joy (North Americans) or work on 
bolstering their sense of purpose, connection, and engage-
ment (South Koreans). Notably, however, participants who 
were initially low in eudaimonic well-being did not improve 
when prompted to engage in another ostensibly positive 
activity (but which in fact was neutral), challenging a 
regression-to-the-mean explanation of these results.

Limitations and Future Directions

The results of the current studies should be considered in 
light of several limitations. In Study 1, participants only 
practiced self-affirmation for 2 weeks, and measures of well-
being were given immediately after completing the self-
affirmation activity. Future investigators might examine 
whether members of collectivist cultures continue to demon-
strate well-being benefits when they practice self-affirmation 
over a longer time span. In addition, our U.S. sample included 
a large proportion of Asian Americans—albeit many U.S.-
born and relatively few of South Korean origin—which may 
have partially masked any broader cultural differences 
between the two studies. Notably, however, Asian Americans 
did not differ from Anglo Americans or other ethnicities in 
their responses to the self-affirmation activity in Study 2. 
Future work that includes samples that are more representa-
tive of the U.S. population would be illuminating.

Future researchers could also build on our results to further 
understand the specific mechanisms by which affirming core 
values benefits eudaimonic and hedonic well-being. Although 
we theorized that one such mechanism is a strengthened self-
image, we could not directly test this idea in the current stud-
ies. Finally, although the results of these studies may be limited 
by small sample sizes and relatively low power, we believe 
that the reliability of our findings is bolstered by the consis-
tency of the well-being benefits of self-affirmation across our 
two independent studies in two different cultures.

Concluding Remarks

Whereas previous work has documented multiple benefits of 
self-affirmation for responding to threat (e.g., Cohen et al., 
2006; Cohen et al., 2009), the studies presented here may be 
the first to show that its benefits extend to two types of well-
being. Self-affirmation theory suggests that affirming impor-
tant values bolsters one’s self-image (Steele, 1988), which 
helps protect people from later threatening information. Our 
work suggests that the bolstered self-image may also be 
associated with sustained happiness and meaning. By 
strengthening their self-image via a values-affirmation activ-
ity, people may be less susceptible to threats in their day-to-
day lives, thereby insulating themselves against anticipated 
declines in well-being.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect 
to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, author-
ship, and/or publication of this article.

Notes

1. The results were nearly identical when analyzing each compo-
nent of eudaimonic well-being separately.

2. The full measure is available from the first author.
3. Cohen’s ds were calculated with the following formula: d = γ

11
 

/ SD
change.

 This effect size estimate reflects the magnitude of the 
difference between the self-affirmation condition and the con-
trol condition in the average growth rates (Feingold, 2009).

4. Sex, ethnicity (Asian American vs. all others), and age did not 
significantly predict changes in well-being, and neither ethnic-
ity nor sex significantly moderated changes in well-being, |γ| < 
0.92, p > .35.

5. U.S. and South Korean participants did not differ in their selec-
tion of belonging and relationships values (vs. any other value), 
χ2(1) = 0.35, p = .56.

6. Time was centered around the intervention midpoint to reduce 
collinearity between the linear and quadratic components 
(Singer & Willett, 2003).
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