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The aim of our study was to test the effectiveness of the “three good things for others” intervention. We used the randomized controlled trial method, with four measurements (pretest, posttest, follow-up after 2 weeks, follow-up after 4 weeks) and with random assignment of participants to experimental and placebo control groups. We investigated the effects of the intervention on prosocial behavior, and in addition on positive and negative affect, and positive orientation (a general tendency to approach reality in a positive way). The results showed an increase in positive affect and a decrease in negative affect in the experimental group a day after the intervention. These effects, however, did not endure over the next 2 or 4 weeks. We also observed a statistically significant increase in prosocial behavior in the placebo control group, in which participants were engaged in a task of recalling childhood memories. The results are discussed and recommendations for future studies are proposed.
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INTRODUCTION

Prosocial behavior, defined as behavior undertaken voluntarily to benefit others, may include a range of actions such as helping, sharing, caring, comforting, volunteering, and donating (Eisenberg et al., 2007; Alessandri et al., 2009; Caprara et al., 2012). It is socially valued, increasing the quality of interactions between individuals and among groups (Eisenberg et al., 2007); it is highly significant for economic and societal outcomes, too (Meier, 2007). Therefore, evidence from psychological research is called for to propose and test interventions promoting prosocial behavior (e.g., Meier, 2007).

Responding to this call, we have developed a new intervention, called “three good things for others,” inspired by positive psychology interventions (Seligman et al., 2005; Gander et al., 2018). This paper presents a study testing its effectiveness.

A systematic review of studies on interventions promoting prosocial helping behavior (Laguna et al., 2020c) and a meta-analysis of interventions targeted at children and adolescents (Mesurado et al., 2019) demonstrated that some of these interventions were, at least moderately, effective. However, the existing research has focused mostly on children, and the interventions were typically delivered at schools and kindergartens. Most of them were relatively long (lasting even years) and involved face-to-face contact. Moreover, the authors of these reviews concluded that more studies were needed to strengthen the evidence base for the effectiveness of prosocial interventions. Therefore, we have developed a new intervention, which is targeted not at children but at young people, which is not a long-term program but short one, and which can be delivered online rather than in face-to-face contact.

Our intervention was inspired by positive psychology interventions, defined as “treatment methods or intentional activities that aim to cultivate positive feelings, behaviors, or cognitions” (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009, p. 468). They may also influence social functioning, for example increasing trust in social relations (Drazkowski et al., 2017). One of them, well-validated, is the “three good things” intervention (Seligman et al., 2005). Participants are asked to “write down three things that went well each day and their causes every night for one week” and to “provide a causal explanation for each good thing” (Seligman et al., 2005, p. 416). This intervention and its several variants, such as “three funny things” or “three pleasurable things,” are meant to facilitate pleasurable life and happiness (see Gander et al., 2018) and indeed demonstrated significant and sustainable effects (e.g., Bolier et al., 2013). As our aim in the “three good things for others” intervention was to stimulate prosocial behavior, every evening for 1 week we asked participants to think about and write down three good things that they wanted to do for other people the next day and then to perform these actions. This means our intervention differs in aim from positive interventions and encourages prosocial actions. Being short and focused on everyday experiences, it responds to the call to develop “wise interventions” (Walton, 2014).

Research demonstrated that it was possible, at least to some degree and for some time, to increase prosocial behavior through interventions (Mesurado et al., 2019; Laguna et al., 2020c). It was therefore reasonable to expect that our intervention would also result in the enhancement of prosocial behavior, encouraging it in different situations. We focused on altruistically motivated prosocial behavior reflected in social value orientation (Böckler et al., 2016, 2018). It is defined in terms of “the weights people assign to their own and others' outcomes in situations of interdependence” (Balliet et al., 2009, p. 533) and usually measured using the decomposed game (Van Lange et al., 1997; Balliet et al., 2009). Prosocial choices maximize outcomes both for a participant and for others and minimize differences between outcomes for themselves and for others (Van Lange et al., 1997). We expected that our intervention would increase prosocial behavior, including prosocial choices in the decomposed game. Therefore, we hypothesized that in the experimental group, as compared to the control group, the level of prosocial behavior would be higher after the intervention than before the intervention.

Theoretical premises and previous research results (Alessandri et al., 2009; Laguna and Alessandri, 2020; Laguna et al., 2020a) demonstrate that engagement in prosocial behavior may lead to higher positive affect, lower negative affect, and higher positive beliefs, which means the levels of these variables may also increase as a result of our intervention. We selected these variables to compare the effects of our intervention with effects of positive psychology interventions. We explain this in detail below.

Affect as consciously accessible feelings evident in moods and emotions (Fredrickson, 2001) is considered variable over time, and its valance is treated as a basic dimension, allowing to distinguish positive and negative affect (Watson et al., 1988). Empirical findings have demonstrated that affect, both positive and negative, changes as a result of goal realization and social relations (Carver, 2005, 2006; Plemmons and Weiss, 2013). Both experimental and longitudinal studies support the association between affect and prosocial behavior (for a review, see Moore et al., 2018) showing that the tendency to engage in prosocial acts predicted affective experiences (Laguna and Alessandri, 2020). Moreover, one of the important working mechanisms of positive interventions is the elicitation of positive affect (Gander et al., 2018), and they have significant and sustainable effects on subjective well-being (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009; Bolier et al., 2013; Hendriks et al., 2020). Similarly, prosocial interventions may operate by changing individuals' affective experiences (Donald et al., 2019), and in addition to increasing prosociality they may reduce depressive symptoms (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015). We therefore expected that our intervention would increase the level of positive affect and decrease the level of negative affect in the experimental group, as compared with the control group.

Not only affect but also the beliefs a person holds (Carver, 2005; Caprara et al., 2012) may be related to prosocial behavior. Numerous studies has demonstrated that three intercorrelated positive beliefs: about oneself (self-esteem), about one's life (life satisfaction), and about the future (optimism), together form a general tendency to approach reality in a positive way, called positive orientation (for a review, see Caprara et al., 2019). Research shows that this cognitive orientation (and its three sub-components) is positively related to prosocial behavior (Thoits and Hewitt, 2001; Eisenberg et al., 2007; Laguna and Alessandri, 2020; Laguna et al., 2020a). Initially, positive orientation was treated as a relatively stable disposition, to some degree inherited (Caprara et al., 2009). Recently, however, attention has turned to its variability rather than stability (Caprara et al., 2019; Laguna, 2019). This view was supported by evidence from longitudinal studies (Alessandri et al., 2014) showing that tendency to engage in prosocial acts predicted the positive orientation (Laguna and Alessandri, 2020). Moreover, positive psychology interventions may work through the elicitation of positive thoughts (Gander et al., 2018). Taking these results into account, we predicted that our intervention may increase the level of positive orientation in the experimental group, as compared with the control group.

Based on recommendations concerning research methodology coming from reviews of studies on positive interventions (Bolier et al., 2013) and of interventions stimulating prosocial behavior (Laguna et al., 2020c), we applied a randomized controlled trial design with four measurements and random assignment of participants to experimental and placebo control groups. We used the “early memories” exercise (Seligman et al., 2005) as a placebo control condition, as it has been used in many previous intervention studies (e.g., Gander et al., 2013, 2018), including those testing the original “three good things” intervention (Seligman et al., 2005).



METHODS


Procedure

University students were encouraged to participate in the project concerning personal development through social media and through invitations during academic classes and at dormitories. We informed students that financial prizes would be drawn among the participants who finished the project. Those who agreed to participate provided their e-mail addresses and consented to the processing their personal information. They were assigned to an experimental (152 students) or control group (151 students) through non-return randomization using SPSS software.

Participants received all materials via email. They participated in the intervention or placebo control condition (Figure 1). They completed the measures online, immediately before the intervention (T0 pretest), a day after the intervention (T1 posttest), 2 weeks after the intervention (T2 follow-up), and 4 weeks after the intervention (T3 follow-up).


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Flow of participants during the successive stages of the study.




Participants

Of the initially recruited 303 Polish students, 187 participated in the pretest (80.2% women). They were 18–29 years old (M = 21.43, SD = 2.07). The flow of participants is presented in Figure 1.



Intervention

To provide comparable conditions for experimental and control groups, simultaneously with the intervention, the control group was engaged in placebo activities similar in terms of structure and timing. On the first day, students from both groups received a short presentation. Next, each evening for seven consecutive days they received daily tasks. Details are available from the first author.


“Three Good Things for Others” Intervention

Students received a presentation that explained helping others and provided examples (e.g., sharing dinner with a roommate, helping a younger sibling). Each evening they were asked to think about and write down three good things they could do the next day for another person (or a group of people) and describe them in more detail. The next day they were asked to reflect on whether they had succeeded in the achievement of these goals and write down their related emotions and reflections.



Childhood Memories (Placebo Control Condition)

First, the students received a presentation explaining childhood memories with examples (e.g., playing with peers, watching cartoons). Each day they were asked to recall and write down three early childhood memories as accurately as possible.




Measures

Available Polish versions of the instruments were used. The reliability of each measure is reported in Table 1.


Table 1. Descriptive statistics and reliability of measures in the experimental and control groups at four measurement times.
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Prosocial behavior was assessed with a measure of Social Value Orientation (Van Lange et al., 1997; Polish version: Laguna et al., 2020b), a nine-item decomposed game. The game instructions stated that the participant and the other person who they did know would make choices. Outcomes were presented in terms of points. An example item was the choice among three options: A, 500 points for self and 100 for other; B, 500 points for self and 500 for other; and C, 550 points for self and 300 for other. Only option B represented a prosocial choice for which one point was given (the remaining choices = 0 points); total scores ranged from 0 to 9.

Positive and negative affect was measured using the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Watson et al., 1988; Polish version: Fajkowska and Marszał-Wiśniewska, 2009). Participants rated to what extent they had felt 10 types of positive affect (e.g., active, excited) and 10 types of negative affect (e.g., upset, nervous) on a 5-point scale (1 = very slightly or not at all, 5 = extremely) in the past week.

Positive orientation was evaluated by means of three scales measuring three components of positive orientation based on respondents' experiences in the past week. The 10 items of Rosenberg's (1989; Polish version: Łaguna et al., 2007). Self-Esteem Scale (e.g., “I feel that I have a number of good qualities”) were rated on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). The 10 items of the Life Orientation Test (Scheier et al., 1994; Polish version: Poprawa and Juczyński, 2009), measuring optimism (e.g., “I rarely count on good things happening to me”), were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Finally, the five items of the Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985; Polish version: Juczyński, 2001), measuring life satisfaction (e.g., “In most ways, my life is close to my ideal”), were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Based on the scores on these three scales, we computed the score on the higher order factor of positive orientation resulting from the exploratory factor analysis. A single factor explained, respectively, 41.26 and 41.89% of the variance in the experimental and control groups at all measurement times; factor loadings ranged from 0.41 to 0.84.




RESULTS


Dropout Analysis

We tested if the participants who took part in more than one measurement differed from those who took part only in the pretest in age, sex and all study variables. The results showed no statistically significant differences (all p > 0.05). There was also no differential dropout rate between the experimental and control groups [[image: image] = 2.39, p = 0.122]. This demonstrates that noticeable sample size reduction did not cause selection bias.



Randomization Check

We compared the experimental and control groups on demographics and on the baseline levels of all study variables (pre-test). No statistically significant differences were observed (all p > 0.05), which confirmed the effectiveness of randomization.



Effectiveness of the Intervention

Means and standard deviations for participants who completed four measurements (n = 89: nexperimental = 41, ncontrol = 48) and were included in analyses are given in Table 1. Such a sample size allows for detecting relatively large effects (effect size f = 0.45, α = 0.05, power = 0.95). The participants followed the daily instructions, performing the assigned tasks for 6–7 days on average (Mexperimental = 6.56, SD = 1.05; Mcontrol = 6.33, SD = 1.10).

To test the effectiveness of the intervention, we applied repeated measures ANOVA for each variable of interest. We performed 2 × 4 analyses with Group (experimental vs. control) as the between-subjects factor and Time (T0, T1, T2, T3) as the within-subjects factor. The results (Table 2) revealed statistically significant effects of Time (i.e., changes observed along measurements; Figure 2) on prosocial behavior (η2 = 0.07) and on positive (η2 = 0.04) and negative affect (η2 = 0.03), but not on positive orientation. These effects were nevertheless small; they are explained in details in the next paragraphs. Neither the effect of Group nor the effect of Time × Group interaction turned out to be significant for any of the variables, which means, no between-group differences were detected.


Table 2. Repeated measures ANOVA results.
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FIGURE 2. Changes in the mean level (and standard deviations) of prosocial behavior, positive affect, negative affect, and positive orientation in the experimental and control groups at four measurement times.


We based the interpretation of findings on planned contrasts (Gander et al., 2013), evaluated applying Bonferroni test. The scores at every measurement time were compared with pretest. The results revealed statistically significant increases in prosocial behavior in the placebo control group (between MT0 = 5.96 and MT1 = 6.67, p = 0.041, and between MT0 = 5.96 and MT3 = 6.96, p = 0.011), but not in the experimental group. As no increases were detected in the experimental group, our expectations concerning the effects of the intervention on prosocial behavior were not confirmed.

Planned contrasts were also applied to test the effects of the intervention on other variables. We detected a significant increase in positive affect (MT0 = 3.09 < MT1 = 3.30, p = 0.020) and a significant decrease in negative affect (MT0 = 2.80 > MT1 = 2.49, p = 0.002) in the experimental group a day after the intervention (Figure 2). There were, however, no changes in affect at follow-ups, as compared to pretest. We observed no significant changes in the level of positive orientation.



Additional Analyses

As the fact that the participants did or did not do the daily tasks may have affected our results, we performed additional analyses. We conducted repeated measures ANOVA with an additional between-subjects factor—namely, the number of daily tasks done. The results show that the number of daily tasks completed has no effect on any of the outcome measures (all ps > 0.05).

As one may hypothesize a mediation effect, namely that engagement in prosocial behavior encouraged by the intervention may stimulate affect and beliefs, which in turn may influence prosocial behavior, we performed additional mediation analyses. We applied the macro PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) to test models with prosocial behavior just after the intervention (at T1) as a predictor, positive and negative affect and positive orientation measured after 2 weeks (at T2) as mediators, and prosocial behavior 4 weeks after the intervention (at T3) as a dependent variable. None of these models revealed a statistically significant mediation effect, as all confidence intervals included zero ([−0.02,0.01] for positive affect, [−0.005,0.01] for negative affect, and [−0.10,0.08] for positive orientation). This means that no mediation effects were found.




DISCUSSION

Our aim was to test the effectiveness of the “three good things for others” intervention, inspired by positive psychology interventions (Seligman et al., 2005; Gander et al., 2018). This short, 1-week online intervention was designed for young adults. In order to test its effectiveness, we carefully planned a randomized controlled trial with four measurements (pretest, posttest, and two follow-ups: 2 and 4 weeks after the intervention) and random assignment of participants to experimental and control groups. The study was a placebo-controlled experiment, in which participants in the control group were engaged in an activity of the same structure and timing. We ensured that randomization was successful and that the attrition of participants did not affect the generalizability of the findings. Except of prosocial behavior we tested other potential outcomes, including positive and negative affect, and positive orientation.

Our study detected some effects of the intervention; however, no increase in prosocial behavior was observed. The results showed a statistically significant increase in prosocial value orientation (Van Lange et al., 1997)—unexpectedly, in the placebo control group but not in the experimental group. Young people prompted to reflect on their childhood memories boosted their prosocial choices. Recalling childhood memories may bring to mind an innocent and morally pure concept of self. Accessing such a sense of heightened morality, people may behave more prosocially (Gino and Desai, 2012). This mechanism may have become activated by the control condition, resulting in a higher level of prosocial behavior. Our results thus demonstrate that prosocial value orientation is malleable; it does not change as a result of the “three good things for others” intervention, however.

The results concerning affect demonstrated a statistically significant increase in positive affect and decrease in negative affect in the experimental group a day after the intervention. No significant changes were observed in the placebo control group. Yet, these effects did not last as long as the next 2 or 4 weeks. This suggests that it is possible to reduce negative affect and to stimulate positive affect using the “three good things for others” intervention, at least for a short time. This result is consistent with other findings concerning positive psychology interventions (Bolier et al., 2013) and prosocial interventions (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015).

The results concerning positive orientation demonstrated its relative stability, which is in line with findings showing its heritability (Caprara et al., 2009) rather than with those suggesting that it is a state-like phenomenon (Alessandri et al., 2014). Even if other positive psychology interventions operate through the mechanism of elicitation of positive thoughts (Gander et al., 2018), this new intervention did not lead to changes in positive beliefs.

The results of our study demonstrate that it is not easy to stimulate prosocial behavior expressed in cooperative decisions (Van Lange et al., 1997; Balliet et al., 2009) using a short and simple online exercise that involves planning prosocial activities for the following day and then reflecting on the accomplishment of these activities. The exercise did nevertheless result in an immediate increase in positive affect and decrease in negative affect. There are several issues and limitations to consider when looking for these results. First, the intervention makes people aware that their good intentions of helping, sharing, caring, or comforting others (Alessandri et al., 2009; Caprara et al., 2012) were not always actually fulfilled and that they are personally accountable for their actions (as opposed to simply recalling childhood memories). Moreover, although beneficial for others, prosocial behavior requires effort and not always brings gratitude. Second, our exercise was not rooted in considerations concerning the moral significance of prosocial acts or personal values. It can be expected that practices embedded in a religious context (e.g., Thibodeaux, 2014) or moral reasoning may bring more sustainable effects (Łowicki and Zajenkowski, 2019). Third, at least some of prosocial interventions increased prosocial behavior when delivered to children and adolescents (Mesurado et al., 2019; Laguna et al., 2020c). This suggests that it may be easier to stimulate prosocial actions in younger groups, and it is worth testing the effectiveness of our intervention in children. Fourth, our sample was dominated by women who reported a relatively high level of prosocial behavior even before the intervention and who completed the measures at all measurement times. This limits the generalizability of our findings. We observed a noticeable sample size reduction, although drop-out analysis showed that it did not cause selection bias. Our final sample size, similar to other that in studies on the effectiveness of interventions (e.g., Konrath et al., 2015), was relatively small, which may have diminished the ability to detect statistically significant differences between groups. Fifth, we used the decomposed game to measure prosocial behavior (Van Lange et al., 1997; Balliet et al., 2009), as being less prone to social desirability bias than self-reports. Self-report measures may nevertheless be more likely to detect changes (Laguna and Alessandri, 2020), and the way of measuring prosocial behavior may influence the results (Böckler et al., 2018; Laguna et al., 2020c).

Carefully planned in accordance with recent recommendations (Laguna et al., 2020c), our study yielded results that justify recommending the “three good things for others” intervention as a tool stimulating affect but not prosocial behavior or positive beliefs. Further endeavors are therefore needed to develop new interventions that would be more successful in encouraging prosocial actions. Our results raise questions concerning the mechanisms of increasing prosocial behavior and methods of measuring its changes.
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