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INTRODUCTION

Extensive research on Positive Psychology Interventions (PPIs)—defined as activities that focus
on promoting positive feelings, thoughts, or behaviour (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009)—has been
found to be generally effective in promoting well-being and reducing mental illness (e.g., Chalkhssi
etal., 2018; Hendriks et al., 2020). In a recent review of 347 studies, PPIs had a significant effect on
promoting quality of life and well-being and reducing anxiety and depression (Carr et al., 2020).
While the ratio of non-Western to Western randomised controlled trials (RCTs) evaluating PPIs has
improved quite dramatically in the past decade, most of these studies (82%) remain narrow in focus
in terms of the culture of their participants, having been developed and tested in Western Educated
Industrialised Rich Democratic (WEIRD) countries (Hendriks et al., 2019). Therefore, they may
not be as effective in other countries such as the Arab countries where there are various cultural
differences. Culture can play a very important role in enhancing PPIs engagement, acceptability,
and eventually, effectiveness (Hendriks and Graafsma, 2019).

Arab countries, home to 5% of the world’s population, have a burden of mental health problems
above global levels (GBD 2015 Eastern Mediterranean Region Mental Health Collaborators, 2018).
Prevalent stigma, war and conflict were some of the contributors (Maalouf et al., 2019). Thus,
to properly address this cultural stigma against mental health problems, PPIs could provide an
additional role alongside traditional psychology approaches (e.g., Cognitive Behavioural therapy -
CBT). Further, in light of the political conditions that some Arab countries are going through and
the negative effects that they cause, it has become necessary to use the method of prevention that
is the focus of PP and not only of treatment as a strategy for applications and practise. It has been
noted that the mental health care system in the Arab region focuses highly on illnesses treatment
and neglects the significant role that PP plays in enhancing human potential and well-being. The
Arab population is becoming more influenced by many global issues, including the COVID-19
pandemic which is having a negative impact on mental health and well-being (Salari et al., 2020).
In response, Waters et al. (2021) have recently argued how positive psychological factors can play a
significant role in buffering mental illness, enhancing mental health throughout the pandemic, and
building positive processes and capacities that can help to promote future mental health.

In developing indigenous and culturally sensitive PPIs (Lambert et al., 2015) among the Arab
region, there are important cultural factors that should be considered. These include spiritual
traditions and interdependent cultural concepts including collectivistic ideas of the self, emotions
and values which differ quite dramatically from western cultures.
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ARAB CULTURE

The “Arab World,” which comprises 5% of the world’s population,
refers to Arab countries in the Middle East and North Africa.
Despite the increasing pace and progress of different businesses
in many Arab countries, individual communities are still limited
in certain prominent economic places. Arab people rather gather
in collective communities. They generally share the same Arabic
Islamic culture, speak the same language, and descend from the
same Arab families when going back in history, no matter what
nationality they have nowadays. Yet, very many changes came
to communities before borders were drawn between countries
and after. For instance, geography, topography, demography,
and socio-economic status affect peoples’ nature of jobs and
lifestyles. For example, Arabs in the east, west, or the middle
have similar tongues; however, almost every Arab country has its
accent. Therefore, people need to go back to the formal Arabic
language “Fus-ha” or learn more about different Arabic dialects
when communicating cross-countries.

According to Hofstede (2011) based on the individualism-
collectivism dimension, the Arab countries (Eastern society)
have been classified as a collectivist culture, where their identity
and decisions are influenced by social systems. In contrast,
the United States (Western society) has been classified as an
individualist culture focusing on individual decisions. Although
there are degrees of individualism among Arabs in certain
countries, they still share collective common characteristics.
Here, we explore the meaning of collectivistic conceptions of the
self, emotions, values, and religion in Arab countries and how
they differ from those in individual Western cultures.

The Self

Since the field of PP focuses on the development of self, it
is vital to recognise that self-concept varies across cultures.
Individualism generally emphasises the self-directed and
autonomous individual (Realo et al., 2002). People in
individualist countries focus primarily on their personal
characteristics (e.g., motives, abilities) to build their self-concept.
On the other hand, collectivism refers to several social structures
that highly value the groups to which people belong, such as
family and tribe (Realo, 2003). People in collectivist countries
such as the Arab countries focus primarily on their relationships
with others to build their self-concept (Markus and Kitayama,
1991). Hence, research from Arab countries should focus
on the core elements of collectivism when implementing
PPIs to make a significant, meaningful impact. For example,
people from a collective culture may experience a greater
enhancement in well-being when practising interventions that
are more prosocial and group-oriented such as compassion,
performing acts of kindness, writing a gratitude letter, and using
character strengths in everyday context including social context,
compared with self-oriented interventions such as identifying
character strengths.

Emotions, Value, and Religion

Research shows that Western culture emphasises the goal of
maximising positive emotions, while Eastern culture emphasises
embracing and balancing positive and negative emotions (Leu

et al,, 2011). To illustrate, culture plays an important role in
influencing perceptions of happiness. People in individualist
countries value happiness highly. In contrast, people from
collective countries value low arousal positive emotions (Leu
et al,, 2011) and exhibit a fear of happiness (Joshanloo, 2013;
Joshanloo and Weijers, 2019). Hence, the influence of positive
emotions plays a limited role in the mental health of Eastern
society. Speaking of Value, for an Arab, the family is the centre
of honour and the most important social unit. This loyalty has
an impact on every part of an Arab’s life. Arabs honour their
families and highly value their friendships. Therefore, future
research could shed more light on group-oriented interventions
(e.g., kindness) that focus more on the relationship with family,
friends, and community.

When it comes to religion, Arab society has a rich culture
in values and beliefs that place a particularly high emphasis
on spirituality. Religion is the most important and distinctive
aspect of Arab culture. Arab countries vary in terms of religion,
with Islam being predominant. Interestingly, the Islamic religion
may influence PP. For example, forgiveness “al’afwu,” aligns with
Islamic teachings (Warsah, 2020), having strong philosophical
and religious roots (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). While this
concept is highly recommended in PP to be cultivated for
psychological health and well-being (Wulandari and Megawati,
2020), it is also encouraged to be embedded in ourselves,
according to Islamic teachings. This confirms how both PP and
Islam clearly propose the importance to cultivate forgiveness
both towards ourselves and others (Warsah, 2020).

Well-Being (Hedonic and Eudaimonic)

It is necessary here to clarify what is meant by hedonic and
eudaimonic definitions of well-being. While the term “Hedonic”
is based on the pursuit of maximum levels of pleasure (feeling
good), the term “Eudaimonic,” on the other hand, is based on
meaning and the development of virtues (functioning well; Keyes
and Annas, 2009). Research indicates that cultures are not equally
supportive of hedonic and eudaimonic aspects (Joshanloo and
Jarden, 2016). In comparison to collectivism, hedonism appears
to be more congruent with individualism (Joshanloo, 2014).
Pleasure and positive emotions are considered a way to pursue
happiness in Western culture, while this method is not highly
favoured in Eastern cultures (Lee et al, 2013); Because they
consider suffering and negative emotions as contributing factors
to spiritual development. Therefore, the eastern perspective is
more in line with a eudaimonistic view which emphasises virtues,
meaning, and feeling of belongingness. However, although we
believe that both approaches can be found to a certain level
in both cultures, the differences suggest that there are different
routes to happiness.

POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY IN THE ARAB
REGION

Positive psychology - “the scientific study of what makes life most
worth living” (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) - is one
of the newest branches of psychology. It focuses on three main
pillars: (1) positive subjective experiences (such as happiness and
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love); (2) positive individual characters (such as gratitude and
compassion); and (3) positive institutions (for the application
of positive principles within institutions and organizations;
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Some of the main topics
of interest in positive psychology include character strengths,
gratitude, hope, happiness, mindfulness, optimism, positive
thinking, and resilience. Within the applications of this science,
various domains of well-being (such as happiness, engagement,
positive emotions, and meaning) can be enhanced by practising
positive psychology interventions (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009).
Interestingly, these interventions have also produced benefits
beyond well-being, such as reduced mental health issues
(Chakhssi et al., 2018; Hendriks et al., 2020).

Nowadays, PP is increasingly noticed in the Arab world (Rao
et al., 2015; Lambert and Pasha-Zaidi, 2019). In recent years,
there has been a great effort to explore the PP field across Arab
countries. Several initiatives have emerged aimed at promoting
well-being and flourishing. For example, the Middle East Journal
of Positive Psychology published its first volume in 2015. On the
International Day of Happiness in 2017, United Arab Emirates
University launched its Emirates Center for Happiness Research.
Meanwhile, Effat University in Saudi Arabia started the first
Positive Psychology and Well-being Research Lab, the first
symposium, and the first PP course. In 2019, Louise Lambert
and Nausheen Pasha-Zaidi published the first regional text
entitled “Positive Psychology in the Middle East/North Africa.”
There are other efforts spent in the region as well; such as the
work conducted in Egypt. Ibrahim Younus established the Arab
Association for Positive Psychology https://www.psycholearn.
com/en/associative.php which provides several courses on PP
and also published a book entitled “The Power of Positive
Psychology” (Younus, 2017).

Despite this development, nothing can compare to the
quantity and even quality of research in other countries. In light
of our observations, the few PP studies may be attributed to the
lack of awareness of the constructive approach and prevention
compared to problem-solving. An Arab dentist once said: “people
do not come to me until they are badly in pain.” In any case, many
studies have taken place in Arab countries in the last decade,
more of which are descriptive and less of which experimental.
For example, Abdel-Khalek (2010) found positive correlations
between quality of life, subjective well-being, and religiosity
among students in Kuwait. Abdel-Khalek (2016) developed “the
Arabic Scale of Religiosity,” which significantly correlated with PP
variables among students in Algeria, Kuwait, and Egypt.

Recently, empirical studies on PPIs have been conducted
in Arab-Islamic countries. More attention has been placed on
promoting well-being and alleviating the high burden of mental
health problems in the region (GBD 2015 Eastern Mediterranean
Region Mental Health Collaborators, 2018). For instance, several
studies have examined the effectiveness of mindfulness among
university students (e.g., Thomas et al., 2016; Al-Ghalib and
Salim, 2018; Awad, 2019), parents of children with autism
(Rayan and Ahmad, 2016) and addicted adults (Al-Rashidi,
2018). These interventions were found to have positive effects
on health and well-being outcomes. Participants who practised
mindfulness reported reduction in stress and depression as

well as improvement in well-being and resilience. Moreover,
the results of a recent pilot study found positive impacts on
enhancing emotional regulation and reducing stress among
Arab teachers (Berkovich-Ohana et al.,, 2020). Some studies
have also begun to examine various interventions targeting
character strengths (Basurrah et al., 2020; Chérif et al., 2021), self-
compassion (Elaiwah, 2017), positive thinking (Haddad, 2014;
Mohammed et al., 2014), and hope (Zaki, 2016) among adults
and university students. Interestingly, a recent study by Lambert
etal. (2019) has examined the impact of PPIs on fear of happiness
(a belief that happiness or positive emotions can bring forward
negative consequences; Joshanloo, 2013) among people from
collective countries. Lambert et al. (2019) provided evidence that
a 14-week PPIs programme has an impact on reducing the fear
and fragility of happiness beliefs among university students in the
United Arab Emirates.

Since Arab countries place great emphasis on spirituality,
several authors have considered the aspect of religion when
implementing PPIs (e.g., Saeedi et al, 2015). For instance,
an empirical study by Al-Seheel and Noor (2016) found
that expressing gratitude towards God “Allah” increases the
happiness of the Muslim more than the usual gratitude
intervention. Additionally, Al-Ghalib and Salim (2018) examined
a religiously sensitive mindfulness-training programme with
university students and found a positive effect on life satisfaction
and a slight reduction in stress, depression, and anxiety. Hence,
the role of religion is vital to make the interventions more
relevant to Arab culture where people can connect Islamic
philosophy with PP theories and practises. These studies
reviewed here provide further support for the need for culturally
sensitive interventions among the Arab population.

More recently, the first systematic review of PPIs in Arab
countries was conducted by Basurrah et al. (2021; the protocol
has been published in BMJ Open and the final manuscript has
been submitted for publication). Reviewing a total of 39 RCTs
and quasi-experimental studies, the most commonly studied
interventions were mindfulness, positive thinking, and resilience.
Only a handful of studies examined gratitude, character
strengths, forgiveness, self-compassion, savouring, or finding
flow. Risk of bias analysis revealed that most studies from Arab
countries have several methodological limitations. This included
a lack of protocol guidelines, few well-designed randomised
controlled trials (RCTs), blinding issues, small sample sizes,
lack of active control groups, and lack of research into certain
populations (e.g., teachers, employees, and people in distress in
refugee camps). These are important methodological issues that
need to be considered in future research.

DISCUSSION

PP was founded on an individualistic framework (Christopher
and Hickinbottom, 2008). To ensure that PPIs are culturally
meaningful, this paper includes some cultural elements of the
Arab region that should be considered to serve the needs of
the Arab population. In the Arab world, some people may
believe that PP is solely about happiness and being positive. If
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so, it is important to educate the public about the findings of
rigorous studies evaluating PPIs such as gratitude, hope or flow
on health, well-being and performance. To explain the value
and effectiveness of these evidence-based approaches, examples
might include studies linking gratitude with benefits for people
with heart disease (Cousin et al, 2021), or how PPIs can
promote quality of life in cancer patients (Casellas-Grau et al.,
2014).

There is some evidence about PPIs being effective in
improving well-being in the Arab region, but research in this
region is still in its infancy and little information is available
regarding PPIs and the experience of Arabs participating in such
interventions. Hence, there is still much more to investigate
in this regard. Future research should empirically examine
the effectiveness of various unstudied interventions such as
savouring, gratitude, self-compassion, character strengths or
finding flow. A combination of quantitative and qualitative
approaches is required to provide an in-depth understanding
of Arabs’ experience and impressions of PPIs and how and
why they work. This may provide useful information to inform
the appropriate design of PPIs to suit Arab culture and needs.
In addition, since it has been reported that published positive
psychology empirical studies were largely overrepresented by
female participants (Rao and Donaldson, 2015; Hendriks et al.,
2019), it would be important for future research to consider the
effect of gender when developing PPIs.

Furthermore, while some research on PPIs has been carried
out in the region, most of these studies have been of poor
quality that suffered from small sample sizes, confounding
factors, and a high degree of bias. To overcome these issues,
future research should improve research quality, including
protocol guidelines and well-designed RCTs. In particular,
research should include randomisation, allocation, blinding,
power analysis to determine adequate sample size, active control
groups to reduce bias, and follow-up periods of at least
12 months.

Among the most popular resources that future PP
practitioners may refer to are the International Positive
Psychology Association (IPPA) and the International
Positive Education Network (IPEN). Also, we recommend
the Middle East Journal of Positive Psychology and the
first regional book (Lambert and Pasha-Zaidi, 2019). To
develop and/or adapt a multi-component PPIs, we would
recommend referring to Character Strengths (Peterson
and Seligman, 2004), the theory of well-being (PERMA
Model: Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships,
Meaning, and Accomplishment; Seligman, 2011), and the
Five Ways to Well-being: Connect, Be Active, Take Notice,
Keep Learning, and Give (Aked et al, 2008). Finally,
single-component PPIs are based on theories like Broaden-
And-Build (Fredrickson, 2004), Hope (Snyder et al., 2002),
and Self-Determination (Deci and Ryan, 2012) can be
also considered.

Two other concepts that would be wusefully applied
are “Savouring” (Bryant and Veroff, 2007) and Phillip
Zimbardo’s Time Perspective (Stolarski et al, 2015). For
instance, savouring has a positive temporal orientation to

reminiscing the good memories from the past, enjoying
the hedonic present moments, and willing proactively to
make a better future. Now, what is even maybe more
interesting for Muslims is “Transcendent Future” where
all intentions, words and actions are devoted to that life
after death.

In addition, there is a model already prepared for the
clinical purpose called Positive Psychotherapy (PPT). Tayyab
Rashid and Martin Seligman published a PPT manual for
clinicians in 2018. And for cross-cultural applications, including
Muslim Arab culture, Rashid and Al-Haj Baddar (2019)
have written a paper presenting PPT and its efficacy. PPT
overview in detail shows sessions, themes, skills, practise,
and cultural considerations where a mixture of PPIs
based on PERMA, Strengths, and other PP concepts can
be found.

Regarding PP measurements, it is highly recommended
to generate indigenous tools based on cultural backgrounds
reviewed here in the article. An example of this is a tool
for measuring Muslim well-being by including domains
beyond what is found in Western literature. So far, in the
Arab region, several attempts have been made to adapt
PP tools. For example, Marei Salama-Younes (Salama-
Younes and Massoud, 2018) validated the Arabic versions
of different measures of well-being (e.g., satisfaction with
life scale, the subjective vitality scale). Other validated scales
as well-include the self-compassion scale (Alabdulaziz et al.,
2020), and the passion scale (Salama-Younes and Hashim,
2018).

CONCLUSION

This paper has discussed the cultural aspects of Arab countries
and the need of developing culturally sensitive PPIs. The past
decade has seen an increase in mental health problems in the
Arab region. Stigma and lack of awareness have been always
there. Among the issues are also wars, conflicts, and displacement
in many Arab countries such as Iraq, Lebanon, and Palestine
(Hassan et al., 2016). These indicate an urgent need to prevent
mental illness and promote well-being. Indeed, we highlighted
the importance of integrating culture with PPIs, following the
guidelines for the cultural adaptation of PPIs (Hendriks and
Graafsma, 2019) and the ethical guidelines for PP practise (Jarden
et al., 2020). Another significant contribution of this paper is to
highlight the importance of improving the quality of research
conducted in Arab countries. In brief, this paper has several
practical implications. It is an open invitation for researchers,
policymakers, and practitioners alike to be more exposed to PP;
as well as to better conceptualising and adapting interventions
and measurement tools to the local culture in different sectors
to maximise their effectiveness. And as we consider it as an
invitation for us too, here we are starting a PPIs practise guide
in Arabic language and for Arab practitioners. The insights
gained from this paper may be useful for placing well-being
on top of priorities for achieving individual, organisational,
and optimal national functioning in different sectors. There
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is also a need to change the stigma or negative beliefs about
seeking health for psychological support, which is an issue
for countries in the Middle East (Baess, 2019). It is hoped
that this article will encourage researchers and practitioners to
investigate and integrate culturally sensitive positive psychology
interventions and practises so that people of Arab cultures can
benefit from these.
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