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Abstract: Political participation has long been considered as a source of benefits for 
the community. Its role in the evolution of society has been assessed through diverse 
social indicators, from which well-being has been assigned a central position. In this 
chapter we look at the historical progress of such indicators, highlighting the contri-
bution of psychology. We suggest that a eudaimonic perspective can explain the link 
between individuals’ well-being and participation. In particular flow can be used as 
referential theory to describe mechanisms affecting both personal growth and social 
context, resulting in an inspiring notion to design participative settings.
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7.1  Envisioning Better Societies: Concepts and Measures for a 
Positive Change

Political participation is often seen as a main goal for modern democracies, in con-
sideration of its positive relation with diverse dimensions of our lives such as wealth, 
health or education (Field, 2003; Halpern, 2005). Hence the decline faced by tra-
ditional forms of participation (e.g. Gray & Caul, 2000) has been considered as a 
warning sign for the future development of our societies. Yet the role of political par-
ticipation in creating a positive change is not so straightforward, and we need aware-
ness regarding the quality of participation as well as the quantity. In this chapter we 
consider how well-being, among other social indicators, has been used to inform 
society at large about the direction of its progress. Indeed, different conceptions of 
well-being will highlight different qualities of participation. To this end, the evolu-
tion of positive psychology is looked upon as resulting from a long multidisciplinary 
path devoted to exploring the notion of well-being within societies, while featuring 
connections with some major social changes. We aim to emphasize the contribution 
of the eudaimonic perspective, suggesting how flow of consciousness can be fruitfully 
integrated to understand participatory behaviors.
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106   Positive Change and Political Participation

7.1.1  The Evolution of the Concept of Quality of Life

The ambition for a positive change of society is portrayed well by the notion of Quality 
of Life (QoL), which has become increasingly important in the public debate of indus-
trialized Western societies since the ’60s. The very nature of QoL is extremely hetero-
geneous, including environmental, social and political concerns. As emphasized by 
Rapley (2003), the focus of attention can vary from a macroscopic to a microscopic 
level. The latter is well represented by psychological studies on well-being, but it is 
also important to briefly take into account the former in order to fully comprehend the 
political value of the issue in general.

Since its inception, QoL has been closely related to the development of social 
indicators, conceived as statistical measures designed to monitor the progress of 
issues and phenomena of central importance to human well-being (OECD, 1976). 
Since the early works by William Ogburn, published in the American Journal of Sociol-
ogy, the goal has been to analyze regularities underlying the dynamics of industrial-
ized societies. Given the historical and cultural context, the indicators had a mainly 
economic nature: the effort of monetizing as many dimensions as possible aimed to 
build a quantitative description of reality. In this context Kuznets created the Gross 
Domestic Product index (GDP), measuring the value of goods and services produced 
in a country in a given period of time (1934). Although the author had highlighted that 
GDP per capita can only serve as a generic indicator of economic standards of living, 
it quickly established itself both as a measure of welfare in general and of the very 
notion of development. The reaction to the implementation of such economic mea-
sures was not long in coming. Refusing to assess QoL mainly through a mercantile 
measure was not simply and academic debate, but a proper cultural stance:

The early stages of social indicators research did not only exert an enormous scientific influence, 
but these activities were also undertaken with a strong sense of commitment and a sense of 
mission and thus became well known as the ‘social indicators movement’ (Noll, 2004, p. 152).

The debate was not simply about GDP itself or the use made of it, to a broader extent it 
concerned the privileged role of economists to the detriment of other cultural actors in 
selecting the information to be used by political decision makers. It is indeed a crucial 
issue, as the information selected to be monitored can then shape not only political 
decisions, but also the public perception about what is relevant in a society. This per-
spective provides understanding to the famous speech given by Robert F. Kennedy 
when he declared that GDP “measures everything, in short, except that which makes 
life worthwhile. And it can tell us everything about America except why we are proud 
that we are Americans” (1968, p. 5). Such a strong spirit of change, in the country 
that more than others was embracing capitalism, has favored the study of alternative 
measures. From the beginning the research has been characterized by a continuum 
between two opposing poles that are still present nowadays (Noll & Zapf, 1994). On 
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the one hand there is the American approach characterized by a mainly psychologi-
cal background and therefore more sensitive to the individual and their subjectivity, 
which produced the etymological shift from the notion of welfare to that of well-being. 
On the other hand is the Scandinavian tradition rooted in sociological studies, which 
focused on the objective resources available to the individual and which were defined 
in terms of “money, property, knowledge, psychic and physical energy, social rela-
tions, security and so on” (Erikson & Uusitalo, 1987, p. 189). As clarified by Erikson, 
they tried to

[…] assess the individual’s level of living in a way which makes it as little influenced as possi-
ble by the individual’s evaluation of his own situation. This seems all the more natural as the 
individual’s level of living is to a large extent based on his ‘command over resources’, resources 
which can be used for the ends which he himself finds most satisfactory (1993, p. 77).

7.1.2  Change Through Knowledge

For the purposes of the present chapter we want to stress two main aspects of current 
efforts towards a positive change in society, as embodied by the QoL approach. First 
of all the role of such measures – regardless of their nature, i.e. objective, subjective, 
economic, psychological – is not to provide decision makers with immediate practi-
cal guidance for every single issue arising in daily practice. Be it GDP or a happiness 
assessment, social indicators cannot be used as the gasoline warning light, which 
entails a single predetermined action. As a result of the adjustment of expectations 
(Innes, 1990) and the systematization of knowledge (Andrews, 1990), a new aware-
ness about the role of social indicators has been established:

A system of social reporting has several functions, the most important of which is to inform 
the general public. In a democracy, social reporting has a very special function; it is to inform 
the citizens about the prevailing living conditions in their society and give them a perspective 
on national development by comparing this with developments in other countries. Democracy 
assumes that the citizens have access to such knowledge in order to be able to challenge the 
government, discover new welfare problems and bring alternative solutions to a decision stage 
by means of political parties and organizations. Accordingly, social reporting has a very special 
role in society’s production of information; it belongs to the democratic infrastructure and has 
a special political function. To put it simply, social reporting places welfare issues on the poli-
tical agenda. It supplies material to the public debate, influences the media and, indirectly, the 
administration. The two objectives – policy analysis and public information – might in practice 
be implemented within the same system, but they might lead to different reporting programmes, 
if only one objective is adopted. Different audiences look for and need different kinds of informa-
tion, and their demands may sometimes clash. Social reporting as public information clearly has 
a critical function, not restricted to issues of daily planning, and covers a much larger field than 
policy analysis. This critical function may be highly controversial in unstable political situations 
and in times of economic crisis (Vogel, 1989, p. 441).

Brought to you by | Università degli Studi di Milano
Authenticated

Download Date | 4/16/15 10:39 AM



108   Positive Change and Political Participation

Secondly, these indicators are not conceived as autonomous instruments built in an 
abstract neutral space. They are seen as culturally determined tools, whose theoreti-
cal background must not only be declared but even developed to provide perspec-
tive on complex phenomena (see Allardt, 1993; Lane, 1996). This conceptual change 
enriches the notion of QoL and discloses the difficulty of finding a unique definition 
for it (Brown, 2000; Cummins, Gullone, & Lau, 2002; Felce & Perry, 1995). Notwith-
standing the academic debates about its ambiguity as a scientific notion, Fahey, Nolan 
and Whelan (2003) emphasize the QoL elements on which there is general agreement 
and that are conveyed to social and political stakeholders. To begin with, broader 
information about the social and economical environment is useful to contextualize 
individual and subjective data, which remain an essential component. This brings 
the consideration of QoL as a multidimensional concept, which therefore requires 
a multidisciplinary approach to its understanding, despite there being some critical 
positions of this approach, (see Cummins, 1996; Veenhoven, 1996). Finally, multidi-
mensionality requires not only the different aspects to be taken into account, but also 
the assessment of the relationship between them. As a result of these three factors, 
the measurement of QoL is by mutual agreement conceived as the combination of 
objective measures (e.g. family attributes, environmental features, employment rate, 
level of schooling) and subjective indicators related to these dimensions (e.g. satis-
faction with family relationships, sense of community, job satisfaction, self-efficacy).

7.2  The Political Role of Well-Being Studies

Within the described framework, a number of studies have revolved around the ben-
efits of being politically active, with the aim of including measures of such behav-
iors in QoL appraisal. In western societies a positive prejudice towards participation 
is largely influenced by an Aristotelian conception of human nature, as in his view 
political action is the fulfillment of a shared innate inclination. Social sciences have 
looked for empirical support for such a perspective on three levels.
1. First, participation reduces the distance between citizens and institutions, 

making the latter more responsive to collective needs and enhancing objective 
living conditions (see Erikson, 1993; Wandersman & Florin, 2000).

2. Second, it improves well-being at a collective level exerting a positive effect on 
social cohesion and quality of democracy (Putnam, 2000), for example strength-
ening sense of community (see Obst, Smith, & Zinkiewicz, 2002).

3. Third, it is a source of individual well-being, subjectively perceived only by those 
directly involved in participatory behaviors. Participation, then, is important not 
only because of the goals it pursues, it is intrinsically valuable.

The last level of investigation has been examined by positive psychology, the results of 
which can be presented in reference to the two main philosophical traditions in well-
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being research: hedonism and eudaimonism. Delle Fave, Massimini and Bassi (2011) 
effectively summarize some key points distinguishing these two positions. To begin 
with, hedonism conceives well-being as a state of homeostatic balance addressed to 
satisfy individual needs, whereas eudaimonism focuses on the process of complexity 
enhancement leading to it. Hedonism, then, defines well-being as a subjectively felt 
presence of positive affect and absence of negative affect, whilst eudaimonism empha-
sizes the active role of the individual in pursuing opportunities for growth. Lastly, 
hedonic well-being is an individual dimension to be fulfilled also through the com-
munity, while in contrast eudaimonic well-being is a primarily collective and shared 
factor. It is fundamental to consider both aspects, since “hedonic and eudaimonic 
foci are both overlapping and distinct and […] an understanding of well-being may 
be enhanced by measuring it in differentiated ways” (Ryan & Deci, 2001, p. 148). Nev-
ertheless, beyond the strictly scientific domain, these two different traditions also 
imagine different relations with the rest of the society.

7.2.1  The Hedonic Level: Complementing the Political Agenda

Hedonic well-being is a wide philosophical concept, even though scientific reviews 
about its origins, especially when in comparison with eudaimonia, often exacerbate 
some aspects for the sake of clarity. If to a certain extent “hedonistic happiness can 
occur with no effort—sitting on the couch watching TV, one hand on the remote, and 
the other in a bag of chips” (King, Eells, & Burton, 2002, p. 37), examining in depth 
specific theories can offer a more complex picture. For example, Bentham’s hedonic 
calculus (1996) takes into account seven aspects of pleasure, including extent (actions 
whose pleasure affects a higher number of people are to be preferred) and duration 
(temporary pleasure is less valuable than long-term results). Hence, also hedonically 
one could prefer to volunteer rather than idling in front of the TV. Yet, “although there 
are many ways to evaluate the pleasure/pain continuum in human experience, most 
research within the new hedonic psychology has used assessment of subjective well-
being” (Ryan & Deci, 2001, p. 144). Subjective well-being (SWB) itself is a multifaceted 
concept (see Kim-Prieto, Diener, Tamir, Scollon, & Diener, 2013) often identified with 
the idea of “happiness”: it represents people’s evaluation of their own lives, including 
cognitive and emotional components (Diener, 2009), and nowadays is often consid-
ered one of the most popular contributions from psychology to QoL studies.

Two reasons cited by Veenhoven (1991) for choosing such a construct, namely 
having a punctual definition and consequently a greater ease in measurement, have 
proved fundamental for the success of SWB, especially if utilized to inform politi-
cal decision makers. Undoubtedly the choice of reducing the width of the definition 
of well-being, drawing the attention to partial components (e.g. satisfaction about 
life circumstances, positive affect, global evaluations), can be scientifically fruitful 
in that narrower constructs are simpler in their theoretical explanation and empirical 
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110   Positive Change and Political Participation

assessment. Nevertheless we wonder what is actually conveyed by such constructs 
once they migrate through different disciplines – e.g. philosophy, psychology, soci-
ology, economics, political science – and are finally received by politicians and the 
general public. We completely recognize diverging definitions as a healthy diversity 
and not a flaw, but this entails that, despite the robustness of each definition, con-
sidered in its entirety the notion of SWB is much less homogeneous and stable than 
it is initially perceived to be (Duncan, 2013). As for assessment tools, greater ease 
in measurement doesn’t reduce conceptual diversity, but surely favors the spread of 
such measures which are often brief and quick to be administered. In this perspective, 
the difficulties faced by policy makers when choosing for the allocation of limited 
resources to different, non-comparable domains (e.g. economic growth versus envi-
ronmental quality) can be easily solved by appraising how they affect SWB and decid-
ing accordingly, moving “beyond a total reliance on intuition and ideology” (Diener, 
Lucas, Schimmack, & Helliwell, 2009, p. 55). In our view, such asserted neutrality 
underplays the varied definitions underlying the general concept of SWB or happi-
ness, which can reach incomparability when encompassing non-western concepts: 
for example, the Buddhist notion of happiness applied in Bhutan as policy indicator 
advocates detachment from the material world, hence being much closer to the Greek 
idea of ataraxia than to the goal of pleasure fulfillment (Mancall, 2004). In sum, we 
argue that in contrast with the concern for raising awareness in the general public 
(Pavot & Diener, 2004), presenting SWB indicators as purely non-ideological instru-
ments would recreate the preconditions for the kind of misunderstanding and misuse 
that occurred with GDP.

Considering such cautions, it is important to highlight how hedonic measures 
have greatly contributed to the success of subjective assessments. The very features 
discussed above have effectively complemented the political agenda, favoring the 
cultural shift towards psychological appraisals. Exemplar is the case of Easterlin 
paradox (Easterlin, 1974), which proves how the percentage of very happy people in 
the US didn’t increase from the ‘40s to the ‘70s, notwithstanding the dramatic eco-
nomic growth. Similar approaches have opened the way to a large amount of studies 
showing that national productivity is relevant to happiness as far as it gives access 
to the fulfillment of basic needs, but once such a break-even point is reached its 
increase is “not accompanied on average by invariant increases in SWB” (Diener & 
Oishi, 2000, p. 204). If not all scholars have come to argue that “happiness was sig-
nificantly and negatively related to income, and happiness growth was significantly 
and negatively related to income growth” (Kenny, 1999, p. 15), there is at least large 
consensus about the fact that the richer the national context is, the less strong the 
relation between wealth and happiness is (Diener & Oishi, 2000). Indeed, evidence 
suggests that people are not conscious of such an effect and overestimate the impor-
tance of money for our happiness (Aknin, Norton, & Dunn, 2009), presumably also 
because they are prone to spending it in the wrong way (Frank, 2004).
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Among the dimensions studied in relation to happiness, particular attention is 
devoted to prosocial behaviors, which can provide more significant increases in well-
being. A number of studies has shown this effect both with correlational methods 
(Lucas, 2001; Meier & Stutzer, 2008; Williams & Shiaw, 1999) and experiments high-
lighting the direction of causal effects (Aknin, Sandstrom, Dunn, & Norton, 2011; Lyu-
bomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005). This research is even more politically relevant 
in as much as SWB, in wealthier countries with higher levels of education, is more 
strongly correlated with political freedom – conceived as the absence of restrictions 
on directly participating in the political system thanks to civic and political rights 
like freedom of speech or free elections – than with economic freedom (Veenhoven, 
2000). The importance of developing a public space where citizens can engage them-
selves for the community’s interest has been thoroughly analyzed by Stutzer and Frey, 
who have made the effort to use hedonic categories to portray eudaimonic concepts 
by using the notion of procedural utility, that is “the non-instrumental pleasure and 
displeasure of a process as opposed to the consequences” (2006, p. 393). The authors 
have focused on Switzerland, which supports direct participation via popular refer-
enda with conditions varying among the different cantons. Research has shown that 
general happiness is greater with direct access to decision-making practices in com-
parison to other socio-demographic variables (Frey & Stutzer, 2002a). Disentangling 
the different dimensions of the notion of utility, they highlight that people derive pro-
cedural utility from directly engaging in political issues, irrespective of the outcome 
utility obtained (Frey & Stutzer, 2000; 2002b). These reflections point out that citizens 
cannot be considered as mere end users of well-being, but rather as players actively 
involved in its creation. This leads us to the eudaimonic perspective.

7.2.2  The Eudaimonic Level: Imagining New Perspectives

If the implementation of hedonic measures is problematic, then the eudaimonic tra-
dition is no less so.

It could be that the apparent disagreement about eudaimonia stems from the philosophical 
ambiguity of the concept. A variety of authors have interpreted Aristotle’s original writings and, 
for scientific purposes, clearly, there is not sufficient consensus to treat this concept as a singu-
lar variable. […] it becomes clear that, to date, there remain serious problems in the translation 
of eudaimonia from philosophy to psychology (Biswas-Diener, Kashdan, & King, 2009, p. 209).

This severe judgment draws attention to two relevant aspects. Firstly, the role of 
Aristotle is crucial to modern scientific reflections regarding eudaimonia, even to 
the extent that the contribution of other philosophers, such as Plato, is underplayed 
(Grinde, 2012). Secondly, the difficulty of accomplishing the passage of eudaimonia 
from philosophic principles to psychological constructs has given rise to multiple 
theories, which emphasize different factors underlying wellbeing and are usually 
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112   Positive Change and Political Participation

accompanied by articulated assessment instruments. For example, Ryff defines Psy-
chological Well-Being referring to six facets (self-acceptance, positive relations with 
others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth) (Ryff 
& Keyes, 1995), whereas the Self-Determination Theory focuses on the importance of 
satisfying three basic needs, namely competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000). Such variety is actually seen as a generative resource for the whole 
debate on well-being (Waterman, 2008), especially considering the earlier stage of 
eudaimonic approach compared to hedonic research. Indeed such complexity is con-
sidered necessary, as it is “costly for psychology to equate rigor with an absence of 
theory, complexities or abstractions” (Ryan & Huta, 2009, p. 202).

This last stance on the role and features of eudaimonia entails two fundamental 
consequences. The first is scientific, and posits that the call for a “Big One” concep-
tion of well-being (Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, & King, 2008) is not only premature but 
also undesirable, in that feeling good (hedonism) and functioning well (eudaimonia) 
are conceptually and empirically distinct (Keyes, 2006; Keyes & Annas, 2009; Water-
man, Schwartz, & Conti, 2008). The second is political, in so far as the political use of 
eudaimonic knowledge in fostering a positive social change is concerned. As formerly 
discussed, the notion of QoL altogether is an elusive concept considered “among the 
most inconsistently used terms within the human sciences” (Cummins, Gullone, & 
Lau, 2002, p. 8). Yet, this did not prevent it from exerting a decisive influence in differ-
ent sectors of society during the last few decades. At the same time, although method-
ologically more homogeneous, SWB measures have proven not to be directly translat-
able in specific policy goals or governmental actions (Duncan, 2013; Frey & Gallus, 
2013; Thin, 2011). Hence it appears that scientific uniformity is not the most relevant 
feature to provide government with what is necessary, that is an effective feedback on 
the delivered programmes. We agree with those scholars advocating a more influential 
role of psychosocial scientists in such informative function (Diener & Diener, 2011), 
but the assumed neutrality of the hedonic approach alone does not seem the most 
effective means. We argue that to pursue this goal it is necessary to call for explicit rec-
ognition of the ultimately political mission of some branches of psychology – aimed 
in the first place at community psychology but to be extended to positive psychology 
– and to accordingly redesign its practices by directly engaging in the field (Burton, 
Kagan, & Duckett, 2013). What is most needed by social actors involved in such a 
dialogue towards a positive change alongside the academic community, whether they 
are politicians, associations, or communities, is not only a variety of social indicators 
but above all a vision of society that allows them to imagine a genuinely new perspec-
tive. In our view here is the added value of eudaimonic theories, which provide a 
highly meaningful context for the proposed instruments. From this point of view, the 
search for well-being is mainly a wide cultural project aimed at changing values, as 
in Kasser’s proposal of building an alternative to materialism (2011). Yet, it appears 
that “efforts to broadly implement the solutions have been largely uncoordinated, as 
there exists no central organizing body […] to conceptually unify the many disparate 
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antimaterialistic activities in which people have engaged” (Kasser, 2006, p. 204). If 
it is true that no eudaimonic theory in particular has succeeded in fulfilling such an 
organizational function to this day, we propose the example of the Degrowth Move-
ment widespread in many European countries, which promotes equality, community 
conviviality and the reduction of the ecological footprint (see Fournier, 2008; Kallis, 
2011; Latouche, 2007). Its proposal of a society, aimed at re-politicizing the role of eco-
nomics to subordinate it to democracy and citizenship, has successfully structured 
a eudaimonic concept of well-being capable of transforming theoretical reflections 
in concrete institutional and political initiatives. Far from considering the Degrowth 
as the ultimate recapitulation of eudaimonic principles, we see in this phenomenon 
one of many fulfillments of their potential. In the next section we will examine the 
eudaimonic value of participation, underlining its connections with the flow of 
consciousness.

7.3  Personal Development for Social Change: the Role of Flow of 
Consciousness in Participatory Behaviors

Community psychology has greatly contributed to the study of how participation can 
build well-being at both the collective and individual level. Given the very nature of 
such research, the connections between these two levels are often emphasized; hence, 
even focusing on the studies devoted to the latter, we can find data fully coherent with 
a eudaimonic perspective. For instance, Keyes (2003) has developed a model describ-
ing five dimensions of social well-being, which effectively depicts some of its indi-
vidual components as being more strictly interrelated with the social environment. 
International data has shown that participatory behaviors can positively affect social 
well-being in some cultural contexts, even though the relation is not cross-culturally 
demonstrated (Cicognani, et al., 2008).

The literature devoted to specific groups has also highlighted important effects. 
Developmental research has shown that experiencing power and control, i.e. having 
the opportunity to actively participate in one’s social environment, is conducive to 
experience of self-determination and self-efficacy, fundamental components of well-
being (Prilleltensky, Nelson, & Peirson, 2001). Indeed, the role of participatory behav-
iors in increasing youth’s self-efficacy is confirmed by Smetana, Campione-Barr and 
Metzger (2006). In a similar fashion, studies on migrants’ conditions have illustrated 
how direct involvement in groups and associations can make them experience a sense 
of skillfulness, positivity, mastery and purpose (García-Ramírez, Manuel, Paloma, & 
Hernández-Plaza, 2011). Through these forms of participation migrants can develop 
critical thinking and learn to recompose different domains of the self (e.g. gender, 
social class, political position), regaining a sense of agency to cope with oppressing 
living conditions. In this perspective they can experience well-being through the per-
ception of socio-political control over their environment (Prilleltensky, 2008). Similar 
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conclusions have been drawn with reference to the general population: “participa-
tion in social movements frequently involves enlargement of personal identity for 
participation and offers fulfillment and realization of the self” (Gamson, 1992, p. 56).

Yet, Benford and Snow have noted that “the question of how participation precip-
itates the enlargement of personal identity […] has not been satisfactorily answered” 
(2000, p. 631). We suggest that a fruitful answer to this point can be offered explaining 
participatory behaviors through Flow of Consciousness (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975/2000). 
Such a theoretical construct, by virtue of its remarkable connections with the core 
principles of the eudaimonic approach, accounts for a wide range of phenomena. We 
aim to explore our proposal at two different levels – the individual and the environ-
ment. Indeed the relation between these two components represents the file rouge of 
eudaimonic well-being stemming from participation. Furthermore, flow itself can be 
conceived as a theory describing a very high-level interaction between human being 
and space. Hence, our goal is to offer an explanation of what happens to the individual 
during political participation and how this can be favored in participatory settings.

The first level to be considered is the most circumscribed, being referred to activ-
ists. In many modern societies there is a significant minority of people supporting 
some public cause by enacting behaviors with a political value (from institutional 
actions like promoting a political candidate to unconventional initiatives like boycot-
ting). As stated by Wallace and Pichler these

people participate in civil society because they follow a particular enthusiasm which is important 
for them […] or because they feel they want to contribute to society […]. These kinds of enthusi-
asms and commitments are aspects of life that can lead to self-actualisation in a Maslowian 
sense (2009, p. 259).

Hence activists involved in participatory activities experience flow, an optimal expe-
rience characterized by a sense of engagement and enjoyment (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1975/2000). Such characteristics concur to qualify flow as an autotelic experience 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997), which means that its highly rewarding nature drives people 
to repeat the actions from which it is generated, without any additional external 
reward. If we imagine the replication of such a mechanism on a daily basis, in the 
long term it can account for how activists come to determine their own life theme, that 
is the original and personal set of interests and purposes pursued in a lifetime (Csik-
szentmihalyi & Beattie, 1979; Inghilleri, 1999). These two aspects, namely the intrin-
sic motivation in participating and the self-determination related with it, are key 
factors to foster individual’s well-being. Such a paramount role of intrinsic motiva-
tion in participation is consistent with data from Omoto and Snyder (1995), who have 
demonstrated that more self-oriented volunteers are actively engaged  for a longer 
period as compared to those more altruistically oriented. Consistent with this is the 
data presented by Klar and Kasser (2009), which suggested that political activism is 
motivating in itself. Similarly, Meier and Stutzer (2008) have shown that volunteering 

Brought to you by | Università degli Studi di Milano
Authenticated

Download Date | 4/16/15 10:39 AM



is intrinsically rewarding, as it offers the opportunity to fulfill prosocial aspirations 
and to engage in challenging tasks.

This last aspect is strictly connected with another key component of flow, the 
subjective perception that by fully exploiting our skills we can face the challenges set 
by a specific situation. This sort of high-level balance drives an activist to constantly 
learn new skills and to test them in contexts characterized by increasing complexity. 
This dynamic explains how participation positively affects self-efficacy and agency, 
from the leafleting appointed to beginners to the management of a campaign carried 
out by experts. Nevertheless, such increases in complexity are not only cognitive: the 
insurgence of flow entails brief moments of total concentration on the task and loss 
of self-consciousness, involving in an ordered interaction affective and motivational 
processes (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Then it qualifies itself as a composite holistic 
growth of the self allowing the integration of new components of identity (Inghil-
leri, 1999), which explains how participation can produce an enlargement of personal 
identity (Benford & Snow, 2000; Gamson, 1992). In addition to theoretical conso-
nances with community psychology constructs, research confirms the recognition of 
flow in a sample of political activists, accounting for more frequent engagement and 
more important roles in the group (Boffi, 2012a). We suggest that further development 
of such monitoring would allow the improved comprehension of the motivational 
dynamics of participation with a common measure.

The second level of our reflection concerns participatory settings, including all 
those public spaces open to diverse stakeholders for consultative or deliberative pur-
poses. Such spaces are easily accessed by activists, but in given circumstances they 
can also attract other cohorts of citizens by means of extrinsic rewards (e.g. improving 
objective life conditions). In this case the whole group of participants is character-
ized by varied levels of commitment, depending on how much each individual values 
participation in general or the specific issue in particular. Hence, properly design-
ing participatory activities is fundamental in order to keep as many citizens as pos-
sible involved in the process. Mannarini, Fedi and Trippetti, summarizing the effects 
of consultative arenas, give prominence to the fact that “positive feelings, and spe-
cifically being globally satisfied with the experience, strengthened the willingness 
of undertaking participatory behaviors in the future. Satisfaction emerged then as 
a factor of sustainable participation, enabling citizens to persist or transfer partici-
patory behaviors to other settings” (2010, p. 270). We suggest that referring to flow 
experience to appraise the quality of participatory settings is one step beyond sus-
tainability of participation, as it would allow not only the monitoring of a positive 
state of satisfaction but rather a real process of flourishing in the individual. Table 7.1 
presents in brief the structural analogies between the desired features of a participa-
tory setting able to favor a positive experience and the respective dimension of flow 
to be monitored.
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Table 7.1: Structural analogies between features of positive participatory settings and dimensions of 
flow

Positive participatory settings – 
adapted from (Mannarini, Fedi, & 
Trippetti, 2010)

Characteristics of flow – adapted from (Jackson & Marsh, 
1996)

Accessible
Providing participants with adequate 
time and information on the issue at 
stake.

Challenge-skill balance
Perception of competence in the situation, not only in 
physical activities but also in intellectual and social ones.

Sustainable
Smooth relationships resulting in a 
general positive feeling.

Positive affect
General positive sensation, to be complemented with the 
notion of “group flow”

Transparent
Make publicly clear aims and scope 
of participation.

Clear goals
Identify specific route of action; goals can be immediate or 
distant in the future.

Effective
Concrete effects in the environment 
and the community.

Unambiguous feedback
Closely related to established goals, it allows the regular 
monitoring of the effective consequences of executed 
actions.

Finding an adequate way of appraising the environmental attributes conducive to 
flow is crucial. Indeed, people who are not intrinsically motivated can easily find par-
ticipation demanding and withdraw if the process is not adequately managed (Kagan, 
2006). In such a perspective it is essential to realize what resources must be provided 
to the citizens in order to grant them access to participation (Cantor & Sanderson, 
1999). In fact, even though flow is intrinsic in nature, it does not mean that it cannot 
be triggered by extrinsic motivations that become intrinsic during the execution of 
the task. In other words, if a citizen engages in participation just to obtain a bus-stop 
closer to their residence, experiencing a positive interaction and a sense of growth 
can transform their motivation and make them persevere for other broader goals. 
Since the issue of attracting and motivating non-activists is considered crucial, we 
also suggest a further move in developing a program to monitor flow in society. It is 
indeed well known that the activities producing flow vary across different cultural 
domains (Delle Fave, Massimini, & Bassi, 2011): diverse socio-cultural contexts pre-
scribe particular life tasks for individuals to pursue, and provide consistent opportu-
nities for them (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999). If those in charge of promoting participa-
tion policies were informed of such a distribution of flow-generating activities in each 
community, it would be possible for them to design new forms of participation more 
sensitive to such preferences and more likely to succeed. Indeed, since during the 
experience of flow the self is prone to including new elements, we expect the sponta-
neous insurgence of such optimal experience to facilitate an effect of conscientisation, 
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that is the acquisition of critical thinking and awareness about oneself and the world 
(Campbell & Jovchelovitch, 2000).

7.4  Conclusions

In this chapter we aimed to develop a meta-analytical reflection on the role of psy-
chology in studying and informing the society on the importance of political partici-
pation. We are of the persuasion that an increased consciousness of the historical 
function of the psychological discipline can lead to a better use of its knowledge in 
present communities. Furthermore, we call for a determined stance in fulfilling the 
mission of positive psychology, which is to overtly interact with other stakeholders in 
pursuing common well-being.

In presenting the different perspectives we tried to include contrasting voices, 
being convinced that from this long-time debate useful insights can be derived. Yet, 
our attention revolved mainly around the eudaimonic approach (see also chapter 
1), as we recognize in it the potential to effectively deal with the environmental and 
social rights issues at stake. Our effort was to depict a wide, multidisciplinary frame-
work for the flow theory, hoping that it can be of inspiration to scholars from other 
backgrounds as well.

Ultimately, our proposal of integrating flow of consciousness among the mea-
sures of political participation aims at encouraging a qualitative observation of this 
phenomenon. The diminishing engagement of citizens in traditional forms of partici-
pation cannot be looked at only in a quantitative perspective. For instance, data has 
shown how the Italian political system is no more able to offer opportunities of self-
development to its practitioners (Boffi, 2012b), hence it is highly relevant to explore 
the many reasons behind political withdrawal. Against a general drop in voting 
turnout, it becomes crucial to understand whether we are facing an informed and 
critical decision of abstaining from voting or rather a generic loss of interest. On the 
other side, the same question has to be asked at the emergence of popular “antag-
onist” movements, to appraise to what extent these represent an aware reaction to 
system malfunctions instead of a political emotional outburst.

We see a great space for developing such an approach, notwithstanding the meth-
odological difficulties. The recent decision to examine more in depth eudaimonic 
measures in the European Social Survey (2013) proves the interest for such a wider 
picture, and once again highlights the need for new instruments. Our proposal in 
particular offers a demanding challenge to all scholars devoted to flow research. The 
assessments hypothesized at different levels (i.e. individual, group) requires the eval-
uation of which tools, among those already existing, can better provide the necessary 
information, or if new efforts are to be made. Specific attention should be devoted to 
group dynamics of flow, which we expect to be fruitfully expanded in collaboration 
with community psychologists.
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