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Introduction
My humanity is bound up in yours, for we can only be human together.
—Bishop Desmond Tutu
The power of humankind to create a world where our highest individual and collective potentials
are realized lies in our ability to embrace our interconnectedness across multiple dimensions of
human diversity. However, living harmoniously and optimizing thriving for all people have been
among the most elusive challenges in human history. Differences in race, ethnicity, nationality,
gender, sexual orientation, social class, and religion have been the basis of social injustice and
structural violence on a macrosystemic level, as well as harassment and abuse on a relational
level. Although creating “us”versus “them” groups is a function of the very human process of
social categorization (Deaux, 2012), when “them” is objectified, dehumanized, denigrated, or
seen as a threat, intergroup relationships will likely be characterized by ambivalence, fear,
avoidance, or aggression (Fiske, 2009; Haslam, 2006; Oakes, 2003). Common human processes
such as implicit bias (i.e., attitudes and judgments that operate below conscious awareness),
ingroup favoritism, and preference for similarity contribute to social distance and present
ongoing challenges to positive relationships across groups (Cikara & Van Bavel, 2014; Derks,
Scheepers, & Ellemers, 2013; Greenwald & Pettigrew, 2014; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, Cook,
2001). These processes are intensified and maintained by the social stratification of differences
and institutionalization of ideologies that define what is superior/normal or inferior/deviant. At
the same time, the human need for belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) motivates positive
intragroup affiliation and intergroup processes that can affirm identity, validate shared
experience, increase sense of community, facilitate self-efficacy, build self-esteem (personal and

collective), provide safety, as well as decrease stress and facilitate coping (Ball & NarioRedmond, 2014; Jetten, Haslam, & Haslam, 2012). The complex dynamics of within- and
between-group processes include both benefits and challenges, promise and peril.
Coexisting with the seemingly intractable challenges of “isms” are countless examples
and exemplars of people who work successfully, love deeply, and engage in heroic acts of
compassion and sacrifice with and for others across differences. The strength of diversity and
multiculturalism lies in the ability to simultaneously honor and transcend differences in order to
promote social justice and contribute to progressing humanity forward. A focus on relational and
collective strengths that can help us better “be human together” will increase the relevance of
positive psychology beyond individual happiness and fulfillment to the greater well-being of
communities and societies. The American Psychological Association’s (APA) Presidential Task
Force on Preventing Discrimination and Promoting Diversity Report (2012) stated that “it is
critical that we radically rethink how we create institutions and communities in which
differences flourish, power-based inequities are contested, and democratic participation is
encouraged” (p. 3). Creating social structures where differences flourish brings attention to the
importance of facilitating positive processes at multiple levels of analysis. Positive psychology’s
founding document, the Akumal Manifesto (Sheldon et al., 2000), states that the emerging field
“must consider optimal functioning at multiple levels, including biological, experiential,
personal, relational, institutional, cultural, and global” (p. 455). Biswas-Diener, Linley, Govindji,
and Woolston (2011) suggest that positive psychology is at a turning point in this regard.
Consistent with the above is Fincham and colleagues’ call for the development of a
positive relationship science (Beach & Fincham, 2010; Fincham & Beach, 2010; Lambert,
Fincham, Gwinn, & Ajayi, 2011) and the addition of the “Connected Life” to the pillars of

positive psychology. Beach and Fincham (2010) envisioned that this pillar would “explicitly
highlight relationship functioning and the central role of ‘belonging’ in all its facets,” and called
for positive psychology to reach beyond its “relentlessly Western, individualistic portrayal of
human functioning” (p. 56). Framing their proposal in terms of connectedness opens a
particularly inclusive space for thinking beyond close, interpersonal relationships to the facets of
belonging and connection at group, community, organizational, and macrosystemic levels of
analysis. Multicultural settings, immigration, and globalization create conditions where people
inevitably interact with others very different from themselves on multiple dimensions of
diversity. The ideal of “being human together” brings a positive psychology of relationships into
the larger sociocultural and sociopolitical terrain through attention to the dynamics of human
diversity. This suggests that the study of the “Connected Life” would be incomplete without
attention to positive relationships across differences. The construct of positive intergroup
relations is suggested as an important area of empirical and applied focus for a positive
psychology of relationships, and there is a growing body of research on its antecedents,
predictors, and expressions (Ball & Nario-Redmond, 2014; Jonas & Mummendey, 2008; Tropp
& Mallett, 2011). The idea of “being human together” encourages a multicultural, inclusive, and
contextualized positive relationship science that studies the multiple facets of relationships and
belonging, and speaks to the importance of optimal relational functioning communally,
nationally, and in the world. As such, this chapter seeks to locate positive relationships in the
context of culture and diversity at multiple levels of analysis.

Relationships and Positive Psychology in Context
From the biological to the global, relatedness at multiple levels of analysis has been
recognized as among the most significant and impactful elements of the human experience
(Feeney & Collins, 2015; Han et al., 2013; Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010; Uchino, 2015).
Culture is a central consideration in the what, how, why, and when of relationships (Adams,
Kurtis, Salter, & Anderson, 2012; Campos & Shenhav, 2014; Kim, Sherman, & Taylor, 2008),
and well-being is enhanced when there is a cultural fit between the person and their
socioenvironmental contexts (Campos, 2015; Soto, Chentsova-Dutton, & Lee, 2013). Culture
can be thought of as those patterns of being, believing, bonding, belonging, behaving, and
becoming that are embedded in social and institutional contexts, internalized as patterns of
meaning and identity, expressed through actions and relationships in the context of power
dynamics at multiple levels of analysis, and interactive with coexisting and intersecting
dimensions of human diversity (Harrell, 2015). It is critical to recognize that culture can impact
meaning such that “psychological traits and processes are not inherently positive or negative—
whether they have positive or negative implications depends on the context in which they
operate” (McNulty & Fincham, 2012 p. 107). Although some relational processes may exist
cross-culturally, their meaning and function can vary. A greater understanding of how
relationships develop, maintain, and transform in diverse cultural contexts would deepen and
enrich an emerging positive relationship science.
However, the development of an inclusive, multicultural, and contextualized positive
relationship science is challenged by the individualistic foundations of positive psychology.
Since its inception, the field has emphasized the promotion of personal happiness and the

utilization of individual strengths (Christopher & Howe, 2014) with significantly less attention to
positive groups, communities, and institutions (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Gable & Haidt, 2005;
Schueller, 2009). There have been multiple points of critique raised that encourage greater
awareness of cross-cultural variation in positive psychology constructs and more substantive
incorporation of the cultural-contextual embeddedness and diverse expressions of strengths,
well-being, and positive processes (Constantine & Sue, 2006; Lopez et al., 2002; Pedrotti, 2014;
Sandage, Hill, & Vang, 2003; Schueller, 2009). Progress for the field in these areas is indicated
in recent edited volumes by Knoop and Delle Fave (2013), Marujo and Neto (2014), and Pedrotti
and Edwards (2014) among others. However, the integration of culture has been dominated by
comparative cross-national studies (Diener, 2009; Park, Peterson, & Ruch, 2009) and the relative
invisibility of historically oppressed, marginalized, minority-status, and stigmatized (HOMMS)
groups within diverse societies (e.g., African Americans, indigenous peoples, immigrants).
Issues such as acculturation, cultural identity, cultural strengths, empowerment, and liberation
have not frequently appeared in the positive psychology literature. As noted by Gable and Haidt
(2005), positive psychology has had a tendency toward a one-size-fits-all approach.
An additional critical issue in positive psychology is the underlying assumption that
every individual has the freedom to fulfill personal desires and instrumental interests. There has
been insufficient attention to real social and institutional barriers that create differential access to
resources (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008). There is inadequate consideration that optimal
fulfillment of human needs requires resources that vary according to social location on
dimensions of human diversity such as race-ethnicity, social class, sexual orientation, and
immigration status. Opportunities and access to valued societal resources (e.g., health care,
safety, education, employment, public esteem, financial security, political representation,

knowledge and information, leisure) are related to positive well-being, and recent research has
indicated the importance of community resources and opportunities for the well-being of
immigrant and low-income populations (Delle Fave & Bassi, 2009; Itzhaky, Zanbar, Levy, &
Schwartz, 2015). Access to resources is impacted by stereotypes, prejudice, discrimination, and
stigma based on difference-related social stratifications (Frost, 2011; Wilkins, Mollborn, & Bó,
2014). Arcidiacono and Di Martino (2016) call for a deeper understanding of the mutual
interactions of the environment and well-being that includes attention to the role of power,
liberation, and social justice. They suggest that the complexity of globalization, migration, and
the existence of power asymmetries and inequalities present important challenges to
psychological efforts to enhance well-being. Writing in the context of LGBT issues, Meyer
(2014) states that it is necessary to “be cognizant of perils of a positive psychology perspective
when it focuses too strongly on individual strengths and less on the institutional investments
required to support individuals” (p. 349). Specific to a positive relationship science, Walker and
Hirayama (2010) suggest that efforts to build this emphasis area have significant limitations
without serious consideration of the many barriers to relationship flourishing that are rooted in
poverty, gender inequality, and other macrosystemic factors. Prilleltensky has written
extensively on the intersection of macro/political and personal/psychological processes,
advocating strongly that the relationship between well-being and justice needs greater attention
(Prilleltensky, 2008, 2012). Prilleltensky and Fox (2007) argue that “wellness is achieved by the
balanced and synergistic satisfaction of personal, relational, and collective needs, which, in turn,
are dependent on how much justice people experience in each domain” (p. 793). Neither
wellness nor justice is distributed fairly in society, and “the two are inexorably related, primarily
because wellness depends on the just allocation of resources, opportunities, and burdens at the

personal, relational, and collective levels” (p. 794). Schueller (2009) suggests that positive
psychology should focus more on community wellness, including attention to human rights,
distribution of resources, and equality. Roffey (2011) maintains that fairness is a necessary
ingredient for healthy relationships and suggests that the more equality within a society, the
greater the likelihood of positive and collaborative relationships that can promote growth and
well-being at all levels of analysis.
The link between the personal and the political indicates the need for a contextually
informed approach to conceptualizing human strengths and flourishing that is more nuanced, less
overgeneralized, and considers the full range of social environmental factors that impact optimal
functioning (Becker & Marecek, 2008). McNulty and Fincham (2012) advise that “psychologists
need to move beyond examining the main effects of traits and processes that may promote wellbeing on average to study the factors that determine when, for whom, and to what extent those
factors are associated with well-being. Failing to do so will result in an incomplete understanding
of the contextual nature of psychological characteristics that could have harmful implications”
(p. 106). These risks could be minimized by the presence of a comprehensive guiding metatheory
that is inclusive of multiple levels of analysis and centralizes culture. The individualism and
culturally encapsulated thinking characteristic of the foundational theories and practices in
positive psychology are fundamentally rooted in the tendency toward decontextualized analyses
of human behavior.

A Psychoecocultural Lens for a Positive Psychology of Relationships
There are numerous context-inclusive theories and models (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Kloos
et al, 2011; Oishi and Graham, 2010; Prilleltensky, 2008; Sheldon, 2009) that can inform

positive psychology’s movement from its early individualistic positioning to a more relational
and contextualized worldview. In an effort to integrate multiple sociocultural and ecological
approaches, Harrell (2014a) offered a psychoecocultural perspective for the study of well-being.
Individual, relational, and collective wellness outcomes are conceptualized as emerging from the
ongoing transactions within and between multiple, interconnected biopsychorelational
(“psycho”), socioecological (“eco”), and multicultural/intersectional (“cultural”) processes. This
perspective is illustrated and expanded in person-environment-and-culture-emergence (PEaCE)
metatheory that emphasizes the dynamic interrelatedness and inseparability of these three
systems (Harrell, 2015). The PEaCE transactional framework (see Figure 13.1) builds on and
extends existing models by explicitly identifying culture as a system that is in ongoing
relationship with both persons and environments, as well as specifying additional ecological
levels of analysis (e.g., geopolitical, sociohistorical) rather than indirectly subsuming them as
part of a general macrosystem. The complex, simultaneous, and interdependent operation of
intraindividual and transpersonal processes (e.g., affective, attachment, identity), environmental
levels of analysis (e.g., microsystem, organizational, community), and multiple intersecting
dimensions of cultural diversity (e.g., ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation) are conceptualized as
operating within a dynamic transactional field. Person-in-culture-in-context transactions that
occur within the field can be pathogenic, neutral, or wellness promoting. Multiple indicators of
positive wellness outcomes and processes (i.e., health and well-being, resilience, optimal
functioning) are conceptualized as emergent phenomena that arise from patterns of person-inculture-in-context transactions over time and are never a result of any of these systems in
isolation. These transactions are also bidirectional such that aspects of persons, environments,
and cultures are transformed by the nature of the transactions between them. Using PEaCE

metatheory as a lens through which relationships are conceptualized and investigated encourages
consideration of how various person-in-culture-in-context transactions might influence the
development, expression, and impact of relational processes (e.g., trust, empathy). It also
encourages consideration of how relational processes affect not only individual well-being but
also the collective well-being of groups, communities, and societies.

[Insert Figure 13.1 here]

Figure 13.1 The Person-Environment-and-Culture-Emergence (PEaCE) Metatheoretical
Transactional Framework (2017 Revision)

Collective Well-Being and Social Justice: Facing the Negative and
Building the Positive
In his distinguished address to the American Psychological Association on the role of the
behavioral scientist in the civil rights movement, Martin Luther King Jr. challenged
psychologists to use their knowledge of human behavior to be instruments of social change and
to focus on the context of peoples’ lives rather than individual pathology (King, 1968). Echoing
this call, Csikszentmihalyi (2009) has encouraged positive psychology to go beyond the direct
enhancement of individual well-being to impact the environmental, political, and systemic
conditions that threaten the well-being of many. Biswas-Diener et al. (2011) similarly indicate
that social justice is part of the “advent of a new phase in the evolution of positive psychology”
(p. 416) and astutely recommend that “positive psychology needs to ask individually and
collectively, do we have a responsibility to use our work to help shape a better society?” (p. 414).

However, working toward collective well-being, “the greater good,” and social justice
inevitably involves the willingness to bear witness to the ills of society, face negative
experiences and emotions, as well as to have interpersonal conflict with those who label
resistance and social action as pathology. King (1968) understood that the larger, collective wellbeing of society required being “maladjusted” to an unjust status quo as reflected in his oftenquoted statement, “The salvation of the world lies in the hands of the creatively maladjusted.”
Rice (2008) frames King’s characteristics of nonconformity, dissatisfaction, and impatience as
virtues when viewed through the lens of social injustice. King’s life demonstrated that fully
manifesting the strengths of love, citizenship, fairness, bravery, hope, forgiveness, and integrity
required encountering the negative. Wissing and Temane (2014) observed similar strengths in
Nelson Mandela’s work for national healing and collective well-being in postapartheid South
Africa. For both men, living a meaningful life entailed regularly confronting the realities of
racism, poverty, and violence.
Efforts toward the positive transformation of negative phenomenon reveal the importance
of the positive-negative dialectic involved in pursuing meaning and purpose that is more
consistently being discussed as positive psychology matures (Lomas & Ivtzan, 2016; Pauwels,
2015; Wong, 2011). Delle Fave and Soosai-Nathan (2014) suggest that “meaning, in its very
essence, is interconnectedness” (p. 39) and reflects proximal, distal, and symbolic relationships
with self, others, and the world. The centrality of self-transcendence (connection with something
larger than the self) brings together the “Connected Life” and the “Meaningful Life” as
inextricably linked routes to well-being for individuals, groups, and communities. Bridging this
concept to intergroup relations, Migacheva, Tropp, and Crocker (2013) suggest that when
ecosystem goals (meaningful pursuit of what is good for the whole) are stronger than egosystem

goals (personal needs and self-interests), the likelihood of positive cross-group interactions is
increased. Ecosystem goals (e.g., collective well-being) require meaningful engagement with
human differences where we must confront and manage coexisting positive and negative aspects
of human experience. Martin Luther King’s ultimate ecosystem goal was “the beloved
community,” a global vision for social change where “all people can share in the wealth of the
earth” and where “racism and all forms of discrimination, bigotry, and prejudice will be replaced
by an all-inclusive spirit of sisterhood and brotherhood.” It is a vision of inclusion where “love
and trust triumph over fear and hatred” (King Center, n.d.).
How can a positive relationship science contribute to the realization of King’s beloved
community and a world where differences flourish? The remainder of this chapter will provide a
preliminary attempt to inform this question by exploring (1) the vast research on intergroup
relations, (2) applications of Peterson and Seligman’s character strengths and virtues
classification to intergroup relations and collective well-being, and (3) literature on specific
cultural and community strengths. The chapter will conclude by offering a conceptualization of
contextualized positive intergroup relationships and implications for positive psychology
research and practice.

Intergroup Relations
There is a broad and growing literature on understanding and improving intergroup
relations (Dovidio, 2013; Huddy, 2004; Pettigrew, Tropp, Wagner, & Christ, 2011; Shelton &
Richeson, 2015; Stephan & Stephan, 2001). Volumes of research studies, conceptual analyses,
and intervention descriptions have been published with implications for understanding and
addressing the challenges of difference. These can generally be divided into two approaches that

target different levels of analysis. The first approach, intra- and interpersonal change, focuses on
knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that emphasize dyadic and small-group intergroup
interactions. The second approach, community and societal change, includes efforts to modify
the social, institutional, and ideological structures that provide the contexts within which
intergroup interactions develop and are sustained.

Intra- and Interpersonal Change
Much of the research and practice in this category emerges from Gordon Allport’s
contact hypothesis proposed over 50 years ago, which holds that prejudice can be reduced
through intergroup contact under certain conditions (Dovidio, Gaertner, Saguy, & Halabi, 2008;
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). These conditions are equal status between the groups, common goals,
cooperative intergroup interaction, and support from laws, authority, or customs. The
effectiveness of intergroup contact strategies has been demonstrated in a large meta-analysis of
over 500 studies (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) and a recent meta-analysis that included a greater
number of field studies (Lemmer & Wagner, 2015). There is strong support for utilizing contact
theory as a foundation for conceptualizing and designing interventions targeting the reduction of
prejudice. However, methodological limitations have been noted and needs for ongoing research
identified (Cameron & Turner, 2010; Paluck & Green, 2009). Recent reviews of the contact
literature identify its multiple effects beyond reduction of prejudice to include increased positive
intergroup attitudes (Pettigrew et al., 2011), as well as reduced physiological reactivity to racially
different others (Page-Gould, Mendoza-Denton, & Tropp, 2008) and increased humanity
attributions to the outgroup (Capozza et al., 2013). The effects have also been found to
generalize beyond those involved in the contact to other outgroup members, the outgroup as a

whole, and people in other outgroups. These effects have been found not only in a variety of
contact situations (e.g., classroom, workplace), but also across nations and diverse sociopolitical
contexts (Pettigrew et al., 2011; Townley et al., 2011). Moreover, vicarious contact through mass
media and even imagined exposure have also yielded positive effects (Dovidio, Eller, &
Hewstone, 2011). A meta-analysis of potential mediators of contact strategies tested three
processes that impact the effects of intergroup contact: enhancing knowledge about the outgroup,
reducing intergroup contact anxiety, and increasing empathy and perspective taking. Although
knowledge had weaker effects, all three were found to be significant in reducing prejudice
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008).
Intergroup relations strategies have commonly been framed in terms of reducing negative
processes or effects. However, from a positive psychology perspective, the absence of illness
does not guarantee the presence of the wellness, and the reduction of pathology is not necessarily
accompanied by increased optimal functioning (Gable & Haidt, 2005). Peace psychology
embraces this concept in its distinction between negative peace (the absence of conflict) and
positive peace (the explicit presence of peace-related processes) (Christie, 2006). Several authors
advocate for the study of intergroup relations that focuses on cultivating positive relations as
opposed to the common focus on decreasing prejudice (Jonas & Mummendey, 2008; Pittinsky,
Rosenthal, & Montoya, 2011; Tropp & Mallett, 2011). For example, positive intergroup relations
are maximized when the intervention goes beyond goal-oriented cooperation to include
enhancing trust and warmth. Cross-group friendship appears to be a particularly effective form of
contact that can positively impact intergroup attitudes, foster a sense of acceptance and inclusion,
as well as reduce implicit bias (Davies, Wright, & Aron, 2011). Pittinsky’s work on outgroup
liking (allophillia) suggests that the presence of positive associations with an outgroup involves a

different set of relevant constructs and is predicted differentially than the absence of negative
attitudes (Pittinsky, Rosenthal, & Montoya, 2011).
A number of concepts have been explored that have implications for a positive
relationship science approach to intergroup relations including empathy (Dovidio et al., 2010),
perspective taking (Wang et al., 2014), perspective giving (creating space for others to feel seen
and heard; Bruneau & Saxe, 2012), and trust (Tropp, 2009). Findings suggest that affective
engagement variables, including intergroup anxiety, play an important role in the change process
with respect to intergroup attitudes and relationships (Smith, 2009). Contemplative methods that
encourage mindfulness, reflective practice, and deep listening are increasingly being examined in
relationship to reduction of prejudice and implicit bias, as well as in the promotion of critical
engagement with social issues (Kang, Gray, & Dovidio, 2014; Lueke & Gibson, 2014). The
constructs of mutual empathy (Jordan, 2000) and social empathy (Segal, 2011) are particularly
relevant to intergroup relations. Mutual empathy is described in relational-cultural theory (a
feminist theory of human development) as “not just a way of knowing another’s subjective
experience but a way of actually experiencing connectedness” (Jordan, 2000, p. 1008). It
involves relating in ways where there is acknowledgement that the parties involved matter to
each other, are impacted and deeply moved by the other, and characterized by “feeling safe in
sharing one’s own vulnerability, and of disclosing the impact of the other person on one” (p.
1010). The construct of social empathy (Segal, 2011) integrates and extends empathy to the
larger social context in order to better understand the experiences of diverse communities and
cultures. Social empathy has three components (individual empathy, contextual understanding,
and social responsibility) and is defined as “the ability to more deeply understand people by

perceiving or experiencing their life situations and as a result gain insight into structural
inequalities and disparities” (p. 266).

Social Identity
There is a large body of research on the role of social identity in intergroup relations
(Abrams, 2015; Dovidio, Gaertner, & Saguy, 2009; Jetten, Haslam, & Haslam, 2012). Social
identity refers to the collective aspect of self-concept that reflects identification with a societal
group, as well as the associated value and emotional significance of the group. Social identity
has implications for the nature of relationships from the dyadic (e.g., cross-group friendships) to
the macrosystemic (e.g., international relations). There is strong empirical evidence that positive
social identity (particularly for HOMMS groups) has multiple psychological benefits, reduces
stress, and enhances well-being (Ball & Nario-Redmond, 2014; Haslam, Jetten, & Haslam,
2012). Haslam, Jetten, and colleagues have conducted numerous studies on the health and wellbeing benefits of mobilizing support around a valued or salient social identity (Haslam, Jetten, &
Haslam, 2012). With respect to positive group identity, Shih (2004) discusses ways that people
with stigmatized identities are flourishing and identifies a variety of protective and
empowerment strategies that help avoid the negative effects of stigma. Barbieri, Zani, and Sonn
(2014) found that a psychological sense of community with one’s culture of origin is important
for immigrant well-being. Hornsey and Hogg (2000) suggest that social harmony in intergroup
contexts is increased when subgroups have a secure sense of ingroup belongingness that is
perceived not to be threatened by a dominant outgroup, particularly when this is nested within a
superordinate identification (e.g., shared humanity). Research on the concept of social identity
complexity suggests that the perception that one has multiple (relatively nonoverlapping) salient

social identities is related to positive outgroup attitudes (Brewer, 2010; Schmid & Hewstone,
2011). Brodsky and Marx (2001) emphasized the importance of the layers of social identities
manifested as multiple psychological senses of community. Further, the experience of one’s
social identity has also been found to vary with culture and context (Brewer, 2010).
Ball and Nario-Redmond (2014) suggest that social identity is an untapped resource for
positive psychology interventions and could be utilized to enhance well-being in HOMMS
groups, and enhance intergroup relations more generally. They provide suggestions for three
types of interventions: social self-definition/redefinition interventions, social identity affirmation
interventions, and collective action interventions. Biswas-Diener and Lyubchik (2013) highlight
the relevance of social identity in their discussion of the value of “microcultures” for positive
psychology interventions. Social identity approaches to improve intergroup relations reflect a
range of models that incorporate the importance of activating both superordinate and subgroup
identities (Abrams, 2015). These include a variety of decategorization and recategorization
strategies where the salience and inclusiveness of social identity categories are modified in ways
to promote positive intergroup attitudes and prosocial behaviors (Dovidio, 2013). Wiley and
Bikmen (2012) suggest that intersectionality and social identity approaches work synergistically
to support building solidarity across differences and facilitate intergroup collaboration within
social movements. Minority group members experience more positive outcomes in intergroup
contact when the triggered ingroup identity is not under threat. Efforts to silence or suppress the
distinctiveness of the minority identity, often preferred by the dominant or majority group, may
undermine the willingness of HOMMS group members to engage in intergroup relationships. A
recent study found that highlighting positive differences can be a facilitating condition for
willingness to integrate into majority culture (Zhang, Jetten, Iyer, & Cui, 2013). A challenge for

intergroup relations interventions is that the intergroup goals of minority and majority groups
vary such that assimilation, seeking commonalities, and acceptance/being liked are salient
intergroup needs of the majority, while multiculturalism, attention to power inequities, and
respect are salient intergroup needs of the minority (Rattan & Ambady, 2013; Saguy, Dovidio, &
Pratto, 2008). Successful interventions must incorporate consideration of these discrepant
intergroup needs and diversity ideologies.

Intergroup Dialogue
Intergroup dialogue methods are commonly utilized in a broad range of intergroup
relations interventions, and there is growing support for their effectiveness (Dessel, 2011; GurinSands, Gurin, Nagda, & Osuna, 2012; Miller & Garran, 2017; Zúñiga, Nagda, Chesler, &
Cytron-Walker, 2007). Dialogue is distinguished from other forms of communication by its
emphasis on egalitarian participation, creation of a space for collective engagement, mutual
exploration of assumptions, and the potential for transformation of individuals, relationships, and
societal processes (Nichol, 1996). Intergroup dialogue involves engagement across differences to
provide an experience of relational transformation within and outside of the group that increases
the potentiality for action toward social justice. Singleton (2015) describes conceptual and
practical aspects of having “courageous conversations” about race that include staying engaged,
expecting discomfort, speaking one’s truth, and accepting nonclosure. Nagda (2006) states that
“at its core, intergroup dialogue is an intergroup relationship-building process that allows for
collective exploration of social identities in the context of social inequalities and promoting
social change” (p. 558). Khuri (2004) focuses on the centrality of emotion, the inevitability of
emotional responses, and the importance of building trust and positive experiences that enable

people to stay engaged when negative feelings arise, which are seen as integral and not
counterproductive. She emphasizes the creation of empathy, compassion, and movement toward
prosocial behavior that “requires collaborative self-reflection on self, others, and the world” (p.
599). Schoem (2003) emphasizes the role of justice in the process, content, and structure of
intergroup dialogues, the importance of thoughtful engagement, and moving people out of “the
confining and stratified walls of their segregated comfort zones” (p. 215). Zúñiga and
colleagues’ approach emphasize critical reflection and possibilities for collaborative action
(Zúñiga et al., 2007). Dialogue is an important strategy in liberation psychology through
processes of humanization, relatedness, and conscientization (consciousness-raising) (Moane,
2010; Montero & Sonn, 2009), as well as in peace psychology through its emphasis on
reconciliation and building cultures of peace (i.e., trust, understanding, cooperation, forgiveness,
compassion, and reciprocity) (Bar-Tal, 2009; Christie, 2006; Wissing & Temane, 2014).
Intergroup dialogue has been found to be related to many positive processes including
increased complexity in thinking about diversity, perspective taking, greater confidence and selfefficacy in intergroup communication, building alliances and deeper relationships across
differences, greater interest in bridging differences, positive beliefs about conflict, increased
collaboration, increased intergroup understanding, greater understanding of one’s social
identities, increase in concerns about inequalities in society, and greater commitment to action
(Dessel, 2011; DeTurk, 2006). Dialogue methods are central to building positive intergroup
relationships; however, training competent facilitators is necessary in order to skillfully navigate
the emotional, cognitive, and motivational processes that are activated in the context of historical
and ongoing sociocultural and sociopolitical issues.

Community and Societal Change
Strategies within this approach target a variety of macrolevel contexts to impact
environmental conditions and social inequities that present barriers to positive intergroup
relations. These efforts facilitate movement toward King’s “beloved community” through
systems-level interventions. From the social justice perspective that the nature of intergroup
relations will only be optimal when there is equality, many strategies seek to impact institutional
policy and practices, political processes, as well as legislative and court decisions. Interventions
include facilitating civic participation and increasing citizen engagement in collective action
(e.g., community organizing) (Lee, Kim, & Phillips, 2015), coalition building and enhancing
relationships between different types of organizations or communities (e.g., universitycommunity partnerships, interprofessional collaboration) (Strier, 2011), modifying the social
environment to affect intergroup norms and create a more positive climate for diversity
(Matthews, Pepper, & Lorah, 2009), promoting volunteerism and service learning (Omoto &
Packard, 2016), and increasing social capital, strengthening social networks, and cultivating
sense of community (Cook, 2016).
Given the importance of sense of community for psychological well-being (Bess, Fisher,
Sonn, & Bishop, 2002), a promising approach within this category involves facilitating
institutional support for developing and sustaining strong microcommunities for HOMMS
groups who may experience exclusion from the larger macrocommunities within which they
function. These social identity microcommunities can provide refuge, support, security,
affirmation, and information on coping in the context of “isms” (Brodsky & Marx, 2001; Jetten,
Haslam, & Haslam, 2012). Paradoxically, strong connection to a relatively homogenous
microcommunity (when its distinctiveness is recognized and affirmed) can increase willingness

and confidence to step out and engage actively and more confidently in the larger environment
(Zhang, Jetten, Iyer, & Cui, 2013). This is not dissimilar to recent work on adult attachment
extending the significance of having a secure base for exploring the world to relationships
beyond mother-child (Feeney & Collins, 2015). Examples include the phenomena of singleethnic lunch tables in school cafeterias or cultural dorms and centers at colleges. However,
HOMMS microcommunities can trigger negative reactions from dominant groups who prioritize
assimilation (vs. multicultural) goals and may perceive social identity group microcommunities
as counterproductive (Bourhis, Montreuil, Barrette, & Montaruli, 2013). Although tensions
between co-occurring goals of community and diversity exist (Townley et al., 2011), a growing
body of research suggests that both needs can be met through sophisticated, carefully designed
interventions that are grounded in the empirical literature on intergroup relations and take into
account larger sociohistorical and sociopolitical contexts (Cameron & Turner, 2010; Hornsey &
Jetten, 2004).
Liberation psychology and peace psychology offer important applications within the
category of community and societal change. Liberation psychology strategies are concerned
primarily with uprooting oppression through communal healing and collective action (Moane,
2010; Montero & Sonn, 2009). Interventions involve creating settings and organizational
structures where HOMMS groups can examine the manifestations of oppression in their lives,
where silenced voices can be amplified, and where creative and spiritual energies can find
expression in the service of liberation (Moane, 2010). Additional applications targeting
community and societal change informed by peace psychology include increasing social
integration, reparations, political representation, increased economic equality, creating
organizational structures to promote reconciliation (e.g., South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation

Commission), as well as modification of social structures to increase justice and safety (Christie,
2006; Wissing & Temane, 2014).

Integration of Approaches to Intergroup Relations
The two broad approaches to intergroup relations, intra- and interpersonal change and
community and societal change, are interdependent. Interventions targeting psychological
empowerment, critical consciousness, or psychopolitical literacy (Diemer, Rapa, Voight, &
McWhirter, 2016; Prilleltensky & Fox, 2007) are often implemented at the microsystem level
with a goal of increasing citizen engagement and preparing people for involvement in social
change. Disempowered and disengaged HOMMS group members who internalize oppression
(i.e., believe inferiority-oriented dominant group narratives) are not likely to participate in their
own liberation. The intersection of these two approaches is also illustrated in the recognition that
collective action efforts serve not only to mobilize people to affect larger systemic injustices, but
also provide opportunities for people to work together across differences on a superordinate goal.
Social activism thus also serves to create possibilities for optimal intergroup contact and the
development of positive intergroup relationships. Montero (2003) suggests that liberation is
fundamentally about relatedness and broadens the space for diversity such that knowledge of self
and others is transformed through relationships. Similarly, Moane (2010) contends that political
activism is always relational, “involving interpersonal processes such as support, solidarity, and
engagement with diversity in groups and communities” (p. 521). Efforts to increase solidarity
between minority and majority group members to promote social justice, build coalitions
between different social identity groups and organizations, and develop social justice allies are
examples of positive relational processes (Bishop, 2015; Edwards, 2006). The development of

outgroup allies for social justice is a particularly promising direction for research and practice for
a positive relationship science approach to intergroup relations.

Positive Psychology’s Character Strengths and Virtues
Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) extensive classification, known as the values-in-action
(VIA) character strengths and virtues, includes six broad virtues (wisdom, courage, humanity,
justice, temperance, and transcendence) within which 24 strengths are identified. The authors
propose that the VIA strengths reflect universal wisdom regarding characteristics that facilitate
“the good life,” happiness, and well-being. It is important to note that the development of the
VIA system was dominated by Western thought and did not draw on indigenous or non-Western
philosophical or religious sources outside of Asia, with the exception of selected Islamic
writings. Although there is some research to suggest that the classification has relevance for
culturally diverse groups (Biswas-Diener, 2006), it is nonetheless important to be cautious—
particularly in relationship to African, Hispanic/Latino, Pacific Islander, Native American, and
indigenous populations. That said, the VIA strengths have become central to organizing research
and practice in the field, so it is useful to explore those strengths that can be more actively
cultivated in the service of developing positive intergroup relations and collective well-being.
Neto and Marujo (2014) examined the application of the VIA strengths in relationship to
community development and transformative dialogue. There are multiple strengths that map on
to the research on intergroup relations and social justice. The interpersonal strengths within the
virtue of humanity (love, kindness, and social intelligence) are all clearly applicable to enhancing
intergroup relationships. Developing specific applications of these strengths that target
intergroup relationships would be an important direction. Two VIA strengths frequently

discussed in the reconciliation literature, hope and forgiveness, are also among the more
commonly explored strengths. However, there are several additional strengths that have not
received as much attention within the field but have strong potential applications to intergroup
relations and collective well-being. These include fairness, citizenship, integrity, bravery,
humility, self-regulation, open-mindedness, perspective, curiosity, and creativity.
The most directly relevant strengths are within the broad virtue of justice and involve
relationship between the individual and the community (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The civic
strengths of citizenship and fairness entail a strong identification with the common good, a sense
of social responsibility that prioritizes the needs of the whole over individual desires and selfinterest, and commitment to a moral position of equality where those who have power do not
abuse it to the detriment of others. The strengths of integrity and bravery fall within the broader
virtue of courage, which generally entails “the exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of
opposition, either external or internal” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 199). Specifically,
bravery involves “the ability to do what needs to be done despite fear” (p. 199), and integrity is
about speaking the truth and presenting oneself authentically even when it is difficult. These
strengths are necessary to cultivate in order to endure the challenges of standing for justice and
resisting oppression. The wisdom-related strengths of open-mindedness, perspective, curiosity
and creativity also have particularly strong potential for specific application to intergroup
relations and can work together toward facilitating openness and an approach (vs. avoidance)
orientation toward difference, as well as outside-of-the-box thinking that challenges assumptions
and the status quo. Moreover, given the social distance between diverse groups, approaches that
can stimulate curiosity and increase knowledge are critical to combat ignorance and stereotypic
beliefs. The VIA strengths of humility and self-regulation included within the virtue of

temperance (i.e., refraining from excesses in the service of greater balance) have important
applications to intergroup relations with respect to their role in decreasing the automaticity of
prejudicial responding. In addition to their significance in reducing implicit bias, self-regulation
and humility are crucial for managing the emotional dysregulation associated with intergroup
anxiety and intergroup interactions characteristic of polarizing differences.
The VIA strengths provide many possibilities for positive psychology to contribute to
intergroup relations. Recommendations include (1) increased research on the contextual and
culturally situated nature of the VIA strengths in order to expand understanding of the diverse
ways that they can be expressed (e.g., the feminist and empowerment notion of “critical hope”;
Cahill, Quijada Cerecer, & Bradley, 2010; Christens, Collura, & Tahir, 2013), (2) identifying
character strengths that are necessary to support positive intergroup processes such as intergroup
dialogue (e.g., integrity, open-mindedness, self-regulation), (3) examining the relationship
between character strengths and social justice activism or allyship (e.g., bravery, citizenship,
fairness), and (4) developing evidence-based interventions that target relevant strengths for the
specific goals of improving intergroup relations and fostering aspects of collective well-being.
Positive psychology has the potential to play a strong role in targeting, testing, and popularizing
interventions that build strengths such as citizenship and open-mindedness in the same way it has
with the strengths of gratitude and kindness. Although the VIA character strengths and virtues
have great potential for informing a strengths-focused approach to intergroup relations, it is also
valuable to explore research on strengths conducted outside of positive psychology.

Cultural and Community Strengths to Support Positive Intergroup
Relations
Cultural and community strengths emerge from the sociocultural environment and
provide resources for resilience in the face of “isms” that can support positive intergroup
relationships (Gaylord-Harden, Burrow, & Cunningham, 2012; Harrell, 2014b). One of the
primary advantages of diversity is the expanded range of strengths and resources available to be
drawn on for problem solving and enrichment of a setting (Lopez et al., 2002). Although
acknowledging the existence of generally universal human strengths, Pedrotti (2013) encourages
the exploration, in teaching and application, of strengths that emerge from one’s experience as a
member of diverse sociocultural identity groups. Smith (2006) proposed a strengths-based
counseling model congruent with a positive psychology orientation. She states: “culture has a
major impact on how people view and evaluate human strengths” noting that “all strengths are
culturally based” and encouraging research that focuses on “identifying the cultural strengths that
have permitted members of various ethnic groups to survive and flourish” (p. 17). Harrell,
Coleman, and Adams (2014) reviewed the psychological and cultural literature on African
American women and identified specific culturally infused strengths, suggesting the importance
of close examination of intersectional ecological niches. Culturally embedded strengths such as
soulfulness, audacity, relational knowing, intuition, sacrifice, orality, protectiveness, and
resistant-transgressive-revolutionary action were identified. Other research has identified
strengths or resilience factors in a wide range of specific social identity and intersectionality
groups (e.g., Bowman, 2013; Clonan-Roy, Jacobs, & Nakkula, 2016; Hudson, 2015; Singh,
2013; Vaughan & Rodriguez, 2014; Wong, 2013). In their discussion of strengths among the

Gullah people of South Carolina, Lopez et al. (2002) recommend identifying and looking for
exemplars among culturally diverse groups. Vaughan and Rodriguez (2014) discuss strengths of
the LGBT community that appreciates the complexity of the lives of LGBT persons. Research on
cultural and community strengths of HOMMS groups also appears in the resilience literature.
Strengths are framed as protective factors that emerge in local cultural contexts (Ungar,
Ghazinour, & Richter, 2013). An example of a culturally specific resilience approach particularly
compatible with positive psychology is Henderson, DeCuir-Gunby, and Gill (2016), who reframe
the concept of “at-risk” youth as “at-promise” youth in order to emphasize strengths and assets
of youth, families, and communities. These approaches are valuable in their recognition of how
the contextual particularities of a specific ecological niche shape experience and inform diverse
expressions of optimal functioning.
There are numerous strengths at multiple levels of analysis that provide possibilities for
research on developing and sustaining positive intergroup relationships. Constructs such as
cultural intelligence (Brislin, Worthley, & Macnab, 2006), cultural humility (Gallardo, 2014),
collective efficacy (Roos, Potgieter, & Temane, 2013), multicultural personality (Ponterotto,
2010), racial/cultural socialization (Brown, 2008), positive group identity (Smith & Silva, 2011;
Taylor & Usborne, 2010), positive intersectionality (Rosenthal, 2016), and positive marginality
(Shih, 2004; Unger, 1998) each involve aspects, antecedents, or correlates of positive intergroup
relations. Harrell and Bond (2006) conducted a thematic analysis of lessons learned and best
practices shared via multiple “diversity stories” (narratives of intercultural work) and identified
three stances that appeared to enhance relational effectiveness with diverse communities:
empowered humility, informed compassion, and contextualized understanding. Harrell and
Gallardo (2008) described a multicultural worldview as an asset in a diverse society that involves

an attitude of inclusion and the view that human differences should be valued, honored, and
affirmed. A multicultural worldview embraces “a view of people of all cultures as fully human
with dignity and a right to self-determination,” “an awareness of social and economic
asymmetries that confer privilege based on social location,” and “a belief in the power of
interdependencies and interconnectedness across cultures” (pp. 115–116).
Two additional strengths, biculturation and empowerment, are well-established concepts
that reflect the significance of one’s relationship with collective identity and relationships with a
larger community. Bicultural adaptation is an important relational construct as it involves the
range of adaptations and strategies for maintaining connection to both culture-of-origin and the
dominant (or host) culture. Although the association between biculturalism and well-being is
complex, there is strong support for the positive functions of bicultural identity, competence, and
flexibility (Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 2005). Empowerment can be considered a strength that
manifests at multiple levels of analysis and has particular promise for a contextualized positive
relationship science (Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010; Zimmerman, 1995). Christens (2012) defines
psychological empowerment as “the psychological aspects of processes by which people gain
greater control over their lives, participate in democratic decision-making, and develop critical
awareness of their sociopolitical environments” (p. 114). The relational dimension of
empowerment emphasizes that it develops within empowering relationships and empowering
settings (Christens, 2012; Maton, 2008). Impactful interpersonal relationships are central for
fostering empowerment. With respect to intergroup relations, empowerment is an important
process to facilitate voice, visibility, and a place at the decision-making table for members of
HOMMS groups in their interactions with dominant group members.

Finally, since intergroup relationships form and transform within larger social contexts, a
greater understanding of positive communities could provide insight toward nurturing positive
intergroup relations. Positive communities have been studied from the perspectives of
community empowerment, community capacity, community resilience, community well-being,
and community development (Christens, 2012; Green, 2010; Lee, Kim, & Phillips, 2015; Maton,
2008; Murray & Zautra, 2011; Neto & Marujo, 2014). Features that occur commonly across
these approaches include focusing on existing community assets (vs. problems and deficits),
building social capital and networks, enhancing competence (e.g., knowledge and skills,
community organizing, leadership), mobilizing resources in times of need; facilitating
empowerment, establishing and maintaining partnerships and coalitions, and attention to
intracommunity diversity. All of these approaches put heavy emphasis on relational factors
indicating that community capacity hinges on the nature of internal and external relationships.
Noting the commonalities between positive psychology and community development, Linley,
Bhaduri, Sen Sharma, and Govindji (2011) describe work that explores applications of a
strengths-based approach in marginalized communities. Attention to relationships between and
within communities is an important potential avenue for research relevant to understanding and
promoting the “Connected Life.”

Contextualized Positive Intergroup Relations
The body of work reviewed here has implications for developing a comprehensive
conceptualization of contextualized positive intergroup relations. There are not many explicit
definitions of the construct of positive intergroup relationships in the literature. Jonas and

Mummendey (2008) suggest important elements such as mutuality and positive processes
between groups (e.g., appreciation, attraction, admiration). Pittinksy, Rosenthal, and Montoya
identified five aspects of allophilia (outgroup liking): affection, comfort, kinship, engagement,
and enthusiasm. A related concept, growth-fostering relationships (from relational-cultural
theory) has been specifically applied to addressing multicultural and social justice challenges
(Comstock et al., 2008). These are relationships characterized by mutual empathy, mutual
empowerment, relational awareness, affirmation of one’s worth, and where creativity,
productivity, and zest for life are enhanced. Informed by a synthesis of relevant literature, seven
core features of contextualized positive intergroup relations are offered here. Within the PEaCE
metatheoretical framework, positive intergroup relations are conceptualized as emerging from
particular patterns and expressions of person-in-culture-in-context transactions. These optimal
intergroup transactions (OITs) emphasize the relative, contextualized nature of relationships that
always involve coexisting person, environment, and cultural systems. Intergroup contact
experienced as positive in one set of person-in-culture-in-context transactions may not be
positive in a different person-environment-culture transactional space. Given the sociopolitically
infused and historically situated challenges to intergroup relationships, as well as the everpresent dynamics of social categorization and social identity, the frame of optimal transactions
captures the complex nature of intergroup contact where what is optimal is context-dependent
and may not continuously feel “good” or “positive.” OITs are comprised of combinations of
experientially positive and negative interactions necessary for transparent, enduring, and mutual
intergroup relationships to thrive. One of the challenges for the development of positive
intergroup relationships is that dominant and subordinated groups frequently have different ideas
of what “positive” means: color-blind assimilation or justice-focused multiculturalism (Rattan &

Ambady, 2013). For a relationship to be positively perceived by both parties, there must be room
for voicing and contextualizing both sentiments.
Thus, it is suggested here that contextualized positive intergroup relations evolve and
emerge from an accumulation of OITs over time that occur between two or more entities who
differ within stratified social identity categories. Contextualized positive intergroup relations:
1. honor the inherent dignity and humanity of others as existing within layered
sociohistorical and sociopolitical contexts;
2. affirm and provide opportunities to highlight both superordinate and distinctive
social identities in ways that make room for differences and similarities to coexist;
3. welcome, encourage, and create space for authenticity and truth telling, both one’s
own and others, such that participants experience being fully seen and heard with
acknowledgment and awareness of their contextualized experiences;
4. engage through interactions and meaningful dialogue characterized by the
presence of mutuality, recognition of interdependencies and shared history,
positive attributions, experiences of connectedness, increasing comfort in
interactions, cognitive and behavioral flexibility, appreciation, humility, trust,
respect, and empathy;
5. enhance and contribute to the development and expression of strengths and
promote empowerment, growth, and transformation such that the best of all
parties has the opportunity to emerge toward a larger goal of enhanced collective
well-being;
6. challenge preconceptions and projections through the courage and willingness to

identify one’s own biases, as well as recognize and resist oppressive power
dynamics that may arise in the interaction; and
7. commit to tolerating uncertainty and intergroup anxiety, mobilizing the stamina
and sustained engagement necessary for recovery from relational ruptures, and
utilizing inevitable points of conflict as opportunities for deepening
understanding.
These seven features inform the following definition: contextualized positive intergroup
relations are humanizing processes that emerge from extended, growth-promoting interactions
among people across stratified social identities where both differences and commonalities are
embraced and processed with a coexistent critical consciousness of the historically situated,
culturally infused context, and current sociopolitical dynamics; they are characterized by
intentional and proactive efforts to honor, welcome, affirm, engage, enhance, challenge, and
commit through meaningful and authentic interactions in the service of personal, relational, and
collective transformation toward greater equality and justice. This is to be distinguished from a
positive interpersonal relationship with someone who is different. The latter refers to interactions
where the intergroup aspects are not salient and may be actively or passively minimized or
avoided. The distinction centers on the relative invisibility or silencing of social identity
differences and sometimes subtle collusion to suppress, deny, or ignore discomfort through
selective or exclusive emphasis on commonalities. These positive interpersonal relationships
across differences feel experientially pleasant and are helpful for humanization of the other and
reducing intergroup anxiety. However, they are limited in their potential for transformative
growth individually or collectively and can function to normalize existing power asymmetries
and sustain the status quo.

Positive intergroup relations cannot be achieved solely through activities that celebrate
differences via appreciation of material artifacts such as food, music, and art, nor through blissful
retreats into a peace-and-love consciousness. These feel-good opportunities are important in their
cumulative value toward building a reservoir of positivity and may be important at early stages
of interventions and training (Schoem, 2003). However, they are insufficient for sustained
positive transformation of intergroup relations. An analogy at an interpersonal level of analysis
would be early verbalizations of love and giving presents in a romantic relationship. Such
behaviors feel good and may occur in positive relationships; however, they can also occur in
abusive relationships. In order to be enduring, substantive, and have transformative potential,
positive intergroup relations must be growth promoting and built on a firm ground of equality,
mutuality, transparency, safety, and trust in the context of recognizing and resisting socially
embedded power asymmetries. This is often only achieved via challenging “go through it to get
to it” experiences that require the stamina and commitment to sustain engagement in cycles of
connection, disconnection, and transformed reconnection necessary for meaningful and optimal
intergroup transactions over time (Comstock et al., 2008). The definition of contextualized
positive intergroup relationships offered here should be considered a preliminary starting point
for future theoretical, empirical, and applied work.

Conclusion
In pondering the possibilities of “a positive psychology that matters,” Lopez and MagyarMoe (2006) pose the question, “And what if we were to commit ourselves to another big dream,
increasing social harmony in our communities?” (p. 327). The world is in need of science to step

up and participate even more actively in movement toward King’s beloved community.
Development of a multicultural, inclusive, and contextualized positive psychology of
relationships puts the field in the position to be a participant in this “big dream” through explicit
attention to positive intergroup relations. In the context of human diversity, four issues deserve
greater attention in building a positive relationship science. First, it is critical that the types of
relationships under investigation be expanded beyond the dyadic and familial (e.g., marriage,
friendship, parental) to include relationships within and between groups, communities, and
nations. Second, there must be consistent awareness of the role that culture and context play in
understanding the features and determinants of positive relationships in order to avoid imposing
a culture-blind or culturally encapsulated single standard of what is desirable and good. Third,
the synergies between positive relational experiences and the challenges, conflicts, and
“negative” aspects of building positive relationships must be integrated in order to capture the
complexity of a connected life. This includes confronting and resisting those ideologies and
societal structures that maintain social injustices and create obstacles to optimally functioning
intergroup relationships. Fourth, it is important to study the implications of positive relationship
processes for collective well-being (e.g., communities, societies), not just for the happiness or
personal growth of the individual.
Increased attention to positive relationships for diverse people in diverse contexts is an
important direction for positive psychology research and practice. Expanding positive
psychology’s field of awareness to consciously and consistently include contextual, institutional,
and cultural factors is both well within the founding philosophy of positive psychology, as well
as a professional mandate. Movement toward a positive psychology that is ever-mindful of the
multiple social and environmental contexts within which all of human behavior occurs will bring

the field closer to the vision of the Akumal Manifesto. This orientation can support the field’s
developing cultural inclusiveness by applying the questions of “for whom” and “under what
conditions” to all conceptual, empirical, and applied efforts. A grounding metatheory such as the
person-environment-and-culture-emergence (PEaCE) framework (Harrell, 2015, 2016) can
ensure that the work does not lose sight of culture and context. This approach positions
relationships as developing within the field of person-in-culture-in-context transactions. The
implication is that positive relationships emerge as a function of culturally infused aspects of
individuals in ongoing transaction with culturally shaped and multiply embedded environments.
As Christopher and Howe (2014) stated, to remain relevant, positive psychology must “speak to
all of humanity” (p. 254).
There is much promise for a positive relationship science approach to intergroup
relations. Contributions could include (1) articulation of a program of research to test
dimensions, determinants, and correlates of positive intergroup relations; (2) exploration of the
role of culture in what is understood and experienced as positive in relationships; (3)
identification and promotion of personal, relational, organizational, community, and cultural
strengths that facilitate positive intergroup relations in various sociopolitical contexts; (4) the
role of meaning-making in the inevitable coexistence of positive and negative emotions in
intergroup relations; and (5) the development of culturally informed positive intergroup
interventions at multiple levels of analysis. Positive intergroup relations is proposed as fertile
area of study for a multicultural, inclusive, and contextualized positive psychology of
relationships that can inform an expanded understanding of the “Connected Life” and, more
importantly, engage the field in creating a world where differences flourish and that optimizes
ways we can better “be human together.”
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