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Abstract 

 

The concept of success is manifold but might contribute an interesting viewpoint to the 

current discussion of human flourishing and positive development. In this paper, the author 

introduces a viewpoint and a definition that connects success with happiness. When 

considered from this perspective, success consists of various elements, competence, 

motivation, performance, and positive strategies. When people can use their talents and 

strengths, are motivated in doing and have the courage to seize opportunities, they also have 

positive experiences and the sense of purpose in life. Success is not therefore any particular 

phase of life but a manifestation of the combination of necessary elements of success that are 

closely connected with human happiness. 
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1. Introduction 

Not long ago, I was interviewed to a Finnish afternoon paper about success and its preconditions in life. I 

was supposed to give my opinion on several claims about success, for example whether it was dependent on 

genes (referring to talent and intelligence), luck (lucky coincident and opportunities), background factors 

(parents’ social status, environment), or hard work and practicing, or whether success was something that just 

accumulates: those who have good prerequisites succeed the best. I as a specialist, having accomplished a PhD in 

education and studied success among awarded employees of the year (Uusiautti, 2008), was asked to give my 

professional opinion from the viewpoint of an educator as one of three experts in different fields. I was happy to 

comment on these arguments but simultaneous it came clear that the concept of success can be considered from 

so many points of view and obviously we three experts commenting on the arguments did not agree on the 

definition. This gave me the impetus to write about my perspective. On the one hand, my purpose was to study 

the definition of success, but on the other hand, I wanted to contribute to the discussion of human flourishing and 

well-being (see also Seligman, 2011). 

In this paper, I will analyze the concept of success from a particular point of view. My purpose is to explain 

my viewpoint to it and open up the fundamental idea of considering success something positive. Now, I am 

aware of that most people already think success is something positive – naturally, it has a positive connotation. 

Successful people have achieved something worth pursuing for in some or many areas of life. But in what way is 

it positive? Is success manifested in some other, perhaps material, ways? Does it mean that the one having 

success is also happy? Could it mean that? 

In this article, I will discuss success as a form of positive human development. What does that mean? I will 

start by introducing some key ideas and concepts that I think support my idea of success. This review is based on 

my previous research on positive human development and success and the purpose is to draw a theoretical 

compilation of the findings. 

2. People Strive for Success 

Success can be considered the fullest expression of mastery at any areas of life (Krueger, 1990; see also 

Uusiautti, 2008). However, the concept is not that easily approachable: what factors can form the elements of 

success? When conducting research on success (Uusiautti, 2008; 2013; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2010; 2011; 2012), 

certain psychological concepts that foster positive emotions that are acquired through feelings of mastery and 

inner drive could form the core of success. Indeed, there are numerous theories that explain the connection 

between mastery and performance that can be viewed from the point of view of success. Psychological research 

is filled with various concepts defining human action, motives, and outcomes of these, all can be seen as 

manifestation of mastery and performance, but the suggestion here is that their common nominator, the umbrella 

term, could be success.  

Naturally, there are also outer factors that have influence on all the aforementioned states and behaviors. For 

example, encouraging learning environments, loving parents, or supportive workplaces are likely to enhance 

one’s success, while underestimating, oppressive, or unstable environments are likely to hinder such positive 

development (Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013). Therefore, this review will also include a viewpoint of how the 

individual person’s success in always also context-bound. Next, I will introduce these concepts in detail. They 

are partly overlapping and interconnected, in other words, they complement each other and form such a 

combination that can form the heart of success.  
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2.1 Success is about Competence 

Originally, White (1959) used the concept of competence to describe a person’s ability to act efficiently in 

his or her environment. In order to do that, development thus means acquiring greater competence, and the 

subjective side of competence is the sense of competence. Deci and Moller (2005) view the concept from the 

perspective of motivation psychology and have complemented White’s thoughts by adding the need for 

competence as one dimension of competence. The term intrinsic motivation refers to this need. Later, Deci and 

Ryan (2008), have shown that autonomous motivation predicts persistence and adherence and is advantageous 

for effective performance. Furthermore, this is shown to be related to psychological health. 

Adler (1982) made an early definition of the elements of competence, and it provides a good way of 

analyzing the multidimensional nature of the concept. Perhaps the most important element of an individual’s 

competence is the ability to perform social roles that the community and society set for each and every one of us. 

The second element is self-conception. A competent person has a stable and well-developed identity that 

includes awareness of one’s strengths and weaknesses, an optimistic conception of the relationship with the 

surrounding world, and a realistic understanding of one’s possibility of controlling one’s own destiny. The third 

element consists of interaction skills. People need necessary interaction skills that are communication, credibility 

and reliability, sensitivity and empathy, and negotiation skills. The fourth element is the ability to regulate 

emotions, especially the negative one, such as fear, frustration, anger, and guilt, and to learn to recognize and 

control inappropriate reactions to these emotions. The fifth dimension of competence is the ability to develop 

and move from one developmental stage to another. The sixth element refers to the ability to cope with stressful 

experiences, life crises, and other events that one cannot prevent or influence. The seventh element is the ability 

to acquire such resources that one needs in order to pass a certain phase. Cognitive skills form the last element of 

competence. It refers to the ability to work with words, concepts, and symbols, and process information. Causal 

thinking and planning, and understanding of the social reality and social problem-solving skills are important 

areas of competence (Adler, 1982). 

Competence also is related to how people perceive their control over their activities and tasks (e.g., Paulsson, 

Ivergård, & Hunt, 2005). Karasek’s (see Karasek & Theorell 1990) model of work-control shows that in 

situations where people have a high-strain job with high demands and low control, they cannot meet the 

challenges efficiently. On the other hand, a low-strain job with low demands and high control enables optimal 

responses to challenges but the job is not likely to cause satisfaction or well-being. Passive job has low control 

and low mental strain: people can feel that their skills and abilities are not in best use and misspent. The state of 

indifference and lack of challenges can expand to other areas of life too, as people lose their courage to develop 

and test their skills. In active jobs, people have plenty of mental strain but also high control. They can use their 

abilities which is, for example, likely to lead to the experience of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008; 

Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, & Nakamura, 2005).  

When considered from the point of view of success, competence combined with opportunities to actively 

use their skills and strengths—whether it was at work, in leisure, at school, in parenting, etc.—could be one of 

the core elements of success. Naturally, it is also about the person himself or herself and whether he or she is 

ready to seize challenges. 

2.2 Success is about Motivation 

The role of motivation was already mentioned in the previous section as it is one of the core elements of 

competence. Indeed, motivation is also a crucial element of success, too. Fundamentally, motivation can be 

considered a critical factor in any theory attempting to predict and explain behavior and performance (Mitchell, 

1997).  

Intrinsic motivation describes the need for learning new and develop toward greater autonomy, competence, 
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and self-determination. It also includes the structure of personality and development of motivation. Action that is 

intrinsically motivated is experienced valuable as such: action has an intrinsic attribution and thus it does not 

threaten the feeling of autonomy. This leads to satisfaction and positive experiences. Moreover, intrinsic 

motivation is not regulated by extrinsic rewards or punishments but doing becomes self-purposeful (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000a; 2000b). 

The positive experience connected to motivation and doing is worth further investigation. For example, 

already in the 1990s, Locke and Latham (1990) introduced a theory in which they combined work motivation 

and work satisfaction, and called the model “high performance cycle”. The cycle started by giving an employee a 

challenging task. If the challenge includes expectancy of success, high performance is guaranteed assuming that 

the employee is engaged to the goal, receives adequate feedback, and situational factors do not affect the 

performance considerably. Similar findings have been learned from the various education levels (e.g., Gilpin, 

2009; Green et al.., 2012; Oades et al., 2011) and hobbies (e.g., Carruthers & Hood, 2005), too.  

2.3 Success is about Good Performance  

This idea is basically based on the finding that positive experiences regarding to one’s doing make one of 

the most central dimensions of a good performance (Uusiautti, 2008; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2011; see also Liden, 

Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000). It is important to analyze what might the core concepts that help understanding the 

positive experience of doing. Competence is often confused with performance, but actually, they are not any 

synonyms (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2005). Namely, competence refers to a more stable state or to a person’s 

characteristic. Performance is a momentary happening and can vary depending on many factors even if 

competence was high in relation to the task at hand.  

Kanfer and Ackerman (2005) distinguish two dimensions of performance: maximal and typical performance. 

The former refers to a person’s skills and abilities and describes all that the person can do when inner states (e.g., 

sleep, concentration, etc.) are optimal and when it is possible to concentrate on the task. The latter dimension is 

typical behavior referring to how the person usually does things or how he or she is likely to perform. The 

researchers point out that although maximal performance is an interesting research target, it would perhaps be 

more beneficial to pay attention to the difference between what the person can do and what he or she actually 

does. In Kanfer and Ackerman’s (2005) model, performance consists of various factors that are abilities, skills 

and knowledge, personality, motivation, and self-image. Motivation affects through personal interest and general 

motivational tendencies. The performance lays the foundation for a learning mechanism that is connected to 

features that increase competence (see also Stoltenberg, 2005). 

The concept of self-efficacy is also closely related to competence and performance. Self-efficacy means a 

person’s assessment of his or her own abilities to use his or her resources and regulate his or her behavior in 

order to perform a task (Judge, Locke, & Durham, 1997; Mitchell, 1997; Caprara & Cervone, 2006). It is 

therefore similar to the aforementioned sense of competence. It has been shown that positive self-efficacy 

improves a person’s performance and well-being in numerous ways (Schunk & Pajares, 2005). People who have 

high self-efficacy devote to their activities more and are more perseverance than who estimate their competence 

weaker. In addition, people with high self-efficacy are likely to select more high-level goals and engage to them 

(Bandura, 1997; Mitchell, 1997). 

2.4 Success is about Positive Strategies 

Although top performances or steady, quality performing can lead to success, it can also be considered from 

a more comprehensive process. Namely, people who want to develop and seize opportunities of life can be 

considered following a positive strategy. This is an interesting perspective to the phenomenon of success. Carver 

and Scheier (2005) have pointed out that it is also important that people realize when goals can be met and when 

it is time to give up. Ultimately, it is about the ability to estimate the situation and act accordingly.  Likewise, 
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expectations toward the future greatly affect how people react to changes and challenges. Optimistic attitude has 

a salient role (Carver & Scheier, 2002) but the strategy of success can be described in other ways too. 

For example, Locke (2002) claims that success needs constant trying. One has to think what is the desirable 

goal and why, what kinds of intermediate goals should be set, how to reach the goal, how to prioritize demands 

that are contradictory in relation to the goal, how to overcome future obstacles and setbacks—how to achieve the 

outcome one has dreamed of? 

Baltes and Freund (2006; see also Freund & Baltes, 1998) refer to SOC model which provides a general 

framework for the understanding of developmental change and resilience across the life span. The fundamental 

idea is that people’s lives are filled with opportunities and limitations that can be “mastered adaptively an 

orchestration of three components: selection, optimization, and compensation” (Freund & Balter, 1998, p. 531). 

On the other hand, Covey (2006) considered success as a strategy in which knowledge, skills, and will are 

combined. Knowledge answers the question of what to do and why. Skills can make it happen whereas will is a 

synonym for motivation or need for achieving something. As these three dimensions meet such a strategy that 

leads to success can emerge.  

Naturally, constant pursue for success can lead to an endless treadmill. The theory of hedonic treadmill (see 

Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978; Diener, Lucas, & Napa Scollon, 2006) claims that people constantly 

try to get a happier life because they believe that greater happiness waits right around the next corner, after 

achieving the next goal or solving the next problem. Happiness and success are there but not yet ever reached. 

And on the other hand, people are somewhat happy all the time (Myers & Diener, 1995).  

2.5 Success happens in Context 

Even though one had the most exquisite competence and high motivation, one still functions in a certain 

time and place. Behavior depends on its context and its outcome. In addition, contexts are dynamic and change 

during an individual’s life span (Baltes & Freund, 2006). However, according to self-determination theory (SDT), 

people are by nature active and self-motivated, curious and interested, vital and eager to succeed because success 

itself is personally satisfying and rewarding (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

Magnusson and Mahoney (2006) present four theses about the nature of phenomena when dissecting 

positive development and that can be considered relevant for the conceptualization of success too. First, the 

individual acts and develops as an active, intentional part of the integrated, multidimensional, dynamic, and 

adaptive person-environment system. The nature of this system changes along the life span through 

developmental processes, societal changes, and as a result of constant individual-environment interaction 

processes. Second, the individual develops along the course of time as an integrated, undivided organism within 

the multidimensional, dynamic, and adaptive maturing and learning process. This interaction process involves 

mental, biological, and behavioral factors of the individual, and social, cultural, and physical features of the 

environment. Third, the preconditions provided by the environment, including the possibilities, limitations, 

demands, and expectations, are especially important to the research on positive development. Fourth, the 

theoretical model that aims at explaining the model that direct a human being’s positive development, has to 

include and integrate the individual’s mental, biological, and behavioral aspects, and the physical, social, and 

cultural aspects of the individual’s environment (Magnusson & Mahoney, 2006). 

These viewpoints highlight felicitously the basic idea of positive development and success too. Positive 

development cannot be defined without referring to the individual, but merely, the attention must be paid on the 

natural features, resources, and limitations within his or her cultural, physical, and historical context (Magnusson 

& Mahoney, 2006). 

What this means is that success, when considered from this positive point of view, also needs to be seen in 

context: first of all, the processes have a holistic nature which means that success is a result of a functional 
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interaction of its elements merely than how each element influence on the entity. Second, the inner processes, 

such as mental, biological, and behavioral functions, and outer processes, such as opportunities, obligations, and 

rules, and how well these processes are synchronized contribute to the possibility of success.  

It is therefore relevant to ask whether positively acting people’s life spans differ from others’ life spans and 

if they do, how. Basically, the discussion of the phenomenon of success tries to analyze how it can be enhanced, 

what are the ways of conceptualizing it as positive development, and most importantly open discussion of how 

the elements can be recognized.  This paper introduces one way of seeing success.  

3. Discussion 

3.1 Can Success be about Happiness? 

Before introducing the combination of the aforementioned dimensions of success, I want to highlight one 

interesting theory of personal happiness. Dr. Seligman (2002) distinguishes three kinds of levels in happiness: (1) 

pleasure and gratification, (2) embodiment of strengths and virtues, and (3) meaning and purpose. He (Seligman, 

2002) states that while the pleasant life might bring more positive emotion to one’s life, to foster a deeper more 

enduring happiness, we need to explore the realm of meaning. Without the application of one’s unique strengths 

and the development of one’s virtues towards an end bigger than one’s self, one’s potential tends to be whittled 

away by a mundane, inauthentic, empty pursuit of pleasure. (p. 160) 

The point in Seligman’s thoughts is profound and far-reaching: he argues that through using of signature 

strengths people can have a meaningful life. Having a meaningful life is connected therefore to authentic 

happiness. Why people are happy when using their strengths? The answer is because they have the sense of 

ownership and authenticity, and feelings of excitement, invigoration, joy, zest, and enthusiasm (Seligman, 2002, 

p. 160). When feeling such positive emotions and having the desire of using these strengths people also feel 

happy. 

Likewise, instead of focusing on problems and stress-factors of today’s life, I wanted to focus this 

conceptual review on the positive sides of human behavior, development, and success (see also Almost & Spence 

Laschinger, 2002; Spence Laschinger, Finegan, Shamian, & Wilk, 2004).  Figure 1 illustrates the 

interconnectedness of the elements introduced above. 

 

Figure 1. The elements of success and their interconnectedness 
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The fundamental idea of this illustration is that success is (1) depended on certain factors, (2) necessitates 

action, and (3) is manifested through certain outcomes. The first section means that success at any areas of life 

can consist various elements that can be divided roughly into individual-bound factors and context-bound factors. 

They form the preconditions of success. However, success is not just a state of soon to be happen, but it requires 

action. Likewise, certain motivational and contextual have a salient role in the process as they are also closely 

connected with sense of capability or self-efficacy (see e.g., Duda & Nicholls, 1992). When it comes to the 

background factors and their significance in the process, for example Uusiautti and Määttä (2013, p. 69) have 

concluded that “experiences and events taking place in childhood and adolescence can be crucial, or at least, 

direct people in a right direction” (p. 69) when talking about positive development and the background factors of 

success. So the push toward success can be a sum of many factors causing the sense of purposeful doing and 

thus the sense of finding the right path. It means that when the individual-bound and context-bound features are 

synchronized (see also Magnusson & Mahoney, 2006), the individual can seize the opportunities, use his or her 

strengths, and actively pursues for personal development. What is the result then? Success in this perspective is 

manifested as positive emotions and attitudes, which means a good feeling of oneself, one’s capability, and one’s 

place in the world. This kind of sense of purpose and meaning are core of happiness (see Seligman, 2002).  

In sum, success is considered a combination of feelings of expertise, competence, and accomplishments, top 

performances, and the use of positive strategies (see Uusiautti, 2008, 2013; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2010, 2011) 

within the context. Therefore, success is not defined as the achievement of a certain goal or position in life (e.g., 

becoming a top pianist or a CEO). Merely success is achievable by anyone who discovers his or her strengths, 

finds the motivation to use them, applies positive strategies, but also realizes the opportunities and limitations of 

the context. This viewpoint does not close the eyes to mistakes, hardships, or poor conditions. The question is 

merely about the realization that success can be understood positively, as a means of positive development and 

way to well-being and happiness at their fullest, and that success requires action and personal effort, too. 

Although success has context-bound features, it is also quite individualistic when seen as a manifestation of 

personal growth, effort, and good outcomes.  

Let us take an example. When considered a person’s success, one has to be competent in that particular 

area—may that be for example school mathematics. Competence and ability to learn are not enough but one also 

has to have the motivation to learn and use mathematics. Then, in order to be successful in mathematics, one has 

to perform well in that area. The fourth dimension adds a longitudinal aspect to success, that being positive 

strategies. In order to be successful in mathematics at school, one has to possess necessary skills to optimize 

one’s development in mathematics by aiming at learning as widely as possible to become a straight-A student in 

math or figuring out a difficult task. All this happens in context: the person can be encouraged, supported, taught, 

and mentored by parents, friends, relatives, or teachers. The school can apply mathematics curriculum that 

enhances the mathematics-enthusiastic pupil’s skills and he or she seizes the opportunities of using the math 

talent. Success in math eventually can lead to the positive feeling about oneself as a whole, ignite optimistic 

attitude toward one’s chances and the future: mathematics could be something one could continue working with 

in later life too. This is the foundation of success. When these areas overlap, the person can develop and grow to 

his or her fullest, use his or her strengths, have positive experiences and the sense of purpose in life. For the 

aforementioned mathematics-enthusiast being able to learn about math and use mathematical talents, find 

pleasure and joy from learning and working with math, and then finding it important and meaningful can provide 

him or her with such positively-toned success that becomes a source of happiness that can be found by finding 

the strengths and interests, and applying them actively in life.  

4. Conclusion 

Happiness as the By-product of Pursuit of Success 

Now, it seems that success considered from the viewpoint presented here has a connection with happiness. 

Why is it important to talk about happiness?  Happiness is not only important to individual people themselves 
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but it also benefits the surrounding society (Gilpin, 2008). According to numerous studies on happiness, happy 

people have been shown to be open, courageous, trusting, and helpful (Seligman et al., 2005; see also Gilpin, 

2008); friendly and non-materialistic (see e.g., Fishbach & Labroo, 2007; Otake et al., 2006; Polak & 

McCullough, 2006); and cooperative, pro-social, benevolent, and “other-centered” (Lyubomirsky, Sheldin, & 

Schkade, 2005). The positive feeling of using one’s strength is ultimately connected to authenticity. This is 

where strengths and authentic experiences are connected to happiness and well-being. But they are also 

connected to another phenomenon: namely success.  

As happiness, also success is always a subjective, personal experience, and personal achievements are 

evaluated in different ways (Maddux, 2002). However, this theoretical analysis on success wanted to highlight 

that we need to understand what are those cognitive and motivational processes that maintain and even increase 

positive spirit and emotions important to for example problem-solving skills and innovative action (Isen, 2001; 

2003) and happiness (see also Lyubomirsky, 2001; Ojanen, 2001). 

Perceiving the phenomenon of success from this perspective is relevant to many areas of life, but especially 

remarkable is that the foundation of success can be laid already in the childhood. Positive psychology is 

interested in finding and creating optimal conditions for all children and students (Carruthers & Hood, 2005). 

Success is not just something that for example gifted people are entitled to but the concept could be used for 

enhancing everyone’s success. If the mastery of information or skill that students need to learn leads to success, 

and if positive emotions make one of the corner stones of successful learning, it would be reasonable to pay 

attention to this viewpoint in education (Chafouleas & Bray, 2004). The purpose is to research, define, and 

specify human strengths and capacities that individual people, families, communities, and societies should aim at 

making use of. Positive human development should be encouraged (Dunn et al., 2008), and the suitable goal 

might be to have everyone benefit from the happiness advantage (see Anchor, 2010). 
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