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Translation from German: 

 

The contribution of Dr. Sonnenmoser informs very well about both "positive" approaches to 

psychotherapy like they were developed by Martin Seligmann in the USA since the early 90s 

years and Nossrat Peseschkian in Germany since the late 60th. Both approaches share a 

positive, i.e. resources and growth-oriented perspective that they strive for a reasonable 

etiology and academic evaluation of treatment. Besides, both stress the meaning of "virtues" 

(with Peseschkian’s "actual capabilities") like politeness, justice or hope. I see an important 

difference first in the respective traditions: Peseschkian developed his method from the 

psychodynamic practice which was at that time in its mainstream predominately deficit-

oriented and had long duration of treatment. Besides that, he has presented – far ahead of his 

time – particularly the meaning of the (trans)-cultural aspects of a positive image of man. 

Seligmann on the other side has started his approach with the background of a cognitive-

behavioral research tradition. In is mechanistic image of man this tradition also was 

predominately deficit-oriented and not always integration-supporting. Another difference may 

lie in the pragmatic spirit of the times of the respective origin: Peseschkian set up the positive 

psychotherapy as a therapy school with integrated concept of treatment and the claim to bring 

together depth psychological, humanistic and behavioral ideas. Seligmann on the other side 

developed the positive psychology as an open program for the empiric psychology. In this 

manner both attempts are complementary very well. Furthermore the concurrent existence 

psychodynamically and a cognitive reasonable positive psychotherapy offers an important 

contribution to overcoming the biggest splitting within the psychotherapy during the last 100 

years. 
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Positive Psychotherapy and Positive Psychology 

“Nothing is as strong as an idea whose time has come” (Victor Hugo). Recently, there has 

been growing interest about two approaches to psychology and psychotherapy with similar 

name: “Positive Psychotherapy” (Peseschkian) and “Positive Psychology” (Seligman). 

“Positive Psychotherapy” has been established by Nossrat Peseschkian and co-workers since 

1968. Today it is recognized world-wide as resource-oriented and trans-cultural form of 

psychodynamic psychotherapy. “Positive Psychology” is a program of empirical psychology 

initiated and represented by Martin Seligman starting in the early 1990ties. In the last view 

years, Positive Psychology has gained substantial attention in both in the academic field and 

the popular media. The similar names of the two approaches have led to both curiosity and 

confusion amongst experts and laymen. So, the question “What do they have in common and 

where do they differ?” is on the agenda. First assessments shall be tried for in this lecture.  

Both approaches share a strong focus on activating resources and both have an optimistic 

view on the human capacity to develop and grow. They even use some similar concepts such 

as “actual capacities” (Positive Psychotherapy”) respectively “virtues” (Positive Psychology). 

However, a closer look on their respective founding, development and organization reveals 

interesting differences. “Positive Psychotherapy” has been established in Europe with clinical 



psychodynamic practice and cross-cultural aspects of migration being important sources of 

inspiration, whilst Positive Psychology has its specific roots in behaviorally oriented and 

academic research in the United States. Against this background, some comparisons of 

concepts and applied aspects reveal an interesting picture.  

 

 

Aspect Positive and Trancultural 

Psychotherapy 

Positive Psychology 

Foundation  1968 by. Nossrat 

Peseschkian 

 Approx. 1990 by Martin 

E.P. Seligman 

Literature  25 primary books since 

1972, 280 articles plus 

secondary literature 

 Journal für Positive 

Psychotherapie (1978-) 

 Various books by 

Seligman and others 

 The Journal of Positive 

Psychology 

Network  Lectures in 72 countries, 

currently 33 countries 

with centers for Positive 

Psychotherapy, 

International Center of 

Positive Psychotherapy 

(ICPP) 

 ENPP: European 

Network for Positive 

Psychology with 8 

represetatives,  

representatives at 32 

universities 

Training and Recognition  36 years of state-run and 

state-recognised training 

in Positive Psychotherapy 

at academy for higher 

medical studies of the 

state medical chamber of 

Hesse, Germany 

 Offical recognition by 

governmental institutions 

for specialists in 

medicine, psychiatry, 

psychology and 

pedagogues for own 

postgraduate training 

institute (Top 3 institutes 

in Germany) 

 Official recognition by 

European coucil of 

Psychotherapy 

 Recognition by several 

national bodies 

 International masters 

degrees  

 Order of Merit by 

President of Federal 

Republic of Germany 

 Masters of Applied 

Positive Psychology at 

University of 

Pennsylvania (2006) 

Empirical Basis  1998 Richard Mertens 

price for 5-years 

 empirical approach to 

investigation of 



longitudinal study of 

effects of Positive 

Psychotherapy with about 

500 patients with more 

than 30 therapists 

enjoyment, engagement 

and affiliation 

 

 

Conceptual Basis  Bahai-inspired Basis: 

crisis as chance, role of 

vision, basic capacities of 

knowling and loving 

 Humanistic tradition, 

empirical psychology 

Own Framework Three basic principles resp. 

pillars, first described 1972: 

 hope (positive concept) 

 balance (contents 

concept) 

 consultation (5 stages of 

therapy and 

selfmanagement - 

strategic concept) 

Three pillars : 

 positive emotions / 

experience 

 positive individual traits 

 positive institutions 

Role of Virtues  26 actual capacities, first 

published 1972, under  

transcultural point of 

view 

 24 character strengths and 

virtues 

Empirical Tools  Differential Analytical 

Inventory (DAI) 

 Wiesbaden Inventary for 

Positive Psychotherapy 

and Family Therapy 

(WIPPF) 

 Questionnaires for 41 

different disorders 

 Signature Strengths 

Questionnaire 

 Authentic Happiness 

Questionaire 

 General Happiness 

Questionnaire 

 Various related tests (e.g. 

Grit survey) 

  


