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‘If you’re uncomfortable, go outside your comfort zone’:  
A novel behavioral ‘stretch’ intervention supports the well-being of unhappy 
people
Pninit Russo-Netzer a,b and Geoffrey L. Cohenb

aDepartment of Advanced Studies, Achva Academic College Israel, University of Haifa, Haifa, Israel; bGraduate School of Education and 
Department of Psychology, Stanford University, Stanford, CA, USA

ABSTRACT
An increasingly large body of research in social psychology has underscored the power of brief 
situational interventions in promoting purposeful change. The present research contributes to the 
literature on positive psychology interventions (PPIs) by testing a novel volitional intervention that 
encourages people to engage in activities ‘outside their comfort zone.’ Participants were randomly 
assigned either to a condition that encouraged them to engage in an activity outside of their 
comfort zone over the following two weeks or to a control condition that encouraged them to 
keep a record of their daily activities. The intervention boosted the life satisfaction of people who 
were relatively less happy at baseline, with exploratory analyses tentatively suggesting benefits 
strongest among people who went outside their comfort zone by helping others. Discussion 
centers on the potential of behavioral ‘stretch’ interventions to promote positive change and well- 
being among people dissatisfied with their life.
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Introduction

The pioneer of humanistic psychology, Abraham 
Maslow, once wrote that growth can be ‘seen as an 
endless series of daily choices and decisions, in each of 
which one can choose to go back toward safety or 
forward toward growth’ (Maslow, 1966, p. 22). How and 
when people make changes in their lives to move 
toward growth is an important practical and scholarly 
puzzle. Some personal change processes are volitional, 
such as in psychotherapy (e.g., Prochaska, 1999), while 
others are less intentional, such as radical or intense 
change due to conversion (Zinnbauer & Pargament, 
1998) and what has been referred to as quantum change, 
a radical and profound personal transformation trig-
gered by an insightful realization (Miller & C’de Baca, 
2001) or trauma (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). In addition, 
life transitions and adversities can catalyze changes in 
individuals’ beliefs and values (Laura A King et al., 2000) 
and may serve, for some, as turning points that alter 
their trajectory (Fiori et al., 2004; Russo-Netzer & 
Davidov, 2020). Positive experiences, such as peak or 
flow experiences, in which people lose a sense of self 
because they are fully integrated in an activity or mis-
sion, can also function as life-altering events (e.g., 
Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). 

Whatever the cause, the possibility of lasting and far- 
reaching change is a recurrent hope in the psychological 
literature. What seems to be a common theme, however, 
is that nearly all cases of personal transformation require 
some act of courage, even small, in order to ‘move 
forward toward growth.’ Understanding the situational 
triggers for such acts of courage and subsequent trans-
formation will aid in the development of interventions 
that help people in need, in particular those who are 
dissatisfied with how they are currently leading their 
lives.

An increasingly large body of research in social psy-
chology has demonstrated the power of brief situational 
interventions in promoting purposeful change (see, 
Cohen et al., 2017; Walton & Wilson, 2018). For example, 
randomized experiments have shown that short activ-
ities, such as reflecting on core values, can lessen the 
destructive effects of stress on performance and 
improve achievement (Cohen & Garcia, 2008; Garcia & 
Cohen, 2013; Walton & Wilson, 2018). A large body of 
evidence also shows that a wide range of activities 
inspired by social psychological theory can instigate 
enduring improvements in life satisfaction (Ko et al., 
2021; Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013; Lyubomirsky et al., 
2005; Margolis & Lyubomirsky, 2020). Specifically, posi-
tive psychology interventions (PPIs) are purposeful 
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activities designed to increase people’s life satisfaction 
and flourishing (Seligman et al., 2005). They often help 
people to overcome the phenomenon of ‘hedonic adap-
tation’ (Frederick & Loewenstein, 1999), the tendency to 
habituate to positive (and negative) life circumstances 
and experiences (Lyubomirsky, 2011; Lyubomirsky et al., 
2005; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2004, 2006). PPIs include 
a wide range of interventions, such as replaying positive 
life events (Lyubomirsky et al., 2006), focusing on char-
acter strengths (Seligman et al., 2005), practicing grati-
tude (Emmons & McCullough, 2004), performing acts of 
kindness (e.g., Dunn et al., 2008; Layous et al., 2012; 
Lyubomirsky et al., 2011), writing about and affirming 
core values (Cohen & Sherman, 2014), and practicing 
self-reflection (King, 2001; Lyubomirsky et al., 2006). 
People who undertake such activities tend to show 
improvements in life satisfaction that persist for weeks 
or even months, relative to people who complete neu-
tral control activities. Many of the positive effects of PPIs 
can be seen as emerging from their tendency to broaden 
the perceived psychological resources of the self, which 
then permits greater exploration and challenge seeking 
(Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Fredrickson, 2001).

Meta-analyses of PPIs show that they can be effective 
at improving life satisfaction and even decreasing 
depressive symptoms. PPIs can serve in both clinical 
and nonclinical settings as preventive, accessible, and 
non-stigmatizing tools (Bolier et al 2013; Sin & 
Lyubomirsky, 2009). Other insights gained from recent 
meta-analyses point to the importance of moderators 
that facilitate the effectiveness of PPIs, such as the type 
and duration of the intervention, its timing, and the 
degree to which the intervention is tailored to partici-
pants’ motivations, needs, and constraints (Carr 
et al.,2020; Cohen et al., 2017; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009).

The present research contributes to the literature on 
PPIs by testing a novel volitional intervention that 
encourages people to engage in activities ‘outside their 
comfort zone,’ thus directly fostering the kind of volita-
tional courage that Maslow described. We refer to it as 
a behavioral stretch intervention because it prompts peo-
ple to engage in activities that they would normally be 
reluctant to do, in effect stretching themselves beyond 
their normal comfort zone. We hypothesized that enga-
ging in brief activities outside one’s comfort zone would 
be psychologically beneficial, enhancing life satisfaction. 
By engaging in an activity at the edge of their comfort, 
and realizing that it is within their capacity, people may 
gain confidence in their ability to thrive in challenging 
circumstances. The mechanisms through which such 
benefits occur include mechanisms based in self- 
perception theory (Bem, 1972) and self-affirmation the-
ory (Steele, 1988; see also, Cohen & Sherman, 2014). By 

freely choosing to act in a courageous manner, people 
may perceive themselves to be courageous. This self- 
perception may, further, affirm self-integrity – people’s 
view of themselves as ‘morally and adaptively adequate’ 
(Steele, 1988). Such self-affirmations have been shown 
to be psychologically empowering (Steele, 1988; see 
also, Cohen & Sherman, 2014). Additionally, insofar as 
people successfully navigate a challenging circumstance 
by going outside their comfort zone, they may feel 
a heightened sense of self-efficacy about overcoming 
novel challenges in their lives (Bandura, 1997). They 
may also come to endorse a growth mindset, a belief 
that their abilities can be expanded through effort and 
practice. A growth mindset has been shown to be ben-
eficial to resilience and well-being (Dweck, 2006). Finally, 
people who go outside their comfort zone may discover 
new opportunities in their environment for experiencing 
positive affect and coping with adversity, including 
social support (Cohen et al., 2017).

The idea of comfort zones is prevalent in social dis-
course, popular media, and literature, as well as in ther-
apeutic settings and change models. Yet, in the scientific 
literature, it has yet to be explored and operationalized 
empirically. One of the few lines of inquiry to address the 
idea of comfort zones is research on outdoor education 
or survival programs such as Outward Bound. Research 
in this context suggests, ‘Through involvement in experi-
ences that are beyond one’s comfort zone, individuals 
are forced to move into an area that feels uncomfortable 
and unfamiliar – the groan zone. By overcoming these 
anxious feelings and thoughts of self-doubt while simul-
taneously sampling success, individuals move from the 
groan zone to the growth zone’ (Luckner & Nadler, 
1997, p. 20).

But transcending one’s perceived comfort zone 
involves uncertainty and discomfort. People are 
strongly motivated to feel in control and competent 
(Becker, 1964; Frankl, 1963), and they prefer clarity 
and predictability over ambiguity and uncertainty 
(e.g., Heine et al., 2006; see also, Gordon, 2003; Van 
Den Bos, 2001). They are threatened by the experience 
of unpredictable happenings, especially those that pose 
a challenge to their needs for competence, control, and 
predictability (Heine et al., 2006; Proulx & Heine, 2008; 
Ryan & Deci, 2017). Indeed, uncertainty and unpredict-
ability can threaten self-integrity (Steele, 1988; see also, 
Cohen & Sherman, 2014). Extensive research suggests 
that when individuals are faced with decisions, they 
tend to maintain the status quo and to refrain from 
enacting new courses of action (Samuelson & 
Zeckhauser, 1988). Maintaining the default requires 
less mental effort and entails less psychological threat 
than does change (Eidelman & Crandall, 2009). Aversion 
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to going outside one’s comfort zone may also result 
from other processes well-known to cognitive and 
social psychologists, such as loss aversion and regret 
avoidance (Anderson, 2003; Kahneman et al., 1991). 
According to this research, people tend to prefer the 
status quo to potential change, because the potential 
costs of a change often loom psychologically larger 
than its potential benefits (Moshinsky & Bar-Hillel, 
2010).

However, overcoming a challenge outside of one’s 
comfort zone, rather than avoiding it, can strengthen self- 
integrity as people attain greater competence and con-
fidence in navigating uncertainty and unpredictability 
(see, Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Lepper & Woolverton, 
2002; Vygotsky, 1978). Although going outside one’s com-
fort zone may be stressful, it is unlikely to be as aversive as 
people imagine it will be (Gilbert, 2009). Moreover, if 
people are guided to create their own challenge, they 
are likely to choose activities that are psychologically 
safe and feasible for them. Accordingly, participants in 
our intervention did not engage in a predefined activity 
outside their comfort zone. Rather, they created their own 
personalized activity that was consistent with their goals 
and constraints. Thus, they tailored the content of the 
intervention themselves.

Our study experimentally tests, for the first time, an 
intervention aimed at facilitating people’s ability to go 
outside their comfort zone. The intervention provides peo-
ple with the impetus and opportunity to manifest courage 
and ‘move forward toward growth’ in their ordinary lives.

Our primary dependent measure is life satisfaction. 
We acquired baseline levels of this variable, permit-
ting us to assess both change in life satisfaction and 
whether the effects of the intervention differed as 
a function of baseline life satisfaction. We predicted 
that our behavioral stretch intervention would benefit 
the well-being of people relatively low in baseline life 
satisfaction. People high in life satisfaction may 
already be engaging in activities that support their 
happiness, thus limiting their ability to benefit further 
from such intervention (cf., Lyubomirsky & Layous, 
2013; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2020). Having more 
psychological resources, they may also be engaging 
already in activities that stretch themselves beyond 
their comfort zone (cf, Cohen & Sherman, 2014; 
Fredrickson, 2001). Ceiling effects may also limit the 
extent to which they benefit from novel PPIs.

Additionally, because participants in our interven-
tion self-tailored their activity and reported on what 
they did, we were able to examine, on an exploratory 
basis, the types of activities they chose to engage in 
and which ones, if any, were associated with the 
greatest benefit.

Method

Participants

A heterogeneous community sample consisting of 167 
adults (73.7% female) from varied locations across Israel 
were recruited for the study. Their age ranged from 18 to 
67 years (M = 29.0, SD = 8.8).

The final sample used for the quantitative analysis 
ranged from 141 to 146 participants depending on the 
specific outcome and time point see, (Figure 1). We 
recruited as many participants as we could, given our 
resources. The final sample provided roughly 75% power 
to detect an effect of d = .5, a medium effect size by 
conventional benchmarks. This effect size seemed rea-
sonable given that our outcome was not absolute level 
of life satisfaction (which would be subject to a great 
deal of noisiness) but change in life satisfaction, which, in 
effect, allows us to use each participant as his or her 
control, reducing the error term on which the estimated 
effect size is based.

To obtain a broad diversity of participants, we adver-
tised in different forums and social networks on the 
internet (e.g., Drozd et al., 2014), inviting people to 
participate in a study aimed at exploring human experi-
ences over a period of several weeks. The sample was 
diverse in terms of age, allowing the study to extend 
beyond previous reliance on undergraduate samples, 
which often have limited age and education ranges.

The final sample of 146 participants who provided 
either time 2 (t2) or time 3 (t3) outcome data ranged in 
age from 18 to 67 years (M = 29, SD = 8.8). 
Additionally,74% identified as female, 26% as male; 
93% were Jewish; and 78% identified as secular.

Unrestricted randomization was employed by tossing 
a fair coin for each participant to determine their condi-
tion assignment, with no dependence or restrictions 
based on prior allocations. Each participant had an 
equal probability of being assigned to the intervention 
or to the control group. Participants who completed the 
study received as compensation an online gift voucher 
valued at approximately $15.

Procedure

Given the task involved in the present study (performing 
activities outside of one’s perceived comfort zone), the 
study was conducted online, in order to allow partici-
pants to take part in the comfort of their own ‘natural 
habitat’ rather than in a laboratory. The observation 
period for the experiment was three weeks. All instruc-
tions and questionnaires were administered in Hebrew. 
The concept of ‘out of your comfort zone’ is commonly 
used and understood in Hebrew.
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At the beginning of the first week, designated Time 0 
(t0), participants completed a pretest questionnaire 
assessing their baseline life satisfaction. At this time, 
each individual was randomly assigned to experimental 
condition. At the beginning of the next week, Time 1 (t1), 
they received the instructions for their experimental 
conditions.

Participants in the out-of-comfort-zone intervention 
group read the following prompt:

During this week, choose one day to do something 
surprising that is different from what you normally do; 
something different that is 'out of your comfort zone.' It 
can be something you have wanted to do for a long time 
but haven't had a chance to do, like taking up a new 
challenge, or something that is 'opposite to your char-
acter/nature' (or the way you perceive yourself). It can be 
something small or big, by yourself or with other people.

By contrast, participants in the control group read the 
following prompt:

During this week, choose one day and keep track of your 
daily activity related to what you normally do in your 
everyday life that day. Just write down the factual infor-
mation about what you did. Do not alter your routine in 
any way; simply keep track of what you do.

The instructions for the control group were based on 
control tasks used in previous studies (e.g., Kruse et al., 
2014; Layous et al., 2013).

The same instructions were repeated the following 
week. During the two weeks of the intervention, par-
ticipants documented their experiences and 
responses to our instructions. While the control 
group was asked to describe a day in their life for 
two weeks, the intervention group documented their 

Figure 1. Flow of participants through each stage of the study.

4 P. RUSSO-NETZER AND G. L. COHEN



experiences, thoughts, and feelings after completing 
the behavioral stretch task of their choice over each of 
the two weeks. They also answered open-ended ques-
tions about the task, how they chose it, the effort and 
courage it required, and how performing it made them 
feel.

Two weeks after the baseline assessment and after 
their exposure to the two intervention prompts, at t2, 
participants in both groups completed the first post- 
intervention assessment of their life satisfaction.

Three weeks after baseline, at t3, participants in both 
groups once again filled out the same assessment of life 
satisfaction, as well as responding to open-ended ques-
tions regarding possible insights from their experience 
in the previous two weeks.

Figure 1 presents the flow of participants through 
the two arms of the study. At baseline (t0), 167 partici-
pants completed the pretest questionnaire. Before 
moving to the next phases, participants were randomly 
assigned either to the intervention group (n = 88) or to 
the control group (n = 79). After completing the pretest 
questionnaires, 4 participants from the intervention 
condition decided to drop out of the study (n = 84). 
At the t2 assessment, two weeks after the baseline 
point, 11 of the remaining participants from the inter-
vention group and 8 participants from the control 
group did not complete the post-intervention measure, 
yielding a total of 144 participants at that timepoint for 
the quantitative analysis. An additional 3 participants 
from the intervention group did not respond to the 
quantitative assessment at t3, three weeks after the 
baseline, but two of the participants from the interven-
tion group who had failed to respond at t2 now 
responded at t3. This yielded 143 participants for the 
quantitative analysis of t3 outcomes and a total of 146 
participants who provided either t2 or t3 quantitative 
assessments. For the open-ended responses, there 
were a total of 141 participants who provided data. 
Analyses were conducted on all available observations 
for a given timepoint. As a result, degrees of freedom 
vary slightly in analysis.

There was no differential attrition by condition. Of the 
88 participants in the intervention condition present at 
baseline (t0), a total of 73 continued to t2 and a total of 
72 participants continued to t3 (83% and 82%, respec-
tively). Of the 79 participants in the control condition 
present at baseline, a total of 71 continued to both t2 
and t3 (90%). A few more participants in each condition 
did not respond to the open-ended queries, yielding 
a total of 71 participants in the control condition and 
70 in the intervention condition for these measures. 

Attrition did not vary significantly by condition for the 
quantitative measurements at t1 and t2, though there 
was some borderline differential attrition by condition 
for the open-ended responses, (χ2 (1,167) = 1.68, p = .20), 
(χ2 (1,167) = 2.20, p = .14), and (χ2 (1,167) = 3.38, p = .066), 
respectively. The percentage of participants who pro-
vided either t2 or t3 quantitative assessments did not 
vary by condition either (χ2 (1,167) = 1.88, p = .17).

The baseline life satisfaction of the participants who 
did not provide a post-intervention quantitative assess-
ment of their life satisfaction at t2 or t3 was higher than 
it was among those who provided a response at t2 or t3, 
t(165) = 2.38, p = .018. But, importantly, this pattern did 
not vary by condition, as evidenced by a nil interaction 
between experimental condition and whether subjects 
provided life satisfaction data or not, F(1,163) = 0.35, 
p = .55. This result suggests that the participants who 
left the study were similar in both conditions.

Measures

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, 
Larsen & Griffin 1985)

This scale measures the extent to which individuals 
judge their lives to be satisfactory. Using a 7-point scale 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), participants 
indicated the extent they agreed or disagreed with five 
items, including ‘The conditions of my life are excellent’ 
and ‘I am satisfied with my life’ (Cronbach’s 
α’s = 0.87–0.88).

Open responses

Participants were also asked to record their responses to 
a free-response questions about their experience. 
Specifically, for both weeks of the intervention, partici-
pants in the intervention condition were asked to 
describe in their own words the out-of-comfort-zone 
activity they chose to do, and why they chose this parti-
cular activity. At the end of the intervention period (t3), 
after the final assessment of their life satisfaction, they 
were asked the following open-ended questions: ‘How 
did you experience the last two weeks of the study–what 
did you think and feel?’, ‘Why did you choose to perform 
the tasks?’, and ‘What enabled you to perform the activ-
ity?’ Participants in the control condition were asked 
only to report the activities they did and and, like the 
intervention-treated participants, to describe their 
thoughts and feelings with respect to the last two 
weeks of the study.
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Coding of open responses

We undertook, on an exploratory basis, an assessment of 
the types of activities that participants engaged in and the 
psychological experience and impact of these activities. 
Beyond being informative in and of itself, these codings 
also enabled us to assess, again on an exploratory basis, 
whether particular types of activities were more effective 
than others at improving life satisfaction. We coded the 
open responses from the 70 participants in the interven-
tion group and 71 participants in the control group who 
responded to the prompt related to the first intervention 
or control activity. Each participant’s response was evalu-
ated by two trained coders independently, each blind to 
the hypothesis of the research.

First, the coders evaluated the content of the activ-
ities reported by participants in the intervention group 
(e.g., physical activity, learning, self-care, volunteering 
and helping others) and the activities reported by the 
control group participants (e.g., daily activities such as 
leisure, work/studies/everyday tasks, food-related tasks).

An additional coding category served as a manipulation 
check, and assessed the level to which the participants’ 
descriptions reflected the experience of having gone out-
side their comfort zone. The coders were instructed to 
identify to what degree the activity described by the parti-
cipants seemed to be experienced as unusual or as 
a ‘stretch’ beyond participants’ ordinary routine or person-
ality. Responses were coded on a scale ranging from 0 (not 
at all) to 1 (to some extent), 2 (to a moderate extent), or 3 
(very much).

Next, following a standardized protocol, the coders 
assessed participants’ responses to the first open-ended 
question at t3, related to their thoughts and feelings 
following the activity or activities they engaged in. The 
participants’ descriptions were coded based on cate-
gories that, we thought, would tap into the psychologi-
cal experience of going outside one’s comfort zone. 
These categories were: courage (the extent to which 
the participants expressed feelings of courage), affirma-
tion (the degree to which the participants expressed self- 
pride and feelings of self-worth), happiness (the degree 
to which the participants expressed happiness, content-
edness, and satisfaction), stress (the degree to which the 
participants expressed having felt stress), fear (the 
degree to which the participants expressed fear), nega-
tive emotions (i.e., the degree to which the participants 
used expressions that conveyed negative emotions), 
effort (the degree to which the participants conveyed 
having put effort into the activity), positive emotions (the 
degree to which the participants used expressions that 
conveyed positive emotions), and boredom (the degree 
to which the participants expressed boredom).

Next, the coders zeroed in on intervention-treated 
participants’ responses to the second open-ended ques-
tion regarding why they had chosen to perform the 
specific activity they had planned for themselves. 
(Control participants were not asked this question or 
the next one.) We refer to this category as the ‘psycho-
logical function’ of the activity. Exploration refers to the 
motivation to acquire new experiences (e.g., ‘I chose to 
go to an opera show for the first time ever. I could not 
believe I would enjoy opera’); facing a fear refers to the 
motivation to overcome fear (e.g., ‘I chose to go with my 
daughter to an insect museum, to challenge myself to 
deal with a stressful phobia I have’); self-care refers to the 
motivation to care for oneself (e.g., ‘I chose to get 
a massage because I work so hard and I finally wanted 
to do something for myself’); self-assertion refers to the 
motivation to stand up for oneself (e.g., ‘I chose to speak 
up in front of an audience’, ‘I chose to ask for a salary 
increase’); doing good refers to the motivation to do 
good and help others (e.g., ‘I chose to volunteer to 
help students with hearing loss’); and dealing with 
a challenge refers to the motivation to overcome 
a difficulty (e.g., ‘I chose to create a new schedule to 
deal with my heavy workload in work and life and not 
having free time’). The psychological-function categories 
were coded on a two-point scale, with 0 signifying that 
the motivation was not mentioned, 1 signifying that the 
motivation was mentioned.

Finally, the coders assessed intervention partici-
pants’ responses to the third open-ended question 
regarding what enabled them to perform the activity 
(and again evaluated the entirety of control partici-
pants’ responses for similar themes). This was labeled 
as ‘facilitators,’ because these were factors that facili-
tated their ability to perform the activity. External com-
mitment relates to an external factor (e.g., ‘Having 
a clear goal and framework enabled me to get there,’ 
‘Being committed to the task made me to try harder’). 
Courage motivated some of the activities (e.g., ‘I’m glad 
I had the courage to do it,’ ‘I had the initiative to plan 
and execute my plans’). Having an open mind referred 
to situations where the participants’ ability to be open 
to new ideas and experiences led them to perform the 
activity (e.g., ‘I chose an unusual step for me,’ ‘It is 
a spontaneous one-moment thought expressed in 
action’). Thinking of others refers to thoughts about 
how other people, and concerns about them, facilitated 
the completion of the activity (e.g., ‘It gave me an 
opportunity to transcend my personal needs and to 
give her a bit of encouragement’; ‘It helped me to 
realize that I’ll improve their confidence and make 
them happy by doing that’). These categories were 
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again assessed on a 2-point scale, with 0 signifying that 
the facilitator was not mentioned, 1 signifying that the 
facilitator was mentioned.

The coders sorted the responses into the various 
content categories, achieving strong inter-rater reliabil-
ity: Kappa = 0.90 for types of activity, 0.78 for perceived 
function, and 0.82 for motivational facilitator. Before 
analysis, we reviewed the assessments of the two coders, 
and any disagreement between them was resolved by 
an independent third coder, whose ‘vote’ resolved the 
disagreement between the two.

Results

Random assignment was successful. There was no sig-
nificant effect of condition on baseline life satisfaction 
among the sample of 144 participants at the t2 assess-
ment, t (142) = 1.82, p = .071, or the 143 at the t3 
assessment, t (141) = 1.85, p = .067. Gender was 
balanced across conditions, χ2 = 0.73, p = .39. Although 
there was a slight, nonsignificant imbalance in baseline 
life satisfaction, any effect of this was controlled through 
its use as a covariate in all analyses.

Manipulation check

According to the coders’ assessments, participants 
engaged in tasks more outside their comfort zone in 
the intervention group than in the control group 
(Ms = 1.75 vs. 0.13, respectively, on the relevant 0–3 
scale), t (139) = 13.90, p < .001, d = 2.35. (Degrees of 
freedom vary because, as noted in the Method section, 
only 141 participants provided open-ended responses). 
Specifically, only 11% of participants in the control con-
dition engaged in an activity that was judged to be at 
least a little ‘outside of their comfort zone’ (i.e., above 
a 0), while 94% of participants in the intervention con-
dition did so.

Quantitative analyses

The main outcome was the difference between post- 
intervention life satisfaction and pre-intervention or 
baseline life satisfaction. Higher scores represent greater 
positive change. There were two outliers in the regres-
sion model, one in each condition. One had a change 
score with a Studentized residual of 3.7 at both post- 
intervention timepoints, the other 4.51 and 4.88 at the 
first and second post-intervention timepoints, respec-
tively. We Winsorized each of these to the next most 
extreme outcome to minimize the disproportionate 
influence of outliers.

We conducted a linear regression on the depen-
dent measure of life satisfaction. We contrast coded 
condition (−1 = control, +1 = treatment) and mean- 
centered on zero baseline life satisfaction (by sub-
tracting the mean from each participant’s score; 
Judd et al., 2011). We then regressed life satisfaction 
at the later timepoints on condition, baseline life 
satisfaction, and their interaction. All simple effects 
tests of condition were estimated at ±1 standard 
deviations on baseline life satisfaction. See Table S1 
for means and standard deviations at each timepoint 
and Table S2 for zero-order correlations. Degrees of 
freedom vary, because, as noted, there were a total of 
144 participants at t2, 143 at t3, and 146 who com-
pleted either t1 or t2 assessments.

For Time 2 (two weeks after baseline) life satisfaction, 
there was a significant main effect of baseline life satis-
faction (b = −.40, t(140) = −6.96, p < .001), as higher 
baseline scores were associated with less improvement 
in life satisfaction (i.e., a relatively smaller change score, 
presumably due to regression to the mean), and, most 
importantly, a significant interaction between condition 
and baseline life satisfaction (b = −.14, t (140) = −2.43, 
p = .016). For participants high in baseline life satisfac-
tion (i.e., 1 standard deviation [SD] above the baseline 
mean), there was no effect of condition (b = −.161, t, 
t (140) = 1.60, p = .11). But for participants low in baseline 
life satisfaction (1 SD below the baseline mean), there 
was a trend for a positive effect (b = .19, t (140) = 1.86, 
p = .065). To achieve the effect size for this latter effect, 
we divided the estimated condition effect on the change 
score (.38, obtained by doubling the contrast-coded 
condition effect), and divided it by the pooled standard 
deviation of the change score (.85). This yields a d of .45. 
See Table S3 for a summary of regression model predict-
ing life satisfaction (time 2).

For Time 3 (three weeks after baseline) life satisfac-
tion, there was again the same main effect of base-
line life satisfaction (b = −.30, t (139) = −6.20, 
p < .001) and a significant interaction between con-
dition and baseline life satisfaction (b = −.13, 
t (139) = −2.73, p = .007). Here, the effect of condition 
was again not significant for participants high in 
baseline life satisfaction, (b = −.13, t = −1.46, 
p = .15), but significant and positive for participants 
low in baseline life satisfaction (b = .21, t(139) = 2.40, 
p = .018). Using the pooled standard deviation for 
this change score (.71), we obtain an effect size of 
d = .59. See Table S4 for a summary of regression 
model predicting life satisfaction (time 3).

Taking the average of the available data over the two 
timepoints yields the same interaction (b = −.14, t 
(142) = −2.94, p = .041) and the same positive effect for 
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participants low in baseline life satisfaction, (b = .19, t 
(142) = 2.35, p = .02). Using the pooled standard devia-
tion (.69) for this change score, we obtain an estimated 
effect size of .55.

Figure 2 displays the change scores for participants 
low versus high in baseline life satisfaction, as deter-
mined by a median split.

An alternative way to describe these results is illustrative. 
In the control condition, participants’ baseline life satisfac-
tion strongly predicted their life satisfaction at the study’s 
conclusion (r = .81), accounting for 66% of the variance in 
their final life satisfaction score. This association was wea-
kened in the intervention condition (r = .63), accounting for 
40% of the variance in their final score. The difference 
between these correlations was significant, z = 2.26, 
p = .024. In other words, the intervention weakened the 
relationship between baseline life satisfaction and subse-
quent life satisfaction, and, it seems, made low life satisfac-
tion a less influential driver of subsequent life satisfaction.

Analysis of open responses

Type of activity

Tables 1 and 2 display the types of activities and their 
frequency for participants in the intervention condition 
and participants in the control condition, respectively, 
for the first intervention. Because participants in the 
control group often reported several activities per day, 

there were more activities than participants in this con-
dition. The most common intervention activity was phy-
sical activity (27% of the activities).

The following two excerpts from reports of inter-
vention group participants’ chosen activities illustrate 
in detail the types of activities that people engaged in 
(here in the category of volunteering and helping 
others):

For some time now we, as a family, have wanted to serve 
as a foster family for a child in need or a lone soldier, 
especially as an example for our children of the impor-
tance of helping others in need. Unfortunately, there was 
always something that got in the way such as lack of time 
or other obligations. This study was a good opportunity 
to finally do it. I decided to be proactive and contacted 
the official agency. It was such an amazing experience. It 
made me feel proud of myself. I know that I can take 
responsibility and act on the things that matter to me, my 
values. I can make a difference. [Male, age 35]

I consider myself an introvert, and I usually prefer to avoid 
facing challenges. However, the experience of having to 
face myself and to move away from my comfort zone 
made me question my boundaries and my automatic 
thinking . . . Specifically, I challenged myself to visit an 
elderly and lonely neighbor. I wanted to do this for 
a long time but hesitated . . . I didn’t expect to like it, but 
it turned out to be a very nice surprise. I learned that 
I actually like to surprise and challenge myself. It made me 
realize that helping others makes me feel good and that 
I’d like to continue introducing new and different things 
into my life, however small. [Female, age 42]

Figure 2. Change scores for participants low versus high in baseline life satisfication, as determined by a median split.  
Note. Change in life satisfaction as a function of baseline life satisfaction. Scores represent the difference between the average of the 
two post-intervention assessments and the baseline assessment. If only one post-intervention time point is available, its value is used. 
The right panel represents covariate-adjusted means and standard errors.
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The psychological experience of the intervention

Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and 
t values for the condition differences along the key 
coded variables derived from the first open-ended ques-
tion regarding the participants’ thoughts and feelings 
following the activity or activities they engaged in. These 
included how much the activity described by each group 
was outside the participant’s comfort zone, the amount 
of positive and negative emotions evoked, and the 
degrees of courage, effort, boredom, affirmation, happi-
ness, fear, and stress expressed. The two conditions 
differed on all these variables, with the intervention 
group higher on all except boredom, for which control 
participants were higher.

Three findings are noteworthy. First, the intervention 
was experienced not as uniformly positive but as emo-
tionally mixed: Participants in the intervention expressed 
more fear, stress, and negative emotion than did parti-
cipants in the control group – but they also expressed 

more positive emotions, happiness, affirmation, and 
courage. Second, consistent with our theoretical 

Table 1. Content and frequency of activities of intervention group (Time 1).

Content of Activity
Frequency of 

Activities
Cumulative Percentage of 

Activity Frequencies Excerpts from Participant Reports

Physical activity 19 27.14 ‘I chose to practice yoga. This is something I’ve never done.’
Learning 8 38.58 ‘I’ve decided to learn a new language.’
Self-care 7 48.58 ‘I met with a friend for breakfast.’ ‘I bought myself something new.’ ‘I challenged 

myself to go to therapy.’
Work 6 57.15 ‘I’ve decided to ask for a raise.’
Relations/dating 4 62.86 ‘I went out to a movie with someone for the first time.’

‘I’ve decided to take the chance and finally leave my partner after five years.’
Volunteering and 
helping others

4 68.57 ‘I had really long hair, and I decided to get a short haircut and donate my hair.’

Daily routine 4 74.28 ‘I took my daughter to kindergarten. Since the kindergarten is a 25-minute walk from our 
house, I always take a bus there. I arrived at the station with her, and instead of waiting 
there I just walked.’

Participating in a 
social event

4 79.99 ‘As a person who loves quiet and does not connect to places where there are too many 
people and noise, I chose to participate in the university opening event.’

Family time 4 85.70 ‘To make it easier for my family I decided to prepare the holiday meal instead of them.’
Food-related 3 89.99 ‘I chose to try to bake because it was something I always shied away from.’
Hobby 3 94.28 ‘I chose to start learning to play guitar.’
Travel 2 97.14 ‘I chose an unusual step for me and booked a flight abroad for next week.’
Court 1 98.57 ‘I had to speak to the judge and explain my arguments.’
Medical 1 100 ‘I’m pregnant and it gets time to do sugar testing. There is nothing that frightens me more 

than needles. This time I had to go alone I decided to go for it and do the blood tests’.
Total 70

Table 2. Content and frequency of activities of control group (Time 1).

Content of Activity
Frequency of 

Activities
Cumulative Percentage of Activities’ 

Frequencies Excerpts from Participant Reports

Leisure time with others (partner, 
family, friends)

23 20.35 ‘I met with a friend for dinner, we sat and talked.’

Work/studies/ everyday tasks 20 38.05 ‘I was doing phone and emails that are related to my work.’
Organizing 18 53.98 ‘I woke up at 7:30 a.m., got dressed, went to the bathroom 

and brushed my teeth.’
Food-related tasks 17 69.02 ‘I had toast for breakfast.’
Leisure time alone (TV, music) 16 83.18 ‘Watching a movie on TV.’
Sports 7 89.38 ‘I went for a workout at the gym.’
Rest 6 94.69 ‘I went to bed to rest.’
Household tasks 6 100 ‘I arranged the house - laundry, doing dishes.’
Total 113

Note. The total count in this condition exceeds the number of participants (n = 71), because each participant could engage in multiple activities.

Table 3. Means, standard deviation, and T-Test results for inter-
vention and control groups.

Coded Category

Control 
Group

Intervention 
Group

M SD M SD t df d

Out of comfort zone .13 .41 1.75 .89 13.90*** 139 2.35*
Courage .00 .00 1.30 1.10 9.85*** 139 1.67*
Affirmation .24 .61 1.51 1.00 9.01*** 139 1.53*
Happiness .15 .46 1.50 1.18 8.99*** 139 1.52*
Stress .11 .06 1.09 1.13 6.56*** 139 1.11*
Fear .00 .00 .84 1.19 5.91*** 139 1.00*
Negative emotions .20 .58 .97 .99 5.61*** 139 .95*
Effort .42 .82 1.31 1.07 5.56*** 139 .94*
Positive emotions .84 .72 1.55 1.07 4.65*** 139 .78*
Boredom .32 .68 .02 .13 −3.58*** 139 −.61*

Note. Control group code = 0, n = 71; intervention group code = 1, n = 70. 
Effect sizes (d) are based on the mean difference between conditions 
divided by the pooled standard deviation. Levene’s correction for unequal 
variance applied to tests of courage, fear, and stress. Additionally, for 
variables in which no variance was obtained in the control group, non-
parametric tests yield the same statistically significant results.
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argument that stretch activities are courageous and thus 
self-affirming, the largest effects of the intervention 
(beyond the manipulation check) were on expressed 
courage and affirmation, as well as on happiness. Third, 
control-group participants expressed no courage or fear 
in the day-to-day activities that they logged, based on 
the coders’ assessment. Not one of these participants 
expressed any courage or fear (i.e., above 0 on the 
coders’ mean assessment), compared with 70% and 
41%, respectively, of participants in the treatment 
condition.

Psychological function and facilitators of 
intervention activity

Table 4 displays the psychological function frequencies of 
the chosen activities for the intervention group, based on 
the coding of the second open-ended question regarding 
why they chose to perform the specific activity they had 
planned for themselves. ‘Exploration’ was the most fre-
quently mentioned function (35.7% of responses).

Table 5 presents the frequencies for the perceived 
facilitators for the intervention group, based on the 
coding of the third open-ended question regarding 
what enabled them to perform the activity. ‘Courage’ 
was the most frequently mentioned facilitator (40% of 
responses).

Exploratory analyses of which activities promote 
most benefit

The exploratory analyses of the coders’ ratings indicated 
that there was one kind of activity that appeared to be 
particularly beneficial – helping others. When analyzing 
the content of the activities, the one found to be asso-
ciated with the highest life satisfaction was volunteering 
and helping others, with a mean improvement in life 
satisfaction of 1.10 (SD = 1.54), relative to the change 
in the other categorized responses of 0.07 (SD = .89). (No 
inferential tests were performed due to the small counts 
in these categories.) The category of activity associated 
with the next highest level of life satisfaction was parti-
cipating in a social event (e.g.,participating in a crowded 
event that the participant otherwise wouldn’t have 
attended) at 0.80 (SD = 1.66). Interestingly, the most 
common activity – physical activity (i.e., trying out 
a new activity such as meditation, yoga, adventure or 
extreme sports) – which 19 participants (27%) selected, 
was associated with negligible improvement in life satis-
faction (M = .03, SD = .95).

When we looked at the ‘psychological function’ of the 
activity, the category with the highest change score was 
doing good (M = 0.46, SD = 1.36, n = 7), which differed 

significantly from the change scores for the remaining 
categories (M = .09, SD = .90, n = 61), with baseline life 
satisfaction controlled, t (65) = 2.07, p = .042. 
Interestingly, the most common function, exploration, 
was associated with modest improvement in life satis-
faction (M = .29, SD = 1.18). (Counts are slightly altered 
due to some participants not completing the quantita-
tive measures.)

The final category, pertaining to what facilitated their 
task (i.e., what led or motivated the participant to per-
form the specific task they chose), yielded a similar pat-
tern. The category with the highest change score was 
thinking of others (M = .52, SD = 1.48, n = 6), which once 
again differed from all remaining categories (M = .09, 
SD = .89, n = 62), t (65) = 2.48, p = .016. The category with 
the next highest change score was external commitment 
(having an accountability buddy, having to report to 
someone, the task being necessary, etc.) (M = .12, 
SD = .77). By contrast, the most common facilitator, 
courage, was associated with only modest gains in life 
satisfaction (M = .10, SD = .90).

These analyses are exploratory and should be 
regarded as highly tentative because of the small num-
ber of participants who engaged in prosocial activities. 
But they suggest that though the intervention had 
a positive impact overall, in particular for those low in 
baseline life satisfaction, the activity that was among the 
most rare – volunteering and helping others – was the 
most powerful.

Discussion

This article presents a novel behavioral stretch interven-
tion and some preliminary results suggestive of its effi-
cacy. Findings suggest that the intervention boosted the 
life satisfaction of people who had relatively low life 
satisfaction, and it did so over a meaningful period of 
time – two weeks.

However, the intervention did not help people who 
were originally high in life satisfaction. Why was this? It is 
possible that ceiling effects limited the amount of 
change possible for happy people. Alternatively, happy 
people may have been engaging in these kinds of 
stretch activities on their own, while unhappy people 
may have been ensconced in routines of safety in their 
daily lives. Consistent with this possibility, among parti-
cipants in the control condition, higher baseline life 
satisfaction was associated with engaging in activities 
judged to be relatively more ‘outside their comfort 
zone,’ r (70) = .24, p = . 040. This correlation was severed – 
indeed, somewhat reversed – in the intervention condi-
tion, r (69) = −.21, p = .087, suggesting that the interven-
tion undid the normal tendency for unhappy people to 
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engage in psychologically safer activities in their daily 
lives. This interpretation is consistent with research sug-
gesting that life satisfaction is strongly influenced by 
individuals’ intentional cognitive and behavioral choices 
(e.g., Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 
2006, 2007; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009).

One useful contribution of our research is to offer 
a concrete protocol that enables people to plan and 
execute a stretch activity that, though challenging, is 
psychologically safe for them. A key component of our 
intervention is that people choose their out-of-comfort- 
zone activity, giving them agency, fostering the intrinsic 
motivation that comes with personal choice, and 
stretching them psychologically while protecting their 
feelings of comfort and safety (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Lepper, 1973). Our research suggests that people can 
take action to change their experiences and thus them-
selves, a notion that dovetails with research on the 
agency people can have in managing their own psychol-
ogy and personality (see Cantor, 1990). It is possible that 
the present intervention enabled those who were low in 

life satisfaction to gradually experiment with their own 
self-perceived limits, instilling in them a belief in their 
capabilities and efficacy within a framework combining 
flexibility (i.e., self-chosen type and timing of activities) 
and structure (i.e., commitment to choose and perform 
activities, required reporting about their experiences).

Previous research similarly shows the efficacy of inter-
ventions aimed to challenge people to engage in activ-
ities that help them break free of habits and routines 
that contribute to low life satisfaction. For example, 
research by Fleeson et al. (2002) showed that encoura-
ging introverts to behave in an extraverted fashion 
increased their positive affect. The authors stated their 
findings ‘suggest that individuals have flexibility and 
opportunity to act in different ways and bring about 
personally desired consequences. That is, positive affect 
was predicted by what the individuals did regardless of 
what (traits) they had’ (p. 1418). Along the same lines, 
Epley and Schroeder (2014) found a disconnect between 
the actual and predicted effects of connecting with 
a random stranger on a bus or train. Participants 

Table 4. Perceived psychological function frequencies for intervention group (Time 1).

Psychological 
Function

Frequency of 
Psychological 

Function

Cumulative Percentage of 
Psychological Function 

Frequencies Excerpts from Participant Reports

Exploration 25 35.71 ‘I chose to go to an opera show. I did not believe I would enjoy opera.’ ‘I decided to 
leave the comfort zone of driving in a private car, and for a week to travel only 
through public transport.’ ‘I went to the gym for the first time.’ ‘I signed up for 
a sewing course.’

Facing a fear 13 54.28 ‘I chose to go with my daughter to an insect museum, because it is a very difficult 
phobia I have.’

Self-assertion 11 70.00 ‘I chose to speak up in front of an audience.’ ‘I chose to finally tell someone close to 
me what I feel. I noticed that often it is uncomfortable for me to tell people the 
truth and then I give them all kinds of excuses.’ ‘I chose to ask for a salary 
increase.’

Self-care 9 82.85 ‘I chose to get a massage because I work so hard and I finally wanted to do 
something for myself.’

Doing good 7 92.85 ‘I chose to separate garbage in order to recycle and contribute to the environment.’ 
‘I chose to volunteer to help students with hearing loss.’

Dealing with 
a challenge

5 100 ‘I worked on myself for hours to convince myself to go to class.’ ‘I chose to create 
a new schedule to deal with my heavy workload in work and life and not having 
free time.’

Total 70

Table 5. Perceived facilitator frequencies for intervention group (Time 1).

Facilitator
Frequency of 

Facilitator

Cumulative 
Percentage of 

Facilitator Excerpts from Participant Reports

Courage 28 40.00 ‘I did it despite the fear.’ ‘I’m glad I had the courage to do it.’
External commitment 18 65.70 ‘Having a clear goal and framework enabled me to get there.’ ‘I had to introduce myself to 

the entire company.’ ‘Being committed to the task made me to try harder.’
Having an open mind 18 91.40 ‘I chose an unusual step for me.’ ‘It is a spontaneous one-moment thought expressed in 

action.’
Thinking of others 6 100 ‘It gave me an opportunity to transcend my personal needs and to give her a bit of 

encouragement.’ ‘It helped me to realize that I’ll improve their confidence and make them 
happy by doing that.’

Total 70
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reported a more rewarding and positive experience as 
a result of these encounters – when they were instructed 
to have them – than they expected. It took an experi-
mental intervention to goad the people to act in a way 
that deviated from their inaccurate theory about what 
would make them happy.

In the context of the present study, in a safe space of 
their own creation, intervention-treated participants 
may have been able to come into direct contact with 
a broad range of possibilities for experiences as well as 
to express underdeveloped or unrecognized aspects of 
their selves. Their open-ended responses expressed rela-
tively more affirmation, courage (and fear), and happi-
ness. Indeed, one noteworthy finding was the rarity of 
courage manifested in the daily activities as logged by 
control-group participants. Based on the codings, none 
expressed courage or fear, compared with 70% and 41%, 
respectively, of treatment-group participants. Only 11% 
of control-group participants expressed going outside 
their comfort zone compared with 94% in the treatment 
condition. It seems that courageous acts may be rela-
tively rare in many people’s daily social lives. However, 
even small acts of courage may broaden thought-action 
repertoires and build resources (Fredrickson, 2001) that 
contribute to increased life satisfaction. Furthermore, 
facilitating a shift out of an autopilot mode of function-
ing, toward an interest in breaking routines, may thwart 
or slow hedonic adaptation (e.g., Frederick & 
Loewenstein, 1999) by giving rise to new pleasures aris-
ing from the anticipation of positive outcomes that may 
occur but that are uncertain (Wilson et al., 2005). Indeed, 
participants in the intervention condition conveyed less 
boredom than did participants in the control condition. 
Our intervention was especially helpful for people with 
low levels of baseline life satisfaction, perhaps because 
these were the very people who structured their lives in 
ways that, though they kept these individuals feeling 
safe, did not arouse the pleasures of uncertainty and 
challenge that our activity did.

The present study also enabled us to explore the 
types of activities individuals choose when stepping 
outside their comfort zones and which ones are asso-
ciated with the most benefit. Interestingly, the benefits 
of this intervention seemed most robust among those 
people who went outside their comfort zone by helping 
others. Such activities included, for example, choosing to 
volunteer in a school to help students with hearing loss, 
donating hair for people who lost theirs due to cancer 
treatment, and applying to provide foster care. Previous 
research has shown that directly pursuing happiness, 
such as by engaging in hedonic pleasure and self- 
centered activities, does not result in increased life satis-
faction (K. M. Sheldon et al., 2019; Mauss et al., 2011; 

Schooler et al., 2003). This may be due to placing exces-
sive value on happiness and setting unrealistically high 
standards for happiness, resulting in fear of not measur-
ing up to expectations (Ford & Mauss, 2013). Such eva-
luative rather than socially engaged mindset involves 
constant personal monitoring that appears to impede 
enjoyment (see, Vitterso et al., 2009).

A complementary concept related to this result 
involves the notion of eudaimonia, a sort of ‘higher 
pleasure’ (Seligman, 2002) that enables individuals to 
develop their potential and aspire to values, virtue, and 
vision (Huta, 2016; Steger et al., 2011). Eudaimonia is 
associated not only with personal life satisfaction but 
also with meaning, purpose, and caring beyond one’s 
self-interest (e.g., Huta & Ryan, 2010; Peterson et al., 
2005). Empirical evidence has shown that eudaimonic 
orientation is associated with prosocial values and beha-
vior (e.g., Huta, 2016). Prosocial behavior, a central 
eudaimonic goal, has been reported to contribute sig-
nificantly to life satisfaction. For example, people enga-
ging in helping others reported higher happiness and 
positive moods (e.g., Dunn et al., 2008; Lyubomirsky 
et al., 2005; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010; Williamson & Clark, 
1989), as well as enhanced psychological life satisfaction 
(e.g., Greenfield & Marks, 2004; Penner et al., 2005). The 
life satisfaction gained from prosocial behavior appears 
sustainable and relatively immune to adaptation (e.g., 
O’Brien & Kassirer, 2019). In the context of the present 
study, perhaps what was beneficial in our intervention 
was its ability to inspire prosocial behavior among those 
who might see it as interpersonally risky.

Regarding conditions that facilitate the intervention’s 
impact, previous research on PPIs shows that partici-
pants who self-select into interventions show larger 
gains in life satisfaction compared to those who do 
not; thus, people who are more ‘comfortable going out-
side their comfort zone’ – but who are still reluctant to 
do so on their own – may benefit most (Sin & 
Lyubomirsky, 2009). Tolerance for uncertainty may be 
also a key moderator. People who are relatively high in 
tolerance for uncertainty may benefit more from the 
behavioral stretch intervention. Another possible mod-
erator is neuroticism, as people high in neuroticism may 
find the difficulty of going outside their comfort zone 
especially punishing (e.g., Hampson, 2012; Schneider, 
2004). That said, we believe that one element of our 
intervention makes such aversive effects less likely – it 
specifically asks respondents to set their own goals, and 
they presumably know best what kinds of activities 
would be within their ‘latitude of acceptance’ (Hovland 
et al., 1957). Creating well-timed and well-situated facil-
itating conditions, with a balance between creativity and 
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courage, on the one hand, and convenience and com-
fort, on the other, may help people to engage in an 
intervention more fruitfully and to push themselves 
beyond their self-perceived boundaries.

Finally, previous research on PPIs (e.g., Lyubomirsky 
et al., 2011; Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) found benefits 
that persisted for long periods of time and identified 
multiple moderators of such long-term effects 
(Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). 
One that is especially germane is whether or not parti-
cipants continue to practice the activity that they were 
introduced to. We suspect that the stretch intervention 
in the present study would have long-term benefits for 
those in whom it launches a positive recursive cycle, in 
which a small success at going outside one’s comfort 
zone inspires one to take more risks and push oneself 
further beyond one’s self-perceived limits, in 
a potentially repeating cycle (see, Cohen & Sherman, 
2014).

Limitations and suggestions for future research

This study has several limitations. Our study did not 
directly test the underlying mechanism through 
which our intervention improved life satisfaction, 
a question we think future research can profitably 
address. There may be other mechanisms beyond 
the ones we posit – a self-perception and self- 
affirmation process, in which people perceive them-
selves more positively by stretching themselves and 
then experience the hedonic rewards of a sense of 
personal agency and courage. We see our research as 
demonstrating that going outside one’s comfort zone 
can have benefits; how it does so is a question we 
hope future research will pursue.

We have suggested some additional mechanisms that 
may contribute, such as the ‘pleasures of uncertainty’ 
(Wilson et al., 2005). Another possibility that we think is 
particularly important is that our intervention reduces 
regret. As research suggests (see, for example, Gilovich & 
Medvec, 1995), people tend to regret the actions they 
did not take rather than the actions they did – and they 
tend to find excuses to miss many of the seemingly risky 
opportunities in their lives for growth. Perhaps our inter-
vention helps people to identify and take the steps they 
believe they could and should take, but often do not.

Another limitation is that all the outcomes were self- 
report measures, a method that may be suitable for 
assessing personal motivations and subjective experi-
ences (e.g., Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2007) but which 
could also lead to some biases in participants’ 
responses. Future studies might address this problem 
by using behavioral measures of life satisfaction or by 

asking people in the partipants’ lives (such as close 
friends or life partners) to report on any changes they 
observe in the participants.

A further limitation is that our intervention, being 
the first of its kind to be tested in a formal experiment, 
has many ingredients, and what is the key causal ingre-
dient remains unclear. This, we think, is the course of 
much intervention research: an initial study that 
demonstrates an effect, which inspires later research 
to zero in on the key causal ingredients. We spent our 
resources on assessing whether such a behavioral 
stretch intervention could have a long-term effect. 
Indeed, many PPIs have been demonstrated to be 
effective, yet what precisely drives their effects remains 
somewhat ambiguous (see, Layous & Lyubomirsky, 
2014). Is it the novelty of the activities that participants 
choose, the extent to which the activities induce feel-
ings of comfort or fear, or the degree to which the 
activities inspire participants to act more prosocially 
than they normally do?

Additionally, our experimental design suggests 
that our comfort-zone instructions enabled partici-
pants to plan and experiment with new experiences 
and activities, yet we did not disentangle the effects 
of planning, executing, and reflecting on such activ-
ities. Future research could disentangle the key ele-
ments of the intervention. One future direction for 
research would be to explore whether merely think-
ing about or planning to do something outside one’s 
comfort zone is sufficient to increase life satisfaction, 
or whether executing these intentions is necessary. 
Simply planning an activity, especially for those peo-
ple with extreme levels of stress related to going 
outside their comfort zone, might serve as 
a beneficial ‘psychological warm-up.’ But we suspect 
that for full benefit, an actual behavioral change is 
needed. Another interesting direction would be to 
explore whether simply recalling a time when one 
went outside one’s comfort zone yields benefits. It 
may, if it triggers an enhanced self-perception (Bem, 
1972) that then promotes future similar actions. 
Additionally, future studies are needed to determine 
the benefits of our intervention relative to various 
control activities that involve participants in positive 
activities that are not directly tied to going outside 
their comfort zone. Again, identifying the key causal 
agents in the behavioral stretch intervention we test 
here is a fruitful topic for future research.

Given that the current study constitutes a preliminary 
attempt to explore the idea of ‘comfort zone,’ partici-
pants in the experimental group were free to decide 
what activities were outside their comfort zone. Future 
research could introduce more control in the selection 
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and planning of ‘stretch’ activities to ensure that they are 
truly outside participants’ comfort zones, within their 
ability to achieve, and tailored to their specific needs. 
Coaching sessions may be useful to help participants 
decide on activities that would be maximally beneficial 
and tailored to their goals for growth. It is also telling 
that few of our control-group participants engaged in 
activities judged to be outside their comfort zone, sug-
gesting that our web-based intervention led participants 
to engage in novel activities that were not simply ones 
they were postponing for later.

Another limitation is that the present study cannot 
determine whether 'doing good' or ‘volunteering and 
helping others’ is causally related to greater benefits 
given the correlational nature of the relevant analyses. 
Future studies could experimentally manipulate 
whether the ‘stretch’ people plan is related to helping 
others or not.

In addition, given that the present study was conducted 
in the specific sociocultural context of a Western, moder-
ately individualized culture, an exploration of the interven-
tion’s impact in other cultures would constitute an 
important direction for future research.

Overall, this study provides preliminary evidence for 
potential benefits of intentionally and actively stepping 
out of one’s comfort zone. The findings have practical 
implications for therapeutic, organizational, and educa-
tional programs trying to improve life satisfaction and 
break people out of hedonic ruts and harmful routines. It 
is possible, moreover, that such stretch interventions 
may generate positive outcomes beyond greater life 
satisfaction. They may open people up to confronting 
challenging issues in their lives, to forming new friend-
ships, to supporting others, and to being socially vulner-
able—all possible consequences arising from the 
heightened sense of efficacy that may come from step-
ping outside their comfort zone.
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