
Doing Kind Acts Make Socially Anxious 
People Happier

If It Makes You Happy: Engaging in Kind Acts Increases 
Positive Affect in Socially Anxious Individuals

Doing acts of kindness led 
socially anxious people to have 

more positive emotions.

Two researchers from University of British Columbia studied whether do-
ing kind acts could increase positive emotions for socially anxious people.

They gave 780 college students questions to measure their social anxiety 
and then took the highest third for the study. They randomly assigned the 
more socially anxious students into three groups that did assignments twice 
a weeek for four weeks. The kindness group did acts of kindness for some-
one else, the behavior group did a typical social anxiety behavior experi-
ment, and the life details group wrote at least three things they did that day.

All of the participants soring in the top third of social anxiety also had low-
er levels of positive emotions and higher levels of negative emotions.

For the acts of kindness group, positive emotions increaseed and were 
stayed high during the 4 weeks. Positive emotions didn’t increase for the 
other two groups.

The acts of kindness group were also more satisfied with their social rela-
tionships at the end of the 4 weeks and were less concerned with protecting 
themselves from negative outcomes, which is a huge motivator in avoiding 
social experiences.

It may be that it’s the positive emotions that are the mechanism for increas-
ing relationship satisfaction and decreasing expereiential avoidance, but 
that part hasn’t been studied.

Over the course of the 4 weeks each group’s mood boosted the first week 
and stayed there over the next 3 weeks with the kindness group’s mood 
spiking the most. The behavior group had a little more social interaction 
than the other groups, but it didn’t lead to more positive emotions or better 
mood than the other groups, so social interaction alone probably isn’t what 
increases positive emotions. Also everyone’s anxiety went up a bit (about 
the same amount) during the first week and then stayed there, so it’s not 
likely that less anxiety is what made the acts of kindness group do better.

The kindness group experienced more positive emotions even though they 
didn’t know that’s what the study was trying to find and they still experi-
enced some negative emotions. It wasn’t just having more social contact 
either. It was the acts of kindness that made a difference. And it worked 
even though social anxious people often have a genetic basis, personality 
traits associated with negative emotions, and non-useful habits in social 
situations.

Principle

So What - Application
If doing kind acts for others 

makes you feel good and even 
socially anxious people can be 

successful at it, then it seems 
like a simple intervention to 

try. 

For those with social anxiety, 
it might be helpful to not only 
try the traditional therapies of 
experimenting with behavior 
changes in public, but also to 

bring in more positive emotion 
with interventions like the acts 

of kindness practice.
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The Research Story

Quote
“participants who engaged in 

kind acts displayed signifi-
cant increases in PA that were 

sustained over the 4 weeks 
of the study. . . . In addition, 
participants who engaged in 

kind acts displayed an increase 
in relationship satisfaction and 
a decrease in social avoidance 

goals”

Lynn Alden


