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Abstract
This study aimed to examine a positive-oriented model of two types of motivational con-
structs (i.e., harmonious passion and obsessive passion) for learning a second language 
(L2) and their relationship to self-growth indicators. The dualistic model of passion was 
used to explore whether and how the two types of passion play different roles in positive 
outcomes both within and outside L2. This study was conducted with 260 Chinese high 
school students learning English as a L2. Results of path analyses supported the model and 
showed that harmonious passion, and to a lesser degree obsessive passion, for L2 learning 
predicted learners’ positive experiences in L2 activity (i.e., L2 flow experiences and L2 
mastery goals). In turn, flow experiences and mastery goals both predicted willingness to 
communicate in L2, whereas only mastery goals led to self-growth in other life areas (i.e., 
flourishing in life). This study is the first to explore the role of passion for L2 and associ-
ated processes in contributing to the field of L2 learning and life outcomes. Findings high-
lighted that being passionate about L2 learning can provide benefits in both willingness 
to communicate in L2 and personal well-being, especially if the passion is harmonious in 
nature.

Keywords Passion · Happiness · Positive psychology · Flourishing ·  Flow · Second 
language

1 Introduction

Psychological research in second language learning (L2) has primarily focused on 
negative outcomes, such as anxiety, stress, and depression (MacIntyre 2017; Scovel 
1978). There has been little theorizing and empirical research on a positive approach 
to L2 learning and its related beneficial outcomes. However, it is clear, that engaging 
in L2 activities can yield positive outcomes (Chen and Padilla 2019; Oxford 2016; 
Oxford and Cuéllar 2014). The goal of the present study was to examine the positive 
side of L2 learning, by focusing on the role of passion in learning a L2, and associated 
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psychological processes that may contribute to positive outcomes related to L2 learn-
ing and psychological well-being.

2  Positive Psychology and L2

The field of Positive Psychology has grown rapidly in the past 20 years. The goal of posi-
tive psychology is to balance the study of human behavior by focusing on psychological 
processes that lead to positive outcomes while still attending to those factors that lead to 
negative outcomes (Seligman 2002; Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). Although many 
studies have generally tested the non-linguistic outcomes and processes related to L2, such 
as motivation and attitudes (Dörnyei and Ushioda 2009; Gardner and Lambert 1972), only 
a limited number of positive psychological constructs have been studied in L2 research. 
A few researchers have started to apply positive psychology constructs to the field of L2 
learning research with a wide range of topics including character strengths, positive emo-
tions, creativity, empathy, enjoyment, well-being, social capitals, hope, flow, trait-like or 
state-like self-identity (Chen and Padilla 2019; Dewaele and Dewaele 2017; Gabryś-Barker 
and Gałajda 2016; Lake 2013; MacIntyre et  al. 2016; MacIntyre and Mercer 2014). For 
example, MacIntyre and Gregersen (2012a, b) highlighted the significant effects of posi-
tive emotions in L2 learning. These authors suggested that positive emotions are more than 
pleasant feelings as they can also enhance the learner’s awareness of language input in the 
classroom environment, promote social interactions, and increase learners’ resilience while 
facing difficulties in L2 learning.

Other researchers have also explored the role of language enjoyment in L2/foreign 
language learning (Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014; Dewaele et al 2016, 2018). Findings 
reveal that experiencing enjoyment in a L2 class can contribute to a wide range of 
outcomes, including both linguistic and non-linguistic outcomes, such as higher levels 
of foreign language performance and creativity (Dewaele et al. 2016). One important 
model is that of Oxford (2016) who has proposed a theory of EMPATHICS (Emotion, 
Meaning, Perseverance, Agency, Time, Hardiness, Intelligence, Character strengths, 
Self-factors) for explaining the factors related to L2 learners’ well-being. Among these 
outcomes, willingness to communicate in L2 was found to be one of the important 
variables for predicting success in L2 learning, and connecting closely with multi-
ple concepts in positive psychology, such as positive emotions, self-confidence, and 
self-esteem (Khajavy et al. 2018; MacIntyre and Charos 1996; MacIntyre et al. 1998; 
Yashima 2002; Yashima et al. 2018).

A number of models have explained the role of motivational factors in L2 learning, 
such as the socio-educational model (Gardner 2010), self-determination theory (Deci 
and Ryan 2004; McEown et  al. 2014), and the L2 motivational self-system (Dörnyei 
2009). Other models such as those of Lake (2013) and Noels (Comanaru and Noels 
2009) have looked at motivational variables in L2 language learning. In line with these 
models, a growing number of studies have suggested that motivational processes play 
a major role in L2 (Pishghadam et al. 2016). People engaging in L2 may love learning 
new languages and display high levels of motivational intensity (Barcelos and Coelho 
2016; Comanaru and Noels 2009). One such motivational construct that would appear 
relevant in L2 is that of passion.
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3  The Dualistic Model of Passion

According to the Dualistic Model of Passion (DMP; Vallerand 2015; Vallerand et  al. 
2003), passion is defined as “a strong inclination toward a specific object, activity, concept 
or person that one loves (or at least strongly likes) and highly values, that is part of iden-
tity, and that leads one to invest time and energy in the activity on a regular basis” (Val-
lerand 2015). In other words, if an activity is loved and highly valued by someone, and it 
has been internalized as a core part of one’s identity, then a passion has developed for this 
activity. Further, it is proposed that there are two types of passion, Harmonious Passion 
(HP) and Obsessive Passion (OP). HP refers to one’s strong liking (or loving) towards an 
activity and engaging in it merely out of pleasure; it allows people to be fully involved in 
the activity that one loves while remaining in control of it. It takes origin in an autonomous 
internalization of the activity in one’s identity and allows the person to remain in harmony 
with other aspects of one’s self and life. Conversely, OP refers to one’s participation in the 
beloved activity due to internal or external pressure; people with OP are more likely to 
experience conflict between the passionate activity and other life aspects. This is because 
OP originates in a controlled internalization of the activity in identity and leads to conflict 
with aspects of the self and one’s life. Eventually the person loses control over the beloved 
activity (Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2013). The DMP posits that the two types of passion are 
associated with different outcomes in terms of their impact degree and impact domain as 
described below.

3.1  Different Impact of the Two Types of Passions

First, contrary to other theoretical perspectives in positive psychology, the DMP does not 
hypothesize that passion invariably leads to positive outcomes. Rather, the model predicts 
that HP generally leads to more adaptive cognitive, affective, and behavioral outcomes than 
does OP. This hypothesis has been largely supported by research. For example, in a recent 
meta-analytical review of close to 100 studies, Curran et al. (2015) systematically explored 
the impact of passion in four areas: well-being (e.g., positive affect, life satisfaction), moti-
vational factors (e.g., mastery goals), cognitive outcomes (e.g., concentration), and behav-
ioral/performance (e.g., creativity, performance). This meta-analysis covered over 15 years 
of empirical research and showed that HP leads to more adaptive outcomes than OP across 
different types of outcomes and a host of activities ranging from sports, work, education, 
leisure and so on (Bonneville-Roussy and Vallerand 2020; Mageau et al. 2005; Orosz et al. 
2018). For example, HP for social dancing has shown stronger positive effects on one’s 
dancing mastery goals than OP (Guilbault et al. 2020).

Second, although HP consistently leads to more adaptive outcomes than OP within the 
specific scope of the activity one is passionate about (Curran et al. (2015), there is another 
benefit of HP. Research has shown that HP has benefits outside of the activity one is pas-
sionate about, whereas this is not the case for OP. For instance, Carbonneau et al. (2010, 
Study 2) conducted a longitudinal study in which they compared the two types of passion 
for yoga, and found that HP for yoga was associated over time with increases in adaptive 
psychological and physical benefits than OP in one’s life in general. This is because people 
with HP engage out of a sense of identity and enjoyment, they fully focus on the activity 
they are passionate about, experience more positive enjoyment, including positive affect, 
mastery goals and flow, that lingers on and positively affects other aspects of the person’s 
life such as psychological well-being (e.g., Carpentier et  al. 2012; Lake 2016; Philippe 
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et al. 2009). In contrast, people with OP experience conflict and fewer positive experiences 
while engaging in the activity. This culminates in lower levels of positive outcomes and 
even maladaptive outcomes both inside and outside of the passionate activity such as a 
reduction in psychological well-being and psychological burnout (Vallerand et  al. 2003, 
2010; Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2011; Mageau et al. 2005).

3.2  Passion and L2

Although support for DMP has come from hundreds of studies using a variety of activities 
showing how passion exerts a strong motivational force in multiple domains, it is surpris-
ing to see that very little has been written about the relationship between passion and L2 
learning (Lake 2013, 2016; Northwood 2014). Northwood (2014) has argued that passion 
and L2 motivation could be linked theoretically. Based on Gardner’s (2010) socio-educa-
tional model, the three key motivational elements Desire to learn L2, Effort, and Positive 
attitudes towards learning L2 are related to the concepts of Valuation, Regular Effort, and 
Enjoy/Love in the DMP. Nevertheless, passion shows its uniqueness by connecting the 
activity with identity and through the duality of passion (harmonious and obsessive). In 
other words, getting involved in a passionate activity can help one to develop a sense of 
self by integrating it to one’s identity and experiencing positive outcomes. Aligned with 
this idea, Lake (2016) found that L2 HP was positively correlated with L2 proficiency and 
well-being. However, Lake did not measure OP. Thus, to the best of our knowledge, no 
study so far has focused on the differential role of harmonious and obsessive passion in 
L2 learning, including in Eastern cultures such as China, the setting of the present study, 
where harmony is a traditional cultural value (Zhao et al. 2015). The DMP provides a sys-
tematic framework to explain how the motivational forces link with learning a L2, in order 
to provide a holistic understanding of the impact of passion in L2 learning and in other 
facets of a learner’s life.

In line with research in positive psychology, two motivational constructs that have been 
studied with passion and that are relevant to L2 are flow and mastery goals. Both con-
structs have been suggested as important psychological processes for promoting positive 
outcomes in both L2 and one’s life (Heutte et al. 2018).

4  Flow and Mastery Goals in L2

Flow and mastery goals have been suggested as contributors to L2 learning. First, flow 
theory suggests that people enter into a state of flow when they achieve a balance between 
challenge and skills. Flow, in turn facilitates L2 learning (e.g., Egbert 2004; Dewaele and 
MacIntyre 2018; MacIntyre and Mercer 2014). Much research has shown the relationship 
between flow and willingness to communicate in L2. For example, research has suggested 
that when a learner feels engaged and enjoys learning a L2, it increases the learners’ moti-
vation, which directly promotes the learner’s willingness to communicate in L2 (MacIntyre 
and Charos 1996; Yashima 2002). Thus, being in a flow state should facilitate a willing-
ness to communicate with others in the L2 (MacIntyre et al. 2002; Phillips 1968, 1977). In 
addition, in line with Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2014) flow is expected to lead to a 
“good life”, characterized as well-being, and research has indeed shown that flow can posi-
tively predict psychological well-being (Carpentier et al. 2012).
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With respect to goal theory, mastery goals refer to students’ willingness to develop 
their competence and skills instead of demonstrating their performance (Harackiewicz 
and Elliot 1993). Mastery goals reflect students’ deep understanding and learning (Pat-
rick et al. 2011). Research suggests that students who have a mastery goal orientation 
tend to have better achievement (Jahedizadeh et  al. 2016) and experience less anxiety 
than students with a performance goal orientation. Generalizing this finding to a L2 
context, it is possible to assert that learning a L2 with a mastery goal orientation should 
promote L2 learning by increasing one’s willingness to communicate and use the L2 
(Koul et al. 2009; Yashima 2002). Researchers have also pointed to the beneficial role 
of mastery goals in one’s well-being (Kaplan and Maehr 1999; Tuominen-Soini et  al. 
2008). Accordingly, Kaplan and Maehr (1999), suggest that the reason why such a rela-
tionship holds is because mastery goals help maintain an optimistic attitude when a per-
son is engaged in learning and when challenges present themselves in learning difficult 
material the learner sees these as opportunities to grow. Therefore, developing mastery 
goals in L2 learning could be related to both L2 learning and well-being (Lake 2016).

5  The Present Research

The purpose of the present study was to empirically explore whether and how passion 
contributes to the field of L2 learning by testing a process model integrating passion, 
L2 flow, L2 mastery goals, and adaptive outcomes both in L2 as well as outside of it 
in a person’s life in general. Specifically, in light of past research and theory, it was 
proposed that both HP and OP would positively predict mastery goals and flow in L2 
(Vallerand et al. 2007, 2008). Furthermore, it was expected that the relationships would 
be stronger for HP than OP (Vallerand 2015). In turn, mastery goals and flow in L2 
were both expected to positively predict willingness to communicate in L2 and flourish-
ing (Carpentier et al. 2012; Elliot and McGregor 2001; Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi 

Fig. 1  A conceptual model linking L2 passions, flourishing and willingness to communicate in L2 through 
L2 flow and L2 mastery goals
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2014). This conceptual model is displayed in Fig. 1. Finally, in light of the paucity of 
research on passion in an Eastern culture, the research was conducted in Taiwan.

6  Methods

6.1  Participants and Procedure

Participants were 260 high school (97 boys and 163 girls) students in Taiwan. The mean 
age of participants was 15.94  years (SD = 0.99  years). They were asked to complete an 
online survey assessing their experience for L2 learning (Chinese is their L1, English is 
their L2). A private educational institute in Taiwan that provided after-school English 
learning courses to all public school students supported the recruitment process. This 
research was approved by Research Compliance Office (Human Subjects Research) of the 
university. Before starting the survey, informed consent was obtained from students and 
their parents. All participants were informed that their responses would be kept confiden-
tial and that they were free to discontinue the study at any time. The questionnaire created 
for this study included basic demographic information regarding gender and age, as well as 
several instruments that already existed in Chinese, such as the Passion scale (Zhao et al. 
2015) and Flourishing (Tong and Wang 2017). Other instruments used were translated into 
Chinese using two series of back-translation approach (Vallerand 1989; Brislin 1970). One 
person first translated an instrument from English to Chinese, then the other bilingual indi-
vidual translated the instrument from Chinese back to English. This process was then con-
ducted again by two other bilingual students. During the process, two other bilingual stu-
dents assisted the translators to ensure that there were no mistranslations in either version. 
Finally, the two English versions were compared to determine the accuracy of the Chinese 
translation. After several rounds of discussion and careful comparisons, the current ver-
sions of the instruments were obtained.

6.2  Instruments

6.2.1  Passion for L2 Learning

The Passion Scale (Vallerand et al. 2003; Marsh et al. 2013; Zhao et al. 2015) was used to 
assess passion for L2 learning The Passion Scale is composed of two six-item subscales 
assessing HP (e.g., “Second language learning is in harmony with the other activities in my 
life”; α = 0.91) and OP (e.g., “I have the impression that learning a second language con-
trols me”; α = 0.92). All subscale items are provided in the “Appendix”.

Responses to all items were scored on a six-point Likert scale, ranging from (1) “Defi-
nitely not true for me” to (6) “Definitely true for me”. Higher scores on these two types of 
Passions, indicate higher HP or OP respectively. Past research has repeatedly supported the 
validity and reliability of the Passion Scale (Vallerand and Rahimi in press; Vallerand et al. 
2003; Marsh et al. 2013). The 2-factor structure of the scale has been supported in over 20 
studies in a variety of activities including sports, music, work, and academics (Bonneville-
Roussy and Vallerand 2020; St-Louis et al. 2016). The scale has been found to be invariant 
for gender, language (French and English), and types of activities (Marsh et al. 2013).
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Because the scale was used for the first time in a L2 context, the factorial validity of 
the Passion Scale for L2 learning was tested through a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
by using SPSS AMOS version 26. Results of the first CFA analysis (i.e., the model with-
out covariances) showed that, although individual item loadings on each construct were 
high, between 0.74 and 0.90 for each passion factor, the model fit indices [CFI = 0.90, 
TLI = 0.87, and RMSEA = 0.135 (90% CI 0.12–0.15)] were inadequate. Examination of the 
modification indices suggested the inclusion of covariances among some item residuals. 
This is standard procedure in CFA (Kline 2015). The results appear in Fig. 2. All loadings 
were statistically significant and substantial (see Fig.  2) thereby supporting the factorial 
validity of the scale as applied to L2 learning. The results of the CFA yielded an acceptable 
model fit indices of CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.95, and RMSEA = 0.08 (90% CI 0.07–0.10). As in 
most studies, the HP and OP subscales were correlated (r = 0.56). These findings provide 
support for the factorial validity of the Passion Scale for L2 Learning. Finally, the Cron-
bach alphas of the HP (alpha = 0.91) and OP (alpha = 0.92) subscales were appropriate.

Fig. 2  CFA results of HP and OP for L2 learning. All the paths are statistically significant (p < .05)
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6.2.2  L2 Mastery Goals

The L2 Mastery Goal Scale (Lake 2016) was used for assessing Mastery Goals in L2 learn-
ing with 7 items (e.g., “In the second language learning class, my goal is to learn as much 
as possible”). Items in this scale were adapted to L2 from the Mastery-approach goal litera-
ture and achievement goal questionnaire (Elliot and McGregor 2001; Elliot and Murayama 
2008), and its validity and reliability have been supported largely by numerous empirical 
studies. Responses to all items were scored on a six-point Likert scale, ranging from (1) 
“Definitely not true of me” to (6) “Definitely true of me”. Higher scores represent higher 
levels of mastery goals in learning L2. In this study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.91.

6.2.3  L2 Flow

The short Flow Scale (FSS-2) (Jackson et al. 2008) was used to assess flow while engag-
ing in L2 learning. The L2 flow scale consists of 9 items assessing the general experi-
ence of flow in L2 learning (e.g., “In learning a second language, I am completely focused 
on the task at hand”). The short flow scale has shown good validity and reliability in dif-
ferent datasets (e.g., Jackson and Eklund 2002). Responses to all items were scored on a 
five-point Likert scale, ranging from (1) “Never” to (5) “Always”. Higher scores represent 
higher levels of flow in L2. In this study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.89.

6.2.4  Willingness to Communicate in L2

The Willingness to Communicate Scale (McCroskey 1992) was used to assess Willing-
ness to communicate while engaging in L2 learning. This scale includes 12 items measur-
ing one’s level of willingness to communicate in L2. Higher scores refer to greater will-
ingness to communicate in L2 (e.g., “Present a talk to a group of strangers in the second 
language”). Responses to all items were scored on the response format, ranging from (0) 
“Never” to (100) “Always”. Previous research has shown that this scale has satisfactory 
validity and reliability (Khajavy et  al. 2018; McCroskey 1992). In this study, the Cron-
bach’s α was 0.97.

6.2.5  Flourishing

The Short Flourishing Scale was used in this study to assess well-being in one’s life in gen-
eral outside of L2 (Diener et al. 2010). This scale consists of 8 items that measure human 
flourishing (e.g., “I am optimistic about my future”). Responses to all items were scored on 
a six-point Likert scale, ranging from (1) “Definitely not true of me” to (6) “Definitely true 
of me”. Higher scores indicate higher perceived flourishing in life in general. Past research 
has repeatedly supported the validity and reliability of the Flourishing Scale (Lake 2016; 
Tong and Wang 2017). In this study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.85.

6.3  Data Analysis

Descriptive analyses were first conducted with the study variables (i.e., L2 HP, L2 OP, 
L2 mastery goals, L2 flow, willingness to communicate in L2, and flourishing in life). 
Then, Pearson correlational analysis was performed to explore the relationships among 
these study variables and the demographic variables (i.e., gender and age). Further, a path 
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analysis, a regression analysis, and a mediation analysis were conducted to examine the 
relationship among all study variables, by using IBM SPSS Statistics and AMOS 26 (IBM 
Corporation, Armonk, New York). A cut-off value of p < 0.05 was set to determine signifi-
cance. Maximum Likelihood Estimation method was used to examine the Model fit based 
on the following criteria: Chi-square, the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) and the comparative 
fit index (CFI) values and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) value. 
The values range from 0–1, larger values of CFI and TLI indicate a better model fit, while a 
smaller RMSEA value indicates a better model fit. Acceptable fit indices typically include 
a non significant Chi-square, TLI and CFI values above 0.90, and a RMSEA value at or 
below 0.08 (Bryne 2016; Hooper et al. 2008).

7  Results

7.1  Preliminary Analyses

Before proceeding with the main analyses, all variables were screened for possible statisti-
cal assumption violations, as well as for outliers and missing values (Meyers et al. 2013). 
Due to the small percentage of missing values, the list-wise deletion approach as used in 
the analysis. All variables were found to be acceptable and no outliers were found. Means, 
standard deviations, and correlations all are presented in Table 1. The results of descriptive 
statistics suggested that there were no violations of normality as all variables were nor-
mally distributed (see Table 1). Correlational results also revealed that correlations were in 
line with hypotheses.

7.2  Path Analysis

The initial conceptual model of Fig. 1 was tested: both HP and OP for L2 were hypoth-
esized to positively predict L2 flow and L2 mastery goals (although OP less so than HP) 

Table 1  Correlations between all variables

*p < .05, **p < .01; L2: second language; HP: harmonious passion; OP: obsessive passion. There were no 
violations of normality of the research variables with skewness ranging from − .60 to .46, kurtosis ranging 
from − .80 to .30

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. L2 HP 1.00
2. L2 OP .52** 1.00
3. L2 mastery goals .72** .43** 1.00
4. L2 flow .73** .52** .70** 1.00
5. Willingness in L2 .48** .30** .41** .50** 1.00
6. Flourishing .43** .26** .47** .39** .18* 1.00
7. Age − .05 − .10 − .08 − .10 − .09 − .12* 1.00
8. Gender (1 = male; 2 = female) .08 .02 − .01 − .01 .04 .00 − .11 1.00
M 28.12 15.95 35.35 30.60 46.57 38.62 15.94 –
SD 5.52 6.69 5.24 6.61 25.19 5.65 .99 –
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that, in turn, were expected to both lead to flourishing and willingness to communicate in 
L2. In the process of determining the final model, the following steps were taken. First, 
the model in Fig. 1 was tested. Then, because the fit indices were not optimal (χ2 = 48.72, 
df = 6, p = 0.000, and other fit indices were not satisfactory: TLI = 0.830, CFI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.166 (90% CI 0.12–0.21), in line with recommendations from (Kline 2015), 
we used modification indices and tested a second model wherein the Flow to Flourishing 
path was removed (although other fit indices were near satisfactory: TLI = 0.96, CFI = 0.98, 
RMSEA = 0.056 (90% CI 0.017–0.091), the Chi-Square remained significant, χ2 = 25.52, 
df = 14, p = 0.03), and then we finally added the direct path from HP to Flourishing. The 
final model had excellent fit to the data (see Fig.  3). Specifically, the Chi-square value 
was non-significant, χ2 = 19.05, df = 13, p = 0.12, and other fit indices were satisfactory: 
TLI = 0.980, CFI = 0.991, RMSEA = 0.042 (90% CI 0.00–0.081). Standardized solutions of 
the final model are presented in Fig. 3.

The results in Fig. 3 revealed that both HP (β = 0.68, 95% CI 0.55–0.70; p < 0.00) and 
OP (β = 0.08, 95% CI − 0.01 to 0.16; p > 0.05) positively predicted L2 mastery goals, 
although the path from OP was not significant. In turn, mastery goals positively predicted 
flourishing as well as willingness to communicate in L2, although this last path was only 
tangentially significant (p < 0.08). The results also showed that both HP (β = 0.63, 95% CI 
0.55–0.70; p < 0.001) and OP (β = 0.19, 95% CI 0.09–0.29; p < 0.001) positively predicted 
L2 flow that, in turn, positively predicted willingness to communicate in L2. Finally, the 
path from HP to flourishing was significant.

Results of regression analyses further revealed that the model variables yielded impor-
tant effect sizes. According to Cohen (1992), R2 = 0.01, 0.09, 0.25 refer to small, medium 
and large effect sizes respectively. Specifically, results revealed that the impact of HP 
on L2 mastery goals has much stronger predictive power (R2 = 0.34, p < 0.001) than OP 
(R2 = 0.00; p < 0.001). Similarly results revealed that the impact of HP on L2 flow had a 

Fig. 3  Results of a path-analysis with the estimates of the standardized solution. The paths in bold are sta-
tistically significant (p < .05)
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stronger predictive power (R2 = 0.29; p < 0.001) than OP (R2 = 0.02; p < 0.001). Overall, 
based on the stronger effect sizes and no overlapping CI, the results suggested that HP had 
significantly stronger associations with both L2 mastery goals and L2 flow than OP. In 
addition, the effect size for flourishing (from the predictors of HP and L2 mastery goals) 
was moderately high and significant (R2 = 0.24, p < 0.001) and similar to the effect size of 
willingness to communicate in L2 (from the predictors of HP, OP, L2 mastery goals and L2 
flow) (R2 = 0.26, p < 0.001) (Cohen 1992).

7.3  Analyses of the Mediating Factors

Further mediation tests of the indirect effects were conducted by using the bootstrapping 
approach. If the CI of the indirect effect did not include zero, this means that the indirect 
effect was significant at p = 0.05 (Shrout and Bolger 2002). Bias-corrected bootstrapped 
95% confidence interval estimates indicated whether the L2 mastery goals and L2 flow 
were significant mediators in our current study. The results indicated that the path from 
passion through L2 mastery goal to flourishing was statistically significant from HP with 
an indirect effect of 0.22 (SE = 0.06, 95% CI 0.13 to 0.37, p < 0.001), but not significant 
from OP with an indirect effect of 0.03 (SE = 0.02, 95% CI − 0.001 to 0.06, p > 0.05). In 
other words, L2 mastery goals was a significant mediator of the relationships between HP 
and flourishing only.

Table 2  Standardized indirect 
effects of HP and OP on 
flourishing and willingness 
to communicate through L2 
mastery goal

**p < .01, ***p < .01. SE standardized error, CI confidence interval

Point estimates SE Bootstrapping 
95% CI

Lower Upper

Two paths of indirect effects on flourishing
L2 harmonious passions
↓
L2 mastery goals
↓
Flourishing

.22*** .05 .13 .37

L2 obsessive passion
↓
L2 mastery goals
↓
Flourishing

.03 .02 − .00 .06

Two paths of indirect effects on Willingness in L2
L2 harmonious passions
↓
L2 flow
↓
Willingness in L2

.34** .04 .26 .42

L2 Obsessive Passion
↓
L2 Flow
↓
Willingness in L2

.09** .02 .04 .14
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Moreover, L2 flow was a significant mediator of the relationships between the two pas-
sions and willingness to communicate in L2. Importantly, the paths were all statistically 
significant from passions through L2 flow to willingness to communicate in L2, the indi-
rect effect from HP was 0.34 (SE = 0.04, 95% CI 0.26 to 0.42, p < 0.001) and the indirect 
effect from OP was 0.09 (SE = 0.02, 95% CI 0.04 to 0.14, p < 0.001) (see Table 2). Based 
on the effect size and no overlapping CI between these two paths, the results suggested that 
HP had a stronger influence on willingness to communicate in L2 through L2 flow than OP.

8  Discussion

The main goal of this study was to empirically explore whether and how passion contrib-
ute to the field of L2 learning by testing a process model linking passion, L2 flow, L2 
mastery goals, and adaptive outcomes both in L2 as well as in the learner’s life in general 
(i.e., flourishing). Specifically, in line with the DMP, results suggested that HP would more 
strongly predict positive L2 experiences of flow and mastery learning goals than OP. In 
turn, L2 flow and L2 mastery goals were expected to lead to willingness to communicate 
in L2 and to psychological flourishing in one’s life in general. The results largely supported 
the DMP and lead to a number of conclusions.

8.1  Passion Matters with Respect to L2 Learning

A first conclusion is that passion matters in learning a L2. The present research is the first 
to apply the harmonious and obsessive passion constructs to learning a L2. The findings 
showed that passion matters as it predicted a number of outcomes in line with the DMP. 
Specifically, the results demonstrated that the two types of passion positively predicted 
mastery goals and flow in L2 learning although, as expected, HP had a more significant 
relationship with both mastery goals and flow in L2 than OP. The findings are consistent 
with the DMP that posits that HP leads to a higher focus (than OP) on self-improvement 
and experiences of L2 flow as well as a willingness to engage in L2. Future research is 
necessary to extend the present research to a number of other outcomes such as objective 
L2 improvement, long-term L2 proficiency, expansion of identity in line with the new L2, 
desire to visit countries where L2 is spoken and other L2 variables.

8.2  The Mediational Role of Positive Experiences in L2 Activity

A second conclusion is that positive L2 experiences of flow and mastery goals are impor-
tant in their own right, of course, but also because they mediate the link between passion 
and other outcomes in L2. Indeed, the present findings showed that the link between pas-
sion (and especially HP) and more long-term outcomes like willingness to communicate 
in L2 was mediated by flow experiences. These findings are in agreement with previous 
findings that show that experiencing less anxiety (Baker and MacIntyre 2000) and fewer 
negative emotions while engaging in L2 activities (Khajavy et  al. 2018) is conducive to 
more willingness to communicate in L2. The present findings also showed that experienc-
ing flow in L2 leads to more willingness to communicate in L2. Future research is nec-
essary to see if positive emotions (e.g., Fredrickson 2001) also mediate the relationships 
between passion and other L2 outcomes such as willingness to communicate in L2 and 
actual language improvement.
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Of additional importance are the findings of this study that showed that mastery goals 
in L2 also led to life outcomes outside of L2 such as flourishing in one’s life. These results 
are in line with the passion literature on the role of passion in flow and well-being (Val-
lerand 2010, 2012, 2015) and previous L2 research (Lake 2013) that has shown positive 
experiences in L2, including mastery goals, are associated with one’s global well-being 
(including flourishing and happiness). However, the Lake (2016) study did not assess OP 
or address the issue of the “related factors” of L2 mastery goals. What the findings of the 
present study show is that passion for L2 (and especially HP) is a key factor that predicts 
mastery goals and flow in L2, and in turn, global well-being.

8.3  Unique Contribution of HP to Self‑Growth in Other Life Areas

A final conclusion of this study is that passion (and especially HP) for L2 contributes to 
self-growth in other aspects of one’s life. The results of this study have shown that HP 
contributes directly to flourishing and indirectly through its effect on mastery goals. This 
last finding suggests that other mediators, such as positive emotions, may be involved 
(Vallerand 2012). In other words, students with HP for engaging in L2 learning would be 
expected to experience more positive emotions and in turn, this would lead them to flourish 
in life. This result has been substantiated empirically in a variety of activities (Vallerand 
2012, 2015; Rousseau et al. 2008), but not previously in L2. Future research is necessary 
to further test this finding. The present findings are also in line with the broaden and build 
theory (Fredrickson and Joiner 2002), that suggests that positive affect leads people to 
higher levels of subjective well-being through building personal resources over time. The 
encouraging message from this finding is that contrary to previous studies focusing on the 
negative side triggered by L2 learning (e.g., anxiety, stress, and depression), the present 
findings shed light on the beneficial side of L2 learning. Passionate L2 learning can benefit 
people while engaging in L2 activities as well as in their other domains of life. In other 
words, HP can motivate a person to learn a L2 while also experiencing a balanced, happy 
and flourishing life.

9  Limitations and Future Directions

Some limitations of this research should be underscored. First, this study was conducted in 
Taiwan with high school students and this may raise the concern of generalizability. How-
ever, because the passion construct has been found to be relevant in a variety of cultures 
and countries (e.g., Russia, Spain, Hungary, North America, Japan, Europe, etc.), we feel 
confident in the robustness of the present findings and their support of the DMP. Future 
research should seek to replicate these results in other cultural and L2 contexts. Second, 
the correlational nature of the design used in this study prevents us from inferring cau-
sality from the findings. Future research using an experimental induction of passion (see 
Belanger et al. 2013; Lafreniere et al. 2013) for L2 should be used as well as longitudinal 
designs looking at changes in L2 outcomes over time, in order to have a deeper under-
standing of the causal role of passion in L2 experiences and life outcomes. In addition, the 
covariances among item residuals added to the initial model could be related to additional 
sources of variability not yet covered in this model. Therefore, it is strongly recommended 
that future research may include other approaches (e.g., interview) for triangulation in 
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order to have a better understanding of the phenomenon. Finally, it should be underscored 
that only a few L2 variables were assessed in this study. Future research is necessary to 
extend these findings with respect to other L2 outcomes (e.g., L2 enjoyment, persistence) 
and the actual objective assessments of L2 performance and language usage, as well as life 
outcomes (e.g., life satisfaction, meaning in life, etc.).

Finally, because HP led to a stronger impact than OP on L2 learners’ self-growth in 
both L2 and life in general, recommendations may be formulated regarding how to foster 
HP in L2. Thus, from a personal perspective, students are encouraged to discover their 
own strengths (Peterson and Seligman 2004) with the support of teachers and parents. In 
line with past research on passion and personal strengths (see Dubreuil et al. 2014, 2016; 
Forest et al. 2011), it is believed that identifying one’s personal strengths in L2 learning 
may help individuals develop HP in L2, thereby facilitating their learning L2 and overall 
well-being. For example, aligned with the Values in Action character strengths concept 
in positive psychology (Peterson and Seligman 2004), teachers could include activities in 
a L2 class allowing individuals to identify their own personal strengths (e.g., discovery, 
sense of humor, connecting with others etc.) and encourage them to use these while per-
forming L2 exercises. Finding ways to focus on personal character strength discovery dur-
ing L2 learning, could enhance the development of L2 harmonious passion and associated 
positive adaptive outcomes for learners. From a teaching perspective, teachers are encour-
aged to take a positive psychology perspective in L2 learning, by emphasizing not only on 
L2 achievement, but also the psychological well-being of their students. Educators could 
start by introducing passion-based strategies in their classes, such as applying novelty and 
challenges in L2 learning activities, choosing familiar and interesting topics in L2 learning 
(Cao 2014), or providing autonomy support and choices (Mageau et al. 2009). Moreover, 
teachers could strive to create relaxing, supportive, and happy classroom environments in 
order to reduce external pressure and anxiety associated with leaning and performing in a 
L2. One example would be to postpone error correction to a later time in the learning of an 
L2 and provide effort praise and friendly behavior to learners to encourage their willing-
ness to communicate in L2 in the classroom and outside of class (Khajavy et al. 2018).

In sum, the findings of this study underscore the fundamental importance of passion in 
the L2 realm and how it may contribute to both L2 learning and general life outcomes. It 
is not sufficient to be passionate for L2 activities to optimally experience outcomes in L2 
and life; the learner also needs to be harmoniously passionate to maximize such outcomes. 
Future research is necessary to extend our understanding of the role of passion in L2 and to 
more firmly anchor L2 in the field of positive psychology.
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Appendix: Summary of Passion Subscales

Below is a list of statements dealing with your second language (L2) learning. There is no 
right or wrong answer.
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(1) “Definitely not true of me” to (6) “Definitely true of me”.
L2 Harmonious passion subscale

1. L2 learning is in harmony with the other activities in my life.
2. The new things that I discover with L2 learning allow me to appreciate it even more.
3. L2 learning reflects the qualities I like about myself.
4. L2 learning allows me to live a variety of experiences.
5. L2 learning is well integrated in my life.
6. L2 learning is in harmony with other things that are part of me.

L2 Obsessive passion subscale

1. I have difficulties controlling my urge to learn L2.
2. I have almost an obsessive feeling for learning L2.
3. Learning L2 is the only thing that really turns me on.
4. If I could, I would only learn L2.
5. Learning L2 is so exciting that I sometimes lose control over it.
6. I have the impression that learning L2 controls me.
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